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WHEN PATIENTS ARE TOPICS: 
TOPIC MAINTE."iANCE IN NORTH AMERlCAJIi IJliDlAl'i LANGUAGES 

M. Dale Kinkade 
Unlver.;ity of British Columbia 
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Topic is a notoriously vexing concept to define.' It has heen widely discussed. but there seems to he IitUe agreement 
as to what it is. although most contemporary writer.; agree that it is a discour.oe phenomenon (for eu.mple. see Chafe 1916b. 
U and Thompson 1916. Giv6n 1983a.b). Even though it is considered to he a runction of discour.oe. it is usually discussed in 
terms of individual sentences. with the implication that what is of interest is only how a new topic is introduced. It is also 
usually implied that topic and suhject (or agent. although discussion is usually in terms of subject) are ordinarily 
co-referential. and other uses or topic are ignored However. it is also clear that not all treaunents or topic are talking about 
the same thing. 

My treaunent of topic in this paper will he strictly in terms of discour.;e. meaning that I will he dealing with sets or 
sentences. or at least with the implication of sets of sentences. This is not to deny that any and every sentence may have a 
topic. but to stress that there may he a discour.;e topic that is independent or a sentence topic. More specifically. I am inter­
ested in what happens to a topic as a speaker moves through a block of discour.oe. The topic may he maintained ror some 
time. even though various new subjects or agents enter the discour.;e such that the topic may be relegated to other thematic 
and syntactic roles. Most commonly in speech topics. subjects. and agents are the same entity; it is well known. or cour.oe. 
that agents can take on roles other than subject. as when passivization occur.; and the patient (or whatever) becomes the 
subject Since this use of the term 'topic' may appear to he at variance with other usages (although my usage seems to be 
implied elsewhere). a little further explication may he userul. 

There are two recent volumes intended to give extensive treatment or topic (U 1916. Givon 1983a). In one or these 
(U 1916). subject gets more and hetter coverage than topic; the latter receives some specific attention in rather narrow terms 
or in diachronic terms; however. Chare 1916b and U and Thompson 1976 attempt more seneral coverage. The latter is an 
attempt at a typology. and is successful in its own tenns. Unfortunately. its terms are not mine. and the use of topic there 
clearly will not fit my usage here. U and Thompson seem to he contrasting topic with comment. whereas I want to use topic 
in a broader way. Their US3se seems to refer to what mlSht he called "llewtopic" or "immediate topic". This is then dis­
cour.;e oriented only in that it deals with topic change. whereas I wish to discuss topic maintenance as well. Furthermore. 
some of their claims are blatantly contradicted when topic is viewed in a broader context For example. they say. "it is 
worth noting that the swface coding of the topic in all the languages we have examined always involve the sentence- initial 
position" (U and Thompson 1976:465); examples below will show that proncmlllQ/ized topics (in topic maintenance situa­
tions) can certainly occw in non-initial position. They also claim that ·subjects are essentially granunaticalized topics" 
(1976:484). but this cannot he taken to mean either that this Is the only sowee of subjects or that topics can only be subjects. 

A more userul approach to the matter is given by Chafe 1976b. Instead or assuming only subjects and topics. Chare 
suggests a numher of roles ("statuses·. in his terms) ror nouns based on "syntactic and cognitive considerations· (1976b:29). 
These roles. as Indicated in the title to his paper. are giveMess. contrastiveness. definlteness. subjects. topics. and points or 
view. When he gelS to topics. however. he does not give the son of succinct definition that he gives for his other roles. re­
alizing that the notion has heen used in widely different ways. Yet of his "statuses". topic is closest to my notion of topic 
here. His categories are useful. though. in identifying some of the different ways in which other.; have used the term 'topic'. 

Giv6n 1983a.b also attempts a typology oftoplc marking in the rorm or a scale of topic continuity (1983b:56). This 
ale (dealinS with such things as stress/emphasis. dislocation. and c1e1'ting). however. has little to do with the son of topic to 
he dealt with here. and in fact corresponds to Chafe's contrastiveness status. Nevertheless. Giv6n has a number or userul 
things to say about topics (l983b:S4): 

"In Beneral. thematic paragraphs in discour.;e are orgartized so that one nomillQ/ tends to he the recurring topic 
or Itl(l) "'oIlfof the paragraph. That is. it tends to appear in each successive /oregrrNnd clawe or the thematic 
paragraph. However, at different points within the thematic paragraph it has dl/Jtrellt cOIItilllJitJ' .a/ues. .. 
. (A)t that point II may he totallY-lit"' topic. .. or a retumins topic .... And such discour.oe contexts often 

I I thank Bob Levine and Bill Jacobsen ror useful discussion or some or the subject matter of this paper. 



condition diITerent syntactic coding of the defimte topic. Finally, any topic--retuming, firsl-introduced or 
continuous-- may appear in contexts where oIher 'opiel may be present in the same verbal clause or its imme­
diate discourse environmenl ... A11 these considerations are extremely relevant for understanding the func­
tional domain of topic continuity In discourse, as well as the various syntactic devices used to code various 
points on this domain" (italics in the original). 

It is the recurring topic that will be treated in this paper, not topic in the sense that Giv6n usually uses the term, which 
equates it with participant (Giv6n 1983a). . 

The aspect of topicality I will be dealing with is how participant role is maintained in discourse. The immediate 
impetus for this paper was an altempt to understand the Salishan construction which I call "topical Object", how it is related 
to swirch-reference and obviative constructions, and why these three arc often and easily confused 
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Although a topic is commonly simply the subject of a sentence, many situations arise in which somethins else must 
be focussed and made subject; what happens to the topic then? From one perspective, there are as many as five types of 
systems used to keep track of participants in North American Indian languages. I do not doubt that other such systems exis~ 
nor that there are other ways to organize these systems than that which I am proposing here. I also do not wish to Imply 
that the systems I will describe have as their sole--or even necessarily primary-- function the marking of a topic or keeping 
track of participants. Some of the participant tracking systems I will mention have been Biven considerable attention. and 
need not be discussed in detail here. There has. however, been some confusion about some of them. particularly the more 
unusual ones. and I will discuss them in more detail. 

There would appear to be at least four grammatical systems adapted (or adaptable) to participant tracking in use in 
North American languages, and there is one example of a possible fifth system. The four systems, In the order in which 
they will be discussed. are (I) passives. (2) topic markers. (3) obviatives, and (4) topical objects.' The first three are familiar 
categories. the fourth is nol The specific mechanismS used for these systems may be quite different--so much so that 
others may not wish to consider them a subset of some single, more general category. This appears to be the' case for 
Jacobsen (1983: 153): 

"With obviation the markers are referentially, if not structurally, pan of the series of pronouns. whereas with 
swirch- reference the markers are suffixes or conjunctions. used alongside of whatever pronouns are otherwise 
presenL More imponam. with obviation. the proximate and obviative (also often referred to as third and 
fourth person. as in Navaho) are assigned to fWO diITerent third person referents in a strerch of discourse ac­
cording to their relative centrality or importance, whereas switch- reference signals a change of referent in 
terms of sequential (or hierarchical) ordering. whether within the third person or from one person to another. 
Obviation represents thus an extension of the traditional category of person. but refers not only to a 
non- participant in the speech ac~ but to relative ranking of panicipants in the texl Switch- reference. on the 
other hand, refers mechanically to sequential identity of participants or its absence." 

Passives 

Passivization is one of the most familiar of grammatical categories, and has received much a"ention. It occurs 
widely, and takes many forms. yet it has never been possible to state what it is that all passive systems share (Siewierska 
1984). The use of passive in place of active structures serves many pragmatic functions. only one of which is to track the 
participants in discourse (others suggested by Giv6n are agent suppression and detransilivization; 1983b:64). It is quite 
possibly the default device for this function (at least in those languages that have passive structures), and this may be the 

I Gender marking might appear to be another such system, but gender marking is not primarily a discourse 
function (although it can. of course. be very useful in tracking referents through a discourse passale). 
Gender as a topic tracking system would Inevitably break down whenever fWO referents have the same gen­
der. For a typology of discourse coreference systems see Van Valin 1981. Van Valin's classification is 
broader than mine, and is useful in showing how the systems I discuss here can be related in a wider 
context to swirch reference. Van Valin discusses four types of discourse coreference mechanisms: swirch func­
tion (which Includes peassives and antipassives), switch reference. an "inference" (1981:520) system (which. as 
Van Valin himself points out, is not a system at all, but the lack of one [1981:528», and lexical systems 
(under which he includes gender, honorifics. and fourth-person systems). 

reason that participant tracking is nOl specifically discussed in many Brammars (another being that grammars rarely treat 
discourse beyond the sentence level). It is clear, however, thai passivization is well suited to keeping a participant in topic 
position.' Since the topic is commonly the syntactic subject of a clause, an object can be made topic by moving it into the 
subject position through passlvizalion, while leaving thematic roles unchanled from whatever the discourse situation re­
quires. 

It i. not possible at this time to provide I complerc catalogue of American Indian languages that use passivization 
for the purpose of participant tracking. To complicarc manen, it need not be used for this purpose to the exclusion of other 
systems; Upper Chehalis (Salish). for example, uses both passivization and topical objects. In general, however, Salishan 
languages most commonly use passlvization alone. This was shown clearly for KaJlspel by Paul Kroeber 1981. Other ex­
amples from KaJispel (different from the ones cited by Kroeber) follow. In a story in which Rabbit goes to get a woman to 
help his old grandmother and to be his wife, we find: 

(I) u Clcis 
1And) he came up to her: 

u qOalq061sta!!, 
'(and) she talked to him.' 

c6ntam: ", 
- 'and said: '. , , 

c6is: " 
'He answered: •. ., • 

(Vogt 1940:84-85) 

(I omit the direct quotations as irrelevant, since they change to fint and second person and have nothing to 
do with the topic continuity. Bracketed material was omitted in Vogt's translation.) The first and fourth lines 
here are active, the second and third passive. A narrower translation of these passive lines would be 'he 
was talked to' and 'he was told'; thus all four lines actually have the same subject, 'he (Rabbit)' (gender is 
nOI indicated in KaJispel, so the he/she difference is supplied by Vogt). This keeps Rabbit in focus. even 
though the woman is the agent in the fWO middle clauses. Then the focus shifts to the woman as she is 
spoten to her by her companions: 

(2) h6i 'Ac'axstam 1i'6 tsxcxc6ts 
'[Thenl-her companiOns' warched them: 

u c6n s6untam: ",. • 
'and said to her and asked her: " 

c6is: " 
'She said: " 

(Vogt 1940:84-85) 

The companions as agents are given passive constructions, leaving the woman as subject (and in focus); an 
active clause follows when the woman is both agent and subjecl In each of these passages, then, the same 
person is In focus, and this focal status is maintained by passivization to keep that person as subject of the 
clause. 

In the KaJispel examples given here, and in much other Salishan narrative, the primary function of 
passives appears to be to maintain a particular person in a focal position in successive clauses. whether that 
person is the agenl or patienl Argument marking here is exclusively by means of pronominal affixes or 
c1itics; any lexical arguments present arc essentially in apposition to these pronominal markers. and are not 
necessary In the discourse except to introduce new arguments. This Is true at least of transitive predications; 
since passivization will not apply (in most Salishan languages) 10 intransitive predications. these may have to 
have a lexical argument to make it clear which argument in the discourse sequence is subject when it is 

, Analogously, ergative languages could use the antipassive to keep an agent of a transitive clause in topic posi­
tion (Dixon 1980:464). although it is not clear that the antipassive is resularty used to track topic continuity in the way that 
other systems discussed here do. 
• Third person transitive subject is marked by -s; the passive mark.er is -m, In dlis the i is from 
underlyins n. 
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not in rocuS. 

The domain of such active/passive switchlnl to keep a given person in rocus is not immediately ap­
parent The second KaJlspel eumple above rollows Immediately aner the nrst; Vogt has them in successive 
numbered sections or his prose rendition or the text (that is, my 1 ends one numbered section and my 2 
begins the next). I suspect that the change to a new focus would correspond 10 a verse or stanza change 
in the type of verse analysis or texts practiced by Dell Hymes and others, and that this change of focus is 
one of the signals or change or verse. 

A rurther complication does arise in certain Cenual Salishan lanluages, however, In Lushootseed (and 
probably in other nearby languages as well), the use or two lexlcal arluments (one 15 agent and the other 
as patient) is not allowed when both Ul!uments or a uansitive predicate are third person; rather, only the 
patient may occur, and if there is only one direct argument present, it will be interpreted 15 patient The 
only way to express the alent in this case is to passivize the consuuction, maklnl It Inuansitiye, and then 
add the agent as an oblique argument (since the patient has become subject; see Hess 1973). This means 
that passive constructions In Lushootseed need not be marking topic maintenance, but may be used simply 
because there is no alternative when a uansitiye stem Is used and it is necessary or desirable 10 mention 
the agent The interaction or this consualnt on number of Ul!uments allowed and participant u&cking in 
Lushootseed requires. rurther investigation. 

A second, randomly-chosen, example of the use of passive ror participant switching is rrom Yurot, 
from a story entitled "Wohpekumew and the Salmon": 

(3) so ne S wohpe k umew 
'Wohpekumew came' 

'ap ni-'no'w 
'and looked' 

'0 neskoecok'o 
'and went back.' 

"0 ga 1m ,". . • 
He S3ld, .. 

'0 gi' • _ _ _ 
'He was told, " 

kOesi '0 ga.m • 
'And so he said, ". . . 

(Robins 1958:162-163) 

The line division here is mine; note that each line contains one predicate (and again 1 have suppressed the 
quoted material). All but the next-to- the-last verb is active voice, with Wohpekumew as agent, and the one 
time he becomes patient the passive voice (or 'say, tell') is used. 

Topic !\1arlers 

A rather sUai@htrorward way of keeping uack or discourse lopi" is to use an affix that specincally marks the topic. 
Although such a device is In principle very simple (and perhaps obvious), it does not appear 10 be used widely in North 
American Indian languages. Examples are available from Alabama (Davis and Hardy 1988), where a suffix - y (a) can 
be attached 10 a subject or object noun, 10 an auxlliary, or even to a verb. 

(4) Roy-Ita-I! chokf-o-n ibi-ti 
'Roy tilled a rabbit' 

(Davis and Hardy 1988:2891 

(5) Piano-I-o-k pasli -li -t i 
'I dusted the piano' 

(Davis and Hardy 1988:285] 
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4 (6) 

(7) 

Sonka-li-hch-oo-t 6ska-I-o-k sonka-li-t-o-k on~~m-o 
'I used to smoke and I still smoke' (6ska- Is an auxiliary) 

(Davis and Hardy 1988:2931 

Am-anihtaasi-I-o-k ittafolooka-li 
'I'm young and I'm married' 

(Davis and Hardy 1988:2921 

Information on the discourse runction or this affi. Is not avallable, but it Is clearly admirably suited to 
keepinl U&ck of a topic across a sequence or sentences, regardless of thematic or syntactic roles. As such, 
and with its use on noun subjects or objects, it has much In common with obviation. Lacking further in­
rormation on the use of this suffix in Alabama, or comparable examples rrom other languages. this device 
for topic marking will not be discussed rurther here. 

Switch Reference 

Studies have shown that switch reference is an important category in a large number or American Indian languages 
ever since Jacobsen recognized and inuoduced the concept In 1961 (Jacobsen 1967). Switch reference has served as the 
theme of at least two volumes and one symposium (Munro 1980 and Haiman and Munro 1983); the laller volume includes a 
nne survey and typology of switch reference systems in North American Indian langua@es(Jacobsen 1983). Jacobsen cata­
logues as many as 14 language ramilies or isolates where the phenomenon is round: Kiowa- Tanoan (Kiowa). Klamath, 
Maldun (Konkow, Maldu. Nisenan), Muskogean (Chickasaw, Alabama), Porno (Kashaya, Eastern, Northern, Southeastern), 
Seri, Tonkawa. Uto-Aztecan (Huichol, Papago, Hopi, TUbatulabal, Chemehuevi, Shoshone, Northern Paiute), Washo, 
Yokuts (Yawelmani, Wikchamnl, Tachi, Chukchansi, Gashowu), Yukian (Yuki), Yuman-Cochlml (Oieguel\o, Cocopa, 
Northern Cochiml), Zuni, and Eskimo (Yupik) (Jacobsen 1983:15S- 161). Jacobsen further shows that switch reference 
sometimes occurs in two separate systems in a language (depending on clause type). and with up to six or seven "other cate­
lories associated respectively with the different-subject (DS) and same-subject (SS) markers' (Jacobsen 1983:169). A few 
languages indicate only that subjects are different or only that subjects are the same; most mark both, although they may not 
make the same number of distinctions for both. 

Switch reference systems are not (primarily) participant uacting devices, although Haiman and Munro recognize 
this role when they say, "runctionally, switch-rererence is a device for referential uacking" (1983:lx). It should be clear 
that switch rererence can easily serve this purpose, since its express runction is to indicate that subjects (and hence onen 
lopi,,) are the same In consecutive clauses or they are not The rollowing example from Kiowa shows how a topic/agent in 
the nrst clause can become patient in the second and third clauses while remaining topic. This is accomplished by using the 
'different subject' marker when the switch is made between the lirst two clauses. The 'same subject' marker is then used 
between the second and third clauses to indicate topic (and chanled subject) maintenance. Watkins' comment about this 
example Is that it "inyolves two participants, I girl and a bear, from a story about the origin of the Pleiades constellation. 
The pronominal rorms are all ", rererring to a 35 agent and I Singular object It Is primarily through the use 
of 93 and n3 that the potentially conruslnl identities of the agents are kept sUalght" (Watkins 1979:39). 

(8) ~-d¢-gya 3nhA-d~ "=k'~-tfhU n3 k'ol "-ti-hU E 0=dfn-p'{ one 
(wood/within bear (3s,-sJ =meevhsy/pr DlfI neek/around (3s,-sJ = grab/hsy/pi SAME 
(3s, =sJ = tongue-wipe/hsy/impl) 

'She, met a bear. in the woods and it. grabbed her, around/by the neck and licked her, 
(clean or paint).' 

(Watkins 1979:39) 

There Is undoubtedly much more 10 be learned about how various switch rererence systems work and 
the variety of functions (syntactic and discourse) they can serve. An example or the sons of things to be 
explored is the rollowinl from a survey of switch rererence in Yuman and some neighboring languages by 
Lanadon and Munro (1979:332): 

"The data discussed above confirm that the identity conveyed by the switch- reference mechanism 
is nOl simply that of oven grammatical subject But there Is no other simple alternate character­
Ization of the conUOIling facoor. It might be sU88ested that the identity or non- identity renected 
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by the switch-reference morphemes in nOI of subjecl bUI of agenl--a more semantically based 
category--which is overtly distinguished from that of subject in a number of languages. BUI 
there are many Yurnan sentences with stative verbs (semantically agendess) in which the 
switch- reference markers may nonetheless appear." 

Langdon and Munro also acknowledge that topic may play a role in the use of switch reference in Yuman, 
bUI do not explore this possibilily in this article. 

Funher examples of switch reference will Dot be liven here, since relevant material is readily availa­
ble elsewhere. 

Obrlatlyes 

Obviative systems have been known to exisl in North American Indian lanluages much longer than we have been 
aware of swiu:h reference. Yet they have been reponed for very few language families: Algonquian, Kutenai, Wintu, and 
Eskimo.' However, the fact thai obviation occurs in all A1lonqulan lanluages actually makes this a very widespread cate­
gory. In essence, whal obviatives (sometimes called founh person forms) do is to provide different markinls for two nouns 
in a sentence which have differenl roles there, and keep track of these two nouns by usins distinci pronouns for the two (la­
belled proxima Ie and obviative). This is then an ideal trackinl system, since in theory it is possible to keep at leasl fWO 
nontinals distinct al all times. For discourse topics, bowever, the maner is usually more complicated, and chanse or mainte­
nance of the proximale/obviative marking is often used to demarcale discourse units. 

One of the best treaunents of the obviative in discourse is Goddard 1984 where we are liven specific details on how 
the category is used in Fox (Goddard 1984:273): 

'Basically the way the obviative works is this: If there are IWO animale third persons (nouns or pronouns) in 
the same context one is marked as obviative by special inflections. The non-obviative noun or pronoun, called 
the proximale, is the normal unmarked form used when there is only one such entity in a liven conlexL The 
proximate is the more prontinent. the "hero of the discourse", and the obviative the less prontinent Verbs are 
inflected 10 show agreement with obviative and proximate subjects and objects, as appropriate, and in this way 
subjects and objects are kept straighl and different partidpants in a section of narrative may also be kept dis­
tinct' 

An example of the use of obviation 10 keep track of referents can be seen in (5). 

(9) o·ni wi .hkomeciki, mehteno·h=meko we'pi-kanakanawinicini 
m[a )mi·si·hahi. e.h-po·ni-nowi .wa·ci. a·kwi-ke·hi-pi a¥i .nehka 
tasi-kakano·-neti·wa·cini. i.ni-meko, ·o •• no·ci,· e'nicini-meko, 
e·h=po·ni-kanawici owi'ye.ha. 

'Now as for the guests [PI, whenever the anendants [0] merely start to live their 
speeches, they [Pj stop goinl out And they [PI do nol keep on conversing. As soon as 
they (0) say, "0 noehi." anyone [P, hence of the guests) stops talking.' 

(Goddard 1984:276) 

Goddard explains this text as follows (1984:216): 

"This segment of the text concerns the oblilatory ceremonial behavior of those invited to the 
sacred-pack ceremony and begins with a topicalizing reference to the invited guests in the proxi­
mate. In the firsl verbal clause the ceremonial anendants are refened 10 In the obviative. 
Throughout the passage ille guests and the anendants are kept distinct by the use of proximate 
verbal inflections for the former and obviative inflections for the laner." 

, My list is shorter than that given by Jacobsen 1983 because of the distinction I make between obviatives 
and IOpical objects. It is not altogether clear that Wintu belongs here; see Jacobsen (1983: 18()-181). Eskimo 
languages may not all use obviatives (see below). 
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(10) 

An example in which the proximate marks a patient and the obvialive an agent is the following: 

ma'neKke·hi=pi=meko neseko.ki i .niye·ka pe·minehkawa·ciki asa·haki 
ihkwe·wani. 

'And they (0) killed many of those Sioux [P) wbo were chasing the woman (0).' 
(Goddard 1984:215) 

About this he says (Goddard 1984:276): 

"In this sentence the firsl obviatlve refers back to a berd of buffalo mentioned in the preceding 
context. wbere it is obviative. The verb 'to kill' is inflected for a proximate plural object and 
morphologically could bave either an obviative or a second obvlative as subjec~ but the position 
of 'woman' at the end of the sentence probably rules oUI taking it as the subject The verb 'to 
chase' is Inflected for a proximate plural subject and an obviative object" 

This is a clear example of the use or the ob.lative and proximate to maintain topicality. Goddard also 
gives examples where there are shifts in topic with a precedinB obviative beconting a proximate in the new 
sentence; these be identifies as markinl imponant shifts in the discourse where an old topic may drop out 
of the narrative (al least for a time). Thus the use of these markers serves the twofold runction or keeping 
track or topics and of indicating divisions between discourse units. 

Greenlandic Eskimo bas also been said 10 bave an obviative-like system by means or which two 
third person rererents can usually be kept apart Two third persons are distinguished in possessive suffixes 
on nouns and in subject and object suffixes on subordinate verbs. In the following two sentences (rrom 
K.Ieinschntidt 1851 [1968] as restated by Swadesh 1946), the second (Indicative) verb does not distinguish the 
first from the second third person, but the first verb (both conjunctive) has different suffixes (underlined) 
depending on the corererentiality of the subject and object (orthography is modified. to agree with slaDdards 
proposed by Canadian Inuit). 

(11) takugamiuk i lisaraa 
~en he (al saw him, he (a) recognized him' (indexing as in Kleinschmidt) 

[K1einschntidt 1968:91, Swadesh 1946:40] 

(12) kivvaata urningmani isirkungngilaa 
'when his 'SeiVaiit (b) came 10 him (3), he (a) ordered him (b) not to come in' (indexing 
added) 

(K1einschntidt 1968:91, Swadesh 1946:41] 

The object can be 'proximale' "only in the case of a subordinate verb, and then only when the subject or 
the same verb is identical with the object or the immediately superordinate one" (Swadesh 1946:41), 
suglestinl lighter constraints on usaBe of these affixes than occur in Algonquian langua@es. In Greenlandic 
Eskimo, both third persons can occur in combination with first and second persons. 

Based on these examples. and others like them. the Greenlandic Eskimo system strongly resembles the 
Algonquian obvlative; however. it is open to other interpretation. Woodbury (1983) argues that the sintilar 
inflectional s.ystem of Central Yupik Eskimo is bener considered an instance of switch reference. He bases 
this on exantination of texts. and examples he dIes back up his analysis as swltcb reference. However. 
KalmAr (1919) specifically states thai "(I)ounh-person suffixes are na used to show that a subordinate verb has the 
same subject as a matrix one" (1979:26) in North Baffin Island Inuktitut Funher study of discourse in ille Eskimo lan­
BU3ges is clearly needed 10 determine just how the third and rourth person pronouns runction. Needless to say, they may 
function differently in differenl languages, and it is possible that eastern Inuktitut dialects have been influenced by neigh­
boring Algonquian lanlU3gC5. 

The obviative In Kutenai is cenainly very different rrom the obviative in Algonquian. There is even some question 
wbether the relevant inflections should be called obviative; Garvin says or it that "the srarnmatical category has by Boas 
been called OBVIATION, by false analogy with a grammatical category in Algonquian' (1958:1). Nevertheless. my general 
impression is that it fits this category. There are problems with this identification. however. One is thai Garvin's examples 
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are sentential (although all are taken from texts), and lack the necessary discourse conte>tto see the full role of the relevant 8 
sumxes. The other is that there are two different obviative sum xes, one an "obviative for third person and first person plu­
ral" and the other an "obviative for first and second person" (Garvin 1958:5). What does or can it mean to have an 
obviallve of any person other than third? The whole point of obviative is to distinguish between two third persons. If, 
however, these obviatives are marking discourse continuity and shms and topics in non-agent roles. then their use is com­
prehensible within the category of obvlative. It does seem clear that Garvin does not consider these suffixes as obvlatives in 
the Algonquian sense, even though he keeps the tenninology. In his summary, he gives the following explanation of their 
function (Garvin 1958:31): 

"Obviation serves to differentiate subject from object .. ; primary object from secondary object .. ; and pri­
mary subject from secondary subjecl ... Summariling these three relations, we can say that obviation refers to 
the relation betWeen a more immediate and a more remote urtil, thai is, a relation of MARGINAUTY." 

In discussing agreement and disagreement in Kutenai, Garvin recognizes a switch reference function for the laner: 
"disagreemenl .. indicates an impending switch in the emphasis of the narrative by marking the anticipated primary subject' 
(Garvin 1958: 31). This seems to be a result of its functioning to distinguish primary and secondary subjects and objects, ra­
ther than being its basic role. Further investigation is clearly needed to gain a bener understanding of these sumxes in 
Kutenai. 

Topical objects 

Both this concepl and the label I attach to it are poorly known. The morphological markers that I am calling 
'topical objects' are special object innections used to keep track of a topic when it is not an agenVsubjecl, and specifically 
when it is the patient (or the like) of a transitive construction (which in its default role would be a direct object).' A simple 
example is the following from Upper Chehalis: 

(13) a. 

b. 

tit q~y6ts, h6y n ta ?6xtwali. 
'He called her and she saw the one who called.' 

tit q'iy6ts, h6y n ta ?htn. 
'He called her and she saw il' 

(Boas 1933:109), 

The second sentence has the usual transitive construction with third person objecVtransitive marker (-t-) and 
subject (-n) (imperfective aspect). The first' sentence ends, however, in -wali, which is used when the 
object of the second clause is the same entity as the subject of the firsl clause (with, of course, different 
subjects of the two clauses).' This is not quite enough, however, because the use of -wa 1 i is detennined 
primarily by its discourse function, and that Is to show when a loplc has become the object (or, rather, patient). 
To complicate matters, the passive can also be used for roughly the same purpose in the Salishan languages that have topical 
objects. Yet another function of -wali, 10 be discussed in greater detail in the last section of the paper, is 
to allow a referent higher on an agenl hierarchy (i.e. a human) to be used as object with a lower referent 

, I thank Ives Goddard for his persistant refusal to accept my comments about obviatives In Salish as per­
taining to true obviation. He was. of course, right, and my usage was wrong; It has forced me to figure 
out what was actually loing on in Salish. I was in good company, however; Boas 1929 referred to the 
comparable . Sahaptin construction as obvlative (although Jacobs 1931 was dubious and labelled it a 
"_called' obviation distinction), and Edel 1939 used the term for the Tillamook suffix. Boas' usage has 
been used by (among others) Jacobsen 1983 and, most recently, by Thomason and Kaufman 1988 (although 
their usage does not necessarily Imply agreement with the earlier analyses). 
• These and the Tillamook examples later are retranscribed to agree with my usual usage for Columbian 
and the Tsamosan languages. The (b) sentence can also mean 'He called her and he saw her: . 
, This is In the perfective aspect, and so does not match the b example euctly; the ending would be 
-t-wal-n in the Imperfective, where the -t- is 'transitive', 
, Boas' own explanation, "when the object of an antecedent clause Is the subject of the subsequent clause. . 
. .when the object or the sUbsequent clause Is not the same as the subject of the anlecedent clause, the 
wale form is not used' (Boas 1933:109), Is misleading; corererence of the object or the first clause and the 
subject of the second is irrelevant and not necessary for the occurrence of - w ali. 
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(i.e. a non-human) as subject !fJ 

Superficially these topical object constructions resemble passives, but they arc quite different Topical 
object constructions and passive constructions (may) differ at both the word and sentence level. Salishan 
passives are ordinarily created by suffixing a passive marker (usually -m, sometimes -I) to a transitive stem, 
i.e. Immediately following the transitivlling sumx. The subject (patient) is indicated by a subject enclitic, 
which is often zero ror third person. These forms are Intransitive, and can be accompanied by no more 
than one lexical argument, which Is the subject (patienl). (Transitives too are usually accompanied by oniy 
one lexical argument, this time the object (patient), although there is no case- marking to distinguish subject 
and object roles; this is done solely by co-referentiality with person markers on the predicate.) Topical ob­
ject constructions have the topical object suffix Immediately rollowing the transltivlzing suffix, but In turn are 
followed by a subject suffix or clille. In Lushootseed and Tillamook. and In the perfective aspect forms of 
Upper Chehalis and Cowlitz the third person transitive subject marker is again zero, so there is at this 
point no formal way to distinguish these constructions from passives. In the imperfective aspect of Upper 
Chehalis and Cowlitz, and in Columbian, however, all third person transitives do have a subject sumx 
(which would not be present in I passive). Since the only thing that ever occurs between a transitivizing 
suffix and a subject sumx Is an object suffix, the topical object sumxes must also be object markers. There 
is also more freedom of occurrence of lexical arguments following topical objeclS; they may freely be either 
the agent (subject; see 46 below) or patient (object; see 45 below), or (at least in Upper Chehalis) both 
may be present under limited circumstances. This possibility may be limited to sentences in which the sub­
ject is a demonstrative, question word, or quantifier. 

(14) wi ~OAq'u t sdnwalinn tit sq·ayAyt. 
• And all pass the child.' 

IFB: BvrPGJ 

These facts, taken together, make It clear that topical object constructions are not merely a type of passive. 

The topical object as I grammatical device does not appear 10 be widespread among American Indian 
languages; it does occur in at least six Salishan languages and in Sahaptin; I will suggest below that it (or 
somethins like It) also occurs in Keresan, at least two Caddoan languages, and in several Athabaskan lan­
guages. Because of this limited occurrence I will give a considerable number of examples, beginning with 
Salish. 

•. Columblan (Salish) 

The use of topical objects in Columbian appears to be less complex than in other Salishan languages. Examples are 
rather easy to find, and occur in most narrative texts (I have few conversational texts. and have the impression that it is less 
likely to occur in them). Not all texts conlain examples, and one speaker failed to use any in the three texIS she recorded for 
me. This is probably idiosyncratic, since there should have been no dialect difference between her and some of the other 
speakers from whom I have texts. The innection is not obligatory; a passive can be used in its stead, and as far as I can tell 
the distinction is primarily stylistic (I will give an example below where probably only the passive is possible). Examples I 
cite will be taken from texts. Sentences with topical objects can be elicited (note the example from Boas above), but only in 
carefully devised frames, and since they are discourse markers, their natural domain should be expected to be in continuous 
texL 

My nrst examples are from a story told by Margaret Piatote about Chipmunk, his grandmother Snowshoe Hare, and 
Owl (the ogress). It is I very popular story among the Columbians, and I have three renditions of it from three different 
speakers. In Mrs. PialOle's telling. there are some 44 transitive predications, and some dozen of them use a topical object 
There is not • single use of passive in this rendition. In the fint scene of the story. Chipmunk has just found that the 
servlceberries are ripe, and runs back to tell his grandmother: II 

II The morphophonemics of this suffix in Columbian are as follows: the base form is -wA - when 
stressed; when unstressed, the vowel is deleted and the 11 becomes .II because it is now between consonants. 
The transitive marker (-t-) is lost between .D and.s (third person SUbject), then (by a more general rule) 
the .D Is lost before .£ Thus c6ntus has both the JI and the .1. while c6s has lost them both. As be­
fore, I will lenerally omit the content of direct quotations, since these usually involve first and second 
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(15) 'acwA··x q'Oac'w'Ay'a' k'al' kkly'a's lx. 
'Chipmunk lived with his grandmother.' 

kOa' q'Oac'w'Ay'a' cnu'nAw'lx 
'And Chipmunk was running around' 

'acyu,·p'a', 
'playing,' 

'a kOa' kklcs va' syAya. 
'and he found service berries' 

t'll' wa' p'l 'q. 
'already ripe: 

'lca 'aInA· .w'lx; 
'So he ran back;' 

'alklc 'atu kkly'a's, 
'he got back to his grandmother: 

kOa' cus, "ha'flm .. , kn tqnuxo." 
'and he says to her, "Oh, my! I'm hungry."' 

kOa' cuntus, ·stA, 'm' •••• " 
'And she says to him, "What is Itt .. ."' 

J 0 

Both 'says' are active voice. both have a third singular object followed by a third singular subject (gender 
is not a category in Columbian. and is nOl indicated in pronominal inflection in the Saiishan languages 
where it is present). A topical object suffix is used in the last line because Chipmunk is still the topic. 
The next four exchanges are not introduced (that is, consist simply of the quotations and the comment that 
Chipmunk shook his head while saying "No!"), and the fourth implies a change of topic to the 
grandmother (and a new stanza begins here) because she begins to fiBure out what Chipmunk wants instead 
of just asking him. Her deduction is followed by: 

(16) "'1· stArn' va' maxo. 
'"What is it. I wonder?' 

kOa' 'Aw 
'Well' 

t'n' wa' mat syAya' sp'i.qmix." 
'it must be serviceberries are Betting ripe."' 

tl'cl kOa' cus, ".. " 
'So then and she says to him, '. . . ."' 

Grandmother is now the topic, so cus is used, and she remains topic through this and the following 
stanza. in which she instructs Chipmunk about bringing the berries back so that they can pray over them 
(first fruits) before they eat them. 

A little later, aller ChipmUnk has been making fun of Owl, she appears and is the topic for nearly 
TWO whole scenes (some 40 lines). In this section, there is a series of five transitive predicates with Owl as 
subject (she is mending [her shoes), she eats (children], she puts on (her shoes), she listens for him, she 
gets near him), followed by five with Chipmunk as subject and Owl marked with a topical object suffix. 
Twice we Bet cuntus when ChipmUnk speaks to her, and finally this. at the end of this section with 
Owl as topic: 

(17) 'Ikllq'na 'ancu· •• t 
'So she covered hereself with din' 

'atu k'am' wa' snalusmns ksk'out. 
'except only her eye on one side.' 

kOa' 'ac'Ac'l.'st.!!s wa' 'atu q'Oac'w'Ay'a'; 
'And he was watching her, that Chipmunk;' 

cmistwAs, 

"(cont'd) person pronouns, and are not involved with topic continuity. 
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'he knew (it]: 
'ac"c'l.'stus, 

'{because] he was watching her: 
lut ya$~u kallq~a'ancut, 

'[thaq she wasn't all covered with dirt.' 

Here there are topical objects in three successive lines. The pattern continues throughout the story. 

11 

Most stories use both topical objects and passives. In a story told by Nellie Moses Friedlander (re­
corded by Leon Metcalf in 19S1),Coyote is conducting the salmon upriver after havina liberated them from 
a darn at Celilo. He . leaves salmon in each tributary (Yakima River, Wenatchee River, Entiat River, Methow 
River. Otanosan River, Sanpoil River. Spokane River, and cenain creeks) where the local people &ive him a 
beautiful &id as a wife; where they refuse him a wife (Chelan River, Nespelem River) he builds falls so 
no salmon can ascend that stream. In telling the story, Mrs. Friedlander 10\ the streams out of order, and 
lot all the way upstream 10 Nespelem Creek when she realized she had omitted the Chelan River some 40 
or SO miles downstream. In the following passage, she first uses a topical object on 1 u s - 'refuse, turn 
down', then remembers she lell out Chelan, and uses a passive of 1 us-. 

(18) 'acn6l.'°t smiyAw 
'Wherever Coyote went' 

kOa' va' lci'A' ntitiy'x n'llx. 
'and from there (Chinook) salmon went upriver,' 

tl'c( cn6,. "Ot k'l nspllm. 
'From there he came to Nespelem.' 

nspllm sk06nt. 
'Nespelem Falls.' 

'A· lei.At 'Am~' lustus va' 'ani. 
'Ah, from there he -tried. . ,they turned down thal 

., lk~~m~ 'ani cal~n. 
'Oh, I passed up thaI Chelan.' 

1 cal'An lustm, 
• At Chdan be was turned down,' 

kOa' 'lca Iut 1 cal~n ta' ntitiyAx. 
'and there at Chelan there are no salmon.' 

Then she returns to Nespelem Falls, asain using passive lustm; she uses the same passive forms twice 
more, in the only remaining topic switches in the narration. Because the topical object and passive are used 
here in identical circumstances, I assume that the dilTerence is stylistic. 

This is not to say the the use of the passive is entirely stylistic. A story of Coyote and Rock told 
by Mose Simon (see Kinkade 1978) begins with passives as follows: 

(19) 'ani sklnt x~'ut 'aCl,cAq'st!!! na •• 
'Rock got paid by the Indians. . .' 

kOa' huy stArn' 
'and then something' 

k °a'x ya$'tu skint. • • 
'and all the Indians. . ' 

stAm' ,Aq'nt!!!. 
'he was paid somethins.' 

No topic switch can be involved here since a topic has not really been inaoduced yet. although the people 
are topic in the subsequent clause. (There is also the possibility of ambiguity with these forms; the ending 
- tm can be either passive with a third person subject or active with a third person object and first plural 
subjecL The laner usase would seem unlikely in this context, although il might be possible if the narrator 
included him among the Indians who paid Rock.) Later, when Rocll: Is chasins Coyote for having foully 
desecrated him instead of payin, him, the followin, sequence occurs (Coyote is topic). 

11 



(20) '1· ntar'qpnc6t smiyAw. 
'So Coyote took ofT running.' 

k~1lx xar~ar~l~xo. 
'He ran up a rough hill.' 

d ci 'At x~'6t 
'Up through there by Rock' 

kxApntm. 
- 'he was chased: 

h6y kas~~lq'nt!!!. 
'and then was going to get clobbered.' 

h6··y kOa' 'Aya~Ot t·i •• 
'And then and he got tired indeed' 

h~mpmnc6t smiyAw. 
'Coyote dropped over.' 

h6·y cmH' x~'6t 
'And then, then Rock' 

~~~t cl ci'At x~~t. 
'Rock ran fast up through there.' 

h6y kanak Ickn'tm, 
'And then he was going to be caught up with: 

'1· nak'~rm. 
'so he swam.' 

12 

Voice is switched three times in this passage. Coyote is topic throughout; in the fourth, fiflh, and tenth of 
these lines. however, Rock is the agenl-- he is going to chase Coyote, clobber him, and catch up with him. 
These swilches are accomplished by using passives. A little later. Coyote takes refuge in a badger hole. 

(21) nh'lx. 
'He ran.' 

wlktc wa' ya~Oy~06txn stx061s. 
'He saw Badger's house.' 

Ie 1 nqanm61 'ax ° . 
'Right there he dove into the ground.' 

naklckn'tus wa' xll'6t. 
'That Rock caught up 10 him.' 

ktnt'pApntm. 
'He blocked the entrance.' 

Here again Coyote is topic throughout. and again Rock is subject of the last two lines. However, in the 
fourth line a topical object is used, while in the liflh there is a switch to passive (in spite of my transla­
tion). This again suggests that the difTerence is stylistic. 

A final example from Columbian shows why some care must be taken with the -tm ending. 

(22) '1· smiy6··w c6t, 
'So Coyote says,' 

"h6··y t'I··I' 'ay'kOht 
"And then indeed tomorrow' 

d' kt 'I .. m'x ya$'ya$'t6. 
'then we will all move.' 

p~~~tm 'ani t~xO stx061t, 
'We'll dismantle our houses: 

kas·lm'xaxo. " 
'(we're) goins to move:' 

There is no topic switch here, but one form within Coyote's speech ends in what loots like a passive. 

12 

This. however, is an instance of the 'we-him' inflection. The distinction belween the IWO inflections, as is 
usually the case, is kept clear through conle~L 

b, Upper Cllellalls (Salish) 

Upper Chehalis appears 10 use topical objects (which appear as -wa 1- or -wa Ii. with no vowel reduc­
tion) in a wider variety of constructions than does Columbian. An easy place 10 find eumples in 
Columbian is in conversational inlerchanges beginning with 'X said 10 Y' then 'y said to X'. or over 120 
examples of the topical objecl in Upper Chehalis, only 5 occur in such an interchange, and another five 
when another root pertaining to tAlking ('answer', 'ask', 'Iell', 'tAlk 10') is used. as in the following," where 
Bluejay is speaking 10 his older sister, and he is topic: 

(23) h6y c6tn t p'ay~k'O, 
'And so Bluejay says: 

'x~sti 'uk·a tit man6·m~.· 
. "Your children are indeed nice:' 

c6ntwaln tae y6yn's, 
'His siSler says 10 him: 

"ans~awAetn," 
"They are your nephews." 

[nc: B1) 

13 

Turns al tAlking in Upper Chehalis may more onen indicale a change in tupic, however (and regularly at 
least a new verse), and may use the same form of the word as the conversation moves back and fooh. 
This form is very commonly the intransitive e6tna~n, and a subject is used with it to make clear who 
is tAlking. In 'Daughters of Fire' (see Kinkade 1983), as Moon is neeing Fire, he successively asks Rock. 
Lake, Wind, Creek, and Trail for help, and is turned down by all but the lasL No topical objects are used 
for any of these exchanges (I cile only one or two lines at the relevant points, and omit the actual 
quotations and other material carrying the narrative forward): 

(24) k06xomisn t spatHn. 
'He comes to Rock.' 

e6tna'~n tit 'Us ~'at spat61n, • 
'The chief says to Rock, 

c6tna'l;Cn t spatAln. ". 
'Rock says. '. . . :' 

k06xomisn t e61~, 
'He comes to Lake.' 

sAwlayn, '. , , " 
'He asts him, '. . . " 

k06xomisn [t) st~ciyq, 
'He comes to Wind. . . 

c6tna'l,In, [.t] st'~iyq •• :, 
WIOd says, .... 

k06xomisn t c6'p~. 
'He comes to Creet.' 

c6tna'~n t tit 'ic6·p~. ". , 
tHe says to the Creeks. •. . . ,It 

"Upper Chehalis eumples are taken from four sources: my own fieldnotes (where texts are from Silas 
Heet): Thomas Lee Collord 1959 (also obtalned from Silas Heck); tape recordings made by Leon Metcalf in 
1951-5' (where the one example I cite is from Murphy Secena); and transcriptions made by Franz Boas in 
1927 (I cite one example by Blanche Pete [Dawson), two by Marion Davis, and all the rest from Jonas 
Secena). The specific lext cited is coded in brackets aner the example. To aid in understanding the exam­
ples. the following SUffixes are relevant: -n '3d subject. imperfective'; 0 '3d subject. perfective'; -s or 
-ns '3d possessive' (ordinarily the subject in a subordinate construction); - i tt (i) '3d plural subject, 
imperfective'. 
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cutna'15n, It] cA'~s, "~, •• 
Creek says, .... 

kOAxomisn t s~w~. 
'He comes 10 little Trail.' 

cutna'xn t tukOAt, " •• 
. 'Moon says, " .... "' 

cutna'xn tit s~w't, '. 
. 'Trail says, " ...... 

IfB: Of] 

14 

The only transitive fonns here are 'ask' the several instances of 'come to'; an object of cutna' 15n is in­
dicaled by using a preposition (s' a t or n. 

This is nol 10 say thaI Upper Chebalis cannol use 'say' or 'leU' transitively in conversational ex­
cbanges. The nexl-le>-Iasl example above (16) is a partial instance (only one of the 'says' is uansitive). 
More commonly, bowever, the passive seems to be preferred in these instances. as in the following from 
"Bluejay and His Sisler" (Kinkade 1981): 

(25) c untn tac yA' yn 's, ". , • ." 
'He IBluejay] lells his sister, ". 

huy n cunsts. ". • • ." 
'And so then be is told, ". . . ..' 

huy cunsts tanin t tac yA'yn's, " •• 
-r;;;nd so be is lold now by bis sisler , '. 

IMOK: BJS] 

Laler in the same slory, a lopical object is used on 'tell' immediately • 'ler a passive bas been used. Just 
before these two lines. Bluejay has kicked away some skulls rolling about bis feel 

(26) wi n 'it nkos p6kOHit!!! I tac yA·yn's, 
'And he was spoken roughly to by his siSler.' 

cuntwali, ft •••• " 

--'sbe lold him, ". . 
IMOK: BJS] 

The topical objecl is used most commonly simply to indicate the topic wben it is in a patient role. 
A very simple example is the following: 

(21) tiws 15bq'mitn t Uq'l\'c 
'Wbile Beaver taIks [to her]' 

.Itu qlns 'lkOtwalinn tit sqOayAyt. 
'then the baby wants to go to bim.' 

IfB: BvGrl] 

In a more extended example, the ogre One-Leg kidnaps a girl and impregnates her in his own special 
way. 

PQ c6tna15n tit q~mayl, ", 
'The girl thinks, ". . . .. 

'asuwalinn tanin tit p6sa" 
--'The ogre takes ber along now.' 

t'utwalinn tit pha. Sat t l,IAlts. 
-- 'The ogre brings ber to his house.' 

w~'naxitti 'al t xAttsawms. 
. 'They stay in iIIeir bouse.' 

wi tit t,~,tc'iq wi nkos cakOutwali tac t culis, 
'And One- Leg always makes love to ber with his leg.' 
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'6yu tac t snaw6ysts culis. 
'only with the end (toes) of his fOOL' 

q'lc'15 q'isyusmswalis. 
'Thus he works on her.' 

'6yu c6,' fa t sq'l taC! 
'Just three days' 

n n6xoll'acn. 
'and she is pre~nant' 

milta laws qa15Attq l,I0 
'It is not many days' 

n mA·'mitn. 
'and she Bives birth.' 

'Quickly' 
n mAnstwalinn tit p6sa 

'and the ogre makes in her a child' 
tac t snliwAyis t '6·'c's tu 'at tit culis. 

'with the end of one of his leBs.' 
(FB: WrldMd) 

15 

The sid is topic throughout this passage, but One- Leg becomes subject five times, calling for a topical ob­
ject Wben she is subject (or when they both are). no special marking is needed (although these instances 
are inuansitive; a plural subject marker is used in one case, and in two others there can, after all, be no 
question about which of them is pregnant and sives birth). 

The preceding examples may suggest that the new subject that occurs when a topic becomes patient 
must be the object of a preceding clause. That this is not the case is seen in the following example. 
XOan6xoane, the Coyote-lite creator/trickster figure of the Upper Chehalis, has been repeatedly tricking 
Witch into giving bim some of her camas, and when this passage begins, Witch is in focus. 

(29) hUy tul'alimitn csa t k°Cl,l°~. 
'And then Witch starts out again.' 

kOx06wn Sat tit smAnici. 
'She Bets to the mountain.' 

t~15ca t ,oan6l,1°ane. 
'There is ",oan6l,1°an •• ' 

'ac" ·maq'tvali. 
'He is waiting for her.' 

(FB: ",oan6l,1°ane] 

In spite of the fact that there is very heavy emphasis on the new subjec~ -wa 11 shows thaI he is nol 
yet topic. Neither focus nor len dislocation (which is, in effec~ what bas happened here) will accomplish 
this; there musl be a discourse break. 

Even heavier interference makes no difference. In the next passage, ",06n (Silas Heck's rendition of 
,0 an6l,1 ° ane) is pretending to be a shaman in order 10 have sexual intercourse with a chiers daughler 
and to recover his penis which he had lost in a previous encounter. He is inside a mat house, and has 
called on his friends 10 make noise to hide the sound of his own activides. 

(30) huy l,I°uqOitn tanin l,I°AqOu tit swaq'lq', 
'And so now they are gathering, all the frogs,' 

tit q'O,s, 
'the Crane.' 

tit l,I°Aq°tAm tit ~asl,lasAq t q'isUn', 
'everything that has an ugly voice ror Singing.' 

cani6wms lI'a skOAwaqtwaln tunaqts tat s6l,1tkOlals. 
'they will join in the spirit song of the shaman.' 
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Even though 'all the frogs', 'the Crane', 'everything. . .', and an emphatic 'they' are all specified here. an 
earlier lOpic persisrs. namely J!:°6n, here specifically referred to as a shaman. 

Another extended passage (again from "Daughters of Fire") has severa! intransitive forms occurring 
between and around instances of IOplcal objects, with no confusion about what is topic, even though Moon 
is not always subject 

on may c6kown iat tit i6w1. 
'He just lay down on the Trail.' 

huy n yAcaptwalinn tit sq'06t'wn. 
'And 50iiie Fire caught up with him.' 

Umstaqn p'~tlm'. 
'It blazed everywhere.' 

huy 'aqa ~o61wn' t tukOAt, 
'And so now Moon sweated.' 

mitta lAws ~~qtnt 
'It was not very long' 

ta cAwani s. 
'he was lying down,' 

huy n tAnwalinn t sq~6t~n. 
'aii"ii"""Fire went past him.' 

tAxOI 'it tAnwali tit sq'Oh'wn. 
'Although the Fire went past him: 

wi q'06, 'canin I 'Atmn. 
'he almost dled' 

wAkosn t sq~6t~n. 
'Fire went on.' 

'uexOmitn t tukOAt. 
. 'Moon stood up.' 

(FB: OF] 

The third line could have Fire as subject, but is more likely an existential expression; in any case there 
can be no doubt that Moon is not subject The last two lines ue also Intransitive; again no problems arise. 

Another instance of such topic persistence. even with heavy emphasis on a new subject can be seen 
in the following, where Witch gers considerable emphasis in the second and third lines. is the subject of 
the fourth, and Clr subject of the fifth. 

(32) dksn tanin t lukOAt i 'Aeti. 
'Moon goes inside now.' 

s'ulawstn t kOcxo6. 
'Witch cootS.' 

'at t s'ulawss t kOcxo6. 
'When Witch is coOking: 

wi xAwas nkos iAw~twali. 
. 'and first she always plays with him' 

lax°laxoAwi tti. 
. . 'They laugh.' 

q'Oullnwatn tanin t tukOAt. 
'Moon becomes ha!Ty now.' 

(FB: X an6xOane) 

The naming of Moon at the beginning of this section, the use of a topical object In the founh line, and 
renaming him in the last line all mate It elm that he Is IOplc throughout 
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Sometimes a topic may be present over a fairly long stretch of discourse. and new infonnation has 

occurred so frequently or to such an extent that it is desirable to restate the topic. This is onen done with 
an intransitive predicate (although this may not always mean a new topic). In the following. Moon (the 
transformer) is lOpic, although he has not been mentioned by name for a while: 

(33) cuntwali~ 'u tit q'Amayt, ft 
'The girl said to him, ". 

cutna~n t lukOAt, ft ••• 
'Moon says (to her), ". . . ." 

(FB: J!:°an6~oaneJ 

(The -x here indlcates 'definite'.) Moon is mentioned again. and can continue as topic. 

Most of the time a subject will, in the nature of things, be human (or in texts at least an 
anthropomorphized animal or object). Occasionally. though. circumstances put a non- human entity into subject 
position. Upper Chehalis. however. does not allow a non-human subject to have a human object, and avoids 
it by using a lOpical object for the human object (This point will be given funher consideration below.) 
The following exunples show how this works. although in both cases normal topic marking and subject 
switching occurs, so it is not obvious that any hieruchical constrainrs are being avoided. 

(34) huy 'Aqa ~Awq'mi tn Sa I t sqO Urns, ft, 
'And so now he talks to his heart, ". . . "' 

kOAwaqtwalinn t seaniyas sq 061ms, ft. 
'His own hean answers him. ". . 

(FB: J!:°an~~Oane) 

(35) ftwi cic 'aenAwl wi tAys~ml. 
'" And the old woman is blind' 

wi 16·' tit q'isUnwalis tit q'ay6·q'o. 
'And the cradle passes far from her.' 

wi 'i~'Aq'O ct 
'And enough we' 

q'al 'acfiwx· tu 'at tit q'ay6,q'o. 
'can have it pulled out of the cradle: 

n q'at t'a tAnwalinn. ft 
'and the""iii"l" can pass her."' 

(FB: J!:°an6~oaneJ 

In the first of these exunples. 'hean' has become subject in the second line; in the second example 'cradle' 
has become subject in the second and fifth lines. The second exunple is the quoted utterance of one of 
the characters. showing a rather uncommon instance of a topical object used in direct speech. It is also un­
usual in that it has a third subject introduced--'we'--and a second patienVobject that is not co-referential 
with anything else in this passage. The object of 'pulled' in line 4 is the baby the old woman is rocking. 
and which the speaker Is in the process of kidnappinl. At no time. however.is there any confusion about 
who Is doing what or to whom The old woman is topic throughout; when she is object, -wa li is used 
In the instance where the object is marked by - x 0, it cannot refer to the old woman. or it would have 
to be -wali again, and the subject is not in dOUbt either; it is not the topic--the old woman--but 
'we'. 

The tracking of plural ugumenrs is particularly interesting. Upper Chehalis has a large number of 
ways of Indicating plurality, both in pronominal markers and in lexical argumenrs. Third person plural subject 
in Imperfective aspect Is marked with - itt ( i ); this endlng indicates a plural object after the topical ob­
ject suffix. In perfective aspect an enclitic awms (also occurrinl sometimes as yawmi or yams) indlcates 
third plural intransitive subject. transitive object, or possessor. As possessor in a dependent (nominaJized) con­
struction, it can refer again to an intransitive subject or a transitive object, and. rarely, a transitive subject 
Besides these innections, plurality of subject or object may also remain unmarked when the plurality is elm 
from the context The use of topical obJecrs often helps to eliminate the confusion that might appm to be 
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present because of this multiplicity of functions of these plural markers. 18 
Bee and Ant are the topic in the followinB passaBe (and the referent of 'they') from a story of a 

contest to determine the length of days and niBllls (see Kinkade 1984a). 

(36) n kOAxOmisitt tit sclltxon' sat t ",Uts. 
'And they reached Bear at his house.' 

kOAxomisitt tit sc6txOn' 'at t '6·c's sq'{taci. 
'And they reached Bear one day.' 

S'6",twalis yams tit sc6txOn', 
'Bear saw them,' 

n ta-l6xolaxoawn, 
. 'and be laughed.' 

[FB: B&Bj 

The topical object in line 3 refers back to Bee and An~ and the plural suffix also refers 10 them. An 
oddity here is that the following line refers 10 Bear, yet Bear is not explicitly stated as the subjec~ and 
would not be IOpic at this point It may be that 'Bear' in the preceding line is laun as thesubject of 'laugh', 
however, since 'he saw them' is dependen~ and cannot be the main predicate of this sequence, 

The next passage involves plural subjeclS and objeclS. Again topical objeclS keep everything straight 

(37) wi s'6l!ts awms 'u t q6",t ssam'Uaxo 
'And they see many people,' 

t t q'acA' t sne·qmas tac sq6l;[tns tit tal;[°Asns awms, 
'so many lilde black spolS from the number of their enemies,' 

wi scuytwalis 'u awms, 
'and they come after them.' 

'ikOatilti 'u yAcms, 
'They come near to them,' 

'ifapitifti. 
'they shoot them.' 

wi st'uwn • 
'The)" come ... .' 

wi t'a syac'Awn 5 f6l1'pm' t nuko. 
'The others go back down.' 

we·nal;[itti sAn'", I t lI'Aqlnl. 
'They stay there a long time.' 

wi 'al t pe·tqOi",Ou, 
'And in the morning,' 

'itu citwalilti tanin tit taxOAsns awms. 
'then their enemies attack them.' 

[FB: Snwbrdj 

The subject 'they' of the first line is topic throughout the passage. The second line refers back to 'people' 
in the first line, with a plural marker on 'enemies'. The third line has 'enemies' as subjec~ the original 
'they' as topical object The subject of the fourth and fifth lines reveru to the original 'they'. Line 6 
begins a new verse, and still has 'they' as subject (and topic), but no plural marker is used. Line 7 speci­
fies a different subject (the enemies), and again has no plural inflection. Line 8, without oven subject spec­
ification, revens 10 the original 'they' as subjec~ and line 10 again has 'enemies' as subject and 'they' as 
topical object First appearances of ambiguity as 10 which sroup is subject in whicb lines disappear by pay­
ing anention 10 the role of the topical object 

Another case where a wms occurs in successive lines referring to the same topic, yet must be subject 
in one and object in the nex~ is the following. 

(38) lI'a t sl;[Atcm t 'Hams, 
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'The people will have houses,' 
wi t wAkosn t sll'A·xanmitn, 

'and they will go hUnting,' 
wi t q'a16m awms lI'apayAmc f t 11'6511'5, 
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'and they will camp under the trees.' 
mllta twA· tul 'up6walis awms. 

'No one will eat them.' 
[FB: ~oan6l;[°anel 

No plurality is indicated until the third line, and ilS continuance in line 4 leaves no doubt that the IOpic 
is still 'people', although 'it' is object (The dependent form of 'eat them' is obligatory after a negative.) 

Even in the following case plurality used with a topical object carries the topic through. 

(39) wi s'Unitti ca dc qOqOe. 
'And they eat with Witch.' 

wi c6ni cic qOcl;[°e wi '6y t s,Awqmstwalis awms. 
'And she, Witch. talks 10 them kindly.' 

winn t'a '6y t s.ltnstwalis awmii, 
'She feeds them well.' 

[FB: X.lCmj 

The second line here has very heavy emphasis on Witch. Normal word order would have the subject after 
the main predicate. yet here there is not only left disclocation of the subjec~ but a pleonastic emphatic 
pronoun as well. Even all this does not suffice, however, to make Witch topic, as made clear by the 
topical object in this and the following lines. 

The use of topical objeclS is very useful in dependent clauses of various SOlIS. These constructions 
obviate the use of some of the types of constructions found in English, and which are translated most nat­
wally into just these English constructions--things such as infinitive clauses or relative clauses. Some may 
simply equal English subordinate clauses. as in the following, where Rabbit is the topic and the subject of 
the second line. 

(40) thOl p6sa q'at qins yuc6wali, 
'even if the monster wanlS to kill him,' 

wi t t x06lx°. 
"he will overcome him.' 

[FB: Rb&Cg) 

The conjunction here can be translated either 'even ir or 'although' (and may be a predicate rather than a 
conjunction). The following two sentences both use topical objeclS in clauses that are most naturally 
translated into English using infinitival clauses. The Upper Chehalis constructions are very differenL however. 

~1) stAlaqapitn tac y6·yn~ 
'He calls 10 his siSler' 

lI'a swins 'it m6twali, 
'to come fetcilhliD: 

.itu c'isn tat wif, 
'Then the canoe comes,' 

'acc'6c'l t nutt6ms. 

(42) c'6wak'n. 

'a person is inside: 
[MDK: BJSj 

'He yawns.' 
'a",o6wn tan 'aqa tit mAk'Oat 

'Now ghoslS are running' 
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xal s'~wmtwalns, 
'to rome afier him.' 

(FB: BJ,LD] 

20 

In the ~T5t case, the object from line 1 Is not repeated as subject of line 2 (except as a zero subject). al­
though 1\ plays that role there. The first two words In line 2 ue Iilerally 'future I..-being'; this future 
particle requires a dependenl predicate afier il ('115- being'), bUI then whal follows Is again independenl ('she 
fetched him'). Subordination is accomplished very differently In the second exunple. The first word in line 3 
Is a preposition 'to', and the second word Is then a nomlnalilltion thai serves as object of the preposition 
The next exunple is similu (Moon is topic). . 

(43) JI'Ustwn t c~' 
'He looks for where' 

JI'a sq'aUms, 
'he will camp.' 

mllta ixou t sko,s, 
'It is nOI yel nighl' 

JI'~lstwn t q'Amayl tul sa'61'awstwali. 
'He looks for a girl who will prepare food for him.' 

t'6q oitn t '6,c's tul taHctwalis. 
'He linds one who will help him.' 

(FB: ,oan~~o;,"e] 

Again the form with a topical object in line 4 is Introduced by a preposition. this time one meaning 'for 
10', .and. a tr~slation with 'to' rather than 'who will' would be perfectiy reasonable. The relative clause i~ 
Enghsh IS qUI Ie natural. however. In other cases such as the following, the only option to a relative clause 
in th~ translation is to mate new and independenl sentences; In a way. that would be closer to the origi­
nal. SInce Upper Chehalis uses independent predicates in both instances. 

(44) W&ylc'mi sn csa t k'06ys 
'She drops her mother again' 

sal JI'a skoan~tuxOts tit xhtt'ms 
'10 gel the bad ones' . 

'ac'lkOtaqtwali I ta m~ns, 
'who slole her child.' 

(FB: ,oan~~Oane) 

(45) "wi can I t t6nn cl t 'Iwat 
,. And I guess we'll send somebody' 

t q'al kOan~twalinn tit 'a'lmc," 
'who can get your grandchild." 

(FB: ,oan~~Oane) 

In the .lirst of thes~ passages, th~ lopical object in line 3 refers to 'she' (meaning 'stole from her'), and 
the subjecl of the hne Is the object of the preceding line. The second example, from a little later in the 
same slory. is all direct speech. Within this quotation, 'somebody' Is subject of the second clause while the 
topical object refers to 'grandchild', the recovery of whom is what this whole part of the narrati;e is about· 
the preceding subject ('we') has no role in the second line at all. This example also iIIustrales the use of ~ 
lexical arguonenl co~eferentlal with the topical object In the same clause. Most commonly, Sallshan lan,uages 
allow only one leXIcal uguonent as I direcl adjunct In a clause; in an intransitive clause this will be the 
subject, in a trans~tive c1a~ It will be object. With • topical object SUml, bowever, the lexical uauonenl 
may be either subject or object. but Is more commonly subject, as can be seen in several of the example 
sentences given here. A final example of translation with relative clause is the following, where a young 
woman Is topic. 

(46) h6y • i t k'OpyUcn 
'And so she really understands' 
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I t k'o'pl tit~t'1s tit stUtalaqptwalns t c'mUqin. 
'really whal Mink Is shouting al her.' 

(FB: Mink] 
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The topical objecl here occurs within another nominalization. 'the his-shouting-al-her', the subject of which 
is the following 'a Mink'; the whole clause is in apposition to the preceding tit ~ t 'I s 'this'. 

Earlier il was observed thai topical objects in Upper Chehalis function somewhal differently from 
Coluonbian. They are ofien used in Columbian where other Salishan languages use passives, especially when 
turns al speaking are specilied. It was also observed thai Upper Chehalis can use topical objects this way, 
bUI usually does nol Uke Columbian. Upper Chehalis can use a passive for apparently slylistic reasons 
where I topical object would seem as appropriate. 

(41) c6.tn. 
'He thints, ... .' 

nAxolu' 'itu' t~~mswali tit p'sa'. 
'Indeed then the monster was righl on him.' 

kOan~twaln 
--;-He takes him' 

cu 'asuwali, 
~as to take him along.' 

~ ~~k~~l~ kO~xOtusts. 
'He is taken uphill.' 

(FB: SBr] 

The lopic here is Bobcat, who is being pursued by an ogre. Unes 2, 3. and 4 refer 10 him with a topical 
object, while line S, which could do the same. uses a passive (- 5 t ~ 'imperfective passive') inslead. In 
other cases, the passive serves 10 downshin a non-topical subjecl inlo an oblique position, while keeping the 
lopic of the passage marked by usual means. This downshifiing may also be stylistic, of COUT5t, but occurs 
in places in which a topical objecl cannol be employed. 

(48) 'acw" ~ t pha, 
There is I monsler.' 

nkos kOacllitm I t sqO'cxa. 
He is C3tled Lark.' . 

wi tit~t1s sqO'c~a. 
'And thai Lark: 

wi mUta twA, q'al 'btwalis 
'and no one can see' hlmr­

qas h6y pha, 
'because be Is Indeed a monster.' 

(FB: ,oan~~oanel 

The topic here is 'monsler', and Is referred to with I lopical objeci in line 4. Yet in line 2 a passive 
(- t -m 'perfective passive') is used, and his name ('Lark') is the oblique agent 

(49) wi mltta ta sp6ts awm~ panc~' 
'And they don't mow when' 

n ta kOxo'wn Un'~ tit pha. 
'the monster was coming there.' 

milta ta sp6ti!! tAm 
'It wasn'l mown whal' 

ta wltwali smA'n'm, 
~ was born from.' 

(FB: WrldMd] 

Une 3 Is passive (- t t 'dependenl passive') because the subject is indelinile. The topic in the last two lines 
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is 'monster' but the subject of both is 'what'. The last line is not passive, in spite of the translation; 
wit wa li 'is a transitive (probably causativized. but this is concealed because two successive w's collapse to 
one) form of wi, the copula, meaning 'do, become, make'. A literal uanslation of the line would be 
something like 'it did to him birth'. 

A rrnal example of the topical object In Upper Chehalis follows to show bow it can aid in under­
standing and translating material that is not quite what it seems. 

(SO) d.titti t '~y sallAs. 
'They make a good door.' 

winn tan mllta tAm t qA.' q'al cA~Otwalis. 
'Then no water can go through.' 

wi 'aclla1s 
'And inside' 

wi 'acc'uq'Oal ~'ASJI's I t ~iwicS. 
'and strong sticks are standing.' 

miltanin t tAm q'al yA~Ot~s. 
'Nothing can shake them. 

tAx01 tanin sxawucinmitn. 
'Even when it is a gale: 

wi milta q'al stx°cA~Os c sUciq s 'acl1als. 
'and the wind cannot go through to the inside.' 

[FB: l,t°.n~o.ne) 

There are two topical objects here. The second clearly refers to the strong sticks, and it is reasonable to 
assume that 'sticks' has become lopic in line 4, where it is subjecl The first topical object is deceiving, 
however. To what does it refer? Logically one would expect 'door' to be ilS anteceden~ but the grammar 
indicates otherwise. The topic of what precedes is 'they', and 'door' bas just been mentioned for the first 
time in line I. It canno~ therefore be topic, since a topic is not Inuoduced as a direct object So the 
topical object must refer to 'they'. This means, then. that the second line means 'no water can go through 
onto them', not 'no water can go through [the door) '. 

c. Cowlitz (Salish) 

The examples given to this point from Columbian and Upper Chehalis give extensive, and probably adequate, illus­
tration of the use of topical objects. In fac\, they only occur in a few other Salishan languages, and as far as it is possible to 
tell at this time. their use in these other languages is pretty much the same as In Upper Chehalis or Columbian The reason 
that it is not possible to say much more is that the remaining languages that use topical objects are poorly documented. and 
so few texts exist from them that examples are scarce. Texts are important for examining topical objects. because that is 
where they show up best; it is not easy to elicit them directly. 

The only texts in Cowlitz are a very few pages of ethnographic materials and reminiscences that I was able to collect 
from Lucy James and her sister Emma Mesplie in 1961. Their quality is somewhat questlonable since neither woman had 
used the language much for many years, and they are interlarded with English words. I did not get them checked carefully, 
and do not have good translations of them. Nevertheless, I do find three uses of topical objects. In one case, Mrs, James 
was talking about her family when she was a child, and used the following sentence: 

(51) 'aw.1 '{wat cilxmt6ni nks c'61 t'6lxstwalift t stiq{w. 
'Or someone, their children, always bring hiiii"'a horse.' 

(I do not know what c '61 is; it is possibly a false beginning for the following word.) The referent of 
-wal here is clearly 'him', which refers to Mrs. James' father. He was not actually mentioned just before 
this sentence, and was not the ongoing topic. Nevertheless, she seems to bave changed topics at this poin~ 
and does mention him immediately ancr this sentence. The grammar of the sentence is completel)' in acx:Drd 
with what I have said earlier about Upper Chehalis. except that the word order is a little unusual. 
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2.3 
The other two inslances are from another remlRlSCenCe by Mrs. James. this time about a sick man 

whom regular doctors were unable to heal, but who was cured by an Indian doctor. The material around 
the first occurrence is not clear to me (although I see nothing odd about the use of the topical object), 
and the second follows about three clauses later: 

(S2) tat pAstn tAkt. mOta t q1-sta1'[ctwa1s. 
'The American doctor could not help him.' 

The topic bere is the sick man, wbo was believed to be dying. In the preceding clause. he had been taken 
to a hospital "bere in Yakima". Again the use of the topical object is fully in acx:Drd with Upper Chehalis 
usage (which is not surpriSing, since the two languages are very similar). Note here the Chinook Jargon 
word for 'American' and the adoption of the English word 'doctor'. 

Besides these few instances of the topical object in Cowlitz I was able to elicit a number of exam­
ples of the other use of the same suffix in situations where an agent hierarchy (found also in Upper 
Chehalis) requires it rather than the regular third person object inflection. This construction will be treated 
further below. 

II. Quinault (Salish) 

There are, to my knowledge, only nve texts recorded in Quinaul~" two written down in 1897 by Uvingston Farrand 
(translations of these texts and several others in English were published in Farrand 1902). and three tape recorded and 
transcribed by James A. Gibson in 1963. This is not much material to work with, yeti was able to find four certain in­
stances of topical objects. twO in one of Farrand's texIS and two in one of Gibson's. Neither of the sources is transcribed in 
such a way that I can conven more than a few words to a phonemic uanscription; Farrand's uanscription appears to be rea­
sonably accurate, but is not thoroughly glossed. and Gibson'S transcription, which is narrowly phonetic, is totally unglossed 
and unuanslated for the relevant texl All four instances of topical objects are conversation interchanges, and use the same 
form. cuntuli (s) 'he/she said to him'. One example comes from Gibson's transcription of the story of 
Bluejay's uip to the land of the dead to visit his sister. 

'aw' • i t cut w'Asw'as • 
'Bluejay said. . . . .' 

'aw 'it cuntulis juy 
'Yuy [Bluejay's sister) said to him, . . 

The suffix -uli is unquestionably the same as Upper Chehalis -wali; the final -s is probably a pos­
sessive suffix. The use of the topical object suffix in Quinault is clearly comparable with its use in the 
other languages discussed here. 

e. Tillamook (Salish) 

A topical object suffix also occurs in Tillamook. a separate branch of Salish, and is well documented there. Edel 
1939 gives 11 examples of the topical object suffix in Tillamook; unfortunately only eight of these are in comex~ and then 
usually with most of the context in English. Two of her examples do give both the introducing dause (with the topic 
marked only by a pronoun) and the clause with the topical object (morpheme divisions are [del's). 

(54) ata i.yu c-yA·w-in 
'Then again she said il' 

c-yaw-it~ 
He said to her.' 

II I assume that the one other Tsamosan language. Lower Chehalis. also had the topical object innection. 
Unfortunately, no examples are available. I know of one shon text (or partial lext) written down in the 
rtlneteenth century by Myron Eells and subsequently corrected by Franz Boas, and one text by Nellie Walker 
tape recorded in 1952 by leon Metcalf (but never transcribed). There are no examples of topical object in 
the Eells- Boas tel\, and two careful Iistenings to the Walker recording reveal none. although I could easily 
have missed one. 
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(Edel 1939:35) 

(55) da s-c'ak 
'He stopped.' 

k s-tiwat-s da chsls-9!! 
'His people saw him.' 

(Edel 1939:36) 
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The sumx has two forms in Tillamook, -gal and -ag1. Since. is the re8lllar Tillamook renex of 
Proto-Salish Jr, this is clearly the same form as Upper Chehalis -wal i. 

Edel was somewhat uncertain about this sum.. She says, '-gal may be a non-pronomlnal ending' 
(Edel 1939:35), although she did recognize that both subject and object had to be third person when it 
0CC\IIlI. She says further (1939:35), 

'Lack of subtle distinctions In the translation make a thorough analysis of the meaning of 
-tagl impossible, for in virtually all cases where forms with the regular third penon pronoun 
endings were used alternatively with the forms in - t ag1, the translations were Identical. . . 
. The best hypothesis which has been orrered to explain this form is that it is what we might 
term an 'ohviative' (like elw In Latin). In the texts it appears ollen when a new subject Is introduced and 
the previous subject becomes the objecl This form does not occur in every such contexl Since there is no 
!ixed subject or object position for the appositional nouns. the -tag1 helps avoid ambiguity. It is 
often used when the subject is surprising, as when the tables are turned and the pursued cap­
tures the pursuer.' 

Texts were collected in Tillamook by three dirrerent people; examples of topical objects can be found 
in all three sources, even though none of the three was able to record very many texts. Franz Boas col­
lected texts from four speakers. representing three original communities (Nehalem. Tillamook. and Slieu; the 
speech of the !irst two appears to be nearly identical. and SlleU clearly was not very distinct; Boas 1890). 
May Edel collected her material in 1931 from a Nehalem woman (Edel 1939); the text she published was 
checked and re-elicited by Laurence and Terry Thompson in 1966. Melville Jacobs was asked by Boas to 
try and get some additlonal Tillamook data for Edel; he did this in 1933, from a speaker from the 
Garibaldi area. 

Most occurrences of topical objects in Tillamook conform to patterns already seen above in Upper 
Chehalis. There ate a few dirrerent usages. however, although these do not appear to represent major func­
tions or anything not understandable within the framework given so far. The !irst textual example is a 
straightforwatd type of conversatlonsal interchange. This passa8e is taken from a texl about Gatcb'elaw ob­
tained originally by Edel from Oara Pearson In 1931," and re-ellcited and retranScribed by Larry and Terry 
Thompson from MiMie Scovell In 1966." 

(56) c/ybin. 
She said, 

'aw /tk'O-6n-a, 
'Put it back! 

(~)c~s ki /ic-aw n-/'6n-s c/'~c~Oey? 
Why did you bring back that dead penon1' 

.. This passage Is not taken from the part of the lext printed In Edel 1939, although half a dOlen in­
stances of the topical object do occur there. 
" My transcriptions of Tillamook follow those of the Thompsons, and were carefully checked by Terry 
Thompson. A virgule in the transcription matb the beginning of the root of thaI word. and a bullet indi­
cates reduplicatlon. Early Tillamook materials are extremely difficult 10 use, and the Thompsons were never 
able to check large amounts of this early material. For this reason, many of my transcriptions are unavoid­
ably uncertain. Errors that remain In these retranscriptions are my own. Except for the Thompson 
retranscription, I have also modified translations to a,ree better with the orl8inal syntax; In no case does 
this arrect the meaning. 
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c/y,§win. 
He said, 

/'ankl' c/yawln-s, 
'You told me. 

gOu /ne'-6n-s kO /sisln wal h(al'6y. 
You go get on old person-- it will be all ri8hl' 

c/yawi-t-tgOe1 gOu de /cl-awin-a. 
S e told him to take it back. 
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The first two occurrences of 'said' do not renect any topic change because they ate intransitive forms. as is 
the 'say' within the second quotation in line 5. The same root at the beginning of line 7 is transitive, 
however, and uses • topical object to indicate that the reference is to the immediately precedln8 speaker. 

Another straightforward example comes from one or the texts collected by Jacobs. His informant was 
Ellen Center. and the story is labelled by Jacobs 'Created person series". 

(57) da c/'eha-nho jic /cegOU .i diS /th /t'iy61hu('). 
He caught his wife and the big man . 

da c/gOA'(els-t-xO da~ /t~y61hu('). 
He killed the man. 

'i /yuq-~(wl-wen. 
and he died. 

dal wa c/koen-~n jic /cag°,§s-s. 
He took back his wife. 

s jic /ceg°,§s-s Ie c/'aha-wi(nl-t-6g01 txOal an s/tiw'§t-s. 
And his wife took him along to her people. 

The husband is topic throughout this passage. although he is not subject all the time. In line 3. the "big 
man' who is killed is subject., and this line appears to be closely coMected with the one that precedes il 
In the last line, !be wife Is subject. bul the lopical object suffix on the predicate shows that she has not 
become topic. 

In another of the texts Jacobs collected, this one entitled 'The boy who looked like a snake". two 
interesting topical objects occur. The !irst is near the be8innln8 of the story. when the snake is introduced. 

(58) jelc s/wit~c la c/yehls-u /nii-/ne'=~lel. 
The woman looked up at the smoke hole. 

'u·· da /dc'i'. 
Ohl A snake! 

da /qayet-wi(n)-t-6g01. 
He crawled down on her. 

It is not clear here whether the second line Is intended to be an exclatnation by the woman or by the 
natrator. In any case, II does not introduce a new topic. since the topical object suffix in the next line 
clearly refers back to the woman of line 1. At the very end of this story, the following three lines occur. 

(59) fa wa s-n'§./nli>S jik di./t'iy61hu(') 
The men reached home 

fa va de s-f./yll-n-n jelc s/wif~c. 
and they found the woman. 

q'it c/ya-/cegOU-es-go81 diS s/nhos-u. 
Then the eldest one married her. 

Throughoul this passage. the overriding topic has been the woman. although her topicality was suspended in 
favor of the men in the first two of these lines. She is retopicalized in the second line, and then referred 
to by the topical object in the third line when the "eldest one' becomes subjecl 
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Another of the texts collected by Jacobs is called simply "Ahaqs" (after the protagonist). The pas­

sages presented here pertain 10 Ahaqs' eITorts 10 assign headgear appropriate 10 each animal (Jacobs 
translates this headgear as "crown"). 

(W) /'ahaqs c/y~win. 
Ahaqs said. 

/ha'6y-s. 
"You tbere! 

qe'-/'6y qe /laq-ni'-is 'a c/'aeat~xo. 
That crown isn't becoming 10 you. 

xOi die dale/t'al=~stu 'a /hq-n-6g°1. 
It only fits that elk." 

Here Ahaqs is speaking 10 Grizzly, who would thus seem to be topic. However, the topical object suffil 
clearly does not refer 10 Grizzly, but rather 10 Elk, who Is introduced here is a foregrounded reference in 
line 3. This is not the way topics are usually introduced, and so I would consider this usage somewhat un­
usual. Further on in the same episode, Grizzly is more clearly topic. 

(61) die /slyu fa wa n-/tak'Oi z q6n=win /canil /'aeathO-s. 
Grizzly put back on his head his own crown. 

diS /slyu /wat~hal jik s/tiw~t naxoe/naxo=ayesa-wi(n)-t-6g01. 
All the people are afraid ·of Grizzly. 

This topical object dearly refers back to Grizzly, who is not only subject of both sentences but has been 
foregrounded in both. ' 

As a fiual example of the topical object in Tillamook, I quote the following passase from a partial 
telt in the Boas corpus. This text is of interest for a number of reasons, the main one of which is that it 
was an elTon by Boas to get the same material in two dialeclS of the language. Boas' transcription consists 
of two parallel lines, the first of which is Nehalem dialect, and tbe second Tillamook proper. I cite only 
the first here. F?r present ~urposes, the passage is also Of. interest because of the complex topic switching 
that occurs. It IS kept straight both by the use of passIves (as in line 6, marked by the - u after 
transitive - t -) and a topical object--straight, that is. for the Tillamook speaker, because it is not entirely 
clear through the word by word translation provided by Boas. A fiual point of interest is the presence in 
thIS sequence of a reciprocal suffix in line 4. As Edel points out (1939:35). the reciprocal and the IOpicai 
object are identical in form; in fact. she treats them as the same suffix. 

(62) la wa s/ely k s/that da /q'ila 1aucin. 
The people returned from Yaquina (Newpon). 

q1t s/ealj-!l-u kl /naeig~leu. 
Then they ran to the Siletz tribe. 

c-ya-/t'a'=6qs. 
They caught seals. 

q1t c6'ay /a c-han-s/h'aha-t-~gOal. 
Then there they fought together. 

han-s-yie/y~g-u t /hig! s/tiwat. 
They catch a man by the hair. 

da c/gO a' 6s- t -u. 
He is killed. 

q1t da wa-c/'aha-il-u /a e s/tiwat. 
Then they take that man along. 

q1t eal e/ealj-l1-u /a k s/t[wat. 
Then tbe people run after him. 

eale/ealj-[gOal k s/'aUe'·us. 
The Nehalem run after them. 

eale/ealj-!l-u kl /naeigaleu. 
They pursue the Siletz. 
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II is a little confusing here who is pursued and who is pursuing. Given the order of evenlS. and the as­
sumption tbat Tillamook is like Upper Chehalis in using a lexical argument as a subject of a transitive 
predication that has a topical object. it seems most likely that the Nehalem are the subject of the next to 
the last line. and continue as subject of the following line (although if this next predicate has a middle 
voice suffix. It would be intransitive, and the Siletz would have to be subject). Indeed. the Siletz clearly 
~"!e .topi~ (and subject) in the first line following ~is passage. and then are kept as topic by 
pass\VIzaUon ID the subsequent line. To wbom does the topIcal object refer then? To tbe Siletz. who are 
referred to in the line precedinll tbe occurrance of tbe topical Object as ·the people' (although these are 
not tbe same people designated in the first line of tbis passage). That this has become topic makes sense 
because the use of "then" at the beginning of tbis line suggeslS that a new verse may begin here. Up to 
this point the Nehalem ("the people" of line 1) are the topic. In line 6, "man" may be a temporary topic 
as suggested by tbe passive inflection. It may be that in Tillamook passive can be used to designate ; 
temporary topic this way. or Is designating a secondary topic. This same man is treated in a similar way in 
the lines following the passage liven in 55 while the Siletz are IOpic: 

(63) da /5 (i )q'=agh-u k I /nae igHeu c6'ay. 
The Siletz go across tbere. 

da l /'ha-win-aha-t-u. 
They are not caughl 

da s/~·a.-'t-u fa 'ae s/t[wat. 
That man is looked for. 

c da /yi I-it-u. 
He is found. 

da c/gOa'6s-t-u. 
He is killed. 

q1t da cu .e/n6'-an (/a) /a e s/tiwat-agAs. 
Then their folks go to get him. 

da wa c/'ah6-wi(n)-t-u la e s/t[wat. 
The man is taken along. 

Again after being introduced as object in line J (of 56). "man' is temporary topic by passivization in lines 
4. 5. and 7. Throughout 55 and 56. however. it is the Nehalem and the Siletz who are of primary impor­
tance. If this is the correct analysis. this use of a topical object suffix for a primary topic and the use of 
p~sivization. for a secondary topic within a passage dominated by a primary topic may be unique to 
TIllamook; II does not seem to be the way these innections are used in Upper Chehalis. 

f. Lushootseed (Salish'" 

Few instances of topical objeclS have been found to date in Lushootseed, and they are the only occurrences reponed 
for any of the large Central Salish branch of the family. This usage is apparently residual in Lushootseed. and no longer 
used by any living speaker. The six examples noted are all in recordings of Susan Sampson Peter (then in her mid-eighties) 
made by leon Metcalf between 1950 and 1955. Other speakers recognize and accept this usage. but do not use it them­
selves. 

In 8eneralthe Lushootseed examples suggest that the norm for use of the topical object suffix -agO i there is 
just as in the other languages-- to indicate that an argument is still topic even though it has become a 
patient rather than an 1genl 

(64) t'al'qayd ti'a' qa1lJ: 'al tsi'a' yiyaq'Ous 
'He soaked these salmon eggs in a small basket 

stabigOstagOi ~a tsi'i/ kia's. 
'which his grandmother had set aside for him.' 

" All information on Lushootseed. including examples. was generously provided by Thom Hess in a leller 
dated December 8. 1988. 
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'Across tile water is where GO i 1353' is. 
'a13xo ti' i 13 b3d3xOuyayust3g0 id. 

'That is where tIley have him working.' 

In a longer passage, Bobcat is topic and is subject until his child is introduced. 

(66) di'l kOi skoadA'3ti '3 ti'a' p'3c'ab ti'a' sqq'Ous i\'asaslagOids. 
'All of a sudden Bobcat took a small canoe mat for his sleeping mat' 

'al[d] kOadi' 'ajalus i\'adaxOasgOadils. papcawils. 
'He put it in a beautiful place to sit on, to loll about on.' 

'ask ° adad t i 'a' sq3li k ° s, P'3C '3bulic'a's 
'He had taten his blanket. his bobcat blanket' 

g031 13g0adil 'ax·cagOus. 
'And he sat facing tile water.' 

di'l kOi (slsud~' 'a ti'a' c'ac'as. 
'All of a sudden tile child saw him.' 

"dihxO baya'. 
'"That's Daddy.' 

dilaxo baya'." 
'That's Daddy'" 

di I t i p'ac'ab ti 'ucut (t lab 'a ti 'a' sqaqagOat. 
'It was Bobcat whom tIlis noble child spote of.' 
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The last line of tIlis passage again has tile child as agent. but tIlis time tile topicality of Bobcat is main­
tained by passivization (-ab) and making him subject 

Mrs. Peter used topical objects in conversation as well as in folktales, as in tile second example 
above, and in tile following where tile topic is formally t i , a' d i • a' 'tIlis' and refers specifically to tile 
tape recorder tIlat Mr. Metcalf was using to enable lushootseed elders to send messages to friends. 

(61) 1\ 'a 1 , b( a las' i sta' t i 'a' di 'a' 
'This is also like tIlat' 

tuxOaxo ti.il dsluucbicid kOi c3xO(hliilbicid. 
, 'It's just that I've listened to you is tile reason I am happy about you.' 

'u, matal cick'o cad 'uhiil dxo'al dag'i 'a kOi dsas1uucid. 
'Oh Martha, I am so happy about hearing you.' 

'al slciltaqOi 'a ti'a' Leon Metcalf ti'a' i\'asugOadgOad cal, 
suxoudxoudcal. 

. . 'When leon Metcalf arrived with what we use for talking.' 

Note here also tile intermingling of direct address (usinl 'I' and 'you') while talkinl about tile tape re­
corder. 

Again Ibe sumx is coanate witll tile Upper Chehalis form with a relular shift of w to gO; the 
loss of al Is not expected, particularly since It Is retained in the lushootseed reciprocal sumx -agOa1. 
Reshaping of botll sumxes may have occurred to make them more distinct, unlike Tillamook where they are 
indistinguishable. 

.. Hlslol1 of the topical object In Salish 

Where does the topical object sumx come from? It musl be a very old sumx In Salish, and should be reconstructed 
for the whole language, since it occun In three branches of the family, and In members of those branches that are geo­
graphically separated from other lanluales with the sumlL That is, Columbian is an Interior Sallshan language of eastern 
Washington, the four Tsamosan languales are .in southwestern Washlnlton (with lushootseed and the Cascade Mountains 
on the one hand and unrelated Sahaptin on the other separating them from Columbian), and Tillamook is beyond 
Chlnookan languages on the Oregon C08SL Based on the forms dted earlier, the most likely Proto-Sallshan reconstruction 
would be ·-wa li, 
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There are complications, however. F.del was unable to distinguish tile Tillamook topical object sum, 

from a reciprocal, and assumed tIlat the reciprocal usage was just an extension of its regular use (Edel 
1939:35). In Upper Chehalis, tile reciprocal is -wa 1- in imperfective aspect and -us in perfective aspect 
Cowlitz has variously -(a)wal-. -awl(ll-, or -(a)wlx. sometimes witll glottalization of one of the 
resonants, Quinault has -tulalx° (Modrow 1971). In Columbian there are two reciprocal sumxes. -waxo 
and -wap lx. 

The fact that all three branches of the family show phonological similarity between the two suffixes 
cannot be accidental. and the similarities suggest tIlat the topical object is somehow derived from the recip­
rocal. If so, it is difficult to make a semantic connection that would result in this derivation. However, 
when put this way, the question is backwards. If one considers that the reciprocal might be derived from 
tile topical object. tIlings fall into place. Ir X sees Y and Y sees X (regardless of the topic status of X), 
then they see each otller. 

The Columbian topical object and reciprocals create a minor paradigm. The second reciprocal, -wap 
Ix is probably an analogical creation. If the final consonant of -vaxo were 'taken to be the transitive 
second singular subject suffix (which has this shape), then replacing it with the second plural subject sumx 
(-p) creates the second reciprocal (which has a third plural ditic appended). The topical object must be 
followed by third person - s. Put together, these rorm the following set: 

(68) -va-xo 
-va-p lx 
-wa-s 

'reciprocal' 
'reciprocal' 
'topical object' 

This would isolate -wa-as a morpheme, perhaps meaning something like 'other person'. This probably does 
not represent the Proto- Sallshan situation with the reciprocal and topical object suffixes, however, but rather 
local developments. 

Since it seems certain that there is a connection between the topical object and the reciprocal 
sumxes in Salish, it Is useful to look at the reciprocal in other Salishan langua@es (where no topical object 
has been reponed) and see what can be made of this suffix there. 

Reciprocal sumxes in the various languages are remarkably consistent At most three different forms 
are represented, although it is more likely that the aberrant forms are reshaped from the basic form since 
they are only partially different from it If Correspondences, and hence reconstructions, are pretty straightfor­
ward. Several of the sumxes given in rootnote 10 show an initial .t; this is merely the transitive marker, 
and other transitive markers sometimes occur in its place (and I could have omitted it in all instances here; 
In spite of the presence of a transitive marker, all reciprocals in Salish are intransitive). The Interior 
Salishan forms (except ror one of the Ullooet rorms that is borrowed from the coast) can be reconstructed 
as ·-wax'; Coeur d'Alene must have delabializcd the final .1 for some reason. The Central Salish forms 
can be reconstructed as ·-awa I, which Tillamook also fits; the renex of the Yi is frequently missing, and 
al other times developed to ~ then sometimes devoiced to ~. Sec:helt and Sliammon de voiced the final 
~ Squamish, Sooke, and Oallam changed it to ,x. Squamish and Sliammon have an alternate form ending in 
J rather than ~ and Bella Coula has an m where other languages have Yi; I assume these are somehow 
related to the rest or the rorms. These reconstructions ror Interior Salish and Central Salish do not match 
very well, but all falls into place when we see the Proto-Tsamosan form, which has both the final x ° 
round in the interior and the final 1 round in Central Salish: ·-awa lx o. These taken tngether can be 

" The specific sumxes are as rollows: [fifer/or Salish: Coeur d'Alene -twiS, -twes, Kalispel 
-uw~(x°), Spokane -v~'x', Columbian -vAxo, -v6p lx, Colville -nvixo, -nwAxo, Shuswap 
-v~xo, -w6xo, Thompson -w6xo, Ullooet -val', -v'Ax'; Bella Coula -max o ; Cenrral Salish: 
Sliammon -awl, -lgas, Pentlatch -wal. Sec:helt -Aval, Squamish -way, -ay', -nav'as, 
Cowichan -Ul, Chilliwack -tal, -I.tal, -tA·l, Nooksack -tuwU', -svU', Samish -aI', 
Songish -6koal, -6wal, -al, Saanich -ako~l-, -akoal, -avel, -tAl, -tal, Sooke 
-6kOi('), -Ay('), -i('1. lushootseed -agOal, -agOal, Twana -wal; Tillamook -6g°al, 
-6g01, -agOl, -gal; T:ttJlflOIltltl: Quinault -tulalx°, lower Chehalis no data, Upper Chehalis 
-wal-, -ui, Cowlitz -(a)wal-, -(a)w!-, -(a)wlx. 
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reconsuucted as PIoto-SaIish e-awalxo ." 
30 

This does not quite match my reconsuuction of the topical object (·-wa li). The presence of the 
first vowel of the reciprocal and its absence on the topical object is of Unle significance, given the few 
languages from which to reconsuuct the latter and the propensity of Salish to lose vowels. The final ~ is 
more interesting. If the two suffixes really are related, then this Is indeed probably the second singular sub­
ject suffix Oust as Columbian seems to interpret it). If this is not the case, then the modem similarity of 
the fonns is the result of convergence. 

~ Sahaptin 

Having documented the topical Object for Salish, it remains to see where else this, or any similar, construction 
occurs. One place is Sahaptin. What appears lD be identical usage occurs there, although the affixes are different, and case 
marung on nouns (when they are present) adds additional complications. The most obvious difference is that the Sahaptin 
marker is a prefix--Sahaptin prefers to prefix pronominal markers, whereas Salishan languages generally suffix them. 
Jacobs 1931 identifies one pA - as third person singular accusative, contrasting with the more usual A -. It is 
this, but what he says next comes close to explaininS what Is really going on (1931: 145): 

"When it is desired to indicate as object one of two persons or thinss referred to a so-called 
obviation distinction may be made; the mechanism employed is apparently entirely different from 
the obviative process of Kutenai and A1gookin. The element pi- indicates that the former or 
first of two persons or things is the person or thing object of the verb action; the second or 
latter of the two persons 01 things is subject of the verb action and invariably appears as sub­
ject noun or pronoun with syntactic nominative -i'n suffixed: 

At this point Jacobs gives nine examples of the use of the prefix. but only the first contains the preceding 
verb (clause) as well as the one with pi-: 

(69) ku'iwlnana, 
'and he went,' 

kuE!'ana spilyAyi.n 
'and Coyote told him' 

(Jacobs 1931:145) 

Additional examples are very easy to find in Jacobs' texts. The follOwing is from one of the texts in 
Jacobs' Sahaptin grammar (1931), although I am using the slighlty reVised version in Jacobs 1934 (apan 
from some trivial orthographic differences, the 1934 version includes the repetion of a word omitted in the 
1931 version and the punctuation makes better sense; I also modify Jacobs' orthography to accord with cur­
rent practices). 

(70) spilyAinan E!w~ •• nma miyAwa~in ~o'.micnik Ican ti·cAmyau. 
'The chief sent coyote from above to this land.' 

A'an E!w~.·nma wAt'ui, 
'He had sent crow first,' 

E!sapaq'inwatama tl ·nma mU-pawA, 
'he had him come to see how the people were: 

paqAwa. 
'(how) they were then.' 

kuk iwiyAnawiya k06n A'a, 
'When that crow arrived: 

ku- iq'lnuna t I. nmaman payA 'asa, 
'he saw people lying about,' 

Anas. 
'dead.' 

" This does not agree with the reconstructions given by Hoard 1971. As I show here. Hoard's two forms 
can be collapsed into one. 
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ku-iwlnana ku-itkOAt •• niya Aca's, 
'He went and ate their eyes: 

Au iwlnana, 
'and then he went on: 

k~Axi it6xna xO{.mican, 
. 'and weni above again towards home: 

miyawa~nmlkan. 
'to the place of the chief: 

ku E!iapniya, 
'He asked him: 

·mlsnam Aq'nusana?" 
'"How did it appear to you?"' 

Aq'inuiana Siy6l.'. 
'It seemed to him to be pretty good.' 

ku E!'ana, 
'But he said to him: 

·6· •• ·, cAul 
'"Why, no!' 

AtkOat.·nisanam Aca·s. 
'You have been eatina their eyes.' 

kunamat wiyAtamaika. 
'Very evidently you have been doing ill.' 

kunam tl.'Aus~ta, 
'You are finished,' 

auk6tnam wan6pta k6tkuts,· 
'that is as much wort as you will obtain:' 

Au ~.k it~Aus'na 
'Then he ceased right there,' 

E!u~.·na miyAwa~in. 
'the chief let him go.' 

i txAnana A'a, 
. 'He became a crow: 

itxAnana cm6k A'a. 
. 'he became a black crow.' 

(Jacobs 1931:205) 
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This is a Coyote story, and Coyote (with an accusative ending) is the first word. He is also apparently 
topic at this point, and the first pA - refers to him. This unexpected first introduction of a topic in a.n 
object role may be strictly pragmatic: this is a Coyote story, therefore Coyote is understood to be tOPIC 
until otherwise specified. The second line introduces Crow (A' an). and Crow is the topic of the rest of 
this passagc. Five times, however, when the chief Is subject of a clause (lines 2. 3, 12. 15. and 22) Crow 
is designated by the topical object (DOte thai the pa - in lines 4 and 6 is a different prefix). This ensures 
thai there will be no problem in mowin@ who does whal to whom. and who is in focus at any time. 

This is not the only third person subject-object prefix in Sahaptin. the other being A -. and it is 
this prefix that marks ordinary transitives when the object is not ~ic. Jacobs' remarks (given. above) show 
that he was aware of the difference. although perhaps not fully cogruzant of the lon8- range discourse prop­
erties of pA -. Note that he speaks of a "so-called obviation distinction"; Jacobs realized that this Sahaptin 
affix functioned rather differently than does a true obviative. Boas. however. seems to have nusunderstood 
the situation in Sahaptin (1929:3). 

"Many American languages draw a clear distinction between possession by ~e. subject and ~­
session by another person, like the Latin .tWS and~)u. A small group, tnclu~~g the Esu~o. 
A1sonquian. and Kutenai, express these relations by special verbal forms, the socaIled obvlauve of the nus.­
sionaries who wrote on Algonquian, the fourth person of Thalbitzer. The phenomenon is most pronounced tn 
Kutenai, for even in the case of the simple transitive verb with third person subject and nominal object the 
presence of the two third persons is indicated by the obviative suffix following the nominal objecl It is 
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interesting to note that the western Sahaptin languages, which as a whole group adjoin the Kutenai, make the 
same distinction for the subject of the sentence for sentences containing only one third person and those in 
which the sentence contains two third persons. In both Kutenai and western Sahaptin there is a dilTerentiation 
between the forms in a sentence like, 'the man saw me', and 'the man saw the woman'. In Kutenai the differ­
ence is found In the object, in Sahaptin in the subjecl In some of the Sahaptin dialects this trait is found only 
in the pronoun, not In the noun. The general usage, in the group of languages just discussed, is alike notwith­
standing the dilTerence of devices used." 
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This suggests that Boas understood the functioning of obviatives in general, although it is rather curious that he states that 
the Sahaptin "adjoin the Kutenai", when he must have known that there are Salishan groups between them. Unfortunately, 
it is Boas' claim that is repeated, not Jacobs' more cautious one. 

Virginia Hymes, in an unpublished paper (Hymes 1984), did realize the importance of the topical object prefix in 
Sahaptin discourse. At first she suspected that pA - was used to keep track of turns at talk. She came to un­
derstand its more general use by analyzing one of the texts published by Jacobs about Cougar and his four 
younger brothers, Wildcat being the youngest (Hymes 1984:233): 

". . . Wildcat seemed to be the chief recipient of the obviative p&-. Whenever he was object of 
someone's action the p&- was used, whereas if another character was object of a third person 
subject &- was used. . . .(1) hough Cougar is the first introduced, and though he carries all the 
action up to the first use of p&-, that first use of p&- Is not when he first becomes object of 
third person subject, bur rather when he first speaks to Wildcal Until then ~ildcat h~ been 
mentioned only as last in the list of Cougar's four younger brothers. This menuon of hIm and 
the use of the obviative in the verb of Cougar's speaking 10 him apparently singles him out as 
the one to count as "firsl" And indeed for the rest of the story, with a limited number of 
exceptions, all other uses of p&- in the text to mark third person subject with t!'lrd pe~n ob­
ject involve Wildcat as objecl Furthermore ~ he is object of the verb WIth a thud per­
son ~ubject pa- is used. To this laner, there is just one exception in this rather long narrative. 

This prefix in Sahaptin is thus virtually identical in function to the Salishan topical Objecl 

Given this similarity in dilTerent language families but in neighboring languages, the question of 
origins arises. It seems unlikely that such an unusual function was developed independently. Sahaptin has 
only one (close) relative, Net Perce. Nez Perce does have cognate prefixes (Aoki 1970, Rude 1986), although 
their function is dilTerent, and they cannot be interpreted as topical objects. They are similar enough in 
function that· it would not be difficult to conceive of a change of function in either direetion--Sahaptin to 
Nez Perce or Nez Perce to Sahaptin, As discussed above, the Sallshan suffixes must 80 back to 
Proto-Salish, given their distribution. Therefore it is more likely that Sahaptin was the borrower--not. of the 
specific affix, but of the function, It already had a special third person subject-object prefix; It only 
remained to modify its function. What is more, there was other suppon in the language. Rtc:IIl that th,. 
Salishan topical object is related to the Salishan reciprocal. As it happens, the Sahaptln recipr~ prefix IS 
pApa- (Jacobs 1931:145); surely thesesimilaritles are too great 10 be accidental. The connecuon between 
the topical object and reciprocal Is further substantiated in the way the fonner is used (Hymes 1984:234): 

"The first use of p~- with Wildcat as subject and Timber Rabbit as object occurs in the verb 
of saying in Wildcat's refusal. Finally they do take turns scralthing each other. . . ,There are 
about six uses of p~- with Wildcat as subject and an equal number with him as object . 
.which ends with Wildcat's killing and Skinning Timber Rabbil . . .Perhaps in this case the use 
of .~- preny much reciprocally is indicating something about the imponance of this interaction. . 

l leresan 

My remaining Instances or topical objects are considerably less certain, and what I am suggesting is of necessity ten­
tative and in the nature of restatements. Two other language families (atleasl) in North America have pronominal cate@or­
ies that seem to resemble the Salishan and Sahaptln topical objects more than they resemble other similar systems, although, 
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like Sahaptin. they have been dilTeren~y categorized. The first of these, because it seems the more likely, is Keresan. 

Although the two available Keresan grammars represent dilTerent dialects. the facts seem to be the same. The lan­
gua@e marks subject-object combinations with a single prefix for each combination, and has two dilTerent third person 
subject-object forms. Davis describes them as follows (1964:75): 

"In some. but not all, transitlve verbs a fourth person subject with third person object is recognized which is 
distinct from the third person subject with third person object: 

g-Aku 
c'-Aku 

ht (third puson) bit him 
ht (fourth ptr_) bll him" 

This does not clarify maners a great deal, and Davis' further remarks on these prefixes penain to another function to which 
I will return later. Miller tells us more (1965: 124): 

" ... transitive verbs distinguish an obviative person in which the third person subject and third person object 
roles (,he ... him') are reversed (,the other one ... him'); the central figure of discourse is the objec~ and a secon­
dary figure is the subjecl" 

He then gives an example from a text about the War Twins (although he gives only the one word, his translation provides 
the referents). 

(71) da'Aydita 
'he (their father) painted them (the two War Twins)' 

(Miller 1965: 124) 

Miller's description fits my notion of topical object quite well, and an examination of texts in Miller 1965 
seems to confirm this conclusion. I cite no further examples here. however, because of my uncenainly about 
most aspects of Keresan grammar and the extremely complex morphophonemics in the language which make 
it difficult to identify safely the relevant prefixes. 

J. Wlthlta (Caddou) 

Wichita has what appears to be the equivalent of topical object marking, but does it by using a special inflection for 
the subject when the object is topic. Otherwise. both subject and object are usually zero (or may be; subjects cause cenain 
tense prefixes to take special shapes). Rood identifies this special prefix as iy- 'indefinite person' (Rood 1976:19). 
One might wonder why this prefix is classed as a subject rather than an object since the two may occupy 
adjacent prefix slOts (subject then object). The reason is that there is a preverb (of 'come') or a possessive 
prefix that can follow the subject or precede the object (for example, when further marked as dative). 

In spite of the fact that it is the subject thaI is marked, it is the object that is significant Rood's 
explanation is as follows: 

·[There isl the possibility that a third person noun may be present in the sentence but outside 
the present field of interest of the hearer. This form has been glossed 'indefinite subject' in the 
examples, but the real meaning is that the anention of the speaker is focused elsewhere. If the 
subject of a sentence is expressed by a noun root in the surface structure, the noun is almost 
always in focus. In other cases, i. e., when pronouns only are used in English, the verb may 
show that the subject is either in or out of focus. The form containing the out of focus 
agreement feature has at least two idiomatic functions: one indicates non-singular subject. and 
one translates the English passive." (Rood 1976:117) 

"The out-of- focus reference to the subject is thus clearly shown not to be an obviative 
of the type familiar in Algonkian. II seems rather to have the function of showing that the ob­
ject of our anention is the grammatical object of the verb rather than the subject . . .The use 
of out-of-focus subject morphemes has the double implication of 'subject out-of-focus' and 'ob­
ject in focus'." (Rood 1976: U8) 

33 



34 
, would prefer 'topic' to Rood's 'focus', but otherwise his description matches the facts of Salish and 

Sahaptin rather well. Even his statement that "it proves to be nearly impossible to elicit enough short 
utterances which will olTer corroborating evidence for this thesis" is true of Salish (as well as of Kutenai, 
of which Garvin notes that it is "quite difficult to elicit obviatlve forms separately; Garvin 19S8:8), and it 
is obvious why this is so: the topic that is focussed as object must occur in a preceding sentence (or 
clause). Rood continues (1976: 118-119): 

"Nevertheless, it would seem that the true implication of 'out-of-focus subject' is 'grammatical 
object is the focus of attention.' Such a gloss would explain the use of this verb form for pas­
sive, for plural (but indefinite) subject, and for the story siruation just described. Perhaps the 
confusion in translation siruations results from the fact that word order also enables differentiation 
of subject and objec~ and since this device is closer in surface structure to English surface 
structure, the English sentence calls it forth first Also it should be noted that in an isolated 
sentence given for translation, the Wichita speaker has no way to tell which English noun should 
be in focus." 

That it is the subject that is being deemphasized is corroborated by an additional comment on the 
maner (Rood 1976: 119): 

"' have occasionally elicited a form with the morpheme !I!.!: in a surface structure position 
not normally occupied by a pronominal referents [sic]. This form is translated as though it indicated an 
out-of- focus object" 

The following is an example given by Rood from "a story in which a young man goes to sleep on a hilltop and a 
young woman comes to visit him" (1976:117). 

(72) ka:hi:k?a kiya:s?a:ki:'i. 
'It was a woman.' 

~?iYa:ki?i::s?a, 
'She came to see him.' 

e?ikiwa:ri , 
- 'She told him, ". 

(Rood 1976:117) 

Both the second and third lines contain an 'out-of-focus' subject (they are different as a result of the 
complex morphophonemic developments in Wichita): i y - in the second line and i-in the third. 

k. Pawnee (CaddoaD, 

Pawnee has the same construction. although Parks describes it differently. and labels it (wrongly. if my interpreta­
tion here is correct) switch reference (1976: 164-165):" 

"In the third person of active transitive verbs there is. however. a separate morpheme which indicates an in­
definite third person as well as a change in subjects, a .u:iII:b-~ .... The form of the switch-reference 
morpheme is -il-. It is used in discourse when there is a change of third person subjects--when a second. or 
new, third person subject is innoduced into the conversation or narration, or when attention is beins focused on 
a third person object The second third person does not have the listener's attention focused on him, and this 
morpheme serves to bring him to the fore. " 

It shares other features with Wichita: "Frequently -il- represents an iIllkliIIiII: or unspecified third person. In such cases 
the verb is translated into English with the passive" (Parks 1976:165). 

,. This was also noted also by Jacobsen: "Although Parks. • .refers to this as the switch- reference mor­
pheme. it appears from the brief description that the change is one of topic or subject-matter rather than 
of grammatical subject This is hence closest to a kind of obviation. . .. (Jacobsen 1983: 181). 
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I repeat one example from Parks: 

(73) /pi:ras+kis kur+ra+uks+kusis+a:r+i he-ru ar+ri+at+0 pi:ras+kis he 
ar+ri+ir+ut+paks+u:rukuk+0 pi:ta/ > pi:raski kuhrukskusisa:ri heru 
ahriat-Pi:raski he ahritpaksu:rukut pi:ta 

• A boy was playing; . . .then the boy wen~ and a man grabbed his bead.' 
(Parks 1976:16S) 

Again the resemblance to the Salisban topical object is striking. 

A third Caddoan language, Caddo. also has third person pronominal prefixes with special functions, 
that of indefinite subject (y i -) and indefinite object (yu-) (Chafe 1976a:66). Since 'indefinite' is one of 
the functions of the prefix in Wichita and Pawnee. and since these bear a strong resemblance to the 
Wichita prefix (i y -), it will be interesting to see if Caddo also has a topical object function. 

L Athabastan 

Although available data are not entirely clear on the question, some Athabaskan langua@es also appear to have 
topical objects. The best information is on Nav~o; other Athabaskan languages probably have analogous consuuctions. 
Navajo ~as three kinds of third person marking. One is a straightforward third person marked by zero affixation for subject 
and y 1 - for object Another has a number of functions including disjoint reference, impersonal constructions. 
and a lowest level on the asent hierarchy. This third person has occasionally been labelled obviative. but is 
distinctly unlike the Algonquian obviative, and is perhaps bener designated by yet another label given to i~ 
fourth person. The third kind of person In Navajo is that of the object b i-as it connasts with y i - . 
This Y i - /b i-alternation has received considerable anention, but these treatments have concentrated on its 
use in the agent hierarchy. It does apparently have another function. however. and that is to keep nack of 
topics; in this use it appears to function very much like the Salishan topical objects. It is not clear whether 
the hierarchical or the topical object function is primary. Because there is little data available on the use of 
b i-as a topical object, no examples will be siven here. 

Otber Systems 

The four systems discussed so far to keep nack of topics, especially when one becomes a patien~ exhaust neither the 
logical possibilities nor the systems used for this purpose in North American languages. How much additional variety there 
is , do not know; Lakhota uses a system that I am unable to catesorize. and one system that may not occw in North America 
is attested in Africa. 

One of the differences between lakhota (Teton Dakota) and other Dakota dialects is its use of a conjunction c ha 
to keep track of arsuments. This is not its sole use, as amply anested by Boas and Deloria (1941: 146-147). 
although , do not understand all its functions. Nor do , find its use to mark topics entirely clear. Van 
Valin 1985 ~es the followin8 examples in which n, is used when the subject of the two clauses is the 
same, and c a when the object of the first clause is subject of the second. while the fim subject (which 
is presumably the topic) becomes object 

(74) mat h6 

mat h6 

ki wasicu ki w~y.k~ n~ kt~ 
'The bear saw the whiteman and killed him (the whiteman).' 

ki wasicu ki w~y.ka cha kt~ 
'The bear saw the whiteman and so he (the whiteman) killed it (the bear).' 

(Van Valin 1985:380-382) 

rr.is is not simply switch reference. With n~ the subject of the two clauses must be coreferential. With 
c a, not only are the subjects not coreferential, but "the actor of the first clause must be the undergoer 
of the second" (Van Valin 1985:382). This is, in elTect, the function of the topical object of Salish. 
However, the Lakhota conjunction is very unlike the topical object in that it is not a pronominal marker at 
all. 
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Examples from Boas and Deloria show that. at least on the sentence level. c ha can create some 

complex sentences reminiscent of those seen for Upper Chehalis. There Is a major dilTerence, however, which 
raises questions even about the similarity of this conjunction 10 topical objects. In some cases, it is the ob­
ject of the nrst dause that must be the subject of the second; the second verb can be intransitive, thus 
precluding any Indexing of the first subject in the second clause. 

(75) wich,ssa Wa n\lw~ cha way~ke' 
'he saw a man swimming' (man a swim and see) 

(Boas and Deloria 1941:147) 

If the clauses are reversed so that the second verb Is transitive and the first intransitive, then the subject 
to object coindexing occurs. 

(76) n\lw6 cha wich,ssa Wa way~ke' 
'he was swimming, and a man saw him' (swim and man a see) 

(Boas and Deloria 1941:147) 

These dilTerences in coindexing of subjects and objects raise a number of questions about the actual role of 
c ha . While it remains to be seen how this conjunction functions in texts, it certainly shares properties with 
other devices for keeping track of topics, and further study is warranted. 

Systems examined so far do various things to maintain topicality when a topic becomes a patient 
Passive systems promote the patient to subject. a natural topic position. Switch reference spednes that suc­
cessive subjects are or are not the same, so that when they are not the topic role can be reassigned, 
Obviative systems index each of two nominals and further reference maintains this indexing; thus whatever 
was topic in the first place can be consistently tracked in subsequent sentences. Topical object systems pro­
vide a special object sumx to mark a topic (or, as in Caddoan, a subjeer sumx marked to suppress the 
subject in order to stress the object). 

Other systems are possible; one such is discussed by Bresnan and Mchombo 1987 for the Bantu lan­
guage Chiche~a. Here there are two series of anaphoric pronouns. One is a set of objeer markers "used for 
anaphora to a topic, and the independent object pronouns, used 10 introduce new topics or for contrast of 
arguments" (Bresnan and Mchombo 1987:764-765). Although their use of 'topic' is freer than mine (for 
them either a preceding subject or object can be topic), the presence of two sets of pronominal forms allows topics to be 
kept distinct from non-topics. In spite of these authors' daim of a discourse function for the two sets of pronouns, their ex­
amples show only sentential use. These pronouns would seem well suited, however, for use in texts. Further study may 
show them to be even more like either obviatives or topical objects. 

Ageot Hierarchies 

There is what I consider an unexpected and unexplained correlation between these topic marking systems and the 
involvement of the same morphemes in agent or animacy hierarchies. The ability to distinguish two third persons dearly 
lends itself to hierarchical use, but I see no particular reason why this shwld be so, yet It is the case in several of the lan­
guage discussed here. Pan of the reason may be that persons higher on any hierarchy are simply more likely to be topics 
than persons below them. 

Among lan@uages with obviadves, agent hierarchies are general in Algonquian languages (called "quasi-universal" 
by Goddard (1984:277); see also Zwicky 1917), where proximate forms are required for nominals higher on the hierarchy. 
It is not just the obviative markings that reneer these hierarchies, however; the distinction between direer and Inverse mark­
ings Is also involved (for a clear treatment of direcVlnverse marking, see Wolfan (1973:24] on Plains Cree). For Nav~o 
Witherspoon 1980 explains certain gaps involving the alternation between yi - and bi - as renecting a hierarchy 
of control. In Kutenai, the obviatlve for nrst and second persons (-mi t) has as ill primary function the 
ranting of a third person object. uslnl an obviative when the objeer is animate and an absolute when It is 
inanimate: 

"(T)he nonthlrd-person Implicit subject , .stands In the obviative if the object contains reference 
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to an animate being, or if such a reference can properly be interpolated." (Garvin 1958: 13) 37 
"The referents of the third-person forms are animate beings when the nrst person form is in 
the obviative, inanimate when the first-person form is in the absolute." (Garvin 1958:18) 

Garvin also remarks that as a secondary function "the placement of the obviative is the formal mark of a 
referendal category of ANlMATENESS, which Is not otherwise formally marked" (1958:32). 

Topical object systems use these amxes specifically in hierarchies. In Keresan, "less commonly the 
obviative Is used 10 indicate that 'the other one' is the subject of a verb that has an inanimate object" 
(Miller 1965: 124); Davis calls the topical object 'fourth person' and says that it "Is used when the subject 
of the action is obscure, as when the speaker is tellinl of something that he himself did not observe. It is 
also used when the subject of the action is Inferior to the object. as when an animal is the subject and a 
human being the object" (Davis 1964:15-16). The Upper Chehalis and Cowlitz topical object sumxes are 
also used in this last situation (see Kinkade 1984b). This actually made it rather easy 10 elicit examples of 
them for paradigms, since all that was necessary was to ask for a sentence with an animal as subject and 
a human as object This use of topical objects is apparently not particularly common in texts, however; the 
only examples that I have found (see examples 21 and 28 above) could equally well be instances of the 
topical objeer itself. I have no information on the possible existence of agent hierarchies in Quinault or 
Tillamook, and no evidence for one In Columbian. 

A related panern of using a topical object for distinguishing one group of referents from another is 
that found in Caddo, where, according to David Rood," the "indenoite form is also used for second person 
when speaking to in-laws", Rood also notes that this "avoidance pattern" is not found in the other 
Caddoan languages. 

Agent hierarchies are not limited in Salish 10 the languages with topical objects. They have been 
well reported for several of the langua@es 10 the north of Upper Chehalis. Jelinek and Demers 1983 discuss 
them in Lushootseed, Lummi, and Squamish, and Gerdts 1988 treats them at length in Halkomelem. In all 
these cases, restrictions on ranting can be overcome either by using ergative marking or by using a passive 
construction. As we have seen, passivization is one of the devices used in discourse to topicalize a patient 
It has been one of the unexplained oddities of Salish thaI hierarchical restrictions were overcome in such 
dilTerent ways--by passlvization in Central Salish and topical objects in Tsamosan. That problem is now re­
solved: the device used is whatever a lanluage uses to topicalize an object 

The use of a topical object amx in an agent hierarchy provides one nnal parallel between the sys­
tems in Salish and Sahaptin, and makes the borrowing of this system into Sahaptin even more remarkable. 
As far as I know, Sahaptin has not been noted as having an agent hierarchy, yet innection for the combi­
nation of first and second persons in transitive forms suggests the possibility of one. Forms with first person 
subject and second person object are the same as forms with second person subject and nrsl person object 
except In two respects. In each, the subject is indicated by the usual first or second person transitive subject 
pronoun. The first or second person object is not speclncally indicated; the two are distinguished by the use 
of the topical object prefix when second person Is subject and nrst person is object This is exactly what 
might be expected If Sahaptin has an agent hierarchy: nrst person should be higher on the hierarchy, so 
that a second person dominatin8 I first would require special marking. Although the pan of a hierarchy 
being marked is different from Salish (first vs. second person as opposed to human vs. non- human third 
person), it is sianificant that It Is the topical objeer amx that is called into play when an agent hierarchy 
might otherwise be violated. 

Hierarchies in Salish still warrant a great deal of study. They have not been noted for any Interior 
Salishan language, nor for several coastal languages, although this does not mean that they are not there. 
The same is true, of course, for other American Indian languages. It will be interesting 10 see if there is a 
Jeneral panern of associating such hierarchies with topical patients. If this should prove to be the case, then 
an explanation for this association must be sought 

" In a lener 10 me dated December 9, 1988, 
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