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Abstract
Blackfoot is typically identified as a pitch accent (PA) language (Frantz 1991, Frantz and
Russell 1995, Kaneko 1999, Van Der Mark 2001, 2003), despite consistently contravening
characteristic PA principles, including gross violations of culminativity, and
unpredictable edge-effects. Acoustic research confirms the key correlate of Blackfoot
prominence is pitch, and the present phonological analysis concludes that Blackfoot
lacks significant metrical features, eliminating the possibility of a metrical stress
system. This thesis argues in favour of Blackfoot as a tonal system. Several obvious
tonal processes such as glottalization, accent spread, and tone dissimilation are
observed in Blackfoot, along with development of low tone. Moreover, Blackfoot is
geographically located in the vicinity of a number of languages that have unexpectedly
developed tone. Reanalyzing Blackfoot as a tone language allows for a much more

cohesive and fluid description of the language’s prominence system.
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Throughout the world indigenous populations have had to reckon with the
forces of “progress” and “national” unification. The results have been both destructive
and inventive. Many traditions, languages, cosmologies, and values are lost, some
literally murdered; but much has simultaneously been invented and revived in complex
oppositional contexts. If the victims of progress and empire are weak, they are seldom
passive.

James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture



Chapter 1
Introduction
This thesis provides a comprehensive, albeit necessarily incomplete, description of the
linguistic elements governing assignment of prominence in Blackfoot. Such a
description requires attention to a number of factors including morphology, phonetics,
and phonology. The goal of this thesis is not to provide a complete description of
Blackfoot prominence assignment, but to establish the state of Blackfoot prominence
research, while identifying patterns in the language, leading to a claim regarding
Blackfoot’s prominence type.

In short, this thesis argues for Blackfoot as a tonal system. Although all previous
literature on the language states that Blackfoot is a pitch accent system, only recent
research has endeavoured to substantiate this claim. All claims prior to this were based
on impressionistic data only, with no phonological or phonetic motivation.
Experimental research (Van Der Mark 2003) indicates that a major phonetic correlate of
Blackfoot prominence is pitch, and not correlates associated with stress systems,
eliminating the possibility of Blackfoot as a stress language. However, this research
merely confronts the dichotomy of a stress language and a pitch accent language,
completely omitting the possibility of the third type of prominence system: tone. Van
Der Mark concludes that Blackfoot is a pitch accent language based on the phonetic
importance of pitch to Blackfoot prominence. However, pitch is also the phonetic
correlate of tone languages.

Furthermore, phonologically, Blackfoot does not indicate features of an accentual

language for it is in constant violation of accentual imperatives. Indeed, a convergence



of factors suggests that Blackfoot is a tonal system: phonetically, pitch' acts as the
acoustic correlate; phonologically, Blackfoot exhibits accentual violations and irregular
edge-effects - including severe breaches of culminativity, with cases of up to four
accents per word. Other factors pointing to Blackfoot’s tonal nature are the nearly
complete lack of accentual minimal pairs, the introduction of a lexically-specified tone
to an element of the word never appearing with accent, and finally and most
importantly, the realization of tonal characteristics in Blackfoot phonology via
glottalization, accent spread, and tone dissimilation. The tonal system of Blackfoot is
impoverished, but this does not detract from its status as a tonal language, since many
other known tone languages, such as Navajo, are also impoverished. While likely that
Blackfoot was an accentual language at some point in its history, evidenced
phonologically by accentual relics, it cannot continue to be called such today.

The research in this thesis attempts to provide an objective and thorough
investigation of the factors involved in Blackfoot’s prominence system, since past
research is reviewed, but not relied upon for Blackfoot data. Although this method
provides a better starting point for Blackfoot research, it does identify numerous
inconsistencies and gaps in the language’s short academic history. Unfortunately
problems unveiled through the investigation expose more questions than this present
research manages to solve. These questions and critiques compel further experimental
and theoretical research, which will confirm Blackfoot’s status as a tonal language.

In order to ascertain the nature of Blackfoot’s prominence system, this thesis begins

in Chapter 2 by situating Blackfoot socially and linguistically, followed by a clarification

! Note the term ‘pitch’ is used instead of ‘fundamental frequency (F,)’ throughout this thesis, particularly
in reference to images of ‘pitch contours’. Although F, correctly refers to the instrumental measurement
found in the waveform images, the widely used term ‘pitch’ is adopted, however incorrect this may be.



and critique of past research achievements in the fields of prominence (Chapter 3) is
topic is developed in detail. Some surprising findings emerge in this chapter, notably a
misalignment of the Morphological Word and Prosodic Word; this misalignment
interacts somewhat with prominence. Although morphology does not completely
resolve issues of prominence in Blackfoot, it does provide insight into its apparent
irregularities, and suggests a path for future research on the morphology of Blackfoot.
The theoretical ramifications of the morphological examination highlight several issues
in prosodic phonology, including the required balance in the phonetics-phonology
interface, and the status of the word in Blackfoot. Chapter 6 develops the arguments
for Blackfoot as a tonal system and provides a number of arguments for this analysis
over the standard PA proposal. The final chapter (Chapter 7) reviews the major
findings of this research, while identifying shortfalls within this analysis, and future

research worth developing.



Chapter 2
Overview of the Blackfoot Language
This chapter provides a brief summary of the linguistic and social status of the
Blackfoot language. Section 2.1 historically situates Blackfoot among the languages of
Native North America, §2.2 surveys socio-cultural aspects of the language, while §2.3
outlines Blackfoot phonology and linguistic structure. Finally, §2.4 explains the

fieldwork methodology used in the present research.

2.1  HiSTORICALOUTLINE

Blackfoot is an Algonquian language spoken in southern Alberta and northern
Montana. It is a member of the Plains branch of Algonquian, which, along with Eastern
and Central branches, form the Algonquian portion of the Algic family. Algic, which
besides Algonquian also includes Ritwan, covers the largest area of all North American
language families (Mithun 1999:328). The map below in (1) is adapted from Mithun
(1999:606, 609) and represents selected languages from the Central and Plains branch of
Algonquian (in grey) along with other languages indigenous to the North American

Plains. Also shown in stripes are the tonal languages that surround Blackfoot.
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The only known genetic subgroup in Algonquian is the Eastern branch (Goddard
1967, 1979); all other branches represent areal (i.e., geographic) relationships.
Presented below in (2) is the classification of the Algic family, from Mithun (1999:327).
Subgroups are listed in small capitals, and languages are presented in normal type.
Note that neither language name alternates, nor dialects are given. Moreover, only
languages of the Central and Plains Algonquian subgrouping are presented; a raised

cross, ¥, denotes languages no longer spoken.



(2) ALGIC FAMILY
ALGONQUIAN
EASTERN ALGONQUIAN
CENTRAL AND PLAINS ALGONQUIAN

Shawnee

Fox

Miami-Illinois*

Potawatommi

Ojibwe

Cree

Menominee

Cheyenne

Arapaho-Atsina

Blackfoot

RITWAN
The Plains languages, including Blackfoot, Cheyenne and Arapaho, demonstrate

significant phonological differences from other Algonquian languages. Despite the
phonological divergence found in the Plains branch of Algonquian, Blackfoot is the
most divergent language of that branch; differences can be seen in its lexicon as well as
its phonology. Based on Blackfoot’s exceptionally divergent nature, it has been
proposed as the first language to split from the original Algonquian stock (Proulx 1989,
Goddard 1994). Goddard (ibid.) argues for a west-to-east chronological cline for
Algonquian, meaning that languages of shallowest time depth lie in the east, and
languages with the greatest time depth are found in the west. Implications of

Goddard’s view, then, are that western languages represent innovations, whereas

eastern languages represent retentions. For a detailed overview see Campbell (1997).

2.2 SOCIO-CULTURAL SURVEY

There are four dialects of Blackfoot, three of which are spoken in Canada; only one

dialect is spoken in the United States. Siksikd (Blackfoot) is spoken nearest to Calgary,



Aapétohsipiikani (Peigan) is spoken in the region between Cardston and Lethbridge,
Kainaa (Blood) is found near Fort McLeod, and Aamsskddpipikani (Blackfeet/South
Peigan) is spoken in Northwest Montana. Approximately 100 speakers reside in
Montana, with a balance of between 5,000-8,000 living in Canada. However, according
to the most recent Canadian census (2001), 3,020 people identify Blackfoot as their
mother tongue, a -27.1% change from the previous 1996 census®.

Few children are learning Blackfoot as a first language, although Blackfoot language
programmes are being developed and implemented in schools. Currently, Blackfoot
language programmes are offered in selected schools in Alberta, at elementary, junior
high and high school levels®. Full-immersion programmes are also being developed, a
notable example being The Piegan Institute’s Nizipuhwahsi, or Real Speak School’, on

the Blackfeet Reservation in northwestern Montana, offering kindergarten to grade 8.

2.2.1 BLACKFOOT ORTHOGRAPHY

Frantz (1978) developed a Roman-based writing system for Blackfoot, specific to
Blackfoot phonology. This writing system replaces the Blackfoot syllabary, adapted

from the Ojibwe system by English missionary, Tims (1889). Most consonants are
written as in English or IPA, however, /x/ and /¢/ are both written h, while /2/ is
written with an apostrophe, ". The vowels, /i/, /a/, and /u/ or /o/ are written i, a, o,

respectively. The status of diphthongs in Blackfoot phonology and orthography is

discussed in §2.3.1. Prominence is marked with an acute accent over the vowel, and

?It is worth noting that this dramatic difference is likely reflective of change in census methodology, not
speaker population. However, the threatened status of the language remains a concern.

* For further information, see www.learning.gov.ab.ca/nativeed/nativepolicy/pdfs/AppendixA.pdf;
http://www.vigile.net/01-3/immersion.html.

‘ For further information, see http://www.pieganinstitute.org.






