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Abstract 
This study is carried out to expose the phonotactics in Annang language and 

its variations with English language. Phonotactics as a language term has to 

do with the arrangement of sounds or the combinatorial possibilities of speech 

sounds. It is clear that some Annang speakers of English experience some 

difficulties in the pronunciation of various sound segments due to the 

variations that exist in words and usages even among Annang speaking 

communities. These variations are embedded in the language structure. The 

study uses Contrastive Analysis as its theoretical framework and the work 

reveals that many words in English have /sp/, /st/, /sn/, or /sl/ clusters at word 

initial but this arrangement is lacking in Annang. There is always an 

opposition between /s/ and the voiced segment following it. It further reveals 

that consonant clusters are not very frequent in Nigerian languages. Nigerian 

English users are likely to experience some difficulties with complex consonant 

clusters which are not present in indigenous languages. Based on the 

discourse, the paper concludes that there are variations in the Annang 

phonotactics and English. These variations notwithstanding, learners of 

English should endeavour to articulate the sounds (consonants) properly 

without attempting to insert a vowel into the clusters.  
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One of the things that characterize humanity, making them unique in the global 

workspace is language. It varies from ethnic group to ethnic group. Inn Akwa Ibom 

State, one of the major ethnic groups is Annang comprising Annang speaking people of 

Ikot Ekpene, Obot Akara, Essien Udim, Abak, Etim Ekpo, Ika, Oruk Anam and 

Ukanafun. Essien (1982) asserts that Annang is the next largest dialect in the Ibibio – 



2 
 

Academic Discourse: An International Journal Volume 12 No. 1, September, 2021: ISSN 2277-0364 

 

Efik language cluster. Though mutual intelligibility exists among these groups that form 

the Annang language communities, however, various dialectal variations exist within 

this language background. 

For example, the variant of Annang spoken in Ikot Ekpene is not exactly the 

same as what is spoken in other parts of Annang land like, Ukanafun, Ika, Abak etc. For 

instance, in the English statement: “The role will cut if …”, the verb will cut can be 

rendered either as /àdákpéké/ or ànákpéké with /d/ and /n/ used in free variation. This is 

Ukanafun becomes àlákpéké where /l/ is substituted for /d/ and /n/. Again, the voiceless 

palate-alveola affricate /t/ is used in the English words plate as /utan/ and feast as 

/utoro/ instead of /s/ which is common to the Annang – speaking people of Ikot 

Ekpene. 

Moreso, the Annang spoken in Abak has undergone some process of assimilation in 

Ibibio language due to the influence of the Ibibio neighbours of Uyo, with the result that 

/d/ is substituted for /t/ in the word /ukúd dó/ instead of ukútté (can’t you see it?). 

A similar overlap of forms is revealed in the way the word ‘God’ is used. 

Annang speakers from the former Abak Division as a whole, refer to God as /àwási/ 

using the semi-vowel /w/ and the voiceless fricative /s/ instead of /b/ and /s/ as in /àbási/ 

which is common with the Annang speaking groups of Ikot Ekpene and Obot Akara. 

The reasons for such differences are not far-fetched. Ikot Ekpene being bounded by 

Ibibio and Igbo speakers is more exposed to urban influence than their Ukanafun 

counterpartswho are far removed from contact with the metropolis.  

From this general viewpoint, one may easily observe that Annang is only a 

cluster of dialect. This brought classification tends to ignore near dialects which exist 

among the “Annang” speakers. For the purpose of this study, the term ‘Annang’ is used 

to cover the main areas in which the language is spoken, with the variations used as 

occasion demands. 

There has been a lot of research on language study and a good deal has been 

said on grammar, morphology, syntax, semantics, phonetics and general phonology but 

the input on phonetics has been rather insignificant with the striking exception of Eka 

(1996), the question of the general properties of phonotactics was hardly ever raised or 

discussed by Nigerian language analysts. Sommerstein (1977) looks at phonotactics as 

“the principles governing the arrangement of phonemes relevant to one another”. The 

source further observes that: 

The phonotactics traces almost the whole sound system of a language except 

allophonic variation. It gives a certain amount of information about the arrangement of    

components in segments… on the one hand in clusters, on the other hand in syllables. 

  

It is clear from this source that phonotactics refer to the combinatorial 

possibilities of sounds. Some sounds, co-occur while others select their environments. 
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Universally, human beings employ certain speech sounds in their different languages. 

These speech sounds-consonants and vowels – differ from language to language. How 

each language combines segments and what syllable structures allow such combinations 

depend on the particular language. For example, whereas English allows consonant 

clusters at both initial and final positions, Annang rarely has a cluster at final position. 

In English some lexical items change their forms before a nominalizing 

morpheme. The English words ‘opaque’ and ‘electric’ change their final /k/ to /s/ in 

‘opacicty’ and ‘elctricity. Although this is not peculiar to English, but in Annang what 

is common is sound alternation which results in changes in the environment where two 

vowels occur. For example /‘Ikot Ekpene’ changes to ikͻſ ekpene/ where /t/ is 

weakened 1 to /ſ/  

Such considerable variations in segments have a significant impact on the 

Annang- English bilingual, who, owing to the number of consonant and vowel sounds 

of his L may tend to the perform poorly in the combination and articulation of English 

sounds. Eka 1996 observes that this often result in impossible combinations. 

 

Background to the Study 

It is not unusual to hear some Annang speakers of English substitute the sound 

/r/ for /I/ in ‘lorry’ and /kp/for /p/ in ‘penny’. This is purely a phonological factor. The 

/kp/ sound in English is infrequent, whereas in Annang it is used as a consonant sound. 

One frustration that a learner of English soon experiences is the inconsistency 

existing between English orthography and pronunciation. This is to say, a large number 

of English words are not pronounced according to how they are spelt. This phenomenon 

poses a serious problem to the Annang- English bilingual who may findit difficult to 

make the transition from the visual orientation towards words which he uses to an aural 

perception. He tends to articulate the word from the point of view of the existing letters 

of the alphabet. He fails to realize that a phonetic spelling eliminates those letters that 

are not actual sounds and adds symbols for sounds which occur but are not represented 

in the spelling. For example, the word ‘box’ requires four sounds: /bͻks/, and ‘cute’ 

requires four too: /kju:t/. 

In Annang final stops are unreleased and when they are followed by another consonant 

in a liaison position, they are weakened. Consider the following: 

(a) /dip/  - hide (something) 

(b) /dibbe/ - hide (yourself) 

In (a) above the /p/ is unreleased, while in (b) the /p/ is weakened to /b/ in /dibbe/. 

Vowels that are marked for length are also a problem to the Annang user of English. In 

English the vowel /]:/ is more liberally distributed than in Annang which has some 

distinctive implications as in the following examples: 
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(a) yók  warm food 

(b) yóok warm different types of food 

(c) bók cook food  

(d) bóok breed or rear up 

In Annang the vowel /ǝ/ appears interconsonantally; in English it appears in all 

positions. 

Annang 

1. /ebédǝ פ/ - ravine  

2. /mkpétǝ פ/ - dregs 

English  

1. around   - initial  

2. mountain  - middle  

3. daughter  - final  

From the above discourse, this study is designed to investigate among other things 

specific phonological structures of Annang and English, and to examine phonotactically 

the type of constraints experienced by some Annang – English bilinguals. This becomes 

necessary because the area of phonotactics has not receive good attention from language 

scholars as other aspects of phonological study. Apart from Eka (1996), no serious work 

has been done on phonotactics in recent times, in the Nigerian environment to our 

knowledge. 

Again, comparative studies on English and Annang are only beginning to emerge. In 

this case we can refer to the work of Udondata (1993) which is the study of the 

phonologies of Annang and English. Like every other language, Annang constitutes a 

speech community. There is therefore a great need to carry out an investigative study in 

it so as to be aware of both the problems and prospects of its speech behaviour. 

The study promises to be contribution in the area of contrastive phonological studies. It 

is hoped that other scholars may be urged to undertake a more detailed study into the 

phonotactics of Annang and other native languages. 

 

Literature Review 

Phonotactics and Language Variations 

Language is a phenomenon which has different manifestations. Hudson (1980) 

observes that what constitute varieties of a language are the different manifestations or 

linguistic items which have different distributions. These different varieties of language 

have some features in common and also differ in certain respects. These manifestations 

are governed or controlled by phonotactics.  

Sommerstein (1977) looks at phonotactics as “the principles governing the arrangement 

of phonemes relevant to one another”. 

The source further observes that: 
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The phonotactics traces almost the whole sound system of a language, except for 

allophonic variation. It gives a certain amount of information about the arrangement of 

components in segments… on the one hand in clusters, on the other hand in syllables 

(Sommerstein: 1977). 

He postulates a set of universal conditions or rules which define what is and what is not 

a possible combination in English. The rules include the following: 

1. That, phones are grouped into sets such that no two member of any set occur in 

the same environment. 

2. That in all phonemic analysis, phones are to be presumed distinct until the 

contrary is proved. 

3. That two or more phones are cable of being phonemically identical only if it is 

possible to formulate a set of general phonological statements such that for every 

(utterance-long) environment in a language it is the case that either: 

(a) none of the phones in question can occur in that environment. 

(b) all of them can occur in it. 

(c) the general phonological statements fully and correctly predict which of them 

can occur in that environment and which cannot (Sommerstein, 1977). 

The author illustrates the above principles by using /h/ and /פ/ which he regards as being 

in complementary distribution in English. According to him, “the former can occur only 

a stressed vowel follows or a juncture precedes, the latter never occurs when either of 

these conditions obtains.” He concludes that to group the two phones together would 

certainly amount to poor analysis. 

The source also recognizes the contribution to phonotactics by Edward Sapir and other 

members of the Prague School of Linguistics. In what it calls “Pattern Congruity”, the 

source illustrates the contrasts between some classes of consonants observing that 

affricates are more restricted in their manner of combination than simple stops. 

The reason is that they cannot cluster initially with any other consonant. 

Moreso, the source notes that stop-fricative clusters are rare in English. For the vowel 

system, Sommerstein adopts the numbering provided in Jones (1966) and, recognizes 

the fact that English vowels contrast with one another except for vowel number 12 /ǝ/ 

which occurs only unreleased. 

Sommerstein’s work is an invaluable contribution in the study of phonology in 

general and phonotactics in particular. It provides a kind of blue print for language 

study especially how words are formed in English. Eka (1996) is another landmark in 

phonology. The source describes phonotactics as: 

rules of sound combination in respect of actual or potential words… whose ultimate 

aim is that of arriving at well-formed sequences in natural languages, Eka (1996). 

It also identifies three sets of possible combinations in English. These are 

actual, potential and impossible word combinations. Continuing, the author notes that 
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some English consonants can never form a cluster either at initial, medial, or final word 

position. This is so because of the restrictions which occur in word formation in 

English. The source has made an insightful contribution by bringing into focus the 

combinatorial possibility of English vowels. Like some consonants, vowels also pose 

some constraints depending on the other sounds with which they combine. Comparing 

the phonological inventories of some world languages, Hyman (1975) remarks that: 

“Since speech sounds are used to convey meaning, sound systems cannot be fully 

understood unless they are studied in a wider linguistic context (Hyman, 1975)”. 

The author argues that a learnerof a language must master not only the 

production and perception of these sounds, the learner must also take into account when 

these sounds can be used. This source is also aware of the existence of actual potential 

words in English. As an illustration of this point it identifies what it refers to as 

segmental/sequential constraints. These are restrictions on how segments can be 

combined sequentially. In this analysis, the author observes that certain segments cannot 

occur before or after other segments in a series. For instance if a segment begins with 

three consonants in English, then the first consonant must be /s/, followed by any of /p, 

t, k,/ and l, r, y, or w/. But other sequences such as /stl/ and /std/ are not possible due to 

the constraints posed by /l/ and /d/ respectively. 

Hyman notes that English disallows the occurrence of /ccw-and/ccy-/structures except a 

vowel is introduced into the sequence. Otherwise there will be some restrictions. 

Schane (1973) examines important phonological representations and processes, 

distinctive features and phonological rules in English. In what it calls ‘sequence 

redundantly’, the source acknowledges that certain sounds are redundant due to 

restrictions on occurrence of sequences. It observes further that no English word is 

permitted to begin with ten or even four consonants. It maintains that the limit is three 

and illustrates with the examples split, string and scream. The source notes that the 

consonants which begin the above clusters are highly restricted in nature, since the first 

can only be /s/, followed by /p, t, or k/ and the third /r or l/. The author enjoins every 

user of English language to know the permitted sequences of segments since potential 

words also exist. 

Furthermore, Schane postulates the “if – then condition” in considering initial 

consonant clusters in English, and observes that at every word position, there is likely to 

be a restriction and it is the if – then condition which can narrow down these sequential 

constraints. For instance, if a word begins with three consonants, then the first must be 

/s/, the second a voiceless stop, and the third a liquid. In clusters say skj, a vowel /u/ 

must come next, and must be preceded by /k/ as in skew /skju:/. The source is a major 

contribution to this research work, especially in the area of phonotactics. 

Essien (1990) is an important achievement in the area of phonology. in his 

description of Ibibio phonology, the author treats both segmental and prosodic features 
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of Ibibio language. At the segmental level, Essien identifies a fifteen phonemic 

consonant and a ten vowel system for Ibibio. The source also takes time off to give 

elaborate treatment of how these sounds enter into association with one another to form 

meaningful units of an utterance. The author recognizes the occurrence of some Ibibio 

sounds in free variation, such as /p/ and /b/, /t/ and /d/, /d/ and /r/ as in: 

tóp   (throw it) 

tób    (  “  ) 

édét   (teeth) 

edéd  (  “  ) 

urúa   (market) 

udúa  (  “  ) 

From this account, it becomes obvious that Ibibio also has initial consonant cluster such 

as /kp/ in mkpon / mkpפ/ (past or future reference to date). The source also points out 

that Ibibio consonants and vowels occur and contrast with one another in certain word 

environments. The present work which is based on Annang phonology finds Essien 

(1990) very useful since the two languages are mutually intelligible, the slight 

departures being in some aspects of pronunciation. 

Abercrombie (1967) treats general properties of sounds by means of the 

Taxonomic Model. The source observes that every language has a phonology which is 

peculiar to it, and different from that of another language. It regard the phonological 

approach to the study of language as a major tool that will highlight the “pattern 

forming capabilities” of sounds of that language. 

The author goes on to reveal that even among languages that permit consonant 

clusters, differences still exist in the nature of the clustering permitted. For instance, in 

the word hang one may have ng at final position but the restriction in English will not 

permit it to occur at initial position. For the vowels, it is observed that in monosyllables, 

short vowels, tend to occur word medially than word finally. 

Gimson (1988) is a detailed discussion of the sound system of English. The source 

described the phonetic and phonemic properties of sounds and observes that when a 

language is subjected for the first time to scientific analysis, some statements of the 

sound system must be made as a way of providing a notation for recording the language 

in written form. It also considers the study of acoustic properties of sounds very 

important since it is the only way to detect how language is structured. There is also an 

indication and analysis of the non-segmental features of English in connected speech. 

Possible clusters involving the different classes of sounds are also presented in detail. 

Kenstowicz and Kisseberth (1979) is a study of the phonological structures of 

major world languages. Using the theory of generative phonology, the source examines 

accidental as well as inherent properties of language, and notes that without knowing a 

language or its structures, one cannot objectively decide the segmentation of an 
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utterance. Discussing further, the authors observe that syllable is the most elusive of all 

phonological notions and that the /s/ is the only consonant that may precede /p, t, or k/ 

in the syllable initial position. This source has provided some parameters fora 

phonologicalanalyses. 

Dinneen (1966) adopts a multidimensional approach on the study of language. The 

source notes that languages have both a phonological as well as grammatical systems, 

each with its proper units and rules of permissible combination. Therefore it is 

necessary for the analyst to engage in formal and structural description because it makes 

clear the patterns of sounds/sound sequences and the contrasts among units. The source 

argues further that in studying the distribution of sounds in phonemics, it is revealed 

that some sounds that occur in the same environment are in contrastive or parallel 

distribution, while other sounds occur in certain positions or combinations and are in 

complementary distribution. 

Udondata (1995) is a comparative work on Annang and English phonologies. The 

source provides a thirty-seven sound system for Annang (seven monophthongs, nine 

diphthongs, and twenty-one consonants.) The Annang orthography so presented consists 

of twenty-eight letters of the alphabet. Recently, (Afe2, 1997) the number has been 

increased by the addition of two newly “discovered” letters of the alphabet. 

In the treatment of Annang and English phonological systems, the author 

handles quite elegantly the sounds presents in the two languages and how these sounds 

are grouped. However, the analysis would have been more complete if it had attempted 

a phonemic description as well. 

The inclusion of the consonants /gw, g/, d/ does not go exactly well with the 

researcher’s description of Annang consonants. These sounds have the more regular /w, 

and y/ counterparts and need not have been used as models. The present study views 

Udondata (1993) as a pace setter. Prior to this period, what were in existence were more 

of political statements than research works. From this source some correspondences and 

differences existing between Annang and English have emerged which give credence to 

the fact that as a language, Annang can be analysed at the segmental and non-segmental 

levels. 

Williamson (1984) is an important contribution to the study of language. She 

opines that human beings develop the ability to write a particular language after first 

speaking it. Therefore, language users must begin by internalizing the sounds of that 

language. The source looks at the relationship between sounds and letters thus: 

In writing a language for ordinary use, we do not use phonetic symbols, but 

orthography … Orthography follows conventions or agreed rules for spelling, phonetic 

writing follows sound directly (Williamson, 1984). 

Essien (1982) is a study of the major language groups of the former Cross River State. 

The author isolates several tongues from the near dialects that form a cluster of 
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languages. Among the Efik-Ibibio cluster for instance, mutual intelligibility exists, 

while there appears to be ‘no mutual intelligibility for the Eket-Oron-Ibeno cluster. 

Udoh (1983) presents a phonological account that leaves much room for doubt. 

Examples from the study are wrongly employed so much that they resemble more Efik 

than Annang. The following illustrations will suffice here. 

Udoh’s Version  Modification  English  

Ewa ndom  /ébûa↔deéndom/ The dog bites me. 

Nyanga nyen /nyíanànyen/ Help me 

Afo ese enyin /àsúkénsè? Are you looking at me? 

Nkese  /mmésé/ mmékút/ I see it 

Unana ufok /una úfók/ Homelessness 

Nto nyen unen /ntó unén/ Chicken 

Amadia  /àm↔adi↔/ Did you eat? 

Confer: (Udoka, 2000) 

The above representations by Udoh show that the author is not conversant with Annang 

phonology. As an Annang – English bilingual, he tends to pronounce Annang speech 

sounds from the view point of Efik. However, as one of the pioneer works, the source is 

an important contribution to Annang language study. 

Lyons (1968) examines the structure of language and creates a distinction between 

phonetics, phonology, grammar and semantics. There is also an elaborate treatment of 

the paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations between phonemes. The source recognizes 

the existence of actual and potential words in a language; the former being those words 

that occur regularly, while the latter refers to words that occur but do not conform to the 

patterns of word formation characteristics to that language. 

To illustrate this point, the source notes that many words in English have /sp/, or /st/ 

cluster in the initial position but there are none which begin with /sb/, sg/, or /sd/. There 

is always an opposition between /s/ and the voiced segments following it. The source 

has thrown more light on the combinatorial possibilities of English phonemes. 

Eka and Udofot (1996), focuses on some important aspects of spoken language. 

Sufficient details are given on language mediums, the phoneme and the organs of 

speech involved in speech production. Discussing speech sounds in English and Ibibio, 

the source highlights major differences and similarities between the two languages and 

notes that while a great majority of English sounds can occur at any word position, 

those in Ibibio have some restrictions. For instance it is shown that the Ibibio vowels /ψ/ 

and /tt/ can only occur medially. The source refers to vowels as ‘vocalic sounds’ and 

quotes Clark and Yallop (1990) that all things being equal certain vowel tend to be 

longer than others. The details provided on sound combination are very useful to this 

study. 
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Crystal (1974) attempts an explication of the term ‘linguistics’ and portrays the 

numerous misconceptions held about the nature of language. The source refutes all the 

rules imposed on English by traditional grammar and warns that while carrying out a 

description of a language.  

We must not impose findings from the description of some other language – even if we 

have a strong preference for this other language (Crystal, 1974). 

There is a detailed discussion on what linguistics is and what it is not. The source 

further recommends a scientific approach to the study of language so as to bring out the 

phonetic as well as phonological differences involved. 

Udofot and Eshiett (1993) is a major work in the study of spoken English. There is a 

classification and analysis of English phonetic symbols and non-segmental features of 

selected speech segments. The discussion on syllables reveals that consonant clusters 

are not very frequent in Nigerian languages. Continuing, the authors anticipate the 

problem a Nigerian bilingual would have in articulating ‘spot’ due to the presence of the 

/sp/ cluster. 

The insightful activities at the end of every section of the work make it very compelling 

for all categories of Nigerian bilinguals. Onuigbo (1983) gives a phonetic as well as a 

phonemic analysis of the sounds and extra linguistic features of English. The detailed 

information on consonants and vowels are useful hints for English users. The source 

notes that in the formation of words of syllables, the sounds “are arranged in such a way 

that they form an acceptable sequence”. It is further observed that Nigerian English 

users are likely to experience some difficulties with complex consonant clusters which 

are not present in native languages. The source, therefore enjoins learners of English to 

articulate these sounds properly without attempting to insert a vowel into the clusters. 

Utip (1989) is a comparative study of languages in the Efik-Ibibio cluster. The source 

discusses the phonetic properties of Ibibio, Annang and Efik vowels. Some differences 

and similarities are highlighted. However, the analysis of Annang vowels is not very 

plausible when we consider the following illustration: 

 

Utip  Modification  English  

/kub/ /kûb/ close  

/jide/ /jíre/ pursue  

/tu:t/ /tuûd/ shift  

/ta-tua/ /túa-túa/ be crying 

 

The sources cited from the various authors are pointers to the fact that no known work 

has existed on Annang phonotactics. The first major attempt is the present work which 

we believe is an important innovation in the analysis of Nigerian languages. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

This study explored the phonotactics in Annang and it variations with English 

language. From the discussion, it is obvious that there are serious phonotactic variations 

between Annang as a language and English especially in the aspect of its vowel and 

consonant constructs. With this in view, Annang speaking people in particular and 

Nigerians in general are likely to experience some difficulties with complex consonant 

and vowel clusters which are not present in their languages. 

However, variations in languages as a matter of fact should not be seen as a very serious 

language problem. This is because it is a reality that can never be avoided. Nature has 

made it so. According to Annang Today (2017), there is no perfect culture anywhere in 

the world. So, as much as there is no perfect culture in the world there is equally no 

perfect language anywhere in the world. It is either there is a flaw in vowel and 

consonant or in syntax/structure. 

To address this scenario, the teaching of Annang language in academic institutions 

should be enforced by the appropriate authority. As obtainable in other languages like 

French, English, Igbo, Yoruba, Hausa etc. people should be encouraged to major in 

Annang as a language. This will help in its development as well as enhancing its 

formation and structure. 
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