NOTES ON THE PHONOLOGY OF MBE!

AYQ BAMGBOSE

I. SYLLABLE STRUCTURD
There are three possible structures for the syllable: CV, V, CVC. Consonants occur at,
€, vowels and the syllabic nasal ocour at V.

2. Coxsonant SvsTeM
(@) cLassmcaTION
The consonants may be classificd into five serics: Labial, Alveolar, Palatal, Velar,
and Labio-Velar.
Plosive Fricative Affricate  Nasal Lateral Trill Semi-vowel

v vd. W vd.
Tabial p b T m
Alveolar t od s ts dz o0 1 v
Palatal sh ¢ y ¥
Velar (Simple) kg h )
(Labialised) kw v W
Labio-Velar kp gb

P isavoiceless bilabial plosive. When it is preceded by a syllabic nasal and followed by
the vowel u or any diphthong beginning with this vowel, p is realiscd as a bilabial
affricate [pd]. Examples:

pdm ‘talk’, pal ‘count’, plal ‘untic’, hpl ‘feather’, Aplél ‘goat’.

has two allophoncs: a voiced bilabial plosive in syllable-initial position, and 2 de-
voiced bilsbial plosive [b] in syllable-final position. Examples:

bi ‘hide’, b ‘grow’, bé ‘abscond’, ebim ‘bag’, t4b ‘accompany’, bob ‘ask
is a voiceless labio-dental fricative. Examples: f& ‘dress’, fé ‘wipe off dirt, fio ‘blow
(wind)", 18ft ‘flea’, 3631 ‘sky’.

is a bilabial nasal. Examples: mm ‘wine’, mom ‘person’, émél ‘ncck’, kimia ‘salt’,

m
mual “farm’,

t s a voiceleas alveolar plosive. Examples: ta ‘toucky’, t€ ‘shoot’, tén ‘cireumcise’,
butal ‘stone’, kétém ‘axe’

d s a voiced alveolar plosive. Examples: dém ‘be foolish’, dSrt “faint’, di> ‘be soft’,

&dim ‘armour’.

is a voiceless alveolar fricative (with a sharp friction). Examples: s5 ‘lauglt, s&

‘annoy’, stn ‘bend’, késé ‘market’, s6r8 ‘come down’.

ts is 2 voiceless alveolar affricate. Examples: tsém ‘dig’, tsib *be long, tssri ‘hover
around’, étsé ‘baboon’, bétsiio ‘clephant’.

d alveolar affricate. Examples: dziri ‘tear’, dzdn ‘take’, dzém ‘sew’, dzém

£ Mbé is a Benue-Congo language in Ogoje Province, Fastern Nigeris.
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n is an alveolar nasal. Examples: nib ‘be good’, n3 ‘scare’, némni ‘whisper', kénén
“ird’.

is a ‘clear’ voiced alveolar lateral (slightly less clear in syllable-final position).

Examples: lie ‘eat’, lim ‘cook’, bili> ‘rope’, 14l slecp’, kél ‘look’,

¢ is an alvcolar flap [4] when it occurs in an inter-vocalic position. In all other contexts,
itisatrill [r]. In syllable-initial position, r has a voiced allophone; but in syllable-

final position, its allophone is devoiced, i.c. [t]. Examples: ra ‘pull’, réb ‘shut’,

&ri ‘beard’, ts3r ‘carry’, ylior ‘sit’.

L

is a voiceless pelato-alveolar fricative [[]. Examples:

shidr ‘sneeze’, biishd ‘face’, bishi ‘ground’.

is a voiceless palato-alveolar affricate [tf]. Examples: cG ‘come’, ci ‘build’, buci

‘head’, &ciiab ‘hyena’.

is a voiced palato-alveolar affricate [d5]. Examples: [ ‘hit!, jie ‘cut into pieces’,

J0e ‘adjourn’, &ji ‘place’.

y s a palatal semi-vowel [j]. Examples: ylo ‘hear’, yiem ‘sing’, ydel ‘Kill’, yi ‘refuse’,

&yidy ‘guinea fowl’.

is phonologically a nasalised palatal semi-vowel, but phonetically a palatal nasal [n].

Examples: ie ‘drink’, jlo ‘shake’, jfem ‘be stingy’, buyl ‘mouth’.

K is a voiceless palatalised velar plosive, slightly fronted immediately before front
vowels. Examples: kél ‘look’, ki ‘give’, &ké ‘anus’, dkira ‘white man’, kin ‘try’,
kdkie ‘cut’. ¢

kwis a voiceless labialised velar plosive. Examples: kwd ‘fall’, kwi! ‘enter’, ekwér
‘cocoyam’, kikwil ‘place of sucrifice’. When there is a falling or a rising tone on the
syllable, kw is sealised phonetically as [ku] e.g. kwal [ku=al] ‘cough’, bikwé
[bukuve] ‘slave’.

g is a voiced velar plosive, with slight labialisation [g"] before a word-final u.

Examples: gén ‘fly’, géb ‘pack’, &ga ‘cactus’, dg? ‘sword’, égii ‘company’, gigiel

“knock’.

hi ‘rub’, shie ‘resemble’,

~

=

is a voiceless glottal fricative. Examples: hé ‘that’ (linking word), hé ‘nol
is a velar nasal. Examples: t0oy ‘show’, iy ‘teach’, Skilion ‘iron’, ép3y ‘rainy

scason’.

=

w is phonctically a labio-velar semi

away', hwiiom ‘shirt’, éwér ‘comb’

is phonologically a nasalised, labialised velar semi-vowel but phonctically a labialised

velar nasal [*]. Examples: Ao ‘a bet', #(wiog ‘ankle bangle’.

kp is a voiceless labio-velar plosive. Examples: kpé ‘find’, kpér ‘begin’, kpar ‘peel’,
kpé ‘be daring’, ékpi ‘decitfulness’.

gb is a voiced labio-velar plosive. Examples: gbé ‘tie’, gbél ‘run’, gbér ‘plaster’, gbdr
‘gratc’, gbs ‘shake’.

ywel. Examples: wé ‘pluck’, wi ‘die’, wél ‘drive

&

NOTE: (1) Plosives are aspirated before i, and, unless as otherwise indicated above,
ore u.

(2) So far W is attested only in about four words, and h in three.
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(3) The glotial stop [P] occurs in syllable-initial position in some particles, but
always in free variation with the corresponding syllable without a glottal onset,
e.g. [lal 28] or [141 8] sleep?” i.c. ‘good night'. It is thercfore considered un-
‘nccessary to give it phonemic status,

(b) DisTRIBUTION

ere ate two scts of consonant

(i) Syllable-Initial and (ii) Syllable- Final,

(i) Syllable-Initial: All consonants cxcept the velar nasal g oceur in syllable-

initial position.

EXAMPLES OF MINIMAL PAIRS

pom  Ctalk’
bdm  ‘persons’
kio
gtio

ke ‘tic up (bundle)
“all

kwe
kpé  “find®
gbé e
fén  ‘be black’
sén ‘wipe anus’
NoE:
diphthongs.

3y
dzag

ylem
yiem
niio
fiio

‘cub’
“build”

“come’
“hit’

“understand’

“be stingy’

‘punish’
‘shake’

 Palatal consonants can only oceur before close vowel phonemes (i.c. i and u) and

(i) Syllable-final: The three nasal consonants (i.c. m, n and 1, the lateral I,
the trill r and the labial plosive b occur in syllable-final position. The last
two of these consonants are always devoiced in this position.

EXAMPLES OF MINIMAL PAIRS

tém  ‘bury’
tn  ‘push’
gbsl  ‘run’
gbsr  ‘plaster’
tséb “bear (pain
ém  ‘dig’

hpin  side’
dpal  “counting’

tab
tay
sim
siy
sén
sy

‘accompany’
‘give in marriage’

prey’
‘decrease’

‘shock”
‘decrease’

NOTE: (1) A few words ending in r have vatiants ending in t or d e.g. gbir, gbid, gbét
‘plaster’, kpér, kpét “cat’. In these cascs, the plosives are considered allophones

of r,
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(2) "The nasals n and g appear to be contrastive only when immediately preceded
by the vowel 2 or a diphthong ending in this vowel. Otherwise, n ocours only
after front vowels and 1 after back vowels, c.g. k&n ‘march’, bén ‘dance’, ston
‘shine’, 8kiop ‘ron’.

3. VowsL Svstzmt

There are two types of vowels: (a) Simple Vowels and (b) Diphthongs.

(a) snvpLe vowELS
These are seven in number:

i u

e o

i >
a

[i] is a Tittle lower and retracted from Cardinal Vowel 1. Examples: bi ‘hide’, Ii
“eye’, ri ‘join together’, shi ‘rub’, ¢f “build’, yi ‘refus’.
¢ has two allophones: (i) a peripherally central close unrounded vowel much lower
than, and advanced from, Cardiral Vowel [i].
“This allophone occtrs in closed sylzbles, and in the initial open syllble sesulting
from the addition of a suffix to a closed syllable. The allophone also occurs in the
initial open syllable of reduplicated verbs.

Examples: fér [fir] fold, 8fer6 [ofiro] ‘to fold", féri firi] “fold (plural}’, fefar [fifir].

(ii) 2 half-open front unrounded vowel [¢] slightly retracted from Cardinal Vowel 2.
This allophone occurs in all open syllables other than those specified above.
Examples: bé ‘abscond’, té ‘shoot’, &fé ‘lung, leke ‘load”, &kpé ‘hat’, 8bé ‘hand’,
gbé ic’,

& about the same position as Cardinal Vowel 3. Examples: 1€ ‘wherc?, st ‘bend’,
&bé ‘ant-hill’, kel ook, késé ‘market’,

2 acentralised open vowel [a] retracted from Cardinal Vowel 4. Examples: ta ‘touct’,
t4b ‘accompany’, kin ‘try’, gbél ‘run’, s ‘annoy’.

5 ahalf-open back rounded vowel slightly lower than Cardinal Vowel 6. Examples:
55 ‘laugh’, b3b ‘tell a lic’, dz5 *be tired’, 15 ‘love’, ts3r ‘car:

o has two allophones: (i) a half-close back rounded vowel [o] slightly higher than
Cardinal Vowel 7 in all positions cxcept after nasals. Examples: bob ‘asic, 5b3b6
“t0 ask’, b6ré ‘keep’, kor ‘ruly’, gbé ‘pluck (unripe fruits)’.
(i) a raised, slightly centralised and nasalised form of the first aliophone [3] after
asals. Examples: pénd ‘make red’, liomd ‘smell’, dp3mé “o tallc, dAmé ‘o
cook’, kind ‘to walk’.

U has two allophones: (i) a close front rounded vowel, lower and retracted from
Cardinal Vowel [y]. This allophone occurs after | and, in the promunciation of
some people, after the affricate | also. Examples: 121G ‘knee’, j6 ‘hit’, &ji ‘cult’.
() a close back rounded vowel [u] slightly lower than Cardinal Vowel 8. This alio-
phone occurs in all other positions. Examples: b ‘grow’, Atdfl ‘castnet’, rd ‘pull’,
< ‘come’, biishd ‘face’, i ‘dic’.
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NoTE: (x) All vowels are slightly centraliscd when they oceur in closed syllables.

(2) All vowels, including the initial element of a diphthong, are nasalised when
immediately preceded by a nasal or a nasalised consonant. There is also a slight
nasalisation of vowels (including the second element of a diphthong) before the
velar nasal.

(3) "I'he close vowels i and u do not occur in closed syllables, except in a verbal
reduplication involving a harmonizing nasal prefix c.g. téom, tntiom ‘send’;
shiem, shinshiem ‘be sweet'.

EXAMPLES OF MINIMAT, CONTRASTS OF SIMPLE VOWELS

b hide &hé  ‘placent’
bé  ‘abscond’ 8¢ ‘ant hill’
bi  ‘grow’
gbe ‘tie leke ‘load’
gb6  “pluck (unripe fruits) 1eki ‘ege’
gbs  ‘shake’
pal  ‘count’ pl road”
pl ‘plant’ Apll “Feather’
tén  ‘push’ 18kd ‘elephant grass’
thn‘circumcise’ 1&k3 “tooth’
mdm ‘wine’
mém ‘person’

(b) prsTEONGS
Diphthongs begin in a close vowel and end in any of the other vowels. Hence there
are two scts of diphthongs:
(i) Front Set
These are diphthongs beginning in a front close vowel, i.e. e, Ie, la, i, io.
Examples: ylam ‘be sick’, yiem ‘sing’, pie ‘do’, biem ‘believe’,
gior ‘surround, mince’, lie ‘eat’, shior ‘sneeze’.
(ii) Back Set
These are diphthongs beginning in a back close vowel i.c. ue, ug, ua, U, U0
When preceded by labials and palatls, the initial element of this set of diphthongs
has the allophone [u] (i.c. the same as for the simple vowel). But when preceded by
other consonants, the allophone of the initial element is a much lowered, and
advanced [u] somewhat like a centralised rounded half-close vowel [a].
Examples: pial ‘be rotten’, biob ‘think’, fiio ‘blow’, shie ‘suck (bones)', yle
*roast’, Jide ‘drink’, cior ‘be straight’
tiom ‘send (s message)’, din ‘be tired’, kire ‘cut’, giom “watch, rie ‘say’, lel
‘ery’, szl ‘sweep’, dzi> ‘be fat’, winoh ‘drain (water)’.
NOTE: (1) When e s the second element of a diphthong, its two allophones [{] and [¢]
are conditioned in the same way as for the simple vowel e.

fani ‘embrace’,

9
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(2) Diphthongs do not occur immediately after labio-velar plosives and the
Iabialised velar plosive.

(3) Diphthongs of the front se do not occur immediatcly after alveolar consonants
other than 1.

EXAMPLES OF CONTRASTS BETWEEN SIMPLE VOWELS AND DIPHTHONGS

pil ‘plant’ pil  ‘count
Pl amrest’ plal ‘be rotten’
bini  “divide k& ‘tie up (bundle)
biani ‘embrace’ kie ‘cut’

of. (kwe ‘fall)
b ‘abscond’ I feed
bie “shine’ lie ‘surpass’
B ‘Jaugh® K8 eheck up’
st> “fix (in ground)’ k> ‘grind’
bsb  ‘tellalic’
biob  ‘think’ [

kior ‘last’

dzs be tired”
dzi>  ‘be fat’ 853 ‘to break’

dsiio ‘to shiver’

s ‘hover
tsiorl  ‘be wet

NoTE: The contrast between o and uo appears to be very rare. n addition, it is not
very easy to recognise especially after non-labial consonants. However, in the case
of verbs, the test of reduplication should show which of the two vowels is present.
For example in the imperative, kér ‘rub’ is reduplicated kdksr or kékér but kiior
“buy’ can only be reduplicated kiikdior. Similarly, although the contrast between
> and w is relatively easicr to recognise, the same reduplication test may be
applied in the case of  class of verbs. For example, the imperative reduplication
of ts3ri ‘hover’ is tsdtssrl whereas that of tstorl ‘be wet is tsOts0orl.

4 Tue Svrzapic NasaL

The syllabic nasal n (always tone-bearing to distinguish it from the consonant) occurs
in a syllable of structure V. It is homorganic with a following consonant i.e. it has the
allophones:

[m] before

[m] . other labials

] -, yandy

[n] ., other palatals and all alveolars
[l v

[om] ., labio-velars
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Examples: Ap5 ‘kidncy’, Abiel ‘generation’, ftin ‘time’, Aduel ‘bush cow’, Asin
“thunder’, hkim ‘forest’, Akwé ‘soup’, hwi ‘death’, Akp3n ‘ram’, Agbé ‘cloth’.
NOTE: When a syllable-final nasal consonant is immediately followed by a consonant-

initial syllable (other than a suffix), the nasal consonant is also homorganic with
the following consonant.

5. Tone Svstim

1f an overall tone system were to be established for the language, five tonemes may have
tobe sct up: High, Low, Rising, Falling and Downstep. It seems, however, that the tonal
structure of the language would best be handled polysystemically. This, of course, cannot
be done within the scope of this paper.

EXAMPLES OF TONAL CONTRASTS

Bpl ‘grey bair’ Bm  cook’

bpl ‘road’ Bm settle (a quarrel)
d  build 8ty ‘to give in marriage’
d “help® otdy  ‘to teach’

plal  ‘be rotten’ mior  ‘increase’

paal  ‘untie’ mior ‘snail’

mid  wife' Kinkéy ‘every’

migd  ‘woman' kinkn ‘try’



