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THE VOWEL SYSTEM OF EFIK
UDO E. ESSIEN

In the few Efik studies available, only two dialects: Calabar and Ibibio, have received
some attention, the former more than the latter.! In these studies, the problem of vowel
harmony which governs vowel distribution has not been adequately looked into. As a
result, verb pronominal prefixes are regarded as the sole embodiment of the vowel
harmony system. In this paper it is shown that by examining Ana:n, another dialect of
Efik, it becomes clear that the vowel harmony system in Efik bears more relationship with
the vowel harmony common to many West African languages than has ever been indicated.?

Ana:qg is spoken in Abak and Ik5t Ekpené Divisions by approximately one and a quarter
million persons. It is bounded in the north and west by Igbo, and in the south and east by
Ibibio. However, the data in this description are based on the speech in the vicinity of
Tk5t Ekpené township.

The vowel system is slightly more elaborate in Ana:f) than in Calabar. First, Ana:n has
more vowel phonemes than Calabar: eight against seven in Calabar., What accounts for
this is the fact that in Ana:y the vowel y contrasts with u, whereas there is no comparable
phenomenon in Calabar (Fig. 1).

—back ] +back ]
—round -+ round

[4tense] \ [— tense] [ +tense] \ [—tense]

u
‘ [+high]

—high
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Ana:n y is sometimes represented in Calabar by either i or u, as in the following
examples:3
! Elaine Kaufman (1¢68) is the only known study of Ibibio as of now. See References, p. 112,
2 P. Ladefoged (1964), p- 38.

3 Examples are given in their phonemic forms except where otherwise indicated. Only the
high tone (’) is marked. The unmarked tone is low.
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(1) Anay Calabar
fat fut be noisy
fut fitl fold
yyup yipi beat
kgp kipi shut up
ndy ndu sweetness
ukuy uku dignity
yty utd poverty
py pu fail

Second, vowel length is phonemic in Ana:r). The following contrasts exist at the lexical
level:

(2) k3n cough k335n hang
buk praise buuk bury
kdk cure k35k construct
mbot boil mboot hiil
bak butcher baak dread
ubsk hand Gb35k nurturing

These are absolutely unpredictable and must therefore be indicated in the lexicon.
Incidentally, we may add that vowel length is predictable in plural forms of certain verbs
where it is used to indicate plurality of action, like repeated action by one or more persons.

(3) singular  plural singular plural
dyt dyyt pull pénné péén daub
kan kaan loiter giam piiam sell
sana saana stroll pian piian point at

These examples are accounted for by a dialect specific phonological rule which may be
characterized as follows:

(4) V - [ +length]/C—C (V)/plural

Apart from these two aspects, Ana:f) and Calabar share basically the same constraints
in vowel harmony. What is meant by this is that we would regard any differences in vowel
harmony constraints as relatively minor and possibly related to diachronic changes
(Table 1).

We may briefly state the segment structure conditions as IF~THEN conditions (Stanley,
1967), just to highlight the characteristics of Efik vowels. Undue repetition of all the
information, including universal constraints (Chomsky, 1965, p. 6), in the table, is avoided.

(5) +1I l:+voc
+ back

¥
T [ +round
|: —low
This condition states that all back vowels are round. Conversely, with regard to roundness,
all nonback vowels are nonround. Also, it states that there is no low, back vowel.

(6) +1 |:+voc ]

+4-tense

\
T [ —low]
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Table 1. Systematic redundancies

With redundances Without redundancies

S A ) — A -~

i u Yy e & o > a i u Yy e € © D a
Vocalic + + + + + o+ o+ + o+ o+
Consonantal - — — —- — — —
Anterior - - - - - - - -
Coronal — = = = = = ==
High + + + - - - - - 4+ + + = - - - -
Low - - - - - - - 4+ . .. = = = = %
Back -+ + - - + 4+ - = 4+ + - - + +
Nasal - - - - - - - - )
Tense + + - + - + - - + - + - + =
Continuant + + 4+ + + + + +
Voiced + + + + + + + +
Strident - - e - = = = -
Round - + 4+ - - + + -
Sonorant + + + + + + + +

This condition states that there is no low tense vowel in Efik.

(7) +1 +voc
[ —back }
—tense
\
T [—high]

This condition states that if a vowel is front, nontense, then it must be nonhigh. That is,
it can either be mid or low.

We begin the description of the segment sequence condition with the syllable—the next
smallest unit, after phonemes, from which morphemes and words are made. We recognize
two syllable types in Efik: the principal syllable type, which consists of more than one
segment; and the minor syllable type, which consists of a single segment. The principal
syllable type may be defined as a nonvocalic segment followed by one or two vowels and
optionally by a2 nonvowel. It may be diagrammed as follows: —voc (V) V (—voc). In the
minor syllable type, the segment may be either a nasal consonant or a vowel. Both are
possible only in a preconsonantal position—as a prefix.

(8) (a) di come dom bite
dio trample on suan scatter
yié answer yién wander
day taste wuak tear apart
(b) N=bat dirt a=bap water pot
N=tin sand P=tak base

Because of the lack of agreement on the representation of the principal syllable, when
tone sequence is involved,* it is necessary to argue briefly for the form preferred here,

¢ 'W. E. Welmers (1968) has two analyses: (i) an Ibibio form £bidé¢ ‘he plays’, as underlying
Calabar €bri and (ii) ésyE€ ‘his’. T.L. Cook (1969) consistently has br and ésyg
respectively.
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Dialect evidence throws some light. Here are Ana:f examples which contrast with
Calabar (phonetic):

(9) Calabar Ana:p
tiga tia kick
worl wub go out
yeré yi& answer

It is significant that Ana:n forms have retained the tones exactly as they are in their
disyllabic counterparts in Calabar. If we assume that the basic syllable pattern is CV or
GV, it is simpler to describe the Ana:ry forms as derived from Calabar forms through
some rules which include consonant deletion.

In a reverse situation, Ana:r retains two syllables while Calabar has monosyllables:

(10) Ana:p Calabar
bidé¢ bré play
fidé fré forget
tudé tré stop

Both of these sets show that the underlying vowel in each syllable bears a single tone, and
that the existence of two tones on a vowel can at best represent a purely phonetic
phenomenon.

The preceding examples are simple and clear-cut cases. But in difficult cases no dialect
evidence exists to support disyllabicity, e.g. dy3 *fall’, ési€ ‘his’, tiep ‘cold’. In deciding
which analysis to use here, there are perhaps two arguments for accepting two vowels in
the underlying syilable. First, it is possible that the historical explanation for the pheno-
menon is similar to the cases whose historical processes can be recovered in dialects. The
only difference in the present cases is that we cannot determine what the lost consonant
was. Secondly, and related with the first, since the original tones in these syllables are still
preserved, it would be consistent to relate these tones to individual vowels. Again, at the
phonetic level we can consider certain environments in which some of these words are
subject to a glide formation and tone assimilation rules. The operation of these rules in
Efik is quite clear, so they need not be discussed here.?

The futility of any argument such as Cook’s (1969), which refers to the vowel harmony
of the third person singular pronominal prefix, is obvious if we bear the foregoing in mind.
The argument is that because the pronominal prefix for biom is o not € in Calabar, the
first vowel in the verb stem is a glide. There is no argument for the expectation that it
should be the first vowel which determines the harmony. Here are different prefix vowels
under a similar environment.

(11) Ana:n Calabar
(a) a=tid a=tiga he kicks
4=mia a=miga he beats
(b) é=fidé E=fr¥ he forgets
(c} é=tudé e=tri he stops

5 In fact, it very much seems to be the case in certain words like biom ‘carry on the head’,
sid ‘subtract’, where tone assimilation naturally results in glide formation, thus vielding
byom and syo respectively. There is an alternative analysis which, strangely enough, no
one has ever suggested. This is the possibility of there being an intervening glide which
might be lost through the application of a deletion rule. Thus the examples under con-
sideration might have as underlying forms biyom, and siyd respectively.
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The first example in Calabar falsifies the argument that i as the first vowel of the stem
would unconditionally require an € prefix as in (b). Even (c) shows that the underlying
first vowel of the stem fails to command the prefix in the prescribed terms. All these
suggest that in a sequence of two vowels, whether broken by a consonant or not, one of
them is more prominent. And it is this prominence which determines the harmony. In the
following, it will be shown that the verbal pronominal prefixes can hardly be used
exclusively to describe the vowel harmony because these prefixes only partially exemplify
a more detailed vowel harmony.

Vowel harmony in many West African languages is regarded as relatable to a diacritic
feature which we could call tense (Ladefoged, 1964, p. 36), which is distributable to the
word if it has either plus or minus (Chomsky and Halle, 1968, p. 378). The distribution
is from stems alone. Vowel harmony as a term used in the description of many West
African languages which do not fit neatly into the pattern found in Igbo, for instance, is
somewhat loose to accommodate vowel distribution even without any consideration of the
feature tense. This is the way it has always been used in relation to Efik, as in the choice
of affixes (Ward, 1933). It will be shown that in the case of Efik this feature does exist,
though in a disrupted form,® and may be legitimately used. However, this breakdown of
the original system makes it impossible to describe the vowel harmony in Efik exclusively
in terms of the feature tense as in the case of Igbo. We have to appreciate how erroneous
it is to alternatively resort exclusively to vowel height in describing the vowel harmony in
Efik. An adequate description of Efik in this regard should make use of both. And this
can be achieved by the use of 1IF-THEN conditions.

The first restriction may be stated as follows:

(12) +1 [ :cons } [ +voc] [+voc] ([ —voc])
<a back > ¢ ‘
+ high
T I:(a back)

This condition states that in a syllable which contains two vowels, the first one must be
high. Tt further states that if the first segment is a glide, then it must agree in backness
with the first vowel.”

(13) sua  hate wua sacrifice
yisk cut

Thus, we cannot have either *yua or *wio.

+voc
(14) —1[—voc] [erack} [ +voc] [ —voc]
+ high
+ tense
T l: —back

% The situation here is comparable to Yoruba as indicated in Ayo Bamgbose (1967), p. 268.

" This phenomenon is related to vowel length. Calabar avoids this phenomenon by having
either an extra syllable or merely a short vowel, e.g. Ward ‘go out’, wa ‘sacrifice’, y5k
‘cut’, Also, this condition does not include a sequence of two identical vowels representing
length. For instance, we have yyyp ‘beat’ (plural) from yyp.
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This negative condition states that if the second vowel in a syllable is preceded by a back
high vowel, then the second vowel cannot be a tense nonback vowel. This means that we
can have 15(a), but not (b).

(15) (a) inuen bird (b) *inuen
tlén point a light at *tuen
SUENNE disgrace *suenne
suan scatter *tuin
idid container *buin

In stating how the vowels of the stem determine the vowel of the prefix in both nouns
and verbs, we need to use the principle earlier suggested: that the prominent vowel in the
stem imposes the restriction on the features of the prefix vowel and of the vowel of the
following syllable in the same word even beyond the formative boundary.

(16) -1 [Iﬁ] = [—voc] ([ +voc]) [:’::SC] ([—voc])
\
T [ —tense]

This negative condition states that if the stem vowel is tense, we may not have a nontense
vowel prefix. Thus if the stem vowel is tense, the prefix vowel may only be a tense vowel.
This condition is further interpretable as saying that if the stem vowel is nontense, then
two possibilities exist: namely, the prefix may be either a tense or nontense vowel. For
example:

(17) (a) Nontense stem vowel

e=dem  back ebém another year

0=k house >=kuyk money

i=dan arrow
(b) Prominent nontense stem vowel

é=tlep cold E=tié hesits 4=tld  he weeps
(c) Prominent tense stem vowel

u=tué spider i=tié seat i=sid hatred

It must be pointed out immediately that (16) is merely a generalization, which is not the
same as saying that it has no exceptions. Indeed, there are a few exceptions. But such
exceptions make the generalization more significant because they point to a deviation from
what is intrinsically a generality. Such exceptions may point to a diachronic process as the
following examples would lend support:

(18) Calabar Ana:n

(a) obuu ébadu  dust
otl £tu crowd
éyén gyén child
okim ekim unripe

(b) éduk 3dyk  horn
okak okgk  money
ébuak S5byk  flesh
oku Sky priest
obuu obyiy crayfish
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Considering Calabar, (16) is perhaps exceptionless. But in respect of Ana:p, it is interesting
how systematic the deviation from Calabar is.® In (18)(a) the prefix tense vowel in
Calabar changes to nontense in Ana:n, while the stem vowel remains the same in both
dialects. In (18)(b) the tense vowels, both stem and prefix in Calabar, systematically
become nontense in Ana:f). The exceptions provided by the Ana:f forms in (18)(a) lead
to a modification of condition (16) as follows:

w [ ] ea e [ ] v
¥
—high
T [—iow ]
—back

This condition states that if the stem vowel is tense, then the only nontense vowel which
is permissible is a mid-nonback vowel. Thus, (19) is specific to Ana:nj, while (16) covers
Calabar and part of Ana:n). In diachronic terms, Ana:j has added (19) to its set of vowel
harmony conditions, while Calabar has only (16).

Looking at vowel harmony condition (16) once more, in the context of Calabar dialect,
we might find that it resolves the puzzle about the distribution of the nontense, nonback
mid vowel in word-initial position. Ward (1933) was faced with this problem of accounting
for the fact that the nontense, nonback mid vowel commonly occurs after a consonant and
rarely in a prefix position. The tense counterpart occurs, with a few exceptions, almost
exclusively in the prefix position. In her phonemization she regarded both e and € as
being in complementary distribution. Ward’s problem does not exist for us once we
conceive of the vowel harmony in Efik as a partially broken system which formerly made
use of the feature tense, probably like neighbouring Igbo. Thus we find what Ward calls
exceptions, enyé ‘he’, ekebé ‘box’, hardly such, because they fit perfectly into the vowel
harmony pattern requiring the same features: nontense.

Other vowel harmony conditions for the prefix are:

4+ VGC
4 voc -+ tense
(20) 1 [ . tcnse] = [-voe] ([+voe]) | 1505 | (T=voe)
¥ - back
T I: + back
~high

This negative condition states that if the prominent stem vowel is mid-, tense, nonback,
then the only tense prefix vowel which cannot occur is 0. Thus we have (21)(a) but not (b):

(z1) (a) itien five (b) *otien
ebiét place *obiet
Gbiét similarity *obi
esién outside *ote
udé that place

We had loosely interpreted (16) to mean that a nontense stem vowel may have a tense
prefix vowel. Now we need to state the restriction on what that prefix vowel can be,
depending on the stem vowel.

8 A comparable deviation is present in Koelle’s Ana:n, recorded over 100 years ago—Udo

Essien (1970).
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+ vocC + voC
(22) -1 | + tense] = [—voc] ([ +voc]) [ —tense
¥
[~ high
T| - Iowk]
.+ bac

] =voa)

This condition states that if the stem vowel is nontense, then we cannot have a tense,
mid, back vowel prefix o. For instance, we can have (23)(a), but not (b).

(23) (a) ika falling star iké
ibs baldness edem
eka mother ékué
€kys they sing ebyist
ébuk hearth ébok
ébion porcupine ékyan
atem cooking aka
absk hand uty

(b) *oty, *oma, *ob>, *oke

tobacco
back
parcel
loan
monkey
snail
going
poverty

Actually, 20 and 22 could be collapsed into one condition, but for clarity they are not.

Of the nontense vowels that can occur, there are restrictions:

-+ voc
+voc —t
(24) +1[ 1o | = 1-vod @avae)) | e
¥ £ back
a low
T [,6’ back

« low ([ - VOCD

This condition states that if the prominent stem vowel is nontense, then the only nontense
prefix vowel that it can have must agree in lowness and backness with the stem vowel.

(23) (a) [ —low (b) |: +low
[ + back —back
skom roof abép
3kdm he salutes andak
Sdyok he pours afiak
Sfink he knows
5fi5n moon (c) [ —low

—back

gduk pity étaep
Sbyk he praises étem
3byot he borrows Esié

water pot
he crushes
he spins

cold
he cooks
his

Thus we do not have *aCoC, *aCy, *aCusC, *eCusC, *yCuaC, *eCiaC, *>CuaC

(where C stands for any consonant), except in borrowed words.

In considering vowel harmony in disyllabic roots we must assume that the first syllable
is basic and that the second is conditioned by it in respect of vowel harmony. Disyllabic
roots must therefore conform to the following vowel harmony conditions:
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+voc
(26) +1 = [—voc] ([ + voc]) ;;s\rise ([ —voc]) = [—voc] [+ voc]
A back \:
—tense
—high
T x low
8 back

This condition states that the prominent nontense stem vowel will allow in the next
syllable only a nontense, nonhigh vowel which agrees in lowness and backness. In essence
this condition 1s similar to (24).

(27) (@) [ +low () [ —low
l: —back I: +back
abana it is about fuks be sad
kuanna clear the throat syikd remain
sfama regret b3k3 pass
(b) [ —low
I: - back:l
suenné disgrace
tiénné show the light
buéné be poor

The vowel harmony condition for disyllabic roots also applies to monosyllabic words
which become disyllabic as a result of taking an affix. Two phenomena responsible for
suffixes are negation and relativization:

(28) (a) [ —low (¢} [ +low
+ back —back
tuk + k3 cheat + negative/Rel. di+kid  stand + Neg./Rel.

k3m+m3  mean + negative/Rel.
fiok + k3 know + negative/Rel.

(b) [ —low
[ — back
tem + mé cook + negative/Rel.
tim 4+ még beat + negative/Rel.
tié +ké sit + negative/Rel.

Where the root is already disyllabic, the vowel harmony condition which applies
following suffixation in the environments of negation and relativization is highly restricted.
Only one vowel is possible: this is the vowel in the basic form of the negative or relative
morphemes ke.*

(29) damma + ke be mad + Neg./Rel.
fiomo + ke torture + Neg./Rel.
simé + ke be foolish + Neg./Rel.
b3p3 + ke girt+ Neg./Rel,

® This rule has a wider application in Calabar than in Ana:f. For instance, it applies to
close monosyllables in (28), thus giving kdm +ké, tem +ké, where Ana:n uses a rule of
assimilation.
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Finally,
+voC
(30) +1 = [—voc] [+high] = [—voc] [ +voc]
+ tense ¥
—high
—~low
T —back
—tense

This condition states that if the first vowel of the stem is high and tense, then the only
permissible vowel in the following syllable is a mid-nontense vowel.

(31) fité forget simé reach timé struggle
yité pursue bute be foolish
bumé  scramble for tuté stop tutte  shift

An interesting situation exists in Calabar which permits, in addition te (31), the following:

(32) (a) biti spread a mat kuni grunt
wuti demolish duti drag
(b) sioté  utter (c) ekati  round (d) epiti  small

These are exceptions which must be listed . Ana:rj avoids these in several ways, such as delet-
ing the final vowel in (a), deleting the final syllable in (b), using the common vowel harmony
condition (26) in (c), and using a different word in (d) where Ana:n would substitute etok.

Thus, by examining Ana:n, another dialect of Efik, we can see the process of change
in the vowel harmony system. We can see that the vowel harmony in Efik now relies on
both vowel height and traces of the feature tense which still exist. We see that vowel
height sometimes involves repeating the same vowel sound. Also, we can see that the
presence, in Ana:n), of eight vowels similar to Igbo would strongly support a possibility
of a one time pre-eminence of the feature tense. Above all, we can appreciate the choice
of verb pronominal prefixes, some of which are invariable—for example, first, second and
third persons plural i and e—as indicative of the degree of breakdown in the use of the
feature tense. In the other pronominal affixes: second and third persons singular, as well
as in nominalizing prefixes, we notice that the situation is not arbitrary, but conforms to
the overall system examined here.
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