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Misspellings in Edo Names: A Case for a 
Standardized Orthographic Reform 

Victor Edosa QMQZUWA Ph.D* 

Abstract 
This paper focuses on misspellings of Edo personal names from the 

phonetic point of view since the Edo orthography., like the 

orthographies of most Nigerian Languages, is generally believed 

to be phonetically based. It is observed in the present study that the 

principle of 'one letterldigraph to one sound' is not strictly 

adhered to in the Edo orthography as it currently is. The 

implication of this is that most Edo personal names, as they are 

currently written, are meaningless. In particular, as pointed out in 

Omozuwa (2003), "1The absence of separate orthographic symbols 

for the palatal and labial-velar nasal consonants lp} and Iyw). 

respectively, in the system, appears to violate the principle of a 

good orthography 
which requires that all significant 

sounds in a 

language are 
represented on a one sound, one 

letterldigraph 
basis. 

It is therefore 
recommended, 

following 
Melzian (1937), that the 

practice whereby the orthographic 
symbol for an oral vowel 

written after each of the nasal 
consonants 

'm', 'mw, 'n', 'ny, and 

nw' without the 
redundant 

letter 'n' affer the oral vowel be 

adopted in Edo 
orthography 

since it is a 
known phonetic fact 

thar 
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lisspellngs in Flo nnmes: a eaNe for a ntandardied orthographile reform 

nasal resonance of the vowel percelved in actual speech is the 
the 
rexult of the progrexsive nasal spread of the preceding nasal 

MSOnant. The orthogruphic inconsistency inherent in the way 
lo Language is currently written, therefore, calls for an urgent 
heed for a standardized orthographic reform along the line 

uggested in this paper. 

Introduction

The written forms of most African Languages were 

developed based on the spoken forms, during the colonial 

period. Choosing the appropriate written code for a language 
in a given gcographical area was, thercfore, the prerogative of 
the colonial administrators who also relied on the speech 

forms of their own mother tongues. Expectedly, this resulted 

in the inconsistencies observed in the ways the same phonetic 

sound is orthographically represented in different African 

Languages. Consider the following examples: the [u] sound 
of the name [a?madu] is rendered orthographically with the 

digraph 'ou' in the francophone areas whereas the same 

sound is written as 'u' in the Anglophone areas. Even within 
the same territory, similar orthographic inconsistencies exist. 

For instance, the sound [o] in most Nigerian Languages is 

represented differently in the written form: 'o' (o with a sub- 

dot) as in [5ka] (in Edo), [skà] (in Igbo) "oka"(maize). [ówà] 
owa' (name of a village), and in the penultimate syllable of 

ekjádol] Ekiadolor' (name of a village), 'or in the final 
syllable of �kiadolor, [àgbo] "Agbor" (name of the 

neighbouring Ika town). In this case, the phonetic [5] is 

represented orthographically as 'or' which is homophonous 
wth Similar orthographic segments in English words such as 
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orthography, author, or, store, bore, ctc., and even 'aw' as in 

ská] "Awka". the 'aw' here being similar to the 'aw' in the 

English word "awful", "awkward", 'awe', clc. Thus, many 

Edo. Esan. Igbo, Ika and Ukuani names ending in the [] 

sound are written with the digraph 'or' in the final syllable of 
such names, the letter 'o' in the first syllable and clsewhere. 

Consider the following in Edo and Ika: 

Edo Ika 

1. [otàbs] 'Otabor 

2. owàbó] 'Owabor' 

3. [okúbs] "Okunbor 
4. [éxátó] Ekhator 

5. [shigjäti] 'Ehigiator 
6. [isílba] 'Isibor 
7. igjèb] Igicbor 

8. [aküm�bó] 'akumabor 
9. [okübo] 'Okubor 

10. [dsüho] Osuhor 
11. [idzebó] 'Igiebor 

12. [ehidzáto] 'Ehigiator 
13. iràbo] Irabor' 

14. [owàbó] Owabor 

Orthographically, the *o' with a sub-dot, '9', is 

proposed in all instances of the phonetic [o] in Edo Language. 

Thus, 17 above should be writen 'Qtabo', 'QwabÍ'. 
Ekhato', Ehigiato, Isibo', and Igiebo' 

respectively. For purposes of harmonization, therefore
adopting this in Esan, Ika, Igbo, Ukwani, etc., will not be out 
of place since it will further enhance easy written 

communication between literate speakers of these languages. 
It is also observed that in most cases, nasal vowels 

Okunbo' 

have not been adequately represented orthographically in 

names as evidenced in the spellings of such Ika names in 8-10 
above. As pointed out in Omozuwa (2003), nasal vowels are 

represented orthographically as "the corresponding letter for 

an oral vowel plus the letter 'n'. The two letters thus 
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Onstitute a digraph representing a single phonetic nasal 
:nd. Thus, the five inherent nasal vowels [i. [E],. [äj, [üj, 
and [] are writen as in, "en, 'an', 'un', 'on' respectively. 

An appropriate orthographic system for Edo names 
should therefore be understood within the context of what is 

phonetically and orthographically logical since the latter 
derives its essence from the former. This appears not to have 

been the case in some previous works on Edo (cf. Os�mwegie 
1965, 1974; Egharevba 1972, Emovon and Qs�mwegie 1982, 

Agheyisi 1986, Imasuen1997, Obaz�� 1997, Erhahon 1998, 

Omoregie 2005, etc). 

Misspelling in Edo often involves the following: 

non inclusion of the negative marker i (i] where 

necessary vowel 

(i) redundant orthographic 'n' after the 

immediately following the 

digraph 'mw' representing the inherent nasal sound [m] 

absence of appropriate letters for the palatal and 

labial-velar nasals [n] and [yw] 

absence of the letter 'n' after the digraphs in', 'en', 

an, 'un', 'on' representing the five inherent nasal 

vowels [7, E], [�], [k], and [5] respectively, 
in 

(ii) 

iv) 

the use of a single letter 'r' instead of the digraphs 

Tr and 'rh', for the voiced and 
voiceless 

alveolar 

trills [r] and [r]respectively, 
or vice versa.. 

Some names 

(v) 

*On 
inclusion of the negative 

marker 'i' [i] where 
necessary 

in 

pdo personal names 
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In Edo, as in most African Languages, personal names are 
meaningful and reflect the circumstances of birth of the bearer. 

This could be environmental, social, or spiritual. The responsibility
of choosing a meaningful name for a child is a solemn undertaking 
by the parents and relations. Such names could be phrases or even 

complete sentences that are most often abbreviated. Thus, most 
children born during war time bear the name [òkwóímôsé] literally translated as 'war is not beautiful' from [òkwó] 'war, [i] 'negative marker-not, and the adjective [mòsé] "beautiful'. This name 
summarizes the horrendous nature of war. In standard �do 
orthography, which, to a large extent, is phonetically based, this 
name is written as 'okuoimose'. The inconsistencies in the 
orthographic rendering of this name by different bearers of the 
name, like many other names, should therefore be a matter of 
serious concern not only to Linguists but also to the generality of 
Edo speakers. For instance, the name above is variously spelt 
'okuoimose', 'okuomose' by different Edo indigenes, the latter 
meaning the direct opposite of 'war is not beautiful', i.e., 'war is 
beautiful'. The implication of this is that in this computer age, the 
two written forms will be listed as if they were two different 
names. Other examples of personal names in which the negative 
marker is erroneously omitted are: 

Correctly spelt version 
15. Agbonim�kuegbe [àgbõím�kwégbé] 

"humans are not envious of each other Humans are envious of each other 

Often misspelt as 

Agbonmekuegbe [agböm�kwégbé] 

16. Aganimwoyi [agaimopil 
"barrenness is not glorified" 

Aganmwonyi [agamoji] 
"barrenness is glorified' 

17. Evbarunegbeifo [èßauúnégbésfó] 

One good turn deserves another 
'Evbarunegbefo' [eßaúnégbéfó]

One good turn does not deserve another 

18. Efeimwekiekie [efèímekjêkjèj 

It's never too late to acquire wealth 
Efemwekiekie [êfèm�kjëkje 
It's too late to acquire wealth' 
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19. Okhionkpaimwoyi [dxjokpafmojij 
A loner has no respect 

Okhionkpamwoyi foxjokpamoji 
'A loner has respect 

20. Uwuilekhue [àwúíléxwe 

Death spares no one' 

Uwulckhue [úwáléxwe 
Death spares one 

12 Redundant orthographic 'n after the vowel immediately 

following the digraph 'mw' representing the inherent nasal 

sound ml 

As pointed out in Qmozuwa (2003), in Edo, "...provision is 

made only for the bilabial and the alveolar nasal consonants [m] 

and [n] in the orthographic system: 'm' and 'n' respectively. Even 

though the digraph 'mw' has been used to represent the labio- 
dental nasal consonant [m], the presence of the grapheme 'n' after 

the oral vowel that immediately follows the digraph makes it 
inconsistent with the way 'm' and 'n' are orthographically 

represented i.e., without an 'n after the vowel immediately 

following these consonants." This follows from the phonetic fact 
that any oral vowel immediately following any of the five inherent 

nasal consonants, [m]. [m]. [n]. [n], and [ow] is nasalized through 

the process of progressive nasal assimilation. (Omozuwa 1987, 
1990, 2003). Thus, the Edo words for 'drum' and "these', [èm�] 
and èn�] are rendered orthographically 
respecti vely, and not **eman' and **enan'. This is not the case 

with the other three nasal consonants [ml n] and Inw). nl and 

Inw) are not even orthographically represented (Omozuwa 2003). 
do personal names in which the grapheme 'n' is redundantly 

Written after the oral vowel that immediately follows the digraph 
'mw' include the following: 

1. Adanihomwan /ádánshomàn //=>*[ ádáníhó!m�n] instead of 

Adaanihomwa/ ád�níhomà /=> [ádâního!mäj 'mutual respect 

ema and 'ena' 

44 Agbonghamamwan /agbõyámárnán/ => "[àgboyámäm�än] instead otf 

Agbonghamaamwa /agboyám�má/ => [agbôyàmama] "life will be better
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23. Osasinmwinomwan /8sàs+minõmán/ => *[osàs+mínöman] instead of 
Osasinmwiomwa /dsàsimiomá/ => [dsàsimjaomal "It is God that protects one 

24. Oghionmwanghaghomwan /óyiomånyáyomán/=»*[óyjöm�nyáyôman 
instead of 

Oghinomwaghaaghomwa /óytömày�yom�/ => (óyjöm�yayomaj *when one's 
enemies' eyes are one one...' 

25. Usemwinhiakhin /àsémínhiàx+/ => *[ùsém+nhjàx+) instead of Usemwihiakhin üsémíhiàxi/ => [ûsémíhjàxíj "all gestures are reciprocal 
It should be pointed out that the Bible Society of Nigeria (1996)'s revised edition of the �do translation of the Holy Bible correctly dropped the redundant grapheme 'n' after the oral vowel that immediately follows the digraph 'mw'. 

1.3 Absence of appropriate letters for the palatal and labial- 
velar nasals (n] and [gw] 

In the current Edo orthographic system, the absence of 
appropriate letters for the palatal and labial-velar consonants (n] and [nw] appears to be one of the serious lapses in the system. In 
this regard, the principle of "qne letter/digraph one sound" has not 
been observed. It is proposed in Qmozuwa (2003) that the use of 
the digraphs 'ny' and 'nw' be adopted as the orthographic markers 
for the two sounds to harmonize with the way the same phonetic 
sounds are represented orthographically in the neighbouring Ika, 
Ukuani, and Igbo Languages. Consider the Edo names in which the 
sounds occur: 

1.3.1 The digraph 'ny' as the appropriate orthographic symbols for 
the Edo palatal nasal [n] 

The examples in 26-30 are instances where the Edo palatal 
nasal [n], similar to the nasal consonant in the Igbo word [án�j 
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anya' (eye), is 1nappropriately rendered orthographically,. following the principle of one letter/digraph to one sound 26.1oneme/ => [oneme| Onyemwe' (contentmen/happiness) currently inappropriately rendered orthographically as 'oyenmwen' "íojëmën]. 
27./ònf!me/ =>[ùn+!me] "Unyimwe' (One's character portrays who one is) 
currently inappropriately rendered orthographically as 'Uyinmwen
[ujinmen]

28. ádàgbonî / => [ádàgbon+ 'Adagbonnyi' (one's investments life 
determine how one lives) currently inappropriately rendered 
orthographically as 'Adagbonyin' *[ádàgbõj+]. 

29./ àgbagb�ná / => [àgb�gb�nä] 'Agbangbannya' (one who over do things 
to suit himself) currently inappropriately rendered orthographically as 

'Agbangbanyan' *[àgb�gb�j�j. 

30. Amúéinä/ => [îmwtinaj 'Imuetinnya' faith in..) currently 

Imuentinyan inappropriately rendered orthographically as 

*[imwetija. 

1.3.1 The digraph 'nw' as the appropriate orthographic 
symbols for the Edo labial-velar nasal [yw] 

The examples in 31-35 are instances where the Edo labial-velar 

nasal Inw], similar to the nasal consonant in the lgbo name 

wemel, is inappropriately rendered orthographically, following 

the principle of 'one letter/digraph to one sound 

.Enwàeosíhà/ => [epwäëosíhâ] => [enwäsíhâl "Enwa�ngsiha'" 

common sense is superior to divination) currently inapproprrately 

Cndered orthographically as 'Ewaen-Osiha' *1EwaEosih�|. 

egwàeose!ti/ => [enwäëósé!uij => [êgwäse!t+i] "Enwagngsgun 

non sense is superior to might) currently inappropriareiy 

der dOrthographically as 'Ewaen-Osetin' 
*[ewa&ose!ij. 
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33. /ànwabo/ =>[ànwäbój 'Anwabo" 
maturity) currently inappropriately writen as 'Awanbor' *[awäbo| 

(Foresight comes with 

34. /aínw�fð/ => [àíywäföj 'Ainwato (one cannot know all) written 

currently as Aiwanfo *[àíwäfô|] 

35. ünwàgàe/ => [úyw�gwe] "Unwague' (a palace title) currently 
written as'Uwangue' *[uw�gwe]. 

Omozuwa (1990) points out that the only Edo oral consonant 

nasalisized regressively when followed by a nasal vowel is the 

alveolar lateral approximant []. This explains why (n] and [yw] 

are not perceived if the principle of "one letter/digraph to one 

sound" applies to words that ought to have these sounds, as they 

are currently written, as evidenced in the starred entries above 

1.4 Absence of the letter 'n' after the digraphs 'in', '�n', 'an', 
un', 'on' representing the five inherent nasal vowels 0, [, 

[al, [k], and [ô] respectively, in some names 

The letter 'n' after the digraphs *in', "en', 'an', 'un', 'on 
representing the five inherent nasal vowels []. [E], [a]. [ü], and [õ] 

respectively, is absent in the written form of some Edo names. In 

such cases, the names become meaningless or acquire a meaning 
that was not intended as evidenced in the examples in 36-40 

below: 

36. igbinomáhjá/ => ligbînom�!hjá] 'Igbinnomwahia' (I seek the 

protection of everybody) currently written as gbinomwanhia" 

igbíomänhja] (Everybody's seed yam(s). 

37. Agbinósà/ => [igbîno!sà] 'Igbinnosa (I am under the protection 

of God) currently written as 'Igbinosa' igb+òsà] (God's seed 

yam(s)) 
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38./igbinobá/ => igbînobáj "Tgbinnoba' (I am under the protection of the King) currently written as "Igbinoba' [gbiobá] (the King's seed yam(s). 

39, igbinovià/ = [igb+no!vjà) Igbinnovia' (I am under the protection of the oVia deity) currently written as Igbinovia' [igbiovjá] (Qvia's seed yam(s). 

40. igbinógkl => igbínöigkj 'Igbinnogun'(I am under the protection of the god of iron) currently written as Igbinogun' 
igbiogül (the god of iron's seed yam(s). 

1.5 The use of a single r' instead of the double rr° or rh' 

(digraphs), for the voiced and voiceless alveolar trill [r] and [r] 

respectively 

Edo language distinguishes between three r-sounds: the 
alveolar lateral approximant ], the alveolar voiced trill [ri, and the 

alveolar voiceless trill [r]. The three sounds are also represented 

differently by three orthographic symbols: 'r', 'r and 'rh' 
respectively. In many cases, this distinction is not reflected in the 

written forms of many Edo personal names as seen in the 

following examples: 

1.5.1 The letter 'r instead of the digraph 'rr* 

he examples in 41-45 below are some of the cases in which 

Eao names are wrongly written with the single letter 'r instead of 

he digraph 'r. When phonetically transcribed, such names 

become meaningless. 

robosa' *[ouóbó!så] instead of 'Orrobosa" [oróbó!sà] (Helit is in 

the hands of God) 
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42. Iriowengiasi' *[iujówegjási] supposedly 'one can pull the rays of 

the sun' instead of Irrionweigiasi' lirjó!nw�ígjási| "one cannot pull 

the rays of the sun 

43. 'lyare' *[ijáluè] instead of lyarre' lijá!rè] *Safe journey'. 

44. Uhunamure' *[ühkámo!ué] instead of 'Uhunnamurre 

[uhün�m!ré] 'One's destiny' 

45. Uwarobosa' *[ùwàióbólsà] 'wealth is the hands of God' instead 

of Uwarrobosa' [ùwàróbó!sà] 'wealth is in the hands of God' 

1.5.2 The letter 'r' instead of the digraph 'rh' 

The examples in 46-50 below illustrate instances where Edo 

names are wrongly written with the single letter 'r' instead of 

the digraph 'rh'. Such names become meaningless when 

transcribed phonetically based on the one letter/digraph one 

sound' principle. 

46. 'Airiagbonaye' *[àíuj�gboàjé] instead of Airhiagbonnaye 

[àírjagbon�jé] (you don't destroy the world you live in) 

47. 'Agbonriare' *[àgboujáiê] instead of 'Agbonrhiare' làgborjáê] 

(the world is spoilt). 

48. 'Airiana' *[àíiján�] instead of Airhiana [àírján�] (this is not to be 

spoilt/wasted) 

49. 'Erokpadamwen' *[è1okpàdàmen] instead of Erhokpaidamwe 

èrokpaídâ!m e] (no regrets) 

50. "Imaguomwanruo' *[im�gwom�niwo] instead of Imaguomwaarhuo' 

im�gwom�rwo] ( I did not boast to any one) 
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1.5.3 The digraph "rh' instead of the single letter r 
Instances of the wrong use of the digraph 'rh' instead of the single letter 'r in some Edo names are to be found in Omoregie (2005:91) as seen below: 

S1. 'Erhinmwinbo' *[er+m+nbo] instead of 'Erinmwibo [eím+lbs] (the heavens do favour orne) 

52. Erhinmwinhe' *[er+m+nhé] instead of "Erinmwihe [eím+!hé] (the heavens have refused) 

53. Erhinmwingbovo' *[er+m+gbovó] instead of 'Erinmwiigbovo [e imtigbo!vó] (the heavens are not envious of anyone) 
54. Erhinmwinorose' [er+m+nóióse] instead of 'Erinmwiorose [EimjoJóse] (the heavens are witnesses) 

55. Erhinmwinoghae' *[erim+noyàe] instead of Erinmwioghae 
[eimjoyàe] (the heavens control the affairs of men) 

1.6 Conclusion 

This study focuses on misspellings of Edo personal names 

from the phonetic point of view since the Edo orthography, like the 

orthographies of most Nigerian languages, is generally believed to 

be phonetically based. It is observed in the present study that the 

principle of 'one letter/digraph to one sound' is not strictly adhered 
to in the �do orthography as it currently is. The implication of this 

IS that most Edo personal names, as they are currently written, are 

meaningless. In particular, as pointed out in Qmozuwa (2003), "the 

absence of separate orthographic symbols for the palatal and 

abial-velar nasal consonants n] and Inw] respectively in the 

system appears to violate the principle of a good orthography 
Which requires that "... all and only the significant sounds in the 
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language" should be orthographically represented. (Bamgbose 

1965:1). 

The orthographic inconsistency inherent in the way Edo 

Language is currently written therefore calls for an urgent need of 

a standardized orthographic reform. 

It is proposed that for the purpose of consistency and 

the orthographic systems of some 
harmonization with 

neighbouring languages regarding the way the palatal and labial- 

velar nasal consonants are orthographically represented, the 

digraphs 'ny' and 'nw' be reintroduced into the �do orthographic 

system, and that the 'o' with the sub-dot 'o' be adopted in all 

instances of the half-open, back, rounded vowel [o]. 

Finally, it is also recommended that the earlier practice 

whereby the orthographic symbol for an oral vowel is written after 

each of the nasal consonants 'm', 'mw', 'n', 'ny', and 'nw' without 

the redundant letter 'n' after the oral vowel be adopted in �do 

orthography. This is because it is a known phonetic fact that the 

nasal resonance of the vowel perceived in actual speech is the 

result of the progressive nasal spread of the preceding nasal 

consonant. 

The suggested orthographic reforms highlighted in this 

paper should, as a matter of urgency, be incorporated in the 

literacy skills component of the Edo language curriculum for 

schools with a view to correcting these anomalies. 
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