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RELIC NOUN-CLASS STRUCTURE IN LEGGBO

Larry M. Hyman and Imelda Udoh

1. Introduction”

In many West African Niger-Congo languages, historical noun class prefixes
undergo significant levelling and/or fusion with the noun stem. Starting from a
full set of singular-plural markers both on nouns and on agreeing elements, the
logical endpoint of such changes can be the total loss of noun classes, as has
happened some of the best-known Benue-Congo and Kwa languages, e.g., Akan,
Ewe, Yoruba, Igbo. Resistance to this tendency can be found in certain subgroups
in Nigeria, e.g., Upper Cross, where languages such as Mbembe (Barnwell
1969a,b), and Lokaa (Iwara 1982) have been reported to have full-fledged noun
class marking and concord systems. It 1s thus striking that closely related Leggbo
has lost all noun class agreement. Still, it is possible to identify a prefix-stem
structure on the basis of a number of arguments.

The purpose of this paper is to document relic noun-class structures in
Leggbo, an Upper Cross minority language. Leggbo is spoken by an estimated
60,000 Agbo people in two local government areas, recently named Abi and
Yakurr, in Cross River State. In §2 and §3 we demonstrate that although Leggbo
has lost the inherited noun class system, nouns must still be analyzed as
consisting of a prefix-stem structure. Sections §4 and §5 provide further evidence
from reduplication and compounding, respectively, and §6 illustrates relics of

" The present study is based on a field methods course held at the University of California,
Berkeley during the academic year 2001-02, with the second author serving as consultant.
Other work on Leggbo includes Spreda & Spreda (1966, 1969), Hyman et al. (2002), Hyman &
Udoh (2003, n.d.), Paster (in press). We are grateful to Jeff Good, Ahmadu Kawu, Julie Larson,
lan Maddieson, Heiko Narrog, Mary Paster, and Keith Sanders, for their input during the
course.
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carlier noun class agreement found on possessive pronouns. The conclusion is
that Leggbo represents an intermediate stage on the way to becoming like Yoruba
and Igbo.

2. Basic Noun Structure
Most nouns in Leggbo consist of a prefix and a stem, the latter consisting of one

or two (rarely more) syllables. Some 6% (35 out of 569) of the nouns collected
are prefixless including the following, the last three of which are borrowings:

sin ‘hair’ nandn ‘finger’

ddén ‘eye’ coCco ‘small frog (sp.)’
dze ‘crocodile’ ttettee  ‘grandfather’
dzd ‘snake’ kkakki  ‘pants’

kkwal ‘boat’ fufi ‘fufu’

vvim ‘thing’ bileédi  ‘bread’

Many of the bisyllabic and longer prefixless nouns are reduplications; cf. also
kkpakkpa ‘groundnuts’, kkwakkwa ‘locust tree’, ghonghon ‘can, tin’, koolikooli
‘flower’. Others may be historical compounds whose parts can no longer be
identified, or they may be borrowings, e.g., jdkpu ‘cassava’, tdlatélo ‘mumps’.

A noun prefix may have the shape CV- or V-, or it may consist of a
homorganic (syllabic) nasal N-. Leggbo distinguishes the following prefixes.

li- i- N-  [m-, n-, 1]
le- (~ le-) e- (~e-)

gi- a-

ge- (~ ge-)

The vowels in the prefixes are limited to /V/, /e/ and /a/, round vowels being
prqhibited. Prefixal /e/ harmonizes to [e] when followed by /i/, /e/, u/ or /o/ ini the
root, e.g., /&sal ‘tooth’, lébeél ‘beard’. While the /I/ of /i- and le- is stable, prefixal
/g/ may optionally be lenited to a continuant [y] or be dropped entirely, e.g.,
givala ~ ivdla ‘guilt’, gébo ~ £ho ‘arm, hand’. Finally, note that of the 566
prefixed nouns entered into the lexicon, 371 carry L tone, while 187 carry M tone.
This leaves only the following 8 nouns with H tone prefixes:
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liddaddil ‘rejoicing’ akkpan ‘plate’

lidzil ‘food’ likpaal ‘community’
ikilibi ‘cowry’ anala  ‘garden egg’
¢kko ‘vegetable (sp.)’ gwawaé ‘child-like’

The first two are nominalizations (cf. ddaddi ‘rejoice’, dzi ‘eat’), while others
may be borrowings. Each of the Leggbo prefix shapes is illustrated below.

li- :  litdl ‘ear’, livol ‘belly’, lidegl ‘name’, linyumil ‘thorn’

le- : lebal ‘axe’, lezanal ‘river’, lettol ‘head’, Iébel ‘beard’

gi- :  gitdd ‘witchcraft’, givala ‘guilt’, gittu ‘life’, gibaa ‘marriage’
ge- :  gebo ‘arm, hand’, géve ‘foot’, gétti ‘tree’, géku ‘hoe’

i- :  iwa ‘spirit’, iza ‘gourd’, itdbo ‘monkey’, izddm ‘knife’

g- : &ndn ‘person’, eteem ‘meat, animal’, ¢bbi ‘goat’, énuy ‘salt’
a- . azi ‘blood’, asi ‘water’, anaan ‘oil’, aggba ‘chin’, aji ‘feast’

N- : mbom ‘cheek’, hzun ‘nose’, finydn ‘maggot’, nko ‘nut’

As seen in the following examples, indigenous Leggbo personal names also begin
with these prefixes:

li- : liddaddil (m./f.) (*happiness’)

le- :  1etddndl (m./f) (‘praise’)

gi- = gitta (m./f) (‘life’)

ge- ?

i- 1 icgji (f), ikkd (m.), icca (m.)

g- . elémi (m.), tkama (f) (< ¢k aman ‘our mother’), ekpaa (m.), ebia
(f), énni (m./f))

a- : amdn (m.), adiaaha (1)), aggbdmi (m.)

N- :  ntdmo (f), pkaanu (m./f)

Any other initial vowel indicates that a name has been borrowed from another
language, e.g., from Efik: okén (m.), uda (m.), odudu (m.).

The above prefixes are frozen relics of a former noun class system which
conditioned full agreement—and which can be observed in nearby Upper Cross
languages such as Lokaa (Iwara 1982) and Mbembe (Barnwell 1969a,b). In some
cases these prefixes suggest a former grouping of nouns by semantic features:

First, we have found approximately 20 nouns denoting human beings with
prefix &- in the singular and a- in the plural (almost all of them with L tone):
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£bdbdno ‘native doctor’ pl.
écecena ‘guest, stranger’ pl.
edum ‘husband’ pl.
egho ‘Leggbo person”  pl.
£gdgdmo ‘fool’ pl.
ckaala ‘European’ pl.
tkka ‘mother’ pl.
ekkakkaya  ‘carpenter’ pl.
ella ‘servant, maid’ pl.
&nne “in-law’ pl.
gtataano ‘sorcerer, wizard”  pl.
gtatama ‘s.0. of Adadama’ pl.
EtEteta ‘blacksmith’ pl.
etetela ‘madman’ pl.
gtte “father’ pl.
etulukpa ‘senior’ pl.
gvaal ‘chief’ pl.
eveve ‘thief” pl.
evoli ‘servant, Igbo’ pl.
evvia ‘poor person’ pl.
eyo0 “friend’ pl.

absbdno

acecena (cf. cce ‘expect’)
adum

aghé

agdegdmo

akaala

akka

akkakkaya (cf. kka ‘carve’)
alla

anne

atatdano

atatama

ateteea (cf. teee ‘burn’)
atetela

atte

atulukpa

avaal

aveve

avoli

avvia

ayoo

As seen, some of these nouns are agentives derived from verbs. However, most

agentives in Leggbo are phrasal in natural:

endn (ake) neé ttui ategmi
pl. andn (dke) bana ttui ateg¢mi

endn (Ake) net waal gedi  ‘tapper’
pl. andn (dke) bana waal gédi

endn (dke) € nneni vvdm  ‘owner’
pl. andn (ake) ba nneni vvdm

‘farmer’

person (who) cultivates farm
person (who) taps palm tree

person (who) has/owns something

Qthers are formed by compounding or use of the associative constructid'n,, e.Z,
éndn likwé-kol “hunter’ (person of hunting), or by nominalizing the verb with &
followed by an object. They do not take a plural in a-.
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ettii ategmi  ‘farmer’ (cultivator + farm)
Stu gézu ‘dancer’ (dancer + dance)
ckkpd etto ‘house-builder’ (builder + house)

o addition to ‘husband’, ‘mother’, ‘father’, and ‘in-law’, a small set of other
“uman terms involve a change of initial consonant in singular vs. plural forms:

gwano ‘woman’ pl. bano
wadum ‘man’ pl. badum
wag “‘child’ pl. beg
wikka ‘sibling’ pl. bakka

To these we can add aggwééyé ‘wife’ (pl. abbééye) which both has a prefix and
nas undergone initial consonant change to form its plural. Several other kinship
erms are derived by means of the above four nouns, e.g., waé a ggwano
‘daughter’, waé a wadum ‘son’, wdkka a gewano ‘sister’, wakka a wadum
‘brother’, waawda ‘grandchild’ (pl. 5286 a waa). Very few human nouns occur
with other prefixes, e.g., ikku ‘family, relatives’, mkpaldwa ‘boy, young man’ (<
tfik), gituntu(wé) ‘baby’, ivaa ‘grandmother, old woman’. The prefixless
nickname #ette ‘grandfather’ is derived from &ste ‘father’ via reduplication.

Except for é-bbi ‘goat’ (pl. a-bbi), non-human nouns taking either & or a-
prefixes do not show a difference in sg/pl forms, e.g., &kdmi ‘cotton tree(s)’,
e-yim ‘onion(s)’, &tfo ‘house(s)’. This includes the rather sizeable number of
(mostly L tone) nouns denoting animals:

écin ‘porcupine’ gvaam ‘cow’

ekilikili ~ “weaver bird’ evom ‘tsetse fly’
ekkwd “snail’ evi ‘monkey (sp.)’
enyi ‘elephant’ gvva ‘dog’

gppa ‘hawk’ gewdwdn  ‘hippopotamus’
ESE ‘tiger’ gya ‘shrimp’
Ettama  ‘guineafowl’ eyl ‘antelope (sp.)’
gteen ‘animal, meat’ £ZEEM ‘python’
etuwan  ‘bushcow’ ezl “bushpig’

Several animal names consist of compounds, genitive constructions, or full
sentences: é&vaa lik33l ‘rabbit’ (cf. évaam ‘cow’, likool ‘bush’), svva-kko ‘hyena’
(cf. évva ‘dog’, kko ‘lack’), évaa esu emma ‘puff adder’ (*he who is able to peck



