THE STATUS OF /e¢/ IN ONITSHA IGBO

KAY WILLIAMSON

The standard descriptions of the Igho vowel system! have been based on Southern
(‘Owerri” or ‘Central’) dialects. Tn these dialects there is a vowel harmony system whereby
eight vowels fall into two sets of four, the sets being mutually exclusive within the word
“except in the case of compound verbs or of verbs with certain suffixes, or of borrowed
words’.2 They are commonly represented in the following arrangement, where the odd-
numbered vowels form one set (here referred 1o as 0pp) and the even-numbered vowels
form another set (here referred to as EveN)

FRONT BACK
Bl u s
2. u b
e o 7.
4 ¢ 8

Thus, with odd vowels occur: ikpe ‘case’, igbs ‘Igbo’, ilu ‘proverb’, ucé ‘thought’,
ofe ‘soup’, 8kpu ‘hat’. With even vowels occur: asj ‘bead’, ur| ‘wandering’, ¢ji ‘kols’,
yta ‘bow’, oma ‘good”, dd ‘rope’. The inscparable pronouns, conventionally written as
separate words, harmonize with the verb root that follows:

oméré  hedid gmird  he know

Tda Ward suggested that Onitsha Igbo did not have the same system, but that it
possibly had *an additional e sound’.* Obviously, setting up an additional vowel phoneme
would cause a rearrangement of the vowel harmony system. This paper will review the
evidence and suggest that, if the rules for the system are rearranged, it is unnccessary to
set up an extra phoneme for Onitsha.

A set of data that did not accord with the standard description was provided by Mr.
E. O. Izukanne, of Atani, who pointed out a number of nouns with the vowels a-e,
which, according to the standard description, should not co-occur: 3fé ‘garment’, agbé
“‘gourd’, 4gwé ‘island’, 3ké ‘hunch-back’,5 3le ‘type of grass’. All these forms have been
found to occur with other Onitsha speakers or in the ONITSHA IGBO VOCABULARY of
G. W. Pearman.®

Tt was next observed that in the speech of Mr. W. C. Mbonu, of Umuoji, /e] has two
allophones, €] and ] which are disributed ss fllows:?

1R. F. G. Adams, A MODERN 1m0 Granmear, O.U.P. (1932); L. C. Ward, AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
180 LANGUAGE, Heffer (1036); J. Carnochan, ‘Vowel harmony in Igho’, AFRICAN 1ANGUAGE STUDIEST
(1960); L. B. Swift, A. Ahaghotu, E. Ugori;, 1680 Asic COURSS, F.S.1. (1962); M. M. Green and
E. Igwe, A DESGRIPTIVE crAMMAR 07 1600, Akademic-Verlsg, Berlin, and O,UP. (1963).
1o givetol o e B, 0. . oo, Mz E. O. Jzukanne and Miss M. M. Green for comments
on drafts
*Greo and Tewe, .
8 The nn.hogzimhy ssed is that of Green and Tgwe.
40p. cit,, p. 1.
5 Ot n Qb 88 KB, Th alhes woud v o bt 6t i St e
#MS. kindly loaned by Miss M. Munro.
1 Rev. G. I Tgwe points our chat fe] o has o ellophares in Qhub; ther disebution s
however, diffcrent from aithar of those deseribed here.
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[e] occurs initially before /i o u/:
enyi  [épi] elephant
egd  [ég3] money
ewu  [éwd]  goat
[l occurs elsewhere:
(a) finally:
ife it thing
wfe i garment
onye  [opg]  who?
be  [ube]  pear
(b) before /e yf:

*penje [pénl]  penny
ede  [edy] cocoyam
dgend [ogént]  gong

*kédy  [kidé]  how?

Apart from the starred items, the standard harmony system is not affected.

In the speech of Mr. E. Okwuossh of Onitsha Town, it is still possible to treat [¢] and
[£] es allophones, but their distribution is governed by different rules:
C]
(a) initially before /i ouj:
enyi  [épi] elephant
egd  [6g5]  money
ewu  [éwi]  goat
(b) finally after fi u/:
(e cooking pot
ibe  [Wb€]  pear
[l occurs elsewhere:
(2) before fjeay/:
pen]  [pén]  penny
jee [ eo!
led  [lecd]  lotter
kedy [kids]  how?
(b) finally after fjeaq/:
e [t thing
[éze] tooth
afe [3f] garment
asé [as] enquiry
ofe [ soup
ot [f] excess
oke  [5kg] boundary
dke [k ot

Tt is apparent that /e] co-occurs with all the other seven vowels, although not with equal
frequency. Sequences e-¢, 0-¢, and y-e have not yet been found, and there are few cases

® Swift writes p'en, with regular harmony.
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of Jef with fi/ or jy/. It is not possible, however, to treat the scquences which do not fit the
standard system as exceptions because of the j-e and g-e sequences, which are i-e and
- both in Southern dialects and in Umuoji. It rather appears that certainly in Onitsha
Town and to a limited extent in other parts of the Onitsha arca fef is neutral to the vowel
harmony system.?

The question then arises whether a root containing /e/ will take odd or even vowels in
grammatical clements that harmonize with it. The Umuoji speaker agrees with the
standard system in having odd vowels:

i-mé [im]  todo
omely10 [omela]  he did
But the Onitsha Town speaker differs by having even vowels in harmonizing elements:
jrmé [img]  todo
omély  [smeld]  hedid
This holds where the choice is /] or 0/, as in the above examples, But where the choice
is efa, e is selected to harmonize with Je/:
eélym  [GElam] T went
The rule in this dialect is therefore that Jef selects preferably the neutral vowel jef and
otherwise an even vowel in harmonizing clements.

“There are certain interesting consequences of this rule. Firstly, there is a contrast
between

imé [ime] inside
and |-mé [imd]  todo,
which for the Umuoji speaker are both [imé]. The harmony lost at the phonemic level is
thus preserved, for the Onitsha Town speker, at the allophonic level, the closer allophone
occurring with the closer vowel,

Secondly, there are different allophones in cognate nouns and verbs:

[ [ict] to think

ucé [icé]  thought
It is apparent that in the first case the root -cé selects the prefix vowel according to the
rule given above. But in the second case, although =cd s still the root, it appears to be
the derivational prefix u- which governs the harmony. It is unsatisfactory to describe the
seletion thus, however, both on general grounds and because in other cases it is obviously
the root vowel which has detesmined the vowel of the prefix (c.g. ym{ ‘children’, related
toj-m{ ‘give birth’). It rather appears that the rule governing the selection of derivational
noun prefixes is that of the standard harmony system, and that derived nouns are now
regarded as fixed units, not to be re-formed by the rules which apply to harmonizing
grammatical elements.

As the rule governing older, fixed units is in accordance with the standard harmony
system, it is likely that the system of selection observed in the Onitsha Town spealcer is
an innovation.

# Ttis possible that [af is als
words with 201 ek, ald thoighe
10 The -1y suffis (corresponding to the Southern -ra suffix) does not harmanizc in Mr. Mbonu's
specch.

utral. Rev. G. Pearman has brought to my attention
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