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Body-part terms in the grammar of Igbo

Mary Amaechi* and Florence C. Nwosu
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Abstract: This article examines the grammar of body-part terms in Igbo (Benue-Congo). We present
an inventory of expressions used for body parts. The data show that Igbo has a large numbgr of
complex terms used for body parts. These nominal expressions involve associative copstructlgns.
We further explore the grammar of body-part phrases in terms of how they relate to spatial relations
and fixed idioms. In addition to the associative construction which is commonly used in body-part
expressions, we documented six other syntactic constructions that are used in body-part terms and
expressions.

Introduction

This article presents a systematic account of the grammar of body-part terms in Igbo. The study
of body-part terms, that is, terms that typically are used to refer to some part of the human body,
in linguistics has become apparent, largely based on the idea that these terms are present in all
languages as every speaker possesses a body (see Enfield et al. 2006). Nevertheless body-part
terms have had their meanings extended in the sense that they are not only used to refer to parts
of the human body. Instances of the use of body parts, for example, have been noted to form part
of the grammar of spatial and temporal expressions (e.g. ‘back’ for ‘behind’ — spatial, and ‘after’ —
temporal) as well as for notions of pointing and counting in many languages (see Heine and Kuteva
2002; Dingemanse 2006). In Igbo, body-part terms also feature prominently in idioms and proverbs,
and there are a number of syntactic constructions that they are found in.

The article is structured as follows: In the remaining part of this introductory section, we provide a
brief background on Igbo, highlighting the important aspects of its phonology, morphology and syntax
that are necessary for a better understanding of the discussion in the following sections. Next, we
provide a brief literature review on body-part terms, with a special focus on previous studies on the
phenomenon in Igbo. The second section provides detailed lists of body-part terms and discusses
their morphophonology and meaning, and highlights some fundamental parts of the body that figure
prominently in the grammar of Igbo. The third section examines the grammar of body-part terms with
respect to terms referring to parts of the body, spatial relations and fixed idioms. In the fourth section,
we consider the different syntactic constructions that are used in the language in various expressions
involving body-part terms. The fifth section briefly highlights the important role of body-part terms in
proverbs in the language. The sixth section summarises and concludes the article. Unless otherwise
indicated, the data for this article come from a combination of our intuitions and consultation with
other native speakers of Igbo. Elicitation of body-part terms was conducted with the guide provided

by Enfield (2006a).

A brief background on the Igbo language

Igbo is a Benue-Congo language spoken by some 29 million people (www.ethnologue.com/
languagef/ibo) in southern Nigeria. There are various geographical dialects, but the standard variety
is largely based on the Owerri, Umuahia and Onitsha dialects (Emenanjo 1978). Igbo is widely used
in literature, on radio and TV and in movies, and it is taught as a subject in school. The general
grammatical properties of Igbo are described in Green and Igwe (1963), Welmers and Welmers
(1968), Emenanjo (1978; 2015) and Manfredi (1991). Igbo is a tone language with three tones: high,
low and downstep. In this study, all three tones are marked. High tone is marked (), low tone is

Southern African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies is co-published by NISC (Pty) Ltd and
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marked (a) and downstep is marked (a). Tones play important lexical and grammatical functions
in the language. For instance, tone is part of the grammar of associative (genitive) constructions,
negation, imperfectives and questions (Green and Igwe 1963; Carrell 1970; Uwalaka 1988;
Nwachukwu 1995; Amaechi 2020). Another phonological feature of the language is vowel harmony.
Vowels in the language are distinguished based on the advanced tongue root [+/-ATR] feature, and
vowels in a phonological word must come from the same ATR set. The language has rich verbal
inflectional, derivational and extensional morphology (Nwachukwu 1983). Most of these verbal
affixes are harmonising in that they take on the ATR value of the verbal stem.

In terms of word order, the language is SVO (1a-b). Igbo is a head-initial language and adjuncts
occur in clause-final position.

(1a) Adé hg-ry g,
Ada see-rv you
‘Ada saw you.'
(1b) Obi ga-eri JT  échi.
Obi FUT-NMzL.eat yam tomorrow
‘Obi will eat yam tomorrow.’

Igbo has one preposition na that is often reduced to n’ when it occurs before a noun beginning with a
vowel (2a). In ditransitive constructions, the indirect object occurs before the direct object (2b).

(2a) O je-ré na mgbéde.
3sG go-rv P evening
‘S/he went in the evening.’

(2b) Adé nyé-ré Obi ji.

Ada give-rv Obi yam
‘Ada gave Obi yam.’

Igbo has a number of verbal complexes, such as serial verb constructions (3a), compound verbs
(3b), inherent complement verbs (3c) — that is, verbs that take an obligatory complement in their
citation form — and bound verb complements, a verbal particle which derives from and is bound to its
verb (3d) (see Lord 1975; Emenanjo 1978; Nwachukwu 1987; Uwalaka 1988: Ihionu 1992).

(3a) Obibu-ra  mmanys bja.
Obi carry-rv wine come
‘Obi brought wine.’

(3b) Ezé gba-gbu-ru  mgbada.
Eze shoot-kill-rv antelope
‘Eze killed an antelope by shooting at it.’

(3c) Uché gba-ra ¢so.

Uche run-rv race
‘Uche ran.’

(3d) Ogé da-ra 4-da.
Oge fall-rv NmzL-fall
‘Oge fell.’

Most of these verbal complexes, especially the inherent complement verbs and the bound verb
complements are used in some expressions involving body-part terms.

Previous studies on body-part terms
Body-part terms have formed part of earlier works comparing these terms in bilingual dictionaries
(see dictionaries by Welmers and Welmers 1968; Williamson 1972; Echeruo 1998: Awde and Wambu

1999; Eke 2001). Historical comparative linguists also depended on body-part terms to determine
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cognates and reconstruct protolanguage. This explains why a part of most wordlists is devoted to
body-part terms. Such terms often form a small part of some descriptive grammars of Iangugges. Eor
instance, the grammar by Swift et al. (1962) contains 13 body-part terms in the vocabulary items list.

Nwoye (1992; cited in Okoye and Mmadike 2016) investigates Igbo body-part metaphorS,
associating human traits such as strength, frailty, wickedness and beauty with ce.rta'm parts of
the body. Okoye and Mmadike's (2016) study is based on the Igbo body parts in idioms. They
enumerated 17 body-part-based idioms, out of which six are based on the head, six on th.e hand,
four on eyes and one on teeth. Ugwu (2014) listed 53 body-part terms involving the face, its parts
and other external parts of the body. He also listed 24 sentences, 12 in the frame / have [body-part
term] and the other 12 sentences have the frame This/These is/are my [body-part tqrm]: In _the Igbo
metalanguage published by the Society for Promoting Igbo Language and Culture in ngerla, there
is a small list of 44 items relating to parts of animals’ bodies. Igbo is also featured m.the Bgston
University's 200 Word Project (https://www.bu.edu/200word/igbo/body/), a database of vudeo.cllps ?f
native speakers pronouncing each word. The database contains 28 Igbo body-part term§. Olietal.s
(2013) English-Igbo medical dictionary contains many more body-part terms for both internal and
external parts of the body.

An inventory of Igbo body-part terms

In this section, we provide a detailed overview of the lexicon of Igbo body-part terms. These terms are
provided in tables with three columns: the Igbo terms are listed in the first column, the second column
gives an approximate English translation and the third column provides, if necessary, explanations
and/or glosses. The body-part terms are represented in the tables as to whether they are simplex
(monomorphemic) or complex (polymorphemic). We consider and group binominal expressions as
complex.

The head and the face

Table 1 lists the terms for the head and the face and their various parts, including parts that are
inside the mouth. The list contains 19 simplex terms for different parts of the head and face. The
23 complex terms are associative constructions. There are complex terms relating to the nose, ear,
eyes, face and mouth. While most of these complex terms express an association relation, the term
relating to the head 6punisT ‘fontanelle’ (lit. ‘growth in head’) appears to express a relation of location
with a clear reduced form of the preposition na (see (2a)).

(4) opu + n + ist = ‘fontanelle’
growth P head

The complex term ahy én@ ‘mark mouth’ is ambiguous as it can be used for either moustache
or beard. Enfield (2006b) reports a similar case in Lao, a Tai language spoken in Laos, Thailand
and Cambodia. The words é/i ‘top’ and &/a ‘ground’ are used to distinguish the upper lip from the
lower lip. These words make the terms for upper and lower lips more complex (that is, poly-lexemic
nominals) given the fact that the word for lip in Igbo is not a simplex one. The term 6/ ‘neck’ is also
used for voice. There is no distinction between the pupil and iris both are nwata anya, lit. ‘small.
child eye’, or anya oji, lit. ‘eye black’, for most speakers. This description of the pupil conforms to
the common cross-linguistic depiction of equating the pupil with a human being or human-like object
(cf. Majid 2006). The face in Igbo has the common semantic extension FACE > FRONT. Consider
the sentences in (5). In (5a-b) the face refers to the part of the body, while sentences in (5¢—d)
exemplifies the extension to the meaning front.

(5a) O sa-ra ihg ya.
3sG wash-rv face 3sG.Poss
‘S/he washed his/her face.’
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Table 1: Parts of the head and face
Igbo term Translation Additional information

Simplex

isi head

ntj ear

anya eye

imi nose

ntaty hair (of the head)

ong mouth

ézé teeth

agburugada molar

agburggé premolar

iré tongue

agba jaw

akpod chin

ntj cheek

olu neck

akpir] throat

éko Adam's apple

anyury gum

ihu face

akpo palate

Complex

ahu éna moustache, beard lit. ‘mark mouth’
ukwu ézé part of the teeth that is inside the gum lit. ‘waist teeth’
ikere ézé wisdom teeth lit. ‘?? teeth’
ntato ist hair on the head lit. ‘hair head’
égedége tha forehead lit. ‘fore face’
oghéré ntj hole of the ear lit. ‘hole ear’

ika anya eyebrow lit. ‘fan eye’
mpupée anya eyelash lit. ‘?? eye’
mbubu énya eyelash lit. ‘?? eye’
abuba anya eyelid lit. ‘feather eye’
mkpuryd anya eyeball lit. ‘seed eye’
oghéré imr nostril lit. ‘inside nose’
etiti ist crown of head lit. ‘centre head’
opunist fontanelle lit. ‘growth in head’
égbugbere oni lip lit. ‘side mouth’
égbugbére oni éla upper lip lit. ‘side mouth top’
égbugbéré oni ala lower lip lit. ‘side mouth ground’
mkp¢ uda vocal cord lit. ‘call sound’
nwata anya pupil-iris lit. ‘small.child eye’
anya ojii pupil-iris lit. ‘eye black’
anya égo pupil lit. ‘eye money’
anya ocha sclera lit. ‘eye white’

o6ghéré éz6 gap teeth lit. ‘hole teeth’
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(5b) Ihu ya za-ra aza.
face 3sG.rPoss swell-rv NMzL.swell
‘His/Her face is swollen.’
(5¢) Ihu yld  &hy améka.
front house DET very.beautiful
‘The front of the house is very beautiful.’
(5d) 0 no n’fha.
3sG be.Loc p-front
‘S/he is in the front.'

The face is a fundamental part of the body, and it appears in a number of utterances that describe
facial expressions.

(6a) Mé-sa-pu  ihu!
do-wash-out face
‘Be happy/Put up a smiling face.’
(6b) tha by ys s06s0 ochi.
face be 3sG only laughter
‘S/he is so happy.’

Another fundamental part is /s/ ‘head’, which is conceived of as the centre of thinking and reasoning,
and it appears in a lot of idioms in the language (see Okoye and Mmadike 2016). The sayings ‘His/
her head is not good’ (7a), or ‘His/her head is not complete’ (7b) mean that the person being referred
to is intellectually challenged.

(7a) Isi  &dj-ght ya mma.
head be.PRED-NEG 3sG good
‘S/he is mentally retarded.’
(7b) Isi " ézu-ght ya oke.
head complete-NEG 3sG completeness
‘S/he is mentally retarded.’

The eye is also a fundamental part that occurs frequently in expressions involving body-part terms
(8a). The eye also features in many idioms in Igbo (8b—e). The verb love, for instance, seems to be
an idiomatic expression with the literal meaning ‘to see in eye’ (8b).

(8a) O nweé-ré anyé abyo.
3sG have-rv eye two
‘S/he has two eyes.’

(8b) O  hu-rg gj n’anya.
3SG see-rv 2sG P-eye
‘S/he loves you.’

(8c) Anyé do-ro  gi.
eye clear-rv you
‘You are careful.’

(8d) Anyé bg-rg g7 owal
eye be-rv you readiness
‘Be very vigilant.'

(8e) O nwé-ré énya oki
3sG have-rv eye fire
‘S/he is jealous.’
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Other body-part terms that form part of the head and the face, especially the morphologically simplex
terms, also appear in some idioms in the language.

External parts of the body

This section describes the external parts of the body, excluding parts of the head and face and parts
of the hands, fingers and toes that we will explore next. Both the front and backsides of the body
(n = 57) are documented in Table 2.

The word for body is ahy and refers to the whole organism. The term can generally be used to
refer to a human, animal or plant body. There are no terms for the upper and lower parts of the
body, or expressions the equivalent of English ‘trunk’ or ‘torso’. The term for body is fundam?n’fal in
expressions pertaining to human health, such as ahy iké ‘well-being’ (lit. body strength), éh_u meU
‘body aches’ (lit. body pain), ahu 6ka ‘fever’ (lit. body fire). The sentence in (9a) is uttered to lndlcgte
the state of one’s health as not good. The body is also used in context to describe the body’s size
(9b).

(9a) Ahy 4dj-ght m.
body be.PRED-NEG me
‘l am not feeling well.’

(9b) Nné m nweé-ré ahy.
mother 1SG.POSs have-rv body
‘My mother is fat.

In simplex terms, there are two words for the leg, gkw( and ¢kpa. The simplex terms 6t¢ and ikpo
encode no distinction between ‘vulva’ and ‘vagina’. It is interesting to note that Igbo has a term agada
for the space between the legs, or more specifically between the thighs. Also notable is that there are
different terms for the English ‘hair’. The hair of the head is referred to as ritgty, facial hair around the
mouth is ahy ¢ng ‘moustache/beard’ (see Table 1) and the hairs that grow on the other parts of the
body such as the chest, armpit, nostrils, pubic area are called &jf (see Table 2). The term &ji is also
used to refer to fur. The grey hair of old people is referred to as isi awg. Interestingly, the hair of the
eye, the eyebrow, is not ‘hair’ but ‘fan’ in Igbo (see Table 1). See Terrill (2006) on Lavukaleve, Enfield
(2006b) on Lao, Wegener (2006) on Savosavo and van Staden (2006) on Tidore, for languages with
various terms for hair on parts of the body.

Like the face, the back has the semantic extension BACK > BEHIND (see Heine and Kuteva
2002). Consider the sentences in (10a-b) that illustrate the use of the back as a term referring to a
part of the body and its semantic extension to behind for spatial relations. The terms for right and left
are those for the right and left hands, and are commonly used in the sense of ‘side/direction’ (11a-b).

(10a) Azg na-égbum mgbd.
back IPFv-kill me ache
‘I have backache.’
(10b) O  hi-rii y& n'azg 6ché.
3sG see-rv 3sG P-back chair
‘S/he saw it at the back of/behind the chair.’

(11a) O nd  n'ékd nrM nAna.
3sG be.Loc P-hand food father
‘S/he is at the right (hand) of the father.’
(11b) Leé éanya n’daka eékpé gi.
look eye P-hand curse 2sG.POSS
‘Look to your left.’
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Table 2: External parts of the body

Igbo term Translation Additional information
[Simplex

ahy body

aka hand

Ukwy leg

Okpa leg

obi chest, soul

ara breast

ékwo upper part of spine (in the neck)

otubo navel

azy back

abu armpit

ukwu waist

Okpy hip

ke buttocks

otele buttocks

oty vulva-vagina

ikpo vulva-vagina

ohy vulva-vagina

amy penis

ugwu foreskin

akuky side

éhé groin

ikpere knee

OPOKiri thigh

agada space between the legs

Complex

aji ahg body hair lit. *hair body’

aji obi chest hair lit. ‘hair chest’

ajj ébu hair of armpit lit. ‘hair armpit’
isi awd the grey hair of old people lit. ‘head 2277’

aji amy male pubic hair lit. ‘hair penis’

aji otu/ikpo female pubic hair lit. ‘hair vulva-vagina’
élu otu/ikpo female mons pubis lit. ‘top vulva-vagina’

(area where pubic hair grows) :

akpukpo aha skin lit. ‘hide body’
akpUkpo ist scalp lit. ‘hide head’
ikperé éka elbow lit. ‘knee hand’
ike aka elbow lit. ‘buttock hand’
apa éka forearm lit. ‘scar hand’
ogwe dka upper arm lit. “?? hand’

ubu éka shoulder lit. ‘carrier hand’
rngwoji 4ka wrist lit. ‘break hand’
njibi éka wrist lit. ‘joint hand’
Okporo éka arm lit. ‘stick hand’
ony éra nipple lit. ‘mouth breast’
apata gkwi thigh lit. ‘22 leg’

ogwe gkwi shin lit. ‘face leg’
ngwoji ukwi ankle lit. ‘break leg’
apa ukwd calf of leg lit. ‘scar leg'
ikiri ukw( heel lit. ‘bottom leg’
ala gkwa foot lit. ‘ground leg’
akpa amu scrotum lit. ‘bag penis’
Iré oty clitoris lit. ‘tongue vagina’
agama otu clitoris lit. ‘?? vagina’
azu ist back of the head lit. ‘back head'
isi aba shoulder blade lit. ‘head carrier’
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Igbo term Translation Additional information
ke nst anus lit. ‘buttock faeces’
onu ke anus lit. ‘mouth buttocks’
aka ekpé left hand/side lit. ‘hand curse’

aka nrt right hand/side lit. ‘hand food'’

The common grammaticalisation path of BODY > REFLEXIVE attested in many |angugges, e.g.
Yoruba (Dingemanse 2008), is not found in Igbo. The word énwé ‘self' is used in the reflexive (12).

(12) Adé hg-rg onwé ya n'‘ényo.
Ada see-rv self 38G.POSS P-mirror
‘Ada saw herself in the mirror.’

The term 6bi ‘chest’ is very common in many expressions in Igbo. It is conceived of as the source of
emotional and psychic reactions. An example is jidé 6bi (lit. ‘hold chest’) which can be translated as
‘take heart/be strong’. Someone could be encouraged to be brave with the expressions 6bi kaa g
(lit. ‘chest mature you'), 6bi sié g iké (lit. ‘chest be.strong you strength’). Feelings of happiness are
described as 6bi jdf (té (lit. ‘chest is sweet'), and sadness as 6bi mgbawa (lit. ‘chest breakage’). To
be startled is literally that the chest is thrown out as in 6bi mapyry rm (lit. ‘chest throw.out me’), and
a wicked person is described as having their chest at the back in the expression 6bi dj ya n‘azy (lit.
‘chest is in the back).

As for the complex terms, these are noticeably restricted to details of the arms, genitals and the
hair of the different parts of the body and legs. The complex terms are associated with the leg ukwa,
rather than ¢kpa used in these cases. Furthermore, the terms for parts of the arm are mirrored in
parts of the leg.

Hands, fingers and toes
The term for digits mkpjsf is common to both fingers and toes, with a distinction made with the words

4ka ‘hand’, or ukwu ‘leg’ as modifiers to refer to either the digits of the hand, that is, fingers, or those
of the leg, which are toes, see (13) and Table 3.

(13a) | nweé-ré mkpjsi &ka iri.

2sG have-rv digit hand ten
‘You have ten fingers.’

Table 3: Hands, fingers and toes

Igbo term Translation Additional information
mkpjsi éka fingers lit. ‘stick hand’

mkpjsi gkwi toes lit. ‘stick leg’

mb¢ éka fingernail lit. ‘nail hand'

mb¢ gkw( toenail lit. ‘nail leg’

0bo ukwi sole of the foot lit. ‘centre.of.field leg’
azy éka back of hand lit. ‘back hand'

0bo éka palm of the hand lit. ‘centre.of.field hand’
ony mkpjsi éka fingertip lit. ‘mouth stick hand’
isi aka thumb lit. ‘head hand’

osote Isf aka index finger lit. ‘follow head hand’
rhkpjsi &ka ogologo middle finger lit. ‘stick hand length’
osoté nwa aka ring finger lit. ‘follow child hand'
nwé éka little finger lit. ‘child finger’

nchiki aka knuckles lit. ‘joint hand’
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(13b) Mkpjs] gkwi i na-afy  m Qfg
digit leg 1sG.POSS IPFV-pain me pain
‘My toes hurt.’

The terms for (finger)nails and the palm are also being mirrored in terms for parts of the'foot. 'The
sentence in (14), for instance, without the particular reference to the association of the nail to either
the hand or the leg is ambiguous. Mb¢ ‘nail’ is also used for reference to animal claws.

(14) MbJ ya étoka.
nail 3sG.Poss be.very.long
‘Her fingernails/toenails are very long.’

The terms to distinguish the fingers do not include the label mkpfs ‘digit’, rather the label 4ké ‘hand’
is found in these terms, e.g. the thumb is isi 4ka (lit. ‘head hand'), and the little finger is riwé &ka (lit.
‘child hand’). The index finger and the ring finger are described as fingers that follow the thumb and
the little finger respectively (see Table 3). The middle finger is described as the long finger.

Internal body parts/organs
Table 4 lists terms for internal parts and organs of the body like bones, fat, kidneys, heart, etc. The
terms for heart mkpyry 6bi and testes/testicles rkpuir &mi are described as ‘seed’ of the chest and
the penis respectively, while the womb, bladder and lungs are treated as ‘bag’, for instance, akpa
mmamirT ‘bladder’ is literally a bag of urine. The equivalent of womb is akpa riwa (lit. ‘child bag’).
Similar expressions have been reported for other languages (see Majid 2006). Wegener (2006)
observed an expression which literally means ‘child house’ in a number of Austronesian languages.
One fundamental part among the internal parts of the body is &6 ‘stomach’. It figures in a host
of expressions relating to emotional and cognitive states and qualities of individuals. Consider the

sentences in (15).

(15a) AfS na-asé m.
stomach IPFv-wash me
‘I have loose stools.’

(15b) O nwe-ré &f ojuja.
3sG have-rv stomach fullness
‘S/he is contented’

Sentence (15a) exemplifies the stomach as a term referring to a part of the body. In (15b), the
stomach is regarded as the site for feelings of satisfaction.

Bodily emissions
Terms for different body products and/or excretions such as sweat, saliva, blood, urine, etc. are

given in Table 5. Saliva has two terms, one simplex &s¢ and the other complex ényg mmirt (lit. ‘mouth
water’). The mucus from the nose /m/ (the same as the term for nose) and the mucus from the mouth
ukwara (the same term for cough) are both assumed to be caused by azgzy, the inflammation of the

mucous membrane.

Other terms
Table 6 contains other terms associated with the body. These are terms for different marks and/or

lesions found in or on the body such as acne, wrinkles, scars, birthmarks, boils, goosebumps, etc.
The table also lists term such as shadow ényunyo and itch ¢kg.

The term for dandruff gkpisiéringé is a polysynthetic word consisting of three morphemes: ¢kp-
‘barber’, isi ‘head’ and éringd ‘ringworm’. The birthmark term ahumarachi is also polysynthetic.
Awéké éni ‘cold sore’ is assumed to be a symptom of jba ‘fever/malaria’.
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Table 4: Internal body parts/organs

Igbo term Translation Additional information
Simplex

Okpukpy bone

akwara vein

abuba fat

ubyry brain

akyrg kidney

awa kidney

uméja liver

afo stomach, gut, belly

ngu lung

nchi placenta

fchi placenta

umj marrow

ilighili bile

Complex

any ahg flesh lit. ‘meat body’
mkpjsf ngu rib lit. ‘stick lung’
akpa umé lung lit. ‘bag breath’
owa nri oesophagus lit. ‘passage food’
owa akpjri pharynx lit. ‘passage throat’
aghjrigha akwara capillary lit. ‘pieces vein’
owu akwara capillary lit. ‘thread vein’
akpa nwa womb, uterus lit. ‘bag child’

(z¢ akpa nwa cervix lit. ‘way bag child’

ériri akpa nwa

umbilical cord

lit. ‘rope bag child’

ériri 6tubo umbilical cord lit. ‘rope navel’
épupe afo appendix lit. ‘section stomach’
mkpurg amu testis/testicle lit. ‘seed penis’
mkpurg 6bi heart lit. ‘seed chest’
akpa mmamiri urinary bladder lit. ‘bag urine’

akpa ilighili gall bladder lit. ‘bag bile’

mgbjrf afo intestines lit. ‘rope stomach’
ériri aro intestines lit. ‘rope stomach’
OkpOkoro ist skull lit. ‘empty.container head’
Okpukpy 6la collarbone lit. ‘bone neck’
OkpUukpy 6bi chest bone lit. ‘bone chest’
OkpUkpy aza spine, backbone lit. ‘bone back'’
OkpUkpy ukwu pelvis lit. ‘bone waist'
Okpukpy aha skeleton lit. ‘bone body’




Southern African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies 2023, 1-20

11

Table 5: Terms for bodily emissions

Igbo term Translation Additional information
Simplex

osusé sweat

imi snot, phlegm mucus from the nose
Ukwéra phlegm mucus from the mouth
asg saliva

agboo vomit

obara blood

nsj faeces

aby pus

uhe semen

mmamjrf urine

ahyry fart

Complex

onyg mmir saliva lit. ‘mouth water’
mmiri aré milk lit. ‘water breast’
anya mmir tears lit. ‘eye water"

mmiri ot semen lit. ‘water penis’
mmany ntj earwax lit. ‘oil ear’

mmany ahg sebum lit. ‘oil body’

Table 6: Further terms

Igbo term Translation Additional information
Simplex

akjka wrinkles

akpu lump/node

otité boil

akpukpa pimple

onya wound, sore

apa scar

rikwoché blister

uko blister

uwére slough

0ko itch

ufu irritation, pain

aju dizziness

enyunyo shadow

Complex

awaka ong cold sore lit. “?? mouth’
akpata oyr goosebumps lit. ‘causer cold’
mbupyté gwa birthmark lit. ‘bring.forth world’
apa uwa birthmark lit. ‘'scar world’
ahymarachi birthmark lit. ‘see.know.god’
Okpisiéringd dandruff lit. ‘barber.ringworm’
mfiko ahy wrinkles lit. ‘shrink body’
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Body-part terms in the grammar

Following Dingemanse (2006), we make three broad distinctions of body-part terms in the grammar

based on:

i body-part terms simply referring to parts of the body;

i body-part terms metaphorically referring to a certain part of, or region contiguous to, another entity,
either another body-part, or any other object; and

iii body-part terms in fixed (i.e. lexicalised) idioms.

Body-part terms simply referring to parts of the body

All the body-part terms listed above can be used in sentences to refer to the different parts of the
body that a term serves as a label for. The example sentences in (16) illustrate this use of body-part
terms.

(16a) Isi na-awa m.

head IPFv-break me

‘| have a headache. / My head aches.’
(16b) Ntj na-ata  m.

ear IPFV-bite me

‘My ear is aching. / My ear aches.’
(16c) Ukwu na-eégbu m.

waist IPFV-kill me

‘My waist is aching. / My waist aches.’
(16d) Ukwu gba-ji-ri  ya.

leg hit-split-rv 3sg

‘His/Her leg is broken.’
(16e) Obi na-éti  m.

chest IPFv-beat me

‘My heart is palpitating.’

Spatial relations

In addition to body-part terms used in referring to parts of the (human) body, some of the terms
can also be used metaphorically to refer to a certain part of, or region contiguous to, another entity,
another body part (17a-b), or any other object (17¢c-h). This use of body-part terms in grammar
expresses spatial relations. The constructions are associative constructions where two nouns occur
side by side with some observable tonal changes which can be on either noun. The first noun in this
sequence is often the noun for the body-part term, that is, Ngpr + N (17¢-h).

(17a) isi aka (head hand) ‘thumb’
(17b) 6ng éra  (mouth breast) ‘nipple’

(17c) isiakwa (head bed) ‘the head of the bed where the head is during sleep’

(17d) 6lu dkwa (neck cloth) ‘collar (the part of a dress or shirt that goes around the neck)’
(17e) ukwa aja  (waist soil) ‘the base of the wall’

(17f) ahg &a  (body soil) ‘wall’

(17g) ¢ng yzp  (mouth door)  ‘door way’
(17h) 4k4 6d6  (hand mortar)  ‘pestle’

Igbo has a particle nke, which can occur in possessive constructions (18). The particle appears
between the possessor and the possessed nouns. Nevertheless, what is important in the discussion
here is that this particle is incompatible in spatial relational expressions illustrated in (17) (see (19)).
This suggests that the nouns in spatial relational terms are more closely associated than nouns
in other possessive constructions (see Dingemanse 2006, for similar constructions, particles and

conclusions based on data from Yoruba).
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(18a) akwa m (18b)  akwa nkeé m
cloth my cloth PRT my
‘my cloth’ ‘my cloth’

(18¢c) ji  Eze (18d) jinke  Ezé
yam Eze yam PRT Eze
‘Eze’s yam' ‘Eze's yam'

(19a) *isi nke aka

head PRT hand

intended: ‘thumb' (cf. 17a)
(19b) *ukwu nkeé aja

waist PRT soil

intended: ‘the base of the wall’ (cf. 17e)
(19¢c) *a&ka nke 6do

hand PRT mortar

intended: ‘pestle’ (cf. 17h)

Generally, the body-part term of /s/ ‘head’ is used for denoting the upper part of an entity. The term
ke ‘buttock’ is for the bottom of something. Other terms are fhd ‘face’ for front, azy ‘back’ for back/
behind, én@ ‘mouth’ for hole, opening, or tip, and 4k4 ‘hand’ for handle. All these occur frequently in
expressions for spatial relations in Igbo.

Fixed idioms

Igbo body-part terms feature in many idioms in the language (see Okoye and Mmadike 2016 for
some of these idioms). The following are some characteristics of these body-part-term-based idioms
(Dingemanse 2006: Enfield 2006b):

i. the expressions are fixed, i.e. their elements are not freely modifiable;

ii. the original meaning of the body-part term has faded: it is an integral part of the expression,
which has become lexicalised as a whole;

iii. often, their meaning is not obvious; and

iv. idiomatic references to body parts often pick out precisely these functional components of

meaning.

The idiom inyé 4ka ‘to help’ (lit. ‘to.give hand’) can occur in expressions such as the sentence in
(20a), but the body-part term in the idiom aka ‘hand’ when modified with rirf ‘food’ to give the label for
right hand 4k4 rirf in the language alters the meaning of the sentence, so only the literal meaning is
available in (20b). The same is true for the idiom ibd 6n@ ‘to fast’ (lit. ‘to.carry mouth’) in (20c—d). In
(20d), the complement of the verb ¢n@ ‘mouth’ is modified by the third personal singular possessive
pronoun. This means that ¢n@ ‘mouth’ in the idiom in (20c) does not literally refer to Obi's mouth. In
the two idioms, the verb and the noun parts have become lexicalised as a whole. We can also have
more complex idioms such as ki Agaji n'ézé ‘to eat’ (lit. ‘to.hit spoon at teeth’) in (20e) and jto it
n’ala ‘to listen carefully’ (lit. to.put.down ear on ground).

(20a) O nyé-e-ré  m aka gnyahy.
3sG give-APPL-rv me hand yesterday
'S/he helped me yesterday.’

(20b) O nyé-eré 1 aka nr (nyah.
3sG give-APPL-TV me hand food yesterday
‘S/he gave the right hand for me yesterday.’
#5S/he helped me yesterday.’
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(20c) Obi bu ong.
Obi carry mouth
‘Obi is fasting.’

(20d) Obibu  6ny ya.
Obi carry mouth 3sc.poss
‘Obi is carrying his mouth.’
#0bi is fasting.’

(20e) Ha& na-aky ngaji n'ézs.
3PL IPFV-hit spoon p-teeth
‘They are eating.’

Many of the simplex terms such as /s/ ‘head', 4k4 ‘hand’, 6bi ‘chest’, azy ‘back’, ritj ‘ear’, dnya ‘eye’
and &f6 ‘stomach’ are very common terms in Igbo idioms.

The syntax of body-part terms Lot i ;

This section describes in detail the syntactic structure of the body-part terms listed in this article. In
addition, we also consider the structure of phrases and expressions where some of these body-part
terms are found. About 43% of these terms are simplex words. The remaining 57% are cqmplex
nominals, with most of them being formed via the so-called associative construction. In addition to
the associative constructions, we document six other syntactic constructions in the language that
are used in body-part terms and expressions. We discuss the associative construction and the other
constructions in the following subsections.

Associative construction

Associative construction, also referred to as possessive or genitive construction, consists of
juxtaposing noun phrases in the order possessed-possessor. This relationship of syntactic
dependency is often marked by a tone change in Igbo (Nwachukwu 1995; Emenanjo 2015). Consider
the following example:

(21a) ji + Chi — Jji Chi
‘yam’ ‘Chi’ ‘Chi's yam’
(21b) onwy + di = onwy dr
‘death’ ‘husband’ ‘death of a husband’ (Nwachukwu 1995: 19)

Williamson (1986) and Hyman (2011) argue that the associative marker in Igbo is a high tonal
morpheme (21), that is, a floating tone that can either dock to the right or the left of the tone-bearing
unit.

(22) agba  + : + énwe - agba enwe

In example (21), the floating high associative morpheme docks to the right and causes the final high
tone of the second noun (N2) to become downstep (Clark 1990). This downstep is only observed
when the N2 bears a high tone. In (22), on the other hand, the floating high tone overwrites the
low tone of the final tone-bearing unit of the first noun (N1). There are also cases where a final
downstep on either N1 or N2 becomes high under the associative construction (Emenanjo 2015).
Some relevant examples with complex body-part terms are illustrated in (23).

(23a) aka ‘hand’
mkpjsi aka ‘finger’
sl aka ‘thumb’

e
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(23b) &nya ‘eye’
n’wéta anya ‘pupil-iris’
mkpyrg dnya  ‘eyeball

(23c) ahu ‘body’
akpukp¢ ahg  ‘skin’
any ahg ‘flesh’

(23d) ong ‘mouth’
ony ara ‘nipple’
ony mmiri ‘saliva’

In example (23a—c), the final high tone of N2 becomes a downstep in the complex terms, while (23d)
demonstrates a downstep tone overwriting on N1.

When it comes to complex body-part terms, we also see different combinations with regard to the
nouns that are being juxtaposed. In (24), for instance, the two nouns, that is, both possessed and
possessor are body-part terms, whereas in (25) and (26), only one of the nouns is a body-part term
and the other is not. The data in (27) indicate that we can have two nouns and no body-part term.

(24)  Ngpr + Ngpr
(24a) mbgo aka (nail finger) ‘finger nail’
(24b) isi aka (head hand) ‘thumb’

(25) N + Ngpr
(25a) ériri afo (rope stomach) ‘intestine’
(25b) mkpury obi (seed chest) ‘heart’

(26) Ngpr+N

(26a) aka nr (hand food) ‘right hand’
(26b) &ka ekpe (hand curse) ‘left hand’
(27) N+N

(27a) akpa nwa (bag child) ‘womb’

(27b) akpa mmamiri (bag urine) ‘urinary bladder’

In (25), the possessor is a general body-part term, whereas the possessed is not a body part term, but
rather a noun describing a characteristic of the referent. We can think of this as a taxonomic relation
between the possessor and the resulting associative construction. Most of the N-N constructions
referring to body-part terms in this study are of this type. The terms in (26), where the general
body-part term functions as the possessed and not the possessor, has the associative construction
referring to a feature associated with that body part. Finally, the data in (27), where none of the words
in the associative construction is a general body-part term is the case of metaphoric body-part term
(Wegener 2006), the so-called figurative labels for body parts (Brown and Witkowski 1981).

Other constructions
Apart from the association constructions used in expressing different body-part terms, there are

a number of constructions in Igbo available for expressing situations and events involving body
parts. We document and examine six such grammatical constructions in the language. One is an
intransitive construction, four have transitive structures, with different kinds of noun phrases as either
the subject or the complement, and one is a ditransitive construction with a prepositional phrase.

Intransitive constructions
In this type of construction with an intransitive structure, the body-part term is, together with its

possessor, in the same grammatical role, and that of subject and the predicate is an intransitive verb.
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(28) S’BPT+POSS Vv

(28a) Ukwuy ya gba-ji-ri.
leg 3sG.pPoss hit-split-rv
‘His/Her leg is broken.’

(28b) Ezé gf ada-pu-la.
teeth 2sG.pPoss fall-out-PFv
'Your teeth have fallen off.’

(28¢c) Mbo m na-agba-wa-sj.
nail my IPFV-hit-break-cL
‘My nails are breaking.’

Transitive constructions with body-part term as subject 2
In this first type of transitive construction, the body-part noun fulfils the role of subject, whereas its
possessor is found in the object position. This construction is always about events and states_ that
come about involuntarily, most often in unpleasant situations, e.g. of some body part inflicting pain, or
a bad feeling on its owner. The subscript number indicates grammatical/semantic agreement.

(29) Sger V O,
(29a) Isi na-awa rm.
head IPFv-break me
‘I have headache.’
(29b) Af na-asa ya.
stomach IPFv-wash 3SG
‘S/he has diarrhea.’
(29d) Ezé na-amj m.
teeth IPFVv-suck me
‘My teeth ache.’

Transitive constructions with body-part terms as object
This is a transitive sentence with the body-part term in the role of object, with its owner (in the subject
position) performing a certain action on it (or, less commonly, with it).

(30) SV Ogper
(30a) O sara iha.

3sG wash-rv face

‘S/he washed his/her face.’
(30b) Anyj kwo-ro &ka.

1pL wash-rv hand

‘We washed our hands.’
(30c) Obi kpy-riy  Is.

Obi barbe-rv head

‘Obi barbed his hair.’

Transitive constructions with a bound verb complement

In this transitive construction, the body-part noun fulfils the role of subject, whereas its possessor is
found in the object role; and after the possessor object, we have the bound verb complement (BVC),
a verbal particle which derives from and is bound to its verb. The BVCs in this construction indicate
some kind of emphasis (Déchaine 1993).

(31) Sgpreposs V BVC / Sger.s VO, BVC / SV O BVC
(31a) Ukwii ya gba-ji-ri 4-gba-jl.

leg 3sG.poss hit-split-rv NMzL-hit-split

‘His/Her leg is broken.’ ~
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(31b) Afo na-asd  yi a-sa.
stomach IPFv-wash 3sg NMzZL-wash
‘S/he has diarrhea.’

(31c) Obikpy-ra fIsi ya a-kpy.
Obi barbe-rv head 3sa NMzL-barbe
‘Obi cut his hair.’

The sentence in (31a) illustrates the BVC following the intransitive clause in (28a). The BVC in the
example is formed from a compound verb which is the predicate in the construction. The BVC is

formed via the nominalising prefix a- (or e- if the immediately following vowel in the verb stem is a
+ATR vowel).

Transitive constructions with inherent complement verbs _ ;
Inherent complement verbs (ICVs) are verbs with a transitive structure where certain verbs in
the language take an obligatory complement in their citation form (Nwachukwu 1987). The verps
are often semantically vacuous, while their so-called inherent complement (IC) of the verbs is
semantically loaded. In these constructions, illustrated in (32), the body-part noun fulfils the r'ole of
subject, whereas its possessor is found in the object role. Note that the possessor object, that is, the
first person pronoun in the sentences in (32), occurs between the ICV and its IC.

(32)  Sger, Viev 0,1C

(32a) Anyd na-afg m QfQ.
eye IPFV-pain me pain
‘My eye hurts.’

(32b) Ukwu na-égbu m mgbu.
waist IPFV-kill me ache
‘My waist is aching.’

(32c) Ong na-amé  m jijiji.
mouth IPFv-shake me IDEO
‘My mouth is shaking.’

Unlike the BVC, where the formation of the complement is morphologically carried out via
nominalising prefixation on the verb stem, the IC is not formed in the same way. In most cases, the
ICs are not morphologically similar to the ICV they co-occur with.

Ditransitive constructions with prepositional phrases

In the ditransitive constructions (33), the body-part term is encoded in a prepositional phrase, where
its function is to specify the location of something that is happening to its possessor. This always
concerns actions by others, or effects from other entities. The body part thus does not play an active
role in this construction (Dingemanse 2006).

(33) SV O, (Opsr) P-BPT,
(33a) O fé-ré m  mmiri n'ahy.
3sG sprinkle-rv me water pP-body
‘S/he sprinkled me with water.’
(33b) Otitito-ro  ya& n'ike.
boil grow-rv 3sG P-buttocks
‘S/he has a boil on his/her buttocks.’
(33c) Akpy fu-rg  y& n'ikpére.
lump swell-rv 3sG P-knee
‘S/he has a lump on his/her knee.'
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In some of the constructi
the prepositional body- : tal object introduced, and this occurs before
piplabiir li)::igep:r: term object (33a). The body-part terms are introduced by the preposition

ata in (33) as the body-part terms all begin with vowel segments.
Proverbs

This section documents a few |
of the speaking culture of the |
Okwd, which literally means
simplex body-

gbo proverbs that feature body-part terms. Proverbs are a rich part
gbo people. They describe proverbs as /i bi mmany nrdf Igbo ji éri
‘a proverb is the oil which the Igbo people use to eat words’. Many
part terms and a few complex terms are found in Igbo proverbs.

(34a) Aké &a 4&ja na-abute ong  mmany mmang.
hand sand sand IPFV-bring mouth oil oil
"There is no food for a lazy man./He who works eats.’

(34b) Isi  koté ebu o gbaa ya.
head bring wasp it sting it
‘Trouble begets trouble.’

(34c) A owé Atimaong-ghi & gbu-wé isT  At] éso-r6.
IMP tell ear but it hear-NEG IMP cut-INCEP head ear follow-rv
‘Stubborn flies follow the corpse to the grave.’

(34d) [int} iké  na-éso o6zu  alan'ili.
fly ear strong IPFv-follow corpse go P-grave
‘Stubborn flies follow the corpse to the grave.’

(34e) A na-énydo isi & na-aputa.

IMP IPFV-peep head IMP IPFV-come.out
‘The more you look the less you see.’

(34f) Iré omé ka éjulaji aga n'égwd.
tongue good Foc snail take go P-thorn
‘Wisdom is power.’

(34g) Otu mkpjsi éka ratd  mméng 6 zaé oha ond.

one digit  hand touch oil it reach multitude mouth
‘A sin of one is a sin for all.’

(34h) Ukwu jié &ga mgbada abja-ré ya ugwe.
leg break tiger antelop come-rv it debt
‘A beggar is not choosy.’

(34i) Agbus] gbéaé otéle/iké o mu-ry &ko.
black.ant sting buttock it learn-rv wisdom
‘Experience is the best teacher.’

(34j) Anyé na-ébé imi ang-ébé.
eye IPFV-Cry nose IPFV-Cry
‘What affects one affects the other.’

Conclusion

This study presented an inventory of Igbo body-part terms. A total of 186 items are documented. The
article demonstrates that the vast majority of these terms are instances of noun-noun juxtaposition,
the so-called associative construction. In addition to the associative construction, the study identified
six other clausal constructions used for expressing situations and events involving body parts. The
use of body-part terms in spatial relations, idioms and proverbs in Igbo were also highlighted in the

article.
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Abbreviations

1SG/1PL = first person singular/plural
2sG = second person singular
3sG/3PL = third person singular/plural
APPL = applicative

CL = clitic

DET = determiner

FOC = focus marker

FUT = future

IC = inherent complement

IDEO = ideophone

IMP = impersonal pronoun

INCEP = inceptive

IPFV = imperfective

LOC = locative

NEG = negation

NMLZ = nominaliser

P = preposition

PFV = perfective

POSS = possessive

PRED = predicational

PRT = particle

rv = /r/ insertion and reduplication of the vowel in the verb stem

References
Amaechi M. 2020. A~movement dependencies and their reflexes in Igbo. PhD dissertation, University
of Potsdam, Germany.
Awde N, Wambu O. 1999. Igbo-English/English-Igbo Dictionary & phrasebook. New York: Hippocrene
Books.
Brown CH, Witkowski SR. 1981. Figurative language in universalist perspective. American Ethnologist
8(3): 596—615. https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.1981.8.3.02a00110
Carrell P. 1970. A transformational grammar of Igbo. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Clark MM. 1990. The tonal system of Igbo. Dordrecht: Foris. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110869095
Déchaine R-M. 1993. Predicates across categories. PhD dissertation, University of Massachusetts,
Amherst, USA.
Dingemanse M. 2006. The body in Yoruba: a linguistic study. MA thesis, Leiden University, the
Netherlands. https://pure.mpg.de/rest/items/item_60271_7/component/file_60272/content
Echeruo MJC. 1998. Igbo-English Dictionary. Lagos: Longman.
Eke JG. 2001. Igbo-English Dictionary (Qkowa okwu). Enugu: New Generation Books.
Emenanjo EN. 1978. Elements of modern Igbo grammar: A descriptive approach. Ibadan: Oxford
University Press.
Emenanjo EN. 2015. A grammar of contemporary Igbo: Constituents, features and processes. Port
Harcourt: M & J Grand Orbit.
Enfield NJ. 2006a. Elicitation guide on parts of the body. Language Sciences 28(2-3): 148-157.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.003
Enfield NJ. 2006b. Lao body part terms. Language Sciences 28(2-3): 181-200. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.011
Enfield NJ, Majid A, van Staden M. 2006. Cross-linguistic categorisation of the body: Introduction.
Language Sciences 28(2-3): 137-147. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.001
Green MM, Igwe GE. 1963. A descriptive grammar of Igbo. London: Oxford University Press.
Heine B, Kuteva T. 2002. World Lexicon of Grammaticalization. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511613463



j 20 Amaechi and Nwosu

Hyman LM. 2011. The representation of tone. In: Oostendorp M, Ewen CJ, Hume E, Rice K
(eds), Blackwell Companion to Phonology, Vol Il. New York: Wiley-Blackwell. https:/doi.
0rg/10.1002/9781444335262.wbctp0045

Ihionu P. 1992. Verb compounding in Igbo: An overview. MIT Working Papers in Linguistics 17:
165-182.

Lord C. 1975. Igbo verb compounds and the lexicon. Studies in African Linguistics 6(1): 23-48.

Majid A. 2006. Body part categorisation in Punjabi. Language Sciences 28(2-3): 241-261. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.012

Manfredi V. 1991. Agbd and Ehugbd: Igbo linguistic consciousness, its origins and limits. PhD thesis,
Harvard University, Cambridge, USA.

Nwachukwu PA. 1983. Readings on the Igbo verb. Onitsha: Africana-FEP.

Nwachukwu PA. 1987. The argument structure of Igbo verbs. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Centre for
cognitive sciences, MIT, Lexicon project.

Nwachukwu PA. 1995. Tone in Igbo syntax. Nsukka: Igbo Language Association.

Nwoye OG. 1992. Body-based metaphors in Igbo. Journal of Asian and African Studies 44: 167-177.

Okoye AN, Mmadike Bl. 2016. Meaning and interpretation of Igbo body-parts based idioms.
International Journal of Arts and Humanities 5(3): 104—119. https://doi.org/10.4314/ijah.v5i3.9

Oli JM, Nwaozuzu GI, Mbah BM. 2013. English-Igbo Medical Dictionary. Enugu: University of Nigeria
Press.

Terrill A. 2006. Body part terms in Lavukaleve, a Papuan language of the Solomon Islands. Language
Sciences 28(2-3): 304-322. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.008

Swift LB, Ahaghotu A, Ugorji E. 1962. Igbo: Basic course. Washington DC: Foreign Service Institute,
Department of State.

Ugwu EB. 2014. ighd: Our mother language. Kent: Ezeogu Publication.

Uwalaka MAAN. 1988. The Igbo verb: A semantico-syntactic analysis. Wien: Beitrage zur Afrikanistik.

van Staden M. 2006. The body and its parts in Tidore, a Papuan language of eastern Indonesia.
Language Sciences 28(2-3): 323-343. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.013

Wegener C. 2006. Savosavo body-part terminology. Language Sciences 28(2-3): 344-359. https:/
doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.005

Welmers BF, Welmers WE. 1968. Igbo: A learner’s dictionary. Los Angeles: UCLA and the United
States Peace Corps.

Williamson K. 1972. Igbo-English dictionary. Based on the Qnjsha dialect. Benin City: Ethiope.

Williamson K. 1986. The Igbo associative and specific constructions. In: Bogers K, van der Hulst H,
Mous M (eds), The phonological representation of suprasegmentals. Dodrecht: Foris. pp. 195-208.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110866292-011

Received 10 February 2022; revised 08 August 2022; accepted 11 August 2022




