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THE NOUN CLASS SYSTEM IN MBEMBE!
K. BARNWELL

The aim of this paper is:

(a) To give a factual description of the noun class system in Mbembe.

(b) To show the patterning of labial and palatal, back and front, features within this
system.

(c) To suggest some points of comparison in the system of related languages.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. The Mbembe language belongs to the Benue-Congo language family and is
spoken in the Cross River area to the north of Calabar province. Neighbouring languages
are Yakur [Loks], Etung, Ukelle and Ekajuk, all of which have noun class systems
showing similar phenomena.

This description is based on the Adun dialect of Mbembe. Except where stated, all
examples are from this dialect.

1.2. A phonemic transcription is used throughout. Vowel phonemes comprise:

i u
e o
£ >
a
and the lengthened vowels 5: and a:. Consonant phonemes comprise:
V’less fortis plosives ) tt ¢ kk kp
V’less lenis plosives t k
Voiced plosives b d i g gb
V’less fortis fricatives ¢ f s
V’less lenis fricatives f z
Voiced fricatives B v
Short nasals m n n
Lengthened nasals m: n:
Lateral |
Flap r
Semi vowels y w

1.2.1. ¢ and j represent alveo-palatal affricates.

1.2.2. Note that there is a phonemic contrast between the fortis and lenis articulation
of certain voiceless consonant sounds. For typographical reasons this distinction is marked
as follows:

1 This paper was first presented at the Seventh West African Languages Congress at Lagos
in March 1967. It has been slightly revised and modified. Data was gathered under the
auspices of the Institute of Linguistics (West Africa) in co-operation with the University
of Nsukka, during the period April 1965 to March 1967. Approximately 16 months were
spent living in the Adun area with my colleague, Miss P. Revill. I would like to acknow-
ledge the work of Dr K. L. Pike and Mr and Mrs T. Edmondson on the noun classes of
Etung, which led me to look for further patterning in the noun classes of Mbembe.
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fortis tt kk s f
lenis t k z f

No voiced sibilant occurs in the Adun dialect.

1.2.3. The bilabial consonants p b ¢ and m may be palatalized: py by ¢y my. The velar
consonants k g n may be labialized: kw gw nw.

1.2.4. The following tone marks are used: ~ high tone, * low tone, ' high tone with
downstep influence onto the following tone, " rising glide, * falling glide. Where no tone
is marked this indicates that the vowel is elided in normal pronunciation of the utterance.

1.2.5. Open transition is symbolized a. A hyphen indicates a morpheme boundary.
Morpheme boundaries are marked only where relevant.

1.2.6. N represents a nasal consonant homorganic to the point of articulation of the
following consonant. All noun roots have an initial consonant.

2. NOUN CLASSES

These are set up on the basis of: (a) sets of noun prefixes with consonantal concord
elements; (b) singular/plural pairings of these sets. The following sets occur:

Noun prefix Concord element
A B C
Singular only

Set 1 o-/o- kw k w

Set 3 e-[e- c d d
Set 5 N- kew k w
Set 7 i- kw k w

. Setg i- f f v
Set 11 a- kw k w

Plural only

Set 2 a- p b b

Set 4 e-[e- py by by
Singular or plural

Set 6 o-/>- f f \4

Set 8 i- s j j

Set 10 N- s j j

2.1. The occurrence of the prefixes o-/>- and e-/e- is phonologically conditioned.
o- and e- occur where the first vowel in the noun root is a close or half-close vowel. o- and
g~ occur where the first vowel in the noun root is an open or half-open vowel. It is of
interest that in the Osopong dialect of Mbembe there is a three-way harmony system.
Corresponding nouns in the e-/e- sets have the prefixes i- before a close vowel, e- before
a half-close vowel, &- before an open or half-open vowel. Examples:

&-wurd ‘dress’ (Osopong: i-wure)
&-rungd ‘night’ (Osopong: i-run>)
é-rin  ‘waist’ (Osopong: i-rin)
&-s6 ‘head’

&-jd> ‘water-pot’

£-ja ‘sacrifice’
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2.2. The majority of nouns belong to sets 1, 3, 2, 6 and 10. Singular set 1 paired with
plural set 2, and singular set 3 paired with plural set 10 are the largest classes. Only two or
three examples occur of each of sets 7, g and 4. These are all very common nouns: e.g.

i-cd  ‘year’ [set 7]
i-bom  ‘cocoa yam’ [set g]
é-cén ‘yams’ [set 4]
&-kpé ‘things’ [set 4]

It is possible that these are remnants of larger classes which, because of their frequent use,
have resisted some change in the system. Comparison with related languages suggests that
historically there has been a movement towards the simplification of noun class systems
within the group.

2.3. Some observations may be made on the semantic correlations of the nouns
belonging to particular classes.

2.3.1. Set 1 pairing with set 2 seems to correspond to Meinhof’s Bantu mu-/Ba- class.

Most nouns with a personal, human connotation belong to this class, e.g.

3-ndn ‘person’ plu. a-ndp
>-varr  ‘chief’ plu. a-va:r
>-baz¢  ‘Ibo man’ plu. a-baz¢
>-bakpa ‘Hausa man’ plu. 3-bikpa
o-bira  ‘slave’ plu. a-bira

Other ‘personal’ nouns occur in sets 5, 7 and 11 with the ‘labial’ or ‘rounded’ concord
elements kw-w as for set 1, e.g.

N-gpwa ‘child’ fi-n:d ‘older woman’
In animal fables the personalized hero, é-kw3r ‘tortoise’, although having an - prefix as
for set 3, occurs with concord elements as for set 1.

A few other e-/e- prefix nouns occur with set 1 concord elements when denoting
position. For example, the noun &-ttém ‘heart’ is a regular member of set 3, occurring
with the c-d set of concord elements except when used to denote position, when it occurs
with kw-w concord elements, e.g.

, ka é-ttém kw-a:b¢ ‘in their midst’

2.3.2. Many ‘animals’ belong to set 3, pairing with plural sets 2 or 10, e.g.

é-va ‘goat’ plu. a-vd
é-béBa  ‘cutting grass’ plu. 2-bépa
&-fa ‘dog’ plu. m-fa
g¢-kkande ‘cat’ plu. 1-kkand:
g-cé ‘leopard’ plu. n-cé
é-sim ‘civet cat’ plu. n-sim
2.3.3. Many nouns with a verbal root belong to set 3 (no plural form); e.g.
é-pyifa ‘evil’ (pyiB ‘to be bad’)

g-tdm3  ‘beginning’ (tdma ‘to begin’)
&-k3:ka  ‘revelation’ (k3:ka ‘to show’)

2.3.4. Liquid and abstract nouns belong mainly to set 2, e.g.

a-si ‘water’ a-tbk  ‘palm wine’
a-na ‘oil’ a-wi ‘soup’
a-kpén ‘life’ a-camiji ‘smallness’
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2.3.5. Some ‘limbs’ occur together in set 1 pairing with set 10; e.g.
5-b3:k ‘hand’, ‘arm’ plu. rm-b3:k
3-tatk ‘thigh’ plu. n-ta:k
o-fo  ‘leg’ plu. m-mod
2.3.6. Some words with a connotation connected with the supernatural or with
ceremonial significance occur in set 6, e.g.
5>-ka  ‘cult’
>-tamn  ‘sorcery’
o-nln  ‘salt’

-ttd:k ‘thing’
-kim  ‘masque’
-da:my ‘foufou’

u O U

3. CONCORD

3.1. Concord is manifested in the verb prefix and verbal auxiliary prefix, and in the
prefix of numerals from 1 to 7. These prefixes are identical in form to the noun prefix
of the governing noun, except in the case of set 2 nouns, where, under certain conditions,

the verbal prefixe is ma-. For examples, see section 4 below.
3.2. Consonantal concord elements are manifested as follows:
3.2.1. Concord element A occurs:
(i) In the possessive pronoun:
Set 1 3-sd:m kw-a:m  3-sdbim kw-3  3-sdm kw-&

‘house my’ ‘house your’ ‘house his’
Set3 &-fa c-4mm &fa ¢S efa ¢t

‘dog my’ ‘dog your’ ‘dog his’
Set 2 a-si p-a:m a-si p-3 a-si p-&

‘water my’ ‘water your’  ‘water his’

cf. also examples a, d, f, m, o and q below (section 4).
(i) As the ‘relative’ pronoun (proclitic to a clause or noun phrase):

Set 1 3-va:ndp kw o6-dé macd karm ma
‘chief-person who he-is like me  here’
Set 3 &-ndma ¢ é-tén oyok

‘finger which it-points (to) friend’
Set 4 &-kpd py i-tsm
‘things of ear’ (earrings)’
cf. also examples a, b, ¢, h, i, k, n, and p below.
(iii) In the qualifier ‘new’:
Set 1 3-s5mm  3-Ba-kw-& Set 3 é-wur> &-Pa-c-€

‘house new’ ‘dress new’

‘cf. also example a below.
3.2.2. Concord element (B) occurs in:

(i) the free pronoun:
Set 1 3-r3kdtdm k-& kwd méndd manci
‘cassava it which today I-will-eat’
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cf. also examples h, i, 1, n and o below.
(ii) the reduplicated form of the free pronoun:
Set 2 moyén  a-varr a-fa b-¥-b-2
‘we-have chiefs two only’
cf. also examples ¢ and j below.
3.2.3. Concord element C occurs in:
(i) the numeral ‘one’ and its plural form ‘some’:
Set 1 3-sd:m w-ang Set 3 &-fa d-ant
‘house one’ ‘dog one’
Set 2 3-ndp  b-ang
‘people some’
Set 1 >-varnin D-w-6  méa-w-ané-w-an¢
‘chief-person  that one-one’ ‘that very same chief’
cf. also example g below.
(ii) the demonstrative:
Set1 3-n3y3 n-w-6 Set 8 i-pon  n-j-6
‘person that’ ‘places those’
cf. also examples a, b, g, i, k, o, p and 1 below.
(iii) the emphatic particle:
Set 1 3-vamndnp w-3 Set3 &fa d-3
‘chief-person it-is’ ‘dog it-is’

cf. also examples c, d, e, h, i, m, n, p and q below.

4. EXAMPLES TAKEN FROM UNELICITED TEXT MATERIAL

Examples given in this section include a sample from each set. References written
underneath the examples refer back to section 3.

() Setr 3-ndp n-w-6 kw-amina kw O-pe  3-Ba-kw-¢

‘person that  our who he-died recently’
Cii Ai Aii Atii
(b) Set1 3-vamnidg n-w-6 kw o-de 3-vandp kw  1dén
‘chief-person that  who he-is chief-person who big’
Cii Aii Aii
(c) Set3 é-wlcén d-E-d-& d-o é-d &-kwu ¢&-diff 3-rama
‘sun only it-is he-comes he-visits river’
Bii Ciii

(d) Set3 E-gbd c-am d-3é&
‘bush my  it-is’ ‘it is my bush’

Ai Ciii
(e) Set3 &-c& ¢ wira fhzdim d-3 mi
‘name which before I-forgot  it-is here’ ‘this is the name
Aii Ciii ( which I forgot

before’
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(f) Sets m-pyi kw-a:m
‘drinking-horn my’
Ai
(g) Sety i-cd n-w-6 mai-w-ané-w-ang
‘year that  very-one’ ‘that very same year’
Cii Ci
(h) Setg i-bom f O-p-0-pé f-& v-5 fdko atér awd:in aci
‘yam  which it-dies it it-is which you-instead you-cook you-eat
Aii Bi Ciii Aii

i-bdm is the unique representative of this set. There is irregular agreement in that the
verb prefix is o- not i-.

(i) Set2 3-gbamn m-b-6 p o-tte OBon 6Bén b-t b
‘family-group that  which father begets they it-is
Cii Aii Bi  Ciii

" a-tine dkufa
hold  Akubha-rite’

(j) Set2 a-didén:dnp b-¢-b-& b-&b-¢ b-E-b-¢
‘important-men only only only’  very emphatic
Bii

(k) Set4 &-kpé m-by-6 py o-tte 5dapt
‘things those  which father tied’

Cii Aii
() Set6 o-kim  m-v-6 moyéré f-& bé Skwa
‘masque that  we-call it Okwa’
Cii Bi

(m) Set 6 >-ttdtk f-£ v-o o-jif  >-tam
‘thing his it-is it-good it-very’

Ai Ciii
(n) Set8 i-dima s i-ci e-dén |-je é-dﬁk,j-é j-2
‘calabash which it-first it-bears fruit it it-is
Aii Bi Ciii

i-ci é-dén j-ttime
“it-first it-matures’
(o) Set8 i-z¢ n-j-6 s-& - j-BoPoi-d I-ttd ka 3-rama
‘blood that her it it-flowed it-fell in river’
Cii Ai Bi
(p) Set 10 h-dénsé n-j-a j-5 8 motim  3sa a-kpén  p¢  ka 3-yagbin
‘ways  these it-is which we-take we-finish life his in world’
Ci Cii Aii

(q9) Setir 3-ga  kw-a:m w-3maé
‘needle my it-is here’
Ai Ciii
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5. VARIANTS IN OTHER MBEMBE DIALECTS

5.1. From the summary in section 2 it can be seen that the concord element C is often
the voiced counterpart of concord element A. Exceptions are:

Set 3. In Osopong dialect, corresponding forms have concord with jin place of d. The
dominant pattern suggests that this was probably the earlier form. This is born out by
comparison with the related language of Yakur (Loks) (cf. F.D.D. Winston ‘The
nominal class system in Loks’, AFRICAN LANGUAGE STUDIES, vol. 111 (1962), p. 57).

Sets 8 and 10. In the two subdialects of the Okom dialect, corresponding concord
elements have voiced [z] and r in place of j. There is a regular sound correspondence
between voiceless lenis z in Adun, voiced [z] in Okom 1, and r in Okom 2. Again the
dominant pattern suggests that the voiced form is the earlier one.

Sets 1, 5, 7, 11. Oferekpe dialect has gw in place of kw in corresponding concord
elements.

5.2. The A and B concord elements differ in form only in sets where the A element is
kw or f. In the Okom dialect the B element is always identical in form to the A element.

5.3. There is a degree of mobility in the membership of classes in different dialects.
This is also evident from the limited comparison which has been possible with word lists
of related languages. It seems that the system may be more persistant than the
membership.

6. SINGULAR/PLURAL PAIRING
Plural Prefixes

A

Palatal
———+———  Labial Neutral

e- i- N- o- a-

Singular prefixes  py-by s-j s-j f-v p-b

——— @ ® @) ©® ()

c-d e (3) — — 310 — 68
Palatal

s-j i~ (8) — — — 106 12

s-j  N-(10) — — — 6 —

kw-w i-  (7) — — — 2 —

f-v i (9) I — — — —
Labial

f-v  o- (6) 1 — — — 8

kw-w o- (1) — 12 4 — 420

kw-w N- () — — 3 — 12

kw-w a- (11) — — — — II
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Numbers indicate the number of nouns so far recorded in each class. In addition 150
nouns (verbal roots) in set 3 and 60 nouns (abstracts and liquids) in set 2 have been
recorded which have no singular/plural contrast, and a number of nouns in other sets
which have no plural form but otherwise fit into the pattern shown above.

The following pattern emerges:

Singular sets with prefix i- or with prefix N- with ‘palatal’ concord elements (s-]
agreement as opposed to kw-w agreement) pair with plural sets with prefix o-/>-.

Singular sets with prefix o-/>- or with prefix N- with ‘labial’ concord elements, pair
with plural sets with prefix i- or prefix N- with ‘palatal’ concord elements.

‘Palatal’ singular sets therefore pair with ‘labial’ plural sets and vice-versa.

In addition most singular sets pair with plural sets with the ‘neutral’ prefix a-.

7. COMPARISON WITH RELATED LANGUAGES

A comparison of the variants in the systems of other Mbembe dialects throws a little
light on the historical relationship of these dialects (cf. section 5). A comparison of the
systems of related languages might also reveal points of interest. In the Etung noun
system (as outlined by Dr K. L. Pike and Mr and Mrs T. Edmondson) the dominant
pattern seems to be that ‘palatal’ singular prefixes pair with ‘labial’ plural prefixes, with
only a few examples of the reverse pattern. The Yakur system (as outlined by F. D. D.
Winston) shows a two-way patterning similar to that of Mbembe.
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list of the Institute. Copies of the list are obtainable on application to the International
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58



