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[s] has always been noted for its special clustering abilities (Goad 2011), but in Blackfoot 
(Algonquian) its distribution is even freer than what we are familiar with from other 
languages. Goad & Shimada 2014, in a moraic approach, propose that [s] here can in fact 
occupy the nucleus, from where it can additionally link to a preceding and/or following onset. 
In this talk, I will re-analyse the pattern in strict CV and examine the questions it raises 
concerning Element Theory and the phonetic interpretation of phonological expressions. 

Data and previous analysis. The Blackfoot inventory contains the consonants [p t k t͡ s k͡s 
s m n w j ʔ h], the monophthongs [i ii a aa o oo], and the diphthongs [ai ao oi]. There are no 
liquids, and no laryngeal contrasts among obstruents. Word-internally, the following 
phonotactic restrictions hold. Complex onsets are disallowed, as are medial onsetless 
syllables. Rhymes are maximally bipositional, resulting in closed syllable shortening (not 
shown in the transcription). Codas are restricted to [ʔ h] (1a–b), the first half of a geminate 
(1c), or [s] sharing place with a following onset (2b). In addition, [ʔ h] cannot occur in onsets. 
Glides and glottals cannot be geminated. [s], as any other obstruent, can appear in an onset 
(2a), a coda (2b), or as a geminate (2c). (All examples are taken from Goad & Shimada 2014, 
whose sources are Frantz & Russell 1995 (D) and Frantz 2009 (G)). 
(1) a. [moʔt͡ síí] ‘hand/arm’ (G12) (2) a. [póósa] ‘cat’ (G27) 
 b. [áakohpotaawa] ‘It’s going to snow’ (G24)  b. [istópiit] ‘Sit there!’ (G94) 
 c. [nínna] ‘my father’ (G5)  c. [ik͡síssiwa] ‘he is tough’ (G5) 
Unlike other consonants, however, [s] and [ss] can also occur in between consonants, and [ss] 
and [sss] can appear between a consonant and a vowel (3–4). Goad & Shimada 2014 analyse 
[s] in these forms as monomoraic (3) vs. bimoraic (4), projecting their own syllable, to ensure 
proper syllabification of the string. [s] and [ss] thus occupy the nucleus (N) in these cases, in 
addition to a preceding and/or following onset (O), resulting in [ss] and [sss], as dictated by 
the medial onset requirement. They propose to rule out (4d) on phonetic grounds. 
(3) a. [áa.ko.ks.ta.ki.wa] N (4) a. [i.tá.pss.ko.na.ki.wai.k͡si] 
  ‘She will count.’ (G79)    ‘(My friend) shot at them’ (G50) 
 b. [i.ps.sáá.kit] N+O  b. [ii.táí.sa.pss.siis.ts.ta.kioʔ.pi.k͡si] 
  ‘mend!’ (D80)    ‘washtubs’ (D29) 
 c. [í.ss.ka] O+N  c. [ínikátoʔkatsiiwa anníisska ó.sss.ka] 
  ‘pail’ (G14)    ‘he imitated his son-in-law’ (D61) 
 d. [ááh.ss.sa.pi.wa] O+N+O  d. *[...V(ʔ).sss.sV...] 
  ‘he enjoyed watching’ (D258) 

Analysis. Although Goad & Shimada 2014 claim that only moraic theory is flexible 
enough to provide the required distinctions in Blackfoot, I will propose a strict CV analysis 
(in terms of Lowenstamm 1996), utilising trochaic (left-to-right) proper government 
(following Rowicka 1999), which covers all the data and poses some interesting questions. 

The representations of consonantal appearances of [s] in (2a–c) are given in (5a–c), 
respectively. Long vowels, closed syllables, and geminate consonants involve an empty 
position, which needs to be properly governed by a preceding non-governed position. 
(5) a. singleton onset b. coda c. geminate 

 
  C V C V C V   V C V C V   V C V C V C V 
  | |   | |   | |  | |   | | |  | | 
  p o   s a   i s  t o …   i k͡s i  s i … 
In addition, in Blackfoot, the melody of [s] can also associate to a V position, corresponding 
to a short vowel (6a) or a long vowel (7a), or the melody can be shared between the V 
position and the following (6b) or preceding C position (6c), or both (6d). 



 

(6) a. [...ks.ta...] (3a) b. [...ps.sá...] (3b) c. [í.ss.ka] (3c) d. [...áh.ss.sa...] (3d) 
 
  C V1 C V  C V1 C V   V C V2 C V  V C V C V3 C V 
  | | | |  | |  |   |  | | |  | |   |  | 
  k s t a  p s  a   i  s k a  a h   s  a 
In case of a long vowel representation, only one neighbouring C position might be involved 
(7b–c) because the upper limit on branching is ternary. Therefore, (7d) is ruled out. 
(7) a. [...pss.ko...] (4a) b. [...pss.si...] (4b) c. [...ó.sss.k...] (4c) d. *[...a.sss.sa...] (4d) 

 
 C V1 C V2 C V C V1 C V2 C V V C V2 C V3 C * V C V2 C V3 C V 
 | |   | | | |    | |  |   | |  |    | 
 p s   k o p s    i o  s   k a  s    a 
In the talk, I will show why nuclear [s] cannot branch on a neighbouring coda or geminate. 
This follows from the proper governing abilities of ordinary vowels and of [s] nuclei. 

The next question is how the representations in (6) and (7) are to be interpreted. 
Consonants branching on neighbouring nuclei generally stand for (short or long) syllabic 
consonants in this model. Although the direction of branching has been proposed to be 
parametric, the same consonant is not expected to branch in both directions in the same 
language. The interpretation of (6d) is especially unclear in this context. However, these 
sequences in Blackfoot do not behave like syllabic consonants: here, the number of positions 
[s] is associated to in fact determines the length of the sequence. The puzzling cases are (6a) 
and (7a), where [s] is solely connected to nuclear positions. Element Theory (ET) (Backley 
2011) employs the resonance elements I, A, U, and the elements ? ‘stop’, H ‘noise’ and L 
‘nasal/voice’. The interpretation of a phonological expression depends on whether it occurs in 
a C or a V position. Concretely, the melodic make-up of [s] in ET is |A H|, and the question 
arises why in (6/7a) it doesn’t surface as a schwa with a high tone or aspiration/voicelessness. 

I will argue that in Blackfoot we do not expect this. High tone, aspiration or voicelessness 
are expressed by headed H by Backley 2011, but in Blackfoot there’s only evidence for non-
headed H. There are no laryngeal contrasts in the obstruent system, and there are no 
distinctive tones. The quality of the pitch accent (indicated in the examples) is predictable, 
and therefore only its position needs to be specified in the phonology (van der Hulst 2011). 
The expression |A H| will thus be interpreted as [s], regardless of what type of position(s) it is 
associated to, in line with the view expressed e.g. in Scheer 2014 that phonetic interpretation 
can be language specific, and even arbitrary. 

Conclusion. The peculiar patterning of Blackfoot [s] can be captured in strict CV 
combined with ET, in a modular approach, where the relationship between phonological 
categories and their phonetic realisation is not necessarily one-to-one. If time permits, I will 
discuss wider implications of the existence of patterns like nuclear [s] for ET which tie in with 
other reasons pointing to a need for a more articulated organisation of elements within 
phonological expressions than is currently customary in Backley’s version of ET. 
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