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A major thrust of much theoretical linguistics has been the search for “universals”:
innate, abstract, formal design principles governing all languages.Work by Dan Ev-
erett, based on long-term observation of speech in its cultural context, has raised
questions about their universality and precise nature, and explored the power of
culture in shaping language (Everett 2012, 2015, 2018). One proposed universal is
that a fundamental design feature is recursion via complex sentences. If we look
only at translations of isolated sentences from English or another contact language,
we stand to miss some intriguing complexities and perhaps some deeper under-
standing of forces that can shape language. Here such issues are explored in the
examination of the expression of place in Mohawk. Though the language does
contain complex sentences of the type ascribed to universals, an examination of
unscripted speech in context shows that syntactic constructions specifying place
are more complex and powerful than might be predicted purely from a principle
of recursion.

1 Place

Specification of place is accomplished with various formal devices in languages,
most commonly demonstratives, adverbs, case-marked nouns, adpositional phra-
ses, and adverbial clauses. An examination of spontaneous speech in Mohawk,
however, a language of the Iroquoian family spoken in northeastern North Amer-
ica in Quebec, New York State, and Ontario, shows that there may be more, and
that things might be more interesting.
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Mohawk is polysynthetic and head-marking. There are three lexical categories
defined in terms of their morphological structure: particles, nouns, and verbs. Lo-
cation and direction can be specified with all three. Since the language is head-
marking, there is no nominal case and no adpositional phrases. Locative and di-
rectional relations are understood from verbal semantics and verbal morphology.
In clauses with verbs meaning such things as ‘live’ or ‘sit’, a term designating a
place is likely to be in a locative relation. In clauses with verbs meaning ‘go’ or
‘insert’, a term designating a place is likely to indicate a source or goal. A cis-
locative prefix on verbs indicates location at an unmarked location or direction
toward a reference point: ‘hither.’ A translocative prefix marks a situation at a
distant location of direction away from a reference point: ‘thither.’ Place can also
be specified by adverbial clauses. If, however, we observe what speakers actually
do as they are choosing what to say and how to say it, we see that there are more
intricate constructions used for designating place.

2 Basic grammatical structure: Managing the flow of
information

Both morphological and syntactic constructions in Mohawk provide speakers
with choices for how they shape the flow of information. Significant new ref-
erents are often introduced in a word or phrase, then backgrounded in subse-
quent speech as morphological elements of verbs. The pattern can be seen with
noun incorporation, a kind of noun-verb compounding. An example is in (1).
Some friends were traveling to another community, a trip which involves cross-
ing the Canada–U.S. border. The border was introduced here in the phrase tsi
karistì:seron, literally ‘place metal is dragged’, coined from the time the border
was established by surveyors.

(1) Separate word (Watshenní:ne’ Sawyer, speaker)
Oh
oh
how

neniá:wen’ne’
n-en-iaw-en’n-e’
prt-fut-n-happen-pfv

ki:
ki:
this

nó:nen
n=onen
art=when

ieniákwawe’
i-en-iakwa-w-e’
translocative-fut-1excl.pl.agt-arrive-pfv

tsi
tsi
place

karistì:seron?
ka-rist-i’ser-on?
n-metal-drag-stative
‘What’s going to happen when we arrive at the border?’
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The party crossed without incident, however, and felt relieved. At this point
the term for border was simply incorporated into the verb ‘cross’, since it was
already part of the scene.

(2) Incorporated noun (Watshenní:ne’ Sawyer, speaker)
Nek tsi
nek tsi

but

ó:nen
onen

now

ia’tiakwaristí:ia’ke’ [ …]
i-a’-t-iakwa-rist-í:ia’k-e’
translocative-fact-1excl.pl.agt-metal-cross-pfv
there.we.border.crossed

‘But after we crossed the border [we felt a little better again].’

There is no syntactically based constituent order. After various orienting and
connective markers, constituents occur essentially in descending order of news-
worthiness at the moment. When the friends were returning home, they had to
cross back over the border.

(3) Constituent order (Watshenní:ne’ Sawyer, speaker)
Karíhton.
‘Police.’

Ó:nen
now

sénha’
more

é:so’
much

rá:ti
of.them

karíhton
police

tho
there

thó:nete’,
there.they.stand

‘There were more police there,’

ahskwákta.’
near.bridge.place
‘near the bridge.’

Akwé:kon
all

káhonre’
gun

ratíhawe.’
they.carry

‘They had guns.’

Akwé:kon
all

ne:
it.is

enhóntken’se’
they.will.inspect

ne
the

sà:sere.
your.car

‘They were going to inspect the car.’

By the second line, the police had already been introduced. The most impor-
tant information was that there were more than before, so ‘many more’ preceded
the term for the police. The location by the bridgewas incidental. The point of the
fourth line was the guns; the verb ‘carry’ simply served to bring them onto the
scene. The point of the fifth line was the inspection; the car was already part of
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the scene. Similar patterns can be seen in focus constructions, especially clearly
in questions and answers. A mother and daughter were preparing to go out to a
meeting. The verb ‘it is not cold’ was the main point of the question. The particle
‘outdoors’ accordingly occurred after the verb.

(4) Question and answer (Grace Curotte, Audrey Curotte, speakers)

GC Iáh
not

ken
q

teiowísto
is.it.cold

nátste?
outdoors

‘Isn’t it cold outside?’
AC En:, iowísto.

‘Yes, it is cold.’

On another occasion, a speaker noted that the church bells were loud. Here
the particle ‘outside’ occurred at the beginning of her statement; it was more
important to her message than the sitting.

(5) Word order (Doris White, speaker)
Átste
outside

ki’
in.fact

tkitskó:tahkwe’
there.I.was.sitting

…

‘In fact I was sitting outside.’

3 Prosodic structure

Mohawk speakers, like those of other languages, tend to produce speech in
spurts, one intonation unit or prosodic phrase at a time, each conveying one
significant new idea or focus of consciousness. The speaker in (6) remarked, ‘I
stop by the old folks’ home sometimes.’ Each line of transcription below and
henceforth represents a single intonation unit, characterized by a coherent pitch
contour. The punctuation reflects the prosody, with commas for a non-terminal
contour, and periods for a terminal contour.

(6) Intonation units (Leo Diabo, speaker)
Né:
it.is

ki:
this

ni’
myself

kí:kén:,
this

‘I myself,’

kenh
there

nekwá:ti,
the.side

‘over that way,’
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shionsakkwátho’
when.I.stop.back.by.over.there

ki:kén:,
this

‘I stop by there,’

thati’teròn:ton’
there.they.reside.variously

ki:kén: um,
this

‘they live there,’

ratikstenhokòn:’a
they.are.old.variously

tho
there

nekwá:
side

ia’kkwá:tho’
there.I.stop.by

ostòn:ha,
a.bit

‘I stop by the old folks place a bit,’

sewatié:rens.
‘sometimes.’

The next to the last intonation unit contains more words than some of the
others: the action ‘I stop by there’ was not new information.

Constructions involving demonstratives are exploited pervasively by speakers
to manage the flow of information over intonation units and sentences.

4 Structuring the flow within sentences

Cataphoric and anaphoric demonstrative constructions permit speakers to pack-
age one idea at a time prosodically, ordering them according to their significance
at the moment, while retaining their coherence. Cataphoric demonstratives in
one intonation unit can serve as placeholders, signaling that further elaboration
is to follow. The speaker in (7) was explaining that her mother was going to
go out and leave her in charge of watching her younger brother. In the first in-
tonation unit here she noted that she (the mother) made him a pallet (a single
idea conveyed in a single word with incorporated noun), and in the second, she
supplied the location.

(7) Cataphoric demonstrative (Sadie Smoke Peters, speaker)
Thó
there

ki’
just

wahonwéntskaron’se’
she.made.him.a.pallet

ki:kén:,
this

tsi
place

iotékha’.
it.burns

‘She made him a pallet by the fire.’
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A similar construction is in (8). Friends were discussing a funeral, noting that
the deceased was not left at the mortuary.

(8) Cataphoric demonstrative (Josephine Kaieríthon Horne, speaker)
Thó
there

ki’
just

iá:ken’
they.say

iahonwaia’ténhawe’,
away.they.bodily.took.him

‘They just took him’

tsi--
place--

tsi
place

thonónhsote’, …
there.his.house.stands

‘to his [father’s] house.’

The speaker in (9) was relating that a man left his house in the forest and
was walking to town. The stopping was the significant event in the sequence at
this point, and it occurred first. The demonstrative tho, however, signaled that
specification of the location was to follow.

(9) Cataphoric demonstrative (Annette Kaia’titáhkhe’ Jacobs, speaker)
Tánon’
and

thó
there

ia’thá:ta’ne’
over.there.he.stopped

thi:kén:,
that.one

ononhsatokenhthì:ke,
holy house place

ísi’
yonder

na’oháhati.
it.is.on.the.other.side.of.the.road

‘And he stopped across the road from the church.’

Demonstratives are also used anaphorically to link an intonation unit to a
preceding unit specifying place. The speaker in (10) opened his statement by
setting the scene along the river.

(10) Anaphoric demonstrative (Joe Awenhráthon Deer, speaker)
Kí:ken
this

atsa’któntie’
along.the.river

wáhi’,
you.know,

thó
there

thonathéhtaien’
there.they.garden.have,

ónhka’k,
just.somebody

takwáh.
or.other

‘Somebody has a garden along the river.’
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A mother cleaning her son’s bedroom found something dubious under her
son’s bed. She later recounted that when asked about it, the son responded that
his teacher had told him to put the object someplace dark and warm. Here the
location was the main point of his comment, so it occurred at the beginning of
his statement. The demonstrative in the following intonation unit linked it to the
preceding.

(11) Anaphoric demonstrative (Marie Kahentorehtha’ Cross, speaker)
Rakhró:ri
he.told.me

se’
just

tsi nón:
place

tetiò:karas
it.is.dark

tánon’
and

wahèn:ron’
he.said

tsi nón:
place

ne
the

io’taríhen,
it.is.warm

thó
there

ki’
in.fact

nón:
place

nénhsien.’
there.you.will.lay.it

‘He told me to put it where it’s dark and warm.’

5 Distributing information across sentences

Demonstrative constructions are also used pervasively to give prominence to
important ideas in separate sentences rather than subordinate clauses, while re-
taining coherence. The speaker cited earlier in (7) continued her story about her
babysitting adventures noting that her mother laid her younger brother near the
fireplace in front of the fire screen. She introduced the fire screen, a fairly com-
plex term, in one sentence, then her mother’s action in another, tying it to the
preceding with the demonstrative tho ‘there.’

(12) Discourse coherence (Sadie Smoke Peters, speaker)
Nek tsi
but

ohén:ton
area.in.front

ki:
this

ne’
it.is

kà:niote’
it.stands

ne:,
it.is

tóhsa’
not

ki:
this

sótsi
too

taon-
not.would-

taonré:ni’
not.would.it.spread

kí:ken,
this

katsiénha.’
ember.

Thó
there

wahonwaia’kión:nite’
she.bodily.laid.him

kí:ken,
this

…

‘She laid him in front of the firescreen.’
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The speaker in (13) was describing a pow wow ground, where people set up
tables to sell jewelry. She introduced the tables in a separate sentence, as a sepa-
rate element of her description of the area, not simply a location for the jewelry.
Coherence was established by the demonstrative tho ‘there.’

(13) Discourse coherence (Annette Kaia’titáhkhe’ Jacobs, speaker)
Tánon’
and

shes’
then

ò:ni’
also

watekhwahra’tsheró:ton’ um,
it.was.tables.standing.here.and.there

ata’èn:rakon.
fence.interior.

Tánon’
And

thó
there

shes
then

non:
place

kahrónnion’
it.is.set.up.here.and.there

ki:kén:,
this

tsi nahò:ten’
what

rotihsa’ánion.’
they.have.made.variously

‘And people set out things they had made on tables in the yard.’

The speaker in (14) was describing the house she grew up in, which had at-
tached quarters for her grandmother. She introduced the addition in one sen-
tence. She then mentioned that that arrangement was customary in those days.
Then, in a separate sentence, she said that her grandmother lived there, with a
demonstrative link to the preceding.

(14) Discourse coherence (Watshenní:ne’ Sawyer, speaker)
Kenh
there

neká:
side

iononhsanontá:kon.
the.house.had.an.addition

Akwé:
all

shens
customarily

tho
there

niiohtòn:ne’
it.was.so

tsi
back.then.

náhe’.

Thó
there

iè:teron’
she.lived

ne,
the

ne:
the

’ne
one

Tóta.
Grandma.

The same speaker described earlier times when people would go out to an
island on the other side of a bridge. Here the introduction of the island was com-
plex, presented in one sentence, with an anaphoric demonstrative. The goingwas
presented in a second, linked to the first with another anaphoric demonstrative.
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(15) Discourse coherence (Watshenní:ne’ Sawyer, speaker)
Né:
it.is

kí:
this

tsi
place

tiowè:note’
there.it.island.stands

tho
there

nón:,
place

tho
there

nón:
place

ieiorhárhon
over.there.it.is.moored

ki:kén:,
this

áhskwa.’
bridge

Thó
there

ki’
in.fact

ni’
we

tsi
place

ieiakwéhtha.’
over.there.we.go

‘We would go to the island connected by a bridge.’

The speaker in (16) first established a location, then in a second sentence in-
troduced chickens with an anaphoric demonstrative linking this to the previous
sentence.

(16) Discourse coherence (Joe Awenhráthon Deer, speaker)
Kawinehthà:ke
Kawinehtha’s.place

ohnà:ken
behind

énska
one

shé:
still

kanónhsote.’
it.house.stands

Tho
there

se’
then

non:
place

konti’terontónhkwe’
they.used.to.live

ki:kén:,
these

kítkit.
chicken.
‘The chickens used to live in the house behind Kawinéhtha’s.’

6 Conclusion

Over the past several decades Dan Everett has provided thought-provoking ideas
on the nature of language universals, questions of innateness, and the role of cul-
ture in shaping language. The role of culture appears to have shaped theMohawk
language in striking ways. There are long, well-documented traditions among
the Iroquois of appreciation and cultivation of linguistic virtuosity in all gen-
res, from formal oratory, through traditional tales, anecdotes, jokes, and snappy
comebacks. Mohawk people often comment on the skill of particular speakers
and visibly delight in it. This cultural value is reflected pervasively in masterful
attention to shaping the flow of information.
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Looking at what speakers actually do on a daily basis, in terms of what they
choose to say and how they choose to frame it, rather than stopping at transla-
tions of isolated sentences from a contact language, promises to tell us more and
more about the deeper cognitive and cultural forces shaping languages.

Abbreviations
agt grammatical agent
fact factive
pat grammatical patient
prt partitive
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