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Preface to the Garland edit1on 

I have made some revisions to my 1985 dissertation for this edition. 

The abstract analysis proposed in the original Chapter 8 <The Strict 

Cycle Condition) has not stood the test of time. A reanalysis of the data 

presented in this chapter can be found in Hargus <to appear (a)), In 

addition, some of the data from Ch. 8 now appears in Chapter 1 (Sekani). 

I have reorganized Chapter 2 <Lexical Phonology) in an attempt to present 

a better overview of the evidence for the theory. I have paid particular 

attention to the rather abstract theory of morphology which is assumed by most 

adherents of the theory. 

In other chapters, 

altering analyses which 

have kept changes to a minimum, only deleting or 

no longer believe to be correct. 

I would like to acknowledge here my deep appreciation for the friendship 

and support of my colleagues at the University of Washington: Hike Brame, 

Heles Contreras, Joe Emonds, Ellen Kaisse, Fritz Newmeyer, Sol Saporta, and 

Alice ter Meulen. 
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chapter One 

Sekani 

1. Introduction 

Sekani is an Athabaskan language. Together with Evak, the Athabaskan 

languages form one branch of the Na-Dene familv of languages !Krauss and Golla 

1981!: 

Na-Dene 

/~ 
Tlingit Athabaskan-Eyak 

~~ 
Eyak Athabaskan 

Some lingu1sts include Haida in the Na-Dene family, but this is not generally 

accepted by Na-Dene scholars. See Levine (1979) and Greenberg (1987l for 

discussion of this controversy. 

Sekani is spoken in the northern central interior of British Columbia, 

Canada. The territory of the Sekani-speaking peoples includes what were 

orig•nally the Finlay and Parsn1p River drainages of the Rocky Mountain 

Trench. 1 See Naps 1 and 2. 2 

Sekani is spoken in three communities: Ft. Ware, lngenika, and Mcleod 

Lake. Some lexical and phonological differences between Sekani dialects are 

discussed in Hargus \1985, in preparation), 

2. The position of Sekani within Athabaskan 

Map 3 shows the location of Sekani with respect to neighboring Athabaskan 

languages. 3 

There is abundant linguistic and historical evidence that Sekani is most 

closelv related to Beaver within the Athabaskan family. 

The impression of Mcleod Lake Sekani speakers is that Beaver people speak 

our language' or 'the same language', whereas equal! y nearby Carrier is not 
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at all mutually intelligible. Research by Story \1979) and Randoja (to 

appear/ on the Doig River and Halfway dialects of Beaver indicate that a close 

linguistic connection exists between Sekani and Beaver. 

Harmon 11957:130, 256) suggested that the Sekanis 'are a small part of a 

tribe who, but a few years since, came from the east side of the Rocky Moun­

tains ..• The people who are now called Si-can-nies, I suspect at no distant 

period, belonged to the tribe called Beaver Indians. · 4 Records from the period 

of the earliest white-Sekani contacts indicate that Sekani people were forced 

west of the Rocky Mountains by Beaver and Cree Indians, who obtained firearms 

before the Sekanis did. 

Although it is clear that Sekani and Beaver form a subgrouping within 

Athabaskan, it is less clear which other languages are closely related to 

Sekani-Beaver. Jenness (1937i suggested that Sekani belongs to the 'Beaver­

Sarcee-Sekani branch' of the Athabaskan family. According to Denniston 

11981:433) 1 'northern Sekani could be called Kaska". Such statements are, of 

course, conjectural. As mentioned above, Sekani dialectology is poorly 

understood. I hope that one contribution of this dissertation will be to 

provide the beginnings of a better understanding of how Mcleod Lake Sekani is 

related to other Athabaskan languages. 

3. Previous studies of Sekani 

Very little linguistic research on Sekani has been done, despite the 

relative geographic accessibility of at least the Mcleod Lake community. 

A list of manuscripts which contain Sekani vocabulary can be found in 

Parr 11974) and in Helm and Kurtz (1984). Most of these manuscripts date from 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Some anthropological studies of 

the Sekanis contain lists of Sekani kinship terms; e.g., Jenness (1937) 1 

Honigman i1954l, and Lanoue (1983). 
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In 1939, Robert Young and J.P. Harrington collected data from a Sekani 

woman, Makrit Dominique, at Ft. St. James, B.C. Since Dominique spoke only 

Central Carrier and Sekani, the interview was conducted in Central Carrier 

through an individual who was bilingual in Central Carrier and English. The 

resulting word list, Young (1939), has been regarded by most Athabaskan 

linguists as the most accurate source of Sekani data. However, perhaps as a 

result of the trilingual elicitation session, a few of the lexical items on 

this list more closely resemble Central Carrier than they do current McLeod 

Lake Sekani. 5 The forms in (2) are representative. <The orthographic 

representations from which the phonetic forms in (2) have been interpreted are 

given below the bracketed representation. Note that [YJ represents a nasal 

vowel. l 

(2) 

'star' 

Hargus 
fieldnotes 

[slml 

'one <person)' nal{l 

Young !1939) 

[s~ml 
sUm 

Carrier Linguistic 
Committee ( 1974) 

[?llll(llnl 
ilhoghun 

Despite its superiority over previous materials, this list may have resulted 

in the incorrect attribution to Sekani of certain Central Carrier charac-

teristics. For example, Thompson (1978) lists the human singular relative 

clause/ nominalizing suffix in Sekani as -Un, rather than -L (cf. Young's 

ny!!!!._ 'one (person)'), Similarly, Krauss and Leer (1981:67) group Sekani with 

Babine and Central Carrier as showing a rare reflex of Proto-Athabaskan *m as 

[mJ in 'star'. 

In the early 1960s, David and Kay Wilkinson of the Summer Institute of 

Linguistics did field research on Sekani in McLecd Lake and Ft. Hare. Their 

work resulted in an unpublished phcnemic analysis (Wilkinson and Wilkinson 

1965) of the McLeod Lake dialect. A practical orthography and reader 
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(Wilkinson and Wilkinson 19b9al and a book of bible stories <Wilkinson and 

Wilkinson 19b9bl were developed for the Ft. Ware dialect. Despite this 

valuable research, however, certain aspects of Sekani have remained a mystery 

to the Athabaskan linguistic community. For example, Krauss and Golla 

!1981:721 have noted that the development of the PA vowels in Sekani is 

unclear, 'due to fragmentary data·. 

4. The present study 

The fieldwork on which the present study of Sekani is based was conducted 

at McLeod Lake during 1982-84. Although I refer throughout this dissertation 

to 'the Sekani language·, it should be understood that my remarks are claimed 

to be true only of the language which is spoken in McLeod Lake. 

At McLeod Lake there are about fourteen fluent native speakers of Sekani, 

ranging in age from approximately 45 to 75 years of age. <Many younger Sekani 

people understand spoken Sekani but do not speak it fluently.) In this study 

I worked with eleven of the fourteen speakers at one time or other. However, 

more frequently I worked with one of three particular speakers. (See 

Acknowledge•ents.) 

Most of the data in this study are forms which were elicited through 

translation of English to Sekani. All forms have been checked with more than 

one speaker. 

5. Surface and underlying segments 

A phonetic inventory of the consonantal segments of Sekani is given in 

(3): 



(3J Consonants 

1 ab alv alv alv pal vel 1 ab- glot 
i I at l vel 

stops: 
t ~h voiceless unasp ph th tsh u kh kwh 

voiceless asp p t ts tl'h t~ k kw 
ejective t' ts' ty' t~· kw' 

fricatives~ 

voiceless s ~ w 
0 

voiced y t w 

sonorants: m ~ 

h 

l>l and lyl are true palatals, whereas [t~ t~h tt'J are palata-alveolar. [phl 

is a rare segment, found only in loan words. 

The segment [1] is not a fricative, phonetically, as is [ll. However, 

the fact that [IJ alternates with lll, just as lsl and [zJ, [~J and lyl, etc. 

do, indicates that [JJ is to be regarded as a fricative phonologically. See 

Continuant Voicing (Ch. 4, 4.3i; Voicing Assimilation ICh. 3, 3.2.1). 

The segments [~ wl lack an audible velar component. However, quite apart 

from pattern congruity, there are reasons for regarding these segments as 

labia-velar, rather than labial, segments. Several rules of the phonology lw 

Vocallzation and Diphthongization, discussed in Ch. 3 1 and Nasal Assimilation, 

discussed in Hargus Ito appear (a))) treat these segments as underlyingly 

labia-velar. 

An inventory of the vowels is given in 14): 

(4) oral: nasal: 

i u \ ~ 
e a 0 ~ Q 

a 4 

[a] is an abstraction away from the phones [J a Ail. There is conditioned 

and sometimes free variation between these phones (see Hargus (tc appear 

\b) ) ) • 
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All Sekani vowels are pronounced on one of two pitches: 

(5) Tones 

high: low: 

There are several differences between the underlying and surface 

inventories of segments and tones, as will become clear in subsequent chapters 

of this dissertation. For now, I will simply Jist what I believe to be the 

inventory of underlying segments: 

(6) Underlying segments 

consonants: 

Pr, 
p 

m 

vowels: 

e 

th 
t 
t' 

a 
a 

tsh 
ts 
ts' 

u 
0 

tl 
trh 
t I ' 

5.1 Orthographic conventions 

' tsh 
t~ 
t~' 

~ 
y 

kh 
k {kwh) 
k ' 

7 

For typographical convenience, I will represent some of the segments of 

Sekani in a slightly modified way in the remainder of this dissertation. 

Orthographic representations of the tones and vowel sequences are given 

in (7): 

(7) v 
'I 

high tone vowel 
low tone vowel 

V'i vowel sequence 
'IV rising tone vowel sequence 
VV falling tone vowel sequence 

The orthographic representations of the consonants are given in {B): 
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\8) b d dz dl g gw 
t ts tl ch k kw 
t' ts' tl ' ch' k' kw' 

s yh X wh 
y gh w 

m n 
h 

As is customary in practical orthographies of Athabaskan languages, 

have represented the voiceless unaspirated stops with the usual phonetic 

symDols for voiced stops, and the voiceless aspirated stops with the symbols 

for voiceless unaspirated stops. Syllable-finally, there is no three-way 

contrast between voiceless unaspirated, voiceLess aspirated, and ejective 

stops and affricates, as there is syllable-initially. Instead, only 

phonetically voiceless unaspirated stops and affricates i[t ts tr t~ kll 

occur. Accordingly, use the voiceless unaspirated phonetic symbols for the 

syllable-final stops and affricates: 6 
t ~ tL ~ ~· This is summarized in 

(9): 

(9) 

syllable-initially 

syllable-finally 

phonetic 

~h 
t 

orthographic 

d 
t 

Difterences in syllabification result in purely orthographic alterations such 

as those in (9) and (10): 

(9a) bat mittens 

(9bl sa.ba.de? 'my mittens· 

!!Oal chok 'frog' 

\lOb l cho.s_a.zi 'small frog' 

Some background information about syllable structure in Sekani may prove 

useful in subsequent chapters. Aside from a few loan words, neither onsets 

nor rhymes of phonetic syllables may contain consonant clusters. I assume 
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that underlying representations are devoid of syllable structure and that this 

IS assigned by rule. Following Steriade 11982), I suggest that the syllable 

structure is assigned by the •universal) core syllable rule in lllal and by 

the (5ekanJ-particulari coda rule in \llbJ: 

llii Syllabification rules 

(a) Core syllable rule: 

6 

/"-
0 R 

\C) V --> CCI V 

(b) Coda rule: 

R 

V lnl CCI --> V (n) (C) 

Underlyingly, Sekani rhymes may contain two post-vocalic segments, with the 

constraint that the first of these must be a nasal. On the surface, this 

nasal segment appears as nasalization of the preceding vowel (sometimes with 

accompanying changes in vowel quality as well) (see 5.3 below). 

5.2 Lablo-velars 

The inventory of phonetic segments in Sekani given in 13) includes five 

labia-velar consonants, each of which is exemplified below: 

( 12) [ sagwatl 'my knee' 

( 13) [dakwasl 'he, she coughs' 

ll4) [k · wasl ·cloud· 

()5) [nawatl 'he, she walks fast' 

i 16) [whasl rose, thorn' 

Labio-velars have a highly restricted distribution. They do not occur 

syllable-finally, unlike velars and other complex segments, such as 
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affricates, and they do not occur before the vowels Co ul. Labio-velars which 

occur before the vowels Ci e al are rare. In fact, most labio-velars occur 

before the vowel Cal. Significantly, there is a corresponding gap in the 

distribution of velar consonants: velar consonants which precede the vowel 

CoJ are very rare. 

Alternations between velar + Col and labia-velar + Cal provide further 

evidence of a synchronic relation between Col and [wal. There are two 

contexts in which Col occurs after a velar. ill Velar + Col (rather than 

Cwall occurs when the segment following Col is [fJ, as seen in 1161: 

( 17) 

(18; 

-/got-rl 

-/got-ts/ 

-[ge_ll 

-[gwatsl 

'crawl' Prog 

'crawl' C 

(2) Velar+ Col (rather than [wall occurs when [o] is nasal, as in (19): 

(19) 

{20) 

/gho-n-tsagh/ 

/gho-tsagh/ 

Cgh2_tsaghl 

Cwatsaghl 

'you isgl cry' Op 

'he, she cries' Op 

suggest that labia-velar segments followed by Cal be derived from 

sequences of velar + /o/ by the rule of Diphthongization, stated informally in 

(21): 

(21) o --> wa i velar (C) 

where C 1- and Col is [-nasall 

There are two slightly troublesome aspects to this analysis. First, the 

stem -Cgone?l 'arm' must be marked as an exception to Diphthongization, since 

it contains a sequence of velar + Col in which [oJ is oral and not followed by 

[fl. Secondly, the prefix Cwhal- (first person plural object and possessor> 

fails to obey the blocking condition on Diphthongization: 

1221 /who-nka-ya-na-n-zan/ Cwh~kayan~zanl 'he, she wants us' 

Given the rule in (21) 1 the form HwhQkayan~zanl is expected. The behavior of 

this form indicates that the output of Diphthongization must be lexicalized in 
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at least this prefix. 

5.3 Nasal vowels 

Nearly all nasal vowels can be derived from syllable-final /Vni sequences 

by the rule of Nasalization, informally stated in 123): 

123l Vn --} 'I I ___ (C) l syll 

Nasal vowels and [Vnl sequences are basically in complementary distribution. 

For example, word-finally, generally only nasal vowels occur: 

<24) 

i25) 

(26) 

(271 

[nQz~J 

-[tsl,ll 

[tiP 

[ d atQ J 

'skunk' 

'grandmother· 

'dog' 

'thick· 

Nasalization regularly applies to stem-final sequences of /in en un on/. The 

nasal vowel [~J is quite rare: the sequence /an/ does not occur in non­

derived forms, and in derived forms, this sequence undergoes a rule of a 

Raising iCh. 3, 5.2), surfacing as [Ql. (See Hargus ito appear (a)) for more 

information.) Nasalization systematically fails to apply to word-final /an/: 

(28) 

(29) 

[tanl 

[sanJ 

'ice· 

'star· 

The failure of Nasalization to apply to word-final /an/ is due to the fact 

that word-final [aJ does not occur in an open syllable. Some instances of 

surface [inl occur: 

(30) 

<31) 

[dachi n J 

[yhinl 

'stick, wooden· 

'song' 

However, in these forms, the sequence [inl is phonetically [lnl, and is 

derived from ian!. 1/a/ in a closed syllable surfaces as [JJ following a 

palatal consonant.) There are a few stems with surface [onl, which must 

simply be marked as exceptions to Nasalization: 



\32.i -[ton] '~.old lOl' 

(33) [jon] 'up here' 

Finally, there are at least two :terns that I am aware of that must contain 

underlying nasal vowels: 

\.34! ;?ask 't,le! roe 

~35) 'son 

Because these stems contain prevocalic, nonalternating [yJ, I assume that the 

underlying representations are as given above, rather than i?ask 'unet and -

/chun~i. 

In addition to accounting ~or the near complementary distribution of [VnJ 

and [yJ, alternations between [Vnl and [yJ provide further evidence for the 

rule of Nasalization, as will be seen throughout this dissertation. 

6. Distinctive features 

provide a distinctive feature analysis of the (non-complex) segments of 

Sekani in (36) and (37). I have omitted the affricates, ejectives and labia-

velars from the table of consonants, and the nasal vowels from the table of 

vowels, because they are best regarded as combinations of feature matrices. 7 

1361 Distinctive features of the vowels 

e a 0 u a 

high + + 
back + + + 
round + + 
low + 


