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(10) �g�b�~�f�J� 

'run away, escape' 

has the components �g�b�~� 'run' and fJ 'be lost', and, in a sentence like 

(11), 6 'he' is the understood subject of both components of the compound. 

he run-away-'rNS 

'He escaped.' 

Other compounds with this same-subject interpretation include (12)-(16). 
In sentences with these compounds, both components of the compound share 

the same understood subject. 

(12) �g�~�f�~� 
'go across, go past' 

(13) tfgb6 
'beat to death' 

(14 ) �b�6�1�~� 
'carry home' 

(15) �g�b�~�b�a� 
'run into' 

(16) �g�b�~�p�~� 
'run out from' 

�g�~� 
'go' 

tf 
'hit, beat' 

b6 
'carry , 

�g�b�~� 
'run' 

�g�b�~� 
'run' 

�f�~� 
'cross, pass over' 

gb6 
'kill' 

�I�~� 
'go home' 

ba 
'enter' 

pu 
'exit' 

For same-subject compounds like these, a statement like condition (ii) 

of (5) is inappropriate; an alternataive condition like '1=6' would be 

required to allow for the identity of the subjects of Sl and S2' 

But even with this alternative, a transformational generalization is 

not always possible because of the unpredictable behavior of many compounds. 

For example, the compound (12) gafe 'go across, go past' occurs in (17); 

its components �g�~� 'go' and fa 'cross, pass' appear in (lEl) and (19), 

respectively. 

(17) 

(18) 

61d �~�k�w�6�k�w�6� 
�~� 

he go-past-TNS school 

'He went past the school.' 

6 ·gara 610 �~�k�w�6�k�w�6� 
�~� 

he go-TNS school 

'He went to the school.' 



(19) *6 610 ~kw6kw6 
~ 

he pass-TNS school 

'He passed the school.' 
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A multi-sentential source for (17) would presumably include (18) and (19), 

but (19) is not an acceptable Igbo sentence. The v~rb fa 'cross, pass' 

can take as ob,jects words glossed as 'bridge', 'boundary', 'us', hut not 

'school'. Yet the compound g~fe 'go across, go past' can take 'school' 

as an Object. This difference in selectional restrictions (i.e., differ

ence in meaninr:) between fa as an independent verb and fa as a compo

nent of a compound appears to be idiosyncratic. 

Similar selectional irregularities are encountered when we attempt 

to use a generalization like (5) to derive (8) tfw~ 'shatter (tr.)', 

with components tf 'hit, beat' and w~ 'split open'. If we give the 

compound verb in (20) a same-subject interpretation. we find that the 

plausible underlying sentences, (21) and (22). are not well-formed in 

Igbo. 

(20) 6 t Iwad 

he shat ter-'fNS plate the 

'He shattered the plate.' 

(2l) *'16 t I rt 

he hit-TNS plate the 

'He hit the plate.' 

he split-open-TNS plate the 

'He broke the plate.' 

A sentence like (21) is odd in Igbo. The verb tf 'hit. beat' can be 

used in sentences glossed literally as 'He hit the man a blow' or 'He hit 

his hand on the chair.' but (21) is semantically odd in a way that (20) 

is not; anyone might shatter a plate, but only a lunatic would try to beat 

a plate. Thus 'plate' can not serve as the object of the independent verb 

tf, but it can serve as the object of a compound having tf as a com

ponent. This fact reflects a meaning difference between tf as an inde

pendent verb and tf in combination with another verb in a compound. 
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In sentence (22) the noun ~t~r~ 'plate' as an object is unacceptable. 

'rhe verb wa 'split open' can be transitive in some environments, but not 

with ~t~r~ 'plate' as an object. The situation is improved somewhat if 

we give the compound a causative interpretation (i.e., interpret it as meet

ing condition (ii) as stated in (5»; the second underlying sentence would 

then be (23) instead of (22). 

plate the split-open-TNS 

'The plate broke. ' 

But (21) is still not acceptable as a partial source for (20). Meaning 

differences such as these appear to be idiosyncratic and unpredictable, 

making transformational generalizations difficult to maintain. 

The structural description in (5) was given as 81 CONJ S2; this con

figuration does not occur as a surface structure in Igbo. 'fhere is a 

"consecutive" construction, however, in which the verb of the first sen

tence sets the tense, and the verb of the second sentence takes a vowel 

prefix and suffix of predictable quality and tone. For example, the con

secutive construction corresponding to (24) and (25) is (26). 

(24) 

(25) 

(26) 

6 tid nw6k~ ~hy 9kp~ 

he hit-TNS man that blow 

'He hit that man. , 

6 gbJrJ nw6k~ ~hy 

he kill-'l'N8 man that 

'He killed that man. , 

6 t irt nw6k~ ~hy 9kp9, gbM 
, 

ya 

he hit-TNS man that blow kill-CON SEC him 

'He hit that man and killed him.' (He could have killed him by 
some means other than hitting.) 

The sentence with a compound corresponding to (24) and (25) is (27). 

nw6k~ ~h~ 

he beat-fatally-TNS man that 

'He beat that man to death.' 
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It might be suggested that the consecutive construction (26) could serve 

as a synchronic source for the compound in (27). However, (26) and (27) 

differ considerably in meaning. The consecutive construction "expresses 

an action following another action in sequence, or an action independent 

of another act ion" [~/elmers and Helmers 19bOb: 139 J • In contrast, the com

ponents in a compound verb do not express actions independent of each other. 

The compound indicates an event; the first component refers to an action, 

,mn the second component refers to the goal or result of that action. 

In sentence (27), with a compound verb, the man's being killed was 

a direct result of his being hit; in (26), with a consecutive construction, 

the man's death was not necessarily a result of his being hit. Thus any 

transformational statement deriving (27) from (26) would involve a signifi

cant change in meaning. Deriving (27) from (24) and (25) by means of a 

transformational statement like (5) would involve a similar meaning change, 

unless the abstract entity CONJ were given semantic content like 'and as a 

direct result'. 
4 

An English speaker, hearing a sentence like 'He hit the man and killed 

him,' might ordinarily assume that the man's being killed was a result of 

his being hit; however, it should be noted that the use of a coordinate 

structure with 'and' by no means requires such an assumption on the part 

of the hearer; the killing could have been carried out by other means. 

Similarly, an Igbo speaker hearing the consecutive construction in (26) 

might assume an action-result connection between the hitting and the kill-

ing, but the use of this construction does not re9.uire an action-result 

interpretation. Such an interpretation on the part of the hearer might 

be a plausible inference in a given context; however, possible inferences 

should be differentiated from actual meaning inherent in a grammatical 

4When a speaker intends no action-result message for a consecutive con
struction like (26), to ensure that the listener does not make the wrong in
ference, the speaker may separate the two clauses with another verb, ~s!, 
literally 'finish', in the consecutive form translated as 'and then'. For 
example, 

(i) 6t trl nw6k~ ~h~ 9kp~, m~s!~ gb6~ yc\ 

he hit-TNS man that blow finish-CONSEC kill-CONSEC him 
'He hit that man, and then killed him.' 
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construction. An Igbo verb compound, as in (27), requires an action-result 

interpretation; a consecutive construction, as in (26), does not. 

It is doubtful that transformational derivations should be employed 

when they involve such a degree of meaning change. Furthermore, for some 

compounds there are no corresponding consecutive constructions. That is, 

corresponding to the compound verb in (17) (repeated here) we might expect 

a consecutive construction like that in (28), but (28) is unacceptable in 

19bo. 

(17 ) ~ gafere 610 ~kw6kw6 
~ 

he go-past-TNS school 

'He went past the school. , 

(28) ~ g(k~ Jig ~~W~kW~, fe6 
, 

ya 

he go-TNS school pass-CONSEC it 

,'He went to the school and passed it. 
, 

We are unable to justify, then, a transformational derivation of verb 

compounds from a multi-sentential source or from the consecutive construc

tion in 19bo. 

3. Deriving verb-suffix compounds transformationally 

In the compounds discussed so far, both components occur elsewhere as 

independent verbs. However, there are also polysyllabic verbs in which 

the second component does not occur elsewhere as an independent verb. 

These verb-suffix compounds behave like the verb-verb compounds, and the 

occurrence of most suffixes is extensive enough so that a meaning and in

herent tone can be assigned. 'l'hese suffixes are described by Ward [1936], 
Green [1964], and Welmers [1970], among others. For a number of suffixes 

there are homophonous verbs, or phonologically similar verbs, with related 

meanings. This situation poses a problem for the Igbo dictionary-maker. 

For example, Williamson [1972] notes that in some cases there is great 

difficulty in determining whether a particular element is a verb or a 

suffix. For example, she lists the suffix -k~ 'apart, asunder', but 

notes that it is probably better re~arded as a specialized meaning of the 

verb k~ 'be torn'. From their form and behavior we can infer that Many, 

if not all, of these suffixes have evolved from verbs historically. 
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Like verb-verb compounds, the verb-suffix compounds occur with causative 

and same-subject interpretations. For example, causative verb-suffix com

pounds include (29)-(33). 

(29) bek~ be -k~ 
'cut up' 'cut' 'apart' 

(30) sek~ se -k~ 
'tear by pulling' 'pull' 'apart' 

(31) t~k~ t~ -k~ 
'spoil by biting' 'bite' 'apart' 

(32 ) rfd rf -c~ 
'eat up' 'eat' 'be finished' 

(33) t f I ~ tf -I~ 
'bruise' 'hit' 'be spoiled' 

The suffix -c~ 'be finished' in (32) i.s homophonous with the verb 

c~ 'be ripe, be reddish or light-colored'. 'rhe verb and suffix are re

lated semantically; a ripe fruit is in some sense completed or finished. 

But here the meaning relationship between suffix and homophonous verb is 

not as direct as in the case of the suffix -k6 'apart, asunder' and the 

verb k~ 'be torn'. 

The suffix -I~ 'be spOiled' occurs in (33). There is a seMantically 

similar verb I~ 'be faulty, be defective', but the suffix and verb are 

not completely homophonous since the suffix is low tone and the verb is 

high tone. For many suffixes there is no phonologically similar verb with 

relatable meaning. 

Verb-suffix compounds with same-subject interpretation include (34)-(36). 

(34) n<}s! n<} -5 ! 
'finish staying' 'be at (a place)' 'finish' 

(35 ) ft~l~d f~ -I~r! 
'fly ~way from' 'fly' 'away from' 

(36 ) kw6gfd~ kw6 -grd~ 
'speak against' 'speak ' 'against' 

Some suffixes are disyllabic, as illustrated by (35) and (36). Williamson 

[1972) lists these as disyllabic suffixes, but the history of the suffix 

-gfd~ 'against' in (36) is suggested by the Onitsha dialect form -jfd~, 

the verbs jt 'hold' and d~ 'put, place', and the compound jrd~ 'hold, 

grasp' • 
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f·10st suffixes appear to be attachable to just about any verb, as lonp: 

as tlle resultine meaninG combination makes sense. 'I'his dep;ree of producti

vity, plus predictability of meaninr: of the resulting compound, mip:ht sup;

gest that a transforr'l8.tiona.l derivation fron a bi-sentential source as oul

lined in (») would be appropriate. however, deriving, say, (32) rfc~ 

'eat up', in (3"(), according to (5). would require as input (38) and (39). 

(37) 6 rlcckcl 6nere ~h~ 
he eat-up-TIW banana that 

'He ate up that banana. , 
(38) 6 rid 6nere ~h~ 

he eat-'l'NS banana that 
'lIe ate that banana. , 

(39) 6nere ~h~ cdrd 
banana that be-ripe-'i'NS 

"I'hat banana is ripe.' 

But the meaninv of -c~ as a suffix is 'be completed, be finished'; it 

does not occur as an independent verb with this neaninr,. The meaninr; of 

cc1 as an indenendent verb is 'be ripe'. Derivi.ng a verll-suffix comnound 

transformationally ,mulct re'luire us to set UTl an uncterl:'inr' sentence "Iith 

a suffix instead of a verb; since Sllch sentences never occur, that der;ree 

of abstracti.on would be difficult to justif:r. Verb-snffix connouml::; narallel 

verb-verb com!'ounds (as noted above, the dist inct ion bet1feen vp.rns and suffix

es i.s not a snarp one). Formation of hoth t:'nes of compound should be 

accounted for in the same component of the r;rar'lI'lar. 1.'herefore, the imTllaus

ibility of derivinG verb-suffix compounds transformationall:r constitutes 

one more arr;ument against deri vinp; verb-verb compounds trans format ionall)'. 

To sllIluilarize at this point: the meaninr- of a verb-verb comnollnd ma~r 

differ from the combined meanings of its components; this may result in 

different selectional restrictions on ob,jects. A sentence with a verb

verb compound requires an action-result interpretation for the subparts 

of the event represented by the components, and in this respect it differs 

from the consecutive construction and from two simplex sentences in .iux

taposition. 'rile meaninf, di screpancies argue against a transformational 

derivation. Verb-suffix compounds do not lend themselves to transforma

tional derivatioll; the:r are similar to ·"erb-verb compounds and have 
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probably evolved from them historically. 

A few related facts deserve mention. Further meaning differences some

times result in different strict subcategorization frames for compounds 

and their components. Sometimes the strict subcategorization and selection

al features of the component verbs are retained in the compound. For ex

ample, the verb Iy 'fight' requires an object noun like <?9Y 'fi~ht' 

or ~9h~ 'battle'. The verb so 'follow, accompany' takes an object 

noun, for example, any! 'us'. When these two verbs form a compound, 

both obligatorily retain their objects, as in (40). 

(40) h~ I~soro any! 
they fight-agains-THS us 
'They fought against us.' 

Corresponding to Central 19bo Iy 'fight' is the Onitsha dialect verb 

ny 'fight'. \'illiamson [1972) lists the Onitsha compound nyso 'fight 

against' in three ways--as taking <}gy 'fight', or ~gh~ 'battle', or 

neither (the objectless form may be a dialect variant, or even an option 

within an idiolect). Welmers and Welmers [ly68a) list the verb Iy 
'fight' and the compound Iys! 'fight against' as requiring the object 

noun 99~ 'fight', but they list the compounds Iygtde 'fight against' 

and lygb6 'defeat in a fight' without it, as in (41) and (42). 

(41) any! I~grdlke ha 
we fir,h t-against -TN5 them 
'We fought against them. , 

(42) ok6ye I~gburu ya 
defeat-in-a-fight -TIlS him 

'Okoye beat him. , 

One informant regards (42) as a marginal usage. 'i'he verb I ~ 'fight' 

always requires an object when it occurs independently; it does not always 

require an object when it occurs as part of a compound. Historically, 

it is possible that the objectless versions represent examples of seman

tic incorporation where the compound verb has acquired the meaning of the 

Object. The verb I~ 'fight' occurring independently has not participat

ed in this semantic incorporation, and this semantic and syntactic non

equivalence argues further against a transformational derivation. 
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The verb I~ 'fight' is not an exception in this respect. For example 

the verb tf 'hit' requires two objects when it occurs alone as in (24) 
or in a consecutive construct ion as in (26), but not when it occurs in 

a compound as in (27) or (20). Another example, the transitive verb 

gb~, has the basic meaning 'participate in'. It occurs in combination 

with many different objects. When it occurs with the object noun ~5~ 

'race, speed', it is translated as 'run'. When it occurs with the object 

noun 6gb~ 'gun' or ~t~ 'bow', it is translated as 'shoot'. Thus, we 

find: 

(43) ~ gb~r~ c?s~ 
he run-TNS race 
'He ran. , 

(44) 6 gbara 6nyr y~ egbe n'agh~~ 
he shoot-TNS friend his gun accidentally 
'He shot at his friend by accident.' 

(45) *6 gbara 
he participate-in-TNS 

The verb gb~ occurs in compounds like 

(10) gb~fu 
'run away' 

and 

(46) gb~gb6 
'shoot fatally' (literally, 'shoot-kill') 

but in these compounds it does not take the noun objects required above; 

we find: 

(11) 6 gbafuru 
he run-away-TNS 
'He escaped.' 

(47) *6 gbafuru 056 
he run-away-TI~S race 

(48) ~ gbagburu 6nyl y' n'agh~~ 
he shoot-fatally-TNS friend his accidentally 
'He fatally shot his friend by accident.' 

The meaning of a compound is not altoeether predictable. As these 

examples illustrate, the strict 5ubcategorization frame of a compound 

does not always correspond to those of its components. A sentence 
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containing a verb compound lacks equivalence, at several levels, with sen

tences containing the compound's component verbs. Derivation by trans

formational rule is not a viable option. 

4. Accounting for Compounds Within the Lexicon 

Since Igbo verb compounds are not regular enough for a transformation

al derivation, they will presumably have to be listed individually in the 

lexicon. but to merely list each verb compound separately in the lexicon, 

and stop there, would be to ignore the obvious mor1)holo~ical and semantic/ 

syntactic similarities between a compound and its component verbs; also, 

the special action-result relationship between the components would go 

unrecognized. How might these facts be accounted for within the lexicon? 

If we apply a proposal by Halle [1973] to the facts of Igbo, the 

grammar would contain a list of verbs and suffixes; a rule of word for

mation would produce all potential compounds of the language. Then a 

"special filter" would add idiosyncratic information such as unpredictabl e 

meaning for a given compound. If the lexicon contains a list of CV verbs 

and suffixes, the morpholor:ical shape of most compounds can be derived 

by simple compound-forming rules. To a certain extent, the semantic/ 

syntactic properties of the resultinr; compounds can be predicted from a 

knowledge of the components plus a knowledge of the rules combininr; them. 

But Halle's proposal is difficult to evaluate, because his sketch does 

not spell out just what kinds of information the combining rule mayor 

may not contain, or the nature of the mechanisms inside the filter. 

Adding a new component to the grammar is a rather large step, particularly 

when other components of the grammar are capable of fulfilling the func

tions of such a filter. 

Under the general approach proposed by Starosta [1971a, 1971b) and 

Thompson [1973,1974], completely productive word-formation processes 

would be represented by lexical derivation rules. But it appears that 

many such rules make use of much the same sort of information as "trans

formational" rules, and the basis for distinguishing between a transfor

mational and a lexical process is not always clear. Compounds with meaning 

idiosyncrasies would be listed separately in the lexicon, and similar items 
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would be related through lexical redundancy rules. The form and meaning 

of Igbo compounds is to a large extent predictable, and the action-result 

meaning is always present. The process appears to be productive; new words 

can be formed according to the basic model. 5 We can, following Thompson's 

formulation, write simple combinatory rules saying that a verb can be com

bined with a verb (V) or with a suffix (8) to produce a resultative verb 

compound (RV). 

(49) V + V -~ [V-V)RV 

(50) V + S -~ [v-~)RV 

'rile RV label on the compound indicates the fact that the second component 

represents the goal or result of the first component. As noted in section 

1, the first component can be just about any action verb, and the second 

component can represent a state or an action; this is an unsurprising 

consequence of the meaning relationship between the two components. Also, 

as pointed out to me by Larry Hyman [personal communication], the fact 

that an affix can be the second component but not the first component 

is what one would expect, given the meaning relationship: the second 

component represents the result, which is semantically secondary to the 

action represented by the first component. Or, put another way, the ele

ment that was less significant semantically became relegated to affix 

status morphologically. 

The actual verbs and suffixes which can join to form compounds accord

ing to the combinatory processes (49) and (50) are otherwise limited only 

by the possible lack of a situation in the speaker's intellectual or cultural 

experience that would be appropriate to the meaning of the compound. We 

could add generalizations to (49) and (50). For example, a compound made 

5 It appears that the only compounds that don't occur are ones that 
don't make sense in terms of the language-user's experience. However. a 
few suffixes appear to have quite limited distributions, and it is diffi
cult to determine whether this is due to highly restricted meaning. It 
is possible that some of these have become non-productive suffixes (cf. 
-th in English warmth); in this case, the word would be a frozen form. 
The suffix would no longer be listed in the lexicon, and the words with 
the suffix would each have separate lexical listings. 
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up of an action verb followed by a s"tative verb (or suffix) tends to have 

a causative interpretation (as in (1), (1..i)-(9), and (29)-(33)) where the 

same referent is the object of the first component and also the subJect 

of the second component. But exceptions to this f;eneralization occur (for 

example, (10)). Another possible generalization is that a compound com

prised of two action verbs tends to have a same-subject interpretation 

(as in (12)-(16), and (46)); but not all same-subject compounds have action 

verbs (for example, (34)). It is debatable whether such near-generali

zations should be built into combinatory rules like (49) and (50) in a 

synchronic account, although they probably reflect the orir,inal principles 

of compound-formation historically. The speaker, r,iven the meaninr,s of 

the components and the combinatory rules, probably perceives relations 

like these through inference based on his understanding of the world he 

lives in. 

Accordinr: to Thompson [1973J, compound verbs in Handarin Chinese are 

made up of two parts, the first indicating an action and the second the 

result of that action. The first component is a verb, and the second com

ponent can be a verb or a suffix. Thus, l'landarin verb compounds closely 

parallel Igbo verb compounds in both form and meaning. In stating com

binatory rules for productive formation of resultative verb compounds in 

~1andarin, Thompson [1914J labels the components as, for example, "action", 

"state", "motion", "direction", and does not explicitly spec ify the action

result meaning relationship. Although Handarin and Igbo compounds are 

alike in that the second component is understood as being the direct re

sult of the first, she claims that this is not something which is speci

fied by the grammar; rather, it is inferred by the language-user on the 

basis of his understanding of causes and results in the world he lives in. 

I would argue that the specification of the action-result relationship 

is a necessary part of the meaning of the compound and is not merely an 

inference based on the speaker's experience. A comparison of the meaning 

of serial verb constructions in other Kwa languages and Mandarin provides 

an interesting perspective. Within the Kwa grouping, serial verb con

structions are found in many languages but not in Igbo. The action-result 

meanings expressed by verbs in compounds in Igbo are expressed by verbs 
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in serial verb constructions in other Kwa languages--for example, Yoruba. 

In Handarin we find serial verb constructions in addition to verb com-

pounds. However, serial verb constructions in a language like Yoruba 

require an action-result interpretation, while in ~andarin the interpre

tation of serial verb constructions is not specified; in l~andarin they are 

used in a range of contexts, and possible inferences include consecutive 

actions, simultaneous actions, alternating actions, or purposive action. 6 

In this respect the l-Iandarin serial verb construction differs from its 

Kwa counterpart. 'j'he action-result interpretation of serial verb con

structions in Yoruba must be stated as a part of the grammar, as it must 

for resultative verb compounds in Igbo and Handarin. In comparing the 

three languages, we note that Igbo uses verb compounds for action-result 

meaning, and consecutive constructions for unspecified meaning relation

ships; Yoruba uses serial verb constructions for action-result meaning, 

and so-called coordinate (sl) constructions for unspecified meaning re

lationships; Mandarin uses verb compounds for action-result meaning, and 

serial verb constructions for unspecified meaning relationships. This 

is summarized in chart (51).7 

19bo 

Yoruba 

;·Iandarin 
Cidnese 

A 

action-result inter
pretation required 

verb compounds 

serial verb 
constructions 

verb compoundG 

B 

interpretation left to 
praf~atic inference 

consecutive constructions 

coordinate constructions 

serial veru constructions 

GTne requirement of all action-result interpretation for serial verb 
constructions in Yoruba is discussed in Lord [lY74J; the meaning of serial 
verb constructions in Mandarin is discussed in Li and Thomnson [1973). 

7Yoruba serial verb constructions have same-subject as well as caus
ati ve readinp;s, as described in Lord [1974J. dotil readinr,s occur for 
all the structures listed in chart (51), except that in i·landarin the 
causative readinl'; for serial verb constructions bas becoMe archaic, 
according to Li and TrlOmTlson [1974 J • 
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As chart ()l) illustrates, an action-result interpretation is of course 

by no means universally associated with a given syntactic configuration. 

For all three lanr;urwes, the grammar l!1ust state this relationship for the 

constructions in column (A)./l 

vIe can read (51) as reflectill&l the fact that it is unliJ:ely that a 

languar;e will maintain two different syntactic combinations of verbs un

less the semantic interpretations associated with each s~mtactic structure 

are different. Ur, from another point of view, 'Ie can say that cOr:lpoumis 

may have developed and flourished in Nand.trin in part uec1l.use of the need 

to express exnlic i t action-result relationships, in contrast t.o the !'lore 

general (and ambiguous) meaning relationships expressed by serial verb 

constructions (Li anl! Thompson [1974] discuss other factors). Comparinr, 

.8Elsewhere, Li and Thompson [1974] define causative verb compounds as 
a sub-class of resultative verb compounds, thus excluding those resulta
tive verb compounds like verb-'finish'in which the meaninp, is not clearly 
causative . .but a,mong the large nwnber of forms cited in Thompson [1973], 
there are only a hanliful for which the action-result interpretation does 
not seem to fit well. Tllese contain suffixes with modality meaninp.:s like 
'continue to', 'can', 'succeed in', 'afford to', 'come to', and 'finish'. 
Suffixes with similar meanings occur in compounds in Igbo, and their mean
ings are not altogether incompatible with the action-result relationship 
between the components of other verb cOlJ.pounds. for example, the suffix 
-c~ 'be completed' can be glossed as (a) or (u): 

(i) 6 dcJd 6nere 6ny 
he eat-finish-TNS banana that 

a. 'He ate up that banana', Le., 'lie ate that banana, with the 
result that the banana is finished.' 

b. 'he finisned eating that banana'. i.e., 'He ate that banana, 
with the result that his banana-eating is finished.' 

The compound r (c~ 'eat up' was formed according to the p,enerali zation 
expressed in rule (50). The sentence can be translated as (a), and from 
this readine it takes only a sliv,ht semantic shift to get the reading 
(b). In most real-life situations, the need for a distinction between 
readings (a) and (b) is not cn.:.cial. It may well be that the historical 
development of modality interpretation for -ciS 'be completed' occurred 
in just this way, orir;inating with (a) and gradually shiftinll; to (b) 
(rather than necessarily developing as a verb with an embedded sentence 
complerlent). Viewed from this perspective, the compounds with modality 
meanings are essentially causative as well as resul tati ve, but have under
gone 0. nlight semantic nilift. 
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colwnns (A) and (il) in ()l) suggests a similar "reason" for lp;bo verb 

compounds and Yoruba serial verb constructions. There is no evidence to 

sunport the view that Igbo verb compounds developeu historically from 

consecutive constructions. as a result of transformation-like movements 

of elements in sentences. Rather, it is likely that they developed in 

addition to consecutive constructions. to share the "semantic space" and 

meet the need for a construction to denote action-result relationships. 

Combinatory rules I ike (49) and (70) make only modent clail:1s. But, 

importantly. they do proville for the formation of comnounds composed of 

more than one component. }o'or example, the verbs gb6 'cut' and j f 

'snap off' are combinetl according to (49) to produce the compound. ~b6jr 

'cut down'. 'l'his new compound is a lexical unit, a verb which can :.tself 

participate in the formation of-new words according to (49) and (50). 

For example, the verb 'lb6jf 'cut down' can combine with the nuffix 

-c~ 'be finished' accortling to (50) to produce ~lbGjrd 'cut down com

pletely, finish reIUn!",'. ':'lIe verb dA 'fall' plus the suffix -I~rr 

'away from' produces the compound dAI~rr 'fall away from' accordinr; to 

()U), and this verb in turn plus the verb k~ 'exceed' produces dal~rrk~ 

'fallout of grasp' according to (49). In this way a compound produced 

l.Jy rule (49) or (50) can participate ap;ain an a verb in the formation 

of a new compound accordin[~ to (49) or (50). Verb compotmds of four and 

five components do exist, but they do not occur frequently. 

Rules like (4y) ami ()O j represent how compounds are interureted by 

the languar,e-user. 'i'he hearer understands a compound in terms of compo

nents in an action-result rel'l.tionship. 'l'he rul.es reflect the hearer's 

ability to correctly int'~rpret a compound that he has not heard before. 

as long as he is familia.r ' .. i th the components. For example, if the hearer 

is familiar with the meaninp;s of (,2)_(511), he will probabl~' interpret 

(!))) correctly. 

()2) n6 n6tu 
'push' , pusi. down' 

(5) ) we wetu 
'take' 'brinl~ down' 

( ~i, ) 
, 

cu 
'pursue' 
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(55) c~tJ 
'drive down' 

Also, if he is familiar with ()2)-(54) but has not heard (55), it is not 

surprising that he produces it in an appropriate context. The speaker's 

production of (55) as a novel (for him) utterance illustrates rule (50) 

as a generalization about word formation; his understanding of (55) illus

trates rule (50) as a generalization about word interpretation. 

5. Providing Lexical Entries for Compounds 

For some compounds the full meaning of the word is not apparent, even 

if the hearer is familiar with the individual components and the nature 

of the action-result relationship underlying compounds as represented in 
, 

(49) and (50). For example, given the verb components ka 'say' and sa 

'answer', along with rule (49), the meaning of the compound 

( 56) kasa 
'complain to' 

is not fully predictable. :limilar instances are ()7) -( bl), in which the 

meaning of the compound involves slightly more than the combined meaning 

of the individual components. 

(57) kas~ ka s~ 
, spread in format ion, 'say' 'spread open' 
rumors' 

(58) cefJ 
, 

fJ ce 
'forget' 'think' 'be lost' 

(59) c6t~ c~ -t~ 
'find' 'look for' 'in direction 

of speaker' 

(60) ~gbu m~ gbu 
'oppress' 'do, may.e' 'cut, kill' 

(61) g~hu q~ hu 
'go again, go bacL' 'go' 'bend' 

(Examples (56) to (61) are from Igwe and Green (1970).) 

Some compounds take on more pronounced idiomatic meanings, such as (62)-(65). 

(62) I . I zu <1 bU Z~9DU 

'cheat in marketing' 'buy' 'cut, kill' 

(63) sogb6 so ~lbu 
'harass, persecute; 'follow' 'cut, kill' 
worry ( intr. ) , 
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(64) sogb6k~9 sO gb6 k6 
'worry to death 'follow' 'cut, kill' 'exceed' 
(intr. ) , 

(65) t~k~s r t6 kJ -s r 
'bother' , oi te, chew' 'exceed' 'completely' 

The compound (65) also has u more literal meaninr" 'gnaw, eat up' . '1.11e 

hearer may know all the individual morphemes in compounds ()6)-(65) as 

well as the r;eneralizations in rules (49) and (50), yet this will not 

enable him to correctly interpret these compounds; it will give him part, 

but not all, 01" the meanin~. 

Ward [1936] cites a few two-syllable verbs which do not appear to be 

relatable to verb or suffix components, for eXaJIlple, (66) _( (,8) • 

(66) d~b6 
'keep' 

(67) 'lJzo 
'stand still' 

(68) g6sf 
'show' 

The components of (66) might be plausibly related to the verbs d~ 'put, 

place' and b6 'stop', but for (67) and (68) no such relationships are 

apparent. The lexical entries for (t,7) and (6d) flre not relata.ble to 

entries for an~r component verbs or suffixes which mirht provide clues 

as to their meanings. 'i'herefore, remembering the meaninr of a verb like 

(67) or (68) is more taxin[" than rememberinf~ the !;1eflning of, say (56)

(ll5) when the individual components are already familiar. And, in terms 

of an overall evaluation metric for the f'rammar, verbs like (67) and (68) 

should "cost more". 

110dels of the lexicon that account for facts 1 ike these are propos!:',; 

9lt can be argued that -f)bl~ should be } :sted as a suffix l'1eMinr 
'decisively' or 'to an extrep1e result'; tilL; r1[U.es it nOGsiLle to pre
dict the meanings of (13) t r nb6 , 'beat to leath' and G inilar compounds 
meaninr: 'stone to death', 'sto!']), to ricatl1'. ',;1100t" to death', 'r;o]lceze 
to dentL', etc., as weI} a~; (('3) sO:Jh~, r::nnl~;~ll. I"h.ir.~ (t1::.0 account::; 
for the alternative interpretation of (~'7) '''; p~U:cr 'he' b(ent LilaL man 
to death' or 'he defeated tilat nan i'1 a t'irrj,L'. iiowcver, idio,;;mcracies 
of l'leaninp; remain for conrounds lH:e (l:(J) rl'ltllJ 'r)Tmre~;s' r;nd (t)2) 
z~no6 'cheat'. 



by Gruber [1967) and by Jackendoff [1974]. Each compound and component 

would be listed in the lexicon, with complete morpholop,ical, syntactic 

and semantic information. Compounds would be related to their component 

morphemes by redundancy rules, and the redundant information in the entry 

for the compound would be recognized and reflected in a lower economy 

measure. 'l'hus, (13) tfgb6 'beat to death' is cheaper than (67) 9UlQ 

'stand still', because it is relatable to tf 'hit' and 9b6 'kill'. 

Somewhere between these two in terms of cost is (56) kdsa 'complain to', 

because it is relatable to ka 'say' and sa 'answer', yet its entry 

must contain the added information that its meaning involves complaining 

as well as saying and answering. 

Clearly, then, independent lexical entries are requi red for disyllabic 

verbs like (67) and (68). And the best way to represent the unpredictable 

semantic content of compounds like (56)-(65) is to include it as part of 

a separate lexical entry for each compound. Likewise, compounds with un

predictable strict subcategorization frames and selectional restrictions 

require their own lexical entries. We might choose to list all these 

compounds in the lexicon and derive all other compounds by means of lex-

ical rules like (49) and (50); this solution would be analogous to that 

proposed by J.'hompson and by Starosta. Such a treatment makes a sharp 

division between the representation of predictable combinations as opposed 

to that of idiosyncratic combinations; a compound does not have its own 

lexical entry until it begins to deviate semantically from its components. 

For 19bo verb compounds the line separating listed compounds from derived 

ones seems to be fuzzy at best. Once a word is formed, it is iIlUnediately 

subject to use in special ways in special contexts, and the information 

in its lexical entry is subject to alteration. Among the compounds with 

lexical listings, at least, there appears to be a continuum: some compounds 

are more idiosyncratic than others--that is, their listings contain more 

unpredictable information--and some are totally "frozen". Since separate 

listings are required for many compounds, why not set up lexical entries 

for all compounds? 'l'he entries for predictable combinations would then 

differ from the others only in lacking idiosyncratic information. This 

would be consistent with the description of what appears to be the historical 
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development of these coml1ound,,: formation is by means of rul.'s which M'ly 

be to some extent transformational, resulting .in a fully redundant lexical 

entry. When the meaninp, of the compound and that of its components be~in 

to diverge, the entries are no l.onger e'1uivalent. As the Meanin~s niver("e 

even more, speakers begin to lose sight of the historical relationship, 

and assimilatory phonolo~ical processes are allowed to apply, obscurin~ 

the relationship further. The redundancy between the entries diminishes, 

resulting in polysyllabic verbs with no redundancy relationships to com

ponent entries. 

The lexicalization process affects vowel harmon;r in I{':bo. tlonomor

phemic words ordinarily reflect a vowel harmony pattern; the vowels i e 

o LJ comprise one set and a ~ I} comprise another (although dialects 

vary), and all the vowels in a given word will come from one set. When 

the components of a compound come from different sets, the compound may 

violate the pattern. Speakers sometimes impose harmony on a compound, 

resulting in predictable inconsistency among different dialects and some

times within a sinf~e idiol.ect. For example, Green [1964] notes that when 

the verb c~ 'be ripe' occurs as a suffix meaning 'be completed', it 

harmonizes with the vowel of the verb in one dialect but not in Qh~h~. 

It appears that as long as speakers still relate an independent verb 

and a homophonous suffix semantically, the verb vowel is retained; when 

speakers lose sight of the semantic relationship, they permit assimilation 

of the value of the feature that distinguishes the two harmonic sets, 

and the suffix harmonizes with the preceding component. Again, this is 

what we would expect, given that the first component is the heavier com

ponent semantically in the action-result meaning relationship. 

When a component moves rrom verb to suffix status, the semantic shift 

probably comes before the phonological assimilation; the shifted semantics 

are what allows the phonological assimilation to take place. But the pro

cess is a gradual one, and an individual speaker sometimes varies in his 

pronunciation of a given compound, producine both harmonized and non-har

monizeu versions, the latter in careful speech. The general diachronic 

development is discernible and reasonable. But a semantic shift is dif

ficult to pinpoint in ti~, and in a synchronic account the point at which 
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separate lexical listings are required (for suffixes and for compounds) 

is fuzzy. At any rate, we ·..,oulu expect to find no violations of vowel 

harmony in unanalyzable polysyllabic verbs like (67) and (68), and we 

inueed find none. 

6. Generating compounds by phrase structure rules 

In Carrell's [lY70] transformational description of Igbo, verb suffixes 

lre generated by phrase structure rules; the category AUX is expanded by 

a branching rule to a number of categories including "meaning modifying 

suffix" (hereafter NNS). Tile category 1·11-13 is expanded, in turn, to 

three lexical categories of adverbials, Advl , Adv2 , and Adv3 . Accord-

ing to Carrell, these are used frequently to modi f'y or make more precise 

the basic meaninp; of a verb. Included in the sample lexicon are 

(69) Adv l : tA [ +1¥)'rIO;~ TOWAlillS] 

Adv2 : kWA [+HEPE'l'I'l'IO;, J 

Adv 3: r [ +BENEFACTIVt:) . 
cfl [ +l-'OHPLE'l'IVE 1 . 
51 [ +DI Sj,'H IliUTI VE J 

Carrell's grammar generates these suffixes as part of AUX, and a trans

formation later rer.loves them from liomination by AUX to domination by the 

node V, transpos inc; theM to a position followine: the main verb. Accordinr, 

to Carrell, as a result, the V is either a sil1ple verb stem, or a verb 

steM plus any lJlS's. :Jhe would presumably consider (29)-(33) and (34)

(30) as cases of ve rb sterll )llu~ l'U·l~;. :.5 ince all the verb stems in Carrell's 

lexicon are raonosyllabic, Carrell leaves unaddresseu the question of the 

source of disyllabic verbs in which the second syllable occurs as an in

dependent verb, as in (6)-(~) and (12)-(16), as well as disyllabic verbs 

like (66)-(6U) which are apparently not analyzable into components. It 

is possible that she considers what I have called verb-verb compounds to 

be cases of verb stem plus HI·iS, but this would require verbs to have parallel 

lexical listings as ~lll3's; e.r., 'lbu 'kill' occurinr, alone would be a 

verb, but as a component 0 f t f Obu 'beat to death' it would be a l'lHf3. 

Such extensi'll'e duplicate listinp;s for verbs would be hard to justify. 
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In the case of apparent disyllabic verbs 1 il;e ((/rl and (68), analys is as 

verb stem plus I,ll·!..') would be unmotivated, since the individual syllable 

components would have no identifiable semantic content. 

Since the syntactic behavior of verh-verb compounds parallels that of 

verb-suffix compounds, a treatment of verb-suffix forms that does not also 

account satisfactorily for verb-verb forms leaves somethinp: to be desired. 

'Ehese verb suffixes are not best represented as elements of }1hrase struc

ture. Since phrase structure rules define and reflect constituent struc

ture within a sentence, the impl iCfltion of Carrell':; rule is that each 

I1HS is a constituent. However, there is noti,inr to indicate that til is 

is the case. The verb-suffix combination occurs in sentences as an in-

separable unit; nothinr: else ever occurs between the verb and the suffix. 

i3peakers appear to regard the resultinr; conpound as a ~lOrd and can r:ive 

a definition of it. A phrase structure account ljke Carrell's sur-gests 

that the verh ster:l can optionally occur with one member from one or more 

of the cater,ories Adv I' Adv 2' and Adv 3' imI)lying a maximum of four com

ponents per V, despite the fact that verbs of five components do exist. 

In contrast, combinatory rules such as (49) and ()O) imnly no such inher

ent limit. since the result is a new 1f that can 1)p rec:rcled uac}; throur:h 

the rule. Carrell's phrase structure rule provides for a fixed order of 

suffixal elements, i.e., members of Adv 1 alwa~'s precede Members of Adv 2' 

which in turn always precede those of Ad'l3' liowever, this does not seem 

to be borne out; in fact, ',Ielmers [l~nol has demonstrated that the suffix 

cited oy Carrell as Adv2 , kW;" [+Rr;PE'l'J'L'lO;:), in (6<)), even occurs after 

certain inflectional suffixes and therefore SHould be assil';lled a status 

apart from other verb suffixes. ('l'he quest-jon of ac(~eptable ortier of 

suffixes is complicated by apparent varip.tiollf' between speakers of' dif

ferent dialects and within idiolects.) 

I would reject, then, an nna.lysis that generate,; verb cor;l}Jounds by 

Means of phrase structure rules. 'Ehe:r involve considerations of word

forr~at ion rather than cons ti tuent structure. 

7. Conclusion 

The previous atteMpt to account for COl1l'fluntis in Ir:bo wi thin a r,en

erati ve granunar framework, in Carrell [l'J7U 1, !,:pnerated verb suffixes 



by means of a phrase structure rule and formed compounds by means of a 

subsequent transformation; sllch an approach is not adequate to account 

for the compounding process. 
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The action-result meaning of Igbo verb compounds distinguishes them 

semantically from consecutive constructions, and the meaning of a compound 

has in many cases shifted away from the combined meaning of its compon

ents. Because of the spec ial action-result meaning of compounds, plus 

their many idiosyncrasies, they are not derivable by transformational 

rule. Listing all compounds in the lexicon enables us to reflect the 

morphological and semantic relationships between compounds and cOl'lponents 

in terms of lexical redundancy rules, effectinp; a lower economy measure 

for the grammar (as proposed by Gruber [1967] and Jackendoff (1974)). 

But since the compounding process appears to be productive in 19bo, ami 

new compounds are readily created and understood, the grammar should 

also account for this capacity of the language-user. This can be done 

by setting up combinatory rules for compound formation. Jackendoff notes 

that once a redundancy rule is learned, it can be used generatively, but, 

as Thompson [1974) points out, such a provision still fails to distinguish 

producti ve worci-formation processes from non-productive forms. To account 

for the speaker's productive capacity, a c0mbinatory rule needs to be 

st ated in the grammar. 

REFEHEJlC~:f3 

Abrahrun, H. C. 1967. The Principles of Iuo. Occasional Publication 
Ho. 4, lnst itute of African Studies, Uni versi ty of Ihadan. 

Carrell, I'. L. 19"(0. A ':'rans formational Granmar of I 'bo. Crunbridge 
Uni versi t:{ Pres s. ,TWAJ,_ Hest Afrj Cfm Language Hon-or,raph Geries, 
#U. ) 

Green, n. /.j. 1964. ",;uffixes in 19bo." African Languar,e ::tudies V: 

Y2-114. 

Gruber, J. 1967. Functions of the Lexicon in Formal Descriptive Gramm~~. 
:jnnta J'<micn, Ca.: :jystem Develo!lment Corporation, Heport '1'11 
377CJ/I)OO/OO. 

halle, tl. lSl'!3. "Prolerol'lcna to a Theory of \·lord Formation." Linl?uisti5=_ 
~!lquirL 4.1: 3-lG. 

lr;we, G. b., ar,d ,·1. H. Green. 1970. 19bo LanCllHp;e Coursp, Book Ill: 
!)ia10gue, f;ayinr;s, Translation. Oxford l'niversity Press. 



48 

Jackendoff, H. '-'. 1~74. "J1orphological and ~;emant ic Rep;ulari ties in the 
Lexicon." Available from Indiana University Linguistics Club; to 
appear in Lanr,uace. 

Li, C. H • and S. A. ThoMpson. 1973. "Serial Verb Constructions in Jlan
darin Chinese: Subordination or Coordination'!" in You Take the High 
Node and I'll Take the Low Hode. Chicar:o LinGuistic ':lociet;'. 

Li, C. [j. and::;. A. 'i'hompson. 19711. "Interaction of Diachronic Processes 
in ,;yntax: Development of the Causati ve in Handarin Chinese", paper 
presented at the Causative Festival, University of Southern Califor
nia, tlay 1-2, 1974. '1'0 appear in procedings of the conference, 
edited uJ' r-1. fJhibatani , University of Indifl.l1a Press. 

Lord, C. 1974. "Causative Constructions in Yoruba." Studies in African 
Linp;uistics, Supplement 5: Papers fron the Fifth Conference on 
African-Linp;uistics, Stanford University, Barch 29-31, lY74:1S/5-204. 

~-;tarosta, ~). 1971a. "Derivation and Case in Sora Verbs." University 
of Hawaii \-larkin£', Papers in Linguistics 3.7:89-110. 

[;tarosta, S. lS/71b. "Lexical Derivation in a Case r,rwlJmar." University 
of ilawai i Horkine Papers in Li?euist.!:..c~ 3. e: 83-101. 

'l'hompson, S, A. 1973. "Hesultative Verb Compounds in r1andarin Chinese: 
A Case for Lexical Rules." Language 49.2:361-79. 

'j'tlompson S. A. 1974. "On the Issue of Productivity in the Lexicon," 
in S. A. 'l'hompson and C. Lord, eds., ~proaches to the Lexicon, 
UCLA Papers in ,;yntax No. 6:1-2). 

Ward, E. c. 1936. An Introduction to the Igo Lanr,uage_. Cambridge: 
\1. de ffer and Sons Ltd. 

He imers, ll. F., and VI. J:;. Helmers. 19tJ8a. 19bo: A Learner's Dict ionar:r • 
Los Angeles: 'l'he J\frican ,;tudies Center, Uni versi t,' of Cali fornia. 

Weimen, 1l. F., and W. L. Helmers. 1968b. reba: l\. Learner's llanual. 
Privately published by the authors. University of California, 
Los Anf',eles. 

Helmers, W. E. 1970. "The iJerivation of Il\bo Verb Jlases." ~;tudies in 
African Lin~uistics 1.1:49-59. 

Williamson, i~. 1972. Igbo-l!:nI31ish Dictionary. Benin City: j',tllione 
Publishing Corporation. 




