Journal of West African Languages XII, 2 (1982)

ELISION AND OTHER MORPHEME BOUNDARY PHENOMENA
IN THE WESTERN DIALECTS OF OBOLO
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Even in the most formal speech styles in Obolo, the mere
occurrence of two morphemes in succession in the speech
chain triggers a complex series of phenomena that alter
(sometimes radically) the underlying forms of the mor-
phemes affected. There is no segment or tone in the
language which does not undergo some type of elision,
metathesis, reduplication, coalescence, or deletion at
morpheme boundaries.

In this paper, an attempt is made to formalize these

- processes and to establish the order in which they take

place, as well as to determine a hierarchy of phonol-
ogical, social, and situational environments that
restrict or broaden their range of application. Finally,
the complications introduced by these phenomena in the
teaching of Obolo are discussed.

L'élision et d'autres processus intermorphémiques
en Obolo (dialéctes occidentaux)

La forme de base de tout morphéme en obolo est trés
souvent modifiée, méme dans les régistres les plus
soignés (et ceci & un degré parfois extréme) par une
série complexe de processus qui est déclenchée par

la simple occurrence de ce morphéme entre 4d'autres
morphémes dans la chaine parlée. Il n'y a pas de
consonne, de voyelle, ou de ton gqui ne subisse entre
autres, les processus d'élision de fusion, . de redouble-

ment, etc., a l'initiale comme & la finale d'un morphéme.

Ce travail représente un essai de détermination et de
formulation des régles qui correspondent aux processus
en question, et de 1l'ordre dans lequel ces ré&gles
entrent en jeu. Cet ordre est déterminé par des
facteurs sociaux et situationels, facteurs dont on fait
une analyse préliminaire, aussi bien que phonologiques.
Le décalage produit par ces processus entre la langue
écrite et la langue parlée et les difficultés qu'il
entraine dans l'enseignement et dans 1'apprentissage

de 1l'obolo sont aussi traitées et discutées.
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1. Introduction

The Obolo language is spoken by about 200,000 people inhabiting
the extreme south-eastern corner of the Niger Delta, who call them-
selves and their homeland 'Obolo,' though-the name 'Andoni', of
foreign origin, is also used. Obolo has been classified by William-—
son! as a member of the Lower Cross subbranch of the Delta Cross
branch of the Eastern division of the South-Central Niger-Congo
languages. Previously, Obolo had been assigned, along with the
most closely related languages (which include Ibino, Oron, Eket,
Annang, Ibibio, Efik, etc.) to Cross River groups 2 and 3 of the
Benue-Congo languages.

The phenomena dealt with in this article3 occur primarily
across morpheme boundaries and are all to one degree or another
variable, none being absolutely automatic. In practiice, however,
utterances unaffected by the processes in question are extremely
rare. Indeed, in order to understand and to speak Obolo, the
assimilation and mobilization of these processes is essential.
Cases of separate morphemes fused by means of these phenomena into
single sound-units are so abundant that the problem of word divi-
sion ‘has become one of the major obstacles in the way of the devel-
opment of an acceptable orthography for Obolo.

2. Processes Affecting Vowels and Syllabic Nasals

Obolo has six vowel phonemes /a, o, e, o, i, u/ and a syllabic
nasal phoneme which is homorganic to the following consonant in
terms of place of articulation. About 40% of Obolo morphemes end
in vowels. While almost all stem morphemes begin with a consonant,
a vowel or a syllabic nasal is prefixed to the stem in all but a
few rare cases. Thus, the environments where syllabic segments
are in contact across morpheme boundaries (especially when these
coincide with word boundaries) are plentiful.

When syllabic segments are in contact, more often than not some
form of merger or fusion occurs to some degree. Syllabic segments
interact according to a hierarchy of inherent and positional
'strength' that is rarely violated.

'Strong' syllabic segments are characterized by the following
qualities, which themselves form an ordered hierarchy according to
the degree to which they contribute to the relative strength of
two syllabics in contact:

(1) A non-nasal syllabic (a vowel) is stronger than a syllab-
ic nasal.

(2) A long vowel is stronger than a non-long vowel.

(3) A low vowel is stronger than a mid vowel.4
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(4) When two vowels merge, the second or following vowel is
stronger than the first or preceding vowel.

The above criteria should be applied in disjunctive order, that is,
a statement does not apply unless none of the statements above it
applies.

Upon close study of the above criteria, it becomes apparent
that the syllabics can be roughly classified in this way:

(1) Strongest: /a, o/
(2) strong: /i, u/
(3) Weak: /e, o/°

(4) Weakest: /N/

Except where /a/, /5/, and /N/ are involved, the second of two
syllabics in contact is stronger than the preceding one.

Every possible type of interaction between syllabics is
attested to in Obolo. Examples:

(1) Diphthongization: The stronger vowel will constitute the
nucleus of the diphthong:

/1dz4 étip/ —_— [1dzdetip]
bad news 'bad news'
/0ké anam/ —_— [dkoé'ng'm]
farm animal 'farm of animals'

(2) Glide Formation: The weaker vowel will become [j] if it
is a front vowel and [w] if it is a back vowel.®

Examples;
/1dzé étip/ _ [idzwétip]
bad news 'bad news'
/6tY Gkdn/ _ [0t jikén]
stick fire 'candle’

(3) "Medial Vowel Formation: When vowels are of relatively
equal strength, they sometimes coalesce into a third vowel which
combines some of the features of both. This happens especially in
the case of combinations of /e/ and /o/, neither of which seems
strong enough to impose its quality on the other.

Examples: (overleaf)
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/1dzd étip/ _ [Vdzetip]

bad news ‘bad’
7\ A 8 .{. A\
/éma i-wa/ —_—> ¢ [3méwal
town 3PSCP exist 'many towns'

(4) Elision: The weak vowel is completely elided. Only the
strong vowel remains.

Examples:
/Gwu Tkpd/ —_— /dwikpd]
house book *school’
/1-dzdnd ére / > /'idg%l)ér‘e]
3PSCP be long place ‘it is far away'

(5) Syllabic Nasals: Syllabic nasals lose their syllabicity
when they merge with preceding vowels across morpheme boundaries.
(syllabic nasals never precede syllabics). )

~ Example:

|\ 7’ !l ’
/gé mkpd/ _ [ gémkp3 ]
write something 'Write something!'

-

3. Processes Affecting Consonants

In Obolo /p, t, k/ and their nasal counterparts /m, n, n/ are
the only consonants that can occur morpheme finally 'underlyingly’
/p/, /t/, and /k/ are realized before a pause either with aspira-
tion (in deliberate or emphatic speech) or as the unreleased stops
[p~], [t7], and [K"]. Unreleased [K™] is in free variation with
the glottal stop [?] in this position. [n] is similarly in free
variation with [?] morpheme finally. In fact, the only way to
distinguish [k] from [n] before a pause in most cases is the nasal-
ization of the vowel preceding a [?] that corresponds to /n/. (All
final nasal consonants nasalize the vowel immediately preceding.)

A morpheme final consonant does not combine into one syllable
with an initial vowel of a following morpheme without undergoing a
process whereby it is somehow 'weakened'. /t/ and /n/ become [r]
under these circumstances and /p/ and /m/ are realized as the

. approximant [w]. = /k/ and /n/, however, are completely deleted in

such cases.
Examples:
/1bdt Y-rép/ _— [iborirép]

rain 3PSCP fall 'It's raining'
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