Research outcomes:

This project will document a virtually unstudied Mixtecan language—Yoloxóchitl Mixtec—by creating a complete and extensive set of primary materials (see section Q12). Methodologically, this project offers several innovative approaches, particularly the use of a parsing program to help generate three-line interlinear time-coded transcriptions, the use of XML tags in the dictionary to facilitate cross-referencing of set phrases and collocations in this isolating language, and fieldwork practice (“cultural lexicography”) that is heavily ethnographic and stresses targeting endangered genres of discourse and threatened domains of cultural knowledge (here the support team of biologists is of world-class specialists). It will also develop, through the participation of Bill Poser, software specifically designed to advance documentation practice (see Poser CV). Yet the project will go beyond simple production of primary materials (corpus and lexicon) and the development of an innovative methodology. It will address important descriptive and theoretical issues in the areas of phonetics and phonology, and morphosyntax, that have been central to linguistic research in Mixtecan languages. It will best accomplish this through collaborative work among a team of linguists, anthropologists, native speakers and programmers (Amith, Avelino, Castillo, Poser, and Macaulay).
Phonetics and phonology
Two major topics in phonetic and phonological studies on Mixtec are tone and nasalization. Another important though understudied phenomenon is the acoustic nature of stress and its relationship to tone. The present project will advance understanding of these central issues by analyzing extensive primary documentation (recordings and time-coded transcriptions) and by carrying out fieldwork focused on the targeted research topics.
     Tone: The complexity of the tonal structure of Mixtecan languages is of significant interest (see bibliography; Daly and Hyman, 2007:165). Some of the most important studies have focused on floating tones (dating from Pike’s 1944 study), sandhi (e.g., Hunter and Pike, 1969), and the relative frequency of different tonal sequences in the bimoraic tone-bearing unit (e.g., Hinton 1991; Macaulay 1996).
Floating tones are word-final high tones that are overtly manifested only when the word so marked is followed by another with certain tonal patterns (for Chalcatongo, this includes the absence of high tone in the first mora of the following word; see Macaulay 1996:25ff). This project will inventory all YM words that (given comparative data) might be expected to manifest floating tones and it will study the impact of these words on the pitch contour of that which follows. This study will also explore the occurrence of sandhi beyond that described in Castillo’s thesis, the only source of information on YM. Castillo found only a few cases of sandhi. One such case affects a set of three enclitics (=ra3, 3sg; =ndu3, 1pl.excl; =na3; 3pl), the tones of which are lowered (=ra1; =ndu1; =na1) when following a stem that ends in tone 2 or 1 (but not 5 or 3). The tone of the same enclitics also changes in different phrasal positions: when not phrase-final, the 3 is reduced to 2 (=ra2; =ndu2; =na2).


Finally, studies of Mixtecan languages have looked at the relative frequency of diverse tonal sequences over the tone-bearing unit and have demonstrated the uneven distribution of different patterns. The present project will carefully determine the lexical tone of all words. Poser’s program Prompter/Segmenter will be used to elicit spoken word tokens from the lexical database (by creating a prompting screen from the database) and then segment the recording into individual word token files named with the unique ID of each word. Avelino and Castillo will be responsible for the acoustic analysis. The result will be a highly accurate (combining native speaker knowledge with phonetic analysis) representation of lexical tone and a lexical base for studying floating tones and sandhi. Poser will process information to generate statistics on the frequencies of each tonal pattern. The project will archive the segmented word​​-token sound files, the lexical database, and the raw data of acoustic analysis. Future researchers will thus have available all the primary and secondary material to reevaluate any of our conclusions. Finally, YM has been analyzed by Castillo to have five levels of tone. If this assertion can be documented and the material (recordings along with transcriptions by a proficient native speaker) made available for research, it could significantly impact our general understanding of Mixtec tone.

Nasalization: Nasalization appears to be more limited in YM than in many other Mixtecan languages in which this phenomenon has been studied. For example, in Chalcatongo (Macaulay, 1996) all vowels share the feature for nasalization regardless of the intervening consonant; in Ñumí nasalization affects all segments (vowels and consonants), a pattern that motivated Martlett (1992) to consider it an autosegmental phenomenon. Coatzospan is the Mixtecan language with the most complete phonetic description (Gerfen, 1996). Nasal vowels, which are limited to word-final position, undergo a process of regressive assimilation, spreading to the first mora in CVV and CV'V stems and in bimoraic stems when the intervocalic consonant is voiceless. Additionally, vowels following, but not preceding, a nasal are nasalized. Avelino, Castillo, and Poser will develop a research framework to study YM nasalization; Avelino and Castillo will carry out fieldwork (Avelino, at MPI, has access to the necessary equipment) and all three researchers will prepare a preliminary analysis for publication, thus contributing to the widespread literature on this topic.

Stress: The material generated by this project (primary documentation and targeted elicitation) will be used to analyze the nature of stress in YM. Castillo has not noted stress in his phonological study of YM, so the question of its salience is a topic for research. Gerfen (1996) presents evidence that amplitude and length are the phonetic cues to stress in Coatzospan Mixtec and that in phrasal constructions stress is only found on the final tone-bearing unit (this is not the case in Chalcatongo; Macaulay 1996:110). This project does not aspire to present a complete study of stress in the tonal YM language. But it will produce and archive material, again under the guidance of Avelino, Castillo, and Poser, that will allow future researchers to investigate stress while Avelino, Castillo and Poser will collaborate on a preliminary analysis of this phenomenon.

In sum, the present project will explore topics in the phonetics and phonology of YM that have received widespread attention in Mixtecan studies and that are of general theoretical interest. Castillo, Avelino, and Poser will work to ensure that the representation of lexical tone is accurate (and can be checked by others in the future against recorded data). The project will present a statistical analysis of the distribution of tone across the tone-bearing unit, it will explore sandhi and floating tones, and it will create primary materials for, and carry out a preliminary study of, nasalization and stress. Care will be taken to produce materials and archive them in ways to facilitate future research (e.g., by referencing any analysis to the primary data on which it was based).
Morphosyntax

Research into the morphosyntax of any language is greatly enhanced by the availability of a large lexical database along with a recorded corpus with interlinear, time-coded transcriptions. The present project, by creating such a material (along with a detailed and extensive dictionary), will provide a significant means to advance our understanding of the morphosyntax of a Mixtecan language, targeting three topics that have been particularly challenging: 1) the relationship between the two basic verbal aspectual stems; 2) the semantics of the verbal aspect system; and 3) non-basic word order.

YM verb stems manifest two basic aspectual forms: the potential and the habitual (or realis). The formal relationship between the two major aspectual stems is varied: at times the potential and habitual differ simply in tone (ka3ku3 vs ka5ku3; ‘to be born’) and still at other times in both segments and tone (ka3ka3 vs  xi5ka3; ‘to walk around’) The patterns of relationship between the two aspectual stems of a verb are probably not arbitrary; indeed, they suggest a still poorly understood historical derivational process (e.g., a single segment prefix on a protolanguage VCV stem). Yet the lack of a large, easily analyzed dataset has inhibited study of this relationship. The present project will provide the needed extensive lexical database with both verbal aspectual stems clearly presented and easily compared. Poser will write a simple program to statistically summarize the phonological relationship between the two stems for all the verbs in the lexicon.


Analyses of the use and meaning of the two major aspects—habitual/realis and potential— are few and limited (see the sketches in Hollenbach and Bradley, eds., 1988–92; Macaulay, 1996). None are based on an extensive corpus of natural speech. This project, by producing a a corpus of interlinear transcriptions with verb stems parsed our, will greatly facilitate an analysis of the range of use and meaning of the two basic verbal aspects.

Finally, YM is a VSO language, manifesting a relatively uncommon basic word order of significant typological interest. Macauly (2005), however, is virtually the only author who has presented material on a Mixtecan language (that spoken in Chalcatongo) to test the universality of the correlates of VSO basic word order proposed by Greenberg and others. The present project will explore similar issues of typological concern with data from YM. The project will also produce a large corpus that will permit a reexamination of Macaulay’s (2005) assertion (again, for Chalcatong Mixtec) that initial subjects and initial obliques are fairly common; initial objects are fairly rare.


Non-basic word order occurs in both topic and focus constructions, syntactic structures that would be expect to occur repeatedly in a large corpus. Much more study is needed on these constructions in YM. The present project will provide the means (exegetical texts and targeted fieldwork elicitation when necessary) to address this research topic including any prosodic implications of topic and focus constructions. As with all other research, the project will archive both the research results and the primary material on which these results were based. 

In sum, syntactic studies of Mixtec will be greatly enhanced by a large corpus of natural language materials in digital audio and time-coded text format with an accompanying lexicon and, eventually, interlinear representation of parses and glosses (including part of speech tagging).

