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Abstract

This is a study of the vowels of Imilike dialect a variety of
Northern Igbo dialect. Its specific objectives include
identifying the vowels of the dialect, determine their
phonemic status, distributional pattern and phonotactic
constraints and as well compare them with those displayed by
the standard lgbo. Data for the study were collected using
unstructured interview and observation. Data were analysed
in the framework of generative phonology. Minimal pair test
was conducted to identify the vowels of the dialect. The study
reveals that the dialect displays eleven vowels including the
open mid front unrounded vowel £/ and the central vowels,
[2] and [3]. All except the central vowels are phonemic in the
dialect. The central vowels are in free variation with other
vowels in the dialect. All the vowels occur in word initial,
word medial and word final positions except the central
vowels which do not occur in word initial position. The study
also attests to the strict operation of vowel harmony in the
dialect as in other Northern Igbo dialects. The study
concludes that Imilike dialect displays more vowels than the
standard Igbo.

Keywords: Vowels, Imilike Dialect, Generative Phonology,

Phonotactics.
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1. Introduction
A vowel is a speech sound produced with little

restriction of the airflow from the lungs out of the mouth
and/or nose (Fromkin, Rodman and Hyams 2009:246). lts
quality depends on the vocal tract during the passage of air.
The vowels in whose production air flows freely through both
the mouth and the nose are nasalized vowels. However, vowel
sounds are not voiced. In other words, its production does
not involve the vibration of the vocal cords. Nevertheless, they
can be identified based on the following:

i. The height of the tongue

ii. The part of the tongue that is highest in the mouth

and
iii. The shape of the lips (See Hyman 1975; Katamba 1989
among others).
Earlier studies show that the Standard Igbo (SI) is

made up of eight vowels (cf. Okonkwo 1974, Emenanjo 1978,
lkekeonwu, Ezikeojiaku, Ubani, and Ugoji 1999, Uba-
Mgbemena 2006 among others). However, studies in other
dialects of Igbo reveals that the vowel make up of some Igbo
dialects varies from that of the Sl. Hence, this study aims to
discover if 1D displays more vowels than the SI. In this light,
the paper intends to identify the vowels in Imilike dialect
(henceforth D), determine their phonemic status as well their
distributional pattern and constraints and in addition
highlight their similarities and differences with those of SI.
The study will be limited to 1D. However, reference could be
made to the SI or other dialects of lgbo where necessary.
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Imilike dialect' is the name of an Igbo dialect spoken
in a number of towns and villages in Enugu State. These
include /milike Enu, Imilike Ani, Imilike Agu, Umundy, lgugu
and Qba all in Udenu Local Government Area of Enugu State.
Nweya (2010) notes that 1D is a member of the Northern Igbo
Group of Dialects (NGD) as well as a member of Nsukka
dialect clusters based on Nwaozuzu (2006) reclassification of
Igbo dialects.

This work is done in the theory of Generative
Phonology (GP). GP has its root from the theory of
generative grammar. It developed during the 1960s and
attained a standard form in Chomsky and Halle (1968). The
major motivation for this theoretical framework was the clash
between theoretical assumption and linguistic data under the
theory of classical phonemics. (Oyebade 2008:9). The model
assumes two levels of representation viz-the underlying
representation (UR) and the surface representation (SR)
which are linked together by phonological rules. In other
words, a set of phonological rules apply to the underlying
form of the language to yield the surface phonetic
representation. Both wunderlying and surface forms are
represented in features so the rules essentially changed
feature specification. Clark, Yallop and Fletcher (2007:409)
note that the model went through several modifications in

1960s and is represented thus in one of the versions as:

" The dialect is named after Imilike town where it is spoken.
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GP framework provides formal devices that enables one
properly account for the sounds of a language. 1t views
uttrerances as sequences of discrete segements which are
bundles of unordered features arranged in an ordered
sequence. These features were used to describe the vowel
sounds identified in the dialect of study.

The data for this study were collected by the
researcher using an unstructured interview, participant and
non-participant observation®. The interviews were conducted
using lkekeonwu-swaddesh wordlists®. The wordlists include
items such as parts of the body, kinship terminologies,
common food items in the locality, household animals and
items, animals in the environs, mnature and natural
phenomena, colour terminologies, emotional or social

situations, numerals, p]ants, common verbs, common

* The data were collected among family members, neighbours, friends and
visitors who are Imilike indigenes.
? The wordlist was adapted from Onwuka (2007:131-136).
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adjectives, common interrogatives, common pronouns and
miscellaneous words. In addition, the linguistic knowledge of
the researcher and the privilege of being a native speaker

helped significantly in the collection and analysis of data.

2. The Vowels of Imilike Dialect and their Phonemic Status

The SI, according linguists, displays eight vowels which
include /a/, e/, N/, 11/, lol, lol, lu/,/ul (See Okonkwo 1974,
Emenanjo 1978, lkekeonwu, Ezikeojiaku, Ubani, and Ugoji,
1999, Ngoesi 2000, Ofomata 2004, Mbah and Mbah 2010,
Emenanjo, E. N. et al. 2011). In contrast, The vowels of the
dialect under investigation has three (3) vowels in addition to
these eight totalling the vowels to eleven (11). They are as

follows:
() +EXP (+ATR) _EXP (-ATR)
1 u 1 (6]
e o € J
2 a 3

These vowels are usually described in auditory terms viz-the
height of the tongue, the backness or frontness of the tongue
and the position of the lips. The distinctive feature matrices

are presented below:
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Table 1

1 |1 e |e [A ju [u o |9 |3 |9
SYLLABIC | + + + + |+ + + + + + |+
HIGH + [+ |- |- |- + L+ |- 1= |- 1-
LOW - - - -+ - - N
BACK T R + |+ |- |- |- |-
ROUND - - 1= - |- + |+ |+ |+ |- |-
ATR + |- |+ - |- |- |+ |- |+ |-
CENTRE - - - - |- - - I B N

The vowels occur in the following words:
(2) a]*  ashwa /4f"a/ ‘market’
e] eéseé /ésé/ ‘barn’
€] ¢ga /&gal  ‘root’
] ikwe  fikYé/ ‘mortar’
1] eshi ~ /&fi/  ‘sickness’
] 6310ké /6316ké/ ‘proper name’
9] akpokd / akpdk3d/ ‘pepper’
]
]

ésha /& 1/ ‘cow’

u
§) utara /Stara/ ‘foofoo’
3] obdshi /0bd[i/ ‘cat’

3] egdrd /&go13/ blacksmith

In (1) above, one can observe the presence of the open-mid
front unrounded vowel /¢/ and the central vowels, [3] and [3].

The open-mid front unrounded vowel /¢/ is classified under [-

* The vowels have been listed in square bracket pending when their
phonemic status is established .
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EXP] rather than [+EXP] because it occurs mostly with the
vowels from the [-EXP] set. The presence of these vowels in
NGD have attracted the interest of scholars such as
lkekeonwu (1986), Nwaozuzu (2008), Ugwu (1987), Mbah and
Mbah (2010) and Nweya (2010). The major issue is on the
phonemic status of /¢/ and the pharyngealisation of the
central vowels [3] and [3]. It is believed that /¢/ is not
phonemic in Sl and some Igbo dialects such as Achalla and
Qka as reported by Onwuka (2007).

To establish the phonemic status of the vowels, three
basic principles were adopted. These are minimal pair,
analogous environment and free variation. The latter
determine the allophones of a phoneme while the former two
determine the distinctiveness. Following Clark, Yallop and
Fletcher (2007:92), minimal pairs provide solid evidence of
phonemic contrasts of the difference that matters languages.
To carry out minimal pair test, an environment is created and
speech sounds are placed in a given environment to other

speech sounds as below:

(3) N/ and ju/ as in 1/

i

‘eat
[xa/
‘reach’

/1/ and JO/ as in ftJ 6/

‘rule’

AN

‘wash’
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"
/e/ and /o/ as in /dé/
« . M
write
/dé/

‘store’

/a/ and /2/ as in /g3/
‘worship’
Igal

[§ )
pass

/el and /a/ as in /Egbal/
‘appointment’
/agba/

[§ )
jaw

/el and /a/ as in 1Ekp3 /

‘a type of wine’

fakp3/ ‘calling’
/a/ and [3] as in fala/
Tand’

fala/

Tand’

[3] and i/ as in opd/
‘trumpet’
lop1/
‘trumpet’
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The minimal pair test reveals that nine (9) out of the eleven
(1) vowels of the dialect are phonemic because they were able
to bring about meaning difference between one word and
another in the dialect. A phoneme according to Anagbogu,
Mbah and Emeh (2010:96) is any sound that can distinguish
meaning in a language. The implication of this is that the
open mid front unrounded vowel /¢/ is phonemic in the
dialect contrary to the view held by some scholars. Such
scholars base their argument on instances where the sound is
in complementary distribution with /a/ in which case it is a
dialectal variant of /a/ as in

(4) Je/and /a/ as in ¢ka  /¢ka/

‘hand’
aka  /aka/
‘hand’
enya  /€na/
‘eyes’
anya /ana/
‘eyes’
¢kpa  /Ekpa/
bag’
akpa  /akpa/
bag’
évu [€EvE]
‘pus
avy [avi/
‘pus
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eds  Jeda/
‘fall

ada  /ada/
‘fall

However, other instances where /¢/ and /a/ are in contrastive
distribution in the dialect are exemplified below:
(5) /el and /a/ as in /€g3/ ‘farmland’
/agy/  ‘tiger’
/e/ and /a/ as in JEha/ ‘name’

Jaha/ ‘leaving’

/€l and /a/ as in [€nd/  ‘pumpkin

[ans/ ‘axe’
/el and /a/ as in 1Ekd/ ‘wealth’
jako/ ‘termite’

/el and /a/ as in /£d0/  ‘terrestial type
of corn’

/ado/ ‘surviving’
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Failure to accord /¢/ a full phonemic status as /a/ in the

dialect will result to ambiguity as in the following example:

6)  /egd—s /ago/ = ‘farmland

‘tiger’

/€ha] ——» /aha/ = ‘name’
leaving’

/tgba) ——» lagba/ = Jaw’
‘appointment’

[ens/ ——» [ans/ = ‘axe’
‘pumpkin’

The example above shows that if /€/ is substituted with /a/ in
the cited example, a native speaker would not understand the
word being referred to. Ugwu (1987:26) as Onwuka (2007:73)
reported observe similar occurrence in Aky, also a dialect of

Northern Igbo. He observes that the open-mid front
unrounded vowel /g/ is phonemic as in the examples below.
(7) le/ and /€]  as in mké/

« . . . y
possessive adjective

| Hke/

‘where’

le/ and /g/ as in mdé/

‘melting’
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"
m™dé/

‘how’

Based on the foregoing, it is evident that open-mid front
unrounded vowel /¢/ is phonemic in the dialect. It is the
pharyngealised counterpart of /e/ in Igbo and is represented
as /¢/ orthographically.

The presence of the central vowels [3] and [3] was
also revealed in the vowel system of Imilike dialect as in (3)
above. Nwaozuzu (2008:188) attesting to this notes that most
speech communities under NGD have at least nine or as
many as ten vowels which include the schwa [3] and the front
half open spread vowel /¢/. However, it was observed that

central vowels unlike the open-mid unrounded vowel /¢/ are
not phonemic in the dialect. Mbah and Mbah (2010:72-4)
report that the central vowel can be pharyngealised
depending on the vowel of the root and also in allegiance to
the operative vowel harmony, strong in the NGD. Quoting
lkekeonwu (1987), they observe that it is a weak form
standing for other vowels, though the weakening takes place
at the segmental tier. At the tonal tier, it assumes the peak of
syllabic prominence and bears the tone. In Imilike dialect, it
occurs freely with other vowels as exemplified below:

(8) 1D I
[2]  aly /aly/ ala /aly/
‘land’
[2]  €pawd /épats / apiti /apiti/
‘mud’
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[2]  ¢kads /eksds / akidi /akidi/
‘beans’

[3] 6hd /6hs/ 6hu /6hu/

‘slave’

[3] igd /igd/ iga /iga/
‘grindstone’

[3] op3 /opd/ opi /opi/
‘trumpet’

They are not phonemic in the dialect because they
cannot form minimal pairs with other vowels and as such
cannot occupy a contrastive phonotactic position. It was
observed from the data that [3] is a reduced form of all the
non-pharyngealised vowels while [3] is a reduced form of all
the pharyngealized vowels in accordance with vowel harmony.
However, they occur more freely with /0/, /1/, /u/ and h/ and
to a less extent [3] or [3] than it does with other vowels.

The fact that neither [3] nor [9] can form minimal
pairs is based on the reason that in the environment where
they appear to form minimal pair, they are variants of full
standard Igbo vowels and substituting them with these vowels
do not result to meaninglessness or ambiguity. Below are

illustrative examples:

(9) /a/and [9] as in Jala/ Tland’
jaly/ ‘land’

[3] and U/ as in hkd/ ‘firewood’

mkd/ ‘firewood’
[2] and A/ as in [mpd/ ‘horn’
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/mp1/ ‘horn’

«

[2] and /1/ as in [Epats/ mud’
/apiti/ ‘mud’
Therefore, it could be deduced that the schwas are in
free variation with other vowels since they occur in the same
environment but do not bring about meaning difference. In
summary, the vowels are represented using the vowel chart
below. Note that the vowels in square bracket are not

phonemic in the dialect

Front Central Back
Clos T
1
Close-mid—! &

= Close-midy o]

= =
c Q
g < [2 E
£ Open-mid ] 0 E
ot 9 Qﬁ

Open\ a

The Phonetic Vowel Chart of Imilike Dialect

3. Distributional Pattern of the Vowels

Oyebade (2008:49) submits that there are predictable
constraints with regard to what each language allows in the
sequence of a morpheme. This constraint is expressed as

sequence structure constraints and is referred to as
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phonotactics of the language. The Igbo language in general
permits vowel in all the phonotactic positions i.e. word-initial,
word-medial and word-final positions, and in fact also admit
sequence of two vowels in some words. The vowels of 1D have
the same phonotactic possibilities as in the Sl. They occur in
word-initial, word-medial and word-final positions excluding
the central vowels [3] and [3] which do not occur in word-
initial position. Below are typical examples:
(10) [2] [2]

ops /opd/ ‘trumpet’ épatd /épatd/ ‘mud’

ebdle /ebdle/  ‘ram’ 4tdr3 /4t313/ ‘sheep’

The open-mid front unrounded vowel /¢/ minimally
occurs in word-medial position. Wherever it occurs, it is

usually at a morpheme boundary as in the example below

W g/ == umecka Jbmééka/ ‘fingers’
nweeka Iy éeka/ ‘finger’
Opanécka [dpanééka/  ‘lantern’
an¢cgs [an€ £g3/ ‘bush
meat’

Furthermore, the existence of double vowels in 1D is
noteworthy. But unlike in the standard Igbo, it is only
identical vowel sequence that exists in the dialect. This
occurs mostly in some words where the SI would have a

single vowel as in the example below:

(2) 1D SI
€raa [€Iaa/ ara /aia/
‘breast’
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ohwuu /3h“u0 ohuru /3huio/
‘new’

Csaa /Esaa/ asaa [asaa/
‘seven’

Ochaa /3tfaa/ Ocha /dtf3a/

‘white/fair’

ojit fojn/ oji /oji/
‘dark’

The distributional pattern of the vowels in Imilike dialect is
summarised in the table below following the foregoing

analysis:
Vowels | Word-initial Word-medial Word-final
h/ izt / 1zti/ week | ishii A0/ six imi /mi/ nose
ni ida Nda/ drum | achichi /afitfY /| ¢shi &1/
dirt sickness
e/ ebdle  /ebdle/ | inene /meéne/ | ésé /ése/ barn
ram vegetable
e/ ékwa  /ek"a/ | uméeka /oméekal | he /hé/ they
dress fingers
[3] does not occur | 5bdshi /ob3[i/ cat | 6bd /6b3/
heart
[3] does not occur | ¢gard /Egd19/ | atdrd  /atd1d/
blacksmith sheep
/al aféré  [aféié/ | agbakpa yaa [jaa/ shake
plate /agbdkpa/  early
morning
la/ uzu [Gzu/ dust | jrarwe  Aqurve/ | Onwunwu
weed [on™an™a/
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Table 2 red

10/ WOt /Ototo/ | titded  AGEOtS/ | gohy
morning far J0gdht/ fog

lo/ okokoro oromé  /o1omé/ | 6godd [6godé/
Jokoko1o/ orange bed
round

/o] ¢dy /3d8/ | ugodu  /Ogddy/ | uyd 10§31
pestle dog happiness

The table attests to the fact that all the vowels occur in the
word initial, word medial and word final positions except the
central vowels which occur only in word medial and word

final positions.

4. Vowel Harmony (VH)

Vowel harmony is a phonological process whereby
vowels occurring within a morpheme or across morpheme
boundaries agrees in certain distinctive features. Clements
(1977) in Chumbow 1982:66) identifies the following as the
properties of VH:

a. Phonetic Relatedness: A phonetic feature always serves
as the basis for the categorization of the vowels of the
language into a mutually exclusive set.

b. Root Control: The root determines the harmonic
category of affixes not vice versa.

c. Bidirectionality: It affects both prefixes and suffixes.

d. Unboundedness: There are no arbitrary imposed
restrictions in the number of syllables affected by VH.
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e. Non Optionality: There is no known case of root
controlled harmony that operates optionally.

Studies such as Thiunu and Kentowicz (1994) and Mbah and
Mbah 2010) reveal that the feature [constricted pharynx]
rather than [ATR] better reflects the intuition that [a,j,0 u] set
is marked when compared with [e,i,o,u]. In other words, VH
in Igbo is based on pharyngealisation. Pharyngealisation
divides the vowels into two sets. Following Thiunu and
Kentowicz (1994), Mbah and Mbah (2010), it is assumed in
this study that [+ATR] distinction is the variation in the size
of the pharynx. The size of the pharynx can be expanded
(when the root of the tongue is pushed forward by a
corresponding lowering of the larynx) producing [+ATR] (i.e.
non pharyngealised) vowels or contracted when the tongue is
pulled backwards while the larynx is raised producing [-ATR]
(non pharyngealised) vowels. 1D has eleven vowels-a, e, €, 1, 1,
u, U, o, 0, 3, 3. The vowels with sub-dots are pharyngealised
while those without sub-dots are non-pharyngealised. These
are represented in (13) below:

(13) Set 1 (non-pharyngealised)
Set 11 (pharyngealised)
1 u 1 6]
€o € 10)
) a 2

VH as a principle controls the distribution of vowels in 1D as
it does in Igbo language. Vowels of both sets do not co-occur

in one and the same morpheme. The vowels have to come
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from one set, either set 1 or set 1l. Simple lexemes whose
origin could be traced to the dialect group strictly obey the
harmony principle with few exceptions. The examples below

are very illustrative. ~ For example:

(14)  Setl Set 11
fizé] izé ‘tooth’ jaks/  aks
‘kernel’
/ét/  éshi ‘pig’ &1/ ¢shi
‘sickness’
15 dyd ‘cold" 1351/ oyl
‘good’
/ottimeé/ otuiné ‘buttocks’ [ota1a/
Utara ‘foofoo’
/ebdle/  ebale ‘ram’ [at313/
atrd ‘sheep’

However, vowels /a/ and /e/ do not strictly obey the
harmony principle as could be exemplified below:
(15) afe16]  aféré
‘plate’
/dmabg/  Omabé¢
‘masquerade’
/itégdnaa/ itégdnaa
‘nine’
[dtand3é1é/ Qtanjéré
‘black eyeliner’
This violation of VH principle is very rare in the dialect. In
respect to 6(b) (c¢) and (d) above, VH determines the choice
of affixes in the dialect just like in the SI. For instance, the
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vowel of the verbroot determines the vowel of the affix to be

added in line with the vowel harmony principle as in:

(16) i + root (infinitive)
i + lé — > ile
lile/ ‘to look’
1 + chwu — fchwu
Jaiae] ‘to wash’
a + gbd 5  aghba
Jagba/ ‘running’
i w® —
/atd/ 'throwing'

This is applicable to other forms of affixation in the dialect.
For instance, the TV’ suffix used to form the simple past
where T’ is constant and the V' is variable depending on the
vowel of the root is not obtainable in the dialect. The dialect
replaces the variable vowel with the pharyngealized or non-
pharyngealised central vowel depending on the vowel of the
root. This gives rise to such form as ‘r + 3/39”. This occupies the
V-slot in the TV’ past, imperative and stative markers in the
dialect. This is illustrated thus:
(17) O jeérd ashwa _ 5 [6d3e134["4/ ‘He went
to the market’

O nweld égo ___, /6p“e13égd/ He  has
money

O chord ulo —>  /3tfor3 I3/ ‘He wants
a house’
This could be further illustrated with the present inceptive

progressive aspect where a sequence of suffixes —ga, -de, -me
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or —g2, -de, -ma are joined sequentially in harmony with the
vowel of the verbroot. For instance -ga/-go marks inception, -
de/-de marks progression while -me/ma marks perfection
respectively. The interaction of the trio results to the present
inceptive progressive. The root vowel controls the choice of

the affixes by agreeing with them in the feature [T ATR] as

exemplified below:

(18) a. Hé é-ri-g5-de-meé nri. ‘They have
started eating.’
b. Hé é-je-g5-dé-me égd. ‘They have
started going to the farm.’
c. O cho-g3-dé-ma ¢r3.  ‘He/She has
started searching for job.
d. O z3-g3-dé-maashwa ‘He/She has

started trading.’

In (18a & b), the verb is affixed with a prefix and three
suffixes whose vowels harmonise with the vowel of the
verbroot. Similarly, in (18¢c and d), the vowel is affixed with
three suffixes but no prefix. It could also be observed that the
pronouns participate in the harmony process since the feature
spreads to their vowels. It is a typical demonstration of the
bidirectional spreading of the harmony feature and is further
illustrated in below:

[+ATR]
C CY cv cy Cv
169
O ri g 2 d e m e (He/Shehas started

Pron root suff; suff, suffy ©%n®
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[-ATR]
Cy cv CV ¢ cy CcyN
(195) J L
(They have started
Ha cho gs de searching)

Pron Pre root suff; suff, suff;

The diagrams show the bidirectional spreading of the feature
[+ATR] in (19a) and [-ATR] in (19b) towards the prefix and
the pronouns on the left and the suffixes on the right. It
validates the view of Mbah and Mbah (2010:104) that vowel
harmony is strict in the Northern lgbo Dialects notably
Nsukka. In other words, the violation is very minimal and
mostly occurs across morpheme boundary or in compound
words (See Nweya 2010 for details).

5. Summary of Findings

It has been revealed in this paper that the phonology
of ID is made up of nine phonemic and eleven (1) phonetic
vowels. The eight popular vowels as in the Sl, the open-mid

front unrounded vowel /¢/ and the central vowels [3] and [3]

170



Gerald Okechukwu Nweya: On the Vowels of imilike Dialect of the Igbo Language

inclusive. The study reveals that /¢/ is phonemic in the dialect
while the central vowels [3] and [3] are in free variation with
the pharyngealised and non pharyngealised vowels
respectively. The implication is that when the vowels of 1D
and those of Sl are placed side by side, one would observe
that 1D displays more vowels than Sl. The study further
shows that the process of VH is stronger in the 1D when
compared with Sl. Only few instance of violation with /a/ and
le/ occur in the dialect. Apart from the rich phonological
system of 1D, it is evident from the examples above that the
dialect is also rich in vocabulary. In that regard, this paper
recommends that vocabularies from various Igbo dialects
should be adopted into the Sl to enrich its lexicon. For
instance, such words as those below are not common in the

Sl:

(20) ¢gba /&gba/
‘appointment’
¢kpd  /Ekpd/ ‘a type of
wine’

egoro /€ga13/

‘blacksmith’

Omabé /dmabe/

‘masquerade’

ugohu /0gdhd/ ‘fog’
tututy /totsts/ “far’

6. Conclusion
This paper has been able to identify and describe the
vowels of ID and other phonological features such as VH.
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Generally, it reveals the phonological features of the dialect
with emphasis on the vowel sounds. When these are
compared with what is obtainable in SI, one would observe
areas of similarities and differences. The major difference
being that the dialect displays more vowels than the SI. The
study points to the rich phonological features of Imilike
dialect in particular and NGD in general. It suggests that
further research be carried out in the dialect to examine the
ongoing vowel shift observed in the phonological system of 1D
which may be as a result of contact with other dialects and

languages.
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