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Starting Points for Tense-Aspect Analysis
Ronald P. Schaefer and Francis O. Egbokhare

Natural languages express tense-aspect (T-A) notions within a clause via distinct constituent
types, either grammatical morphemes at/near the verb or lexical items with an adverbial status.

In many descriptions, the starting point for T-A analysis is the verb and associated grams, as
exemplified by studies of Bini (Ed6) from Nigeria’s Edoid group (Amayo 1976, Omoruyi 1991,
Yuka and Omoregbe 2011). An alternative initiates T-A inquiry with adverbial elements followed
by examination of corresponding gram expressions. We follow the latter strategy.

Our center point for analysis is the group of Edoid languages spoken in south-central Nigeria.
Within this group there are at least 30+ languages, one of which is Emai, for which we have a
relatively extensive database. Others in this group include Bini, Esan, Yekhee, Urhubo, Degema,
and Engenni.

In addition to the Edoid group we have compiled some initial data about T-A adverbial elements
and their corresponding grams from a range of languages that are also spoken in West Africa.
These include West Benue Congo, East Benue Congo, Kwa, Gur, and the Wider Lake Chad
Region. Further impetus for this study comes from Nurse, Rose and Hewson (2016) and Nurse
(2007). They postulate that tense was not a feature of Proto-Niger-Congo or early Niger-Congo.
Niger Congo was essentially aspectual, with tense emerging clearly in Bantu and its Benue-
Congo predecessors. Tense expression thus becomes our primary target.

We start with Edoid and its equivalents for day/night cycle adverbials (‘yesterday,” ‘today,’
‘tomorrow’). We adhere to Comrie (1985) in considering tense as the expression of location in
time, grammatical and otherwise. Next we assess a larger context, examining adverbials in West
Benue Congo, East Benue Congo with Plateau, Bantoid and Proto Bantu receiving attention, and
more distantly the Niger Congo phylum, specifically Kwa. An even broader context arises from a
brief survey of day-unit adverbials in languages of the Wider Lake Chad Region: Hausa and
Kanuri.

For all these languages we also identify grammatical morphemes that code futurity, both
affirmative and negative. Regarding day-cycle adverbials, we find two patterns in Edoid that code
day.1, dayo, day-+1, where dayo refers to deictic center, essentially ‘today.” Coding in Edoid is
geographically circumscribed and often conflationary. Distinct terms occur for each of day.1,
dayo, day-1 in some northern varieties of Edoid but southern varieties conflate day.1 and day+1
under one term relative to a dayo term.

Table 1a. Adverb forms for day units in Edoid relative to deictic center

yesterday | today | tomorrow
day. dayo | days:
Emai ode éena | akho
Yekhee | én-0dé éele akhug
Esan ode éléena | éwie
Bini n-ode n-ére | n-akhug




Urhobo | ode n-6ne¢ | ode-6cha
Engenni | udhé inyda | udhe
Degema | udéé inina | Gdée

Similar conflation appears in WBC and Kwa, although their terms pattern with an east-west
orientation.
Table 1b. Adverb forms for day units relative to
deictic center in West Benue Congo and Kwa

yesterday | today tomorrow
day.1 day.o day+1
Yoruba | ni ana ni oni ni ola
Isekiri | niola ni juma
Igala ? enini ?
Igho échi taa échi
Ekpeye | séle tam séle
Nupe tsiwo nyina esun
Gwari | 6su onyayée | 6su
Oko éran amoéné usie
Ebira eeri ajini uhwod
Akan nnera enne okyena
Ga nye nmene W0
Ewe &tso éghé etso
Fongbe | s0 égheé S0

In EBC, Proto Bantu displays conflation, whereas daughter languages tend toward differentiated
coding of day/night cycle adverbials.

Table 1c. Adverb forms in East Benue Congo
(including Plateau, Bantoid, and Proto Bantu)

yesterday | today | tomorrow

day. day.o | day+:
Diiya aréké icére | Gdaan
Yukuben | i-li i-non | ko-hlntu
P Bantu | dubi deed6 | dubi

In languages of the Wider Lake Chad Area and Gur, no conflation is evident; differentiated terms
prevail for each day unit.

Table 1d. Adverb forms for day units relative to
deictic center in Gur, and Wider Lake Chad Region
yesterday | today | tomorrow
day. day.o | dayw

Kanuri | biska kau bali
Hausa | jiya yaau | gobe
Supyire | tapjaa nipjda | numpanna

For all these languages we also identify grammatical morphemes that code futurity, both
affirmative and negative. We turn to these now. As with tense-related adverbial elements, we
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compiled some initial data about corresponding grams for futurity and its negation in West
Africa.

In Edoid, the expression of futurity and its negation is non-uniform. In affirmative contexts,
Edoid reveals two basic patterns for the coding of futurity. We find either a grammatical
morpheme in conjunction with tone or simply tone. Some Edoid languages also code futurity
with two degrees of temporal distance (‘will” vs. ‘about to’). In negatives, Edoid manifests either
gram substitution or gram addition.

Table 2a. Forms that express futurity and its negation in Edoid

will will not
Emai H 16 / RPST kha
L 16 / NPST non-fut neg=[i, ya]
Yekhee Odaa HL9as
Esan da i
Bini gha/ghaa V ‘will’ | 11V
khian ‘about to’
Urhobo cha
Engenni si/i verb tone
Degema pro™ pro -

Systems in central and north-central Edoid tend to consist of a vowel or consonant-vowel gram
for future (gha, cha, ©4a) that appears cognate with form ga in Igbo and much of Nupoid.

Table 2b. Forms that express futurity and its negation in
West Benue Congo and East Benue Congo

will will not
Yoruba yo0 ‘will’ ki y6o / ko &
4 ‘aboutto’
maa ‘be going to’
Isekiri waa / wa ée wa
Igho ga ‘will’ ga-ghi
ga haa ‘about to, will soon’
Ekpeye -mV-/-V- (-ma-) -mV-/-V-...-V
Nupe ga ga...a/ga..nyia
Gwari b4 / 6éi ta/to 64/ 6éi...n
Oko éke-/aka- eke-/aka- tone
Ebira vaa/ vée yi véaa/véé
Diya i ewill’ si-
wuri ‘be about to’
Yukuben pro’" L tone pro’" L .. kop
Akan be-  “will’ re-N"- ‘will not’
ré-be- ‘be about to’
Ewe [IJa POT mé...o
Fongbe na ‘will’ ma na
na-wa ‘will eventually’ *ma na-wa
do...na...wé ‘will be at Ving’ | ma do...na...wé
Kanuri ti-/ta- ...-0 ti-ta- ...-nyi
Hausa zaai / zaa ya ba zaai ...ba




ba zaaya ...ba

Supyire

si N-

P Bantu

-ka-
tifi-

ka-

Table 2c. Forms that express futurity and its negation
in Kwa, Gur, and Wider Lake Chad Area

will will not
Akan be-  “will’ re-N"- ‘will not’
ré-be- ‘be about to’
Ewe [ITa POT mé...o
Fongbe na ‘will’ ma na
nd-wa ‘will eventually’ *ma na-wa
do...na...wé ‘will be at Ving’ | ma do...na...wé
Kanuri ti-ta- ...-0 ti-/ta- ...-nyi
Hausa zaai / zaaya ba zaai ...ba
ba zaaya ...ba
Supyire si N-

One North-Central Edoid language, Emai, shows no affinity to the Igbo/Nupe form. Instead, it
codes futurity with the form 16, which has two degrees of temporal distance (remote past ‘will’

vs. near past ‘about to”).

1 ai 16 anme
1SG RPST roast\PFV
‘I will roast the maize.’

b. U 16 anmeé
2SG RPST roast\PFV
“You will roast the maize’
i 16 anme

C. i
1SG NPST roast\PFV

oli
the
oli
the
oli
the

Oka
maize
oka
maize
Oka
maize

‘] am about to roast the maize’

d. u o}

2SG NPST roast

anmé\erv  6li o6ka
the maize

‘You are about to roast the maize’

This form for the future affirmative in Emai appears to emanate from Yoruba, although not from
its future marker. Rather, we propose that Emai’s future gram is derived from a Yoruba verb that
0 ‘go to.’

expresses motion toward a goal: |

Various minimal contrast sets available in Bamgbose (1967) reveal the grammatical character of
Yoruba lo ‘go.” Regardless of tense value in these examples, verb o consistently shows mid tone.

lo
go

2 a. nwon
3PL

‘They

went’




b. nwon & lo ‘They will go’

3PL  FUT go

c. nwon i lo ‘They have gone’
3PL  PFT go

d. nwon 0 lo ‘They did not go’ / ‘They are not going’
3PL  NEG go

In other words Emai future marker lo derives from Yoruba motion verb lo. Grammaticalization of
this nature is built on the assumption that at one point in history there was a high degree of Emai-
Yoruba contact, highlighted, for example, by Yoruba proselytizing for Christianity in Emai
country. Bilingualism between speakers of the two languages must have been extensive and
potentially prolonged.

Such a grammaticalization path is featured in Bybee and Dahl (1989) and Heine and Kuteva
(2002). It also relates to the proposal by Trudgill (2011) that contact between populations
speaking different languages can lead to two quite different outcomes: simplification of structure
brought about by short-term adult learning or complexification induced by long-term learning by
children. In other words, the outcome of contact can be reductive or additive.

Nonetheless, similar contact with Yoruba does not account for futurity’s day-cycle adverbial
(&kho ‘tomorrow’) or negative future substitute: kha, in contrast to i for negative present and ya
for negative past. Regarding the latter, we note the following. The form for negative future, kha,
is identical in segmental and tonal form to the hypothetical marker of modality kha, as in 3 on the
next slide. And the form for negative past, ya, is identical in segmental and tonal form to the
ingressive/past absolute form ya of Emai’s aspectual preverbs.

3 a. oli 6mdhé kha ¢ oli émae.
the man RPST.HYP eat the food
‘The man would / should have eaten the food (but he didn't).’
b. 6li émohe ya ghé oli akhe a.
the man NPST.IG break the pot CS
‘The man almost started breaking the pot.’
c. oli émohé vya moé éghd'.
the man RPST.PA have money
‘The man used to have money (but not any longer).’

As for adverbials, we return to Nurse, Rose and Hewson (2016). They propose that Proto-Niger-
Congo was essentially aspectual and devoid of tense specification. Over time, especially near the
break out of Benue-Congo and the eventual emergence of Bantu (Nurse 2007), they propose that
tense categories began to appear.

Under such a scenario, conflation of day.; and day-+1 under one term relative to a dayo term could
well be expected, i.e. today vs not-today. This has implications for day/night cycle adverbials in
Emai. Following the Nurse scenario, it would not be surprising to find that distributional
differences in day-unit terms would exist and that the term for ‘today’ would have a wider
distribution than terms for ‘yesterday’ and ‘tomorrow,” even though all three day-unit terms exist
in the contemporary language.



Consider then the following tables for temporal adverbials in Emai, which identify their co-
occurrence relations with tense categories. In particular attend to the more frequent occurrence of
the dayo term éena in adverbial compound expressions (identified in italics, three total) and the
near total absence of day-1 0d¢ and day-1 akho in this same range of expressions.

Table 3a. Co-occurrence relations between day/night-cycle
temporal adverbials and tense categories in Emai
Emai ode ‘yesterday’ | ééna ‘today’ | 4kho ‘tomorrow’
temp advs ékhédéa ‘d-b-y’ otiakho ‘d-a-t’

H 1§ RFUT N N
L 16 NFUT

Table 3b. Co-occurrence relations between non-day/night-
cycle temporal adverbials and tense categories

Emai ededé | ighéeghé saa usimui ééna | enyaa | éghééna
temp advs ‘while | ‘generations | ‘usually’ | ‘9-days ‘just | ‘recently’
ago’ ago’ from today’ | now’

6 0 HAB v \

0 6 PROG N

H L RPST |

L "H NPST N

H 16 RFUT N
L 16 NFUT \

Table 3c. Co-occurrence relations between non-day/night-cycle temporal
adverbials and tense categories (where t-u = time unit like ‘week”)

Emai t-uli t-u li ode élat-u ukpééna
temp advs braare ‘this
‘t-u which passed’ | ‘t-u which coming’ | ‘t-u we discussed’ | season’
6 0 HAB
0 6 PROG
H L RPST |V v
L "H NPST
H 1§ RFUT \
L 16 NFUT
Table 3d. Co-occurrence relations between non-day/night-
cycle temporal adverbials and tense categories
Emai éghé ain | éghé ain oli éghé | vbi oli éghe
temp advs anaphor | ‘those times’ | anaphor | ‘at the time’
6 0 HAB \ \
0 6 PROG




H L RPST v
L " NPST

H 16 RFUT
L 16 NFUT

Table 3e. Co-occurrence relations between non-day/night
cycle temporal adverbials and tense categories

Emai vbi Ukpédé Ii 6zéva | ikpéde eéa vbi ékéin ikpéde eéa
temp advs ‘on second day’ ‘for three days’ | ‘within three days’
0 0 HAB

0 6 PROG

H L RPST | V v

L "H NPST

W16 RFUT |V v V

L16 NFUT

We conclude that adverbial elements are revealing of tense categories, both synchronically and
diachronically. In the present case, they inform our understanding of the diachronic emergence of
tense categories in Edoid and other Niger-Congo languages and the synchronic status of tense in
Emai. Moreover, they lead us to examine more closely their corresponding tense grams and their
source.
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