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This article! focuses on the status of lax consonants in word-final syllables in Esan and
some other related languages with respect to elision. In particular, the predominant loss of /I/
in Esan words is dealt with in detail. The result of elision is VV formation, since the loss of
/V results in the juxtaposition of two (usually typologically similar) vowels. It is argued that
this whole process is actually a diachronic phenomenon in progress. Evidence for this hypothe-
sis comes from the observation that some dialects make overt vowel-sequence distinction
between verbs in isolation whereas others do not. It is only when the attention of speakers is
drawn to the syntax of such verbs that they agree on vowel-sequence distinction. It is con-
cluded from this dialectal difference, buttressed by evidence from some related languages, that
the diachronic process of /l/ (and other lax consonants) elision has fossilized or stabilized in
some words in those languages that have elided forms while it is unstable or in ‘transition’ in
those languages that still have CV word forms.

Cet article examine le r6le des consonnes liches en esan ainsi qu’en d’autres langues
apparentées, du point de vue de leur élision. On y note tout particulidrement la perte prédomi-
nante du /I/ en esan. Il en résulte des suites VV, car I’absence du /I/ permet la juxtaposition de
deux voyelles, généralement de type similaire. Il semblerait que nous voyons ici un phénomene
diachronique en évolution. Cette hypothése se base sur le fait que dans certains dialectes les
verbes en contexte isolé se distinguent clairement par leurs suites de voyelles, tandis qu’en
d’autres dialectes ce n’est pas le cas. Les locuteurs n’acceptent alors 1'existence de cette
distinction vocalique que si on attire leur attention sur la syntaxe de tels verbes. De cette
différence dialectale, appuyée par les données de certaines langues apparentées, on conclut que
le processus diachronique de I’élision de /I/ et d’autres consonnes liches s’est fossilisé ou
stabilisé 12 od on trouve des formes élidées, tandis que dans les langues qui conservent les
formes en CV ce processus est instable ou en transition.

0. INTRODUCTION

The Esan language, one of the Edo group of languages of the Kwa sub-family of
Niger-Congo (Greenberg 1963), is classified as a member of the North-Central Edoid
group of Benue-Kwa (Elugbe 1980). It is spoken mainly in four local government
areas of Edo State, Nigeria viz. Esan West, Central, North-East, and South-East.

Elision in word-final syllables is most common with I. To a lesser degree, the
process occurs with w, r, and y. In related languages like Edo (Bini), Etsako, and
Owan, elision involves lax consonants like r ([r] and [¢]) and mw [m]. The term ‘lax’
is used for phonetically weak consonants like [1], [¢], [£], [m], [j], and [p]. In this
article these weak consonants will be represented by C.

The data for this paper was collected from a wide diversity of native speakers
living in the Edo State capital Benin City as well as in Esan hometowns. The writer is
a native speaker of Esan.

It is pertinent to point out that the phenomenon being discussed is seen as
consonant deletion rather than consonant insertion. What is being witnessed is the
gradual loss of /l/ in word-final syllables of words spoken by the young. It is not clear
why this should be so. What is envisaged is that as the older generation dies out, the
/V retained forms will die out with them. The interest of the writer is to record this
process in transition before it finally disappears.

Before we examine elision in detail, we first present a phonemic chart of conso-
nants and vowels of Esan (Ejele 1982, Okojie and Ejele 1987).

1 An earlier version of this article was presented at the 8th Linguistic Association of Nigeria Conference,
University of Port Harcourt, Nigeria in 1987.
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Esan has twenty-five consonant phonemes. Of interest is the fact that Esan has
two consonant phonemes /m/ and /n/ but three nasal phones, the palatal nasal [p] being
in complementary distribution with the voiced palatal approximant /j/ [j]. In the
orthographic convention, the sounds are represented as above except for /B/ = bh, /§/
= sh, /x/ = kh, /y/ = gh, /t§/ = ch, /d3/ = j, and /j/ = y.

There are seven oral vowels and five nasal vowels which contrast with the oral
counterparts.

i u i i

As noted in Ejele 1982:15 and Okojie and Ejele 1987:26 /e/ and /o/ have no
nasal counterparts but can become nasalized in nasal environments. Nasal vowels are
unspecified in the alphabet but are indicated orthographically as a sequence of
vowel(s) and n., e.g., & = en, €€ = een. Also of interest is the observation that /i/ and
/u/ are usually realized as glides when followed by vowel(s) that are typologically
different, e.g., ovadnlén, dhi¢le, and thiénlén in (1).

1. ELISION IN NOUNS AND PRONOUNS

In some nouns and some pronouns, the elision of 1 or 1+V of the final syllable in
Esan leads to a reduction of the number of consonants or syllables, as the examples in (1)
clearly show. (An asterisk represents non-existing or unacceptable forms.)

(1) Full word form 1 reduction 14+ V reduction

(consonant) (syllable)

6kpebhold  important people 6kpebhdd 6kpebho

ilolo thought ilod ilo

ovuonlen sun ovuden ovuon

ilinlin cold dliin ilin

ewanlen sense ewagn *ewan

manlén we maeén man

nanlén they nagn nan

omanlén old person omaeén *Oman

*bhale you (PL) *bhae bha

ohigle a fruit seed Ohige ohie

thiénlén beans thigén thié (cf. thi¢ ‘finger’)

The reduced forms of most words are more commonly used than the full
forms. Many words allow either 1 elision or 1 and the following vowel (Ejele
1982:45 and Ejele 1986:22). When the syllable is reduced, the tone on the elided
vowel is transferred to the preceding vowel. Although this effect is not obvious in
cases of juxtaposed typologically similar tones, as in the examples in (1), it is
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reflected in the resulting gliding tone associated with juxtaposed dissimilar tones, as in
fhiénlén compared to dhi¢le.

Although the process of 1 deletion is very common in Esan, not all words partake
of it. Exceptions include the words in (2).

(2) Full form I reduction 1+V reduction
2lénleén eight *gléen *¢lén
isiniin nine *isfin *isin
ikhinlon seven *ikhidon *ikhin
linlen to shiver *lien *lin

Unfortunately, there is as yet no a priori way of predicting which words allow or
disallow elision.

2. ELISION IN VERBS

The more interesting cases of elision involve verbs, where the elision of 1 results
in the juxtaposition of two (usually typologically similar) vowels as in (3).

(3) Full form Consonant reduction
solo /sals/  tear s00  /s3d/
khinlin /xili/ twist khiin /xii/
kolo /kolo/  meet koo  /koo/
rolo /rab/  pick roo  /ra/
tanlan /tild/ loosen taan  /taa/
bhulu /Bulu/ break/split bhuu /Buu/

The juxtaposed vowels phonemically function as double vowels (as already ob-
served in Okojie and Ejele 1987) and is reflected in the contrast between single vowels
and double vowels in the pairs in (4).

(4) so (mi éria) /so/ seek (from people) soo /s33/ tear
tan /ta/ tall taan /tad/ loosen
ko (or koko) /ko/ together koo  /koo/ meet
yen /j&/ [pg] cook yeen /jgg/ [pég€] apply pressure

The full word form (e.g., tanlan /tdld/ ‘loosen’) can be said to be in free
variation with its l-reduced form (taan /tdd/) because they are in opposition to the
single-vowel word /té/ ‘tall’.

While the elided consonants can still be traced in the words in (3) and (4), there
are many verbs in Esan that can no longer be traced to a form having 1. Such verbs
regularly contrast as a sequence of vowels, with words having a single vowel as in (5).

(5) ho (ékén) /ha/  lay (egg) hoo (ikpdn)  /ha3/ wash (cloth)
man /méa/ we maan /méa/ teach/show
ba (NP féghé) /ba/ spy (on NP) baa /baa/ pain
ban (ikpdn) /bd/ take off (cloth) baan /bai/ give up bad habit
sa /sa/ fetch/shoot saa (ét0) /saa/ weave (hair)
da (éyon) /da/ drink (drink) daa (amén) /daa/ collect (rainwater)
gba (dkpiri) /gba/ tie (rope) gbaa (éké é6ria) /gbaa/ understand

Interestingly, the Ekpoma dialect does not make overt use of vowel sequence as
a basis of distinction between these words in isolation whereas the Uromi dialect does.
The speakers do, however, agree with this distinction when their attention is drawn to it.
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A critical analysis of the data reveals that apart from the vowel sequence, the
verb typology and its complements are also distinctive criteria whether the verb is
collocative, cognate, deictic, serial, transitive, or intransitive (Ejele 1986). Ekpoma
speakers seem to be more sensitive to the typology of a verb rather than the vowel
sequence. Thus, for instance, ho ‘lay’ and hoo ‘wash’ are collocative verbs selecting
éken ‘egg’ and dkpodn ‘cloth’ respectively. man ‘we’ and maan ‘teach, show measure’
belong to different word classes, being pronominal and verbal, respectively. The word
ba usually occurs in serial constructions. In the examples, féeghé means ‘check up’ and
it is itself formed from two verbs fe ‘look’ and ghe ‘look’. In contrast, baa can occur
transitively and intransitively, respectively, in (6).

(6) o0& bad men leg is paining me
leg pain me

egbede 0 baa  injection is painful
needle it pains

A relevant question at this point is, what happens when both dialects differ in their
classification of words? A priori, one expects such a verb to be ambiguous or ambivalent.
Indeed such an example is the verb raa ‘steal’ which is transitive in Ekpoma dialect with
a serial verb transitive correlate do NP mun (or do NP rie) ‘steal NP’. The verb raa for
some Uromi dialect speakers is transitive as in (7¢) and (7d). The example in (7¢) in
Ekpoma dialect means ‘he has stolen from a hen’ while (7d) is unacceptable.

(7) a ¢ radle
he steal
He stole / has stolen.

b. ¢ dé ¢khékho mun
He stole / has stolen (from) a hen.
c. o rad ¢khékhd
He stole / has stolen a hen.
d. o dbé émin(something)
He stole (something).
A convincing proof that vowel length is phonemic in Esan in spite of its covert
usage in Ekpoma dialect, is the behavior of the vowel in the last syllable of a verb that

is followed by a vowel-initial word. Generally when two vowels are juxtaposed across
a word boundary, the first deletes. That gives the formula in (8).

(8) (CV)CV #CV (CV) = (CV) C, # CV (CV)

Applying this general principle, the only vowel in a monosyllabic verb deletes,
leaving only the consonant in the original syllable as in (9).

9 CvV—- C#VCYV
ho h éke lay egg

In contrast, in a disyllabic verb, as presumably in a VV sequence, only the last
vowel deletes, leaving a consonant and a vowel as in (10).

(10) CVV —-CV#VCV
hoo ho ukp3 wash cloth

The comparative table below illustrates this. This data is attested to across Esan
whether in the city or hometown.

2 # represents word boundary and @ a deleted segment.
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anyv \'AY
ho ékén /hd ek&  lay egg hoo Gkpdn /hd> ukp5/  wash cloth
[h ék&]  *[ho éké] [ha vikp35] *[h tikp3]
sa amén /sa am&/  fetch water saa étd /saa éto/ weave hair
[s am§]  *[sa amé] [sa ét0] *[s étd]
ban tikpon /bi ukp3/ take off cloth  baan isi &éf¢ /baa isi efe/ stop going
[b fikp5] *[bi ikp3] [ba isi &fe] *[bisi #fe]  to Efe’s
da éydon /da ej3/  drink (drink) daa dmén  /daa am&/  collect
[déne] *[da ep3] [da am&] *[d amé] rainwater

That elision of the vowel in monosyllabic verbs is obligatory is substantiated by
the unacceptability of forms under V, which are not allowed even in slow speech.
Conversely, the fact that only V rather than VV in disyllabic verbs is elided, is
confirmed by the unacceptability of the form marked with an asterisk under the VV
column, not even in fast speech. Note that although most of the verbs in (11) have a
narrow range of collocation, the same results are obtained when their nouns are
replaced by other suitable nouns or pronouns. Thus the behavior of vowels in verbs
when juxtaposed with a vowel-initial word serves as a crucial distinguishing criterion
for vowel sequence in Esan.

Apart from 1, other lax consonants like the liquid r and the glides w and y in final
syllables are susceptible to elision, although it is much less common with them.
Examples are given in (12) including a comparable example from the Edo (Bini)
language as the last word in the list.

(12) vare /vare/ /r/ elides — [vaé] *[va] (/r/ and /e/ elide) come
dere /dere/ /r/ elides — [dee] *[de] (/r/ and /e/ elide) fall
owe lowe/  /w/ elides — [o&8]  *[o] (/w/ and /e/ elide) leg
yenyen  /jéjé/ /j/ elides — [pEnp&] *[pE] (/j/ and /&/ elide) apply pressure
thdnmwin /uhiimi /my/ elides — [uthiiii] head

As observed with I, not all words with these lax consonants in final syllables
allow their elision, and as yet, the phenomenon is not predictable. For instance, the
verb yere ‘remember’ looks like verbs that allow elision but, in fact, it does not.

3. EXPLANATIONS FOR ELISION OF LAX CONSONANTS
IN WORD-FINAL SYLLABLES

A plausible explanation that accounts for the process of elision of the lax consonant
in the final syllable of words is a diachronic one. There is no reason to believe that this
phenomenon is a diachronic process in progress. Evidence for this hypothesis includes
loss of one of the double vowels, free variation with full-word forms, use of full forms by
the older generation, and evidence of the same phenomenon in related languages.

3.1 LOSS OF ONE OF DOUBLE VOWELS

The observation that some speakers seem not to make overt use of vowel se-
quence may actually be a reflection of the fact that some words are in the process of
losing one of the double vowels in the sequence and therefore may become homo-
phonous with words having single vowels. For instance, thiénlén [thj&lé] ‘beans’ in
fast speech is [fhj€], homophonous with [fhj] ‘finger’. Similarly, [s3] “tear’ is [sa] in
fast speech, becoming homophonous with [s3] ‘seek’.

(13) sgo ébé-a /833 ébeé-d/ [sd> ébe-a] tear the book
tear book
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so ni éria
seek from people

/s3 mi érja/ [sd n érja) seek from people

3.2 FREE VARIATION WITH FULL WORD FORMS

Whether vowel sequence usage is covert or overt, all the dialects of Esan have word
forms with elision in free variation with their full-word forms (cf. example (3)). The
existence of these variants indicate that the diachronic process is still in progress for these
words, i.e., the words are in transition, presumably on their way to being stable. In case
of verbs with VV, it is plausible to treat them as reflecting a later stage in the diachronic
process, such that they have long lost their lax consonants. This analysis should not be
surprising, as the language has only recently been reduced to writing. Since the process
was not documented, the present forms fossilized and are now stable, being no longer
traceable, via oral tradition, to older forms having lax consonants.

The interesting case of pronouns buttresses this analysis. manlen ‘we’ and
nanlen ‘they’ allow all forms of the stages. That is, the full-word form manlen and
nanlen which are their emphatic forms, the 1-deleted form maen and naen, and the
14 V-deleted form man and nan respectively. In contrast, the pronoun bha ‘you PL’ is
the only accepted form, now no longer traceable to bhale (the full form) and bhae (the
1-deleted form). Presumably bha has undergone the full diachronic process, and is now
the only accepted or used form. Consequently, it can be considered to have fossilized
since it can no longer be linked to the earlier forms bhale and bhae. Incidentally, this
is the case for related languages like Edo (Bini), Owan (Ora), and Etsako (Auchi), with
Edo (Bini) having mainly the C-deleted forms which are no longer linked to the full-word
forms found in the other languages. Other examples are given in the table in (14).

(14) Lax-consonant elision compared in four Edoid languages

ESAN EDO ETSAKO(AUCHI) OWAN(EME-ORA)
salt  dménlén [umélE] umwén [améd] Gmhele [dm"ele] dmeénrlén
[m&&] [im&]  [uméf) [Gm"¢] [dmérd] [Gmé)
basket 6khuale [6xwale] Okhudrd [dxwdre] Skp"ald [6kp"ale] ékhuarle [6xware]
[6xwae] *[6xwa] [oxwae] *[oxwa] [6kp"ae] [6kpPa]l [6xwae] *[6xwa]
neck urula [arulia] urhu [igu] drhaili [dr®il]  ararlin [urigii]
[rid] [ira] [arPai] [arii]
fire  eranle [erdle] érhen [eré) erfale [er"alk]  eramrlen [erapE]
[eridd] *[eri] [er"ae] [er"a]  [erd#) *[eri]
leg owe [owE] owe [owi] owe [owE] [0¢] [o&]
od [oe] *o *[o2] *o¢ [02] *dwe *[owz]
eye 21O [2100] ard [apo] 210 [elo] erld [ro]
[£100] [210] *[20] [ad] *[g0] *[g0]
knife éléghale [élSyale] erd [erd] aghdlo [ayald]  dgharle [dyare]
[él5yad] [él5ya]  [05] *[aydd] [dyae]
food ébale [ébaR] dvbaré [evaré] émale [émalk]  ébarle [ébage]
[ébag]?[éba] [evaé] *[eva]  émad *[éma] ébag] *[éba]
belly ékéle [8kéle] koo [£kéd] ékéle [ékele] ékérle [ékére)
[ékéR] [éke] [&ké] [¢ké] [ékéR] [¢kE] [ékée] €ké]
outside dléle [1é12] oréré [opéré]  4td [4td] orlérlé [opéré]
[ol€] [o1€] [6réé] [66t€] [oréé] [ore] *[o€]
*[0€] [6r€] [6€]

A similar case is o¢ ‘leg’ which is actually derived from Owe, a much less
common form. However, there is no doubt that d¢ in Esan is derived from dwe because
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the plural form awe still has w. Evidence from Edo (Bini) and Etsako (Auchi) allow
only the full form dweé while Owan (Eme-Ora) allows only the deleted form 6é.

vare ‘come’ is another word that shows the diachronic stages in the dialects of
Esan. It is pronounced [vare] among the dialects around Ubiaja, whereas most other
dialects like Uromi, Ekpoma, and Irrua use [vae]. However, no dialect uses [va].

3.3 USE OF FULL FORMS BY OLDER GENERATION

Evidence from the older generation lends credence to a diachronic treatment of
lax consonants in word-final syllables. It is observed that the older generation primar-
ily in the countryside and hometowns use the full forms of the words while forms with
deletion are more common with the younger generation. For instance, some of the
secondary and university students interviewed did not think that urét and urila re-
ferred to ‘neck’. The same applied to imeén and timénlén ‘salt’ as well as the other
examples in (14). Interestingly, Esan speakers belonging to the older generation, as
well as students who interact with grandparents or old relatives, were able to recognize
each set of words as the same.

3.4 RELATED LANGUAGES

Evidence from related languages like Edo (Bini), Etsako (Auchi), and Owan
(Eme-Ora), shows that the diachronic process is not restricted to Esan alone. The
comparative examples in (14) give the forms showing different stages in the dia-
chronic process. For instance, ‘basket’ in Esan, Edo, and Owan allow only the first
two stages: full-word form and consonant-elided form. In contrast, Etsako allows all
forms of the the three stages: full-word, consonant-elided, and C+ V-elided forms,
respectively. With ‘neck’ and ‘fire’, Esan, Etsako, and Owan behave alike in allowing
C and C+YV deletions in contrast with Edo whose only form can no longer be linked
(by its native speakers) with any deleted form(s). Presumably, Edo has reached the
final stage of the change. In spite of the similarity between Esan, Etsako, and Owan,
Esan and Owan contrast with Etsako in the word ‘fire’ where it does not allow the
word-final CV deletion (as shown by the asterisk). Thus, while Etsako allows the three
word forms, Esan and Owan allow full and C-elided forms. Edo allows only one form,
the 1+ V-elided form.

Similar comparison can be made with the other words. The affected final-syllable
consonants are [1] orthographically I for Esan and Etsako, [¢] and [¢] orthographically
r for Edo, and [{] orthographically rl (one consonant) for Owan. Generally, most of
the words in Edo seem to have stabilized while corresponding words in the other three
languages are still in transition (cf. ‘neck’, ‘fire’, ‘eye’, and ‘knife’ in (14)). In all
these languages the dichotomy between speech form and age generation is also ob-
served. The older generation (especially in the hometowns and villages) tends to use
the full word form while the younger generation uses the elided form.

Even in a distantly related language like Urhobo, a Delta-Edoid language (Elugbe
1980), the same process of C-elision is observed. The affected lax consonants are [r]
and [j]. Some examples from Urhobo are given in (15).

(15) uchiru pet futfurd/ [atfaed] or  [utfun]
urhira greed farari/ [hruci] or  [urin]
akpere basket /akpérg/ [akpege] or [akpig]
erhare fire ferare/ [erare] or [erae]
oghéyi tortoise /ogbéji/ [ogbéji] or  [ogbéi]

It should not be surprising that Urhobo, Edo, Esan, Owan, and Etsako allow
C-elision in word-final positions since they are genetically related, being Edoid (Elugbe
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1986). Urhobo is classified as South-West Edoid, Edo (Bini), Esan, and Ora as North-
Central Edoid, and Etsako as South North-West Edoid.

In all of these languages, the general predictable environment for C-elision is in
intervocalic position, i.e., VCV. Such a sequence is a “weak spot” (Greenberg 1963:xxiv)
in these languages in the sense that a change is more likely in this sequence than CV
sequence. Consequently, these languages will tend to have more VV combinations than
VCV, as is indeed amply justified by the comparative examples from the four languages.

Before concluding, attention should be drawn to the possibility of an intermediate
stage between the second and third stages. In this intermediate stage, the juxtaposition
of two vowels (being a result of C-elision) may be argued to be realized as a diph-
thong. Although there is no evidence for diphthongs and triphthongs in Esan, Owan,
or Etsako, these have been argued to be present in Edo in Melzian (1937:xi), Wescott
(1962:29), and Amayo (1976:14). For instance, in the latter, éguaré ‘place’ and ok-
huéreé (orthographically eguae and okhuae) are treated as triphthongs as in (16).

(16) eguare  /egware/ [Egwae]
okhuére /oxware/ [boxwie]

This is in line with Schane’s (1973) treatment of sequences of semivowels j and w,
plus the following vowel(s) as diphthongs and triphthongs.

The presence of diphthongs and triphthongs in Edo (Bini) is controversial.
Omozuwa (1987) argues that these do not occur in Edo. His view is buttressed by their
absence in the aforementioned related languages. In the Edo language, the two exam-
ples in (16) are actually phonetically realized as [¢gwae] and [dxwde] respectively.
Here the last vowel [e], a half-closed vowel, is realized as [€], a half-open vowel
which is a kind of vowel assimilation reflecting the influence of the preceding open
vowel [a]. Possibly, this assimilatory behavior, an articulatory movement of the tongue
towards the target vowel [e], is what is interpreted as forming a diphthong/triphthong
in conjunction with the preceding vowel(s). Such an analysis is radically different
from the traditional treatment of a diphthong as a unit, having only one syllabic peak.
For instance, /ot in /bav/ ‘boy’ in English is a unit, unlike the sequence in Edo.

4. CONCLUSION

From the foregoing discussion, there is no doubt that the liquid 1 and to a lesser
degree other lax consonants in word-final syllables in Esan and some other related
languages are being elided. We have seen that the result of elision in this position is
VV formation, which now contrasts with words having a V, with which they may be
homophonous.

The phenomenon of C-elision though fairly common, cannot be predicted. We
have tried to explain our observation as a diachronic phenomenon in progress. In
addition to dialectal differences in Esan itself, we examined similar words in some
related languages and the overwhelming evidence shows that indeed C-elision is not
peculiar to Esan. In fact, of the four languages, Edo (Bini) seems to have stabilized
since the words have only the elided forms which the native speakers do not link to
any other forms. In contrast, Esan, Owan, and Etsako have words in various stages of
transition, since the three word-forms are still possible in most of the words.
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