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59 �Muskogean
Abstract: The Muskogean languages are indigenous to the southeastern United States. 
Choctaw, Chickasaw, Alabama, Koasati, Apalachee, Mikasuki (Hitchiti), and Muskogee 
(Creek) are all members of the family, as is the trade language Mobilian Jargon. The 
Muskogean languages have Subject-Object-Verb word order with a subject/non-subject 
distinction in case marking. Agent, Patient and Dative person markers reference partic-
ipants in clauses. Grammatical tone is used for aspect. Possession is divided into rela-
tional possession and alienable possession. Several of the languages have unusually rich 
tense and number distinctions.

59.1 �Overview
The Muskogean languages are indigenous to the southeastern United States.1 There 
are seven languages in the family (Table 1).

Tab. 1: Classification of Muskogean languages

  Muskogean
    Western Muskogean
      Choctaw
      Chickasaw
    Alabama-Koasati
      Alabama
      Koasati
    Apalachee
    Mikasuki (Hitchiti)
    Muskogee (Creek)

Choctaw is primarily spoken in Oklahoma and Mississippi, Chickasaw is spoken in Okla-
homa, Alabama is spoken in Texas, Koasati is spoken in Louisiana and Texas, Apalachee 
was spoken in northern Florida, Mikasuki is spoken in south Florida, and Muskogee is 

1 The information in this paper is primarily from speakers of Choctaw, Koasati, and Muskogee. My 
understanding of Choctaw is based on work with the Choctaw Nation Dictionary Committee (Choctaw 
Nation 2016). I am grateful to Richard Adams and Teresa Billy for their leadership on that committee. 
What I’ve learned about Koasati is from work on the Koasati Language Committee. I am especially grate-
ful to Bertney Langley and Lorenda Poncho for sharing their knowledge, and to Linda Langley for help in 
planning. I have had many Muskogee teachers, but I especially thank the late Margaret McKane Mauldin 
for her important insights.
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spoken in Oklahoma and south Florida.2 In addition to these seven languages, the Mobil-
ian Jargon trade language was based on Muskogean vocabulary and grammar.

The two largest languages – Choctaw and Muskogee – were the focus of missionary 
work from the 1820s. Missionaries worked with speakers to create alphabets, readers, 
hymnals, bilingual dictionaries, and Bible translations, and to open schools promoting 
literacy in the languages. As a result, there is a fairly extensive written literature avail-
able in Choctaw and Muskogee from the 19th century, but both languages are written in 
spelling systems that are sometimes inconsistent.

In contrast, writing systems for the less widely spoken languages arose after the 
1950s: there are fewer written materials in those languages, though the writing systems 
are simpler and more consistent.

59.2 �Sounds and writing systems
The Muskogean languages have three short vowels /a i o/ and three long vowels /a: i: o:/. 
These are generally spelled as in Table 2, with phonemic representations in the Interna-
tional Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) on the left.

Tab. 2: Vowels

  Choctaw Chickasaw Koasati Alabama Mikasuki Muskogee

/a/ ʋ  a  a  a  a  v 
/i/ i  i  i  i  e  e 
/o/ u~o o  o  o  o  u~o
/aː/ a  aa aa aa aa a 
/iː/ e~i ii ii ii ee ē~e
/oː/ o  oo oo oo oo o 

For Choctaw, the spelling used here reflects that used in the Bible, laws, and other works. 
In Mississippi, a newer spelling has been used in which <a i o> are used for the short 
vowels and <á í ó> are used for the long vowels.

Diphthongs vary in their spelling, though the practices in Table 3 are common.3

2 Some sources use “Seminole” to mean a variety of Muskogee spoken in the Seminole Nation of Okla-
homa or in the Seminole Tribe of Florida. In Florida, the main Seminole language is Mikasuki.
3 Diphthongs in Choctaw and Chickasaw are limited. In my data from Choctaw, /aj/ and /oj/ only appear 
before /j/, and /aw/ only appears before /w/.
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Tab. 3: Diphthongs

  Choctaw Chickasaw Koasati Alabama Mikasuki Muskogee

/aj/ ai ay ai ay ay i 
/oj/ oi oy oy oy oy ue
/aw/ au aw aw aw ao au~vo

All of the languages also have nasal vowels. A nasal vowel is spelled by underlining the 
vowel (except in Muskogee, where ą, ǫ, etc. are sometimes used).

The consonants are given in Table 4. Muskogee is the only language that lacks /b/. 
Choctaw and Chickasaw are the only languages that distinguish /s/ and /ʃ/.

Tab. 4: Consonants (a dash indicates a sound that is absent)

  Choctaw Chickasaw Koasati Alabama Mikasuki Muskogee

/b/ b  b  b  b  b  –
/ʧ/ ch ch ch ch ch c 
/f/ f  f  f  f  f  f 
/h/ h  h  h  h  h  h 
/k/ k  k  k  k  k  k 
/l/ l  l  l  l  l  l 
/ɬ/ hl~lh lh th ł  ł  r 
/m/ m  m  m  m  m  m 
/n/ n  n  n  n  n  n 
/p/ p  p  p  p  p  p 
/s/ s  s  s  s  – s 
/ʃ/ sh sh – – sh –
/t/ t  t  t  t  t  t 
/w/ w  w  w  w  w  w 
/j/ y  y  y  y  y  y 
/ʔ/ – ’  – – – –

All of the languages make use of tone to distinguish aspect in verbs. Most of the lan-
guages also have some tone in nouns, but it generally does not have a high functional 
load.

In Choctaw and Muskogee, missionaries spelled certain prefixes and suffixes as 
separate words. The practice in the other languages has generally been to write affixes 
together with roots.
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59.3 �Grammar

59.3.1 �Basic word order

The basic word order in the Muskogean languages is Subject, Object, Verb.4

(1) Choctaw
  Ofi yʋt pishokchi ishko.
  dog sbj milk drink
  ‘The dog is drinking milk.’

(2) Koasati
  Ifa-k waakimpisi̱ iisk.
  dog-sbj milk.ns drink.lgr
  ‘The dog is drinking milk.’

(3) Muskogee
  Efv-t wakv-pesē ēsk-es.
  dog-sbj milk drink.lgr-ind
  ‘The dog is drinking milk.’

Elements in sentences can be left out when they are clear from context. Thus, in context, 
the final verbs in (1–3) are complete sentences meaning ‘he/she/it is drinking (it)’.

The Muskogean languages generally have one case form for subjects and another 
case form for anything other than the subject.5 In (1), yʋt is a mark of subject in Choctaw 
(written as a separate word). The Koasati equivalent is -k, while Muskogee uses -t.

Words describing size, color, etc. follow the nouns they modify. Case markers appear 
at the ends of noun phrases (after modifiers of the noun):

(4) Koasati
  Ifa locha-k chokfi hatka̲ hiich.
  dog black-sbj rabbit white.ns see.lgr 
  ‘The black dog sees the white rabbit.’

Verbs are quite complex in Muskogean languages, with many prefixes, infixes, and suf-
fixes.

4 Koasati commonly allows elements to appear as afterthoughts after the verb in conversations.
5 Apalachee is the only language that appears not to have case marking (Kimball 1987). In Muskogee, 
case marking is often omitted except for mild focus or clarity (Martin 2011:339  ff).
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59.3.2 �Demonstratives

Demonstratives normally follow a noun in Choctaw and Chickasaw, but they precede a 
noun in the other languages.

Tab. 5: Demonstratives 

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

chukfi ilʋppa ya chokfi yv cufe ‘this rabbit’
chukfi yʋmma akko chokfi mv cufe ‘that rabbit’

Demonstratives may modify a noun, as in Table 5. Demonstratives may also be used as 
pronouns, translating as ‘this one’, ‘that one’, ‘he’, ‘she’, etc.

59.3.3 �Pronouns

Personal pronouns are used in the first and second person (Table 6).6 For third person 
reference, demonstrative pronouns are generally used.

Tab. 6: Personal pronouns

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

ʋno ano vne I 
chishno isno cēme you
pishno kosno pome we
hʋpishno     we (all)
hʋchishno hasno centake you (pl.)

Personal pronouns are not frequent in the Muskogean languages, as person markers 
(59.3.6) serve the same function. Personal pronouns are used when another element 
modifies the pronoun (Table 7).7

6 Choctaw makes more plural distinctions in pronouns. A gap in a table implies another pronoun is 
used for that sense.
7 Koasati -ook ‘too, also’ and Muskogee -u may only attach to personal or demonstrative pronouns.
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Tab. 7: Personal pronouns with modifiers

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

ʋno ak kia an-ook vne-u I too
chishno ak kia isn-ook cēme-u you too
pishno ak kia kosn-ook pome-u we too
hʋpishno ak kia     we (all) too
hʋchishno ak kia hasn-ook centake-u you (pl.) too

All of the languages also have independent possessive pronouns (Table 8).

Tab. 8: Independent possessive pronouns

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

ʋmmi` ammo cv-nake ‘mine’
chimmi chimmo ce-nake ‘yours’
immi immo e-nake ‘his/hers/its/theirs’
pimmi kommo pu-nake ‘ours’
hʋpimmi     ‘all of ours’
hʋchimmi hachimmo   ‘all of yours’

59.3.4 �Plural forms of nouns

Choctaw and Chickasaw do not have true plural forms of nouns. In Choctaw, a word like 
nakni can be translated as ‘man, male’ or as ‘men, males’. Alabama, Koasati, Mikasuki, 
and Muskogee do have plural nouns, but they are generally restricted to human nouns 
(Table 9).

Tab. 9: Noun plurals

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

nakni naani honvnwv ‘man, male’
nakni naani-ha honvn-take ‘men, males’

Each of the languages has ways of indicating a group, however. In Choctaw, for example, 
hattak ʋhleha can be used to mean ‘people in general’ or ‘humanity’. Similarly, Musko-
gee est-vlke means ‘people as a group’.
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59.3.5 �Noun compounds

All of the languages make extensive use of compounding. In Noun + Noun compounds, 
the first noun modifies the second noun. This can be seen in Table 10, with nouns 
meaning ‘stone’ preceding nouns meaning ‘path’.

Tab. 10: ‘stone’ + ‘path’

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee

tvli hina ‘railway’ tali hini ‘gravel road’ cvto nene ‘railroad’

Nouns for titles and sex generally follow the noun being modified, however. In Table 11, 
we see forms of ‘cattle’ (borrowed from Spanish) followed by ‘male’.

Tab. 11: ‘cattle’ + ‘male’

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

wak nakni wak-naani wakv honvnwv ‘bull’

Words describing color or size follow a noun in compounds.

Tab. 12: ‘person’ + ‘black’

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

hattak lusa at-locha este-lvste ‘black person’

59.3.6 �Person markers

Person markers are bound elements indicating the person and number of participants. 
They differ from personal pronouns, which can be pronounced on their own. The 
Muskogean languages distinguish between Agent, Patient, and Dative series of person 
markers.

Agent person markers are typically used for the subjects of actions that are con-
trolled or performed on purpose (Table 13).
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Tab. 13: Agent person markers

Choctaw  Koasati Muskogee

  pi̱sa li hiicha-l hēc-i-s ‘I see it’
ish pi̱sa   is-hiich hēc-etsk-es ‘you see it’
  pi̱sa   hiich hēc-es ‘he/she/it sees it’
e  pi̱sa   il-hiich hēc-ē-s ‘we see it’
hʋsh pi̱sa   has-hiich hēc-atsk-es ‘you (pl.) see it’

In Choctaw, the Agent first person singular li appears after the verb; other person 
markers appear before the verb. In Koasati, the Agent first person singular is always a 
suffix; the other Agent person markers are prefixed, infixed, or suffixed depending on 
the class of the verb. In Muskogee, the Agent series is always suffixed.

The Patient series of person markers is used for participants that are not directly 
responsible for a situation. Table 4 shows examples where they are used for direct 
objects.

Tab. 14: Patient person markers used for direct objects

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

sʋ pi̱sa cha-hiich cv-hēc-es ‘he/she/it sees me’
chi pi̱sa chi-hiich ce-hēc-es ‘he/she/it sees you’
pi̱sa hiich hēc-es ‘he/she/it sees him/her’
pi pi̱sa ko-hiich pu-hēc-es ‘he/she/it sees us’
hʋpi pi̱sa     ‘he/she/it sees us all’
hʋchi pi̱sa hachi-hiich   ‘he/she/it sees you (pl.)’

The Patient series is also used for the subjects of verbs that are not controlled.

Tab. 15: Patient person markers used for non-agentive subjects

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

sʋ bʋnna cha-ban cv-yac-ē-s ‘I want’
chi bʋnna chi-ban ce-yac-ē-s ‘you want’
bʋnna ban (e)yac-ē-s ‘he/she/it wants’
pi bʋnna ko-ban pu-yac-ē-s ‘we want’
hʋpi bʋnna     ‘all of us want’
hʋchi bʋnna hachi-ban   ‘you (pl.) want’
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The Dative series of person markers is generally used for participants that are indirectly 
affected by the situation (Table 16). The Dative series is typically used for what might be 
called indirect objects, though a small number of verbs in each language use the Dative 
series for subjects.

Tab. 16: Dative person markers

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

ʋm anoli am-mank vm onay-es ‘he/she is telling me’
chim anoli chim-mank cem onay-es ‘he/she is telling you’
im anoli im-mank em onay-es ‘he/she is telling him/her’
pim anoli kom-mank pum onay-es ‘he/she is telling us’
hʋpim anoli     ‘he/she is telling us all’
hʋchim anoli hachim-mank   ‘he/she is telling you (pl.)’

59.3.7 �Possession

All the Muskogean languages distinguish between items that are owned, like a dog or 
car, and items someone has a relationship to, such as a family member or a body part. 
We can call the first “alienable possession” and the second “relational possession”.

Most nouns are alienable nouns and are possessed with a Dative person marker 
(Table 17).

Tab. 17: Alienable possession

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

ʋm ofi am-ifa vm efv ‘my dog’
chim ofi chim-ifa cem efv ‘your dog’
im ofi im-ifa em efv ‘his/her/its dog’
pim ofi kom-ifa pum efv ‘our dog’
hʋpim ofi       ‘our dog (all of us)’
hʋchim ofi hachim-ifa     ‘your (pl.) dog’

Nouns referring to body parts or to family terms are generally relational nouns. These 
are possessed with the Patient person markers (Table 18).
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Tab. 18: Relational possession

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee

sʋ haksobish cha-hakcho cv-hvcko ‘my ears’
chi haksobish chi-hakcho ce-hvcko ‘your ears’
  haksobish hakcho (e-)hvcko ‘(his/her/its) ears’
pi haksobish ko-hakcho pu-hvcko ‘our ears’
hʋpi haksobish     ‘our ears (all of us)’
hʋchi haksobish hachi-hakcho   ‘your (plural) ears’

Some family terms and parts of the body are possessed using Dative person markers, 
however. For this reason, students generally need to learn which nouns are relational 
nouns.

59.3.8 �Commands

Commands in Muskogean languages generally distinguish singular vs. plural com-
mands, negative commands, and ‘let’s’ commands.

Commands to one person are generally simpler than commands to two or more 
(Table 19).

Tab. 19: Singular and plural commands

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

Taloa! Talw! Yvhik-vs! ‘Sing (said to 1)!’
Ho taloa! Talwa-tok! Yvhik-vks! ‘Sing (said to 2+)!’

In Choctaw and Chickasaw, a verb by itself can be used as a command. A prefix ho (or 
oh) is used in Choctaw to address two or more. In Koasati, the final vowel of a verb 
may be deleted in commands. Thus, the stem talwa- ‘sing’ is shortened to talw! In a 
command. The plural may be indicated with -tok. In Muskogee, a singular command 
takes -vs, while a plural takes -vks.

Negative commands in Choctaw are expressed with a mark of the second person 
and a suffix nna (spelled as a separate word):

(5) Choctaw
  a. Ish taloa nna! B. Hvsh taloa nna!
    2sg.a sing neg.imp   2pl.a sing neg.imp
    ‘Don’t sing (said to one)!’   ‘Don’t sing (said to 2+)!’
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Koasati is similar, using a suffix -nna̱. The verb talwa-laho̱ ‘will sing’ infixes the Agent 
second person markers:

(6) Koasati
  a. Ta<chi>lwa-nna̱! b. Ta<hachi>lwa-nna̱!
    sing<2sg.a>-neg.imp   sing<2pl.a>-neg.imp
    ‘Don’t sing (said to 1)!’   ‘Don’t sing (said to 2+)!’

Muskogee does not have a dedicated negative command form. Instead, negative com-
mands are expressed with an optional auxiliary verb:

(7) Muskogee
  a. Yvhik-eko-t (ow-vs)! b. Yvhik-eko-t (ow-vks)!
    sing-neg-ss be-sg.imp   sing-neg-ss be-pl.imp
    ‘Don’t sing (said to 1)’   ‘Don’t sing (said to 2+)!’

‘Let’s’ commands in Choctaw are expressed with a special set of “hypothetical” person 
markers (used in these ‘let’s’ commands and negative sentences):

(8) Choctaw
  Ke taloa!
  1pl.hyp sing
  ‘Let’s sing!’

In Koasati, ‘let’s’ commands are expressed with a suffix -as. The suffix is added to the 
‘we’ form of the verb:

(9) Koasati
  Ta<li>lw-as!
  sing<1pl.a>-hortative
  ‘Let’s sing!’

In Muskogee, a suffix -vkēts is used:

(10) Muskogee
  Yvhik-vkēts!
  sing-hortative
  ‘Let’s sing!’

59.3.9 �Plural forms of verbs

Verbs describing motion or position often have special forms based on how many partic-
ipants are involved in the action. Intransitive verbs with special plural forms commonly 
have a three-way distinction between singular (one), dual (two), and triplural (three or 
more) or a two-way distinction between singular (one) and plural (two or more).
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(11) Choctaw  
  ia / ittiachi / ilhkoli ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to go’
  bininli / chi̱ya / binohma̱ya ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to be sitting’
  hiki̱a / hinli / hiyohma̱ya ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to be standing’
  ittonla / ka̱ha / kahma̱ya ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to be lying’

(12) Koasati  
  aththa-laho̱ / aththachi-laho̱ / amaaka-laho̱ ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) 

will go’
  chokooli-laho̱ / chikiika-laho̱ / isa-laho̱ ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) 

will sit’
  hachaali-laho̱ / lokooli-laho̱ ‘(one) / (two or more) will 

stand’
  balaaka-laho̱ / balaska-laho̱ / balka-laho̱ ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) 

will lie’

(13) Muskogee  
  vy-etv / vhoy-etv / vpey-etv ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to go’
  lik-etv / kak-etv / vpok-etv ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to sit’
  huer-etv / sehok-etv / svpakl-etv ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to stand’
  wakk-etv / wakhok-etv / lomh-etv ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to lie’

Transitive verbs with special plural forms generally distinguish number in the direct 
object. The following are intransitive and transitive pairs.

(14) Choctaw  
  takanli / tako̱hli / takohma̱ya ‘(one) / (two) / (three or more) to be hanging’
  takalichi / takohlichi ‘to hang (one) / (two or more)’

(15) Koasati  
  atakaaka-laho̱ / atakka-laho̱ ‘(one) / (two or more) will hang’
  atakaali-laho̱ / atakli-laho̱ ‘will hang (one) / (two or more)’

(16) Muskogee  
  vtvrk-etv / vtvrtvk-etv ‘(one) / (two or more) to hang’
  vtvr-etv / vtvrtic-etv ‘to hang (one) / (two or more)’

59.3.10 �Changes in verb shape: Grades and aspect

Verbs in Muskogean languages change their shape and accent pattern to show whether 
an action is in progress, completed, repeated, etc. These patterns are usually called 
“grades”.



� Muskogean   1589

The meanings of the grades compare well across the languages, though the forms 
may differ. All of the languages make a distinction between events, for example, and 
states resulting from events. In (17), for example, we see that states resulting from 
events may be nasalized in Choctaw, marked with rising tone in Koasati, or marked 
with falling tone in Muskogee.

(17) Choctaw
  ishi ‘he/she is taking it’ i̱shi ‘he/she is holding it’ (nasalized)
  Koasati
  ìis ‘he/she is taking it’ ǐis ‘he/she is holding it’ (rising tone)
  Muskogee
  ēs-es ‘he/she is taking it’ ês-es ‘he/she is holding it’ (falling tone)

Virtually every verb stem occurs in a specific grade form, so it is useful to have short 
labels for them. In Choctaw, common grade forms include the nasalizing grade (N-grade), 
the aspirating grade (H-grade), the aspirating-nasalizing grade (HN-grade), and the vow-
el-breaking grade (Y-grade).

Tab. 20: Choctaw grades

takchi ‘to tie it’ (base form)
tǎ̱kchi ‘to be tying (and then doing something else)’ (N-grade)
tahákchi ‘to tie quickly’ (H-grade)
tahǎ̱kchi ‘to tie repeatedly’ (HN-grade)
táiyakchi ‘to have finally tied’ (Y-grade)

Grades in Koasati include the lengthened grade (L-grade), the rising tone grade (R-grade), 
the geminating-rising tone grade (GR-grade), and the aspirating grade (H-grade). There 
is also a nasalizing grade (N-grade) in expressive forms like cho<kǐ̱i̱>b-oos ‘very small, 
tiny’.

Tab. 21: Koasati grades

chokooli-lah-o̱ ‘(one) will sit down’ (base form)
chokòol ‘he/she is sitting down (event)’ (L-grade)
chokǒo-ko̱ ‘he/she isn’t sitting’ (R-grade)
chokkǒol ‘he/she is sitting (state)’ (GR-grade)
chokòhlí-tak ‘let me sit down’ (H-grade)

Muskogee verbs are placed in the lengthening grade or L-grade when they indicate an 
event. The falling tone grade (F-grade) indicates a state resulting from an event. The 
aspirating grade (H-grade) indicates an event completed prior to another situation or, 
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in a main verb, a recent past tense. The nasalizing grade (N-grade) indicates repeated 
or sustained action.

Tab. 22: Muskogee grades

wvnvy-etv ‘to tie’ (base form)
wvnay-es ‘he/she is tying it’ (L-grade)
wvnây-es ‘he/she has tied it’ (F-grade)
wvnáhy-es ‘he/she tied it (today/last night)’ (H-grade)
wvną̌y-es ‘he/she keeps tying it’ (N-grade)

Because grades change the shapes of verbs, it can be hard to decide on a “base” form of 
the verb for use in dictionaries or for teaching. In Choctaw, the third person singular 
present form is used as the dictionary form. A Choctaw verb like taloa means ‘he/she/it 
is singing, sang (just now)’, but is conventionally translated in dictionaries as ‘to sing’. 
Kimball (1994) lists Koasati verbs in connecting forms. When he cites a verb like í:sin ‘to 
take (SG OBJ)’, the meaning is ‘he/she is taking it and (someone else is doing something)’. 
In teaching Koasati, we have found it simpler to use future forms like isi-lah-o̱ ‘he/she 
will take (one)’. The advantage is that the future form shows the underlying form of the 
verb. In Muskogee, verbs are traditionally listed as verbal nouns. A word like yvhik-etv 
‘to sing’ is in a form that functions as a noun and can be translated as ‘singing, to sing, 
a song’.

59.3.11 �Location and direction

Each of the Muskogean languages has a set of postpositions used to describe position 
(Table 23).

Tab. 23: Postpositions

Choctaw Koasati Muskogee  

chukka nutaka iisa nota̱ cuko lecv ‘under the house’
chukka paknaka iisa pǎana̱ cuko onvpv ‘over the house’
chukka tikba iisa bǐkko̱ cuko homv ‘in front of the house’
chukka a̱shaka iisa obǎali̱ cuko yopv ‘behind the house’
chukka bili̱ka iisa ayakha̱ cuko tempe ‘near the house’
chukka anu̱ka is-hayo̱ cuko ofv ‘inside the house’

One Koasati postposition has developed into a general locative suffix. A word like iisa-fa̱ 
can mean ‘in a house’, ‘to a house’, ‘from a house’, etc.
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Prefixes on verbs are also used to classify a situation based on location. Choctaw has 
a prefix on- (or om-) meaning ‘on’ and a general locative prefix a.

(18) Choctaw  
  binili ‘(one) to sit down
  om-binili ‘(one) to sit down on, ride’
  a binili ‘(one) to sit in (a place)’

Koasati and Muskogee have more specific prefixes.

(19) Koasati  
  chokkǒol ‘he/she/it is sitting’
  paa-chokkǒol ‘(one) is sitting on top of (something)’
  ita-chokkǒol ‘(one) is sitting on the ground/floor’
  oo-chokkǒol ‘(one) is sitting in water’
  ona-chokkǒol ‘one is sitting at (a table)’

(20) Muskogee 
  lîk-es ‘(one) is sitting’
  oh-lîk-es ‘(one) is sitting on top of (something)’
  tak-lîk-es ‘(one) is sitting on the ground/floor’
  ak-lîk-es ‘(one) is sitting in water’
  v-lîk-es ‘(one) is sitting at (a table), on (a wall)’

59.3.12 �Tense

Choctaw distinguishes present tense and tenses for two degrees of past time.

(21) Choctaw
  impa   Present ‘he/she is eating’
  impa tuk Past 1 ‘he/she ate’
  impa tok Past 2 ‘he/she ate (long ago)’

Koasati has a present tense, four degrees of past time, and a future tense. In Past 1, there 
is a distinction between perfective -t and imperfective -s.8

8 The Koasati Past 1 perfective -t is distinct from the Past 2 -t. The Past 1 is dropped in questions and has 
an emphatic form -ti̱. The Past 2 has a question form -to̱.
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(22) Koasati    
  ohomp Present ‘he/she is eating’
  ohompa-t Past 1 ‘he/she ate (earlier today/last night)’
  ohompaa-s   ‘he/she was eating (earlier today/last night)’
  ohompa-t Past 2 ‘he/she ate’
  ohompa-k Past 3 ‘he/she ate (long ago)’
  ohompa-to̱ Past 4 ‘he/she ate (very long ago)’
  ohompa-lah-o̱ Future ‘he/she will eat’

Muskogee has five categories of past time (though Past 4 is disappearing). As in Koasati, 
there is a perfective/imperfective distinction in Past 1.

(23) Muskogee    
  homp-es Present ‘he/she is eating’
  hom<i>p-es Past 1 ‘he/she ate (earlier today/last night)’
  homp-îs   ‘he/she was eating (earlier today/last night)’
  homp-vnk-s Past 2 ‘he/she ate (yesterday/several weeks ago)’
  homp-emvt-s Past 3 ‘he/she ate (several weeks/about a year ago)’
  homp-vntv-s Past 4 ‘he/she ate (long ago)’
  homp-vtē-s Past 5 ‘he/she ate (very long ago)’
  homp-vrē-s Future ‘he/she will eat’

59.3.13 �Tracking arguments: Case and switch-reference markers

The Muskogean languages use a system of case and switch-reference to keep track of 
who the participants in a sentence are.

In Koasati, -k (or its focused form -ok) appears on subjects. The same ending may 
also appear at the end of a clause, where it indicates “same-subject”.

(24) Koasati
  Ifa-k wohwohk-ok, kati̱ thohlii-s.
  dog-sbj bark-foc.ss cat.ns chase.lgr-pst1.imperf
  ‘The dog barked and then was chasing the cat.’

In (24), the first -k indicates that ifa-k is the subject. The form -ok at the end of the first 
clause serves to link the two clauses together and indicates that the same subject applies 
to both clauses.

A non-subject in Koasati is marked with final nasalization (or its focused form -on). 
In (24), the form kati̱, with final nasalization, functions as a non-subject. At the end of 
a clause, -n (or its focused form -on) serves to link two clauses with different subjects.
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(25) Koasati
  Ifa-k wohwohka-n, kati-k thohlii-s.
  dog-sbj bark-ds cat-sbj chase. lgr-pst1.imperf
  ‘The dog barked, and then the cat was chasing him.’

More generally, -k marks subject or same-subject, while -n marks non-subject or differ-
ent subject.

Muskogee is similar. The suffix -t (or -et after a consonant) marks subject and 
same-subject:

(26) Muskogee
  Efv-t wohk-et, pose-n assēc-es.
  dog-sbj bark.lgr-ss cat-ns chase.lgr-ind
  ‘The dog is barking and chasing the cat.’

The suffix -n (or -en after a consonant) marks non-subject or different subject:

(27) Muskogee
  Efv-t wohk-en, pose-t assēc-es.
  dog-sbj bark.lgr-ds cat-sbj chase.lgr-ind
  ‘The dog is barking, and the cat is chasing him.’

The structures in (25–27) can be referred to as “clause chains”: the first clause is a 
dependent clause (it lacks mood and tense), and is loosely attached (or chained) to the 
second clause, which is independent. All of the Muskogean languages make extensive 
use of clause chains to describe the main actions in a story, with an independent clause 
at the end marking tense and mood. (28) is an example from Muskogee with several 
same-subject (SS) clauses (Haas and Hill 2015:625, cited in Martin 2011:345–346):

(28) ’svtuccenv-n ’m-vtepk-etv-n kon-t om-is,
  three.times-ns dat-slap-inf-ns try-ss be-even
  mv herkenvkv tat kapv-n kahy-et,
  that preacher attention coat-ns take.off.hgr-ss
  ietepohy-et, tę̄pk-et mēc-vtē-s.  
  fight.hgr-ss slap.ngr-ss do.lgr-past5-ind  
  ‘[The man] tried to slap [the preacher] a third time, but the preacher pulled off his 

coat [SS], fought him back [SS], and really whipped him [SS], he did’

In the Muskogean languages, switch-reference markers are found on chained clauses, as 
in (28), relative clauses, complement clauses, adverbial clauses, on a main verb appear-
ing before an auxiliary, and on verbs describing manner (‘carefully’, etc.).
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59.4 �Status of the languages
The Muskogean languages are all critically endangered. In 2020, very few children learn 
their heritage languages at home, and most native speakers are great-grandparents or 
older. As a result, the population of native-language speakers is declining rapidly. The 
2010 Federal Census, for example, identified 10,343 speakers of Choctaw and 5,064 
speakers of Muskogee (Siebens and Julian 2011). At the time of writing (2020), the 2020 
Census had not been completed, but there are probably fewer than 400 speakers of 
Muskogee now. Choctaw has undergone a similar generational decline in Oklahoma, 
though there are still several thousand speakers of Choctaw in Mississippi.

Efforts to stabilize and revitalize Muskogean languages began in the 1970s. The 
Bilingual Education Act of 1967 led to Title VII funding for the Seminole Bilingual Edu-
cation Project at East Central University. Susannah Factor, Lorene Davis, and Edmond A. 
Harjo (assisted by linguist Mary Haas) were funded from 1977–1979 to produce Musko-
gee language materials for use in schools. At about the same time, Betty Jacob and Betty 
Lou Spencer worked with T. Dale Nicklas to produce Choctaw materials at Southeastern 
State University. The Seminole Tribe of Florida and the Miccosukee Tribe both began 
developing Mikasuki language materials for children. In Mississippi, Edmond Lewis, 
Roseanna Tubby, and others established Bilingual Education for Choctaws of Mississipi 
(BECOM).

The materials developed in the 1970s were designed for children who were already 
native speakers of these languages. The materials produced were financed by federal 
grants in support of bilingual education. The 1980s saw the start of a shift. As a result 
of Seminole Tribe of Florida v. Butterworth in 1981, tribal organizations in the south 
increasingly invested in gaming. These investments would eventually allow tribes to 
create language departments and museums, conduct interviews of elders, operate 
schools, and develop language learning technology.

At the same time, efforts shifted from maintaining fluency in a home language to 
teaching heritage languages as second languages. Each group faced vastly different cir-
cumstances, however. In Oklahoma, children who were Choctaw, Chickasaw, Muscogee, 
or Seminole generally attended public schools where they were in the minority. This 
made it difficult to get strong support from parents and teachers for immersion classes 
or to even agree on a specific language. In Louisiana, too, Coushatta children went to 
public schools where English and French were allowed, but Koasati instruction was 
forbidden. In Florida, some reservations had their own schools, so that instruction in 
Mikasuki was possible. Children at the Brighton reservation were bussed to a public 
school in Okeechobee, however. In response to this, the Seminole Tribe’s Education 
Department initiated a Pullout Program to keep children on the reservation each Friday 
for instruction in language and culture. The success of that program led the Tribe to 
invest in its own school, which opened in 2007. Instruction in Muskogee continues there 
to this day.
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The Chickasaw Nation established the Chickasaw Language Revitalization Program 
in 2007 and a Language Department in 2009. In 2015, they partnered with Rosetta Stone 
to produce educational materials. Chickasaw community language classes meet once 
a week in four cities. University-level instruction is offered at East Central University. 
A language club called Chipota Chikashshanompoli (Youth Speaking Chickasaw) meets 
regularly and competes in the Oklahoma Native American Youth Language Fair. The 
Chickasaw Nation also has its own press and has developed a Chickasaw Basic app (to 
teach phrases and songs).

The Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma has an extensive structure in place for reaching 
out to the eleven counties in its jurisdiction. The Choctaw Nation has published a cur-
riculum for Choctaw language instruction. They also offer community language classes 
and teacher training. At the high school level, they provide extensive distance learn-
ing: teachers work online in Durant and are broadcast to schools all over the Choctaw 
Nation.

The Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians coordinates Choctaw language curriculum 
between all Head Start and early elementary classes in six tribal communities across 
Mississippi, and they offer two levels of Choctaw in middle school and high school on 
the reservation. They are currently working to expand daily Choctaw instruction to all 
elementary school classes.

The Coushatta Tribe of Louisiana has established a Heritage Department and a 
Koasati Language Committee. The Heritage Department has done interviews of fluent 
speakers, has produced a draft of a new dictionary, and has offered summer immersion 
classes for young adults.

At the university level, the University of Oklahoma began offering instruction in 
Choctaw and Muskogee (as well as Cherokee and Kiowa) from about 1990. Over the 
years those classes produced a large number of second-language speakers, and some of 
those individuals were involved in language revitalization in 2020.

59.5 �Further sources
Several sources describe Muskogean languages or the languages of the southeastern 
United States. H. Hardy and Scancarelli (2005) focuses on the languages of the south-
east with chapters on Alabama, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Muskogee. Crawford (1975), 
Haas (1979), Martin (2004), Sturtevant (2005), Goddard (2005), and Munro (2015) provide 
descriptions of research on the Muskogean family. Pilling (1889) and Booker (1991) are 
useful bibliographies for older and more recent materials, respectively.

Booker (1980) is the main source comparing the grammar of different Muskogean 
languages. Other sources on historical developments in Muskogean include Booker 
(1988, 1993, 2005), Broadwell (1993), Haas (1941, 1946, 1947, 1950, 1969, 1977, 1979), 
Kimball (1992), Martin (1994), Martin and Munro (2005), and Munro (1985, 1987, 1993).
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There are a large number of sources on Choctaw. Choctaw-English dictionaries 
include Wright (1880) and Byington (1915), while Watkins (1892) is an English-Choc-
taw dictionary. Jacob, Nicklas, and Spencer (1977) and Haag and Willis (2001, 2007) are 
textbooks. Nicklas (1979) is a teaching grammar. Ulrich (1986) examines phonology and 
morphology. Davies (1986) explores topics in syntax. Broadwell (2005) is a sketch of the 
language with an analyzed text. Broadwell (2006) is a full reference grammar. There 
are few published texts for Choctaw other than the New Testament (American Bible 
Society 1902), portions of the Old Testament, a hymnal (Wright and Byington 1872), and 
laws and constitutions from the 19th century (see, e.  g., Pitchlynn 2013). In recent years, 
the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma has produced teaching materials and a dictionary 
(Choctaw Nation 2005, 2009, 2016).

Sources on Chickasaw include an English-Chickasaw dictionary (Humes and Humes 
1973) and a bilingual Chickasaw-English dictionary (Munro and Willmond 1994). Munro 
(2005) gives an overview of the language and an analyzed text. Munro and Willmond 
(2008) is a textbook. Hinson, Dyson, and Munro (2012) is a book of Christian prayers in 
Chickasaw and English. Additional sources are described in Chew and Hinson (2022).

For Alabama, Lupardus (1982) is a grammatical description. Sylestine, H. K. Hardy, 
and Montler (1993) is a dictionary. H. Hardy (2005) is a grammatical sketch and analyzed 
text.

The main sources on Koasati are a reference grammar (Kimball 1991), a dictionary 
(Kimball 1994), and a collection of traditional narratives (Kimball 2010).

Our knowledge of Apalachee is primarily based on a letter to Charles II of Spain in 
1688 (Kimball 1987, 1988).

Mikasuki as spoken in Florida has been the subject of two dissertations (Der-
rick-Mescua 1980, Boynton 1982), and several papers by John David West (1962, 1974a, 
1974b). The same language is generally referred to as Hitchiti in Oklahoma. Gatschet 
(1884, 1888) is a sketch and vocabulary of Hitchiti.

The main sources on Muskogee are two dictionaries (Loughridge and Hodge 1890, 
Martin and Mauldin 2000), a reference grammar (Martin 2011), a grammatical sketch 
(D. Hardy 2005), and two text collections (Gouge 2004, Haas and Hill 2015). D. Hardy 
(1989) explores the meaning of grammatical affixes. Nathan (1977) is a description of 
the Florida Seminole dialect of Muskogee.

Primary sources for Mobilian Jargon are Crawford (1978) and Drechsel (1997). 
Drechsel (1996) is a vocabulary.
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