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December 30, 2013, marked a 
monumental loss for the Chick-

asaw Nation as it mourned the pass-
ing of its last monolingual speaker. 
Born in the 1920s, this valued elder 
surely witnessed unprecedented and 
relentless change within her commu-
nity as mainstream American values 
were increasingly imposed on and 
even embraced by other Chickasaws. 
In the face of hostile federal policies 
that sought termination of tribal gov-
ernments and the assimilation of Na-
tive people into mainstream society, 
the continued use of the Chickasaw 
language—Chikashshanompa'—as 
a sole language of communication 
reflects, in many ways, a remarkable 
act of resistance. 

Of approximately 55,000 Chick-
asaw citizens, only sixty to seventy 
elders speak Chikashshanompa' as a 
first language.1 These numbers mark 
a significant decline from the estimat-
ed one thousand speakers in 1994.2  
Recognizing the critical need to 
preserve Chikashshanompa' for future 
generations, language revitalization 
has emerged as a small and dynamic 
project fueled by a dedicated group 

of Chickasaw citizens and allies. This 
article begins with a historical over-
view of language decline followed by 
a discussion of past and contempo-
rary Chikashshanompa' preservation 
and revitalization. With this context 
in place, the author argues that to 
learn, teach, and speak Chikashsha-
nompa' is a choice, albeit one com-
plicated by a history of oppression. 
By making this choice, Chickasaw 
citizens demonstrate resistance, 
honor their ancestors and elder 
speakers, and ensure the continuance 
of language and culture for future 
generations. 

Language Decline in the
Chickasaw Community
The story of language decline in 

most communities is inseparable 
from a larger narrative of the oppres-
sion by dominant groups.3 For many 
Indigenous peoples, the story begins 
with the invasion of their homelands 
by Europeans. For the Chickasaws, 
this contact first occurred in the 
1540s and was not as immediately 

detrimental to the language as it had 
been for other nations whose popula-
tions were drastically reduced by for-
eign diseases. In fact, the decline of 
Chikashshanompa' occurred relatively 
slowly for more than two hundred 
years following Hernando de Soto’s 
first expedition through Chickasaw 
homelands in the Tombigbee High-
lands of what is now northeastern 
Mississippi.4  
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By the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, however, the political climate 
in the United States was hostile and 
federal Indian policy was becom-
ing increasingly aggressive toward 
American Indian peoples. Thomas 
Jefferson actively pursued a vision 
of Manifest Destiny by encouraging 
American traders to extend credit to 
the Chickasaw and other Nations 
with the hope that accumulated 
debt would force them to cede their 
lands.5 Through four treaties signed 
within the first two decades of the 
nineteenth century, Chickasaws lost 
twenty million acres to the federal 
government, diminishing their once 
extensive homelands to 495,000 
acres in northern Mississippi and 
northwest Alabama.6 Scholar Duane 
Champagne (Turtle Mountain Band 
of Chippewa) writes that, having 
been pressured to sell their lands, 
many Chickasaws “became homeless 
and destitute.”7  

In 1830, President Andrew 
Jackson issued an ultimatum: the 
Chickasaw people either relocate to 
Indian Territory (now Oklahoma) or 
surrender all political autonomy as a 
nation. Concerned with their survival 
as a people, Chickasaws entered into 
a seven-year period of negotiation 
with the federal government to iden-
tify a suitable land base. The search 
proved futile. With few remaining 
alternatives, Chickasaw leaders con-
sented to have their people join the 
Choctaw Nation in Indian Territory 
as Choctaw citizens.8 Between 1837 
and 1839, Chickasaws made the long 
journey from their homelands in the 
southeast to unfamiliar land west 
of the Mississippi River. This tragic 
era of Chickasaw history resulted 
in overwhelming change in every 
aspect of Chickasaw life, including 
language. Tribal historian Richard 
Green writes: “The divide between 

the Chickasaw spoken in the eigh-
teenth century and that spoken today 
is particularly wide because of the 
profound disruption to the Chick-
asaw’s continuity caused by their 
forced removal.”9 

Deprived of resources and nation-
al identity, Chickasaws struggled to 
rebuild their lives in Indian Territory. 
A faction of less conservative Chick-
asaws recognized that the ability to 
communicate with and understand 
the dominant Anglo society could 
ensure stability during uncertain 
times. The late Reverend Jesse 
Humes, a Chikashshanompa' speaker, 
explains: “Ever since the Chicka-
saws gave up their homes east of the 
Mississippi River to move to an un-
known land called Indian Territory, 
now part of the state of Oklahoma, 
they have been determined that their 
children must be educated in order to 
be able to understand the white man’s 
ways.”10 Chickasaws turned to edu-
cation as a means to increase English 
literacy among their youth.11 

The first of the Chickasaw schools 
was founded in 1844 through a part-
nership with missionaries.12 By 1856, 
Chickasaws had reestablished their 
nation with a new constitution and 
government system,13 and, within 
three years, four additional Chicka-
saw boarding schools were opened.14  
The Chickasaw boarding school era, 
which would last until Oklahoma 
statehood in 1907,15 greatly impacted 
the Chickasaw people as a whole and 
played a significant role in determin-
ing the fate of the Chickasaw Nation. 

 Notably, the boarding school era 
marked a complicated time in Chick-
asaw history. The opening of success-
ful schools represented a significant 
act of self-determination during a 
time when the federal government 
was actively threatening the sover-
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eignty of American Indian nations. 
On the other hand, boarding schools 
resulted in a significant cultural and 
linguistic shift for many students. 
Speaking Chikashshanompa' was dis-
couraged, and English was esteemed 
as more effective in securing polit-
ical, economic, and social success. 
The notion that English is somehow 
superior to Indigenous languages has 
persisted since this time and been 
reaffirmed for decades by mainstream 
schooling practices. 

Language Preservation and 
Revitalization Efforts

The widespread conviction that 
Chikashshanompa' was not a language 
of value in American society endured 
among many Chickasaws through 
much of the twentieth century. In 
1965, Chickasaw Governor Overton 
James recognized that these ideol-
ogies could result in the extinction 
of the language within the next few 
generations and commissioned a 
Chikashshanompa' dictionary.16 This 
important step forward, in many 
ways, marked the beginning of a 
movement to ensure the continu-
ance of Chikashshanompa' for future 
generations.

Notably, a dictionary project 
had already been started in 1929 
as an Oklahoma Historical Society 
(OHS)-sponsored project. Unfortu-
nately, neither project director Muriel 
H. Wright, a Choctaw, nor OHS 
members had sufficient knowledge 
of Chikashshanompa' to bring the 
dictionary to fruition.17 Chickasaw 
citizens revisited the incomplete 
project in 1957, but it was not until 
James funded the project through the 
tribal trust fund that the dictionary 
was finalized.18 In 1973, Reverend 
Jesse Humes and Vinnie May James 

Humes published the first Chi-
kashshanompa' dictionary,19 which 
continues to function as a critical 
tool for language preservation and 
revitalization efforts.

Two decades after the Humes 
family made important strides in 
language documentation, linguist 
Pamela Munro and elder speaker 
Catherine Willmond published a 
second Chikashshanompa' dictionary. 
Munro worked with Willmond, 
along with several other Chikashsha-
nompa' speakers in Oklahoma, for 
seventeen years to produce Chick-
asaw: An Analytical Dictionary. 20 
This second dictionary differs most 
significantly from the Humes dic-
tionary in the spelling system, detail 
of entries, and increased accessibility 
for many language learners. Recently, 
Munro and Willmond also published 
the first Chikashshanompa' teaching 
grammar—Let's Speak Chickasaw: 
Chikashshanompa' Kilanompoli'.21  
Both texts are considered invaluable 
to those working to learn and teach 
Chikashshanompa'.

While linguistic materials are vi-
tal, the Chickasaw Language Revital-
ization Program (CLRP) is currently 
the driving force of language efforts. 
Established in 2007, the program 
developed in response to the grow-
ing number of Chickasaw citizens 
looking to language and culture as 
markers of Chickasaw identity. At 
present, the CLRP oversees a Mas-
ter-Apprentice program as its primary 
language renewal initiative.22 Adapted 
to meet the needs of the Chickasaw 
community, the Master-Apprentice 
model is simple. A language learner 
and a fluent speaker form a pair that 
strives to speak only Chikashshanom-
pa' together. Typically the pairs meet 
ten hours per week for about one 
year. The Master-Apprentice program 
is currently the Chickasaw Nation’s 

most effective model for adult lan-
guage learning, and its capacity has 
been about twelve to fifteen pairs per 
year since its inception in 2007.

Additionally, the CLRP oversees 
additional language programming 
for children and families, including 
several camps and clubs. Notably, a 
group of Chickasaw youth competes 
annually at the Oklahoma Native 
American Youth Language Fair in 
Norman, Oklahoma. The Fair serves 
as a forum for 600 to 800 American 
Indian students who are learning 
their languages to share their work 
through song, skits, and other pre-
sentation. Importantly, these efforts 
have generated increased awareness of 
and excitement over Chikashshanom-
pa' among youth and their families. 
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The Choice to Speak 
Chikashshanompa'

While Chickasaw ancestors made 
historically-situated choices to ensure 
their people’s survival, contemporary 
Chickasaws face new choices as they 
consider what it means to progress as 
a sovereign and vibrant community. 
Gerald Vizenor calls this survivance, 
writing: “Survivance, in my use of 
the word, means a native sense of 
presence, the motion of sovereignty 
and the will to resist dominance. Sur-
vivance is not just survival but also 

resistance, not heroic or tragic, but 
the tease of tradition, and my sense 
of survivance outwits dominance and 
victimry.”23 Survivance requires both 
the acknowledgement of the past and 
the will to move forward as a people. 
For many Chickasaws, this notion of 
survivance necessarily encompasses 
the continuance of the language. 

One elder Chikashshanompa' 
speaker reflects on the importance of 
language to the Chickasaw people: 
“[The language] is something we 
need to hang on to because we were 
given our language by the Creator. If 
we don’t keep speaking our language, 

it will be gone… [Our language] is 
part of our culture [and] our her-
itage. [It’s] what separates us from 
everyone else.”24  

Like this elder, many communi-
ty members are keenly aware that 
the language could one day cease to 
be spoken. To dwell on threats of 
language “extinction,”25 however, is 
unproductive. Instead, it is vital to 
focus on areas of hope and possibility. 

In the face of statistics document-
ing overwhelming rates of language 
decline, increasing numbers of 
Chickasaw citizens and families are 
answering this elder’s call by making 
the choice to learn, teach, and speak 
Chikashshanompa'. In doing so, 
these Chickasaws resist historic and 
contemporary forms of oppression 
and assert continued presence. Their 
efforts honor the Creator, ancestors, 
and elder speakers, and ensure the 
continuance of language and culture 
for future generations.
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Emily Johnson Dickerson with her son, Carlin Thompson, in an undated photo. Dickerson, 
the last monolingual speaker of the Chickasaw Language, died in December 2013. 

Thompson serves on the Chickasaw Language Committee.
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