
ALGONQUIAN THEME SIGNS: A MARKEDNESS ACCOUNT

Overview: We present an account of Algonquian theme signs, a verbal affix which is analyzed
as either indicating argument structure or person (�) features of the object. We identify 3 basic
patterns in their distribution across and within Algonquian languages. We propose a Multiple
Agree account in which theme signs result from a probe on Voice that searches the �-features
of both the subject and object. While the probe indexes the object, the �-features of the subject
condition allomorphy, following Deal (2015). We propose a specific feature system, following
Nevins (2007), and a system of contextual markedness, following Nevins (2011), to account for
the variation found across, and within, Algonquian languages, particularly the inverse form *-
ekw, which we analyze as an elsewhere form. This has implications for the Algonquian Person
Hierarchy and direct-inverse system, which are both epiphenomenal under our account.
Data: Theme signs are a verbal affix that appears in transitive verbs with an animate object. There
are typically four, as exemplified in Northern East Cree forms (Junker et al, 2012) in (1).
(1) a. chi-waapim-i-naan

2-see-2>1/1OBJ-1PL
‘You(-all) see us’ (2(PL)>1PL)

b. chi-waapim-iti-naan
2-see-1>2/2OBJ-1PL
‘We see you(-all)’ (1PL>2(PL))

c. waapim-aa-wich
see-DIRECT/3OBJ-3PL
‘They see her/him(obv.)’ (3PL>4)

d. waapim-iku-wich
see-INVERSE/ELSEWHERE-3PL
‘S/he(obv) sees them’ (4>3PL)

The theme sign glosses above represent two competing analyses: (i) relational, the �-features of the
subject and object, and their relationship are indexed, and (ii) object-marking, the object is indexed,
except for the elsewhere (-iku) form. Object-marking accounts need additional assumptions in
order to derive the elsewhere form, while the relational account assumes: (i) the Person Hierarchy
(minimally 2,1>3>4), and (ii) the direct-inverse system. Note that there is a distinction between
proximate (more topical) 3rd persons and obviative (less topical) 4th persons.
Complicating the debate is variation in distribution across and within Algonquian languages. Orga-
nizing forms by the �-features of the subject, Table 1 shows the commonalities across all patterns,
and Table 2 (corresponding to the black cells in Table 1) focuses on the 3 patterns of variation. In
these tables and throughout we use Proto-Algonquian forms (Goddard, 2007).

Table 1: Common basis
SAP subject 3rd subject

1OBJ
*-i

2>1 3>1

2OBJ
*-eT
1>2 3>2

3OBJ
*-aa *-ekw

SAP>3 4>3

4OBJ
*-aa *-aa

SAP>4 3>4

Table 2: Variation
Pattern 1 Pattern 2 Pattern 3

3>1 *-i *-i

*-ekw
3>1pl -ekw
3>2 *-eT

*-eT
3>2pl *-ekw

These tables show us that: (i) objects are typically indexed (*-i [1]; *-eT [2]; *-aa [3]), (ii) in-
verse/elsewhere (*-ekw) is limited to 3rd person subject forms, and (iii) variation is generally
limited to 3>SAP (Speech Act Participant, i.e., 1st and 2nd person) forms in whether *-ekw ap-
pears in none (Pattern 1), all (Pattern 3), or only 3>SAPpl (Pattern 2) forms. While all Algonquian
languages display Pattern 1 in matrix clauses, they differ in whether they display Pattern 1 (e.g.,
Menominee), Pattern 2 (e.g., Plains Cree), or Patten 3 (e.g., Blackfoot) in embedded clauses.
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Proposal: We propose that theme signs are both object-marking and relational; object-marking
in that they spellout object �-features, yet relational in that subject �-features may condition the
spellout of object �-features. Following Oxford (2016), theme signs are: (i) the spellout of a �-
probe on Voice, (ii) object markers, except *-ekw which is the elsewhere form (rather than inverse),
and (iii) the distribution of *-ekw is due to feature impoverishment. However, we propose that the
source of impoverishment is due to contextual markedness (Nevins, 2011) of object �-features
with respect to subject �-features.
The �-probe on Voice searches both the object and subject (Multiple Agree; Hiraiwa 2001, 2005).
The probe copies the �-features of both arguments, with the object providing the satisfying �-
features and the subject the interacting �-features (Deal, 2015). Post-syntactic Vocabulary insertion
rules apply and the appropriate theme sign is inserted.
Assuming a binary feature system and contextual markedness (Nevins, 2011), we argue that the
positive value of a feature in the object becomes marked in the context of its negative value in the
subject. The relevant binary features in Algonquian are: (i) [+/-participant], in which SAPs are
[+participant] and non-SAP are [-participant], and (ii) [+/-proximate], in which 3rd persons are
[+proximate] and (obviative) 4th persons are [-proximate]. This makes the participant feature of
SAP objects marked in the context of non-SAP subjects, and the proximate feature of 3rd person
objects marked in the context of (obviative) 4th person subjects.
The presence of marked features leads to a markedness overload situation which causes the dele-
tion/impoverishment of the marked features. This results in the insertion of the elsewhere form
*-ekw. We see this in 4>3 forms (Table 1) in all Algonquian languages and across all clauses. We
also see this in a number of Algonquian languages, in which 3>SAP forms result in the appearance
of the elsewhere form *-ekw (Pattern 3 in Table 2).
However in certain Algonquian languages, the markedness threshold is such that more marked fea-
tures are needed for impoverishment to take place. This explains Pattern 2 (in Table 2), in which
both [+participant] and [plural] (which is more marked than singular, e.g., Nevins 2011) must co-
occur in order for impoverishment and insertion of elsewhere *-ekw. This also gives us a way of ex-
plaining why in all Algonquian languages 3>SAP results in the elsewhere form in matrix clauses,
but not necessarily in embedded clauses. This is not surprising given that cross-linguistically
matrix clauses express more morphological information than embedded clauses, which are often
morphologically simpler (e.g., subjunctive, infinitive, ...etc). We hypothesize that matrix clauses
have an additional, or set of, marked features which embedded clauses do not have. Thus, for these
reasons, impoverishment is triggered more readily in matrix clauses.
Finally, there are languages in which the markedness threshold is such that [+participant] and
[plural] in embedded clauses is not enough for impoverishment and insertion of elsewhere *-ekw
(Pattern 1 Table 2). This range of variation in markedness is common in other language families,
such as Slavic. While gender is present in all singular pronouns in all Slavic languages, gender is
neutralized in all Russian plural forms, while it is neutralized in all Serbo-Croatian non-nominative
plural forms (where non-nominative is more marked than nominative, e.g., Nevins, 2011).
Implications: The Person Hierarchy is epiphenomenal, since it is simply the result of contrasts
between [+/- participant] and [+/-proximate]. The direct-inverse system is also epiphenomenal,
since the distribution of *-ekw is better understood as an elsewhere rather than inverse form.
Selected references: Deal, 2015. Interaction & satisfaction in �-agreement. NELS 45; Nevins,
2007. Representation of 3rd person & consequences for PCC effects. NLLT; Nevins, 2011. Marked
triggers vs. marked targets. LI; Oxford, 2016. Inverse Marking as Impoverishment. WCCFL 34.
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