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THE VOWELS OF PROTO-EDOID

BEn OHI ELuGBE
University of Ibadan

Ten oral vowels are reconstructed for Proto-Edoid (PE). It is
also assumed that PE operated vowel harmony of the Kwa type
in which one set of vowels is characterized by an expanded
pharynx and the other by an absence of such an expansion.

There is a reduced role for vowel harmony in modern Edoid
languages. The reason for this is the reduction of the orig-
inal ten-vowel system to a nine—, eight, or even seven—vowel
system in the Edoid languages.

The ways in which vowel system reduction takes place are dis-
cussed: the vowels *e, *t, and *o are the first to go
in that order. The origin of vowel sequences 1is also dis-
cussed: in CVCV stems, the second consonant -Co- was invari-
ably a lenis one, while the final vowel, -Vg, was -i/-1, or
-u/-o0 or =-s/-a. The loss of —Co- ereated vowel sequences.

Finally, nasals and nasalization ave examined as they affect
the reconstruction of the PE vowel system. In particular,
the question is raised whether PE had significant vowel na-
salizatton. The conclusion is that there was and that —Co-
nasals of PE are derived from their oral -counterparts by a
nasal rule.

On est arrivé a la conclusion que .le proto-édoide (PE), de-
vart posséder dix voyelles orales, et il est &galement admis
que le processus d'harmonie vocalique du PE &tait du type de
celui du groupe kwa, dans lequel l'un des groupesde voyelles
est caractérisé par une dilatation du pharynx et l'autre par
une absence de dilation du pharynz.

Le processus d'harmonie vocalique a une fonction plus res—
treinte dans les langues édoides modernes, en effet, il y a
dans ces langues diminution du systéme original 4 dix voyelles,
a des systémes A neuf, huit ou méme sept voyelles.

La facon dont ces diminutions du nombre de voyelles dans les
systémes vocaliques apparaissent, est étudide dans l'article
que nous résumons. Les premiéres voyelles d disparaftre sont
dans L'ordre [*s], [*1], [*0]. L'origine des sdquences wvo-
caliques est ©&galement é&tudide dans cet article. Dans la

79



80

structure CVCV, la deuxidéme consonne -Cp—, était invariable-
ment une consonne faible et la voyelle -Vg— était toujours
-i/[z], ou -u/[*e] ou encore =-[sl/a-. Lors deladispari-
tion de la consomne —Cy— une séquence vocalique apparaissait
done.

Enfin, l'article &tudie les nasales et la nasalisation pour,
par ce biais, retrouwver le systéme vocalique du PE. La ques—
tion se pose, en particulier de savoir s'ily avait un phéno-
méne de nasalisation des voyelles du proto-édotde. La ré-
ponse est affirmative, et d'autre part les consonnes —Co-
nasales du proto-gdoide, dériveraient des consonnes crales
équivalentes suivant une régle spéeifique.

0. INTRODUCTION

The Edoid languages are traditionally classified as Kwa (Green-
berg 1963). More recently, Bennett and Sterk (1877) have classi-
fied them as a group (?) within Eastern South-Central Niger-Congo.
Geographically, they are found mostly in the Bendel State of Nigeria.
Delta-Edoid (DE) languages are spoken in the Rivers State while
some North-Central (NCE) and North-Western (NWE) Edoid languages
are spoken in the Bendel/Ondo border areas of Ondo State.

1. THE VOWELS OF PROTC-EDOID (PE)

Ten oral vowels are reconstructed for Proto-Edoid:

(1) 1 u

Donwa (forthcoming) has done a spectrographic investigation of
vowels in Isoko and discovered that 1 and o are in fact lower
than e and o. If this were the situation in PE, it could mean
that the non—eﬁbanded vowels were lower all round than their expan-
ded counterparts (see below). Synchronic evidence from modern
Edoid languages suggests that PE operated a vowel harmony rule.
This suggestion is confirmed by the pattern of vowel distribution

in our reconstructed PE lexicon.

We assume that vowel harmony in PE was of the Kwa type in which
vowels fall into two sets, omecharacterized by an expanded pharynx
and the other by the absence of such an expansion. The two har-
mony sets in PE would thus be as in (2):
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(2) EXPANDED PHARYNX NON=-EXPANDED PHARYNX
L u I ©
e o] E 2
= a

According to the vowel harmony rule, all affix wowels had to
agree with stem vowels in pharynx width. In the case of polysyl-
labic stems, all vowels also had to agree in terms of pharynx width.

In the modern Edoid languages, there is a reduced role for
vowel harmony. It is observed that the fewer the vowels in a
given system, the less the role of vowel harmony. Thus vowel har-
mony is virtually non-existent in the NCE languages (Edo, Auchi,
Ghotug, etc.) where the original ten-vowel system has been reduced
to seven. 1In Delta-Edoid, where ten-vowel systems still exist,
vowel harmony is at its most symmetrical and rigid. The NWE and
the SWE situations are intermediate between these two (DE and NCE)
extremes.

2. VOWEL SYSTEM REDUCTION

The implication of postulating a ten-vowel system for PE is
that most Edoid languages have reduced the original system in
various ways. The first step is, of course, to prove that we are
dealing with reduction rather than expansion in the Edoid situation.

The evidence for postulating reduction is overwhelming and con-
clusive: while *i and *e have regular i- and e- reflexes
respectively, *1 shifts to i, 1, e, or ¢! Similarly, while
*u and *0 have u- and o- reflexes respectively, *o has
u=, o, ©o- and O-reflexes. These observations are parallel
to what happens in the case of *2 and *a. *o has a very varied
set of reflexes but *a does not. All these observations are sup-
ported by the evidence in Table 1.

Some generalizations may be drawn from the way in which the
original ten-vowel system has been reduced in the Edoid languages:
(See Table 1 overleaf.)

(3) a. In the nine-vowel system, there is no /a/.
b. In the eight-vowel system, there is no /8/ and no /z/.
c. In the seven-vowel system, there are no /o, r, o/.
An example of (3a) in Egene (Engenni). Ibilo (NWE) is an example
of (3b) while all NCE languages provide examples of (3c). In
cases of (3a), [2] zometimes remains as an allophone of /fa/ while,

in cases of (3b), there is no trace of [e9] but [r] is an allophone
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Table 1: Vowel correspondences in Edoid

DE:

Degema

Fagne

Epie

SWE:

Ergwa

Isoko

Okpe

Urhobo

Uvbie

NCE:

Edo

l-fo

Acma

Avbianwu

Auchi

Uneme

Ghotug

Qloma

Emhalhe

Ibilo

Uhami

Ehugun

Ukue
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In the ten-vowel system of Degema, /o/ is forbidden in prefix
position (cf, Elugbe 1976); in the nine-vowel system of Egene, /1/
and /o/ are forbidden in prefix position. It would appear that
this kind of distributional restriction is one of the first steps
in vowel system reduction.

Table 1 and our discussion so far are summarized in (4):

(4) Vowel system reduction routes in Edoid

i u

7
/\I N,

at—o

It may well be that PE *9 was closer and therefore more centralised
than here indicated since Table 1 and our summary in (4) show that
it has the ability to shift to the greatest variety of vowels. It
is followed by *1 and *o. The evidence also shows that although
Elugbe (1973) did not reconstruct %9, there is ample evidence for
its reconstruction. The inclusion of data from Dggema (DE) and
Ungmg (NCE) has been useful in bringing a new dimension into the
correspondences (see the items 'river' and 'two' in the appendix) .

If we take Donwa's forthcoming position on Iscko as representa-
tative of what may have operated in PE, we should re-arrange the
vowels of PE as in (1°):

(17) i u
e o
5
k4 o
€ ]
a

It would become obvious that the three most central vowels are
the most prone to change. It may well be that peripheral vowels
are more resistant to change than non-peripheral (i.e. central)
vowels - at least within vowel systems of the Kwa type with vowel
harmony.

3. VOWEL SEQUENCES AND =W

Vowel sequences are widely attested in the Edoid languages. The
sequences are either closing or opening. A closing sequence of
vowels is one in which the last vowel is closer (i.e. higher on
the Height scale) than the first. On the other hand, an opening
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sequence is cne in which the last vowel is more open (i.e. lower
on a Height scale) than the first.

Thus we find opening sequences -1V, -IV, -V, and -uV in which
Vv is lower than the close i, I, @, 4. on the other hand typical
closing sequences are -ei, al, -2@, Ou etc.

There are more vowel sequences to be found in a typical modern
Edoid language than I postulate for PE. This arises from the fact
that most Edoid languages have zero-reflex for the PE -Cjz— conso-
nants which were lenis -dh-, -mh-, -nh-, etc. (see Elugbe 1980 for
a discussion of this).

In CVCV stems of PE, there was a restriction as to the vowels
which could occur at -V,. Only Kmi /%1, *-o/%-u and *-a/*-a
could occur there. Once a -Cy- was lost, original CVCV stems
became CVV in which, very often, -Vp was a close vowel. Donwa
(forthcoming) gives evidence which chows a development CVCV > CVV
> OV within the dialects of Isoko. Elugbe and Williamson (1977)
also give evidence from the Edoid languages to support the view
that some vowel sequences have arisen from the loss of -C2- in the
Edoid languages.

4. VOWELS, NASALS, AND NASALIZATION IN PE

In Elugbe (1973) I suggested that significant vowel nasaliza-
tion was a feature of PE. I also said then that of all the vowels
of PE, only *e and %0 had no significantly nasalized counter-
parts. This point about nasalized 8 and 3 was based on the
observation that no iE_ or f§_ could be convincingly reconstruc-
ted for PE.

Nasalization in the Edoid languages is often traceable to PE
-mh- and -nh-, i.e. -Cp- nasals, which have been lost. But
there are also cases where synchronic nasalization is not traceable
to a PE lenis nasal in -Cp- or any other position. It is for such
cases that significant nasalization is postulated in the 1973 work,
giving us *CV and *CUV stems. However, in the 1977 work by Elugbe
and Williamson, PE %V and *CVV are said to have been derived from
a pre- or early-Proto-Edoid form in which a velar nasal -Cp-
occurred. In Elugbe (1980), that position is slightly modified
and -N- is postulated in place of -n-. Thus the item 'tree' is
reconstructed at various stages as in {(5):

(5) 1973 PE *o-that Ttree'
1977 *o-thanz
1980 *o—-thaNT

The difference between the 1977 and the 1980 positions is that =-n-
was postulated for a pre-Proto-Edoid level while -N- is postulated
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for PE. There is alsco no claim in the 1980 work that —-N- was
necessarily -n-. In fact, the claim is that -N- may never have
been realized segmentally but rather as nasalization of the sur-
rounding vowels.

In making a case for a pre-PE -fn-, Elugbe and Williamson (1977)
point to two considerations which are relevant: (1) the irregular-
ity of having -mh- and -nh- but not -n- (our =-N=); and (2) the
derivation of significant nasalization from the loss of -mh- and
~-nh-,

The case, already made in 1977 against the background of Benue-
Kwa, will be briefly amplified here. If we assume that the typical
PE stem was CVCV (and occasionally CV, CVV or CVC) in which -C2-
was frequently a lenis nasal -mh-, -nh-, or =-N-, we f£ind that all
Edeid languages have lost =N-, with faint traces of it left in the
form of vowel nasalization; on the other hand, -mh- and -nh- are
retained here and there. Using Degema and Egene (DE), Isoko (SWE),
Aoma (NCE), and Ibilo (NWE) as examples, we find the following
interesting situation:

(6)  Proto-Edoid CVmhv CVnhv CVNV
>  Degema Cvm cvn CVV/Cvv
>  Egene Cvm (V) CVn (V) Cvv
> Isoko cvv Cvrv cvv
>  Aoma cvmy cv cv
> Ibilo cv Cvnv cv

The languages in (6) are not representative of what happens
within each sub-group of Edoid. For example, the Iscko examples
obscure the fact that PE -mh- has a -m-reflex in Okpe, another
SWE language. What (6) does is give us an idea of the variety
of processes by which vowel nasalization and stem reduction have

taken place in Edoid. (7) is a practical demonstration of (6):
(7) PE: E-nhamhz khonhz U-thaNr dhi-kiNe
" De. &-ndm kon b-1t3%  G-1kdd
Eg. a-nam(d) kon(r) g-tat {-kleé
Is. a=rad hort d-ré é-ké
Zo. ~&m} X3% 8-r §-kE
Ib. a-na khopo i-Ja |8-ca
Eng. 'meat' 'fight! 'tree! 'egg'

What is clear from (7) is that the most unpopular -Cp- is -N-.
Beyond that some languages have dropped -nh- while retaining -mh-
(e.g. Aoma); others have dropped -mh- while retaining -nh- (e.g. Ibilo).
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In the 1973 work, Elugbe made it clear that he regarded the
nasals #*mh and *nh as allophones of *bh and #*dh respectively
before nasalized vowels. On the other hand, both Elugbe and William-
son (1977) and Elugbe (1980) say that their reconstruction is at a
systematic phonetic level. I would suggest, then, that there is
little difference between Elugbe's 1973 view of vowel nasalization
in PE and our present view of it. It should be possible to say that

(8) PE CVmhV are derived from PE /vahG/
CVnhv from /cvanv/
and CVNV from /CVGl/

There would be only one little question about this: is there
evidence for the postulation of -G-? Elugbe (1980) presents such
evidence and cites the case of 'ear' and 'house' (see the appendix).
In the one case where there is an actual segmental reflex for -G-,
it turns out to be -y-. Although the evidence is meagre, I consider
it further support for the position that at least some dialects of
PE may have had some kind of velar nasal which may have been -n-, a
velar nasal, or -?—, a voiced nasalized velar approximant - at any
rate a very weak nasal consonant. This consonant obviously occurred
only in -Co- position and has no segmental reflex in any of the
Edoid languages on which we have data,

We must now ask how we are to deal with stems in which there is
no evidence of a second syllable traceable to PE, though there is
evidence of nasalization. For example the stems for 'toeth' and
'to build or thatch a roof' are reconstructed as *-kd and *-B63
respectively in the 1973 work. In the 1980 work, these are recon-
structed as *-koN and *BoN  respectively. If our argument
for the derivation of -NV_from -GV is applied here, we must accept
the suggestion that *CVvG > CVN > CV. We might even take the
argument a step further and say that CVG™ was itself derived from
an earlier *cvGV. Outside Edoid the case made by Elugbe and
Williamson (1977) for -Cp- nasals in Proto-Benue-Kwa is evidence
which supports the position taken in this work.

APPENDIX

I present in the following pages evidence to support Table 1 and my postulation
of a ten-vowel system for PE. There are fourteen series of comparative items.

IPA symbols are used as much as possible. However, an h after a consonant sug-
gests a lenis version of that consonant. 0 and é are topped alveolar nasal and
lateral respectively: they are derived from lenis PE alveolars. £ is a voiced

alveolar tap with lateral offglide. -

Upper-case vowel symbols in noun prefix position summarize harmony-determined
alternants:

Non-cognate items are enclosed in brackets.
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1.Proto-Edoid *-ki 3.Proto-Edoid *deNi 5. Proto-Edoid *E-da i-
'market’ 'fall' 'river!

DE: Degema e-ki 1- DE: Degema  dei DE: Degema &d3 {-
Egene &-ki Egene dei Egene é-dé
Epie e-ki Epie dei Epie é-dé

SWE: Eruwa e-ki 1-  SWE: Eruwa ze SWE: Eruwa {-s¢
Isoko e-ki Isoko tfs*ilie Isoko é-te £L<)
Okpe é-yi Okpe se Okpe  (Uu-[1é)
Urhobo &-ki Urhobo fe Urhobo (6—g{é)
Uvbie  &-ki Uvbie  rie Uvbie  (u-r{d)

NCE: Edo e-ki NCE: Edo de NCE: Edo €£-Z€
Aoma e-ki Aoma de Aoma €-de
Auchi  a-ki i- Auchi  de Auchi  €-da é-
Avbianwu a-ki Avbianwu de - Avbianwu €-da é-
Uneme a-ki Uneme de Uneme €-d>
Ghotuo gho=-ki Ghotuo  de Ghotuo  E: & 8-

NWE: QOloma ghé-ki NWE: Qloma ze NWE: Oloma =
Emhalhe wé-ki ru-ki Emhalhe ze Emhalhe (&-kg)
Ibilo  &-cl Ibilo  dze Ibilo  (d-kphd)
Uhami  &-cl Uhami  ze Uhami  (d-ko)
Ehueun  &-hi Ehueun  ze Ehueun (4-ke)
Ukue &-ki Ukue de Ukue (U-kdl)

2.Proto-Edoid *dhr 4.Proto-Edoid *de 6.Proto-Edoid *i-va
'eat! 'buy’ o "two'

DE: Degema dtr DE: Degema de DE: Degema i-va
Egene dr Egene (do) Egene i-vé
Epie dr Epie de Epie i-ve

SWE: Eruwa rr [4r] SWE: Eruwa de SWE: Eruwa f-ve
Isoko cr Isoko de Isoko I-vé
Okpe ce Okpe de Okpe é-va
Urhobe le Urhobo  de Urhobo  {-vg
Uvbie LT Uvbie de Uvbie 1-vé

NCE: Edo le/Je NCE: Edo de NCE: Edo e-va
Aoma e Aoma de Acma e-vd
Auchi le Auchi de Auchi  e-v3
Avbianwu le Avbianwu de Avbianwu e-vi
Uneme le Uneme de Uneme e-va
Ghotuo e Ghotuo de Ghotup  é-va

NWE: Qloma re NWE: Qloma de NWE: Oloma §-wa 2
Emhalhe re Emhalhe de Emhalhe €£-v4
Ibilo  re Ibilo  de Ibilo  £-v3
Uhami ri Uhami de Uhami &-va
Ehueun = ri Ehueun  de Ehueun  &=va
Ukue di Ukue de Ukue e-va
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7.Proto-Edoid *ma 9.Proto-Edoid *do 11.Proto-Edoid *fumhi
'mould’- = 'steal' = 'swell'

DE: Degema (dum) DE: Degema do DE: Degema fu (TIW)
Egene ma Egene do Egene fuo
Epie ma Epie do Epie fue (TW)

SWE: Eruwa ma SWE: Eruwa SO SWE: Erywa fi(ri)
Isoko ma Isoko to Isoko fu
Okpe ma Okpe SO Okpe fu
Urhobo ma Urhobo  co Urhobo (vba [wa])
Uvbie ma Uvbie co Uvbig fu(ru)

NCE: Edo ma NCE: Edo (rhaa) NCE: Edo hiv I8 [hi03
Aoma ma Aoma do Aoma humu
Auchi ma Auchi (tue) Auchi fumhi
Avbianwu ma Avbianwu (tue) Avbianwu fumhi
Uneme ma Uneme do, do(ls) Uneme fumhu
Ghotug ma Ghotug do Ghotuo  humhi

NWE: Qloma ma NWE: Qloma zo NWE: Qloma =
Emhalhe ma Emhalhe zoO Emhalhe (bie)
Ibilo ma Ibilo dzo Ibilo (bio)
Uhami ma Uhami p4e) Uhami (mina)
Ehueun ma Ehueun  Zzo Ehueun (z2)
Ukue ma Ukue do Ukue (dho)

3.Proto-Edoid #*ghU-bo  10.Proto-Edoid *0-Bo  12.Proto-Edoid *vie

A- 'arm, hand' A- 'doctor' 'cry, weep'
DE: Degema o-b3 8- DE: Degema 3-B6 €- DE: Degema  Vie
Egene 3-B5 Egene 3-6o Egene VIE
Epie o-bd Epie 5-bo Epie -
SWE: Eruwa a-b3 SWE: Eruwa 5-bo T SWE: Eruwa VIE
Isoko o-bd a- Isoko 5-bd I- Isoko vIe
Okpe o-bd a- Okpe 5-bd Okpe vie
Urhobo  0-bd a- Urhobo 5-bo &- Urhobo vie
Uvbie a-bd Uvbie a-bo Uvbie vie
NCE: Edo o-b3 NCE: Edo 5-bd NCE: Edo vie
Aoma &-bd Aoma 5-bd Aoma Vig
Auchi 4-b3 a- Auchi 5-bo é- Auchi vie
Avbianwu 6-bd a- Avbianwu 3-bd &- Avbianwu vie |
Uneme é-bd a- Uneme 3-bd 1- Uneme Vie
Ghotug gho-bd a- Ghotug  5-bd 8- Ghotuo  vie
NWE: Qlgma ghd-bd &= NWE: Qloma 4-bl NWE: QOloma vie
Emhalhe wo=bd a- Emhalhe 3-bo £- Emhalhe vie
Ibilo  &-bd &- Ibilo  3-bo é- Ibilo  vie
Uhami  3-bd Uhami  5-bl Uhami  vie
Ehueun  O=Wd Ehueun  5-bl Ehueun  vig
Ukue &-bd Ukue 3-bu Ukue vie
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