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Abstract

It is a fact that several interactions abound in the generation of well-formed and
acceptable constructions in any human language. These interactions are dependent on the
rules governing the positioning and functions of these elements. They have their basis on
the nature of words in a language. Grammatical categories also known as parts of speech
refer to the classification of elements based on certain linguistic features in a well-formed,
acceptable construction.This study specifies the modalities for the classification of word
classes like nouns, verbs, adjectives and so on in the Edo language with a view to outlining
their roles in the grammar of the language. Data for this study are obtained from
conversational contexts and selected Edo songs by Adviser Nowamagbe, this was
complemented by data from published works like the £do-English Dictionary by Agheyisi
and Melzian. The study draws the boundary between the two components of grammatical
categories — lexical and functional categories as they affect the generation of sentences in
Edo language with special emphasis on the lexical class of words, noun.

Introduction

The main function of a language is to communicate meaning from speaker to listener. The
concept of grammatical categories, word classes or parts of speech represents a unique way
of studying the internal structures of natural languages. The basic concepts in a language
are encoded as words which are related together within the grammar by means of
categories. Baker (2004) identified three items that can be classified as lexical categories in
a language as: nouns, verbs and adjectives. This is much in the same way as Dixon
andAikhenvald’s (2004) classification of word classes as lexical and functional, with the
former possessing, a prototypical conceptual basis and the latter, a prototypical
grammatical function. Baker (2004) is of the opinion that these lexical items or elements
are parts of the universal categories of words that are present in all natural languages.
Chomsky (1970) provides a basis for the distinction of lexical categories by means of the
binary distinctive features [+N, + V]. This eventually became known as the feature
tetrachotomy,Chomsky (1981) in which the following feature values below for
grammatical categories are identified:
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(1)  a [*N-V] = the class of nominals
b. [-N +V] = the class of verbs
c. [+N +V] = the class of adjectives
d. [-N -V] = the class of adpositions, prepositions, conjunctions and particles
(cf. Baker, 2004:17)

This provision by Chomsky, though a good point for the classification of grammatical
categories is not comprehensive enough to give us more information about the internal
composition and distribution of these grammatical categories in languages generally and
Edo language in particular.

Methodology

The study used the primary and secondary means of data collection and the descriptive
method of analysis for the data collected. The data collected and used in this study are
obtained from the Oredo variety which is the Standard variety of Edo language. A large
number of the data came from secondary sources prominent among which are: Melzian
(1937) and Agheyisi (1986).

The study is simply descriptive. The analytic procedure is based to a large extent on
the one employed by Dixon andAikhenvald (2004) in the prototypical treatment of the
class of adjectives in some languages. They (Dixon and Aikhenvald) are of the view that
word classes can be identified betweenlanguages (and assigned the same names) based on
two criteria: similarity of syntactic function and similarity of meaning. Interms of syntactic
function, a noun may always function as head of a noun phrasethat can be a predicate
argument, and a verb can always be head of a predicate.

In the present study, grammatical categories will be classified into two: lexical
categories and functional categories. The former incorporates the classes of nouns and
verbs and serves as the focus of this paper. These elements (nouns and verbs) are analyzed
based on their morphological and semantic properties, thus accounting for the morpho-
semantic nature of the work.

The lexical category

The words that fall under this category are those that originally make up the traditional
grammar units of onoma(nouns) and rhema (verbs). These are the elements that are
considered to be the principal constituents of a syntactic derivation (Baker, 2004).Though
in Baker’s (2004) work, the class of Adjectives was added to the lexical categories in a
language for the simple reason that members of this class can be expanded (open class
criterion). The class of nouns and verbs in the language will be evaluated using the
following defining criteria:

I. Words that are open to modification and addition of new items,
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ii. Words that exhibit peculiar morphological features in terms of modification and
derivation,

iii. Words that serve as the core or nucleus in a sentence from which other words
get their functions and identities and

iv. Words that possess some unique morpho-semantic features like tense (for verbs)
and number (for verbs and nouns)

The above criteria define the lexical categories of nouns and verbs. In the sections that
follow, the structures of the nominal category are discussedwith a view to appraising their
peculiarities in the grammar of a natural language like Edo.

The noun in Edo

The noun is an important lexical category in the grammar of any language which possesses
an array of rich morphological, syntactic and semantic features. This class of words can be
defined based on the several properties that reflect the nature of the noun as an important
aspect of a language’s grammar. It is a member of a syntactic class which is definable as
follows:

e words which refer to people, places, animals, things, materials and ideas

e concepts whose members may act as any of the following: subjects of the verb,
objects of the verb, indirect object of the verb, or object of a preposition (or
postposition),

e and most of whose members have inherently determined grammatical gender (in
languages which inflect for gender) or number.

The noun is the element that is identified as the semantic version of reality since only
noun constitutes the lexical category that can be used to identify entities and events that
bear a referential index, expressed as an ordered pair of integers (Baker, 2004).

Simple nouns in Edo

Omoregbe (2012:56) recognizes the nominal items in 2a-las simple in Edo. She claims that
the simple nouns are those that have not undergone any kind of morphological
modification. The simple nouns are those nominals whose shapes represent the basic form
of a noun that cannot be subdivided into different component forms or morphemes.
Examples of such nouns are provided in the data below.

() a OWa ‘house’ 0. eki ‘market’
b. ighd ‘money’ h. Ugbé ‘stone’
C. omo ‘child’ i érhan ‘wood’
d.  0bo ‘hand’ j. gb6 “farm’
e. Ukpa ‘light’ k. omwa ‘person’
f. ikan ‘cane’ l. und ‘mouth’
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These nouns refer to entities that are not derivable from a composition of other entities.
Attempt is made in this paper to re-classify these nominals as in-alienable nouns (Roberts,
1992) since they cannot be broken down further into different component units.

Complex nouns in Edo

Omoregbe (2012) also identifies the complex nouns as the other structural shape of the
nominal class in Edo. She claims that this class of nominals is derived by three
morphological strategies of, (i) prefixation, (ii) circumfixation (using discontinuous
morphemes) and (iii) compounding. The complex nouns are those nominals that have
undergone one or two morphological modifications in their derivations. The sub-sections
that follow will present the nouns that fall under these different morphological categories
and the processes of their derivations. The nominals that fall under this type are outlined
below with their derivational processes.

a. Complex nouns derived by prefixation

VerbStem Nom. Pref.  Derivation  Gloss
3)
a. kuu ‘play’ i = iku ‘play’
b. ta ‘say’ 0 = ot4 ‘word’
C. balo “pain 0 = obalo ‘pain’
d. wu ‘die” = u uwa ‘death’
e. teen ‘relate’ 0 = oten ‘a relation’
f. vie ‘cry’ e = evé ‘tears’
g.  vbic ‘sleep’ 0 = Ovbé  ‘sleep’
h. bemwe ‘stammer’ a = abemwe ‘a stammer’
i. danmwe ‘try’ e = ¢danmwe ‘a test/ examination’

In these Derived Nominals (DNS), Omoregbe (2012) reflects the role of the Edo oral
vowels as nominal prefixes. These vowels bear a low tone and when prefixed to the verb
stems, the tones on the verbs are automatically altered from a low tone to a high tone. The
only exception to this tonemic feature of nominalization in the language can be seen in
data (3 a, h & i), where we have disyllabic verbs and the tones on the first and second
syllables remain after prefixation. It will be observed also that in 3i, v, vi, and vii that the
vowel immediately after the consonant is deleted because in the first instance they are the
same as the vowel left behind and are therefore considered redundant if left after
prefixiation. This further testifies to the fact that nominals in the language begin with a
vowel (Omoruyi, 1990).

b. Complex nouns derived by circumfixation

(4) Stem Circumfix Derivation Gloss
a. bi ‘vomit’ u + bi + mwe ubimwe ‘vomiting’
b. ga ‘serve’ u+ ga+ mwe ugamwe ‘service’
c. bie ‘deliver’ U + bie + mwe ubiemwe ‘delivery’
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— T oo

de ‘buy’ u+ de + mwe

de “fall’ u + de + mwe
gbé ‘beat’ u + gbe + mwe
tié ‘call’ u + tie + mwe
gbélé ‘knot’ u + gbalo + mwe
go ‘shout’ u+ go + mwe

z0z6 ‘wander’
‘wandering’

U + z0Z0 + mwe

udemwe ‘buying’
udémwe “falling’
ugbémwe ‘beating’
utiémwe ‘calling’
ugbalomwe  ‘knotting’
ugomwe ‘shouting’
iz()zémwé_

These nominals are also known as gerundive nominals as most of their free
translations end with the —ing morpheme in English. This morphological strategy of
circumfixation, from investigation, is the most productive nominalization process in the
language as the vast majority of verbs, adjectives and adverbs can be nominalized through
this process. This process is highly restrictive as it is only the ‘u’ prefix and ‘mwe’ suffix
that are employed in this derivation.

c. Complex nouns derived by compounding
The nominal elements in this category are derived from the merger of different words
or group of words. This usually takes place with the compression of a phrase or sentence
and the deletion of some elements that are deemed irrelevant to the semantic interpretation
of the derived word. Consider the examples below:

()

a.

Structure

0  gbéughd

nom. prf make farm

‘one who makes farm’

0  muada

nom. prf carry scepter
‘one who carries a scepter’
o do ek

nom. prf do market
‘one who does marketing’
omo  oghé obo

child P.M hand

‘a child of hand’

owa  oghé ¢&bé

house P. M. book

‘a house of book’

aza  oghé igh6

safe  P. M. money

‘a safe of money’

Compound
0gbuigbo

omuada

odueki

omobo

owebé

azigho

Gloss
“farmer’

‘scepter bearer’

‘trader’

‘infant’

‘school’

‘a safe/bank’
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The data above show the derivation of compound nouns from the collocation of simple
sentences and noun phrases. This is a very productive morphological strategy of lexical
derivation in the language. The nominals derived this way will hereafter be referred to as
alienable nouns in this work. The reason for this is that these nominals can be split into
their component units. The tone on the head noun also undergoes a modification in this
case because of assimilation from the tone on the vowel across word boundary.

Semantic classification of the nouns in Edo

Dixon (1991), prototypical identification of nouns made reference to the semantic type of
reference associated with these nouns. This prototypical classification is based on the
presence or absence of a feature (biotic ‘life’) which serves as the basis for distinguishing
between nouns that are considered living [+animate] and those that are not [-animate]. This
gives us two classes of nouns which are identified here with their respective sub-types as
the case may be: animate and inanimate nouns.

Animate nouns

These are nouns associated with concrete entities that have life. The nouns here are used to
name or identify living things like humans, animals and plants which consist of the
following sub-types of items as shown below:

a. Human nouns

Human nouns are associated with persons in general and they are also associated with
personal names used by humans. These nouns identified entities that possess certain
characteristics and abilities that are not associated with other classes of nominals.
Examples include the following:

6) a omwa ‘person’

b Okpié ‘man’

C. okhuo ‘woman’

d.  omo ‘child’

e evbo ‘people’

f uvbi ‘a young unmarried girl (usually used for all female children of the Oba
and Chiefs in Benin Kingdom)’

Osazeé ‘name of a person’

Ebaba “father’

> @

The human nouns as animate nominals can be differentiated from other animate nouns
by the kind of verbs they select in a clause. This will be shown at the end of this sub-
section when identifying the selectional properties of the different nominals in this sub-
class.
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b. Fauna nouns

The items here are used to identify various types of animals which though possess the
semantic feature of [+animate], differ from the human nouns identified above. This is due
to the presence of certain abilities in the former (human nouns) that are largely absent from
the latter (animals). Some of the members of this class are identified in 7 below:

(7) ahianmwe ‘bird’
6loghbo “cat’

éme ‘monkey’
ékita ‘dog’

émﬂé ‘cattle’

0zo ‘antelope’
¢hen “fish’

atété ‘grasshopper’

SQ@ "o o0 o

c. Flora nouns

These are associated with plants and are classified as animate due to their biotic (life)
features like growth, reproduction and death. Nouns in this sub-type in Edo are listed in 8i-
v below:

8 a inyd ‘yam’
b. ebé ‘leave’
C. ikhinmwi “a type of tree’
d. éré ‘cowpea’
e. {)ghédé ‘plantain’

All the nouns in this category possess the sub-semantic feature of [+life] defining the
living characteristics peculiar to these elements. Each is in turn defined by its individual
features outlined below:

9 a Human nouns {+animate }

+ human
b. Fauna nouns +animate
JL-human }
C. Flora nouns +living
{ -animate }

In spite of the sub-classification of the different nouns identified above, the nouns here
are still grouped together as one class due to the presence of the [+living] sub-semantic
feature which is defined as ‘having life’ or ‘living’. The difference between the human
nouns and the fauna and flora nouns can be illustrated by the verbs they select in a logical
construction in the language. Consider the examples below:

(10) a. Osazeébo  Oowa
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Osazee past-build house
‘Osazee built a house’
b. Ebaba mi  Gghd
father past-carry farm
‘Father made a farm/is a farmer’
C. Iyé leévbaré
motherprog-cook food
‘Mother is cooking’
d. Uyi fi  imoto
Uyiprog-drive car
‘Uyi is driving a car’

The data above show the peculiarity of the human animate nouns as a result of the
verbs associated with them. These nouns select certain verbs whose activities can only be
performed by humans like, bo ‘build’, fi “drive’, 1& ‘cook’ and mu ‘carry’. These activities
cannot be performed by fauna and flora animate nouns as shown by the ungrammaticality
of the structures in 11 below:

(11) a*ekita 1é evbaré
dog prog-cook food
b* 616gbo fiimotd
catprog-drive car
¢ * igaribo owa
cassava past-build house

The data in 11la-c are asterisked because they are ungrammatical. The subject NPs,
ékita, 6l6gbo and igari select verbs that do not agree in features with them. This is to
emphasize the fact that these animate nouns cannot agree with the verbs identified here.
These verbs, & ‘cook’, fi ‘drive’ and bo ‘build’ are all [+human, +ability] and pertain to
activities possible only with a highly complex mental make-up which are possessed by
higher animals like humans. Therefore, only human nouns can adequately perform the
activities portrayed by the identified verbs as these verbs denote the presence of a physical
and mental ability possessed by this category of nouns. These verbs testify to the semantic
features of human nouns that give them the capability of performing certain activities
which other animate nouns are incapable of doing.

Inanimate nouns
These are nouns that lack the semantic content of [+life] unlike the animate nouns
examined in the preceding sections. This class of nouns has the sub-types presented below:

a. Celestial nouns
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These are inanimate nouns used to name or identify abstract phenomena like, the
weather, climate or other natural occurrences that are not concrete. Examples of such nouns
are given below in 12a-f:

(12) oven ‘sun’

uki “moon’
okhuakhua ‘harmattan’
orhonmwe “stars’
¢hoho ‘wind’

oni “‘cold’

-~ ® o0 oe

These nouns are associated with the visible aspects of the human society whose effects are
felt tremendously but are more or less abstract. They represent both phenomena and effects
of certain phenomena as in example (12¢ & f).

b. Artefacts

These are nouns that are used to name concrete objects or phenomena in and around
us. The objects so identified are parts of the physical structures of our natural environment.
Examples of such nouns include those listed below:

(13) owa ‘house’
ewa ‘mat’
ogba “fence’
osisi ‘gun’
opia ‘cutlass’
eguiaé “palace’

-~ ® o0 o

These nouns are used to identify the physical structures in our environments also
known as edifices created either as a place of habitation or for purely aethestic purposes.
The nominals in (13b, d & e) are also known as instrumental nouns as they represent
objects used to perform some tasks by humans.

c. Environmental nouns

These are nouns associated with the physical features of a human society. These
features are the observable elements of the human society such as the geographical
landscape and other natural attributes found around us. Nouns in this class are:

(14) a eze ‘waterriver’
b. odighi ‘lake’
C. até ‘desert’
d. okeé “hill’
e. oha ‘bush’
f. ode “path’
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The nouns identified thus far here are ‘inanimate’ and they represent the non-living or
physical features of an average human environment or society. These classes of nouns
therefore possess the semantic content/feature of [-animate] which is ‘not living’.

Criteria for classifying nouns as lexical category

In the preceding sections, the common properties of what are called lexical categories
(Nouns) were examined. In this section, attempt will be made to provide the modalities that
informed the decision to place these word classes into this category. Information will be
provided on their morphological, syntactic and semantic functions. It is expected that at the
end of the analysis and illustrations in this section that more insights will be provided into
the peculiarities and place of these two word classes in the grammar of a language like
Edo.

Morphological criterion for lexical categories

Morphology has to do with the study of words and their units or morphs as well as how
they are organized in a language. It is one level of linguistics that shows the composition of
words from sound units or phonemes and the different ways a word can be modified. This
modification either results in the extension of the semantic information in the base before
modification or leads to an outright change in the semantic content. These are known as
inflectional and derivational morphology respectively. In this subsection therefore, we will
be evaluating the morphological properties of the nouns and verbs in Edo.

The morphological criterion of nominal categories
The noun in Edo language like in other languages can be inflected for number and this is
done morphologically. Contrary to earlier claims, Edo is not solely an agglutinating

language as our analysis will reveal shortly. Number in Edo language can be marked
inflectionally and isolating as shown by the following examples.

(15) Singular form Plural form
a. omwa ‘person’ emwa ‘persons/people’
b. okhuo ‘woman’ ikhuo ‘women’
C. {)tén ‘relation’ étén ‘relations’
d. egieé ‘title’ igie “titles’
e. ékhaémwé ‘chief’ ékhaémwé ‘chiefs’
f. omo ‘chid’ émo ‘children’

The data above show the inflection of nouns for pluralization by the morphological
strategy of suppletion (supplanting or replacement) of a segment (vowel) in the stem with
another segment (vowel) in the derived plural. Omoregbe (2012) refers to such nouns as
‘vestigious noun class in Edo’ as their morphological modification pattern reflects the main
characteristics of noun class languages.

The predominant pluralization strategy in the language is the employment of
quantifiers, numerals and particles. Though this may be viewed as a post-lexical
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phenomenon when considered from the point of languages with isolating tendencies, it will
be shown that this is a morphological process. This shows that plural marking in the
language involves both morphological and syntactic considerations but actually testifies to
the fact that Edo has the feature of an isolating language. Consider the data below:

(16) Base form Plural markers Derivation
a. Owa ‘house’ nibun ‘many (countable)”  owanibun ‘many houses’
b. &gé ‘chair’ eso ‘some’ agaesod ‘some chairs’
C. ogba ‘tap’ esd ‘some’ 0gbaéso ‘some taps’
d. erhan ‘wood’ avbe ‘several’ avbéeérhan ‘several woods’
e. 6we ‘broom’ isen “five’ oweisen ‘five brooms’
f. ame ‘water’ nobun ‘much (uncountable)’ame nobun ‘much water’
g. ¢ken ‘sand’ nobun ‘much (uncountable)’éken nobun ‘much sand’

The plural forms of the nouns above show that Edo is an agglutinating language as the
inflectional morphemes are equivalent to a simple lexical item. In this case, the plural
markers for the numeral quantifiers occur post-nominally why the plural marker avbex is
always at the initial position even in clauses.The a=vbe= plural marker is therefore a pre-
nominal element as attested to in the language (see Omoruyi, 1990).

The semantic criterion of nominal categories

The noun is known technically as ‘argument’ and is theta-marked for different roles based
on its activities in a clause. The typical roles given to arguments in a clause are determined
by the type of verb and the presence of prepositional elements responsible for the argument
distribution feature of the clause. The common semantic roles performed by arguments in a
clause are described below:

a. Agent role: this is the role played by the major nominal element in a clause which in
most cases is the subject of the clause. Examples include the following:

(17) a Osast ghé  ofen

Osasu past-kill rat
‘Osasu killed a rat’

b.  Osatosa ame
Osato past-fetch water
‘Osato fetched water’

C. ébabadeimotod
father past-buy car
‘Father bought a car’

The underlined arguments in (17a-c) above are agents of their respective clauses as
they are the initiators of the activities, gbe “kill’, sa ‘fetch’ and de ‘buy’ specified in the
clauses. Different categories of nouns can function as subject as shown in (17a-c) above.
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b. Patient role: this is the role given to the sufferer of the activity of an agent in a clause. It
is determined in most cases by the transitivity feature of the verb in the clause in this case
and the direct object of a derivation. Consider the data below in (18):

(18) a. ewé i Inya

goat pst-eat yam
“The goat ate yam’

b. Osasti ghé  enye
Osasupst-kill snake
‘Osasu killed a snake’

C. Etindsda gba  ibata
Etinosapst-wear shoe
‘Etinosa wore a pair of shoes’

The underlined arguments in the derivations above are the patients of the clause as
they are the arguments which are directly affected by the activities of the agents (ewe,
Osasu and Etinosa) through the transitive verbs, (rri, gbe and gba).

In addition to the two roles (agent and patient) identified above, other semantic roles
are associated with the nominal elements in a clause like the following highlighted roles.

C. Theme role: this is the role played by the subject matter of a clause (what is being
talked about or looked for) in a derivation. Consider the examples below:
(19) a Osayimie  néné ibata
Osayipst-see the  shoe
‘Osayi saw the shoe’
b. Azaribo Owa ne
Azaripst-build house Asp
‘Azari built house’
C. ¢babamwee  imotd
fatherprog-own car
‘Father has a car’

d.Location role: this is the semantic role given to the arguments that give the location,
position and direction of an entity in discourse. The following arguments portray this role
in a clause.
(20) a. Uyirrié  igho yeéaza
Uyipst-keep money in safe
‘Uyi kept money in the safe’
b.  Ohuegbé uzovbe egbd
hunterpst-kill antelope in forest
“The hunter killed an antelope in the forest’
c.  lyayibo owa yeUséla
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lyayipst-build house at  Uselu
‘lyayi built a house at Uselu’

The different roles identified so far represent the semantic distribution of nominal
categories in a language. The highlighted items above are nominal elements as used in
clausal constructions. These nouns (in bold font) are used to refer todifferent entities and
participants in a discourse and the effect of one of the discourse participant on other
participants or objects present in the spatial-temporal orientation of a communicative event.
These semantic roles present a functional identification and description of nominal
categories in any natural language and also serve as a way of differentiating the properties
of one nominal element from other nominal elements.

Conclusion

We have in this paper attempted a classification of grammatical categories or word classes
based on morphological and semantic features. The scope of this paper has been the nature
of grammatical categories in Edo language. It has succeeded to a large extent in
demonstrating the rich and unique structural configuration of the language and the
implication of this for the grammatical nature of Edo language. This study has shed some
light on the nature of lexical categories in Edo and the manner of its manifestations in
certain derivations like the nouns. Such derivations exhibit a rich agreement system which
emanates from the morpho-semantic nature of the components of such derivations. This is
expected to be a new framework for the study of word classes in natural languages.

References

Agheyisi, R. (1986). An Edo-English dictionary. Benin City:Ethiope Publishing co-operation.

Baker, M. C. (2004). Lexical categories: Verbs, nouns and adjectives. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Chomsky, N. (1970). Remarks on nominalization. In Jacobs, R & Rosenbaum, P. (eds.)
Readings in English transformational grammar. Waltham, Mass: Ginn and Co. 184-221.

Dixon, R. M. W. &Aikhenvald, A. Y. (2004). Adjective classes: A Cross-linguistic Typology.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Imasuen, O. (1996). Edo course for schools and colleges.Books 1-3.Benin City: Aisien
Publishers.

Kuteva, T. (2009). Grammatical categories and linguistic theory: Elaborateness in grammar.
Proceedings of conference on language documentation and linguistic theory, 2. School
ofOriental and African Studies, University of London, United Kingdom.

Melzian, H. (1937). A concise dictionary of the Bini language of southern Nigeria. London:
Paul Kegan.

Omoregbe, E. (2012). The basic clause: A morpho-syntactic analysis. An unpublished Ph.D
Dissertation, University of Benin, Benin City.

Omoruyi, T. (1990). On the internal structure of the word in Edo. Journal of West African
Languages XX, (2), 99-112.

Roberts, J. (1992). What goes into a grammar essentials. An online monograph for Papua New
Guinea languages.

40[s] Festschrift in Honour of Prof.Emmanuel O. Ezeani, 2018. All Rights Reserved.
Website: http://www.jmel.com.ng/books/profezeani/index.htm
| By Esohe Mercy Omoregbe & William Ighasere Aigbedo |


http://www.jmel.com.ng/books/

