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INTRODUCTION 

The NP in Emai is made up of one or more 
premodifiers, a noun or numeral head and a sequence of 
one or more postmodifiers. The postmodifiers are the 
possessive and relater phrases, demonstratives, nouns, 
quantifiers, numerals and possessive pronouns. Below 
are a few examples illustrating the NP. 3 

la. Qli uvbi !w~ 1si Qha 
DET DIM goat POSS wife 
'king's wife's small goat' 

ogie 
king 

lb. 1vbexan evA eli ebe evbee 
children two REL bad another 
'two other bad children' 

le. Qli .QkpA 1si ~ .QAin 
DEF one POSS your that 
'that one of yours' 

ld. igbe Qvbee Qdan 
ten another different 
'another different ten' 

.QA in 
that 

We shall delay making any statements about the 
categorial relations between these constituents of the 
NP until later on. The possessive phrase and the 
relator phrase are mafked by the morphemes isi/esi and 
Qli/eli respectively. Historically, N+N combinations 
are derived as a result of the deletion of the 
possessive markers in a noun-poss-noun relationship. 5 

There are two basic tones in Emai. These are the 
high and low tones. There are also variants of these 
tones such as the downstep, rising, falling, raised low 
and downglide. 

TONAL CHANGES IN THE NP 

Two kinds of tonal changes affect nominals in the 
NP. The first kind involves the change of a low or 
sequence of low tones to high in nonfinal nominals 1) 

92 



1 9 9 0 MAL C 

Tone and NP in Emai 

if such a low tone or its sequence is not interposed 
by a high tone 2) if the nominal bearing the tone does 
not immediately precede a numeral. Examples in 2a-e 
show the change affecting nominals of various tonal 
patterns; f-h show instances where the change is 
blocked; h-i show that low tones preceding a high tone 
are unaffected. 

2a. ubele 1si ogie ----> [tiM1ll!-s-odze] 6 

gourd POSS king. 'the king's gourd' 

2b. 1vbexan eso ----> [1vMx4n eso) 
children certain 'certain children' 

2c. 1g0.e Qli odg ----> [igM-1-odg) 
camp REL yesterday 'the camp of yesterday' 

2d. Qgbglg Qli Qfuan Qdan ----> 
strap REL white different 

[Qgbglg-1-Q.ftian-Qdan) 
'a different white strap 

2e. ubele evbii ----> [tiM1-evbii] 
gourd oil 'gourd of oil' 

2f. akaka ev6 ---> [akaka ev6) 
grasshopper.two 'two grasshoppers' 

2g. !gbalaka Q_gban 6vbee ----> ladder thirty another 

[!gbalaka Q_gb!J.n evbe6] 
'another thirty ladders' 

2h. 1kgk~ 1si oisa --> [1kgkg-!s-oisa] 
bicycle POSS Oisa 'Oisa's bicycle' 

2i. itasa 6so ---> 
plate certain 

[itasa Qso] 
'a certain plate' 
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The second change involes nonf inal complements of 
the possessive phrase. A LHn pattern is realized on it. 
Also no change occurs 1) if such a nominal has a final 

· high tone, or 2) if it immediately precedes a numeral. 
Examples in Ja-e show the change affecting nominals of 
different tonal structures; f-h show blocking 
environments. 
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Ja. iwe 1si 6fe QlQin ----> (1we-s-ofe-n§in] 7 

house POSS rat other 'the other rat's house' 

Jb. awg 1si gk[J!ln Qli Qbe ----> (awg-!s-Qkpgn-1-Qbe) 
legs POSS leopard REL bad 'the bad leopard's legs' 

Jc. 2ko6 1si 
hill POSS 

tikp6dg 1si 
road POSS 

(Qko6-!s-ukp6dg-!s-oke) 

oke 
Oke 

'the hill on the road to Oke' 

Jd. gkpa 1si Qlan Q1Qn1 
bag POSS this one other 

(gkpa-!s-Qnan-nQln] 
'this one's other bag' 

----> 

----> 

Je. awe 1si akaka 6vbee ----> 
legs POSS grasshopper another 

(awk-!s-akaka-2vbee) 
'another grasshopper's legs' 

Jf. 6ran 1si igbalaka ih1Qn 
wood POSS ladder seven 

[6ran-!s-igbalaka-ih1Qn) 

----> 

'seven pieces of wood for ladder' 

Jg. akp6ti 1si Qgbglg ue Qdan ----> 
box POSS strap twenty different 

(akp6t1-!s-Qgbglg-ue-2dan) 
'another twenty boxes of strap' 

Jh. awg 1si 
legs POSS 

adogan olan 
tripod this 

(awg-!s-adogan-nan) 
'this tripod's legs' 

----> 

Against our prediction a premodifier may have its 
initial high tone changed to low when it occurs before 
a final high tone initial noun in a possessive 
complement. Consequently, we get a LHx pattern on the 
premodifier and its head. Before a final low tone 
initial noun however no change occurs. Normally, a 
premodifier and its head are treated as a unit when 
they occur nonfinally as complements of the possessive 
phrase. 
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4a. 6bQ 1si uvbi gwe ----> [6b.Q-!s-uvj-gwe) 
hand ASS DIM goat 'the small goat's hand' 

4b. 6f e 1si Q.li Q.vbexan ----> [6fe-!s-Ql-Q.vbexan) 
rat POSS DET child 'the child's rat' 

4c. awg 1si uvbi gkpgn ----> [!wg-!s-uvbj-gkpgn] 
legs POSS DIM leopard 'the small leopard's legs' 

4d. AbQ 1si Q.li Qtan ----> [Ab.Q-!s-Q.1-Qtan] 
paws POSS DET squirrel 'the squirrel's paws' 

4e. go 1si uvbi otan Qlan 
face POSS DIM squirrel this 

[g6-!s-uvbj-Q.t6n-nan) 
'this squirrel's face' 

4f. gkgni 1si Q.li 
belly POSS DET 

akaka 
grasshopper 

(gkg1n-!s-Ql-AkAkA-!in] 
'that grasshopper's abdomen' 

ANALYSIS8 

----> 

Q.Hn 
that 

----> 

Historically, three sets of questions have 
occupied phonologists in their bid to understand the 
interface between grammar and phonology. These 
questions roughly put are the if, how, and how much of 
grammar-phonology interface. With regard to these 
questions the following facts are now well known: a) 
that the kind of clear separtion of levels advocated by 
some early phonologists is not empirically 
justifiable.; b) that the representation of grammatical 
involvement in phonology in terms of junctural phonemes 
or boundasry symbols is theoretically deficient; c) 
that phonolgy may have access only to surface syntactic 
structure and not to any earlier level. 

Beyond the facts stated above, there is an ongoing 
controversy about the form of surface structure which 
phonology may have access to. In other words, what kind 
of syntactic information is phonologically relevant? 
There are basically two approaches, namely the Direct 

· syntax Approach DSA and the Indirect syntax Approach 
ISA (Hyman et al 1987). DSA allows phonological rules 
to refer to surface structure bracketting. In its 
strongest form it permits access to categorial 
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information. In its weakest form only a statement of 
linear precedence is requiredwhether in the language in 
question the first word must c-command the second or 
vice versa (Kaisse 1985). ISA proposes that surface 
syntactic structure is reduced to phonological domains 
on the basis of which the conditions of postlexical 
rules can be stated (Hyman et al. 1987:88). 

Our approach here is the DSA. Without being 
prejudicial we believe that we cannot begin to draw up 
prosodic domains for a language with such a limited 
scope as we have in this study. Moreover, there is 
really no antagonism between both approaches-ISA 
simples goes a step further than DSA. Within the DSA 
however we shall explore the possibility of stating the 
conditions on the rules strictly in terms of precedence 
relations. 

In order to proceed with our analysis we shall 
refresh your memory with the facts of the change: 

a) two types of changes occur, both involve nonfinal 
nominals. Whereas the first turns a low tone or its 
sequence to high, the second realizes a LHn pattern. 

b} Whereas the latter change is realized on the 
complements of a possessive phrase the former occurs 
elsewhere in the NP. 

c) Both changes are blocked if the relevant nominals 
immediately precede a numeral or if such a nominal has 
a final high tone. 

d) low tone preceding a lexical high tone is unaffected 
by the first change. 

We propose that these changes occur as a result of 
the application of two ordered rules. The first is a 
high tone insertion and spreading rule, the second is a 
low tone insertion rule. 

HIGH T~NE INSERTION 

This rule affects all nonfinal nominals of the NP 
in Emai, this also includes the complements of the 
possessive phrase. There are two possible ways of 
viewing this rule. First we may insert the tone after 
the penultimate nominal and spreading it backwards all 
the way as illustrated in Sb below. 
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Sa. LL L 

I I I 
akaka 
grasshopper 
'that white 

H L L LL 

I I I II 
oli ofuan 
REL white 
grasshopper' 

HHL 

Ill 
Qain 
that 

Sb. _dEJ HHL 

____ ~ ~ =:-=-~-; :\ 111 
akaka- - .- 21.l Qfttan Qain 

'that white grasshopper' 

INPUT 

H-INSERTION 
AND SPREADING 

or we may allow the insertion of the high tone to 
apply recursively after every nonfinal nominal, as in 
6a, with the domain of spreading restricted to the 
immediately preceding nominal. 

6a. /~ 
/II 

a'k~k~ 

H L ~ HHL 

11 1~': 111 
_li .QfuAn Qain 

grasshopper REL white that 

6b. [AkAkA-l-2f66n-Ain] OUTPUT 
'that white grasshopper' 

Evidence from Emai suggests that the second 
alternative is the correct one. We observed earlier 
that the change is blocked by high tones and numerals. 
We expect that, if the process applies enblock, all 
nominals, or part of the nominals preceding the 
blocking environments, would be unaffected. But this is 
not so. The blocking by a high tone does not extend 
beyond the nominal bearing such a tone, while numerals 
only block nominals immediately preceding them. 

7a. ~~~ 1si 6dod6 6li ode ~Ain 
Dag- POSS flower REL yesterday that ----> 
(ekpA-!s-~-l-6dg-6in] 
'the bag of flowers of yesterday' 

7b. awe 1si akaka Qgban regs POSS grasshopper thirty ----> 
[Awg-!s-akaka-Qgban] 
'the legs of thirty grasshoppers' 
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Having made the observations above, it now behoves 
us to properly state the conditions affecting this 
rule. We have to explain why numerals exert a blocking 
effect on immedidtely preceding nominals, even though 
they are themselves subject to this change. We also 
need at least to give an insight to why lexical high 
tones block the change. 

Our contention is that this change signals the 
notion headship. To properly express this position we 
shall employ the notion of c-command, which essentially 
states that a node A c-commands a node B if the first 
branching node dominating A also dominates B (Kaisse 
1985). This also includes all units subsumed under B 
but no more. This later addition imposes a domain on c-
command. 

The NP in Emai is a rightbranching tree, this does 
not undermine the existence of a highly bound 
premodifier constituent. In a sequence of nominals a 
nominal is head over and consequently c-commands every 
nominal to its right. In other words there is a 
recursive rightward head-modifier relationship. It is 
this relationship that this change signals. Final nouns 
do not Jndergo the change because by their position in 
the scheme they never occur as head. 

The blocking effect of numerals can be explained 
in two ways. The easy way out is to state that the 
change is sensitive to categorial information. In other 
words the category label Numeral exerts a blocking 
effect. The problem with this analysis is that the 
change is not blocked in numerals themselves but in a 
preceding nominal. This rather suggests some kind of 
relational factor. This brings us to the second and 
correct analysis. In the c-command hierarchy in the NP 
in Emai, only the numeral is not under the c-commandof 
an immediately preceding nominal. But it c-commands the 
following nominals hence it undergoes that change. In 
fact any NP in Emai with a numeral has the structure 
represented in Figure 1 below: 

I 
NP 

I \ 
N X 

NP 
\ 

NUMP 
I \ 

NUM X 

FIGURE 1. NP structure in Emai. 
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The tree above shows clearly that there is no c-
command relationship between a numeral and a preceding 
nominal. The numeral like a noun functioning as head of 
a phrase can take all kinds of non-verbal modifiers 
including a noun. 

Low Tone Insertion 

Subsequent to the application of high tone 
insertion rule, a l~w tone is inserted on the fist 
syllable of nonfinal nominal complements of possessive 
phrases. The application of both rules results in the 
LHn tonal pattern observed in these nominals. Low tone 
insertion is blocked in nominals with final high tones. 
This is because of the blocking effect of high tones 
which prevent high tone insertion and spreading; hence 
also blocking low insertion which is ordered after it. 
This explains why LHn pattern is not realized on 
possessive complements with final high tones. 

Like the high tone insertion, this rule also 
applies recursively to every nonfinal complement of 
possessive phrases. The same arguments supporting this 
position in the earlier rule are also applicable here. 
Let us now illustrate with example 8 below: 

Sa. L L H L L L L H L H L L L L 

Sb. 

Sc. 

I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
aw~ isi akaka isi 2vbexan Qlan 
leg POSS grasshopper POSS child this 
'this child's grasshopper's legs' 

, ~ n ,~f r n ,~ n 
aw~ isi (k~k~ isi QVbexan Qlan 

,~nf .~ n i ,f n 
Awk isi akaka isi QvbexAn Qlan 

H-INSERTION 
AND SPREADING 

LOW TONE 
INSERTION 

· Sd. (Awg-!s-akAkA-!s-Qvb~xAn-nan] OUTPUT BY 
VOWEL ELISION 
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Low tone insertion is an index of another kind of 
relationship. It applies under conditions of structural 
and semantic ambiguity. The possessive phrase through 
the possessive markers isi/esi create structural 
ambiguity in the NP. Thus the sentences below have two 
structures each: a rightward and a leftward branching 
structure. Each structure has its unique semantic 
interpretation. 

9a. gkpa lsi lkgkg 2li Qfuan 
bag POSS bicycle nEL white 
'the bag for the white bicycle' 

9b. gkpa lsi lkgkg ~li Qfuan 
bag POSS bicycle REL white 
'the white bicycle-bag' 

lOa. awg lsi akaka .Qain 
legs POSS grasshopper that 
'that grasshopper's legs' 

lOb. awg lsi akaka .Qain 
legs POSS grasshopper that 
'those grasshopper-legs' 

Any NP with the possessive phrase is succeptible 
to this ambiguity. In terms of c-conunand the possessive 
phrase brings nothing new to the NP in Emai. Thus there 
is no question of explaining the low tone insertion in 
terms of precedence relations as we did for high tone 
insertion. In fact, aside from this ambiguity, the 
possessive and relater phrases are undifferentiated. If 
we fuse the two structures in 7b we can understand the 
situation clearly. 

(awg (lsi akaka) .Qain 

FIGURE 2. Fused NP structures. 

It is clear that the complement of the possessive 
phrase occurs in overlapping domains. It is this 
condition that low tone insertion signals. Even though 
such an overlap does not occur when we have a final 
possessive complement, a low tone is inserted on the 
initial syllable of the premodif ier of a high-tone-
initial noun. (See the examples in 4 above.) 
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our explanation of this is that low tone insertion 
applies in error in this circumstance. As a result of 
the ordering of low tone insertion after high 
insertion, the high tone of the initial syllable of the 
following nominal is erroneously analyzed as deriving 
from the application of high insertion and spread; thus 
motivating low insertion. This analysis finds strength 
in the fact that nominals beginning with a low tone do 
not condition the change. 

In conclusion ~e would like to mention that the 
blocking of a spreading grammatical high tone by a 
lexical high tone runs through the entire Emai 
postlexical tonology. This together with the fact that 
lexical tonal contrasts is now highly diminished calls 
for a reanalysis of Emai to determine its true status 
as a tone language. 

ENDNOTES 

1. Emai is a language spoken by about 30,000 people, 
mostly indigenes of the Emai clan of Owan Local 
Government Area of Nigeria. It belongs to the North 
Central Branch of the Edoid group of languages. Edoid 
languages belong to the Kwa language family. 

2. I extend my deep appreciation to Ron Schaefer for 
discussing my data with me. All shortcomings are 
however mine. 

3. Conventions and abbreviations used in this paper 
include the following: vb=voiced labiodental 
approximant; gh=voiced velar fricative; dz=voiced 
palato-alvealor affricate; ~=half open front unrounded 
vowel; Q=half open back rounded vowel; n after a vowel 
or vowel sequence indicates nasalization; DEF=definite 
article; DIM= diminutive; NP=noun phrase; NUM=numeral; 
NUMP=numeral phrase; POSS=possessive marker; 
REL=relator. 

4. The initial vowels of these markers are concord 
prefixes. The relaters are actually the singular and 
plural forms of the definite article. These forms also 
function as the relative introducers, focus markers, 

.and indirect object marker. isi and esi are referred to 
as Associative markers in Egbokhare (1990). The 
nomenclature used in the present work is strictly for 
convenience. 
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5. [N + N] and (N + Possessive Pronoun] sequences are 
derived historically from (N-Poss-N/Possessive Pronoun] 
sequences. The absence of the markers has some 
implications, as the following examples illustrate: 

/gkpa 1si 2ka/ 
bag POSS maize 
'bag for maize' 

/gkpa Q.ka/ 
bag maize 
'a bag of maize' 

6. Vowel elision occurs in constructions when vowels 
come in contact across morpheme boundaries. Morpho-
syntactic factors determine which of the vowels in 
contact should elide. The examples in square brackets 
show forms after elision. 

7. Structural ambiguity results when we have the 
structure [N-Poss-Nom X] in Emai. Each of the examples 
presented is structurally and semantically ambiguous. 
We have found it convenient not to reflect this in the 
glosses. Below is an illustration of their ambiguity. 

(awg [ 1si 6fe 
legs POSS rat 

'that rat's legs' 

2ain 
that 

[ [ awg 1si 6f e ] eain] 
legs POSS rat that 
'those legs of the rat' 

8. A different analysis of these changes is contained 
in Egbokhare 1990. The analysis traces the first type 
to the spreading of high tones of concord prefixes of 
the NP markers esi/isi and Qli/eli and qualifiers. This 
analysis faces some difficulty in trying to postulate a 
high tone prefix across the board for all qualifiers. 
To put it succinctly, the analysis is morphologically 
based whereas the present one is syntax based. 
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