LESSON I
(IHEOMUMU NKE ABUO)
by
Onyema Nwazue
(6nye fkuzi)

Welcometo Lesson Il (1he omumu niké &buo). The alphabets we looked at in our
introductory lesson are the building blocks of Igbo. Igbo speakers, at home and abroad,
combine them in different ways to create different categories or classes of words (nouns,
verbs, adjectives, etc.) which, in turn, are further combined in numerous other ways to
form sentences that express their ideas and needs. For example, the combinations allow
them to talk about everything under the sun — the weather, the country the live in, the ups
and downs of life, the creation of the universe, complex human relationships, the dreams
of their lives, and much more. In thefirst half of thislesson, we will look at two groups
of words so created — Igbo names for the different parts of the human body and Igbo
cardinal numbers.

2.1 Parts of the human body

Memorizing the Igbo names for parts of the human body is a good starting point for the
absol ute beginner, since there is nothing we can think of that he or sheis more likely to
better identify with than parts of hisor her own body. So, please, ask your parents,
brothers, sisters, friends or any other 1gbo speaker that you know to pronounce the Igbo
words listed below for you. Anillustration of the parts will follow soon. Also,
arrangements are underway to make our lessons interactive so that you can see and hear
the instructor pronounce similar words by just clicking a button on your computer.

(1) ishi (head)

(2) ihu (face)

(3) 4nu (mouth)

(4) ire (tongue)

(5) afo (belly, stomach)
(6) apata (thigh)

(7) nti (cheek)

(8) 61u (neck)

(9) 4ka (hand)

(10) éba 4ka (pam)
(11) 4fo {Gkwu (calf)
(12) ngugy (flank)

(13) fbubara anya (eyelash)
(14) nku aka (elbow)

(15) Attty ishi (hair)

(16) anya (eyes)

(17) imi (nose)

(18) égbigbére onu (lip)
(19) ivo 6bi (chest)

(20) avo aka (finger nail)
(21) hit1 (ear)

(22) mkpalavu (armpit)

(23) ishimvu &ka (shoulder)
(24) ikpere (knee)

(25) ichiri {kwu (heel)
(26) okiri azy (the vetebral column)
(27) akpu Stuwé (navel)
(28) égedege 1hu (forehead)



Thelist, asyou can see, is not exhaustive because we do not want to overwhelm you with
more materials than you can comfortably handle at thistime. Just learn the above for
now. We will come back to them in Lesson |11 and examine how you can make reference
to the different parts of your own body or to those of someone else.

2.2 Table of Numbers

|gbo speakers have two different systems of counting that differ slightly from one
another. The older and most popular system is based on the number 20. And the
recently-created decimal system is based on the number 10. The latter, adight
modification of the former, was created in an attempt to make Igbo counting less
cumbersome by bringing it in line with recent developments in science and mathematics.
And although it has been in use for severa years now, the older generation of 1gbo
speakers and some of the younger generation of speakers are still having problems
understanding and using it. Hereiswhat they look like:
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dhu 20 iri dbuo (=10 X 2)

dhu na otu 21 iri adbuo na 6tu

ohu na ablo 22 iri abuo na abio

ohu na atd 23 iri adbuo na atd

ohu na and 24 iri &dbuo na and

dhu na isé 25 iri &dbuo na isé

dhu na ishii 26 iri &dbuo na ishii

dhu na aséa 27 iri abuo na aséa

ohu na asato 28 iri &buo na aséato

6hu na itéghite/tbéolu 29 iri &dbuo na itéghite/tégholu
6hu na iri 30 iri 4to (F10x 3)

ohu na iri na 6tu 31 iri Ato na otu

ohu na iri na ablo 32 iri ato na ablo

dhu abuo (= 20x 2) 40 iri ano (=10 x 4)

ohu abuyo na 6tu 41 iri &no na otu

ohu abuyo na abo 42 iri &no na ablo

ohu dbyo na iri 50 iri ise (F10x 5)

ohu dbyo na iri na 6tu 51 iri ise na otu

ohu 4byo na iri na abo 52 iri ise na ablo

dhu ato (=20x 3) 60 iri ishii (=10 X 6)

dhu &to na 6tu 61 iri ishii na 6tu

dhu &to na ablo 62 iri Ishii na ablo

ohu ato nairi 70 iri 4saa (=10x7)

dhu &to na iri na otu 71 iri 4saa na 6tu

dhu &to na iri na ablo 72 iri &4saa na ablo

ohu ano (=20x 4) 80 iri édsato (=10x 8)

dhu &no na otu 81 iri 4satona 6tu

dhu &no na ablo 82 iri 4sato na ablo

ohu anonairi 90 iri iteghite/tégholu (=10 X 9)
ohu anona iri na otu 91 iri iteghite (t6gholu) na 6tu
dhu 4nona iri na ablo 92 iri iteghite (tégholu) na ablo
6hu ise (=20x5) 100 nari

Asyou can see, the first nineteen numbers are the same in both systems. After that, the
basis of counting changes from multiples of twenty in the so-called “old system” to
multiples of ten in the new or decimal system. Both of them, however, arein use and
will continue to be in use for years to come. The maor problem with the twenty-based
system isthat it becomes too long and cumbersome as the numbersincrease. That iswhy
Igbos are jokingly said to give up after 400. To them, whatever comes after that is

simply “Ant kwGru Any” (= multiples of 400) or “4gutachaghi n’dgu” (= infinity or

°

uncountable). In our subsequent lessons, we will look at the numbers between one



hundred and one thousand, between one thousand and one million, and between one
million and one billion in both systems of counting.

2.4 A glanceat thelgbo Verb:

A verb, aswe were taught in elementary school, isatelling word. It is characteristicaly
the grammatical centre of a sentence (6wo kwu). You may also, if you so desire, look at

it metaphorically as a bridge that joins two parts of a city separated by ariver. Inigbo,
the verbs are divided on the basis of their physiognomy into two convenient groups,
namely “i-dot verbs’ and “i-dotlessverbs’. The“i-dotlessverbs’ are also referred to

as Group | verbs, the“i-dot verbs,” as Group Il verbs. This means that every Igbo verb,
without exception, must belong to one of the two groups. Here are some examples:

Group | Verbs Group Il Verbs

iwére ihe (to take something) igba &so (torun)

ide ihe (towrite sth) {la fmiri (toleak)

ihi {(fa (to Seep) iso byi (to be disgusting)
ibe &kwa (to cry) ichuy dhia (to hunt for game)
iri ihe (to eat food/sth) izu ihe (to buy sth)

mu fhe (to study/learn)

°

ite égwu (to dance) i

ichu fmiri (to fetch water) isa aht (to bath)

izu ike (totake arest) igu Akwukwo (to read)
iché échiche (to think) Igu dgu (to count)
isé ihe (todraw sth) ity égwu (to fear)
ikeéwa ihe (to divide sth) i

ire 4hia (to sell sth) i
ime ihe (to do sth) i

hu &huhu (to suffer)
fahy Gfa (to Sleep)
gba gbara (to bleed)

We call the dot and dotless“i” and “i” that you find at the beginning of the above groups
infinitive marker s because they remind us that the verbs are at rest, or standing alone, as
opposed to taking part in an unfolding event. That isalso why they arelisted assuch in
most dictionaries.

If you have alittle knowledge of French, Spanish or German, you will have noticed two
peculiarities of the Igbo language that emerge from the above list:

() That in these languages, the infinitive markers occur at the end of the verbs rather
than at the beginning. In English, the infinitive marker is“to”, as the above
examples show.

(b) That Igbo verbs, as our lexicographic research has shown, can and should be
listed exhaustively in Igbo dictionaries under the lettersi and i depending, of



course, on the infinitive marker they carry. We will have alot more to say about
that in the coming lessons.

The verb proper in each of the above examplesis the word before the brackets. The word
within the brackets is the complement of the verb that enables us to interpret it by
focusing our attention on the context or the intended meaning. In other words, an Igho
verb is not interpretable until we know what its complement is at any giventime, andin a
given context. Why isthat so, you may ask? Thereason isvery simple: agiven Igbo
verb can take as many as ten, twenty or thirty different complementsin ten, twenty or
thirty different contextsto give usten, twenty, or thirty different meanings, asthe
following examples show:

Verb Complement Meaning

igba (6s0) to run

igba (Akwa) to dance

igba (3kwula) to prostitute

igba (fikpe) to mourn sth/s.o.
igba (4ka) to be empty handed
igba (utd) to rot

igba égbé) tofireagun

{gbo (a£G£0) to foam

iwa (631) to break cola

iwa (ishi) to cause headache
iwa (Anya) to be fearless

iri (ihelfiri) to eat food

iri (onuma) to take shit

ita (ihe) to chew sth.

ita (fimiri) to dry up (cooking pot)
ita (ahd) to loose weight
{hushi (&nya) to suffer alot
iwara (Anya) to be vigilant

The Igbo verb and its complement are always in alock and key relationship, just like
apo-enzymes and co-enzymes. They are, aswe say in Igbo,” 4gawa Aghaghi”
(something you cannot leave home without). If you have a knowledge of Biology, you
can further look at the relationship between the two parts of the Igbo verb in terms of the
binomial system of classification postulated by the Swedish biologist, Carl von Linné,
better known under the Latinized form of his name Carolus Linnaeus. The verb proper,
in that case, will be the generic term while the complement that actualizes one of the

competitive meanings will be the specific term.

We will have alot more to say about the structure of Igbo verbsin due course. For now,
if someone asks you to tell him or her the meaning of an Igbo verb like“igba”, “iri”,



‘s

“ita”, “izy”, etc. without providing you with its complement, ask him or her “1gba
gini? (igba what?), “iri gini? (iri what?), “ita gini? (ita what?), “izu gini? (izu
what?) and wait for his or her answer to your question or questions. Y ou will find that
unless you have a crystal ball to enable you read the mind of your interlocutor, you will
not be able to respond to his or her question correctly until you know what the respective

complements of the verbsin question are.

2.5 Assignment

1. If you are an absol ute beginner, how would you say the following in Igbo, using the
two counting systems?

(@34 (b)45 (c) 56 (d) 67 (e) 78 (f) 89

2. If you are a native speaker of Igbo, how would you distinguish the following numbers
in Igbo, using the so-called old system?

(@) 201 from 220 (b) 211 from 221 (c) 212 from 240

3. Complete each of the blank spaces with the appropriate complement of the verb, taking
into consideration the supplied English trandation:

(D) 1gwl (covveneiiee e )=toswim (7) ilewuwe (............) = to be observant
(2) irughari (ceuveeen.. ) =tohover around (8) ishi (ioovvvvvvveiiiiiniiiinines ) = to stink
(3) imuba (ceevveineiene ) =tomultiply (9) ftami (..ovvvvvvineiininnn ) =to grumble
(4) igbo (..vvvn .. .....) =tovomit (10) ichéghari (................) =to repent
(5) ikpopia (.veevueennes ) =to burst into tears (11) igba (........... ) = to run helter-skelter
(6) InyU (evvneeeeniieiianees ) =tourinate (12) igwunyo (............. ) =to fool around

4. Supply the English equivalent of each of the following Igbo verbs:

(1) igbariwa &nya........ccovevievenennneen. (7) ikikéghari Anya ...o.oeevveinininecnnnnn.
(2) 1haji chiciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee (8) 1FahUmML GFA covvvieie e,
(3) Inwd GnNWOTO vevnvv v v (9) 1kepeli 8S0 evveiriiiniieineeeiennenn,
(4) ife ébubére .......ocvvvvvvevnnveinennneenn. (10) iri Nsodara ..o.oveveeveiiiiine i
(5) 1toko shi .iiiiiiiiiiiiis (11) Tgwl 8KIKA covvveiieienenie e
(6) ikpa Inyangé .......cooveviiiiiiinininienann (12) ima KWAKWUKWU ..ovveenevenenie e eeeee

If you have questions regarding the assignment or the materials presented in this lesson,
you can e-mail them to the instructor. Needlessto say, your comments, observations, or
feedbacks always get our personal attention. Please remember to visit our website again
for the next lesson and to join us at the Igbo Language Forum — your forum.






