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STATIVE VERBS IN IGBO SYNTAX

P. Akujuoobi Nwachukwu
University of Nigeria, Nsukka

The purpose of this paper is two-fold: (1) to focus on
the class of Stative Verbs in Igbo; and (2) to highlight
their inflectional characteristics, which have so far been
little understood. Igbo stative verbs fall into two subsets:
those which express a non-past time meaning in their simple
CV stem (we shall hereafter refer to them as subset A), and
those expressing the same non-past time meaning in the CV +
rV form (subset B). While stative verbs of subset A form
their imperative by adding a high-tone -r¥ suffix, those of
subset B do so by adding the high-tone open vowel suffix -&,
which is the traditional marker of imperative verb forms.
Each subset also has its own corresponding past forms:

non-past imperative past
subset A cv cV + rV CV + rV or
CVv+V+ryv
subset B CV +rv CV+e@ CV+V+ry

It is to be pointed out that whereas the imperative -r¢
suffix is consistently on a high tone, the -rV suffix of the
non-past and past forms will be on high or low tone
depending on the tonal class of its verb root/stem. Thus a
study of this class of verbs is also an exercise in morpheme
jdentification since it helps us to sort out the number and
types of -rV suffixes in the language.

The above inflectional characteristics are maintained in
the following verb forms: (1) serial verb form, (2) per-
fective verb form, and (3) open conditional construction.
The three copulas in Igbo, bu/wu, di, and n¢ are typical of
the stative verbs in the simple CV form.

The presence or absence of a certain inflectional suffix
can and does change the class membership of a verb. For
example, verbs of carrying and dressing can be stative or
activity verbs depending on whether they occur in the simple
CV or in the CV + gha/ghe form. Thus, where languages such
as English distinguish the notion of state and activity by
two distinct verbs, Igbo in certain cases uses two different
forms of one and the same verb.

The large number of stative verbs found in Igbo more than
adequately complements the small number of real adjectives
found in the language.

Ce papier a deux buts: (1) mettre le point sur la classe
des verbes auxiliaires en Igbo (2) souligner leurs charac-
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téristiques flexionnels qui ont été trés peu compris jusqu'a
présent. Les verbes auxiliaires en Igbo se divisent en deux
sous-ensembles: Tles verbes qui expriment un sens de non-
passé dans leur base simple CV appartiennent au sous-
ensemble que nous appellerons sous-ensemble A. Le deuxiéme
sous-ensemble comprend les verbes qui expriment le méme sens
de non-passé dans la forme CV + rV (ce sont les é&léments du
sous-ensemble B). Les @léments de sous-ensemble A des verbes
auxiliaires forment 1'impératif en ajoutant un suffixe -rV
sur ton haut, mais ceux de sous-ensemble B forment 1'impéra-
tif en ajoutant une voyelle ouverte -& sur ton haut, ce qui
marque traditionnellement les verbes a 1'impératif. Chaque
sous-ensemble a aussi ses formes correspondants du passé,
indiqué comme suit:

non-passé impératif  passé
Sous-ensemble A CV CV + rV CV + rV ou
CV+V+ry
Sous-ensemble B CV + rV cV + @ CV+V+ryv

I1 faut noter que le suffixe -rV qui marque 1'impératif
est toujours sur ton haut, alors que les formes non-passé
seront sur ton haut ou bas selon la classe tonale de la
racine ou de la base du verbe. Ainsi, 1'étude de cette
classe de verbes sert aussi a identifier les morphémes
puisqu'elle nous aide a classifier le nombre et les types de
suffixes -rV dans la langue. Les charactéristiques flexion-
nels (voir ci-dessus) se retrouvent dans les formes verbales
suivantes: (1) forme verbale a série, (2) forme verbale du
temps parfait, (3) construction ouverte du conditionnel.

Les trois copules en Igbo, bu/wu, di et no sont typiques
des verbes auxiliaires sous la forme simple CV.

La présence ou 1'absence d'un certain suffixe flexionnel
peut changer 1'appartenance d'un verbe a un sous-ensemble.
Par exemple, les verbes qui indiquent 1'action de porter ou
d'habiller peuvent é&tre des verbes auxiliaires ou d'action,
selon leur construction: soit Ta forme simple CV ou le forme
CV + gha/ghe. Ainsi, certaines langues, telle que 1'anglais,
distinguent 1'état ou 1'action par deux verbes distincts,
1'Igbo, dans certains cas, utilise deux formes différentes
du méme verbe.

Le nombre restraint d'adjectifs réels dans la langue est
largement compensé par le grand nombre des verbes auxili-
aires dans la langue Igbo.

0. INTRODUCTION

A number of studies] have been made on the Igbo verb, but none
of these has singled out the stative subcategory of verbs for
close examination. The first mention of this subclass was in my
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1983 paper "Towards a classification of Igbo Verbs" which argues
that an -rV suffix expressing a present meaning is one of the
diagnostic tests for stativity. Since then there has been no
follow-up until this article in which I give a much more detailed
characterization of this syntactic class of verbs.

The tone-marking convention used here is identical to that used
in Nwachukwu (ed. 1983), by which only the first of a sequence of
syllables on the same pitch level is marked, leaving the rest
unmarked until a contrasting pitch is reached. This means that one
never gets a situation where two consecutive high or low tones are
marked: this fact 1is therefore exploited to indicate a high-
downstep relationship. Thus, any sequence of two consecutive high
tone marks 1is to be interpreted as high followed by a downstep.
For example, imé 'to do' is high-downstep (i.e., two distinct high
levels) while ime 'inside' is high-high (i.e., unchanged high).

1. STATIVE VERBS IN INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGES

George Lakoff (1966) argues that stative verbs in English
should be regarded as a subclass of adjectives. This suggestion is
particularly apt for Igbo where the class of what can be described
as real adjectives may not number more than twelve. The vast
majority of what translates English adjectives constitute a
subcategory which has been described as inherent-complement verbs
(Nwachukwu 1983); they are so called because the citation form of
each of them is accompanied by a free morpheme (always a noun)
without which the meaning of the verb cannot be determined. Such
nominal complements are no more than meaning specifiers, and they
along with the root of the verb constitute one semantic unit. The
presence of a large body of such verbs makes up for the paucity of
adjectives in Igbo.

One of the characteristics of stative verbs in English is that
they never occur in the progressive aspect as activity verbs do,
and when they are used in what appears to be that form, the use is
explained in terms of either postulating a different class mem-
bership or suggesting a wide range of meaning (polysemy) for the
verbs concerned. I do not intend to give many examples of English
stative verbs here, the reference to them is Jjust to draw atten-
tion to what constitutes their differentiating syntactic features,
that is, their inability to occur in the progressive form, except
when a different meaning or activity is involved.

For example:

(1a) I feel tired. (state, inert - perception)
(1b) 1 am generally feeling my (activity)
way through.

(2a) I can smell it. (inert perception)
(2b) That student is smelling that (active - perception)
bottle of poisonous gas
(contrary to instruction).
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However, with other stative verbs in English, the question of
using the progressive form does not even arise, as the following
examples show:

a) I own a car.
3b) *I am owning a car.

3
4a) This house belongs to me.
4b) *This is belonging to me.

(
(
(
(
(5a) 1 have a book.

(5b) *I am having a book.

The progressive aspect is associated with the notion of tempo-
rariness and incompleteness and these two aspects of time meaning
are not compatible with the sense of permanence associated with
stative verbs.

2. IGBO STATIVE VERBS

Igbo stative verbs fall into two inflectional groups: the first
group comprises all those verbs which express a simple present
(non-past) meaning in the simple CV form; such verbs belong to
subset A. The second subset is made up of verbs which express the
simple present (non-past) meaning in the CV + -rV form. Both
subsets are examined in detail below.

2.1 STATIVE VERBS IN CV FORM, SUBSET A

The copula (the verb 'to be' in English) is a good example of
the stative verb in most languages. So it is in Igbo where there
are three different copulas, each translating the English verb 'to
be' but possessing slightly different syntactic characteristics.
The copulas are: -bi/-wu, -di, and -nd. Each of them occurs in the
simple CV form without any suffix whatsoever in expressing a
present stative meaning; thus:

(6a) § bu nwoké. 'He is a man/manly.’

(6b) § bd ihe mére éme. 'It is a thing which happened:
it is true.'

The copula occurs in the syntactic frame [ + NPI:

(7a) 0 di ocha. 'It is white.'

(7b) 0 di oji. 'It is black/dark."

(7c) Ha di otitu. 'They are many.'

(7d) @ di oféle. ‘It is light/easy.’

(7e) 0 di mkpa. 'It is important.’

di occurs with the few Igbo adjectives as its complement, and in
addition it takes other nominal complements which are single nouns
capable of occurring as its only complement as 1in the above
examples, and here lies the difference between the two copulas,
-dj and -bii/-wii: where we say (7e) we do not say:
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(7f) *0 bi ikpa.

For (7f) to become well-formed, the word mkpda must be further
defined or qualified as in

(7g) 0 ba mkpa . 'That is my need.'
(7h) 0 bikwa mkpa madi niile. 'It's also everybody's need.'

For the foregoing syntactic reason, the copula -di occurs in the
following syntactic frame:

[[adjective } ]
predicate nominal

The third copula, -nd, is simple in its syntactic behaviour;
its only possible complement is a prepositional phrase (PP) as in
the following:

(8a) 0 nd n'@lo. 'He is at home.'
(8b) Eghu ahii no n'obii. 'That goat is in tether.'

It will be observed that all three copulas appear in simple un-
suffixed CV form. Apart from these the verb bi is another stative
verb expressing present state in a similar form:

(9) 6 bi &be a.

With very few exceptions all verbs in Igbo which can be used in
the simple CV form are stative verbs; the copulas just discussed
thus belong to subset A stative verbs. The following are more
examples of subset A stative verbs:

(10a) 0 13 ilu. 'It is bitter.'

(10b) § cha ucha. 'It is neat, clean, fair, or
light in complexion.'

(10c) 0 g6 ugo/ji nji. 'He/she is black/dark."

(10d) § fa ufa. 'It is painful/hot
(as pepper).'

(10e) 0 j6 njo. 'It is bad, ugly, unfair.'

(10f) 6 ma mma. 'It is good, upright, fair,
beautiful.'

(10g) @ gba aka. 'He is with nothing./He is
empty-handed.'

(10h) @ gba aka bia iiwa. 'He came to the world with
nothing.'

(101) ﬂnyi ga agbakwa aka laa. 'We shall also go back empty-

handed. '



(10k) 6 gba ukwu efii bia.
(11a) ¢ ma jodji.
(11b) 6 ti trawdza.

(11c) 0 kpd okpi.
(11d) 0 kwi 613 Ati.
(11e) Ogii pa atum3 mai.

(11f) Ada ki nwa n'aka.

(11g) bé pu/kpu éghu &jé ahia.

'He is going without food./he
is starving.'

'He came on bare feet.'
'He has a "George" wrapper on.'

'He has a pair of
trousers on.'

'He has a hat on.'

'He has earrings on.'
'Ogu is carrying a jar of
palm wine.'

'Ada is carrying a baby on the
hand.'

'Ibe is dragging a goat to
market.'

2.2 VERBS OF DRESSING, ORNAMENTATION, AND CARRYING: A SPECIAL

CLASS OF SUBSET A

This is a special subclass within the Targer body of stative

verbs. They are special

because they can be both activity

and stative verbs. As verbs denoting activity, they answer the

question:

(12) O meghe/na emé gini?

'What is he doing?'

The answer can be any of the following:

(13a) 0 magha/na ama akwa.

(13b) 0 tighe/na eti agbayi.

'He/she 1is putting on his/her
wrapper. '

‘He/She is putting on his/her
shoes.'

(13c) Ada gbagha/na agba ichafu.
(13d) Uz kpughe/na ékpi dkpu.

'Ada is tying her scarf.'
'Uzg is putting on his hat.'

I have consistently and rightly translated each of the above
verbs with the English gloss 'put on' to distinguish that meaning
of activity from the meaning of state suggested by the gloss
‘have on'. In other words, where the English language has two dif-
ferent morphemes, Igbo uses two different forms of one and the
same verb. Thus, the end of the activity marks the beginning of
the state, as in the following:

(14a) Ogii ma j§o3i- 'Ogu  has a
per on.'

"George" wrap-

(14b) Uzo kpu okpii.
(14c) 6 yi/sd/ti akpukpo ukwi.

'Uzo has a hat on.'
‘He has his shoes on.'
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Other verbs which have identical behaviour include the follow-
ing verbs of carrying:

iba/iva 'to carry heavy objects'

ichi 'to carry countable objects like kernels'

Ipa 'to carry containers of liquids'

ika 'to carry a baby'

Tkwo 'to carry a baby on the back'

ikpu ‘to drag living animals to market or pasture'
Tkpu 'to carry in the mouth'

2.3 IMPERATIVE FORM OF SUBSET A STATIVE VERBS

Without exception all the verbs in (6-11) form their imperative
by adding a high-tone -rV suffix to their respective stems; we
call this an imperative -rV because tonally it behaves just like
the open vowel imperative suffix which is always on a high tone.
Since these two phonetically different suffixes perform identical
functions and occur in identical positions they must belong to the
same class. The association of this suffix with strictly stative
verbs helps to resolve the problem of pinpointing the meaning of
each -rV suffix identified in the language; the tendency has been
to force a benefactive meaning on most. The following are examples
of the imperative forms of the subclass of stative verbs under
discussion:

(15a) Biiru/wiiru onye isi anyi. 'Be our Teader.'
(15b) Diri ndi; fAdu gi di anyi 'Stay alive; your life is im-
mkpa. portant to us.'
(15c) Mara mma gi gawa. 'Go away with all your
beauty.'
(15d) Burad onG byaa, ihe oriri ‘Come on an empty stomach;
Jjuru eji n'ebe ahu. there is plenty to eat
there.'
(15e) Mara jooji taa. 'Wear your "George" wrapper
today.'
(15f) Kpurd okpu 0zd gi byaa. 'Wear your Qzo title cap when
coming.'
(15g) Kword ya n'azu gi. 'Carry him/her on your back.'

The foregoing examples are sufficient to prove that all those
stative verbs which occur in the simple CV in expressing a present
state form their imperative by adding a high-tone -rV suffix. As a
reaction to my earlier article (Nwachukwu 1976a) in which the need
to set up a subcategory of stative verbs in Igbo was emphasised,
Prof. Kay Williamson and Rev. Sr. A. Uwalaka (in conversation)
pointed out that the above fact itself was an inflectional
characteristic of certain Igbo stative verbs.
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2.4 THE -rV IN OTHER VERB FORMS

As has been pointed out, the -rV suffix has the same distribu-
tion as the high-tone open vowel suffix that is the imperative
marker for Igbo verbs of activity; both of them occur in the im-
perative form of the verb. Furthermore, they both occur in the
following three constructions which are illustrated below:

(1) open conditional construction;
(2) serial verb form;
(3) perfective form.

2.4.1 Open conditional construction

(16a) Ya wuru onye ohi, o 'If he is a thief, it is very
jogburu onwe ya. bad.'

(16b) Gi kidrd nwa, mu ekird nkita. 'If you carry the child, I
will carry the dog.'

(16c) Ada biri ebe a, anyi amara 'If Ada lives here, then we
ihe o bu n'iché. shall know what she has in
mind. '

The above underlined verbs are all functioning in conditional
constructions of the open type.

2.4.2 Serial verb construction

(17) Nnénna mechere, mara akwa, 'Nnenna finished, tied her
yiri akpukpo ukwi, kuri wrapper, put on her shoes,
nwa, chere. and carried her baby and

- waited.'

2.4.3 Perfective verb form

(18a) Ada ekiriile nwa n'3azi. 'Ada has carried the baby on
her back!'
(18b) Anyj eyirile ihe niile 'We have put on every
anyi kwésiri. thing we ought to
(put on).'
(18¢c) Nwokd ahii ebiirule oni 'That man has gone to the
laa milo. spirit world with an empty

stomach (i.e. died starving).'

Thus, as with the open vowel suffix, once this high-tone -rV
suf fix occurs in the imperative form of a verb, it will consis-
tently be found in the conditional form, the serial verb construc-
tion, and in the perfective for m. There is, therefore, obvious
complementarity between them: whereas the open vowel suffix occurs
with non-stative verbs, the -rV suffix occurs with stative verbs
in such contexts.



2.5 STATIVE VERBS IN THE -rV FORM, SUBSET B

.The majority of stative verbs are those which take a low-tone
-rV suffix to express a present state. It was the confusion be-
tween the -rV expressing present time meaning and the -rV (past)
denoting past time that led to my first paper on the need to rec-
ognise a number of -rV suffixes. In standard Igbo, this -rV (time)
is always on a low tone in contradistinction to the imperative -rV
(associated with stative verbs) which is always on a high tone.
The following examples are grouped by semantic class.

2.5.1 Verbs of emotion and mental attitude

(19a) Anyi choro udd. 'We want peace.'

(19b) Anyi kwere na Chiikwu. 'We believe in God.'

(19¢c) 0 hiiru nwata nwaayi ahu 'He loves that young girl.'
n'anya.

(19d) Mana 6 kporo nké 0z6 ugwu. 'But he hates the other one.'

(19e) Nwaanyi a kwesiri gi. 'This woman is fit for you,

(is your match).

2.5.2 Verbs of permanent disability

(20a) Ukwu riry nwokd a. 'This man is deformed.’

(20b) ﬂhya piri nwa agboghd nké a. 'This young girl is one-eyed.'

(20c) Nti chikwara ya. 'She is also deaf.'

(20d) Ogbii/Ogbi dara nwa a. 'This child is dumb.'

2.5.3 Verbs of maturation or deterioration

(21a) Ubé a goro egd. 'These pears are ripe."

(21b) Aky ahu kara aka. '‘That coconut fruit is mature.’

(21c) ﬁkwy a chara acha nke oma. 'This palm fruit is very ripe.'

(21d) Obxgge!i toro etd na '0. is quite tall for a woman.'

nwaanyi .

(21e) Any ahii rere eré. 'That meat is rotten.'

(21f) J7 ndi a mébiri emébi. 'ghgse yams are bad/have gone
ad.'

2.5.4 Verbs of aesthetics or value judgement

(22a) 6 mara mma. 'It is beautiful/right/just/
good. '

(22b) @ joéro Ajd. 'It is ugly/unfair/unjust/bad."

(22¢c) 6 ziri ezi. "It is right/appropriate/

straight.'
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(22d) fhe ahi kwesiri omumé. 'That thing is worth doing.'

2.5.5 Verbs of content

(23a) 1té a@ juru na miri. 'This pot is full of water.'

(23b) ﬁﬂi madi juputara n'ébe - 'That place is full of people.'
ahu.

(23c) Madd zuru ezi. 'The people are complete.'

Note that only these two verbs have so far been found in this
class.

2.5.6 Verbs of ownership

As in the previous case, the number verbs denoting ownership is
small. The two representatives of this subclass are shown in the
following:

(24a) Ogii nwere égo. 'Ogu has money/is rich.'

(24b) 6 nwére fidoi abug. 'He has two wives.'

(24c) Nwoko ahl ji égo. '‘That man has money; he is
rich.'

2.6 IMPERATIVE FORM OF SUBSET B STATIVE VERBS

By their very nature some of these verbs cannot be in the im-
perative. But for those that can be so used, such as -ché 'think’,
-kwe 'think (so)', and -td 'grow', the imperative is formed by
adding the open vowel suffix -@ to the CV stem. This morphological
feature is in contrast with what was observed with the first group
given in section 2.3. Those verbs, it will be recalled, exist in
the simple CV form to express a present time meaning, while their
imperative form is CV + rV. It is thus the case that if a stative
verb takes the -rV suffix in its present form, it will take the
normal open vowel suffix -& to form its imperative; conversely, a
stative verb in the simple CV will form its imperative by adding
on a high-tone -rV suffix.

2.7 THE COMMON FEATURE OF STATIVE VERBS

The common denominator to all stative verbs in Igbo, as in any
other language, 1is semantic; that is, stative verbs express
state, condition, or situation, unlike verbs of activity which
denote action. Consequently, the classical assumption in Indo-
European linguistic studies is that such a semantic feature is not
compatible with the notion of progression (expressed with the
present progressive aspect marker). It is thus argued that when a
stative verb occurs in the progressive form the context is special
and the shift 1in meaning 1is accounted for by suggesting a
different class membership for the verb. For example, the two sen-
tences,
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He is difficult.
He is being difficult.

have two different meanings although the same verb 'to be' is used
in both cases.

The following English verbs are cited as examples which do not
occur in the progressive; they refer to mental, emotional, and
sensuous feelings.

ENGLISH IGBO
think -ché
believe ~kwé
understand -ghpta
remember -chéta
forget -chéfu
want/wish -cho
like -mashi
hate -kpo asi
hear -ni

see -hu
feel ~ché
notice -huta
recognise -kota
smell -si
detest -kpo asi
please -méma
forgive -gbagha
guess -kd nko
desire -cho
cost -da

However, a good number of the Igbo equivalents, though stative, do
freely occur in the progressive form; among these are -ghdta, -ni,
-hi, and -da, as in the following:

(25a) Ana m aghdta/Aghdtagha m 'T understand what he is say-
ihe o kwughe. ing.'

(25b) 1 na anii/niigha ihe o 'Do you understand what he is
kwughe? saying?'

(25c) 0 na ahii ihe i na 'He sees what you are showing
egosi ya. him. '

(25d) Anyi na ani/nugha isi ihe 'We perceive the smell of
rére ére. rotten things.'

- s gm e -

(25e) Gari dagha/na ada oni taa. ‘'Garri is costly nowadays.'
Perhaps, these progressive forms explain why the average Igbo
speaker of English is fond of saying in English:

"#] am understanding." instead of "I understand."
"*I am smelling it." instead of "I smell it."
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"*I am hearing it." instead of "I hear it."

For another subset of stative verbs, the normal form used is
the perfective form with a present meaning:

(26a) Akdtala i ya. 'T have recognized him/
I recognize him.'

(26b) Agbagharala gi. 'T have forgiven you/
I forgive you.'

(26¢) Aj@]a m ekwensu. ‘I have renounced satan/

I renounce satan.'

The perfect form of these stative verbs has the force of pre-
sent meaning like Latin inveni 'I have found/I know'. But in gen-
eral there is no one-to-one correspondence between stative verbs
in Igbo and English; the progressive and imperative tests, which
are supposed to be acid tests for stative verbs in English, fail
in most cases in Igbo.

3. PAST TENSE OF STATIVE VERBS

So far we have observed two inflectional features of Igbo sta-
tive verbs: the ability of subset B to take the -rV suffix in its
present form, and the ability of subset A to appear in the simple
CV form (both the -rV and CV forms being on low tones). Each of
the above forms has its corresponding past form; in the following
sections we shall examine each of these subsets more closely.

3.1 PAST FORM OF CV-STEM STATIVE VERBS, SUBSET A

Subset A stative verbs express their present meaning in the
simple CV stem, while past form is either CVVrV or CVrV:

Present Past

(27a) Ha bi n'Aba. (27b) Ha biiri/biri n'Aba.
'They Tlive at Aba.' 'They used to live

at Aba.'

(27¢) 0 né ya. (27d) 0 ndoro/néro ya.
'He/She is in.' 'He/She was in.'

(27e) Ha gba aka nwa. (27f) Ha gbaara/gbara aka nwa.
'They are without ‘They were without off-
offspring.' spring.’

(27g) Ndi nwaanyi ma jooji. (27h) Ndi nwaanyi maara/
*The women are dressed in mara jooji.

"George" wrappers.' ‘The women were dressed

in "George" wrappers.'

The variation in the past form of these verbs can be synchroni-
cally interpreted as analogically influenced by the past form of
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-rV present stative verbs in CV + V + rV on the one hand, or by
the past form of non-stative verbs in CV + rV on the other. But in
the analysis of examples shown in sec. 3.1 above, the CV present
statives should normally show a CV + rV past, so I prefer to
regard the CV + V + rV form as analogical and doubly marked for
past.

3.2 PAST FORM OF -rV STATIVE VERBS, SUBSET B

It is very easy to distinguish the past from the non-past forms
of Igbo verbs of activity, but a bit intriguing to differentiate
the present from the past forms of stative verbs. This is so
because the stative present of these verbs which take the -rV
suffix is of the same segmental shape and identical tone pattern
as the past form of activity verbs.

Stative Present Active Past
(28a) Ogii nwere &qo. (28b) Ogi jere oru.
‘Ogu has money.' 'Ogu went to work.'
(28¢c) Okwu a bara ard. (28d) 6 gbiiru éghu.
'This is a useful 'He kiTled a goat.'

discussion.'

A1l four of the underlined verbs are of the same morphemic shape,
CV + rV, and L + L tone pattern, yet an Igbo speaker recognizes
without difficulty that one expresses present and the other past
meaning. Early European linguists were misled by this formal simi-
larity into concluding that Igbo does not formally distinguish be-
tween the past and the present. But in fact Igbo does grammati-
calize the distinction between them. A number of different -rV
suffixes have been isolated (Winston 1973, Nwachukwu 1976b): the
-rV present 1is associated only with stative verbs, but the -rV
past occurs with all categories of verbs. Other -rV suffixes have
non-time readings.

In fact, certain dialects, for example Qmahya (Umuahia), attest
verb forms in which the two time-reading -rVs simultaneously
occur, as:

(29) 0 nwérere éqo. 'He used to be rich/have
money . '

Here the first -rV 1is the stative (present) marker, while the

second is the past marker. However, the majority of dialects do

not permit a surface sequence of -rVs, and a 'de-reduplication’
rule deletes the first r:

Cv.V.rv.

Cvi vy V, + stative -rV present L

Most dialects therefore attest something Tike the following:
(30a) 0 nwéere égo. 'He used to be rich.’
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(30b) Ogi baara uba. 'Ogu used to be wealthy.'

(30c) Anya piiri nwokd ahu. 'That man used to be one-eyed.'

(30d) Anyi biiri n'Aba. 'We formerly lived at Aba.’

(30e) Nwa ahil daara ogbu o6gé ‘That child was dumb when she
0 di ndu was alive.'

A1l stative verbs which take the -rV suffix in their present
tense form exhibit the application of the above rule in their
past tense form, that is, CVVrV where all suffix vowels assimilate
in both quality and pitch to the vowel of the root.

3.3 ALTERNATIVE PAST FORM OF STATIVE VERBS

In OTu (Orlu) and Onicha (Onitsha) alternative past forms exist
for both subsets of stative verbs. The markers are -bi for subset
A and -buru for subset B. These alternative forms are becoming so
popular among speakers and writers of standard Igbo that they may
well become the standard past tense marker for all stative verbs
in all dialects of Igbo. The following are examples of this;
example 31 shows subset A verbs and 32 shows subset B.

Present Past
(31a) 0 kpi okpi. (31b) 6 kpubu okpi.
'He has a hat on.' 'He had a hat on.'
(31c) 0 ki nwa. (31d) 6 kibu nwa.
'He is carrying a baby.' 'He was carrying a
baby.'
(31e) 6 ji ihe n'ake. (31F) 0 jibu 7he n'aka.
'He is holding something 'He was holding some-
in his hand.' thing in his hands.'
(31g) 0 dj fdu. (31h) 0 dibu Adii.
'He is alive.' ‘He was alive.'
(32a) Diké nwére &go. (32b) Diké nwéburu égo.
'Dike is rich.' 'Dike used to be rich.'
(32¢) Anya piri ya. (32d) Anya piburu ya.
'He is blind.' 'He was blind.'
(32e) Nwa agboghd ahy mara mma. (32f) Nwa agboghd ahu maburu
'That young woman is mma.
beautiful.' 'That young woman used

to be beautiful.'

It will be observed that for subset B stative verbs, the -rV
persists in the morpheme -buru, its corresponding past marker.
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4. PERFECTIVE FORM OF STATIVE VERBS IN RELATIVE CLAUSES:
YET ANOTHER -rV SUFFIX?

It has been pointed out in sec. 2.7 above that with stative
verbs, the perfective form has the force of present meaning;
thus:

(33a) ﬁkwy d achaala. 'These palm fruits are ripe.'
(33b) Ubé ahi egodole. 'Those pears are ripe.'

(33c) Ji ahi eghéele. 'That yam is cooked/done."
(33d) Ofe agwula. 'The soup is finished.'

(33e) Aku oyibo nké a akaala. 'This coconut is ripe .'
(33f) fke agwula . 'T am tired.'

(33g) Itiri agbaala. ‘It is dark.'

(33h) Chi abgdla. 'It is dawn/day."'

Note that each of the underlined verbs has the normal morphemic
shape of a perfective verb form namely a + CV + (&) + la, that is,
an open vowel prefix followed by the root/stem of the verb fol-
lowed by the high-tone open vowel suffix and the perfective
marker -1a or -lé.

However, there is always a change of morpheme whenever the
perfective verb-form functions as the verb of a relative clause.
The difference lies in the placement of the high-tone open vowel
suffix with a high-tone -rV suffix:

(34a) 1 na aju maka nkwu e "Are you inquiring about the
gbudarala? palm tree which has been
felled?!
(34b) (0 bia) Ubé ndi goroleni '(It is) Pears which have rip-
ka 1 ga aghota. ened that you will pluck/

You will pluck only those
pears that have become ripe.’

(34c) Gunyé anyi ji (ndi) 'Select for us yam (pieces)
ghéreleni. which have become/are done.'
(34d) Onye birile ebe 3 ga aghota 'Someone who has lived here
ihe na agani. will understand what is going
on.
(34e) 1 choro ivofuta ji 'Do you want to unearth yam
firule omo? which has (already) sprouted
(produced shoot)?'
(34f) Enyéne ndi gbia anu '‘Don't give guests meat that
réreleni. has become rotten.'

The above change of the verb form from a non-relative to a rel-
ative clause can be represented as follows:



96
a+CV+(é)+1a —a+CV+rV+1ainrelative clauses

Our hypothesis is that this -rV which replaces the vowel suffix
-& is the same stative present -rV found in a certain subset of
stative verbs. We have already seen its co-occurrence with the -rV
past in certain dialects in and around Umuahja (cf. sec. 3.2 ex.
29). We also saw its reflex in other dialects in the form of

CV1. +rV+r¥y — CViVirVi

which has been described as a morphological rule. As we have
seen, in relative clauses, the same -rV resurfaces and co-occurs
with the perfective marker -la/le. From this evidence, one is led
to the conclusion that the -rV stative marker occurs freely with
the other inflectional suffixes in the language.

But there 1is a further complication when additional data
are admitted for analysis, namely that the same high-tone -rV
suffix is found in the perfective form of activity verbs if they
are in relative clauses. The following are illustrative examples:

(35a) ﬁnye gburule madu ga 'One who has killed a person
anwialili. must die.'
(35b) Onye nwiruna anwy anwuona.  'One who has died, has died
(i.e., cannot come back to
Tife).!
(35¢) ﬂgbéré a ga emé ka ndi 'This spirit will make those
zurune ohi, kwuputa ya. who have (ever) stolen con-
fess it.'
(35d) Nkjta miruna mmu ang 'A dog which has had four
agbaliala. births has done well.'

(35e) Gosi m gkwo moto ahu gbirule 'Show me that driver who has
madu mgbu ise a hapuru ka @ had five fatal accidents and
na akwdkwa. yet is Teft to go on driving.

It will be observed that the presence of this high-tone -rV
implies the absence of the high-tone vowel prefix -& in both sta-
tive and non-stative verbs. The phenomenon occurs only in relative
clauses. Since this is the case, it becomes difficult to maintain
our earlier claim that the -rV is the stative non-past marker.
There are three possible ways of looking at the problem. The first
is to claim that the -rV stative (non-past) occurs in all verbs 1in
relative clauses. This claim tends to weaken its function as the
marker of a certain subclass of stative verbs. The second and
stronger hypothesis is that there is an additional -rV, let us
calt it -rV relative, which occurs only in the perfective
verb-forms found in relative clauses. Even this interpretation
does not inspire confidence as non-arbitrary. The most satisfying
hypothesis is that there is a tendency towards symmetry: what was
initially a feature of stative verbs (functioning in relative
clauses) has now been extended to the perfective form of non-
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stative verbs in vrelative clauses. What is particularly in-
teresting is the fact that the -rV stative present co-occurs with
other inflectional markers within the same verb.

There seems to be a semantic explanation for the above inflec-
tional phenomenon. The -rV suffix in question is a stative present
marker. The perfective form of the verb has a completive meaning,
the effect of which is still felt in the present. This is why the
non-past and perfective forms of stative verbs can be used
interchangeably in Igbo (cf. sec. 2.7 ex. 26). It is the above
fact which intuitively conditions my use of the past and perfect
in English. For example, I can utter the sentence, "The man has
come," only if the man 1is still present. But if I utter the
sentence, "The man came," I am implying that he is no longer
present, he has come and gone. For me, and possibly for speakers
of any language with a preponderance of aspect rather than tense,
the simple past and the perfect forms of the verb carry different
implications.

5. STATIVE VERBS AND ADJECTIVES IN IGBO

As was observed early in this paper, Igbo is not rich in adjec-
tives. The number is so small that one wonders whether there is
any need to set up a separate lexical category for such. As a
matter of fact, there are only six true adjectives in most dia-
Tects of Igbo (cf. Emenanjo 1978).

(36a) ocha 'white'
(36b) 6ji "black’
(36c) oma 'good’
(36d) 6job/ajo 'bad
(36e) ikwu 'big'
(36f) nta 'small’

With the exception of ajo all of them are post-nominal modifiers
as in:

(37a) nwokd ocha 'a fair-complexioned man'
(37b) nwoko oma 'a good man'
(37c) nwokd 0jod 'a bad man'

There are two other words popularly but erroneously considered
to be adjectives; it suffices here to note their idiosyncratic
syntactic behaviour in contrast to (37) above (and note the inher-
ent tones of /mmada/):

(38a) ézigbo fmady 'a good person'
(38b) finukwu fmady 'a big person'
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Apart from these, Igbo does not possess other lexical items de-
scribable as adjectives; and yet the language successfully ex-
presses those notions which Indo-European languages represent by
means of adjectives. This is done with a large number of stative
verbs, a large proportion of which are immediately followed by a
nominal complement which specifies their exact meaning. Because
the stem verb and its complement are always found together, they
form a semantic unit and have been named 'inherent complement
verbs' (Nwachukwu 1983).

(39a) icha ucha 'to be fair-complexioned/white'
(39b) 7906 ugo 'to be black '

(39¢c) ipé mpe 'to be small'

(39d) ibi ibu 'to be fat'

(39e) ifd ufu 'to be painful'
(39f) icha (acha) 'to be ripe’

(39g) ika (aka) 'to be ripe’

(39h) itd ogologo 'to be tall’

(391) ija (eju) 'to be full'

(39j) ima mma 'to be beautiful!
(39k) 1jo njo 'to be ugly'

(391) ki ilu 'to be bitter'

(39m) t6 uto 'to be tasty, sweet'
(39n) ikpd (nku) 'to be dry'

(390) iré (ere) 'to rotten’

(39p) ird unyi 'to be dirty, defiled'
(39q) ichi nti 'to be deaf’

(39r) ida ogbu/ogbi 'to be dumb'

(39s) ird ukwu 'to be deformed’
(39t) igba awho onu 'to be bearded'
(39u) ikwocha isi 'to be bald’

(39v) ikpu isi 'to be blind'

(39w) ipi anya 'to be one-eyed'
(39x) ida ngworo 'to be lame'

It will be observed that these are mostly inherent-complement
verbs (Nwachukwu 1983).

Another way of expressing adjectival meanings in Igbo is
through the use of the stative verb -di (cf. sec. 2.1) along
with nouns which were described in sec. 5 as predicate nominals:
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(40a) 1di ndy 'to be alive'

(40b) idi mkpa 'to be important'
(40c) 1di nso 'to be holy’

(40d) idi anya/oti 'to be far'

(40e) idi mmiri 'to be wet'

(40f) idi eferé/ofelé 'to be easy, light'
(40g) idi oberé 'to be small'

(40h) 1di ukwu ‘to be big'

(401) idi otutu 'to be many'

(Note: The high-step pattern of idi in the infinitive, as opposed
to its high-low present 6 di, shows its class III (L-H) tonality.)

There is no end to the above listing as the -di + nominal con-
struction is the most prolific way of translating Indo-European
adjectives into Igbo. It is interesting to note that what follows
the copula -dj is a nominal which can function as the NP subject
of a sentence, and not an adjective as had been thought earlier.
Thus nearly all the Igbo constructions which translate Indo-Euro-
pean adjectives involve the use of stative verbs; in other words,
the small number of real adjectives in Igbo is supplemented by the
large number of stative constructions expressing the same notion.

6. CONCLUSION
From the foregoing we reach the following conclusions:

(1) Igbo distinguishes between stative and non-stative verbs; the
distinction 1is semantically based though it has diagnostic
syntactic reflexes in characteristic inflections.

(2) The stative verbs belong to the following semantic cate-
gories:

(a) emotion/mental activity

) permanent disability

) maturation or deterioration

) aesthetics/value judgement

) ornamentation/dressing and carrying
) content

) ownership

) existence/location

(b
(
(
(
(
(
(

SQ h A0

(3) The 'progressive test' which shows that English stative verbs
are not normally used in the progressive form does not hold true
for all Igbo statives. Certain Igbo verbs whose English equi-
valents are never used in the progressive form are, in fact, per-
fectly normal in that form/aspect in Igbo.
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(4) Igbo stative verbs alone express a present state in either of
the following forms with Tow tones:

CV or CV + rV

(5) The corresponding past forms of the above are:

Present Past
Subset A: CV, CV,rV,
Cvivir>1
Subset B: Cvirvi cyi\j{\g
CVirVirV1

(6) The following -rV suffixes have been identified in the course

of this study:

(a) -rV non-past (for stative verbs)

(b) -rV past (for both stative and activity verbs)

(c) -rV imperative (for stative verbs only)

(d) The argument here is that it is the same -rV non-past

which marks stativity that recurs in the following verb
forms or constructions: serial verbs, open conditional con-
structions, and in the perfective verb form of relative
clauses.

(7) Stative verbs generally perform the function of adjectives in
Igbo; they supplement the small number of real adjectives existing
in the language; such stative verbs also happen to be in-
herent-complement verbs. Their syntactic study (cf. Nwachukwu
forthcoming) will help to shed some light on movement transforma-
tions in Igbo syntax. It is hoped that this article will help to
dispel certain wrong notions about Igbo verb inflection, especial-
ly the inflection of those stative verbs expressing the present
time meaning in CV + rV form.
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NOTES

TThe studies include 03i (1979) and Uwalaka (1981). Sr. Anne Uwalaka studied the
Igbo verb within the framework of case grammar, and her rather detailed classifi-
cation is very much influenced by her model. What she treats as inherent quality
verbs fall under my category of stative verbs; both of us identify the same -rV
suffix which characterizes these verbs, although we give it different names--for
Sr. Anne, it is an assertive suffix, for me, it is the marker of stativity.
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