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In this study the author provides some linguistic evidence to support his ar-
gument that /¢/is an autonomous vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect. First,
he uses some minimal pairs to show instances where it contrasts with both /e/
and /a/. In addition, he compares the Enuani vowel harmony set with the
eastern Igbo set, pointing out that whereas the former has 9 vowel phonemes
with the vowel phoneme /¢/ inclusive, the latter has 8 without it. Finally, he
uses unitary words to show instances where /e/, /e/, and /a/ either co-occur or
do not co-occur in the Enuani dialect. With the above points he conclusively
argues that /e/is a vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect.

0. Introduction

Among the Igbos who live on the West bank of the River Niger are the
Enuanis who make up the present Aniocha Local Government Area in
Bendel State of Nigeria. The major dialect spoken by this people is the
Enuani dialect which is quite intelligible to their Igbo neighbours in
Oshimili, Ndokwa, and Ika Local Government Areas in Bendel State and
also across the Niger. Our study of the Enuani dialect reveals that like the

1This paper originally appeared as Monye [1987]. I have decided to write a reappraisal on it
following the criticisms by some of my colleagues which I consider quite incisive. Some of the
criticisms centre on the need to use some minimal pairs to show instances where /e/contrasts with
/a/ as it does with /e/, the latter of which I only discussed in my earlier presentation. Yet another
incisive criticism on the paper was the need to do a comparative study of the Enuani vowel
harmony set with that of the eastern Igbo dialect as well as using unitary words to show instances
where /e/, /e/, and /a/co-occur among themselves and also where they occur or do not occur with
both the “dotted” and “non-dotted” harmony set in the Enuani vowel chart. Consequently, the
present study shall fully address these criticisms while incorporating my earlier views which I still
find pertinent in this study.
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dialects of the above-mentioned local government areas west of the Niger,
it has a 9th vowel phoneme /¢/ This feature contrasts with what obtains in
most Igbo dialect areas east of the Niger, where 8 vowel phonemes have been
recorded. Probably more out of ignorance than from empirical evidence, a
number of scholars of Igbo linguistics have come to the erroneous conclusion that
since the 9th vowel pheneme phenomenon is not noticeable in a majority of the
Igbo dialect areas east of the Niger it is non-existent in the Igbo language. That is
why, for instance, there is hardly any mention of this phoneme in most of their
works including articles, stories, books, etc. For example, there is no instance of
the use of /g/ as a vowel pheneme in any of F.C. Ogbalu's works {1962, 1972a,
1972b]. Similarly, both G.E. Igwe and M.M. Green do not mention it in their
works [1962, 1964, 1967, 1970]. Further examples could also be cited with the
works of Carnochan [1960] and those of B.F. Welmers and W.E. Welmers
[1968a, 1968b]. And, even in the works of Kay Williamson [1966, 1968, 1972]
and Nolue Emenanjo [1978], /e/ is either regarded as an allophone of the vowel
phoneme /e/ or as a phonemic vowel which is found in some “peripheral” di-
alects.2 Others have considered it a variant of the pheneme /a/. We have also
noticed that there is hardly any Igbo linguist who has given this vowel phoneme
a close study. Consequently, in this study, our aim is to demonstrate with ample
evidence that it is a vowel phoneme in Igbo, and that it deserves the attention of
the Igbo linguist.

In this study we shall provide some linguistic evidence to demonstrate that /e/
has the full status of a vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect and that it is neither a
variant nor an allophone of either the /a/or /e/ vowel phoneme. Pursuant to
achieving this objective we shall do the following:

1. Compare the Enuani vowel chart with that of the eastern Igbo dialect.

2. Use minimal pairs in the Enuani dialect to show that /a/ contrasts with /e/.

21t is not clear what Emananjo [1978] really means by the term “peripheral dialects” here. One
does not know whether he is trying to imply “border”. That is, dialect areas which share common
boundaries with other language groups as the people of Ika Local Government Area in Bendel
State, for example, share common boundaries with the Ishans and Binis, and as the people of
Ndokwa Local Government Area in Bendel State also share common boundaries with the Isokos
and Urhobos. But even then, do we not have instances of this in Anambra and Imo States where
the people of Nsukka, for example, share common boundaries with the Idomas and also where the
people of Owerri share common boundaries with the Ikwerres in Benue and Rivers respectivley?
Has such a phenomenon as this resulted in the evolution of another vowel phoneme in these
“peripheral” Igbo dialect areas? Or, is Emenanjo trying to imply “small” or “minor” dialect areas?
That is, small communities whose dialects are distinct from those of the supposedly major dialect
groups? Granted that “peripheral” in this context is taken to mean “minor” or “small”, has
Emenanjo done any demographic study of all the Igbo dialect areas which study led him to the
conclusion that the western Igbo dialects are “peripheral”?
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3. Use minimal pairs in the Enuani dialect to show that /e/ contrasts with /e/.

4. Provide data to show that both /e/and /e/ co-occur with the non-dotted
harmony set whereas /a/ co-occurs only with the dotted ones and /e/ co-occurs
with both /e/and /a/.

1. Comparison between Enuani and Eastern Igbo Dialect Vowel Chart

A close look at the vowel chart of both the Enuani and eastern Igbo dialects
reveals that they are quite dissimilar. For instance, both Williamson [1972:xiii]
and Emenanjo [1975:122] have observed that there are 8 vowels in the eastern
Igbo dialect whereas our investigations reveal that there are 9 vowels in the
Enuani dialect. Thus, in the eastern Igbo dialect the vowel chart is composed as
follows:

set I
1 u
0 a
set 11
i u
o e

In the Enuani dialect the vowel chart is composed as follows:

set |
1 u
Lo} a
set 11
1 u
0 e
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A careful look at set I in both dialects above reveals that it consists of the dotted
harmony set whereas set II consists of the undotted ones. However, we notice
that whereas there are four vowels in set II of the eastern Igbo dialects there are
five vowels in that of the Enuani dialect and that /e/, which we do not find in the
former dialect, is the S5th vowel in the latter. Later in this study, we shall com-
pare the vowel harmony set of both dialects.

2. The Contrast between the /a/ and /e/ Vowel Phonemes in the
Enuani Dialect

In this section, we shall provide linguistic evidence to demonstrate that /e/is an
autonomous vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect and that it is neither a variant
nor an allophone of the /a/ vowel phoneme. Let us now examine the following
minimal pairs in the dialect where it is evident that it contrasts with /a/and cannot
therefore be either a free variant or a conditioned allophone of it:

(1) ekweé ‘careful and neat person’

akwa ‘cloth’
(2) ése ‘clean, neat’

asa ‘public, open’
(3) ngéle ‘to gossip’

ngala ‘pride’
(4) ebe ‘lame man’

aba ‘charm, sorcery’
(5) nsele ‘slim’ -

fisala ‘pepper soup’
(6) 1é1é1e ‘gently’

lalala ‘hurriedly, fast’
(7) pe ‘slice’

pa ‘to carry’

(8) gwegwégwé  ‘alluring’
gwagwagwa  ‘restive, coarse’
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(9) ewelé ‘good luck’
awala ‘funny, humorous’
(10) mfrele ‘to be fast’
mfdla ‘to boast, brag’
(11) ékpé ‘a type of yam’
akpa ‘bag’
(12) épe ‘neatness’
apa ‘pant’
(13) gele ‘to gossip’
gdla ‘to be costly’
(14) sékeé ‘very dirty’
sakaa ‘very bogus’

For the avoidance of doubt, we have tone-marked the above fourteen minimal
pairs in the Enuani dialect to distinguish their specific lexical meanings.3

3. The Contrast between the /e/ and /e/ Vowel Phonemes in the
Enuani Dialect

In this section we shall use minimal pairs in the Enuani dialect to demonstrate
that as /a/ contrasts with /e/so does /e/ contrast with it, and as such, it could be
rightly argued that it has the full status of an autonomous vowel phoneme in the
dialect. Consider the following minimal pairs.

(15) ife ‘to disgrace oneself’
ifé ‘to worship’

(16) e1e1é  ‘moi-moi or bean pudding’
érele  ‘profit’

3We need to remark that the tone mark pattern adopted here is as follows:

1. The unmarked for high, e.g. aka ‘hand’.
2. The marked for low, e.g. isi ‘blindness’.

3. The step, e.g. isi ‘head’.
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(17) osé ‘God’

osé ‘convulsive fits’
(18) eké ‘a very careful and neat person’
ekeé ‘gizzard’

(19) mnigbele ‘loaning, borrowing’
nigbele ‘loaning, borrowing’

(20) kpeli  ‘toinsult’
kpeli  ‘to adjucate for, argue on behalf of’

(21) ékpé ‘a type of yam’
ékpé  ‘time’

(22) heni ‘take up, bring up’
heni ‘raise an object’

(23) kpechi ‘make filthy’
kpechi  ‘to litigate again’

(24) kweli  ‘to peel and eat, e.g. yam’
kweli  ‘to agree’

(25) ntéte  ‘to lead gingerly’
ntéte  ‘to economize’

4. Comparison between the Enuani and Eastern Igbo Dialect Vowel
Harmony System

Here, we intend to briefly examine the difference, if any, between the Enuani
and eastern Igbo dialect vowel harmony system so as to enable us to find out the
vowels which co-occur with each other and which do not. Secondly, such an ex-
ercise, we hope, will help us to find out if /e/ can co-occur with both /e/and /a/.
As we have earlier noted, the eastern Igbo and Enuani dialects have the following
vowel sets:
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Eastern Igbo Enuani
set I set I

1 Y 1 Y

Q a Q a
set II set I1

1 u 1 u

[¢] e [¢] e

€

In the eastern vowel harmony system we notice that /a/ can co-occur with dotted
and undotted vowels in both sets I and II whereas it can only co-occur with dotted
vowels in the latter. For example, let us compare the following word lists in the
two dialects:

Enuani Dialect Eastern Igbo Dialect
1. olome ‘orange’ oloma ‘orange’
2. ékwime ‘sheabutter’ 0kwima ‘sheabutter’
3. olisé ‘God’ ofisa ‘God’
4. eloke ‘thought deeply’ eloka ‘thought deeply’
5. ewelé ‘good luck’ awelé ‘good luck’
6. édu ‘bitter kola’ adu ‘bitter kola’
7. efé ‘dress’ afe ‘dress’
8. ékpele  ‘hom’ akpele  ‘homn’

9. ekpéti  ‘box’ akpati  ‘box’
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10. efele ‘plate’ afele ‘plate’
11. ekwene ‘don't agree’ ekwena ‘don't agree’
12. émeke  ‘has done marvellously’ émeka  ‘has done marvellousiy’

In the above table, the words to the left are from the Enuani dialect whereas those
to the right are from the eastern Igbo dialect. In the first wordlist, in item num-
ber 1, 6l1ome/dldma ‘orange’, we notice that whereas the vowel /a/in the eastern
Igbo dialect co-occurs with the “undotted” vowel /o/in set II of the vowel chart,
the vowel /e/ which is in set II of the Enuani dialect vowel chart co-occurs with
the vowel /o/ which is also in set II of the same chart. A cursory look at the other
words in the same table reveals that in the eastern Igbo dialect /a/ co-occurs with
all the “undotted” vowels /u/, /o/and /e/ as indicated below:

/a/ and /u/ in No.
/a/ and // in No.
/a/  and /o/ in No.
/a/  and /e/ in No. - awelé ‘good luck’

2. - okwima ‘sheabutter’
3
4
5.
/a/ and // inNo.6. - ado ‘bitter kola’
7
8
9

- oOlisa ‘God’
- eldka ‘thought deeply’

/a/ and /e/ in No. - afe ‘dress’
/a/  and /e/ in No. - adkpele  ‘hom’
/a/ and /i/ inNo.9. - akpati = ‘box’

/a/ and /e/ in No. 10.:- afele ‘plate’
/a/ and /e/ in No. 11.

/a/ and /e/ inNo.12.- émeka  ‘has done marvellously’

ekwena ‘don't agree’

We notice that it also co-occurs with the “dotted” vowels /u/, /o/and /i/ as indi-
cated below:
/a/ and A/ asin  aby  ‘song’

agy ‘lion’

any ‘meat’
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/a/ and o/ asin  afo ‘stomach’
ano ‘four’

aso  ‘spittle’

/a/  and // asin  aki ‘palmfruit’
asj ‘lie’
anj ‘earth’
This feature sharply contrasts with what obtains in the Enuani dialect where /e/

can only co-occur with the “undotted” vowels /i/, /u/, /o/ and /e/ as exemplified in
the same table above repeated hereunder:

/e/ and /o/ inNo.1l. - odlome ‘orange’

/e/  and /u/ inNo.2. - ékwime ‘sheabutter’

/e/ and 4/ inNo.3. - olisé ‘God’

/e/  and /o/ inNo.4. - eldoke ‘thought deeply’
se/  and /e/ inNo.5. - ewelé ‘good luck’

/e/  and /u/ inNo.6. - édu ‘bitter kola’

/e/ and 4/ inNo.9. - ekpéti ‘box’

/e/ and /e/ inNo.1l.- ekwene ‘don't agree’

/e/ and /e/ inNo.12.- émeke  ‘has done marvellously’

From the evidence of what we have observed above we can rightly conclude that
whereas /a/ can co-occur with both dotted and undotted vowels in both sets I and
IT of the eastern Igbo vowel harmony set it can only co-occur with the dotted
ones in Set I of the Enuani vowel harmony system with the possible exception of
the vowel phoneme /e/ with which it can co-occur even though they belong to sets
I and II respectively of the Enuani dialect vowel chart. We shall examine this
phenomenon presently.

The next task before us is to carefully go through the vowel phonemes e/, /e/
and /a/ with the object of finding out whether or not they can co-occur with both
the “dotted” and the “undotted” harmony sets in the Enuani dialect as well as
among themselves. In the main, our examples shall be demonstrated with unitary
words, and we shall examine the vowels as they take both initial and final posi-
tions in the words chosen for our study.
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5. Co-occurrence of the Vowel /e/ with other Vowels

5.1. The vowel /e¢/ with “non-dotted” vowels. Instances where /e/ co-oc-
curs with the “non-dotted” vowels /i/, /o/. /u/ and /e/ either in the initial or final

position are as follows:

/e/ with /i/ in initial position:

/e/ with /i/ in final position:

/e/ with /o/ in initial position:

/e/ with /o/ in final position:

/e/ with /u/ in initial position:

/e/ with /u/ in final position:

/e/ with /e/ in initial position:

ési
éli
édi
ifé
ise
ipé
elo
éko
€go
osé
ohé

oré

el
éfu
édi
ufé
ule
oge

ése

€ge

egbé

‘cowtail used for driving flies’
‘evidence’

‘corn on foot’

‘to disgrace oneself’
‘amen, so be it’

‘a type of rodent’

‘thought’
‘clay’

‘ I

cup

‘God’
‘prophet and high priest of a deity’

‘an exclamatory note of solidarity often
given in a gathering, a group affirmation
of what is stated’

‘sponge’
‘beard’
‘bitter kola’

‘gossip’
‘very smooth object’

‘room’

‘clean, neat’
‘mahogany’
‘gourd’
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/e/ with /e/ in final position:  There is no instance of this in the Enuani dialect
according to our investigations, at least, in uni-
tary words.

5.2. The vowel /g/ with ‘“dotted” vowels. As far as our investigations go
there is no instance where /e/ co-occurs with the “dotted” vowels (set 1) in the
Enuani vowel chart. However, there are a few instances where it co-occurs with
the vowel /a/only in the final position as indicated below:

/e/with /a/ asin:  ase ‘neat and decent’
ané ‘a lazy fellow’
ale ‘a sleek and beautiful object’
agége ‘a type of fruit with black coat when ripe’

anéeneé ‘a succulent violet bead-like fruit’

There are also some instances where /e/ co-occurs with /a/and /u/ with the latter
in the final position as in

achenu  ‘coral bead’

akemi ‘pap’

alefu ‘white yam’
ajédu ‘a prostitute’

6. Co-occurrences of the Vowel /e/ with other Vowels

6.1. The vowel /e/ with “non-dotted” vowels. We shall now find out in-
stances where /e/ co-occurs with the “non-dotted” vowels, /i/, /o/, /u/, and /e/in
both initial and final positions.

/e/with //i/1in initial position: efi ‘cow’
ébi ‘storm’
eji ‘snail’
/e/with /i/in final position:  ifé ‘the moon’
ibé ‘colleague’

1jé ‘journey’
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/e/with /o/1in initial position: ego  ‘money’
eln ‘mushroom’

ebo  ‘kindred group’

/e/with /o/in final position:  ofe ‘soup’
ogé ‘time’
osé ‘pepper’

/e/with /u/in initial position: ébd  ‘wasp’
esu ‘millepede’

emu  ‘sickness’

I

/e/with /u/in final position: =~ dbe  ‘pear
uké  ‘trouble’

Ome  ‘bereavement’

As for the instances where /e/ co-occurs with /e/, see above where we have al-
ready examined instances where /e/co-occurs with /e/.

6.2. The vowel /e/ with “dotted” vowels. Our investigations reveal that
there is no instance where /e/ co-occurs with the “dotted” vowels in the Enuani
vowel harmony system.

7. Co-occurrence of the Vowel /a/ with other Vowels

7.1. The vowel /a/ with the “non-dotted” vowels. As far as our investi-
gations go, there is no instance where /a/ co-occurs with the “non-dotted” vowels
in the Enuani vowel harmony system except in the situation where it co-occurs
with the vowel phoneme /g/ as already indicated above.

7.2. The vowel /a/ with “dotted” vowels. Let us now examine instances
where /a/ co-occurs with the “dotted” vowels /i/, /o/ and /u/both in initial and fi-
nal positions.
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/a/with /i/1in initial position:  asj ‘a lie’
anj  ‘earth’
apj  ‘uncircumcised penis’

/a/with /i/in final position:  jid ‘story’
jba ‘fever’
iha ‘people’

/a/with /g/in initial position:  ate ‘three’
abo ‘yam basket’

afo ‘stomach’
/a/with /o/1n final position:  ¢ka ‘maize’
Osa ‘squirrel’

oba ‘position’

/a/with /y/in initial position: abg ‘song’
aly ‘crime’

any ‘meat’

/a/with /y/in final position:  Qba  ‘prosperity’
uka ‘church’

yla ‘sleep’
8. Conclusion

In this study we have tried to demonstrate that /g/is neither an allophone nor a
variant of either the /a/or /e/ vowel phoneme but is, indeed, an autonomous
vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect. That by implication means that there are 9
vowel phonemes in the Enuani dialect as against the 8 that have been recorded in
the eastern Igbo dialect. To demonstarte that /e/ has the full status of a vowel
phoneme and that it, indeed, is the 9th vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect, we
have tried to do a comparative study of the Enuani and eastern Igbo vowel charts
where we discovered that whereas the former has 9 vowels the latter has 8 vow-
els. We have also observed that whereas in the eastern Igbo vowel chart all the
vowels in sets I and II do co-occur and harmonize with one another it is only the
ones in set I which can co-occur and harmonize among themselves as it is also
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only the ones in set II that can co-occur and harmonize among themselves in set I
in the Enuani vowel chart. To further demonstrate that /e/like /a/and /e/ is an
autonomous vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect we have used some minimal
pairs to show that it contrasts with both vowel phonemes. And more importantly,
we have, by the use of some unitary words in the dialect, shown instances where
it co-occurs with both /a/ and /e/ which eviderce unquestionably demonstrates that
it can neither be an allophone nor a variant of either of these vowel phonemes
but, actually, is an autonomous vowel phoneme in the Enuani dialect.
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