
2025 – Round 1

Problem 9. Cherokee (25 marks)
Cherokee (natively written ᏣᎳᎩ) is an Iroquoian language, and the

native language of the Cherokee people. It is considered endangered, as
only around 2,000 of the 450,000 Cherokee citizens are fluent in it, with
most of them being over 50. The Cherokee originally lived in what is
now the south-eastern United States, but were forcibly displaced between
1830-1850, and now the majority live in Oklahoma. This has led to some
differences between the version of Cherokee spoken in the east and the
version in Oklahoma – this problem is based on the Oklahoma dialect.

Below are some Cherokee verbs with a possible English translation.
Although Cherokee is typically written in the native Cherokee syllabary,
here, the words have been written in a simplified transcription. Note that v ≈ a in about. EXP
indicates that the speaker in some way experienced the event, for example they saw it occur. NXP
indicates that they did not experience the event, for example they were not present or it has not
actually occurred. Cherokee distinguishes both length and tone on vowels, which interact in intricate
ways with verbs – for simplicity, it has not been marked here. They is used here as a gender-neutral
singular pronoun.

hitolikaju youSG are forgiving them, right?
yvskiskahljv if youSG bitEXP me again
yikvtolije if I forgaveNXP youSG
vjvyohlkaju I am recognising youPL again, right?
skiskahljes did youSG biteNXP me?
hitolijv youSG forgaveEXP them
thla yvhiyohljv youSG did not recogniseEXP them again
kvskahljes did I biteNXP youSG?
thla yvjitolikas am I not forgiving them again?
jiskahlje I bitNXP them
thla yiskitolika youSG are not forgiving me

Q 9.1 Translate the following into English:

1. yijvskahlje
2. thla yijvyohljvs
3. vhitolikaju
4. thla yvkvyohlka
5. yihitolije

Q 9.2 Translate into Cherokee:

6. did youSG forgiveNXP them?
7. if I recognisedNXP them again
8. I forgaveEXP youPL again, right?
9. am I not biting youSG again?

10. if youSG are biting me
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Problem 9. Cherokee Answers

9.1 1. if I bitNXP youPL 4. I am not recognising youSG again

2. did I not recogniseEXP youPL? 5. if youSG forgaveNXP them

3. youSG are forgiving them again, right?

9.2 6. hi+toli+jes [4] 9. thla y+v+kv+skahl+kas [6]

7. y+v+ji+yohl+je [6] 10. yi+ski+skahl+ka [5]

8. v+jv+toli+jvju [5]

Maximum 46 pts.
Q 9.1 Max 20. For each: award 4 pts if correct; 3 pts with one mistake; 2 pt with two mistakes; 1 pt

with three mistakes. Allow e.g. (brackets) instead of subscripts. Ignore any punctuation – in
particular, do not allow only a question mark as indicating a question. A mistake is any of the
following:

- Missing/extra if, question, negative, right?, again. There may be multiple of these mistakes. E.g.
for 1, if I did not biteNXP youPL is a single mistake (extra negative), while did I not biteNXP youPL is three
(missing if, extra question, extra negative). Note that right? is a single item, e.g. for 1, both
did I biteNXP youPL? and I bitNXP youPL, right? are both two mistakes (missing if, extra item).

- Incorrect/missing tense. Treat missing/extra EXP/NXP as incorrect tense, although do not
penalise EXP/NXP placed on the wrong verb, e.g. didEXP I not recognise youPL for 2 is correct. youSG
are forgiving or youSG forgave instead of youSG forgaveNXP are both a single mistake.

Allow simple present instead of present continuous, e.g. I do not recognise instead of I am not
recognising, or youSG forgive instead of youSG are forgiving. Do not allow e.g. I am not recognisingNXP.

- Incorrect/missing verb stem. Note that e.g. if I for 1 has 3 mistakes (missing tense, missing
verb stem, missing object).

- Incorrect subject and/or object. INCORRECT SUBJECT AND OBJECT COUNTS AS A
SINGLE MISTAKE. Treat extra/missing SG/PL as incorrect pronoun. E.g. I am forgiving you
or you are forgiving them instead of youSG are forgiving them are both a single mistake.

- Additional verb or additional pronoun in sentence. E.g. if youSG forgaveNXP them for biting youSG for
5 has two mistakes (additional verb, additional pronoun).

Q 9.2 Max 26. Award 1 pt for each component separated by + in the correct order, ignoring any addi-
tional letters. Then for each word, award an extra 1 pt if the answer is completely correct, i.e.
all correct components are present in the correct order, and there are no additional components.

Note that thla y+ is one component, not two. E.g. for 6, both hitolije and thla kvhijetolikas
score 2 pts.
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Problem 9. Cherokee Commentary
The following suffices for solving the problem, although is very simplified compared to the real

Cherokee verbal system. In particular, there are many morphophonological processes that can result
in morphemes having very different surface forms in different environments.

SLOT -3 SLOT -2 SLOT -1 ROOT5 SLOT +1 SLOT +26

thla yi = not
yi = if1 v2 = again

kv = 1SG > 2SG
jv3 = 1SG > 2PL
ji = 1SG > 3SG4
skiX = 2SG > 1SG
hi = 2SG > 3SG

yohl = recognise
toli = forgive
skahl = bite

ka = present
jv = pastEXP
je = pastNXP

s = question
ju = right?

yi + v → yv

1. yi- actually marks the irrealis. Here the common usage of a conditional irrealis has been
translated as if.

2. The basic form of this is i, but here it only occurs in environments that trigger the alternative
form v.

3. This form actually only indicates that one of the subject or object is plural. Here it has always
been translated with a singular subject. The basic form is also preceded by an i that is always
elided in forms present in the problem.

4. Them is being used as a gender-neutral, rather than plural pronoun.

5. Cherokee verbs actually have 5 roots. In this problem only the completive roots (ohlj, tolij,
skahlj) and present continuous roots (ohlka, tolika) are used. The completive is then used with
either the experienced past (v) or non-experienced past (e). Contestants are expected to analyse
the j in the completive as part of the suffix, and analyse -ka as a present tense suffix to deduce the
root skahl-ka by analogy. This is a valid analysis within the context of the problem, but would
be problematic if more verbs were introduced (e.g., to see with completive/present continuous
stems koh/kohwthiha). The y present before to recognise occurs between the pronominal prefixes
and a vowel. Note that actually we would expect ski-ohl > skwohl, but this does not feature
in the problem.

6. These are actually clitics rather than true suffixes. ju is used to indicate a question where the
expected answer is affirmative.

X. This is the only prefix which does not trigger a phenomenon known as laryngeal alternation,
which can lead to very noticeable changes in the morphology. This is not relevant within the
problem, however.
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