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Chapter 4 
 
Semantic Functions and Word Order 
 
 
 Having completed a general survey of basic Plains Cree verbal 
morphosyntax, and particularly the direct-inverse system, we have seen the 
system which is responsible for the “comparatively free” word order to 
which previous studies have so often referred. In the remainder of this work, 
we will turn our attention to a survey of some aspects of Cree word order in 
the attempt to demonstrate that Plains Cree word order is not in fact free at 
all. 
 As explained in the preceding two chapters, the heart of all claims of free 
word order in Cree is due to the fact that the direct-inverse system is very 
effective in linking the arguments of a verb with their semantic roles without 
recourse to specific word order, nominal case-marking or syntactic 
functions. In terms of the order of the core arguments, there are several 
questions we must now ask. In the current chapter, we will first look at the 
type of data that has lead to the characterization of Cree as a “free word 
order language”, concentrating as have all others on the variability of the 
placement of the core arguments, and then explore one particular word order 
account that has been applied to Algonquian languages. Following this, we 
will explore whether or not the direct-inverse system ever fails to fully 
identify semantic roles and, if so, what are the consequences. Once such 
situations have been dealt with, we can then look at whether or not any other 
factors dictate a means for predicting word order variation. Chapter 5 will 
look at some instances of purely syntactic word order, while Chapter 6 will 
survey pragmatically-oriented constituent placement and summarize basic 
Plains Cree word order in terms of a full word order template. 
 
4.1  Word Order Variability 
 
 Variability in the order of the core constituents in the Plains Cree clause 
has been cited by a number of authors (e.g. Dahlstrom 1991, Reinholtz and 
Wolfart 1996, Mühlbauer 2005). This is often couched in terms of the order 
of Subject (S), Object (O), and Verb (V) and the six logically possible word 
orders, as in (1). 
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(1) S O V 
 S V O 
 V S O 
 V O S 
 O V S 
 O S V 
 
In terms of the current analysis, what this variation must be equated with in 
Cree requires a simple substitution of first argument (A1) for subject and 
second argument (A2) for object as in (2). 
 
(2) A1 A2  V  

A1  V A2 
  V A1 A2 
  V A2 A1 
 A2  V A1 
 A2 A1  V 
 
Such schemas are then generally accompanied by six logically possible and 
semantically equivalent variants with Cree nouns and verb replacing the 
abbreviations, such as those given in (3) as adapted from Reinholtz and 
Wolfart (1996:392). 
 
(3)  SOV: awāsisak sīsīpa nipahēwak.  
  [children(3p)   ducks(3’)  kill] 
 SVO: awāsisak nipahēwak sīsīpa.  
  [children(3p)   kill  ducks(3’)] 
 VSO: nipahēwak  awāsisak  sīsīpa.  
  [kill   children(3p)  ducks(3’)] 
 VOS: nipahēwak  sīsīpa  awāsisak.  
  [kill   ducks(3’)   children(3p)] 
 OVS:  sīsīpa  nipahēwak  awāsisak.  
  [ducks(3’)   kill   children(3p)] 
 OSV: sīsīpa  awāsisak  nipahēwak.  
  [ducks(3’)   children(3p)   kill] 
  “The children killed some ducks.” 
 
 Less commonly, actual textual examples are given to demonstrate Cree 
variability. Still, both Dahlstrom (1991) and Reinholtz and Wolfart (1996) 
do provide such examples, as repeated here under (4) and (5) respectively. 
Dahlstrom’s (1991:1-2) original citations from the Bloomfield text 
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collections of 1930 and 1934 are here adapted to the SRO and augmented  
with a morphemic analysis (lines 2 and 3 of each example) so as to match 
the current usage. 
 
(4) a)  SOV: kītahtawē iskwēw otawāsimisa wīcēwēw, …   
   [Bloomfield 1934:158] 
  kītahtawē iskwēw ot- awāsimis -a 
  IPT NA.3s 3s NDA 3’ 
  presently woman  child 
 

   wīcēw -ē -w 
   VTA DIR 3s 
   accompany 3s-3’ 
  “Once a woman went with her children, …” 
  
      b) SVO: awa oskinīkiskwēw kīwēhtahēw anihi awāsisa, … 
     [Bloomfield: 1930:10] 
  awa oskinīkiskwēw kīwēhtah -ē -w 
  DEM.3s NA.3s VTA DIR 3s 
  this young.woman take.home 3s-3’ 
 

   anihi awāsis -a 
   DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
   that/those child 
  “This young woman brought the lad home, …” 
 
      c) VSO: ēkosi nātēw awa iskwēw ōhi kaskitēwastimwa. 
   [Bloomfield 1934:74] 
  ēkosi nāt -ē -w awa iskwēw 
  IPC VTA DIR 3s DEM.3s NA.3s 
  so fetch 3s-3’  this woman 
 

   ōhi kaskitēwastimw -a 
   DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
   this/these black.horse 
  “So then the woman went and got the black horse.” 
 
      d) VOS: nakatēw mahkēsīsa wīsahkēcāhk. 
   [Bloomfield 1930:36] 
  nakat -ē -w mahkēsīs -a wīsahkēcāhkw 
  VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ NA.3s 
  leave 3s-3’  fox  wīsahkēcāhk 
  “Wisahkechahk left Fox behind.” 
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      e) OVS: owīcēwākana miskawēw awa nēhiyaw. 
   [Bloomfield 1934:34] 
  o- wīcēwākan -a miskaw -ē -w awa nēhiyaw 
  3s NDA 3’ VTA DIR 3s DEM.3s NA.3s 
   companion  find 3s-3’  this Cree 
  “That Cree found his companions.” 
 
     f) OSV: pēyak [awa iskwēw] nayōmew. 
   [Bloomfield 1934:258] 
  pēyak awa iskwēw nayōm -e -w 
  NUM DEM.3s NA.3s VTA DIR 3s 
  one this woman take.on.back 3s-3’ 
  “The woman took one on her back.” 
 
The concomitant examples in Reinholtz and Wolfart (1996:397) are not 
attributed to specific sources other than “spontaneous text”, though most 
appear to be from the same Bloomfield texts including the OSV example 
(5e) which is the same cited by Dahlstrom. 

 
(5) a) SOV: kētahtawē iskwēw awa onāpēma mowēw. 
  kētahtawē iskwēw awa o- nāpēm -a 
  IPT NA.3s IPC 3s NDA 3’ 
  presently woman FOC  husband 
 
   mow -ē -w 
   VTA DIR 3s 
   eat 3s-3’ 
  “Then that woman ate her husband.” 
  
      b) SVO: tāpwē awa iskwēw pakamahwēw ēsa ōhi wīhtikowa. 
  tāpwē awa iskwēw pakamahw -ē -w 
  IPC DEM.3s NA.3s VTA DIR 3s 
  truly this woman hit 3s-3’ 
 
   ēsa ōhi wīhtikow -a 
   IPC DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
   EVID that/those windigo 
  “Truly the woman struck down that windigo.” 
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      c) VSO: … namōya wāpamēw awa iskwēw ocawāsimisa … 
  namōya wāpam -ē -w awa iskwēw 
  IPC VTA DIR 3s DEM.3s NA.3s 
  NEG see 3s-3’  this woman 
 
   oc- awāsimis -a 
   3 NDA 3’ 
    child 
  “…the woman did not see her children …” 
 
      d) VOS: mistahi miywēyimēw ōhi oskinīkiskwēwa awa nōtokēsiw. 
  mistahi miywēyim -ē -w ōhi oskinīkiskwēw -a 
  IPC VTA DIR 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  a.lot like 3-3’  this young.woman 
 
   awa nōtokēsiw 
   DEM.3s NA.3s 
   this old.woman 
  “The old woman became very fond of the young woman.” 
 
      e) OVS: owīcēwākana miskawēw awa nēhiyaw. 
    [Bloomfield 1934:34] 
  o- wīcēwākan -a miskaw -ē -w 
  3s NDA 3’ VTA DIR 3s 
   companion  find 3s-3’ 
 
   awa nēhiyaw 
   DEM.3s NA.3s 
   this Cree 
  “That Cree found his companions.” 
 
      f) OSV: āw, wāposo-mīcimāpoy niya ē-wī-mīciyān. 
  āw wāposo-mīcimāpoy niya ē- wī- mīci -yān 
  IPC NI.0s PR.1s IPV IPV VTI3 1s(-0) 
  oh rabbit.soup  CNJ PRSP eat 
  “Well, as for me, I am going to eat rabbit soup.” 
 
Both Dahlstrom (1991:2, fn.1) and Reinholtz and Wolfart (1996:397) remark 
on the extreme rarety of OSV examples especially with two full lexical 
nouns or NPs, and this is a point we will return to subsequently. 
 When examples such as these are compared with the schematically 
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designed ones of (3), it becomes obvious that constituents other than simply 
the three main constituents are likely to be present. Also, just because all six 
constituent orders can be found does not mean that all six will be found in 
equal percentages. In actual fact, a survey of the distribution of 
monotransitive Cree verbs in the set of texts published in 
wāskahikaniwiyiniw-ācimowina / Stories of the House People (Ahenakew, 
ed. 1987b; abbreviated HP) illustrates (in Table 4.1) a number of important 
facts about the variation in the order of the main constituents. Most 
importantly, although all six orders are attested, they do not occur with equal 
distribution, such that some are preferred and others comparatively rare. 
Thus, not only the variation needs to be explained, but also the prevalence of 
some orders over others. 
 
 

Table 4.1 
Word Order of Core Monotransitive Constituents in the HP Texts 

 
Order of 

Lexical/Pronominal 
Constituents 

Number of 
Textual 

Examples 

Percent of 
Total 

Examples 

A1  A2  V 6   2.1% 
A1  V  A2 6 (+2 CCl)   2.8% 
V  A1  A2 3   1.0% 
V  A2  A1 2   0.7% 
A2  V  A1 11   3.8% 
A2  A1  V 3   1.0% 

A1  V,  (A2) 10 (+1 RCl)   3.8% 
V  A1,  (A2) 14 (+1 CCl)   5.2% 

A2  V,  (A1) 50 (+4 RCl) 18.9% 
V  A2,  (A1) 76 (+9 CCl) 29.7% 

V,  (A1, A2) 88 30.8% 

All Examples 269 (+17) 100.0% 
 
 

Additionally, Table 4.1 does not contain only six rows for the six logically 
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possible orders. Extra rows have been included to illustrate the common 
occurrence of monotransitive clauses where one or both of the first and 
second arguments remain unlexicalized or  unpronominalized. In fact, only 
33 (or 11.5%) of the 286 monotransitive clauses included in the text survey 
actually contained both arguments in lexical or pronominal form. The 
percentage of occurrence of overt first arguments is not much higher, with an 
additional 26 examples including only a lexical or pronominal A1 without an 
overt A2, such that the first argument is overt in a total of only 59 (or 20.6%) 
of the 286 examples. The total number of instances in which the second 
argument is overt is considerably higher, adding another 139 examples 
where it is the only overt argument to the 33 clauses with both overt 
arguments and yielding a total of 172 (or 60.1%) of the 286 examples with 
overt A2. These statistics are very much in line with Du Bois’ (1987) 
findings on argument lexicalization in his landmark paper on “The Discourse 
Basis of Ergativity.” It is simply rare for monotransitive “subjects” or first 
arguments to be lexicalized. It is far more common, in languages like Cree 
where obligatory verbal cross-reference is the only required indication of 
arguments, to encounter clauses in which one or even both arguments are left 
covert. This fact makes the observation of the word order of the three core 
constituents all that much more difficult given the considerable rarity of 
examples which include both arguments in actual clausal position at all. 
 Some of the findings of Table 4.1, with regard to the argument 
lexicalization and order, can be restated to give another picture of the 
patterns present. Table 4.2 illustrates the order of lexical/pronominal first 
arguments as well as the occurrence of clauses with no overt A1, while 
Table 4.3 does the same for the second argument. Again, the word order 
variation will require explanation. 
 
 

Table 4.2 
Overt and Covert Monotransitive First Arguments in the HP Texts 

 
Order of 

Lexical/Pronominal 
Constituents 

Number of 
Textual 

Examples 

Percent of 
Total 

Examples 
A1  V   28     9.8% 
V  A1   31   10.8% 

V,  (A1) 227   79.4% 
All 286 100.0% 
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Table 4.3 
Overt and Covert Monotransitive Second Arguments in the HP Texts 

 
Order of 

Lexical/Pronominal 
Constituents 

Number of 
Textual 

Examples 

Percent of 
Total 

Examples 
A2  V   74   25.9% 
V  A2   98   34.3% 

V,  (A2) 114   39.9% 
All 286 100.0% 

 
 

 To these tables documenting the two arguments of monotransitive 
constructions, we can also add another, Table 4.4, which illustrates similar 
variation in the clausal positioning of the sole argument of intransitive 
constructions.61 

 
 

Table 4.4 
Overt and Covert Intransitive Sole Arguments in the HP Texts 

 
Order of 

Lexical/Pronominal 
Constituents 

Number of 
Textual 

Examples 

Percent of 
Total 

Examples 
S  V   37   13.8% 
V  S   41   15.3% 

V,  (S) 190   70.9% 
All 268 100.0% 

 
 

 Statistics such as these reinforce rather than solve the enigma of “free 
word order” in Plains Cree. Other than a very slight, almost negligible, 
preference for postverbal position for both first (intransitive and 
monotransitive) and second arguments, there is nothing here to suggest a 

                                                        
61 In fact, the low level of lexicalization of the intransitive argument is somewhat 

surprising in comparison with the findings of Du Bois (1987) which grouped S with O 
(patient or second transitive argument). This is perhaps in part a result of the considerable first 
person narrative included in the current texts in which the vast majority of intransitive verbs 
have no lexical or independent pronominal specification of the first person argument. 
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patterned choice of one position over another. Looking back at Table 4.1, the 
minimal statistics available on the variation of both arguments and the verb 
reveal little more, although A2 V A1 (OVS) seems fairly common relative to 
the other possible orders, while A1 V A2 (SVO) and A1 A2 V (SOV) are 
also reasonably prevalent. In contrast, both possible orders in which both 
arguments are postverbal, V A1 A2 (VSO) and V A2 A1 (VOS), are just as 
rare in the current sample as A2 A1 V (OSV). 
 Junker (2004) observes a prohibition of OSV order in East Cree, a 
language closely related to the western Cree dialects but distinct according to 
mutual intelligibility. However, this prohibition applies only for examples 
including third person direct VTA stems such that an obviative cannot 
precede a proximate if both are preverbal. Once the verb is marked in the 
inverse, the prohibition is against SOV, but this again means the obviative 
cannot precede the proximate when both are preverbal. For East Cree, the 
discourse status of the less topical obviative prevents it from preceding the 
more topical proximate in preverbal position. 
 It is possible that a similar constraint occurs in Plains Cree given the 
earlier mentioned statements of Dahlstrom (1991) and Reinholtz and Wolfart 
(1996) concerning the rarity of OSV word order. Dahlstrom’s (1991:2) 
example, first given above as (4f) and repeated here as (6) has a numeral 
quantifier, pēyak “one”, representing the obviative second argument rather 
than a lexical obviative noun. 
 
(6) pēyak [awa iskwēw] nayōmew.  [Bloomfield 1934:258] 
 pēyak awa iskwēw nayōm -e -w 
 NUM DEM.3s NA.3s VTA DIR 3s 
 one this woman take.on.back 3s-3’ 
 “The woman took one on her back.” 
 
Reinholtz and Wolfart’s (1996:397) example, given above as (5f) and 
repeated here as (7), does not even include a VTA stem at all, let alone 
direct, but rather a VTI3 (mīci- “eat s.t.”) with an emphatic use of the first 
person singular pronoun as first argument or agent, such that the second 
argument (wāposo-mīcimāpoy “rabbit soup”) is not obviative. 
 
(7) āw, wāposo-mīcimāpoy niya ē-wī-mīciyān. 
 āw wāposo-mīcimāpoy niya ē- wī- mīci -yān 
 IPC NI.0s PR.1s IPV IPV VTI3 1s(-0) 
 oh rabbit.soup  CNJ PRSP eat 
 “Well, as for me, I am going to eat rabbit soup.” 
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Junker (2004:349, fn. 5) cites personal communication with Wolfart to the 
effect that 1) this is a pragmatically odd sentence uttered by a fairly young 
child and that 2) no other examples could be found to fit the OSV pattern, let 
alone including a third person direct VTA. This could suggest, as it does for 
Junker, that there is a similar prohibition in Plains Cree against such a 
structure. Although such examples, as with the elicited example in (8), are 
not rejected by Plains Cree speakers, their rarity does suggest that there is a 
strong tendency to avoid this word order permutation. 
 
(8) anihi iskwēwa awa nāpēw nōhtē-wīcisimōmēw. 
 anihi iskwēw -a awa nāpēw 
 DEM.3’ NA 3’ DEM.3s NA.3s 
 that/those woman  this man 
 
  nōhtē- wīcisimōm -ē -w 
  IPV VTA DIR 3s 
  want dance.with 3s-3’ 
 “This man wants to dance with that woman.” 
 
As such, we will need to look for solutions in the discourse pragmatic status 
of the obviative versus proximate, since, as Junker (2004) shows, this 
prohibition in East Cree is not linked to semantic or syntactic role. 
 Furthermore, the three examples of A2 A1 V order found in the House 
People texts, given here in (9)-(11), also contain VTI stems rather than 
(direct) VTA forms. 
 
(9) ēwako anima okiskinahamākēwin wiya nēhiyaw ē-ayāt, … [HP2:17] 
 ēwako anima o- kiskinahamākēwin wiya 
 DEM.0’ IPC 3 NI.0’s IPC 
 that FOC  teaching for 
 
  nēhiyaw ē- ayā -t 
  NA.3s IPV VTI2 3s(-0’) 
  Cree CNJ have 
 “That was the education system of the Crees,…” 
 
(10) …, “ēwako kiya ka-tōtēn anohc kā-kīsikāk!”  [HP4:20] 
 ēwako kiya ka-  tōt -ē -n 
 DEM.0s PR.2s IPV VTI1 TH 1/2 
 that  2.FUT do 1s-0 
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  anohc kā- kīsikā -k 
  IPT IPV VII 0s 
  now CNJ be.day 
 “…, ‘This is what you will do today.’” 
 
(11) …, kahkiyaw tāpiskōc ēkoni ōhi wīstawāw ē-nātāmototahkik, … 
        [HP10:139] 
 kahkiyaw tāpiskōc ēkoni ōhi wīstawāw 
 QNT IPC DEM.0’p DEM.0’p PR.3p 
 all seems these these 
 
  ē- nātāmotot -ah -kik 
  IPV VTI1 TH 3p(-0’) 
  CNJ seek.help.from 
 “…, they too want to seek help from all these things, it seems, ...” 
 
Thus, they do not meet the stricter criteria set by Junker, but they do still 
represent the OSV ordering and will still require explanation. One 
observation we can make about these three examples is that the clause-initial 
second argument (or object) in all cases contains a resumptive pronoun 
linking it to a previously mentioned topic. This element is the singular ēwako 
“that aforementioned” in (9) and (10) and the plural ēkoni “those 
aforementioned” in (11). Whether alone, as in (10), or as part of a larger 
phrase like ēwako anima okiskinahamākēwin in (9) or the discontinuous 
kahkiyaw … ēkoni ōhi in (11), the resumptive pronoun provides a link to a 
topic of the (often immediately) preceding discourse. This would appear to 
contradict Junker’s (2004:353) findings for East Cree that the first of two 
preverbal arguments is contrastively focussed rather than topical.  
 However, contrast of one sort or another is also present in these three 
Plains Cree examples. In each case, the first argument, which follows the 
resumptive topic phrase, is marked by an emphatic pronoun or a topic-
changing particle. In (10), the second person pronoun kiya adds extra 
emphasis to the fact it is the singular addressee who is the one who must 
carry out the required task. In (11) the third person plural wīstawāw “they, 
too” adds these participants as additional referents to whom this situation 
pertains. This particular pronoun is from a special set, given in Table 4.5 (cf. 
the personal pronouns of Table 1.4 in Chapter 1), to which no consistent 
terminology seems to be applied in the Algonquianist literature other than to 
refer to them as “emphatic”. 
 
 



208 4. Semantic Functions and Word Order 

 

Table 4.5 
Plains Cree Additive-Focal Pronouns 

 
person singular person plural 

1p nīstanān 1s nīsta 

21 kīstanaw 

2s kīsta 
2p kīstawāw 

3s wīsta 3p wīstawāw 

 
 
If not for the use of “inclusive” in distinguishing certain person distinctions 
within the pronominal paradigm, that term might have been applied to this 
entire pronominal paradigm in the sense that they indicate that another 
referent is included in the set to which a state of affairs pertains. As such, the 
term “additive-focal” is used here in order to suggest their function in 
bringing attention to an additional referent to whom the state of affairs 
applies. As such, the new referent contrasts with any previously mentioned 
or understood referents in the given context. 
 Finally, in example (9), the first argument, nēhiyaw “Cree”, is preceded 
by the emphatic and/or contrastive particle wiya, itself apparently derived 
from the third person singular pronoun wiya. Here it draws attention to 
nēhiyaw in contrast to mōniyaw “white man” and the imposition of western 
culture. That wiya as a particle is both contrastive and divorced from 
necessary third person reference is evident in such examples as the 
following: 
 
(12) niya wiya ninōhtē-sipwēhtān. 
 niya wiya ni- nōhtē- sipwēhtē -n 
 PR.1s IPC 1 IPV VAI 1/2 
  FOC  want leave 
 “As for me, I want to leave.” 
 
 It is thus clear from examples such as these, and the growing recognition 
that pragmatic factors are important in determining Cree and/or Algonquian 
word order, that any attempt to explain the exhibited variability will 
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necessarily involve a word order template that takes into account a variety of 
factors beyond the usual reliance on syntactic roles. 
 
4.2  Clause Structure Models 
 
 The Algonquian clause can and has been modelled in a number of ways. 
Perhaps the most commonly cited model is that given by Dahlstrom 
(1995a:3), as shown in (13), in specific reference to Meskwaki (Fox) with 
tentative extensions to Algonquian as a whole. This model has been cited by 
a number of Algonquianists with respect to a number of Algonquian 
languages (e.g. Valentine (2001) for Nishnaabemwin; Junker (2004) for East 
Cree; Shields (2004) for Menominee; Mühlbauer (2005) for Plains Cree; 
among others) and has been expanded upon and modified in a number of 
ways (cf. Dahlstrom 2003; Mühlbauer 2005)). 
 
(13)    S’  
 
 Topic     S 
  
       Neg       Foc      Obl             V  XP* 
 
       *{Subject, Object, 
           Object2, Comp} 
 
In this model, the only explicit hierarchical relationship is between a clause-
initial Topic expression and the remainder of the clause, which then consists 
of positions for Negation (Neg), a Focus element (Foc), an Oblique (Obl) 
position preceding the Verb (V), and a single post-verbal position (XP*) 
which can contain, in no particular order, the grammatical relations of 
Subject, Object (or Primary Object; i.e. A2), Object2 (or Secondary Object; 
i.e. A3), and Complement clauses. Dahlstrom (1991:76-79) had also earlier 
argued that Plains Cree had an immediately preverbal position, potentially 
the same as the Oblique position in the framework in (13). 
 In the current work, I will translate this model, as a working hypothesis, 
in order to discuss clausal position from the perspective of Functional 
Grammar (FG; Dik 1997), as modified by Functional Discourse Grammar 
(FDG; Hengeveld and McKenzie 2008). Thus, in (14), I present, as a first 
working hypothesis, a simplified word order template, eschewing all 
mention of hierarchical structure in an FG framework. Though the FG model 
contains a very detailed hierarchical or layered structure of the clause, this is 
not necessarily directly reflected in surface clausal word order. The template 
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in (14) is abstracted from Dik (1997) and Moutaouakil (1989). 
 
(14) (ECC), P1 PØ V Pa Pf, (ECC) 
 
In this template, P1 represents (a specialized) clause-initial position, PØ 
represents an immediately preverbal position, V is the Verb occupying a 
medial position, Pa represents an immediately postverbal position, and Pf 
represents clause-final position.  In addition to this, I have indicated the 
potential occurrence of Extra Clausal Constituents (ECCs) both preceding 
and following the clause proper.  Though most if not all previous analyses of 
Cree focus solely on clause-internal constituents, it is impossible to ignore 
the extra-clausal positions as well and it is vital to recognize pre- and post-
clausal constituents in any discussion of Plains Cree word order. In Dik’s 
(1997) terms, “Theme” is used for at least one type of pre-clausal topic 
constituent, while “Tail” refers to a similar postclausal constituent. These 
terms could be used here, though it will be argued that topical arguments are 
just one of the possible constituent types which can fill the extra-clausal 
positions. Better yet are the FDG use of Ppre and Ppost for the pre-clausal and 
post-clausal positions respectively (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008:312) 
which need not be tied solely to one type of constituent. Similarly, 
Hengeveld and Mackenzie (2008) also introduce further refinements to the 
clause-internal constituents, which allow us to translate (14) into the more 
consistent template in (15). 
 
(15) Ppre, PI PM–1 PM PM+1 PF, Ppost 

 
Here, the initial (PI), medial (PM) and final (PF) positions represent absolute 
positions in the clause, with PM hypothesized as the primary position for the 
Cree predicate (and therefore the verb). The immediately preverbal (PM–1) 
and immediately postverbal (PM+1) positions are not absolute but relative to 
PM.62 
 When this new template is compared to Dahlstrom’s, as in (16), the 
general F(D)G template as first formulated in (14) and (15) appears less 
detailed, especially in preverbal position, but it can and will be developed 
further as we explore various topics through the following sections and 
chapters. Ultimately, these templates are meant to represent the same thing, 
namely Cree word order. However, the benefit of the F(D)G framework is 

                                                        
62 For full details on the clausal word order template of Functional Discourse Grammar, 

see Hengeveld and Mackenzie (2008). Other positions, both absolute and relative, are 
possible, and will be introduced subsequently as required, but the template in (15) provides a 
remarkably accurate starting point for the discussion of Plains Cree clausal constituent order. 



4. Semantic Functions and Word Order 211 

 

that it must necessarily be coupled with a functional explanation of the 
placement of constituents in certain positions, rather than simply listing 
constituents in an unmotivated linear or hierarchical order.63 In (16), then, 
the initial hypothesis is furthered by equating each of the constituents in 
Dahlstrom’s model (with the exception, at this time, of Negation which will 
not be discussed in this work) with one or more positions in the FDG 
template as follows: 
 
 
(16)    S’  
 
 Topic     S 
  
       Neg       Foc      Obl             V XP* 
 
 
 
 Ppre,     PI      PM–1            PM PM+1    PF,  Ppost 

 
 
Thus, Dahlstrom’s Topic position is here equated primarily with the FG 
Theme as one of a number of possible pre-clausal constituents, but it is also 
suggested that topics, as well as focal (Foc) elements may be placed clause-
internally in initial position (PI), with Topics taking precedence when 
present, as suggested by the preliminary data in examples (9)-(11). 
Dahlstrom’s Oblique position translates directly to an immediately preverbal 
position, which is one of the topics pursued in Chapter 5, while, normally, a 
verb functions as the predicate in medial position around which other 
constituents pivot. However, in the case of non-verbal predications, this 
position might not be filled by a verb at all. In both templates, then, there is 
an assumption that a verb occupies a clause-medial position, surrounded by a 
number of other elements. In Hengeveld and Mackenzie’s (2008:311-312) 
FDG, such a position is termed PM and constituents which are placed in pre-
medial or post-medial position can be associated with this medial position as 
PM–n and PM+n respectively. 
 Finally, the unordered postverbal mass in Dahlstrom’s template can be 
further delineated by recognizing that languages may have a number of 

                                                        
63 This statement mirrors a common criticism by Functionalists levelled at Formalist 

frameworks, in which it has commonly been perceived that mere descriptions are elevated to 
the level of unassailable truths by recourse to “Universal Grammar”, which is no explanation 
at all. 
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specialized post-verbal positions, including a position immediately following 
the verb (PM+1), a clause-final position PF), and a position for post-clausal 
constituents (Ppost).  Postverbally, then, we already have a potential means of 
giving more detail in clausal and extra-clausal ordering than Dahlstrom’s 
template provided. Preverbally, more detail will be needed. Already, though, 
our discussion has at least suggested possible Cree placement rules 
associating particular constituents with template positions, as in (17). 
 
(17)  Ppre = Topical argument 
 PI = Topical Argument; Focal Argument 
 PM–1 = Oblique Argument; Focal Argument ? 
 PM = Verb 
 PM+n = Arguments (unordered as of yet, as per Dahlstrom 1995a) 
 PF = ? 
 Ppost = ? 
 
It will be the task of the remainder of this chapter and chapters 5 and 6 to 
explore a variety of  constructions and constituents with the aim of 
confirming or disproving this initial template and accompanying placement 
rules and, if possible, expand both in an attempt to better characterize Plains 
Cree clausal and extra-clausal word order. 
 The discussion that follows will be divided into three sections loosely 
reflecting the three distinct pragmatic, semantic and morphosyntactic levels 
of the FDG model,64 and these sections will be quite unequal given their 
relative importance to Plains Cree word order. The vital importance of 
pragmatic notions such as topic and focus, theme and tail, will provide us 
with the most fruitful revelations, but this discussion will be postponed until 
Chapter 6. Despite the lack of syntactic function assignment to the core 
verbal arguments, there are still a number of important syntactically-
motivated positions, such as the preverbal oblique (PM–1) and a potential 
clause-second position (P2) which will be explored in Chapter 5. In Chapters 
2 and 3, and section 4.1, we have already seen that the coding of semantic 
functions through the direct-inverse system is largely responsible for both 
the relative freedom of core argument word order placement and the lack of 
grammaticalized syntactic functions. There would seem little left to say 
about the possible effect that semantic functions might have on word order, 
but the remainder of this chapter will be taken up with two related topics 
involving the order of core verbal arguments. First, in section 4.3, we will 
take a look at a possible semantic constraint on word order in the rare 

                                                        
64 FDG is actually divided into four distinct levels, but the phonological level is, as 

mentioned in Chapter 1, not taken into account in the present work. 
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instances in which the direct-inverse system fails to disambiguate role. This 
will be followed in section 4.4 by a closer look at the postverbal ordering of 
arguments. 
 
4.3  Semantic Function Ordering 
 
 It is clear that the word order variation of arguments is made possible by 
the verbal cross-reference system, particularly the direct-inverse alternation 
coupled with the assignment of obviation. In order to determine whether 
there are ever any instances in which the direct-inverse and obviation 
systems fail and require word order to disambiguate reference, we need to 
look at instances in which reference to two or more arguments might be 
ambiguous. Because the system of obviation allows for no more than one 
proximate third person per clause, forcing all others to be marked as 
obviative, the only place we can find the requisite ambiguity is in situations 
in which at least two or more third person referents are demoted to obviative 
status. Within a single main clause, this is most likely to occur with 
ditransitive structures in which only one of three referents can be a 
proximate third person. The example in (18) illustrates such an occurrence 
with the ditransitive verb asam- “feed (it/him) to s.o”. 
 
(18) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw atimwa kinosēwa. 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w atimw -a kinosēw -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ NA 3’ 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’  dog  fish 
 “That man fed (a/the) dog(s) fish/That man fed fish to (a/the) dog(s).” 
 
 Here, only the proximate third person argument, ana nāpēw “that man” 
can be construed as the actor, but the two obviative or fourth person 
participants, atimwa and kinosēwa, are not differentiated as per role 
assignment to the semantically required patient and recipient. Nevertheless, 
speaker judgments consistently yield the interpretation given in (18), with 
the first of two obviative participants construed as the recipient or second 
argument (A2) marked in the direct-inverse pattern. This might seem to 
follow from the pragmatic context in which one would normally feed fish to 
dogs, rather than the reverse. However, when the order of the two obviative 
arguments is reversed, as in (19), the interpretation, though often eliciting 
surprise and/or humour, is just as consistent in construing the first of the 
obviative arguments as the recipient, despite the fact that this might now run 
counter to the preferred contextual reading. 
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(19) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw kinosēwa atimwa. 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w kinosēw -a atimw -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ NA 3’ 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’  fish  dog 
 “That man fed (a/the) fish dog / That man fed dog to (a/the) fish.” 
 
 Thus, in the situation represented in (18) and (19), the interpretation is 
determined by the word order of the two participants following the verb. The 
agent/actor is again necessarily the proximate noun, nāpēw, but the other two 
participants are ambiguously obviative. In this case, the interpretation, in 
spite of any possible pragmatic interpretations or objections, is that the 
recipient precedes the patient (i.e. the eater precedes the eaten). It must be 
noted, however, exactly how precariously balanced examples of this sort are 
between disambiguation through morphosyntactic coding by 
proximate/obviative and animacy features and through interpretation of 
pragmatic context. In the former case, the specification of a potentially 
carnivorous animate being as food is required to force the possible 
ambiguity. Examples (20) and (21) show that if an inanimate food is 
included, no such ambiguity can possibly exist and word order no longer 
constrains the interpretation. 
 
(20) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw atimwa wiyās. 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w atimw -a wiyās 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ NI.0’s 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’  dog  meat 
 “That man fed (a/the) dog(s) meat / That man fed meat to (a/the) dog(s).” 
 
(21) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw wiyās atimwa. 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w wiyās atimw -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NI.0’s NA 3’ 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’  fish dog 
 “That man fed (a/the) dog(s) meat / That man fed meat to (a/the) dog(s).” 
 
In terms of pragmatic context, something as simple as suggesting a closer 
relationship between the man and one of the obviatives will also skew the 
interpretation in favour of real world pragmatics and nullify any possible 
word order effects. In (22) and (23), this is done by changing the impersonal 
form of atimwa “dog(s)” to otēma “his dog(s)” and specifying a relationship 
between the man and the dog(s). In doing so, the pragmatic aversion to an 
interpretation in which the man would possibly feed his own dog(s) to the 
fish becomes strong enough, at least for some speakers, to force a single 
reading regardless of the word order shift. 
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(22) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw otēma kinosēwa. 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w o- tēm -a kinosēw -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s 3 NDA 3’ NA 3’ 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’   dog  fish 
 “That man fed his dog(s) fish / That man fed fish to his dog(s).” 
 
(23) ana nāpēw kī-asamēw kinosēwa otēma.65 
 ana nāpēw kī- asam -ē -w kinosēw -a o- tēm -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ 3 NDA 3’ 
 that man PST feed 3s-3’  fish   dog 
 “That man fed his dog(s) fish. / That man fed fish to his dog(s).” 
 
 Thus, the actual real world contexts leading to examples such as (18) or 
(19), not to mention the linguistic contexts in which three (or even two) 
participants would be lexicalized in a single clause, while not completely 
non-existent, are extremely limited. Ultimately, we need to go to the very 
limits of possibility to find examples where speakers cannot manipulate the 
direct-inverse system and information parcelling to completely disambiguate 
all participants.66 

 Turning now to simple monotransitives with two referents, it would be 
extremely rare, if not completely unheard of, to encounter two obviative 
participants, both lexicalized, in a main clause in Cree (cf. Cook and 
Mühlbauer 2006). Although grammatically correct, the contexts in which 
both participants would need to be lexicalized as obviative in a main clause, 
as in (24), are simply rare. Normally, there will be a clear contextual 
distinction between two third person participants, such that one is viewed or 
represented as more topical and hence proximate, while only one requires 
demotion to fourth person/obviative status, as in (25). 
 

                                                        
65 For some speakers, this will still cause amusement over the possibility that the man 

might be feeding his own dogs to the fish. As such, this word order would simply be avoided. 
66 Of course, the linguistic point could be taken to even further extremes since the original 

examples in (18) and (19) only represent two possible word orders. Given the four 
constituents present (and not allowing for the discontinuity of ana and nāpēw as constituents 
within the actor NP, which is possible in certain contexts, and which would expand the 
number of word order elements to five with exponential growth in re-ordering possibilities), 
we could actually test a total of 24 different word orders.  The actor ana nāpew could be 
placed in virtually any position (or omitted) without loss of understanding that he is in fact the 
actor, but again, no matter where the two obviative referents occur they are ambiguous and 
only word order could possibly suggest a means of assigning appropriate semantic functions. 
Still, this stretches even further towards the bounds of anything that a fluent speaker would 
ever need to say in Plains Cree (or any other language, for that matter). 
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(24) ? anihi mahihkana kī-wāpamēyiwa wāposwa. 
 anihi mahihkan -a kī- wāpam -ē -yiwa wāposw -a 
 DEM.3’ NA 3’ IPV VTA DIR 3’ NA 3’ 
 that/those wolf  PST see 3’-3”  rabbit 
 “The/that/those wolf(/ves) saw (a) rabbit(s).” 
 
(25) ana mahihkan kī-wāpamēw wāposwa. 
 ana mahihkan kī- wāpam -ē -w wāposw -a 
 DEM.3s NA.3s IPV VTA DIR 3s NA 3’ 
 that wolf PST see 3s-3’  rabbit 
 “The wolf saw (a) rabbit(s).” 
 
From an example such as (25), one can presume that ana mahihkan “the 
wolf” is in some way known to the speech act participants, quite likely 
through previous verbal introduction into the discourse, and that it is 
therefore a topical argument. In contrast, nothing signals concomitant 
topicality for the second argument, wāposwa “rabbit(s)”, and it is not 
inappropriate to presume that it is being newly introduced into the discourse. 
Signals of the pragmatic and semantic status of the participants in this 
sentence include the proximate or unmarked status of mahihkan “wolf”, its 
collocation with the proximate demonstrative ana “that; the”, the marking of 
wāposwa “rabbit(s)” as obviative, and the direct theme -ē in the verbal 
morphology indicating that the action flows from a higher ranking to lower 
ranking third person referent (i.e. proximate 3s to obviative 3’). Because of 
all of these (c)overt signals, themselves directly related to choices of the 
speaker as influenced by discourse context, the participants’ roles are clearly 
delineated without recourse whatsoever to word order. As such, the 
following five word order choices in (26) can also be interpreted as 
semantically equivalent: 
 
(26) ana mahihkan  wāposwa  kī-wāpamēw. 
 wāposwa  ana mahihkan  kī-wāpamēw. 
 wāposwa  kī-wāpamēw  ana mahihkan. 
 kī-wāpamēw  wāposwa  ana mahihkan. 
 kī-wāpamēw  ana mahihkan  wāposwa. 
 “The wolf saw (a) rabbit(s).” 

 
 In contrast, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, if the more topical (proximate) 
argument is to be equated with the lower-ranking semantic role of patient, 
while the less topical (obviative) argument is to be equated with the higher-
ranking semantic role of agent, then the only essential change required is the 
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substitution of the inverse theme -ikw in place of direct -ē, as in (27). Word 
order remains functionally divorced from semantic and protypical pragmatic 
role designation and the variants in (28) can be cited as semantically, if not 
pragmatically or contextually, equivalent. 
 
(27) ana mahihkan kī-wāpamik(ow) wāposwa.67 

 ana mahihkan kī- wāpam -ikw (-w) wāposw -a 
 DEM.3s NA  IPV VTA INV 3s NA 3’ 
 that wolf  PST see 3’-3s  rabbit 
 “(A) rabbit(s) saw the wolf.” / “The wolf was seen by (a) rabbit(s).” 
 
(28) ana mahihkan  wāposwa  kī-wāpamik(ow). 
 wāposwa  ana mahihkan  kī-wāpamik(ow). 
 wāposwa  kī-wāpamik(ow)  ana mahihkan. 
 kī-wāpamik(ow)  wāposwa  ana mahihkan. 
 kī-wāpamik(ow)  ana mahihkan  wāposwa. 
 “(A) rabbit(s) saw the wolf.” / “The wolf was seen by (a) rabbit(s).” 
 
 Thus, the systems of direction and obviation reduce occurrences in which 
word order is required to disambiguate semantic or prototypical pragmatic 
role assignment to virtually nil.  However, it is again possible to create 
contexts in which such an ambiguity might occur, and this will provide a test 
as to whether word order might still play a part.  Such an ambiguity is only 
possible when two “third person” participants are both formally obviative, 
and it is only in such an instance that word order will ever play a significant 
role in delineating the semantic roles of clausal arguments.   
 In order to test the following sentences, we set up a scenario in which we 
are observing a documentary starring John, a noted wildlife photographer, 
who is at this moment (on screen) located on a hill observing simultaneously 
a lone wolf and a lone rabbit. Furthermore, the documentary is merely about 
John’s photographic art, not about or sympathetic to any particular species 
(e.g. wolf vs. rabbit), and this will help eliminate any possibility of 
preconceptions leading to a preference for the topicality of one referent over 
another. Outside of such contextual clues, each of the following sentences 
should be interpreted as being the very first thing we hear the narrator of the 
documentary (not John himself) say about this particular scene. 
 In example (29), the scene is presented (by the presumed-impartial 
narrator) from the perspective of cān (John) and the photographic decisions 

                                                        
67 The form wāpamik(ow) is cited with the optional ending due to subdialectal variation 

within Plains Cree. Nothing hinges on this variation since it does not modify the analysis in 
any way. 
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cān will make based on his own observations of and beliefs about what is 
about to unfold.  The sentence that the narrator uses is: 
 
(29) cān kiskēyihtam [anihi mahihkana ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi wāposwa].68 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi mahihkan -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those  wolf 
 
  ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit anihi wāposw -a 
  IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  CNJ PST see 3’-3”  that/those rabbit 
 “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit].” 
 
In this complex sentence, the main clause “cān kiskēyihtam …” establishes 
cān as the main topic of the documentary and presents the observations from 
cān’s point of view. As such, cān is coded as the proximate third person 
argument (by virtue of the absence of an obviative marker) and this allows 
the audience to identify cān as the proximate third person singular (3s) 
referent required by the verbal morphology on the VTI kiskēyihtam “s/he 
knows it”. In establishing cān as the proximate/most topical third person 
referent, all other third person referents must then be coded as less topical by 
means of obviative-marking. As such, both referents in the subordinate 
clause are marked as obviative in deference to our topic cān. The obviative-
marking occurs both in terms of the nominal suffix, -a, and in the collocation 
of both nouns with the obviative demonstrative pronoun anihi. Thus, both 
third person referents in the subordinate clause (anihi mahihkana, anihi 
wāposwa) are formally marked identically as obviative referents. 
Morphologically, the transitive animate verb indicates that the action is 

                                                        
68 As illustrated in Chapter 3 through Dahlstrom’s (1991) copying-to-object test, it might 

be preferred in some instances to substitute the VTA form, kiskēyimēw, in place of VTI 
kiskēyihtam. The difference is that the verb kiskēyihtam treats the entire subordinate clause as 
its (inanimate) complement, while kiskēyimēw implies that the more topical obviative 
argument is being singled out as the complement of the matrix verb as well as being indexed 
in the subordinate clause. In this instance it is not preferred as it would imply a more social or 
intimate relationship between the two referents than is justified given our carefully 
constructed context. Even if it were possible, the choice would have no essential effect on the 
grammaticality judgements that follow. The choice of kiskēyimēw would, however, have a 
stronger effect on possible word order variation in the subordinate clause as we would expect 
such a verb to lead naturally to the specification of the thus even more topicalized obviative 
referent (as in (ex1) and failure to do so is questioned or completely rejected by speakers (as in 
(ex2)). 

(ex1) cān kiskēyimēw anihi mahihkana ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi wāposwa. 
(ex2)  cān kiskēyimēw ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi mahihkana anihi wāposwa. 
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direct (-ā) between two obviative participants, with no indication of rank 
between them. As such, the morphology tells us nothing about which of the 
obviative referents should be interpreted as the actor and which the goal. 
Such a situation, devoid of any other means of disambiguation, should result 
in confusion or random association of referents to semantic roles. However, 
fluent speakers consistently interpret this sentence as parsed in (29), 
associating the preverbal obviative referent as the first argument (i.e. the one 
seeing or making visual contact), and the postverbal obviative referent as the 
second argument (i.e. the one being seen). If, as in (30), the positions of 
these two arguments are reversed, the roles are reversed, and it is again the 
preverbal argument that is interpreted as first argument, the postverbal as 
second argument. 
 
(30)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi wāposwa ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi mahihkana]. 
 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi wāposw -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those rabbit 
 
  ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit anihi mahihkan -a 
  IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  CNJ PST see 3’-3”  that/those wolf 
 “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf].” 
 
This suggests that word order is being used to disambiguate the meaning in 
favour of the association of the first-mentioned or preverbal argument with 
first argument status, and the second-mentioned or postverbal argument with 
second argument status. The word order is effectively A1 V A2.  However, 
the examples here are built around a direct-marked verb in the subordinate 
clause and it is important to determine the corresponding judgments if the 
verb is placed in the inverse. 
 The inverse counterpart to (29) is given in (31). Again we have consistent 
agreement among informants, but now the first-mentioned preverbal 
obviative participant is construed with the role of patient, ranked as more 
topical in inverse verbs, while the postverbal referent is interpreted as the 
lower ranking obviative and thus the first argument. 
 
(31) cān kiskēyihtam [anihi mahihkana ē-kī-wāpamikoyit anihi wāposwa]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi mahihkan -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those wolf 
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  ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit anihi wāposw -a 
  IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  CNJ PST see 3”-3’  that/those rabbit 
 “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf/that the wolf was seen by 

the rabbit].” 
 
Reversing the subordinate clause word order in (32) (analogous to (30)) 
yields the same result, with preverbal second argument and postverbal first 
argument. 
 
(32)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi wāposwa ē-kī-wāpamikoyit anihi mahihkana]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi wāposw -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those rabbit 
 
  ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit anihi mahihkan -a 
  IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  CNJ PST see 3”-3’  that/those wolf 
 “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit / that the rabbit was seen by 

the wolf].” 
 
Here in fact is not a link between word order and semantic role at all, but 
simply a link between the linear order in which two obviatives are 
introduced and their precedence in rank on the topicality scale. With this in 
mind, we might well be able to reinterpret the ditransitive data in (18) and 
(19) to suggest that the linear precedence of recipient (A2) before patient 
(A3) is similarly derived from the linkage of the first-mentioned obviative 
with the highest available semantic function, which in (18) and (19) was the 
recipient. 
 Although the examples in (29) and (30), (31) and (32), in which the two 
ambiguous obviative referents are kept maximally distinct by placement on 
opposing sides of the verb, are perhaps the most preferred, it is also possible 
to create examples in which both arguments are preverbal, or conversely, 
both are postverbal. For each set, we will first explore the results with direct 
verbs, and then look at inverse verbs. In (33-36), the two obviative referents 
are given in preverbal position with the subordinate clause verb in final 
position.  In (37-40), both referents will be placed after the verb. 
 In (33), anihi mahihkana precedes anihi wāposwa, though both are now 
preverbal and the favoured interpretation remains, as in (29), that “the wolf” 
sees “the rabbit”. 
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(33)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi mahihkana anihi wāposwa ē-kī-wāpamāyit]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi mahihkan -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those   wolf 
 
  anihi wāposw -a ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ 
  that/those rabbit  CNJ PST see 3’-3” 
 “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit].” 
 
It must be noted, however, that one fluent Plains Cree informant rejected 
(33) (and subsequent examples (34-36)) where the two obviative participants 
were adjacent to one another, preferring only those in which the verb 
interceded. For the example above, this one informant stated that it was now 
unclear as to which animal was seeing the other. This is important in 
pointing to the fact that in using examples like this, we are approaching the 
limits of what speakers can readily parse, and may quite likely have already 
left the realm of a natural use of the Cree language, something that must be 
kept in mind as we conclude this line of testing. 
 In (34), we reverse the order so that anihi wāposwa precedes anihi 
mahihkana, and the interpretation is (except for the one informant), as in 
(30), that “the rabbit” sees “the wolf”. 
 
(34)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi wāposwa anihi mahihkana ē-kī-wāpamāyit]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi wāposw -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those rabbit 
 
  anihi mahihkan -a ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ 
  that/those wolf  CNJ PST see 3’-3” 
 “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf].” 
 
Thus, when both arguments precede the verb, the favoured interpretation 
effectively yields A1 A2 V word order. Again, though, these two examples 
can be altered to use an inverse verb in the subordinate clause (as in (35) and 
(36)) and the results then correspond to (31) and (32). 
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(35)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi mahihkana anihi wāposwa ē-kī-wāpamikoyit]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi mahihkan -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those   wolf 
 
  anihi wāposw -a ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ 
  that/those rabbit  CNJ PST see 3”-3’ 
 “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf / that the wolf was seen by 

the rabbit].” 
 
(36)  cān kiskēyihtam [anihi wāposwa anihi mahihkana ē-kī-wāpamikoyit]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø anihi wāposw -a 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  that/those rabbit 
 
  anihi mahihkan -a ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ 
  that/those wolf  CNJ PST see 3”-3’ 
 “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit / that the rabbit was seen by 

the wolf].” 
 
In these inverse forms, the first-mentioned obviative takes the more topical 
role of second argument and the following obviative becomes first argument, 
thus reversing the word order to A2 A1 V. 
 Finally, we can test the subordinate clause when both obviatives follow 
the subordinate verb. Here more than elsewhere we are clearly challenging 
the boundary of what is acceptable or natural as the following examples met 
with a contradictory array of reactions from informants. Examples (37) and 
(38) include a direct subordinate verb followed by both obviative 
participants, and although the discussion will here center on (37), it is 
applicable to both. Informants gave an array of interpretations pertaining to 
these examples, showing no consistency whatsoever. One informant felt, as 
with the double preverbal arguments of (33) and (34), that the roles could 
not be assigned and the sentences were therefore uninterpretable.  Another 
view follows that expressed thus far, that the first mentioned obviative must 
be linked to the highest ranking role, such that the word order would be V 
A1 A2. In direct contrast to this, yet another informant felt, counter to the 
preverbal orders, that the postverbal arguments indicated a V A2 A1 order in 
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which the immediately postverbal argument is linked to the patient role.69 

 
(37) cān kiskēyihtam [ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi mahihkana anihi wāposwa]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  CNJ PST see 3’-3” 
 
  anihi mahihkan -a anihi wāposw -a 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  that/those wolf  that/those rabbit 
 ?? “John knows [?one of them saw the other?].” 
 ? “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit].” 
 ? “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf].” 
 
(38) cān kiskēyihtam [ē-kī-wāpamāyit anihi wāposwa anihi mahihkana]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø ē- kī- wāpam -ā -yit 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s IPV IPV VTA DIR 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  CNJ PST see 3’-3” 
 
  anihi wāposw -a anihi mahihkan -a 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  that/those rabbit  that/those wolf 
 ?? “John knows [?one of them saw the other?].” 
 ? “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf].” 
 ? “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit].” 
 
Thus, there is no clear or consistent picture of how to deal with examples 
such as this and we have clearly crossed a boundary of what is acceptable in 
the language. 
 For completeness sake, we will include the final two examples, (39) and 
(40), in which both arguments follow an inverse subordinate verb, but the 

                                                        
69 Thus, in one view, this is not a possible structure in Plains Cree: since the direct-inverse 

has nothing to say, it is rejected. In another, the linear ordering always provides a link 
between the first-mentioned obviative and the highest ranked role (i.e. first argument in direct, 
second argument in inverse). In this view, the order in direct is always A1 A2, while the order 
in the inverse is always A2 A1.  In yet a third view, there is an interesting twist introduced in 
that the first-mentioned obviative is linked to the highest ranked role, but only if that first-
mentioned obviative precedes the verb. If both follow, there is an interesting reversal. Thus, 
the possible word orders in the direct would be A1 V A2, A1 A2 V, and V A2 A1, giving 
some evidence for a preference of immediately postverbal or at least verb-adjacent order for 
the second argument. In the inverse, the opposite would pertain with the possible orders as A2 
V A1,  A2 A1 V, and V A1 A2.  However, as such judgments were only given by a single 
speaker, it remains to be hypothesized what could underlie such an interpretation. 
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confusion is similar to the examples above. 
 
(39) cān kiskēyihtam [ē-kī-wāpamikoyit anihi mahihkana anihi wāposwa]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  CNJ PST see 3”-3’ 
 
  anihi mahihkan -a anihi wāposw -a 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  that/those wolf  that/those rabbit 
 ? “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf / the wolf was seen by the 

rabbit].” 
 ? “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit / the rabbit was seen by 

the wolf].” 
 
(40) cān kiskēyihtam [ē-kī-wāpamikoyit anihi wāposwa anihi mahihkana]. 

 cān kiskēyiht -am -Ø ē- kī- wāpam -iko -yit 
 NA.3s VTI1 TH 3s IPV IPV VTA INV 3’ 
 John know 3s-0’  CNJ PST see 3”-3’ 
 
  anihi wāposw -a anihi mahihkan -a 
  DEM.3’ NA 3’ DEM.3’ NA 3’ 
  that/those rabbit  that/those wolf 
 ? “John knows [that the wolf saw the rabbit / the rabbit was seen by 

the wolf].” 
 ? “John knows [that the rabbit saw the wolf / the wolf was seen by the 

rabbit].” 
 
 We have reached the absolute limits of what the direct-inverse system can 
handle, but we have also reached the limits of what any speaker deems 
possible within the language. Clearly, the direct-inverse system is taking 
care of virtually every possible structure within the language and word order 
simply does not appear to require any link to semantic role. Outside of 
potentially ambiguous examples like those explored above, we must 
continue our search for word order tendencies, and possible functional 
correlates, within the actually attested patterns of the language itself. As a 
starting point, we will go from the indeterminacy of the final examples 
above to an examination of the word order found when arguments and other 
constituents occur postverbally in actual Plains Cree narrative. 
 
 



4. Semantic Functions and Word Order 225 

 

4.4  The Position of Postverbal Constituents 
 
 As evident in Tables 4.1 through 4.4 above, slightly over half of all 
lexical and pronominal arguments found in the House People texts occur in 
postverbal position. Examples (41) through (43) show just three instances of 
this, with an intransitive A1 in (41), a monotransitive A1 in (42) and a 
monotransitive A2 in (43). 
 
(41) kayās iyikohk ē-kī-kanātahk ōma askiy. [HP2:10] 
 kayās iyikohk ē- kī- kanātan -k ōma askiy 
 IPT IPC IPV IPV VII 0s DEM.0s NI.0s 
 long.ago so.much CNJ PST be.clean  this land 
 “Long ago this land was so clean.” 
 
(42) ..., iyikohk ē-kī-pē-itōtākoyahk awa wāpiskiwiyās, ...  [HP2:8] 
 iyikohk ē- kī- pē- itōtaw -iko -yahk  
 IPC IPV IPV IPV VTA INV 21 
 so.much CNJ PST come do.so.to 3s-21 
 
  awa wāpiskiwiyās 
  DEM.3s NA.3s 
  this White-man 
 “..., what the White-Man has been doing to us, ...” 
 
(43) iyikohk ē-kī-manācihācik okēhtē-ayimiwāwa kayās, ... [HP2:44] 
 iyikohk ē- kī- manācih -ā -cik  
 IPC IPV IPV VTA  DIR 3p  
 so.much CNJ PST respect  3p-3’  
 
  o- kēhtē-ayim -iwāw -a kayās, ... 
  3 NDA 3p 3’ IPT 
   elder   long.ago 
 “So much did they respect their elders long ago, ...” 
 
Even in these limited examples, several questions arise. The apparently 
consistent occurrence of the quantificational particle iyikohk in immediately 
preverbal position will be discussed in Chapter 5 (see section 5.1.2.1). The 
variable order of the temporal particle kayās, clause-initial in (41) and 
clause-final in (43), must also be noted. Of particular importance here is that 
the temporal particle follows the second argument, okēhtē-ayimiwāwa “their 
elders”, in postverbal position. Thus, in addition to investigating the order of 
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postverbal arguments, we must also take into account other constituents 
which can occur postverbally and their relative positioning with regard to 
arguments. 
 The difficulty in characterizing particular orders of arguments and/or 
oblique modifiers in postverbal position stems from the rarity in which we 
find more than a single postverbal constituent. Despite the small amount of 
data present in the House People texts, however, some attempt to 
characterize the tendencies in postverbal constituent order will be made in 
the following sections. 
 
4.4.1  Postverbal Arguments 
 
 Constructions in which arguments follow the verb, or simply verb-initial 
orders, have been considered unmarked in a variety of Algonquian 
languages. Tomlin and Rhodes (1979), for instance, made the early 
suggestion that VOS was the basic word order in Ojibwa, but had apparently 
changed this to VSO by their 1992 republication, since Mühlbauer (2005) 
cites this and considers VSO basic for Plains Cree as well. Junker (2004), 
however, in writing about East Cree, suggests that VSO is only basic for 
VTA inverse constructions, while VOS is basic when the VTA is marked as 
direct, since the East Cree data appear to indicate that the obviative must be 
closer to the verb than the proximate. In the data from the House People 
texts, seen in Table 4.1 above, there are only five example clauses in which 
both arguments occur postverbally, and these are split with three V A1 A2 
(VSO) and two V A2 A1 (VOS). These examples are all given below in 
order to highlight any features which might either suggest the 
appropriateness of the particular attested word order or mark it as odd, hence 
justifying the rarity with which these orders are found. As many of these 
features remain to be explored in the following chapters, only an 
introduction can be attempted here, with further discussion to follow 
subsequently. 
 The three examples of V A1 A2 order are given in (44) through (46). In 
(44), the first argument (A1) is represented by a rare occurrence of the third 
person independent pronoun wiya preceding the second argument (A2) 
opimācihiwēwin which is marked by a possessive co-referential with the first 
argument. The sentence would have been equally grammatical without any 
specification of A1 (as is far more usual) or with a full nominal (e.g. 
nēhiyaw “Cree”) in place of wiya. Also, though the order of possessor-
possessum is not essential, it is certainly far more common and may have 
constrained the A1 A2 order evident here. 
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(44) ...; ēkota ē-kī-ohtinahk wiya opimācihiwēwin, ...  [HP4:61] 
 ēkota ē- kī- ohtin -ah -k 
 PL IPV IPV VTI1 TH 3s 
 there CNJ PST obtain.from 3s-0’ 
 
  wiya o- pimācihiwēwin 
  PR.3s 3 NI.0’s 
    livelihood 
 “...; that is where they got their livelihood, ...” 
 
 The next example, (45), is exceptional in having two elements, ōma and 
kayās, interceding between the verb and the postverbal arguments. The 
temporal particle, kayās “long ago”, has already been seen above in its more 
usual positions either clause-initially or clause-finally, and this will be 
discussed further in the next section. The particle ōma could be interpreted 
as a demonstrative pronoun, but this does not fit the sentence at all. As will 
be shown in Chapters 5 and 6, Plains Cree demonstratives serve a number of 
functions including focus-marking. This seems to be the case here where 
ōma is apparently marking the verb exceptionally in initial rather than 
medial position. If so, this might explain the displacement of the temporal 
particle, but it is unclear what effect this would have on the ordering of the 
arguments. 
 
(45) -- ē-kī-wīhtahkik ōma kayās kisēyiniwak ēkoni ōhi, ... [HP4:123] 
 ē- kī- wīht -ah -kik ōma kayās 
 IPV IPV VTI1 TH 3p IPC IPT 
 CNJ PST tell 3p-0’  FOC long.ago  
 
  kisēyiniw -ak ēkoni ōhi 
  NA 3p PR.0’p PR.0’p 
  old.man   these these 
 “-- the very things the old men had long ago predicted, ...” 
 
One additional notable feature of this example is the occurrence of the 
resumptive topic pronominal reference ēkoni ōhi representing the A2 in 
apparent final position. Although resumptive topic pronouns can be found 
postverbally, they more commonly occur preverbally and especially in 
clause-initial or even pre-clausal position. However, when a resumptive 
topic pronoun is found postverbally, it almost exclusively appears to be in 
final position. Of 15 postverbal occurrences of resumptive pronouns, 11 
occur as (part of) the sole postverbal constituent, and three others are final 
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following some other constituent, which leaves only one example which is 
non-final. Interestingly, two of the five exceptional examples with two 
lexical/pronominal postverbal arguments, (45) above and (47) below, 
account for two of the three examples in which a resumptive unambiguously 
follows more than just the verb and appears in final position. It remains to be 
seen whether postverbal resumptive topics are truly placed in PF or whether 
this is merely a coincidence based on the fact that there is rarely more than a 
single constituent following the verb in any Cree clause. This is a topic that 
will be resumed in section 4.4.3. 
 The final V A1 A2 example is given in (46) and it also presents similar 
problems to both (44) and (43) and several more. As in (43), we again have a 
pronoun as A1 and its possessed noun as A2, perhaps reinforcing the 
ordering of possessor-possessum rather than A1 A2. 
 
(46) ..., ē-pē-isi-pakitinamāhk nīstanān ōma nipīkiskwēwininān ōma. 
 [HP6:4] 
 ē- pē- isi- pakitin -ah -āhk nīstanān 
 IPV IPV IPV VTI1 TH 1p PR.1p 
 CNJ come thus leave 1p-0 
 
  ōma ni- pīkiskwēwin -inān ōma 
  DEM.0s 1 NI 1p IPC 
  this  speech  FOC 
 “..., for us [too] to come and offer our speech.” 
 
Furthermore, the first argument and first postverbal constituent is the 
additive-focal pronoun nīstanān. This is an abnormal position for these 
contrastive elements which otherwise are found predominantly in preverbal 
position. Of 24 such pronouns in the House People texts, 19 are preverbal 
(plus one pre-clausal), and the example in (46) is one of only three 
postverbal (and one post-clausal) occurrence. 
 As in (45), example (46) is also complicated by the use of ōma, in this 
case twice. The first appearance of ōma could be associated with the 
preceding additive-focal nīstanān or with the following second argument 
nipīkiskwēwininān as a demonstrative pronoun. It is the latter interpretation, 
based on native speaker judgements, which is favoured here and reflected in 
the example’s gloss. The second occurrence of ōma, however, must be 
interpreted as a focal particle (see further in Chapter 5), but then it is a 
question as to whether it is exceptionally marking the clause-final second 
argument, or whether it is reinforcing the entire clause. Again, native 
speaker judgements favour the latter interpretation such that the entire V A1 
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A2 sequence is being emphasized. The use of focal particles for marking a 
constituent larger than a single word (or phrase) is both important and 
complicating to an account of pragmatically-oriented word order, as 
discussed further in Chapter 6. As important as this is, however, it does little 
to shed light on the choice of V A1 A2 (VSO) order here. 
 In contrast, we also have two examples of V A2 A1 (VOS) order. Some 
of the same features of the three preceding examples can be found here as 
well. In (47), the second argument is a possessed noun, onēhiyāwiwiniwāw 
“their Creeness” similarly pre-modified by the demonstrative use of ōma, 
just as in (46). However, the possessum is followed by its possessor, the first 
argument ēkonik ōki osk-āyak “these here young people”. Thus, the 
possessor-possessum order seen in (44) and (46) is violated and placed in 
doubt as a guiding principle of Cree word order. 
 
(47) kāwi ē-nōhtē-kīwētotahkik ōma onēhiyāwiwiniwāw ēkonik ōki 

osk-āyak. [HP10:7] 
 kāwi ē- nōhtē- kīwētot -ah -kik ōma 
 IPL IPV IPV VTI1 TH 3p DEM.0’s 
 back CNJ want return.to 3p-0’  this 
 
  o- nēhiyāwiwin -iwāw ēkonik ōki osk-āy -ak 
  3 NI.0’s 3p PR.3p DEM.3p NA 3p 
   Creeness       these these young.one 
 “..., these young people wanted to return to their Creeness.” 
 
Still, the form of the clause-final A1 cannot be overlooked since it contains 
the resumptive animate plural pronoun, ēkonik “those aforementioned”. As 
discussed above in connection with example (45), such resumptive pronouns 
are not commonly found postverbally but, when they are, they are almost 
exclusively final. It is perhaps this tendency which has allowed the possessor 
to be placed after the possessum, but this would entail a pragmatic 
interpretation for clause-final position (PF). More will be said of this 
possibility below. 
 Finally, we have example (48) which also contains its own complications. 
First, the second argument appears to be in the form of a very complex noun 
phrase, kānāta ōma misiwēskamik k-ēspīhcāk “the full extent of Canada”. 
Only after this complex structure does a candidate for A1 appear, nēhiyaw 
awa. This is problematical in two ways.  First, the verb calls for a plural first 
argument, and nēhiyaw is singular as reinforced by the form of the animate 
singular demonstrative pronoun/focal particle, awa. It is actually quite 
common for a singular noun like nēhiyaw to occur as a collective in the 
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House People texts, but in such cases, the verb is also generally in agreement 
with this singular referent, in contrast to this example. Second, the 
occurrence of awa following nēhiyaw suggests that it is acting as a focus 
particle rather than a demonstrative, but this would be even more exceptional 
in final position than the use of ōma. Thus, it appears more likely, given the 
lack of agreement and the odd position for focus, plus the complex noun 
phrase preceding it, that the phrase nēhiyaw awa is actually not part of the 
verbal clause at all, but a post-clausal specification and reinforcement of the 
topical participants in collective form.70 
 
(48) pēyakwāw ē-kī-tipēyihtahkik kānāta ōma misiwēskamik k-ēspīhcāk 

nēhiyaw awa, ... [HP1:17-18] 
 pēyakwāw ē- kī- tipēyiht -ah -kik 
 IPT IPV IPV VTI1 TH 3p 
 once CNJ PST own 3p-0’ 
 
  kānāta ōma misiwēskamik kā- ispīhcā -k 
  NI.0(’)s DEM.0s IPL IPV VII 0s 
  Canada this all.over.the land CNJ extend.so 
 
   nēhiyaw awa, 
   NA.3s IPC 
   Cree  FOC 
 “At one time the Crees owned Canada, as far as this land extends, ...” 
 [lit: ‘At one time they owned Canada, as far as the land extends, the 

Cree [did]’] 
 
As such, this would not be an actual example of V A2 A1 order at all, and if 
we remove this example from our statistics, we are left with only the single 
example, (47), which may itself be exceptional due to the resumptive 
pronoun in final position. By process of elimination, the evidence for V A2 
A1 (VOS) becomes extremely slight and this may provide support for 
Mühlbauer’s assertion that V A1 A2 (VSO) is more basic or preferred. 
Nevertheless, the evidence for this order is also less than overwhelming. 
 One further pattern of argumentation that must be mentioned is the 
extremely strong tendency for complement clauses to occur postverbally.71 

                                                        
70 It is also possible that another phrasal boundary occurs between kānāta and ōma 

misiwēskamik k-ēspīhcāk, such that the latter is also post-clausal. Following some of the same 
argumentation above, the verb k-ēspīhcāk also fails to agree with the inanimate obviative 
status required of kānāta as second argument of the main verb ē-kī-tipēyihtahkik. 

71 The major exception to this is the preverbal placement of quotations before the 
quotative verb, as will be explored in Chapter 5. 
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This can range from something as simple as a verbal complement, (49), to a 
more elaborate clausal structure, (50), to an extremely complex set of 
coordinated complement clauses, (51). 
 
(49) ..., nama kīkway nitayān ta-kikiskamān, ... [HP8:23-34] 
 nama kīkway nit- ayā -n ta- kikisk -am -ān 
 IPC PR.0s 1 VTI2 1/2 IPV VTI1 TH 1s 
 NEG something  have  CNJ wear 1s-0 
 “..., I had nothing to wear, ...” 
 
(50) ...; ē-kī-wīhtamāwasocik tānisi kik-ēsi-pimātisit osk-āyisiyiniw, ...  
 [HP2:14-15] 
 ē- kī- wīhtamāwaso -cik 
 IPV IPV VAI 3p 
 CNJ PST tell.one’s.children 
 
  tānisi kika- isi- pimātisi -t oski-ayisiyiniw 
  IPC IPV IPV VAI 3s NA.3s 
  how CNJ thus live  young.person 
 “...; they told their children how young people should live, ...” 
 
(51) ..., mitoni ē-kī-kiskinahamawāt otawāsimisa k-ēsi-nanahihtākot, ēkā 

kīkway kik-ōtinamāsoyit kīkway ahpō piko kīkway 
ka-pistinamiyit kīkway. [HP2:18-21] 

 mitoni ē- kī- kiskinahamaw -ā -t ot- awāsimis -a 
 IPC IPV IPV VTA DIR 3s 3 NDA 3’ 
 really CNJ PST teach 3s-3’   child 
 
  ka- isi- nanahihtaw -iko -t ēkā kīkway 
  IPV IPV VTA INV 3s IPC PR.0’ 
  CNJ thus pay.heed.to 3’-3s  NEG something 
 
  kika- otinamāso -yit kīkway ahpō 
  IPV VAI 3’ PR.0’ IPC 
  CNJ take.for.self  something even 
 
  piko kīkway ka- pistin -am -iyit kīkway 
  IPC PR.0’ IPV VTI1 TH 3’ PR.0’ 
  just something CNJ take.in.error 3’-0’  something 
 “..., they really taught their children how to pay heed to them, not to 

steal anything nor even to take anything by mistake.” 
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 Though the evidence is again very scant for the relative ordering of 
nominal and clausal arguments, example (51) does give one instance of a 
second argument (A2), otawāsimisa, preceding the complex, coordinated 
clausal complement (A3). Of all but one other example of clausal 
complements in the House People texts, the complement, no matter how 
complex, is the sole postverbal constituent. That one other example is given 
in (52) where the temporal particle ēkwa intercedes between the verb and the 
complement clause. Thus, in all examples of complement clauses in the data 
examined here, the complement clause always occurs in final position.  
 
(52) namōya kiskēyihtam ēkwa tānisi kik-ēsi-kakēskimāwasot 

ayisiyiniw,... [HP2:66-67] 
 namōya kiskēyiht -am -Ø ēkwa tānisi 
 IPC VTI1 TH 3s IPT IPC 
 NEG know 3s-0’  now how 
 
  kika- isi- kakēskimāwaso -t ayisiyiniw 
  IPV IPV VAI 3s NA.3s 
  CNJ thus counsel.one’s.children  person 
 “..., now people do not know how to counsel their children, ...” 
 
 If it were only the relative ordering of arguments that was in question 
here, the weight of complement clauses might simply dictate that other 
postverbal arguments will occur earlier in PM–1 relegating the complement 
clause to PM+2. However, the evidence of this single example in (52), scant as 
it is, will take on greater significance when we see the usual clause-final 
positioning of non-argument modifiers including temporals like ēkwa. Thus, 
it is possible that the weight of the complement clause actually dictates a 
syntactic position in clause-final position (PF). 
 
4.4.2  Postverbal Modifiers 
 
 In contrast to the preferred preverbal position of many verbal modifiers, 
to be discussed in Chapter 5, it is rare to find most such modifiers in 
postverbal position. The exceptions to this are the very prevalent temporals 
and locatives discussed below. Before exploring these, however, we can see 
occasional examples of such modifiers as manner, (53) and (54), and degree 
(55a and b). 
 
 



4. Semantic Functions and Word Order 233 

 

(53) “kiyām, nika-minahāw mēskoc!” [HP5:52] 
 kiyām ni- ka- minah -ā -w mēskoc 
 IPC 1 IPV VTA DIR 3s IPC 
 anyway  CNJ provide.drink.to   in.exchange 
 “ ‘Anyway, I will give him a drink instead!”  
 
(54) “... ē-kī-sēkahoyān kwayask, ...” [HP8:128] 
 ē- kī- sēkaho -yān kwayask 
 IPV IPV VAI 1s IPC 
 CNJ PST comb.one’s.hair  properly 
 “ ‘... and I combed my hair properly,’ ... ” 
 
(55) a) ..., pīhc-āyihk k-āpihk nayēstaw [HP4:128] 
  pīhc-āyihk kā- api -hk nayēstaw 
  IPL IPV VAI X IPC 
  inside CNJ sit  only 
  “..., we only sit indoors ...” 
 

 b) ēkā ē-wayawīhk mistahi, ...    
  ēkā ē- wayawī -hk mistahi 
  IPC IPV VAI X IPC 
  NEG CNJ go.out  a.lot 
  “... and do not go outside very much, ...” 
 
As these examples show, however, it is difficult to say much more about the 
position of such modifers other than that they are postverbal since they so 
rarely co-occur with other modifiers or arguments. They could be 
immediately postverbal or clause-final or both. There is only one example in 
the House People texts which suggests that modifiers such as these will 
follow arguments, and that is given in (56) where the manner adverbial ēkosi 
isi “like that” follows the third argument kīkway “things”. 
 
(56) ēkosi isi ē-wīhtamawicik kīkway ēkwa ē-pīkiskwāsicik kīkway  
  ēkosi isi, ... [HP10:133-134] 
 ēkosi isi ē- wīhtamaw -it -ik kīkway 
 IPC IPC IPV VTA INV 3p NI.0’ 
 thus thus CNJ tell.to 3p-1s  thing 
 

  ēkwa ē- pīkiskwāt- -it -ik kīkway ēkosi isi 
  IPC IPV VTA INV 3p NI.0’ IPC IPC 
  and CNJ speak.to 3p-1s  thing thus thus 
 “... they tell me things like that and speak to me about things like that, ...” 
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The manner adverbial is more likely to occur preverbally and even clause-
initially, and this is exactly what has occurred in the first clause of the 
coordinate sentence, also included in example (56). The manner adverbial 
thus occurs initially in the first clause and finally in the second, illustrating 
the symmetry of the narrator’s word order choice. It is perhaps a desire for 
symmetry which results in the otherwise rare occurrence of the manner 
adverbial in final position.  
 Conversely, it is also possible that this order simply reflects a preference 
for argument-modifier order in postverbal position which is obscured by the 
paucity of data. As in most cases of postverbal nominal arguments, any 
modifier typically occurs as the sole constituent in postverbal position. The 
same is true of the much more prevalent postverbal occurrences of temporal 
and locative elements, which can occur as simple particles, as in (57) and 
(58) respectively, or in more complex clausal constructions, (59) and (60). 
 
 
(57) “mētoni ē-wāpāstēk piyis,” ... [HP8:28] 
 mētoni ē- wāpāstē -k piyis 
 IPC IPV VII  0s IPT 
 really CNJ be.faded  finally 
 “ ‘Finally it was really getting faded,’...” 
 
 
(58) ēkwa ninīhcipayihon ōta, ... [HP8:57] 
 ēkwa ni- nīhcipayiho -n ōta 
 IPT 1 VAI 1/2 PL 
 then  jump.down  here 
 “At this I jumped down [here], ...” 
 
 
(59) …, “ēwako kiya ka-tōtēn anohc kā-kīsikāk!”  [HP4:20] 
 ēwako kiya ka-  tōt -ē -n 
 DEM.0s PR.2s IPV VTI1 TH 1/2 
 that you 2.FUT do 1s-0 
 
  anohc kā- kīsikā -k 
  IPT IPV VII 0s 
  now CNJ be.day 
 “…, ‘This is what you will do today.’” 
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(60) ..., ē-pē-pīhtokwēyāhk itē ē-pē-ācimōhikawiyāhk. [HP2:3]  
 ē- pē- pīhtokwē -yāhk itē 
 IPV IPV VAI 1p IPL 
 CNJ come enter  where  
 
  ē- pē- ācimōh -ikawi -yāhk 
  IPV IPV VTA XAct 1p 
  CNJ come tell.stories (X-)1p 
 “..., we have come in here [a recording studio] where we are 

expected to tell stories.” 
 
 Again, these examples merely allow us to locate the modifiers 
postverbally, but this could be interpreted as in immediately postverbal 
position, clause-final position or both. What is needed are examples in which 
these modifiers interact with one another and/or with arguments. The scarce 
data on the ordering of temporals and locatives with respect to one another 
will be dealt with immediately below, while their co-occurrence with 
arguments will be explored in the following section. 
 Unfortunately, there is extremely little data on the interaction of 
temporals and locatives in postverbal position. One apparent example is 
given in (61), with the locative ōta “here” preceding the temporal clause kā-
māyahkamikahk “the bad times [i.e. the Northwest Resistance of 1885]”. 
 
(61) -- nitōtēminānak ēkotē itāmowak ōta kā-māyahkamikahk -- [HP5:3-4] 
 ni- tōtēm -inān -ak ēkotē itāmo -wak 
 1 NDA 1p 3p PL VAI 3p 
  friend   over.there flee.there 
 
  ōta kā- māyahkamikan -k 
  PL IPV VII 0s 
  here CNJ be.a.bad.occurrence 
 “-- friends of ours had fled there at the time of the trouble [the Riel 

rebellion] [here] --” 
 
However, ōta is clearly providing a location for the “rebellion”, in 
opposition to the location to which the participants, nitōtēminānak “our 
friends”, had fled. Thus, ōta “here” could be interpreted as in preverbal 
position (PM–1) with regard to the temporal clause, kā-māyahkamikahk. This 
is consistent with the other locative in example (61), ēkotē “over there”, 
which is similarly in preverbal position, and consistent with one tendency for 
locative position in general (see Chapter 5 and Wolvengrey 2010). 
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Conversely, another interpretation that is possible is that the entire sequence, 
ōta kā-mayahkamikahk, is functioning as a locative (i.e. “here where the 
trouble was”), in which case the locative is in PF. In either of these 
interpretations, the example has nothing to say about the relative order of 
locatives and temporals. 
 Having eliminated (61), we are left with only one other example in the 
House People texts, given in (62), with both temporal and locative reference 
in postverbal position. Here the temporal particle kēyāpic “still” precedes the 
locative nīkihk “at my home”. 
 
(62) “wā, nitayān ōma kēyāpic nīkihk,” ... [HP8:186] 
 wā nit- ayā -n ōma kēyāpic n- īk -ihk 
 IPC 1 VTI2 1/2 PR.0s IPT 1 NDI LOC 
 well  have  this still  home 
 “ ‘Well, I still have [another bottle] at my house,’ ...” 
 
A second example, (63), spontaneously produced by an informant, 
contradicts this order by giving the locative ēkota “there” preceding the 
temporal otākosīhk “yesterday”. 
 
(63) ā, nikī-wāpamāw ana ēkota otākosīhk. 
 ā ni- kī- wāpam -ā -w ana ēkota otākosīhk 
 IPC 1 IPV VTA DIR 3s PR.3s PL IPT 
 oh  PST see 1s-3s  that there yesterday 
 “Oh ya, I saw that one there yesterday.” 
 
It is impossible to reach a conclusion based on such a small and 
contradictory set of evidence. These two examples do, however, place both 
the temporal and locative modifiers after a demonstrative pronoun, ōma “this 
(inanimate)” and ana “this (animate)” respectively, which in each example 
represents the second argument. Thus, we finally appear to have some 
evidence that the argument must occur in immediately postverbal position, 
while the modifiers come later or in final position. 
 
4.4.3  Interaction of Postverbal Arguments and Modifiers 
 
 The final examples of the previous section, (62) and (63), have already 
suggested the general ordering of arguments and modifiers in postverbal 
position. When both are present, the argument immediately follows the verb, 
while the modifier comes last. This is exemplified further for temporal 
particles by (64). 
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(64) ..., iyikohk ē-kī-itēyatit nēhiyaw kayās. [HP3:10] 
 iyikohk ē- kī- itēyati -t nēhiyaw kayās 
 IPC IPV IPV VAI 3s NA.3s IPT 
 so.much CNJ PST be.so.many Cree long.ago 
 “..., there were so many Crees long ago.” 
 
 It is also the case that the sole example where a postverbal argument 
represented by a resumptive pronoun does not occur clause-finally is when a 
temporal particle follows it. 
 
(65) manitow kīstanaw ē-kī-miyikoyahk ēwako anima nistam, ... [HP2:62] 
 manitow kīstanaw ē- kī- miy -iko -yahk 
 NA.3s PR.21 IPV IPV VTA INV 21 
 God  CNJ PST give 3s-21  
 
  ēwako anima nistam 
  PR.0’ PR.0’ IPT 
  that that at.first 
 “To us, too, God had given this in the beginning, ...”  
 
This reinforces the relative ordering of arguments before temporal modifiers, 
and suggests that temporals will preferentially occur in final position (PF), 
since this particular type of modifier does not otherwise appear to allow 
anything to follow it. 
 Locatives similarly follow arguments, as illustrated in (66) and (67), 
which are two of the seven examples in the House People texts. In (66), the 
third argument kahkiyaw kīkway “everything” precedes clause-final locative 
phrase opimācihowinihk isi “towards his livelihood” (plus a post-clausal 
respecification of that locative; see Chapter 6). 
 
(66) ē-kī-osīhtamāsot kahkiyaw kīkway opimācihowinihk isi, 

opimohtēhonihk isi. [HP2:32] 
 ē- kī- osīhtamāso -t kahkiyaw kīkway 
 IPV IPV VAI 3s QNT NI.0(’p) 
 CNJ PST make.for.self  all thing(s) 
 
  o- pimācihowin -ihk isi o- pimohtēhon -ihk isi 
  3 NI LOC IPL 3 NI LOC IPL 
   livelihood  to  journey  to 
 “They made everything themselves for their livelihood, for their life.”  
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In (67), the locative kistikānihk “on the field(s)” is in final position following 
the second argument, maskihkiy nanātohk “all kinds of chemicals”. 
 
(67) ..., iyikohk ē-astāt maskihkiy nanātohk kistikānihk,... [HP4:57] 
 iyikohk ē- astā -t maskihkiy nanātohk kistikān -ihk 
 QNT IPV VTI2 3s NI.0’s Qnt NI LOC 
 so.much CNJ put  chemical all.kinds  field 
 “..., they put in so many chemicals of all kinds [and use them] on the 

fields, ...” 
 
 The order of argument and then locative seems to be particularly strict 
and there are no counterexamples in the House People texts. For temporal 
particles, only a single example, given in (68b), seems to reverse the 
argument-modifier order. (68a) is given for the preceding context. (68c) 
through (68e) provide three possible alternatives to (68b). 
 
(68) a) anohc kā-kīsikāk ēkwa, awāsis kā-wīhtamāht kīkway, ā, nama 

kīkway ka-tōtam, iyikohk ē-kihtimikanēt, ... [HP4:24-27] 
  “Today, when children are told something, well, they are so 

lazy that they will not do anything.” 
 
 b) ..., ē-kihtimikanēcik ēkwa anohc kitawāsimisinawak 

kōsisiminawak.    
  ē- kihtimikanē -cik ēkwa anohc 
  IPV VAI 3p IPT IPT 
  CNJ be.lazybones  now today 
 

   kit- awāsimis -inaw -ak k- ōsisim -inaw -ak 
   2 NDA 21 3p 2 NDA 21 3p 
    child    grandchild 
  “..., our children and grandchildren are so lazy today.” 
 
 c) ..., ē-kihtimikanēcik ēkwa anohc. 
  “..., they are (so) lazy today.” 
 
 d) ..., ē-kihtimikanēcik kitawāsimisinawak kōsisiminawak ēkwa 

anohc. 
  “..., our children and grandchildren are (so) lazy today.” 
 
 e) ..., ē-kihtimikanēcik ēkwa anohc, kitawāsimisinawak 

kōsisiminawak. 
  “..., they are (so) lazy today, our children and grandchildren.” 
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The immediately preceding narrative makes it clear that the example in (68b) 
is simply a reiteration of what has already been said in the generic context of 
the laziness of children today. The immediately preceding verb is repeated, 
or perhaps replaced, with plural rather than (collective) singular agreement 
which will require a change from the previously supplied collective singular 
topic awāsis “child(ren)”. Before this revised topic is provided, however, a 
repetition of the earlier temporal specification is offered, and only then are 
the two nominals, kitawāsimisinawak kōsisiminawak “our children and our 
grandchildren”, silently conjoined and representing the sole argument of the 
verb, added to conclude the clause. There are two possible interpretations of 
this word order, and these follow from observation of the acceptable options 
in (68c) through (68e). 
 In (68c), we see the common structure in which the verb is followed only 
by the temporal particle. In conjunction with the opening temporal in (68a), 
this represents a common framing structure in Cree narrative and (68c) 
would have proven a perfectly natural stopping point for (68b), if not for the 
narrator’s need to respecify the topical participant(s). It would also have 
been acceptable to insert the topics, as in (68d), in immediately postverbal 
position preceding the temporal particle, which would again have concluded 
the clause. In this light, it is entirely possible that the topic is actually being 
given not in clause-final position, but as represented in (68e), as a post-
clausal respecification of the topic. This is not an uncommon structure, as 
will be seen in Chapter 6, and would allow for the temporal modifier to 
occur in final position (as in (68c)) rather than, exceptionally, in postverbal 
but pre-argument position as suggested by the original representation in 
(68b). 
 Conversely, if the original punctuation of (68b) holds, and the temporal 
modifier truly precedes the argument within the clause, another 
interpretation is possible which is merely a variant of the post-clausal 
interpretation of (68e). Given the fact that the topic does require 
respecification, it is possible that such respecifications are accomplished by 
exceptionally placing the argument in clause-final position (PF) rather than 
the expected immediately postverbal position (PM–1) otherwise seen fairly 
exclusively for arguments. This exceptional placement, as also suggested 
above in section 4.4.1 for resumptive topics and for complement clauses, 
would mean that clause-final position has a number of disparate potential 
functions. Normally, semantically-defined constituents like locative or 
temporal modifiers occur in PF, but at least temporal modifiers can be 
displaced (to PF–1) if syntactically-defined complement clauses, or 
pragmatically-defined resumptive or respecified topics take precedence for 
PF. For now, this must remain a suggestion in need of confirmation through 
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future research. 
 
4.4.4  Postverbal Constituents Summarized 
 
 The tentative findings of section 4.4 have at least begun to suggest some 
clarification for the unordered mass of postverbal constituents as represented 
in Dahlstrom’s (1995a) word order template. Relative to the clause-medial 
position of the verb, these positions and the constituents which might 
potentially fill them are summarized in Table 4.6. 
 

Table 4.6 
Postverbal Constituent Order and Function 

 
Options PM PM+1 PM+2 PF–1 PF 

1 Verb 

Argument 
(if present) 
- potentially 

favouring the 
highest ranking 

argument 
A1 > A2 > A3 

Argument 
(if 

displaced 
from PM+1) 

Modifier(s) 
(if displaced 

from PF) 

Resumptive/ 
Respecified 

Topic 
(if present) 

2  Argument 
(if present)  

Modifier(s) 
(if displaced 

from PF) 

Complement 
Clause 

(if present) 

3    
Modifier(s) 
(if displaced 

from PF) 

Modifier 
(if present) 
- possible 

preference to 
Locatives 

 
Note that only the verb is here characterized as obligatory within the clause, 
though this too remains to be confirmed. It is entirely possible that neither 
arguments (nominal or clausal) nor modifiers will be present in any given 
clause, in which case neither postverbal (PM+1) or clause-final (PF) positions 
would be filled. Normally, a single argument might be lexicalized in 
postverbal position, and on the rare occasions that two (or more) would be, 
one (or more) would have to be displaced to a subsequent position (i.e. PM+2, 
then PM+3). In contrast to the placement of arguments in immediately 
postverbal positions, modifiers such as locatives, temporals, and others, are 
placed in clause-final position (PF) . On the rare occasions that more than 
one might occur, all but one would be displaced (i.e. to PF–1, then PF–2, etc.). 
Unlike the fairly consistent placement of nominal arguments in PM–1, other 
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elements appear to be able to pre-empt modifiers from PF. Thus, complement 
clauses appear to take precedence over modifiers for final position due to 
syntactic weight. It is also possible, though requiring confirmation through 
further research, that an argument can be given pragmatic prominence as a 
resumed or respecified topic by placement in clause-final position. In either 
of these cases, any postverbal modifiers present would be displaced to PF-1 
(or PF–2, etc.). 
 Thus, we have the beginnings of an account of Plains Cree word order, 
though one that still leaves many questions unanswered. Since postverbal 
position in general has been characterized as unmarked for Algonquian 
languages, it is perhaps not surprising that it is so difficult to find examples 
with a large number of postverbal constituents. So much of what might be 
unmarked is given information and a more common alternative with given 
information is to leave it unspecified. Conversely, if word order is used for 
pragmatic marking, we might expect to find a variety of elements out of an 
unmarked (e.g. postverbal) position. 
 In the remainder of this work, we will turn primarily to the even more 
complex situation pertaining to preverbal position. In chapter 5, various 
syntactically-motivated positions will be investigated, while chapter 6 will 
be devoted to the much more fruitful and complex investigation of 
pragmatically-conditioned word order in Plains Cree. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




