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Abstract

In this paper, vowel harmony in Ibibio is discussed. The phenomenon, which is a dominant
feature of the phonology of most Niger-Congo languages, is accounted for by simple
phonological rules, namely vowel copying and assimilation, using autosegmental phonology
to specify harmonizing features.

In Ibibio, vowel harmony is based on front-backness and height of the vowels concerned as
well as on pure vowel copying, and operates at the lexical and morphosyntactic levels.

1. Introduction .

According to Crystal (1985), the term “harmony” is used in phonology to
refer to the way the articulation of one phonological unit is influenced by another
unit in the same word or phrase. The two main harmonic processes in phonology are
consonant harmony and vowel harmony, the later being predominant in the
literature.

Vowel harmony is one of the most interesting features of the phonology of
many African languages. There are many types of vowel harmony, like complete
harmony which involves vowel copying and harmony by assimilation. In the later
type, a vowel assimilates in certain features (e.g front-backness, tense-laxness,
labiality, vowel height, tongue-root position, etc.) to another vowel.!

Throughout most of the Niger-Congo family of languages to which Ibibio
belongs, tongue root position has been established as the basis for vowel harmony.
But, unlike - in most of these languages, it is not possible to divide the Ibibio vowels
into two sets such that a simple word may contain vowels of only one set. What is
referred to as vowel harmony in lbibio (Essien 1990) constrains vowels with
common or near common articulatory features to appear in the same word or
phrase. In this regard, vowel harmony is attested at two levels of the Ibibio
grammar - the lexical and the morphosyntactic. In this paper, we shall examine
vowel harmony at these two levels and the phonological processes which determine
the harmony. :
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2. Theoretical Framework

We shall base our analysis mainly on autosegmental phonology as put forward by
Goldsmith (1979). Autosegmental phonology is “an attempt to supply a more
adequate understanding of the phonetic side of the linguistic representation”
(Goldsmith, 1979: 16) Autosegmental phonology lays emphasis on the distinctive
features of phonemes/segments, and how these features can be interrelated.
Autosegmental phonology also has to do with how the various components of the
articulatory- system — the tongue, the lips, the larynx, the velum, etc;, are-¢o—-
ordinated. In a phonological analysis based on this approach, a phoneme is
assigned appropriate feature specifications, for example [+ high] [- low], [ + front]
[- back] [ - labial | ete. '

Autosegmental phonoloegy is appropriate for this work since harmony is obtained
when certain distinctive features are shared by phonemes. Autosegmental
phonology specifies such features.

3. The Vowel System of Ibibio

We shall make use of the ten-vowel sytem arrived at by the Ibibio Language
Panel in 1983. According to Essien (1990), the vocalic inventory of Ibibio is
represented thus:-

-

N

d

In the above chart, three tongue positions (front, central and back) and five degrees
of opening have been represented. We shall not go into a detailed description of the vowel
system here but we shall refer to it as the need arises in the course of our analysis.

4. Vowel Harmony in The Lexicon

One major characteristic of many disyllabic words in Ibibio is the repetition of
the vowel of the first syllable in the second syllable.

In some trisyllabic words, the vowel repetition could occur on the last two
syllables. Vowel copying occurs even in polysyllabic words.
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The following examples illustrate this phenomenon:

(1) a) Kara “govern” b. ¢mem “peace”
c) amd “lover” d. kpemé “take care of”
p I I3 ?” I8 T ”
g) tOY0 quarrel f. ini time
i) uku “fox —like animal” h. akpasa “basket”
k) ékpémé “bottle” i okpokdro “table”
m) akparawa “lad”

Vowels like /i/ and /A/ seem to be limited in distribution , as they are most often
found only in close syllables. Consequently, when these vowels occur in the first syllable of
the word, the second, if open, would not copy it. Rather, the language selects a vowel
similar in some respect to the one found in the first syllable. Consider the following
examples: '

(2) a. tikke” “step down” b. sine “wear , put on”
€. bimme~ “scramble for d. timmé€  “be busy”
something -
e. nAyd “bend(oneself) f. shkd “faint”
g. nAgnd “salty” h. pAmm3  “have an acidic taste”
i. kpAkd “uproot” jo dAKT  “sift”

If we consider the phonetic base of the phonological features of /A/ and /0/ on one
hand , and that of /i/ and /e/ on the other , we see that /A/ and /0/ are characterizéd by the
features [+low] ,[-high] [-front] [+round ]. Besides, they share the same degree of opening.
It is these shared features that inform the selection of /0/ in the second syllable of those
words in which it occurs.

Similarly, the phonetic base of the articulation of /i/and /e/ is characterized by
such features as [+front] [-back ], [-low],[+high], hence the affinity.
The foregoing explanation seems inadequate though , as it is possible for other vowels to
share the same (and other) phonetic features with /i/and /A/. One wonders then, why they
choose to select /e/ and /0/ respectively in the harmonizing process. Perhaps a further
explanation would be that ,where there is no absolute harmony (as in the case of vowel
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copying ), the vowel of the first syllable harmonizes with a vowel lower in height in the
second syllable of the same word. The explanation seems to hold true for words with no
glaring harmony, as the examples below show:

3 a. uka “your mother” b. uso  “your father”
Y Y
c utd “type, kind” d. ibd  “two”
e. ibd “baldness” f. ésd  “antelope”
g. itam “hat” h. ittm  “advice”
i. unim “meat” j. it3 “neck”
S J )

If we reverse the order of vowels in the words above, we obtain words that do not
belong to the Ibibio lexicon. Though the predominant combination is high-low, a few
combination of vowels of the same height do occur, as in:

4) a. étoe  “tree” b. Itu “name of town”

(- udi “grave” d. Idu  “name of town”

(These involve vowels of the same degree of opening)

From the foregoing, and particularly based on the examplesin (1) above, we can now
suggest that the type of vowel harmony existing in the lexicon is based mainly on vowel
copying . We therefore formulate the following rule to account for the co-occurrence of
reduplicated vowels within the phonological word: This does not hold true for examples
in (2) to (4) '

(8) Vo> V/-C < V(C)

The formulation in (5) characterizes the vowel of the second syllable as depending
on that of the first. In this case, it takes its identity (vowel copying) from the preceding
syllable. This rule would predict the vowel combination that occurs in most Ibibio words:

(6) i-i, e-e;0-0; D-0; a-a; etc

To account for the examples in (2) and (3) above , we formulate the followings rules:

SR 1155 R

(8)  /V/—>[-high] /[+high] C-(for(3))
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= h)

One thing is common to the three rules formulated. In all the three cases , the

direction of harmonization is progressive , that is it is the following vowel that copies the
features of the preceding one.

)

Vowel Harmony And Morphosyntax.

At the morphological level, vowel harmony occurs mainly in certain inflectional
verbal affixes. The most obvious occurrence is in negation .In Ibibio , negation is
expressed by suffixing the morpheme /-CV/ to the verb root and also by the concord
marker which varies depending on whether the verb is in the affirmative or negative
form, as shown below:

Person Affirmative Negative
Singular 1% N? N
2 a u
a- a i
Plural 1* i i
. é i B
e é |

The examples below illustrate the use of these concord markers in both affirmative

and negative sentences :

(10)

Affirmative Sentences Negative Sentences

n-dia “I eat” n-dia-ya “I do not eat” .
a-dia “you eat” a-dfa-yd “You do not eat”
i-dia “He/She eats” i-dia-ya “He/She does not eat”
3 s I3 ” P g | gy “« 23

1-dia We eat (nnyin) i-dia-y4 We do not eat

é-dia “You (pl) eat” (mbufo)i-did-ya’ “You (pl) do not eat”

é-dia “They eat” (ommo)i-did-ya’ “They do not eat”
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As had already been said , /CV/ is suffixed to the verb root in the negative verbal
form. In the process, assimilation takes place during which /C/ assimilates the features of
the final consonant of the verb ,while /V/assimilates the features of the final vowel of the
verb.This assertion holds true especially for monosyllabic verbs, as the examples show:

(11)

a, ndm
b. né¢m
c. meém
d.  dig
e ba .'
f do

g ds

h. t3

i b3~
i nAk
k. didy
1. tok
m. tém
n dém
0 sin
p. bén
q. biat
r di

S. tie

tf.to dO”

“be sweet”

“be soft”

“to eat”

/mam —-CV/
/ném -CV/

/meém-CV/

/dig-CV/

“to be(somewhere)”/ba-CV/

“to be (something)” /dg-CV

“to marry”

“to plant”
“to take”
“to push”
“to repair”
“urinate”
“cook”
“bite”
“put”
“take, pick”
“spoil”
“come”

“sit down”

/d5 CV/
/t3 —-CV/
/b 5-CV/
/nAk-CV/
/didy-CV/
/tOk-CV/
/tém-CV/
/dém-CV/
/sin-CV/
/bén-CV/
/biat-CV/
/di-CV/

/tié-CV/

[ndm —ma]

[ném-mé]
[mém-mé]
[dia-ya]
[ba-d-ya]
[ do-0-yo]
[d3-3-y3]
[t3-3-y 9]
[bo-3-y3]
[nAk-Ké]
[didp-p3]
[tOk-k3]

[ tém-m¢]
[dém-mé]
[sén-né]
[bén-né]
[biat-ta]
[di-€-y €]

[tie-y¢€]

“not to do”

“not be sweet”
“not be soft”
“not to eat”
“not to be”

“not to be”

“not to marry”
“not to plant”
“not to take”
“not to push”
“not to repair”
“not to urinate *
“not to cook “
“not to bite”
“not to put”
“not to take ,pick”
“not to spoil”
“not to come”

“not to sit down”



Okon, M. : Vowel Harmony in Ibibio 93

t. tuik “touch” /tidk-CV/  [tinik-ko] “not to tﬁuch”

u. tdn “pick” /tdan-CV/ [tdg-pa] “not to pick”

V.. dop “keep quite” /dop-CV/ [dép-pé] “not to keep quite”
w. bré “play” /bré-CVv/ [bré-ke] “not to play”

It would be observed that with open syllables, /C/becomes voiced /y/in the negative
suffix because of the intervocalic nature of its new environment. It is not so with close
syllables, where /C/assimilates the features of the final consonant. In both cases, the vowel
of the negative morpheme harmonizes with the vowel of the verb preceding it in an
assimilatory process.

It is however observed that the verb ¢ bre’ becomes [bre-ke]and not [bre-ye| as is the
case with other open syllables. Essien (1989)in accounting for the contour tone of ‘bre’
analyses the word as having historically been a disyllabic word with a/CVCYV/ structure
which lost the first /V/in the course of time leaving the tone of the lost/V/ on the second /V/.
Going by this analysis, ‘bre’ behaves like/CVCV/verbs (that it was originally) which simply
take the suffix /-ke/, as the following examples shows:

(12) a. sdrd “to squat” sOrg-ké “not to squat”
b. nimé “to quench(a fire)” nimé-ké “not to quench(a fire)”
c. doré “to be bitter” dord-ke “not to be bitter” .
d. tamma “to jump” tamma-ké  “not to jump”
e. béré “to lean on” béré-ke “not to lean on”

Another observable feature in the negation process is the lengthening of the vowel
in open syllables before the addition of the negative suffix (Cf.e.f.g.h.i).
Where the vowel of the open syllables is /i/, the lengthening is done with the aid of the vowel
fe/(cf.5.r). It would appear that there is a constraint in the nature of vowels that occur in
the negative suffix. From the data, it appears that the vowels must be [High] while agreeing
in degree of backness with the vowel in the preceding mora. /u/ and /o/ for instance agree
in degree of backness. They are both [-Front,+Back] and that explains why /o/ appears in
the negative suffix in examples (n) and (t). Because /i/ and /e/ agree in degree of backness
,and /e/ is [-High] compared with /i/ ,verbs ending in /i/ select/e/ to end the syllable and to
harmonize with the vowel of the negative morpheme.



Okon, M. : Vowel Harmony in Ibibio 94

Another case of vowel harmony operating across morpheme boundaries is in the past
tense (affirmative) form with the first person plural . The past tense morpheme involved is
/-ké-/ '

The vowel of /-ke-/ harmonizes with the first person plural concord marker /i-/ as
we can see in the following examples:

(13) a fi-ké-kpt/  [i-ki-kpi] - “We cut”
b. /i—ké—bré/ [i-ki“bré] - “We played”
c. fi-ké-kop/  [i-ki-kép] - “We heard”
d.  /I-ké-bddrd/ [i-ki-bddrd] - “We replied”
e. A-ké-da/ [i-kida] - “We stood”
f. A-ké-nAk/  [i-kinAk] - “We pushed”
g. “h-ké-buwk/ [i-ki-buik] - “We buried”
h.  A-kébdk/  [“kibdk] - “We cooked”
i. A-ké-sin/ [-ki-stn] - “We put”

In the above examples , the vowel of the past tense morpheme harmonizes with that
of the immediately preceding morpheme —the first person plural concord marker. When
this happens, the vowel of the past tense morpheme is identical with the preceding vowel.

There is another case of vowel harmony at the morphological level in Ibibio, namely
the second person singular past negative form, as in:

(14) a. fi-ké-mid-ké/ [d-kd-md-d-y 4] " “You did not like”
b. Ni-keé-br&-ké/ [d-kid-bré-ke] - “You did not play”
c. /-ké-badr3-kél [4-kid-b3drd-ké] - “You did not respond”
d. hi-ke-kop-ké/ [d-kii-kop-pé] . “You did not hear”
e. /i-ké-tiia-ke/ [-kd-tua-ya] - “You did not cry”
f. Ni-ké-nAk-ke/ [d-kid-nAk-ko] - “You did not dance”
g. hi-ké-sin-ke/ [a-ki-sin-né] - “You did not put “
h. /i-ké-toord-kef [d-kd-tooro-ke) - “You did not praise”
i Mi-ké-kpi-ke7 [d-ki-kpi-yé] - “You did not cut”
i hi-ké-nié-ke/ [G-Kii-nie-yé] - “You did not have”

In the examples above, the vowel of the past tense morpheme harmonizes with that
of the second person singular negative concord marker. Here again, the direction of
harmonization is progressive. Itis observed thatin (13) and (14) above, it is the lower vowel
that assimilates into the higher one, that is to say, /e/ harmonizes with the high vowel /i/ and
/u/. This process of assimilation is captured by the following rule:
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(15) /V/—>[+high]/ [ +high] C-

On the whole, the “readjustment rules” (Chomsky & Halle, 1968: 9-14) which relate
syntax to phonology can capture the entire process of vowel harmony at the morphological
level. Under readjustment rules, according to orthodox Generative Grammar, surface
structures are modified in various ad hoc ways by phonological rules into phonetic
representations. Applying this to Ibibio, particularly with regard to negation , the
harmonic process could be summarized thus:

(16)
[ma]
[me]
Verb root + NEG [yo]
[ 9]
- [Kke]

The phonetic realization of the negative morpheme is therefore phonologically conditioned
by the syllable structure of that verb in that the negative morpheme harmonizes with the
final vowel (and in some cases the final consonant ) of /CV/, /CVV/, /CVC/and /CVVC/
verbs only . It is not so with verbs of other syllable structures, like /CVCV/, where the
negative morpheme remains /ke/.

Conclusion -

This paper has considered an interesting phenomenon in Ibibio phonology — vowel
harmony, and has tried to show that it could be adequately accounted for by simple
phonological rules, namely vowel copying and assimilation, with the help of Autosegmental
phonology to specify harmonizing features.

Unlike most Niger —Congo languages , Ibibio has not got a tongue root position
harmony system, but as asserted by Essien (1990), vowel harmony in Ibibio is based on
front - backness and height. In most cases, vowel harmony is based on pure vowel copying.
Where the vowels concerned differ in height, as is the case with the past tense affirmative
form (cf.13) and the second person singular past negative form (cf.14) it is the vowel with
the feature [-high] that assimilates the features of the vowel [+high ]. It is remarkable that
in the whole process of assimilation the tone of /ke/ is maintained .

At this point, more fundamental questions need to be raised : why the affinity
between /e/, /i/ and /u/ as attested by the past tense marker /-ké-/ and some concord
markers? Can a more plausible explanation be found to account for why/A/attracts /o/ and
/i/ attracts /e/ as is the case at the lexical level? These and others are areas for further
research.
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Notes

1. These vowel harmony types are as attested by Aoki (1968) and Hyman (1975) and
acknowledged by George (1973) and Essien (1990) respectively.

2. N represents an archiphoneme, a homorganic nasal which assimilates to the
following consonant.

3. Ibibio has two past tense morphemes - /ké/ and /ma/
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