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Abbreviations and conventions

1 first person

2 second person

ABL ablative

AC accusative

AC2 accusative 2 (Choctaw -ano)
Acts Acts of the Apostles

ADV adverb

AFF affected

AFFIRM affirmative

BEN benefactive

CAUS causative

CBTC Choctaw Bible Translation Committee
CERT certainty

CON contrastive

COMPAR comparison

COMIT comitative

COMP complementizer

CONCESS concessive

CcoP copula

Cor. Corinthians

D:AC demonstrative accusative
DEM demonstrative

DIM diminutive

DISTR distributed

D:NM demonstrative nominative
DPAST distant past

DS different subject

DS2 different subject 2 (Choctaw -no)
DU dual

EMPH emphatic

EVID evidential

EXCLAM exclamatory

EXHORT exhortation

FOC:NM focus nominative

FOC:AC focus accusative
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Gen.

Heb.
HN
HSAY

11

111
IMP
INSTR
INT
INTR
IRR
IRR2
Josh.
Judg.

LINK
LOC
Matt.
MP

N

N
NEG
NM
NM2
NML
OBL

P
PLOBJ
PL(UR)
PART
PEJOR
POT
PREV
PROHIB
PROV
PT

ABBREVIATIONS AND CONVENTIONS

g-grade

Genesis

h-grade

Hebrews

hn-grade

hearsay

agreement class I
agreement class I1
agreement class I1I
imperative

instrumental
interrogative
intransitive

irrealis

irrealis 2 (Choctaw -ahii)
Joshua

Judges

I-grade

linker

locative

Matthew

multiple plural

n-grade

negative agreement class
negative

nominative

nominative 2 (Choctaw -ato)
nominalizer

oblique

plural (in person-number affixes)
plural object

plural

participial

pejorative

potential

previous mention
prohibitive

pro-verb

past
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Q question

RCP reciprocal

RFL reflexive

Rom. Romans

8 singular (in person-number affixes)
Sam. Samuel

SG singular

S8 same subject
852 same subject 2
TNS default tense
TR transitive
WARN warning

voC vocative

Y y-grade

Except in person-number affixes, a colon (:) is used in glosses to
connect words or abbreviations that gloss a single Choctaw morpheme.
An equals sign (=) connects Choctaw words that receive a single gloss.

Glosses for person-number affixes in examples from Muskogean
languages follow the order PERSON-NUMBER-AGREEMENT CLASS;
thus “18I” is ‘first person singular, I agreement class’; 2pPIII is ‘second
person plural, III agreement class’, and so on.

Verbs in Muskogean languages which reflect internal aspectual
modification have the name of the aspectual grade following the gloss.
Thus “see:H” is the h-grade of the verb ‘see’, “leave:L.” is the l-grade of
the verb ‘leave’, and so on.

An asterisk (») before an example indicates unacceptability; one or
more question marks before an example indicates doubtful acceptability.
The sign % before an example indicates that speakers differ as to
whether it is acceptable.

Angle brackets < > with roman type indicate the original orthography
of a source. Angle brackets within a morpheme enclose infixes.






1. The Choctaw language

1.1. Locations and numbers of speakers, past and present

Choctaw is a Muskogean language originally spoken in Mississippi,
Alabama, and Louisiana. The majority of the Choctaw tribe was forcibly
relocated to Oklahoma between 1831 and 1833, but a substantial number
resisted removal and remained in Mississippi. There are now four main
groups of Choctaw speakers: Mississippi Choctaws, Oklahoma Choctaws,
Louisiana Choctaws, and Mississippi Choctaws of Oklahoma.

In total there are probably between 9,000 and 11,000 speakers of
Choctaw. The 1990 United States census estimated 9,211 for Choctaw
and Chickasaw together' This figure may be somewhat too low, for
reasons discussed by Broadwell (1995).

1.1.1. Mississippi Choctaw

There are approximately 5,000 speakers of Mississippi Choctaw. There
are two sources for estimating the number of speakers of Mississippi
Choctaw. First, the 1990 United States census figures show 4,410
speakers of Choctaw and 124 speakers of an unspecified “American
Indian language” in the state of Mississippi.

A second source of information is a tribal census reported by Fortune
(1986), who gives the number of Choctaws on the Mississippi reservation
as 4,478. In response to questionnaires, 82.2 percent indicated that they
spoke Choctaw “very well,” 6.4 percent that they speak “some” Choctaw,
and 11.4 percent that they speak “hardly any” Choctaw. There are
probably several hundred speakers of Mississippi Choctaw living off the
reservation in Mississippi communities including Philadelphia, and
Jackson. In addition, perhaps as many as 100 speakers of Mississippi
Choctaw now live in Ripley, Tennessee, where they relocated in the
1950s (Kenaston 1972).

The Choctaw language is spoken by people of all ages on the
Choctaw reservation, and there are many children acquiring Choctaw as
their first language, though there are troubling indications that the
percentage of children acquiring Choctaw is declining (P. Kwachka, p.c.).

1. Chickasaw is a language closely related to, but distinct from, Choctaw. United
States census figures unfortunately combine these two languages, making it difficult
to estimate numbers of speakers for each. However, there are far fewer speakers of
Chickasaw, perhaps in the range of a few hundred (Munro, p.c. 1995), and the majority
of those included in the census figure of 9,211 must be Choctaw speakers.

1



2 CHOCTAW REFERENCE GRAMMAR

A significant number of Choctaw children are monolingual in Choctaw
when they arrive at kindergarten, and the tribal education department
employs specialists in English as a Second Language for helping
Choctaw children learn English. Kwachka (1981) discusses some of the
issues involved in the acquisition of English by Choctaw-speaking
children.

1.1.2. Oklahoma Choctaw and Mississippi Choctaw of
Oklahoma

There are probably between 4,000 and 6,000 speakers of Oklahoma
Choctaw, and perhaps a few hundred speakers of Mississippi Choctaw
of Oklahoma. It is rather difficult to be sure of these figures, however.
The 1990 census reports only 3,467 speakers of Choctaw (including
Chickasaw) in the state of Oklahoma, but I suspect the true number is
somewhat higher than this.

Unlike Mississippi Choctaw, there are few, if any, children acquiring
Oklahoma Choctaw, and speakers of Choctaw under the age of thirty-five
are unusual; I have heard of a few cases where younger people speak the
language because they have been raised by Choctaw-speaking
grandparents. R. S. Williams (1995) provides a more detailed study of
language obsolescence in Oklahoma Choctaw.

The Mississippi Choctaw of Oklahoma dialect (MCO) is spoken by
some Choctaws who live in the Chickasaw nation. According to the 1980
census, the counties of Oklahoma which contain significant numbers of
both Choctaws and Chickasaws are Atoka, Bryan, Coal, Hughes, and
Pontontoc. In these counties live 2,150 Choctaws and 1,765 Chickasaws,
and if we make the estimate that 30 percent of the Choctaws speak MCO
that would imply about 600 speakers. There is some reason to believe
that the speakers of MCO may represent the descendents of about 300
Mississippi Choctaws who were relocated to Oklahoma from 1903 to
1907, some seventy years after the main migration (Debo 1961:274-275;
Roberts 1986). Ulrich (1986) and Broadwell (1992) discuss some
linguistic features of this group.

1.1.3. Louisana Choctaw

Choctaw is spoken in two communities in Louisiana. There are a few
speakers living among the Koasati in Elton and there is also a group of
ethnic Choctaws with a few speakers in Jena. There were at one time
more speakers of Choctaw in Louisiana.

Kimball (1991:9) reports that in the late nineteenth century there
was a Choctaw community on the Calcasieu River near Indian Town,
Louisana, and that most of these Choctaws relocated to Oklahoma in
1908. The speakers of Choctaw currently living among the Koasati are
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apparently the descendants of this community.

Bushnell (1909) discussed a group of Choctaws living just north of
New Orleans at Bayou Lacomb, Tammany Parish, Louisiana and
included a vocabulary of about sixty words. According to Bushnell, at one
time “more than a hundred Choctaw lived in the vicinity of Bayou
Lacomb, Bayou Castine, and near the Chefuncte river; but by act of
Congress of July 1, 1902, they were persuaded to remove to the Indian
Territory and receive an allotment of land” (1909:3). Bushnell worked
with a few members of this group who remained in Louisiana after this
date. There are apparently no longer speakers of Choctaw in this area.

Swanton (1946:123) reports that the 1910 United States census
showed 115 Choctaws living in Louisiana, and the 1930 census showed
190. The 1990 census lists 6 speakers of Choctaw in Louisiana.

1.1.4. Other Choctaw groups

In addition to the groups just discussed, there are also a few other groups
in the southeast who claim full or partial Choctaw ancestry. In some
cases, these claims are the subject of controversy.

Within Louisiana, the Apache-Choctaw are centered around Ebarb
and Zwolle, Sabine Parish (Roche 1982); the Clifton Choctaw in nearby
Mora, Natchitoches Parish; and there are also a number of ethnic
Choctaws in the Baton Rouge area. To the best of my knowledge there
are no speakers of Choctaw among these groups.”

Certain other historically attested tribes in Louisiana may also have
spoken Choctaw. Bushnell (1909) suggests that the Choctaw of Bayou
Lacomb were the descendants of the Acolapissa, a Choctaw-speaking
group politically distinct from the main body of the Choctaw tribe.
Swanton (1946) also suggests that the Acolapissa, as well as the
Chakchiuma, spoke Choctaw. There is also a band of ethnic Choctaws
in Western Alabama, known as the Mowa Choctaw. There were
apparently some speakers of Choctaw in this group until the last decade,
but nothing of this dialect was ever recorded.

Nicklas (1974) mentions the existence of a group of Choctaw
speakers near Tallahassee, Florida, but I have not been able to confirm
this.

1.2. Orthography and glossing conventions

1.2.1. Orthography

Choctaw has been written in a variety of orthographies, and the choice
of a writing system has been controversial, with different groups favoring

2. I thank Dayna Lee, a graduate student in the Department of Anthropology,
University of Oklahoma, for providing me with information about these groups (p.c.).
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different orthographies. The orthographies vary from each other
primarily in the way vowels are written and in the representation of /1/,

/s/, and /¢/.

1.2.1.1. Traditional orthography

The earliest orthography, which we can call the “traditional
orthography,” was that used by nineteenth century missionaries, who
produced translations of many books of the Bible and other religious
works.

The missionaries failed to recognize vowel length as significant in
Choctaw, and designed an orthography that reflects distinctions between
tense and lax vowel quality. In this orthography, vowel length can
sometimes, but not always, be inferred from the spelling of a word. The
vowel symbols, along with their phonemic interpretation, are shown in
table 1.1.

Table 1.1. Traditional orthography of vowels and phonemic
equivalents

ORTHOGRAPHIC SYMBOL PHONEMIC EQUIVALENT
<a> /a/, Jaa/
<> /a/
<i> /i/, /ii/
<e> /ii/
<o> /o/, foo/
<> /o/

Both short and long vowels tend to be tense in open syllables, while
short vowels are usually lax in closed syllables. The orthography reflects
this allophonic alternation, with the symbols <v> and <u> being used
primarily in short closed syllables. Some examples showing uses of the
traditional orthography are shown in table 1.2.

Table 1.2. Examples of traditional orthography of vowels

TRADITIONAL PHONEMIC GLOSS
<nushkobo> /noskébo?/ ‘head’
<ohoyo> /ohooyo?/ ‘woman’
<ahalvlli> /aahalalli?/ ‘handle’
<peni> /piini?/ ‘boat’
<kostini> /kostiinih/ ‘obedient’
<chekusi> /Ciikosih/ ‘very soon’

<iti> /itti?/ ‘tree’
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The distinction between final /h/ and final /?/ is not generally
represented in the traditional orthography. Vowel nasalization is
sometimes indicated by underlining and sometimes by writing a
homorganic nasal consonant. As the last example in this list shows, the
traditional orthography is also sometimes unreliable on consonant
gemination.

The phonemes /s/ and /¢/ are written as digraphs <sh> and <ch>
respectively, as shown in the preceding examples. The phoneme /1/ was
written <lh> before a consonant and <hl> before a vowel, as in table 1.3.

Table 1.3. Examples of traditional orthography of /i/

TRADITIONAL PHONEMIC GLOSS
<ilhkoli> /itkolih/ “to go (pl.)’
<ahli> /Gtih/ ‘true’

Unfortunately, the spelling <hl> also represents the frequent cluster /hl/
in Choctaw (e.g., <mvhli> /mahli/ ‘wind’), and thus some words in the
traditional orthography can be difficult to interpret.

A final noteworthy feature of the traditional orthography is its
practice of breaking long words up into shorter orthographic units, for
example:

(1)  <vlla chipunta yvt vm vla hi a hush im ahni .. >
Jalla? ¢ipdta-yat am-al-ahii-y&
child small:PL.-NM 18III-come-IRR-DS
has-im-ahni .../
2pPI-111-allow
‘Suffer the little children to come unto me . ..” (Matt. 19:14)

As this example shows, the orthographic units do not always correspond
to morphemes.

1.2.1.2. Mississippi Choctaw orthography

A second orthography was designed by the staff of the Bilingual
Education program of the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians in the
mid-1970s, and was used in producing many of the materials used in the

3. To complicate matters even more, the editors of Byington (1915) changed
several aspects of the traditional orthography. They indicated nasal vowels by a
superscript n (e.g.,<a™>), and replaced Byington’s <v> with <a> (<a> with a subscript
dot). Furthermore, they replaced all instances of <hl> with <®>, despite the fact that
most medial instances of <hl> represent the sequence /hl/, and not /1/, introducing
more difficulties into the orthography. This yields an unfortunate situation in which
this, the largest dictionary of Choctaw, is written in an orthography which does not
match any of the orthographies in general use.
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reservation schools.

The Mississippi Choctaw orthography uses the phonetic symbols
<8>, <&, and <> for /s, ¢, ¥/ and uses hooks to represent vowel
nasalization. Vowel length is somewhat irregularly indicated by either
an acute accent or a macron. The following sentence is written in
Mississippi Choctaw orthography:

(2) <Alla ¢ipgta amalahiya hasimahni .. .>.
/alla? ¢ipota-yat am-al-ahii-ya
child small:PL-NM 1S11I-come-IRR-DS
has-im-ahni .../
2PI-111-allow
‘Suffer the little children to come unto me .. .” Matt. 19:14)

1.2.1.3. Modified traditional orthography

The orthography used in this grammar is what we may call “modified
traditional orthography.” This orthography is the one most frequently
used by linguists in discussions of the language. It uses the digraphs sh
and ch as in the traditional orthography, and consistently uses lh for /3/.
The modified traditional orthography also uses underlining to represent
vowel nasalization, but uses only three of the vowel symbols: a, i, and o,
which are doubled when long.

Word divisions in the modified traditional orthography reflect those
found in spoken Choctaw. The following sentence is written in modified
traditional orthography:

(8)  Alla’ chipotayat amalahiiya hashimahni . ..
/alla? ¢ipdta-yat am-al-ahii-ya
child small:PL-NM 1SIII-come-IRR-DS
has-im-ahni .../
2PI-111-allow
‘Suffer the little children to come unto me .. .” (Matt. 19:14)

The modified traditional orthography found in this work also marks
pitch accent (indicated with an acute accent) and glottal stop (indicated
with an apostrophe). Pitch accent is only marked when it occurs on a
nonfinal syllable.

1.2.1.4. Choctaw Bible Translation Committee orthography

In recent work on a new Mississippi Choctaw Bible translation, a fourth
orthography has appeared. It is similar to the modified traditional
orthography used in this work in using <sh>, <ch>, and <lh> and the
three vowel symbols <a>, <i>, <o>, It differs in two respects: it uses the
acute accent to mark vowel length, and it approximates the traditional
orthography in breaking up long words into shorter orthographic units.
It does not represent glottal stop or pitch accent.
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The following sentence is written using this orthography:

(4)  <Alla chipota yat am ala hi ya hash im ahni .. .>
/alla? ¢ipbta-yat am-al-ahii-ya
child small:PL-NM 1SITI-come-IRR-DS
has-im-ahni .../
2p-111-allow
‘Suffer the little children to come unto me . ..” (Matt. 19:14)

1.2.2. Glossing conventions

Choctaw words are cited in morphologically segmented forms, and there
is a one-to-one match between items in the Choctaw and items in the
gloss line. When a Choctaw word is glossed by more than one English
word, the English words are separated by a colon, as in the following
example:
(5)  Okmocho-t hilha-h!

close:eyes-PART dance-TNS

‘Close your eyes and dance!’

Colons are also used for portmanteau morphemes and for stems which
appear in a derived grade (chapter 6) as in the following examples:
(6)  Hattak-mat pisokpolo-h.
man-D:NM  ugly-TNS
“That man is ugly.’
(D Ohgba-na nittak pokkooli-h oshta-ttook.
rain:HN-DS day  ten-TNS four-DPAST
‘It kept on raining for forty days.’

When a Choctaw compound corresponds to a single English gloss, the
parts of the compound are separated by =, as in the following example:

(8)  Holisso=pisdaachi’ si-ya-h.
teacher 18II-be-TNS
‘I am a teacher.’

Outside the examples, Choctaw words and morphemes are cited in
italics.

1.3. Sources of information

The primary source of my data is my own field notes on Mississippi and
Oklahoma Choctaw. My primary consultants were Henry Willis, of
Moore, Oklahoma; Edith Gem, originally of Battiest, Oklahoma (who
lived in Long Beach, California, at the time of this research); the late
Josephine Wade, originally of Eagletown, Oklahoma (who lived in Los
Angeles during all of this research); and the late Gus Comby of the Pearl
River community, Choctaw reservation, near Philadelphia, Mississippi.
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In addition to these consultants, I have also worked with several
dozen additional speakers, mainly gathering lexical material. Their
names and home communities (all in Mississippi) are: Ann Bell, Nellie
Bell, Dolphus Henry, Claude Jackson, Claude Joe, Archie Mingo, Charlie
Steve, Gerald Steve, Nellie Steve, Nellie Willis, and Steven Willis of
Bogue Chitto; John Jim, Melvin Nickey, Riley Thomas, Austin Wallace,
and Loni Wallace of Bogue Homa; Angela Farve, Eddie Gibson, Mary
Lou Jefferson, Roseanne Tubby, Henry Williams, and Jimson Williams
of Conehatta; Isa Bell, Dullie Billy, Herbert Comby, Theron Denson,
Sarah Dixon, Calvin Gibson, Laura John, Thallis Lewis, Daniel Tubby,
Estelline Tubby, Henry Tubby, Lewis Tubby, Lynn Tubby, Robert Tubby,
Marcella Vaughn, and Loretta York of Pearl River; Beatrice Steve and
Eugene Tubby of Red Water; Charlie Denson of Standing Pine; and
Nelda Lewis of Tucker. The speakers from whom I obtained significant
amounts of grammatical information were Roseanne Tubby, Nelda
Lewis, Loretta York, and Henry Tubby. Data from my notes have no
special indication.

In addition to my notes, I have also used several sources of Choctaw
textual material, dating back over one hundred and fifty years.

1.3.1. Early and middle nineteenth century materials

We are fortunate to have at least two thousand to three thousand pages
of Choctaw textual material. Many Choctaws were literate in the
nineteenth century, and newspapers, almanacs, political adver-
tisements, and religious tracts were printed in the language.

By far the largest source of information comes from religious
materials, and in particular from the Choctaw translation of the Bible.
There are translations of all the books of the New Testament, and also
translations of many books of the Old Testament. The New Testament
is readily available from the American Bible Society, but the books of the
Old Testament are all out of print and difficult to obtain. I consulted
copies of several books of the Old Testament in the Widener and Andover
Libraries at Harvard University. The entire New Testament was
published in 1848, though translations of the Gospels appeared
separately in 1845. The books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Deuteronomy, and Numbers were published in 1867, and the books of
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings were
published in 1852. References to the Choctaw Bible are by book, chapter,
and verse.

Most of these translations were completed by Cyrus Byington or
Alfred Wright or both, two missionaries to the Choctaw. Both also
published other religious pamphlets: a set of questions on the books of
Luke and Mark (Alfred Wright 1852a, b), and a Choctaw spelling book
with grammatical exercises and reading passages (Byington 1827).
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L. S. Williams (1835) is a fifty-page discourse on Christian child-
raising, probably translated from a contemporary English original.

Byington also devoted himself to the study of the grammar and
lexicon of Choctaw, and Byington (1852) is a short “English and Choctaw
Definer.” Byington had extensive notes for a grammar and a larger
dictionary of the Choctaw language at his death in 1868, and both were
published posthumously.

Byington (1870) is a grammatical sketch of about fifty pages, edited
by Daniel Brinton.

Byington (1915) is an extensive dictionary of Choctaw. The
dictionary includes some syntactic information, mostly in the form of
illustrative passages in the Bible.

1.3.2. Late nineteenth and early twentieth century materials

There are several sources from this period. Allen Wright (1880) and
Watkins (1892) are dictionaries of the language written by native
speakers.*

There are also additional religious materials from this period. I have
consulted Ketcham (1916), a Choctaw catechism of about two hundred
pages. References to the catechism (signaled as “Catechism ”) are by page
number.

An additional source is Broadwell (1991b), “The Divorce of Amos and
Molsey Yale.” This text is a Choctaw transcription of the court testimony
during an 1897 divorce trial in the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma. The
original is in the archives of the Oklahoma Historical Society. References
to this text are preceded by “Yale” and are to section and line number.

1.3.3. Modern sources of textual information

Several examples are taken from Broadwell (1990b), a collection of
Choctaw jokes and folktales. Many of these folktales were originally
recorded by the staff of the bilingual education program of the
Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians. I reelicited these texts with the
late Mrs. Josephine Wade, and refer to them by text and line number. I
use the following system of text numbers:

T1 “Why the owl lives alone”

T2 “The grasshopper and the ant”
T3 “The rabbit tricks the women”
T4 “How the bear got a short tail”
Ts “Possum tricks wolf”

4. It is important to distinguish Alfred Wright, the Presbyterian missionary who
translated several books of the bible, from Allen Wright, the author of a Choctaw
dictionary. Allen Wright was a native speaker of Choctaw who was chief of the
Choctaw nation from 1866-1870.
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T6 “Why possum has a hairless tail”
T7 “Newlywed confessions”
T8 “Turkey and turtle race”

Another source of information is a new Mississippi Choctaw Bible
translation project which is now in progress, directed by the Choctaw
Bible Translation Committee. I consulted their new translations of
several parts of the Bible. Examples from this work are cited by book,
chapter and verse, and followed by the abbreviation “CBTC.”

1.4. Interpretations of textual material

A problem in the use of some of the texts just cited is that they are
unreliable in indicating certain phonological distinctions. Since the
religious texts use the traditional orthography, it is sometimes difficult
to determine vowel or consonant length.

For the most part, the nineteenth century Biblical materials appear
to be grammatically reliable, though they contain material that is
difficult for modern speakers to understand. The Bible translators
appear to have relied heavily on the King James Version of the Bible,
and the Choctaw translation is extremely faithful to the English. This
sometimes appears to yield unidiomatic results, and I have noted a few
examples where this appears to be the case.

Despite potential problems in the Bible materials, these materials
provide many useful examples of morphemes and constructions from
nineteenth century Choctaw. Whenever possible, I have included both
modern and nineteenth century examples that illustrate the
grammatical issues under discussion.

In all citations from the Bible and catechism, I give the example in
its original orthography in the text (marked by angled brackets) with my
reconstruction of the phonemics and morphological segmentation on a
following line. One difficulty is that a single Choctaw sentence in these
materials may correspond to several independent sentences in the
English translation. In citations of such material, lack of an initial
capital letter or final punctuation mark shows that the Choctaw material
has been taken from a longer passage. The English translation receives
an initial capital and ordinary final punctuation if it constitutes an
independent sentence on its own. In some cases, I have adjusted the
English translation so as to make the sense of the Choctaw clearer.

When I have reelicited portions of the Bible speakers, I list these
with no special notation, since these can be reliably interpreted as
acceptable sentences of modern Choctaw.

1.5. Choctaw dialects

Dialect differences in modern Choctaw are fairly minor, and appear to be
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primarily restricted to a few lexical items. [ am not aware of any data
pointing to the existence of social dialects in Choctaw, but there some
forms that vary according to region. However, caution must be applied
in attempting to identify regional dialects of Choctaw. One of the
complications of such inquiry is that speakers often have difficulty
distinguishing idiolectal variation from dialectal variation.

In my own fieldwork in Mississippi, I spent some time trying to
identify words that varied according to community, and often
encountered situations like the following. I asked a speaker of Choctaw
who lives in Pearl River the word for ‘one’, and she replied achdffah.
When asked about the pronunciation chaffah, she said that this is what
people say in Conehatta. The next day in Conehatta, [ asked the word for
‘one’, and my consultant said achdffah. The pronunciation chaffah, he
said, is what people say in Pearl River. Clearly both speakers could not
be right.

After asking people in several communities, I found that the
pronunciations chéffah and achdffah are not correlated with community
of residence at all, but are a matter of idiolectal variation. This sort of
situation turned out to be extremely common.

There is a tendency among Choctaw speakers to attribute any form
they regard as unusual to some other community of speakers. But
without going to that other community and confirming the facts, it is not
possible to take individual speaker statements about dialect differences
as reliable evidence.®

Given these concerns, there is not much good evidence for regional
dialects of Oklahoma Choctaw. Nicklas (1974) often refers to variation
among speakers in Oklahoma as dialectal, but he does not relate any of
this variation to particular regions of the Oklahoma Choctaw-speaking
territory. I believe that most of the variation he discusses is better
regarded as idiolectal or possibly familial in nature.

Dialect distinctions that can be confirmed and tied to particular
communites are most evident in Mississippi Choctaw, where there seem
to be three primary dialects: Northern, spoken in the community of
Bogue Chitto; Central, spoken in Pearl River, Standing Pine, Red Water,
and Tucker; and Southern, spoken in Conehatta and Bogue Homa. There
also seem to be certain forms that are unique to Pearl River, the largest
of the communities and the center of the tribal government.

Mississippi Choctaw speakers are highly conscious of dialect
differences, and will often give examples of lexical isoglosses that
distinguish one Choctaw community from another. Examples of some of
the variants are presented in table 1.4.

5. Of course, this is true of English speakers as well. Native speakers of a
language often have little detailed knowledge of dialects other than their own.
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Table 1.4. Examples of lexical differences between dialects

GLOSS FORM COMMUNITY

‘to be small (pl.)’ chipitah Pearl River
chipotah others

‘onion’ naakosooma’ Bogue Chitto
shachonna’ other Mississippi Choctaw
hatofalaaha’ Oklahoma Choctaw

‘tail’ halibis Pearl River
hasibis others

‘head’ nishkobo’ Bogue Chitto
noshkobo’ others

‘railroad train’ kochcha baliili’ Bogue Chitto
piinth or piini’ others

‘to comb’ shifih Conehatta
shillith others

‘wasp’ chanashshik Bogue Chitto
chashshik others

There is also a fair amount of idiolectal variation which does not seem
correlated with community of origin. The examples in (9) show that
initial short vowels are dropped in some words by some speakers. Those
in (10) show alternations between sh and s in syllable-final position.
Those in (11) show a tendency of & to assimilate to a following consonant,
and (12) shows some variation in short vowels in the first syllable of a
word.

9  ‘horse’ issobah/sobah
‘money’ iskali’/skalt’
‘one’ achaffah/chaffah
(10) ‘blood’ issish/issis
‘short’ yoshkoloolih/yoskoloolih
(11) ‘Choctaw’ chahta’/chatta’
‘bag’ bahta’/batta’
(12) ‘short’ kowaashah/kawaashah
‘short’ yoshkoloolih/yishkoloolih

Byington (1915) recorded some information about dialectal
variation, primarily words that were peculiar to the Sixtowns dialect,
which was formerly spoken in the southern part of the Choctaw nation.
At this point it is not clear if there might be a connection between the old
Sixtowns dialect and one of the modern dialects of Mississippi Choctaw.
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1.6. Related Muskogean languages

Although the primary focus of this work is Choctaw, in some cases the
Choctaw data are compared with data from other Muskogean languages,
especially Chickasaw. The Muskogean family is made up of four groups
of languages, as shown in figure 1.1. Higher-level classification within
the family is controversial.

Muskogean

Western Alabama Koasati Apalachee Hitchiti Mikasuki Creek

Muskogean (including
Seminole)

Choctaw Chickasaw

Figure 1.1.

Choctaw is closely related to Chickasaw, and the two languages form the
group Western Muskogean.® The two languages are perhaps as closely
related as Spanish and Portuguese. While they show many similarities,
many Choctaws report that they cannot understand Chickasaw. Because
Choctaw is more widely spoken, and because many Chickasaws have
been exposed to Choctaw through Bible translations, Chickasaws are
more often able to understand Choctaw. Chickasaw syntax has been
extensively investigated by Pamela Munro, and her analyses are
frequent points of reference. The Chickasaw dictionary of Munro and
Willmond (1994) is also an important point of comparison for discussions
of the various contributions of lexical information to Choctaw syntax.

The other Muskogean languages currently spoken are Alabama,
Koasati (also known as Coushatta), Mikasuki, and Creek, including its
Florida and Oklahoma Seminole dialects. Several other Muskogean
languages are extinct: Apalachee (Kimball 1987, 1988), Hitchiti, and
Mobilian, a Muskogean-based lingua franca of the southeast (Crawford
1978; Drechsel 1979).

My information on Creek is primarily based on my own work with
Margaret Mauldin, of Okemah, Oklahoma. Information also comes from
Nathan (1977), Hardy (1988), and Martin (1991).

Information for other Muskogean languages comes from Kimball
(1985, 1991) on Koasati; Lupardus (1982) and Sylestine, Hardy, and

6. See Munro (1987a) for arguments that Chickasaw is not merely a dialect of
Choctaw, as suggested by Haas (1941a).
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Montler (1993) on Alabama; Boynton (1982) and Derrick-Mescua (1980)
on Mikasuki; and Booker (1980) on comparative Muskogean. In citations
from other Muskogean languages, I use the orthographic conventions of
the source unless otherwise noted.

Haas (1951, 1952) has suggested that Muskogean is a member of the
Gulf stock, which also includes four extinct language isolates formerly
spoken on the lower Mississippi: Natchez, Tunica, Atakapa, and
Chitimacha. These relationships seem promising, but have not yet been
rigorously established.



2. Phonology

2.1. Phonemic inventory

2.1.1. Consonantal phonemes and their allophones

The phonemic inventory of consonants in Choctaw is presented in table
2.1.

Table 2.1. Consonant phonemes

p t ¢ k ?
b
f s § h
m n

1

1
w y

NOTE: In the modified traditional orthography employed in most of this book,
/¢t 5?7/ are spelled ch [h sh .

The voiceless stops are pronounced much as in English. /t, n, 1/ are
alveolars, much like the same consonants in English. The alveopalatal
affricate /¢/ is similar to English ch as in cheese; glottal stop /?/ is like the
break between the syllables of English uh-oh. Voiceless stops are sometimes
lightly aspirated when word initial; they are unaspirated elsewhere. Nicklas
(1974:15) notes that for some speakers, the voiceless stops may be partially
voiced between vowels.” I have personally observed intervocalic voicing only
for /k/, not for other voiceless stops.

For some speakers, voiced /k/ further lenites to [y] (voiced velar
fricative). This is particularly noticeable in the suffix -akilih ‘indeed’, as in
the following example:

¢} im-ofi-akilih [Imofiyoyé:lih]
I1I-dog-indeed
‘his own dog’

1. He also notes that such voicing is more prominent in the speech of men than
that of women. My own observations of intervocalic voicing agree with Nicklas on this
point.

15
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/%/ is a voiceless lateral fricative (no close English equivalent), spelled
Ih in the orthography used in this work.? Some younger speakers of
Oklahoma Choctaw have shifted from a lateral to an interdental articulation
for this sound, which is then pronounced [8]. I have not observed this
pronunciation among Mississippi Choctaws.

/1/ is labiodental for speakers I have worked with, but Nicklas (1974:16)
describes a voiceless bilabial fricative [¢] for some speakers.

The contrast between /s/ and /8/ (the latter like English sh as in ship,
and so spelled in the orthography used in this work) is weak in syllable final
position. As mentioned in chapter 1, there is a consider-able amount of
interspeaker variation in words like hasibish/hasibis ‘tail’.

/h/ frequently has [¢] (a voiceless palatal fricative) as an allomorph
before /¢/, as in examples like the following:

2 katihchish [katicCIs] ‘how’

When /k/ and /h/ are followed by a voiced consonant, an epenthetic
vowel breaks up the cluster. The quality of the vowel is schwa-like, perhaps
slightly colored by the quality of the preceding vowel:

(3) ahnih [ahenih] ‘to think’
tohbih [tohebih] ‘white’
bohlih [bohslih] ‘to place’
yohmih [yohemih] ‘to do so’
akni’ [akeni?] ‘oldest sibling’
takbah [takebah] ‘bitter’
toklih [tokslih] ‘to push’
hokmih [hokemih] ‘to burn’

The status of glottal stop as a phoneme in Choctaw is controversial. See
section 2.3 below for discussion.

2.1.2. Vowel phonemes and their allophones

The vowel inventory is presented in table 2.2.

Table 2.2. Vowel phonemes

1,ii,1 0,00,0

a,aa,a

NOTE: In the modified traditional orthography employed in most of this book,
nasalization is indicated by an underline; thus /a 16/ are spelled 2 i 0.

2. Clusters of /1/ plus /h/ are very rare in Choctaw. In the few cases where they
oceur, they are written with a separating period. For example, some speakers
pronounce the word asil.hah ‘to request’ as [asilhah] (not [asitah]).
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The vowels vary somewhat in tenseness. Long vowels (indicated by
doubling) are generally tense. Short /i/, /a/, and /o/ vary between
between tense [i], [a], and [o] and lax (1], [e], and [U] respectively. The lax
variants are more common in closed syllables.

Nasal vowels are probably derived from underlying /VN/ clusters by
rule (Ulrich 1986:60-67). Length is not contrastive for nasal vowels, but
they are phonetically long, thus [1:], [8:], and [6:]. Rules that distinguish
between monomoraic and bimoraic syllables (e.g., rhythmiclengthening)
treat syllables with a nasal vowel as bimoraic syllables.

2.2. Suprasegmental phenomena

Choctaw is a pitch accent language, but there seem to be almost no pairs
which are distinguished by pitch alone. Ulrich (1986:68) cites the
following example, which is the only minimal pair for accent that [ am
aware of

>

(4) tanap ‘war
tanap ‘turnip’

But this pair is weakened by the fact that the second word cited is a

borrowing from English. There are, however, other near-minimal pairs

for accent:

(5) Chahta’ ‘Choctaw’

bahta’ ‘bag’
(6) nanth ‘hill’
nani’ ‘fish’

For nearly all Choctaw nouns, accent falls on either the final or the
penultimate syllable. Ulrich (1986) cites one noun, tishkilah ‘bluejay’,
which has antepenultimate accent.

For nearly all underived verbs, the accent is predictable.? It is placed
on the tense marker (in the case of the tense markers -tok or -ttook) or on
the syllable immediately preceding the tense marker (in the case of the
tense marker -h).

(7a) Taloowa-h. ‘She/he sings.’
sing-TNS

{(7b) Taloowa-tok. ‘She/he sang.’
sing-PT

(7¢) Taloowa-li-ték. ‘I sang.’
sing-1SI-PT

3. Ulrich (1986:68) cites achdlih ‘to sew’, yokpah ‘to laugh’, and dyyokah ‘each’
as examples of verbs with unpredictable accent.
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In these simple cases, one could say that the accent appears on the final
syllable, but this is not true when other morphemes follow the tense
markers:

(8a) Taloowa-h-0? ‘Does she/he sing?’
sing-TNS-Q
(8b) Taloowa-tok-chi. ‘I wonder if she/he sang?’

sing-TNS-WONDER

The rule for the placement of accent in verbs might be simplified to final
syllable in some domain if we were to posit a fairly strong boundary
between the tense markers and following markers.

Verbs in the aspectual grades have an accent on either the penult or
the antepenult, depending on the grade. See chapter 10 for further
discussion.

Deverbal nouns have a predictable accent on the penult:*

(9) taldowa’ ‘singer’

However, the accent on underived nouns is not predictable,
In this work, pitch accent is written when it occurs on a nonfinal
syllable.

2.3. Syllable structure and phonotactics

2.3.1. Possible syllables

Choctaw syllables must contain a vowel (long, short, or nasalized), and
in general have no more than one consonant in the onset and no more
than one consonant in the coda. (Some exceptions with contractions will
be discussed shortly). Table 2.3 (based on Ulrich 1986:12) shows the
range of possible syllable types.

Table 2.3. Possible syllable types

LIGHT SYLLABLES

\Y% a.bih “to kill’

CcvV no.sth ‘to sleep’
HEAVY SYLLABLES

\'A% ii.chih ‘to drive’
CVvV pii.nt’ ‘boat, train’
v a.chi’ ‘quilt’

4. This book adopts the convention that for long vowels, pitch accent is written
only on the first vowel of the double vowel sequence.
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CV ta.chi’ ‘corn’

vC ish.ki’ ‘mother’

CvC ha.bish.ko’ ‘nose’

SUPERHEAVY SYLLABLES

VvvC 6ok.cha-cha ‘she/he wokeup and ...’
CVvC naaf.ka’ ‘dress’

vC at ‘come and’

CcvC ok.hish ‘medicine’

Some superheavy syllables of the shape (C)VCC appear in the contracted
participles ending in -t. For most of these forms a noncontracted version
is also possible:

(10a) tabli-t ~ tap-t
cut-PART
‘cutting’
(10b) ishi-t ~ ish-t
take-PART
(instrumental applicative)

Syllables of this shape are only found in word-final position.

There are a few cases where syllables appear to begin with
consonant clusters. In casual speech initial i may be deleted before sC or
shC:

(11a) Iskitiini-h. ~ Skitiini-h.
small-TNS
‘It’s small.’

(11b) isht-ptha-’~ ishpiha’ ~ shptha’
INSTR-dig-NML
‘shovel’ (noun)

There is one example of a borrowed word with an initial bl cluster,
bliasis [bleesls] ‘molasses, syrup’.

2.3.2. Possible onsets and rimes

Syllables may begin with any vowel or with any consonant other than
glottal stop. As noted above, a syllable generally begins with at most one
consonant, but there are a small number of cases where words begin with
consonant clusters.

Noun roots must end with one of the following consonants: p, t, &, ’,
f. s, sh, h, m, n, l. The only consonants that do not end words are b, Ih, w,
y and ch. Ch, however, requires some special discussion. Although no
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native Choctaw nouns end in ch, there is at least one borrowed noun,
kalaach ‘collards’, which does have this final consonant. Some
Mississippi Choctaw personal names also end in ch:

(12) Laach (a man’s name)
Tiich (a man’s name)
Naach (a woman'’s name)

Verb roots must end with a vowel, but every verb root must be
followed by at least one suffix, so the final vowel of the verb root is never
in word-final position.

Nominal and verbal affixes may end with either a consonant or a
vowel, as is shown by the examples in table 2.4.

Table 2.4. Final segments of affixes

C-FINAL

Verbal prefixes ish- ‘second person singular, class I’
Verbal suffixes -tok ‘past tense’

Nominal prefixes am- *first person singular , class IIT°
Nominal suffixes -at ‘nominative’

V-FINAL

Verbal prefixes chi- ‘second person singular, class II”
Verbal suffixes -cha ‘same subject’

Nominal prefixes sa- ‘first person singular , class II’
Nominal suffixes -ba ‘only’

2.3.3. Minimal words

The minimal word in Choctaw is bimoraic; it contains either two short
vowels or one long vowel:
(13) ofi’ ‘dog’

¢ »

waak cow

There are no Choctaw words that contain only a single short vowel, thus
there are no words like *fi’ or *wak.

However, there may be some verb roots (the so-called “short verbs”)
that are shorter than the minimal word. For example, the underlying
form of the verb ‘to kill’ is probably bi:

(14) ish-bi-h
28I-kill-TNS
‘you kill’
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When no prefix is present, an epenthetic a appears.

(15a) abi-h
kill-TNS
‘she/he/it/they kill’
(15b)  *bi-h

We can view this insertion of this a as a device that ensures that the verb
stem meets the minimal length requirements for a word. See chapter 9
for more details on short verbs.

2.4. General rules of Choctaw phonology

Nicklas (1974) and Ulrich (1986) are the principal sources for a detailed
discussion of Choctaw phonology. My remarks here summarize the work
of Ulrich, which should be consulted for further information. In the
present section, I discuss general (“postlexical ”) phonological rules of the
language. Rules which apply only in the derivational morphology are
treated in section 2.5-2.6. For the purposes of these sections, underlying
forms (preceding the application of the phonological rules discussed) are
represented in the phonemic orthography of tables 2.1 and 2.2, between
slashes / /.

2.4.1. Rhythmic lengthening
2.4.1.1. General description

Choctaw has a pervasive rule of rhythmic lengthening, which lengthens
even-numbered nonfinal CV syllables, as in the following example:

(16) /salaha-tok / — [sala:hatok]
slow+PT
‘He was slow.’

Ulrich (1986:53) claims that rhythmically lengthened vowels are
phonetically shorter in duration than underlying long vowels. A similar
rule applies in Chickasaw, and Gordon, Munro, and Ladefoged (1997)
provide instrumental evidence for shorter duration of lengthened vowels
in that language. No similar study has been done for Choctaw.

There are several areas in which the rule of rhythmic lengthening is
more complex than just described. Since the rule affects even-numbered
nonfinal CV gyllables, it is necessary to determine where the syllable
count begins. Some of the prefixes that precede a noun or verb stem are
within the scope of rhythmic lengthening, while other prefixes are not
within the scope of the rule.

For verbs, the I prefixes (see chapter 6) are always within the scope
of the rule:



22 CHOCTAW REFERENCE GRAMMAR

(17) /sa-salaha-tok/ — [sasa:laha(:)-tok]®
1sII-slow-PT
‘I am slow.’

However, I prefixes and most III prefixes are not within its scope:

(18) /ish-acifa-tok/ = [isadi:fatok]
2sl-wash-PT *[isa:cifatok]
‘You washed it.’

(19) /im-acifa-tok/ = [Imadci:fatok]
I1l-wash-PT *[ima:cifatok]
‘He washed it for her.’

There is an exception for verbs of the shape VCV, however. For these
verbs, 111 prefixes are within the scope of the rule:

(20) /im-abi-tok/ — [Ima:bitok]
III-kill-PT
‘He beat them. o

The pattern for rhythmic lengthening in nouns is similar. In general,
III prefixes on nouns are not within the scope of rhythmic lengthening:

(21) /im-abooha?/ — [Imebo:ha?]
III-room *[Ima:bo:ha?]
‘his/her room’

However, as with the verbs, nouns with the shape VCV exceptionally do
show rhythmic lengthening for many speakers:

(22) /im-ofi?/ = [Imo:fi?]
ITI-dog
‘his/her dog”

(23) /am-afo?/ — [ama:fo?]
18II-grandfather
‘my grandfather™®

Speakers vary on whether rythmic lengthening applies after I1 prefixes
in nouns. For some speakers, the rule is not applicable in cases like the
following:

5. As discussed below, speakers vary in whether rhythmic lengthening applies
before -tok.

6. Imabi, literally ‘kill to him/her/them’, is an idiom meaning ‘beat, defeat’.

7. Some speakers also seem to have a nasal vowel in the possessed form of ofi’,
which is then imdfi’. So far as I know, this is an irregularity confined to this single
word.

8. Since this noun obligatorily appears with a possessive 111 prefix, the vowel in
the stem is almost always long. However, some speakers have a vocative form afo’,
providing evidence for a short vowel in the underlying representation.
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(24) /sa-hatabis/ — [sahata:bis]
1sII-navel
‘my navel’

However, other speakers do allow rhythmic lengthening in this context:
(25) /sa-hatabis/ — [saha:ta:bis]

The latter form seems to be more common among Mississippi Choctaws,
while Oklahoma Choctaws show both forms.®
Another prefix sometimes within the scope of the rhythmic

lengthening rule is the plural imperative. This prefix has idiolectal
variants: some speakers have hoo ~ ooh, others have invariable hoo-,
and still others have ho- ~ oh-.° For speakers using ho- ~ oh-, the prefix
causes rhythmic lengthening of a following CV syllable:
(26a) /ho-yitipah/ — [hoyi:tipah]

PL-run:PL

“Y’all run!’
(26b) /oh-akammih/ —> [oha:kammih]

PL-close
‘Y’all close it!” (Ulrich 1986:282)

At the right edge of the word, there is variation in what counts as the
end of the word. Recall that the rule of rhythmic lengthening only affects
syllables that are non-final in some domain. For some speakers of
Choctaw, the tense suffix -tok is outside the scope of this rule, and an
even-numbered CV syllable will not be lengthened before it:

(27) /nokowa-¢i-tok/ — [noko:waditok]
angry-CAUS-PT
‘He angered her.’

Other speakers do allow rhythmic lengthening before -tok:
(28) /nokowa-Ci-tok/ = [noko:wadéi:tok]
angry-CAUS-PT

It is difficult to generalize about the distribution of these two
patterns, but the latter seems more frequent with Mississippi Choctaws.
Oklahoma Choctaws show both patterns.

2.4.1.2, The reanalysis of rhythmic lengthening
Since a verb stem of the shape /CVCVCV/ very frequently appears

9. Nicklas (1974:120) gives [hacdi-no:takfa] ‘y’all’s jaws’ as an example, demonstra-
ting that such forms are possible for the Oklahoma Choctaws he consulted. See
chapter 4 for more discussion.

10. For speakers with two variants of this morpheme, ho(o)- appears before
consonants and o{o)h- appears before vowels.
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phonetically as [CVCV:CV], it is perhaps not surprising that many
speakers have reanalysed the penultimate vowel as underlyingly long,
thus /CVCVVCV/.

Consider the following words taken from two different speakers of
Mississippi Choctaw:

(29) Speaker 1 /salaaha-tok/ — [sala:hatok]
Speaker 2 /salaha-tok/ — [sala:hatok]
‘He was slow.’

Despite having different underlying forms, the two speakers pronounce
the form in the same way.

However, the two speakers diverge in their pronunciation of forms
with a II prefix:

(80) Speaker 1 /sa-salaaha-tok/ — [sasa:la:hatok]
Speaker 2 /sa-salaha-tok/ — [sasa:laha:tok]
‘T was slow.’

Thus it is only possible to determine the underlying form of a word
with the phonetic pattern [CVCV:CV] by comparing this word to a form
with a II prefix. If the penultimate vowel is an underlying short vowel,
it will revert to short in the II prefix forms.

In investigating the phonology of Mississippi Choctaw, I have found
that speakers vary from word to word according to whether the phonetic
pattern [CVCV:CV] corresponds to an underlying form /CVCVCV/ or
JCVCV:CV/.* Since there is little agreement between speakers about
which words have underlying long vowels, it seems that much of the
variation is idiolectal.

This raises a problem for the orthography. Three options seem
possible:

(a) Write every word of the shape [CVCV:CV] as if its underlying
form were /CVCVCV/. This is the approach adopted by nearly all the
previous work on the language, but it seems to me to misrepresent the
variation in speakers’ knowledge of such words. Consider speaker 1
above. Since the penultimate vowel of salaahatok is always long for him,
he must have a long vowel in his underlying representation of the word.
Given the formulation of rhythmic lengthening above, there is no other
way to explain his pronunciation of sasalaahatok. To write the word
salahatok only represents one of the idiolectal variants of this word.

This option also involves a certain number of arbitrary decisions. A

11. Nicklas (1974:120) discusses similar speaker alternations in rhythmic
lengthening, which he treats as instances of multiple application of the rule. For
example, [sa-mi:ta:;fah] ‘I was cut’ contains two long vowels. In Nicklas’s approach, the
rhythmic lengthening rule applies first to the verb stem, then expands to include the
II prefix in a second application of the rule. On this approach, dialects differ on
whether the rule applies first to the stem.
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certain number of words contain long vowels which might be the result
of the rhythmic lengthening rule, but for phonological or morphological
reasons, one cannot compare another form to determine this. Consider
the following words:

(31) [ano:litok] ‘He told.’
[achi:fatok] ‘She washed.’

Should the first word be written anolitok or anoolitok? We cannot
determine which is the underlying form because the verb is vowel- initial
and it is not possible to construct a context in which the [0:] will be in an
odd-numbered syllable. The object of this verb is indicated with a III
prefix, and such prefixes are outside the scope of rhythmic lengthening.

From the point of view of constraining the abstractness of
phonological representations, it seems difficult to justify positing short
vowels in such forms in the lack of any evidence for them.

(b) The second option is to represent the idiolectal variation in
underlying forms in the orthography. Clearly this is the most correct
approach, but it involves so many difficulties that it is impractical to
carry out in a work of this size.

Under this option, every word of the shape [CVCV:CV] must be
compared with a prefixed form to determine its underlying form before
its orthographic representation can be determined. Furthermore, the
representation arrived at for one speaker will not necessarily be the
same as that for another speaker. Thus, to know how to write a speaker’s
utterance correctly, the writer must elicit additional morphological
information from that speaker for each amhiguous verb.

The data in this grammar come from several different speakers of
the language, some of whom are now deceased. Other data come from
historical texts in the language, where the speaker is unknown. For
these reasons it is impossible to recheck every ambiguous form with the
original speakerto determine what the representation of the word should
be.

(c) The third option, that which I will adopt in this work, is to write
all phonetically long vowels within the verb stem as long in the
orthography. In this respect, the orthography is sub-phonemic for some
words for some speakers, but it avoids the misrepresentations of the first
option and the impracticality of the second.

Lengthened vowels outside the verb stem (primarily in the causative
-chi and the first person -li) can still be written as short in the
orthography since there is no evidence that any speakers have
reanalyzed the vowels in these affixes as long.'% Since speakers uniformly

12. No doubt this is because these suffixes appear in both even-numbered and
odd-numbered syllables with sufficient frequency that speakers have no difficulty in
assigning them an underlying representation.
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have short vowels in the underlying forms of these suffixes, they can be
orthographically represented this way without a problem.

2.4.2. Vowel deletion

In general, when two short vowels occur at a morpheme boundary, the
first deletes (Ulrich 1986:151) in a rule we might formalize as follows:

(82) Short vowel deletion
V—=>g/__V

This is shown in the following example:
(33) /baliili-aaci-h/ > baliilaachih

run-IRR-TNS
‘She/he will run.’

However, the class I prefixes are a lexical exception. They always retain
their vowel and trigger deletion of a following short vowel:

(84) /sa-ibaa-wasoohah/ — sabaawashoohah
18II-with-play
‘Play with me!’

2.5. Rules applying in derivational morphology

2.5.1. Assimilations with -li

The verbal suffix -li (discussed in chapter 8) is associated with a
somewhat idiosyncratic set of assimilations. Ulrich (1986) contains a
comprehensive discussion of the subject, and should be consulted for
details.

The /1/ of this suffix assimilates to a preceding /f, %, h, m, n, w/ for
all speakers:

(385a) /kobaf-a-h/ — kobaafah
break-INTR-TNS
‘to be broken’

(85b) /kobaf-li-h/ — kobaffih
break-TR-TNS
‘to break’

For many speakers, /1/ also assimilates to a stem final /b/, but there is
some variability on this point:

(86) /atob-li-h/ —> atoblih, atobbih
pay-TR-TNS
‘to pay’
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Stem-final /p/ assimilates in voicing to the following /1/:

(87) /tap-li-h/ — tablih
cut:off-TR-TNS
‘to cut off”

Stem-final /t/ assimilates to /1/:

(388) /palhat-li-h/ — palhallih
split-TR-TNS
‘to split’

2.5.2. Rules applying in grades

There are also some rather complex morphophonological rules associated
with the verbal grades, treated in detail by Nicklas (1974) and Ulrich (1986).
See chapter 10 for a description of the phonology of grade formation.

2.6. The status of h and glottal stop

2.6.1. The standard view of glottal stop insertion

I follow Ulrich (1986, 1993) in regarding the glottal stop as an additional
consonantal phoneme of Choctaw, but the issue is controversial.

There is a two-way phonetic distinction between final vowels which are
followed by glottal stop and those which are not, as shown in the following
two nouns:

(89 [koni] ‘skunk’

[of1?] ‘dog’
The final vowel in [koni] has a breathy quality, and might sometimes be best
represented as [konih]. When a suffix such as the nominative case marker
-at is added, an [h] is clearly audible:

(40) [konih-at] ‘skunk (nominative)’

No such [h] is present when a case marker is added to a form ending in
glottal stop. Some speakers retain glottal stop in this context, but there are
two other options: (a) insert an epenthetic y, or (b) delete the second vowel
and lengthen the first:

(41) [ofi?-at] ‘dog (nominative)’
[ofi-yat]
[ofi-it]

The most widespread view of Choctaw phonology (implicit, for example, in
Nicklas [1974] and Davies [1981]) holds that the two types of nouns just
cited correspond to the following underlying representations:
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(42) /konih/ — [koni ~ konih] ‘skunk’
/Jofi/ = [ofi?] ‘dog’
This view of Choctaw phonology holds that there are (at least) two

rules affecting these forms. First, a glottal stop is added by rule to all
final vowels:'®

(43 ¢—>?/V_#

Second, /h/ is deleted in word-final position for some speakers:

(44) h— ¢/ __# (optional)

2.6.2. Problems with the standard view

This view of Choctaw phonology is quite appealing in eliminating the
glottal stop as a phoneme, but unfortunately the rules fail to account for
the full range of data. Determiners and complementizers, in particular,
show behavior that is not consistent with this analysis.

The determiner suffix -ba is generally translated as ‘only’, as in the
following example:

(45) John-ba  pisa-li-tok.
John-only see:N-1SI-PT
‘T only saw John.’

If the rule adding a glottal stop to any final vowel were correct, we would
expect *John-ba’ here instead of the attested John-ba.

It would be problematic to claim that the correct underlying form is
/-bah/ (and that the /h/ is deleted or inaudible), since when case-
markers follow this determiner, the forms are -baat (nominative) and -ba
(accusative):

(46) Hattak-mak-ba-ataya-h-o prsa-li-tok.
man-DEM-only-NMgo:along-TNS-PART:DSsee-1SI-PT
‘I saw only that man going along.’

47) John-ba pisa-li-tok.
John-only:ACsee:N-1SI-PT
‘I saw only John.’

We know from ordinary nouns that when a case marker is added to a
stem ending in /h/, the /h/ is always present:

13. Actually, since some speakers have glottal stop before the case endings (e.g.
ofi’at ‘dog (nominative)’), the rule probably needs to be modified to insert glottal stop
before some other morphological boundaries as well.
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(48a) [konih-at] ‘skunk (nominative)’
(48b) [konih-a] ‘skunk (accusative)’

Like -ba, the emphatic determiner -akilih is not followed by a glottal
stop when it appears in word-final position.

49) Iaap im-ofi-akilih abi-tok.
self IIl-dog-EMPH kill-PT
‘He killed his own dog.’

However, in contrast to -ba, -akilih shows /h/ when it appears before
other suffixes:™*

(50) Oklah hachishn-akilih-oosh itti’ hash-ahoochich-ahila-h.
PLUR y’all-EMPH-PART:SS tree 2PI-find-IRR-TNS
“Y’all should find a tree for yourselves.’

It seems that the contrast between -akilih and -ba needs to be
represented as final /h/ versus final @. But in this case, the rule adding
glottal stop to word final vowels does not work.

Most determiners and complementizers in Choctaw are vowel-final,
and so far as I know none of them show the predicted glottal stop in word
final position. The majority show behavior like -ba: no glottal stop when
word final, no & when followed by another subject.

In this respect they are different from nominal stems. We can
articulate the difference as follows:

(a) Every Choctaw noun ends in a consonant.

(b) Other parts of speech (in particular, determiners and comple-
mentizers) may end in vowels.

The contrasts between nouns like ofi’ ‘dog’ and konih ‘skunk’ are
now to be represented as follows:

(5la) /fofi?/ [ofi?]
‘ dogy

(51b) /ofi?-at/ [ofi?at ~ ofiyet]
dog-NM
‘dog (nominative)’

(52a) /konih/ [konih ~ koni]
‘skunk’

14. See chapter 5 for further discussion of noun phrases with -akilih. There I
suggest that the final /h/ may be the tense affix. The phonological issue is the same,
however, whether -akilih is monomorphemic or bimorphemic.
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(62b)  /konih-at/ [konihat]
skunk-NM
‘skunk (nominative)’

2.6.3. Vowel lowering as an argument for glottal stop

An additional argument for a three-way distinction between final h, g,
and ? comes from the pronunciation of /i:/. When /i:/ appears in word-
final position, it is often pronounced [e:], as a result of a rule like the
following:

B3 /i 7 lel/_#
This is shown in the following examples:

(54) Chahta’ hapiy-a-h-okii! [hapi:yahoke:]
Choctaw 1MPII-be-TNS-indeed
‘We are Choctaws!’

(55) <...himak a ish ithvnashke .. .>
himmaka ish-ithana-shkii. [181thamoske:]
now 2sl-know:N-EXHORT
‘Know now . .." (Gen. 37:32)

The suffixes -okii and -shkii are generally affected by this rule, and this
is reflected in their spelling in traditional orthography, where they are
written <oke> and <shke> respectively.

Since every noun must end in a consonant, and every verb must be
followed by a tense marker (all of which end in consonants), these two
suffixes are among the few forms in the language that undergo the rule.®
It would be quite unattractive to posit an /e/ phoneme to account for
these suffixes; there is no evidence elsewhere in the language for such a
phoneme. The proposed rule neatly accounts for this pronunciation.

In contrast, words that end in /i:/ followed by /h/ or glottal stop are
not affected by the rule:

56 ti’ [ti:?] *[te:?] ‘tea’
hithith [hihich] *[hihe:h] ‘to sing “hiih! hith!” in a high voice, as
Choctaw women do during certain dances’

In a model of Choctaw phonology that does not recognize a three-way
final distinction between h, 4, and ?, it is difficult to write the rule of
vowel lengthening in such a way that it correctly picks the right contexts.

15. In fact, there is a small exception to the statement that every verb must be
followed by a tense marker, found in cases of coordination, as discussed in section
3.2.1.4.
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2.6.4. Glottal stop and compensatory lengthening

When nouns ending in glottal stop appear before a consonant-initial
suffix, the glottal stop is generally deleted, with compensatory
lengthening of the preceding vowel, as discussed in Ulrich (1986):

(67 /ofi?-ma/ — [ofi:mal]
dog-DEM
‘that dog’

The same effect is seen in compounds:

(58) /tobi?’hémma?/ —> [tobi:hémma?]
bean red
‘pinto beans’

2.6.5. Glottal stops in Mississippi Choctaw of Oklahoma

Finally, the occurrence of glottal stop in Mississippi Choctaw of
Oklahoma MCOQ) is somewhat more complex than thatjust described for
other Choctaw varieties. As mentioned in chapter 1, MCO is a dialect
spoken by some Choctaws who live in the Chickasaw Nation of
Oklahoma. MCO shows some instances of word internal glottal stops,
primarily in the derived grade and valence forms:

(59) Ht'lha-cha... MCO)
dance:L-SS
‘He danced and . . .’

In Mississippi Choctaw and Oklahoma Choctaw, such forms contain a
long vowel (thus the name ‘lengthened grade’):

(60) Hiilha-cha. ..
dance:L-SS
‘He danced and . . .’

For this variety of Choctaw, phonetic glottal stops are not restricted
to word-final position. Ulrich (1986, 1993) has suggested that other
varieties of Choctaw may also have underlying glottal stops in word-
medial positions, but that they are deleted in the course of the
phonological derivation. Although this analysis is promising, it requires
underlying representations that are more distant from their surface
realizations, and has not been widely adopted. In this grammar I retain
a more conservative representation in which glottal stop only appears in
word-final position.



3. Basic syntactic typology

Choctaw is a configurational language with consistent head-final
constituent ordering. It shows a mix of head-marking and dependent-
marking patterns. This chapter gives an overview of the structure of
simple sentences and discusses its place in syntactic typology.

3.1. An overview of simple sentence types

3.1.1. Sentences with only third person arguments

The simplest sentences in Choctaw consist of a verb plus a tense marker,
as in the following examples:

(1)  Oba-tok.
rain-PT
‘It rained.’
(2) Niya-h
fat-TNS
‘She is fat.’

(3)  Pisa-tok.
see:N-PT
‘She saw them.’

The verb plus tense marker A is used as the citation form of verbs in
this work. As these examples show, there are no obligatory noun phrases
in a Choctaw sentence, nor is there any overt indication of a third person
subject or object. When there is an overt NP subject, it is marked for
case:

4)  John-at niya-h.
John-NM fat-TNS
‘John is fat.’

Subject NPs are obligatorily marked with the nominative case -at.
Object NPs are optionally marked with the accusative -a:

(5) John-a pisa-tok.
John-AC see:N-PT
‘He saw John.’

© Ahi’ honni-tok.
potatoes boil-PT
‘He boiled the potatoes.’

32
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(7 Ahiya honni-tok.
potatoes-AC  boil-PT
‘He boiled the potatoes.’

The conditions under which accusative marking appears are discussed
in chapter 5.

3.1.2. Sentences with first and second person arguments

Sentences that contain a first or second person argument show more
complex morphology. Intransitive verbs fall into three classes (I, II, and
III), according to the type of agreement shown with the subject:

(8)  Baliili-li-tok.
run-1sI-PT
‘Iran.’

@  Sa-niya-h.
181I-fat-TNS
‘I am fat.’

(10) A-ponna-h.
181II-skilled-TNS
‘T am skilled.’

As discussed in chapter 9, the I1I prefixes are probably best treated as
dative applicatives. Transitive verbs also fall into several classes (I/11,
17111, 11/11, II/I01, II1/10), depending on the sort of agreement with
subjects and objects:

(11) Chi-pisa-li-h. d/1
281I-see:N-1SI-TNS
‘I see you.’

(12) Chi-paya-li-h. 1/11I)
2811I-call-181-TNS
‘I call you.’

(18) Chi-sa-banna-h. d1/1n
2811-18I1-want-TNS
‘I want you.’

(14) Chi-sa-yimmi-h. 11/1n
28I11-1811-believe-TNS
‘I believe you.’

(15) Chi-am-ahchiba-h. (I11/1H
28I1-18]I1-tired-TNS
‘T'm tired of you.’

Verb agreement is discussed in more detail in chapter 9.
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3.1.3. Equational, locational, and possessive sentences

3.1.3.1. Equational sentences

Equational sentences are those in which the identity of two noun phrases
is asserted. These correspond to English sentences with a copula and a
predicate nominal. As mentioned above, Choctaw uses zero copulas in the
third person in the present tense, as the following examples show:

(16) Pam-at holisso’=pisdachi’.
Pam-NM teacher
Pam is the teacher.’

(17) Holisso’=pisdachi’-mat Pam.
teacher-D:NM Pam
‘The teacher is Pam.’

When the subject is first or second person, the copula a must appear:

(18) Holisso=pisdachi’ si-ya-h.
teacher 18II-be-TNS
‘I am the teacher.’

It is ungrammatical to omit the copula in such examples:

(19) *An-akoosh holisso’=pisdachi’.
I-coN:NM  teacher
(‘I am the teacher.”)

The overt copula a also appears when the sentence is in the past or
distant past or when the sentence appears with a modal.

(20) Hattak-mat Bill aa-tok.
man-D:NM  Bill be-PT
‘That man was Bill.’

(21) Hattak-mat Bill a-ttook.
man-D:NM  Bill be-DPAST
‘That man was Bill (long ago).’

(22) Hattak-mat Bill a-ahila-h.
man-D:NM  Bill be-POT-TNS
‘That man might be Bill.’

For reasons that are unclear, the copula appears as a long aa before
the tense ending -tok, but as a before -ttook or when preceded by a II
prefix (e.g., siyah ‘I am’). Since the m