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In this presentation…
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• Infrequent phenomena in an expanded corpus of Plains Cree: How has the use of 

archaic features/minor paradigms changed in frequency over time?

• Different frequencies in different time periods have been previously noted, with statistical 

analysis to be left for future research (e.g. Wolfart, 1973, 1996)

• For those phenomena that have an easily-identified alternative strategy, how do 

relative frequencies change over time?

• As an archaic feature becomes less frequent, does an alternative strategy become more 

frequent?



Phenomena under consideration
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• Initial change

• Alternative strategy: changed conjunct preverbs (here, just ê-)

• Dubitative suffixes

• Alternative strategy: dubitative particles

• h-/ht-preterits

• Alternative strategy: tense preverb (here, just kî-)

• Relational

• Inanimate actor

• Further obviative



But first, a quick look at the corpus…
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Overview of the texts: tokens/types

• Bloomfield: texts collected in 1925

• Sacred Stories of the Sweetgrass Cree (Bloomfield, 1930), Plains Cree Texts (1934)

• 109,962 tokens (15,282 types)

• 72,246 Cree tokens (15,190 types)

• Ahenakew-Wolfart (A-W): texts collected ~1980s-1990s

• Ahenakew (2000), Bear et al. (1992), Kâ-Nîpitêhtêw (1998), Masuskapoe (2010), Minde
(1997), Vandall and Douquette (1987), Whitecalf (1993)

• 138,968 tokens (20,698 types)

• 81,515 Cree tokens (18,972 types)
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Overview of the texts: analysis & validation

• Automatic analysis using FST tools (e.g. Harrigan et al., 2017)

• Validation of automatic analyses

• Bloomfield: normative analysis spot-checked, descriptive analysis manually validated

• Normative analysis covered 94,824 tokens, 90.96% (11,506 types, 76.07%)

• Descriptive analysis for remaining 9,421 tokens (3,620 types)

• Many thanks to H.C. Wolfart and Kevin Russell for the digitized xml files with morphological 

analyses!

• A-W: all forms manually validated, ongoing corrections/addition of missing analyses
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Overview of the texts: word classes
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of Cree Types % of Cree Tokens % of Cree Types % of Cree

Verbs 28271 39.13% 12405 81.67% Verbs 20653 25.34% 12859 67.78%

Nouns 13703 18.97% 1958 12.89% Nouns 11435 14.03% 2208 11.64%

Pronouns 5503 7.62% 56 0.37% Pronouns 8327 10.22% 128 0.67%

Particles 24731 34.23% 785 5.17% Particles 38060 46.69% 1060 5.59%



Initial Change

& ê-
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Initial change & ê-
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of verbs % of Cnj/Cond Tokens % of verbs % of Cnj/Cond

IC 378 1.34% 3.02% IC 70 0.33% 0.49%

% of IC % of IC

IC-Cnj 196 0.69% 51.85% IC-Cnj 22 0.11% 31.43%

IC-Cond 182 0.64% 48.15% IC-Cond 48 0.23% 68.57%

% of Cnj % of Cnj

ê- 7974 28.21% 67.54% ê- 9063 43.26% 64.11%

Other 3640 12.88% 30.83% Other 5070 24.20% 35.87%



Initial change & ê-

Schmirler 10

• Looking just at conjunct verbs…

• And a quick chi-square test:

• χ2 (1, N = 17255) = 158.7, p < .001

• These proportions are likely not happening by chance, if the two sets of texts were 

using ê- with similar frequency or initial change with similar frequency…

• … but this doesn’t confirm change over time, but aligns with that interpretation



Dubitative suffixes

& Dubitative particles
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Dubitative suffixes & particles
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of verbs Tokens % of verbs

Suffixes 14 0.050% Suffixes 2 0.0095%

% of particles % of particles

Particles 113 0.46% Particles 690 1.79%



• And a quick chi-square test:

• χ2 (1, N = 819) = 52.07, p < .001

• These proportions are likely not happening by chance…

• … and text differences might be playing a considerable role

Dubitative suffixes & particles
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Preterits

& kî-
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Preterits & kî-

Schmirler 15

Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of verbs Tokens % of verbs

Prt 142 0.50% Prt 12 0.057%

% of Prt % of Prt

h 109 0.39% 76.76% h 5 0.024% 41.67%

ht 31 0.11% 21.83% ht 7 0.033% 58.33%

pan 2 0.0071% 1.41% pan 2 0.0095% 16.67%

kî- 1549 5.48% kî- 5542 26.46%



• And a quick chi-square test:

• χ2 (1, N = 7245) = 413.15, p < .001

• These proportions are likely not happening by chance

Preterits & kî-
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Relational

(just relational)
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Relational
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of verbs Tokens % of verbs

Rel 193 0.6827% Rel 30 0.1432%

% of Rel % of Rel

1Sg 16 0.0566% 8.29% 1Sg 10 0.0477% 33.33%

2Sg 5 0.0177% 2.59% 2Sg 1 0.0048% 3.33%

3Sg 29 0.1026% 15.03% 3Sg 0 0.0000% 0.00%

1Pl 1 0.0035% 0.52% 1Pl 2 0.0095% 6.67%

21Pl 0 0.0000% 0.00% 21Pl 1 0.0048% 3.33%

2Pl 0 0.0000% 0.00% 2Pl 1 0.0048% 3.33%

3Pl 3 0.0106% 1.55% 3Pl 1 0.0048% 3.33%

X 139 0.4917% 72.02% X 14 0.0668% 46.67%



Inanimate actors
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Inanimate actor
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of verbs % of  TA verbs Tokens % of verbs % of  TA verbs

InAct 22 0.078% 0.24% InAct 21 0.100% 0.37%

% of InAct % of InAct

Ind 15 0.053% 68.18% Ind 7 0.033% 33.33%

Cnj 4 0.014% 18.18% Cnj 14 0.067% 66.67%

Cond 3 0.011% 13.64% Cond 0 0.000% 0.00%
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Further obviative
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Further obviative
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Bloomfield texts Ahenakew-Wolfart corpus

Tokens % of  TA verbs Inverse Tokens % of  TA verbs Inverse

3’’ 187 2.023% 9 3’’ 22 0.39% 2

% of 3’’ % of 3’’

Ind 52 27.807% 1 Ind 0 0.00% 0

Cnj 129 68.984% 8 Cnj 22 100.00% 2

Cond 6 3.209% 0 Cond 0 0.00% 0
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Further obviative
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• And one final observation…

• 34/187 (18%) of the 3’’ verbs in Bloomfield are some form of nipahêw ‘he kills 

him’, 21 of these are the most common 3’’ forms

• (none of the A-W are nipahêw)

10 "<nipahêyiwa>"  "nipahêw" V TA Ind Prs 4Sg/Pl 5Sg/PlO

6 "<kâ-nipahâyit>" "nipahêw" PV/kaaV TA Cnj Prs 4Sg/Pl 5Sg/PlO

5 "<ê-nipahâyit>" "nipahêw" PV/e V TA Cnj Prs 4Sg/Pl 5Sg/PlO



In conclusion…

• Simple searches in tagged corpora: many avenues 
for future research

• Change over time? 

• Decrease in use of initial change, dubitative 
suffixes, and preterit suffixes

• Increase in use of ê-, dubitative particles, and 
kî-

• Decrease in use of relational and further 
obviative, but not inanimate actor

• Limits: text type differences!
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ay-hay!

Questions?

schmirle@ualberta.ca
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