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Abstract 

The Ògbahù dialect of Ìgbò, a Nigerian language, has hitherto not been 
subjected to any indepth semantic study. This study therefore examines some 
of the different theories of meaning in language formulated by linguists and 
philosophers, with a view to establishing a systematic theory of semantics 
for Ọ̀gbahù dialect. These theories are, meaning as object (referent), 
meaning as mental image, meaning as semantic feature or componential 
analysis and meaning as context. In this study of meaning (semantics) in 
Ọ̀gbahù, it is revealed that the contextual theory is the most comprehensive 
and most descriptively adequate of all the theories examined in accounting 
for meaning in Ọ̀gbahù dialect of the Ìgbò language. A systematic theory of 
semantics for Ọ̀gbahù dialect is established in this work. The paper shows 
that language, as a vital instrument of communication, cannot be effective 
without meaning. Two dimensions of meaning, descriptive and non-
descriptive are revealed in Ọ̀gbahù. Some problems of sentence 
interpretation viz-à-viz: structural ambiguity and thematic roles of NPs 
(noun phrases) are also revealed in this study, contrary to earlier works on 
Ìgbò semantics. The work further shows that tone is very distinctive in 
providing meaning both lexically and grammatically in Ọ̀gbahù. This 
systematic account of semantics in Ọ̀gbahù dialect is significant for its 
pedagogical value. It gives further insight to the enrichment of dialectology. 
It is also significant for the teaching and better understanding of the Ìgbò 
language. 

 
 

What is language? Smith (1976:105) claims that language is a shared 
arbitrary system of vocal symbols through which human beings in the same speech 
community or sub-culture interact and hence communicate in terms of their common 
cultural experience and expectation. Language is a human system of communication 
that uses arbitrary signals, such as voice sounds, gestures, or written symbols. It is a 
medium for the expression and reception of meaning. Once language has been 
acquired, it becomes the vehicle for carrying meaning not only for communication 
with others but as a means of communicating with ourselves (Tough, 1977:3). 
Language is one of the attributes that distinguish humans from other animals. To 
understand our humanity one must understand the language that makes us human.  
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This is why Noam Chomsky in his Language and Mind says: ‘when we study human 
language, we are approaching what some might call “the human essence”, the 
distinctive qualities of mind that are so far as we know unique to man’, (Fromkin and 
Rodman, (1974:1). What then is meaning? According to Leech (1974), meaning is 
elusive and cannot be pinned down to a precise definition. Meaning is not easy to 
define since it can be given different interpretations. To Ndimele (1999:2), meaning is 
a chameleon changing the context of its effect with a change of speaker, hearer, 
context or setting. ‘Semantics is the study of meaning communicated through 
language’ (Saeed, 1997:1). The basic task of semantics is to show how people 
communicate meaningfully with pieces of language. There are three major aspects of 
meaning. These are: speaker’s meaning, hearer’s meaning and sign meaning. At this 
juncture signs in this sense cannot be ruled out. Speaker’s meaning refers to the 
message the speaker intends to convey. Hearer’s meaning relates to the meaning the 
hearer infers from the message conveyed by the speaker. Signs’ meaning refers to the 
properties of signal selected to best convey the speaker’s intended message and to 
transmit some messages more accurately than others. Language is one of the main 
instruments by which children are socialized into the values, belief systems and 
practices of their culture. 
 
Dimensions of meaning in Ọ̀gbahù 
In Ọ̀ gbahù dialect, two dimensions of meaning are attestable. These are: descriptive 
and non-descriptive. 
 
Descriptive Meaning 

Lyons (1977) calls it descriptive meaning and to Halliday (1973) it is ideation 
meaning. Many other scholars have variously called it referential, logical and 
propositional meaning. To the proponents of this view, the descriptive aspect of 
meaning determines the truthfulness or falsity of the proposition expressed. One way 
to identify referents is by ostention. Ostention definition provides meaning of objects 
by pointing to them, example: (1) Nèe ụnọ̣̣̀ nḍ̣ị à. ‘Look at these houses’ 

 
In example (1) above, the meaning of the objects - ụnọ̀ ‘houses’ is given by 

pointing to them. However, problems abound, explaining meaning of a word by 
pointing to it. Some of the problems include the following: 
(i) It may not always be true that the meaning of an expression is the object it is 
used to represent. There are a number of words in language. 

(i) It may not always be true that the meaning of an expression is the object 
it is used to represent. There are a number of words in language that do 
not have physical objects that they refer to, for instance it is not certain to 
us what physical objects the following words represent:  

2. eeh ‘yes’,  
3. nà ‘and’  
4. mànà ‘but, etc. 
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(ii) Homonymous words create a lot of problems in the referential theory of 

meaning. Homonyms are words spelt and pronounced alike but different 
in meaning. If a word has more than one meaning it may follow that it 
has more than one referent, i.e the physical object. For instance, the 
Ọ̀gbahù words: 

5. mbà ‘no/nation’, 
6. ọdu ‘tail/advice’ 

 
The word mbà (example) 5 above) means either ‘no’ or ‘nation’. Likewise the 

word ọdù ̣(example 6 above) means either ‘tail’ or ‘advice’ depending on the contexts 
they are used.  
Polysemous words, like homonymous words also create problems in the referential 
theory of meaning. The Ọ̀ gbahù phonological word:  

mba ‘rebuke/admonishment’  
has different series that are judged to be related, ‘rebuke’ or ‘admonishment’.  How 
do you point to them to explain the meaning? This is a problem which further shows 
the inadequacy of the theory. 
 
(iii) Another problem with the referential theory of meaning is that there may not 

be identical physical objects for all members of a class group. For instance, 
the Ọ̀ gbahù words: 

8.  anụmànu  ‘animal’ includes: 
9a. efi ‘cow’ 

and 
9b. ewu ‘goat’ 

Therefore how do you point to anụmànù ̣ ‘animal’ (example 7)? This then 
results in ambiguity. 

 
Non-descriptive Meaning 
Non-descriptive meaning on the other hand, is expressive in nature, it is subjective, 
non-conceptual, has restricted validity and does not express any proposition (Cruse 
2000). Examples in English include: 
10. Gosh! Oh! etc, in Ọ̀ gbahù dialect Eeeh!  

Umar (1962) following this thought-path, identifies two types of words, 
transparent and opaque words. 

 
Transparent words are those words whose parts give away their meanings. 
Examples in Ọ̀gbahù dialect are: 
11. nnunu ọjiī  ‘blackbird’  
12   ọkwụazu ‘fisherman’  
13  onyenkuzi ‘teacher’  
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Opaque words, on the other hand, do not have their meanings oppressed 
through their parts. Some examples of opaque words in Ọ̀gbahù are:  

14.  àzụụno’ ‘toilet’  
15.  ụkà    ‘church’  
16.  òdìbò ‘house-help’. 

On many occasions, meaning involves a consideration of the division of 
words. 

(Palmer 1996). Examples are, if for instance, we have ‘big + man’ and ‘small + 
market’, we mean ‘the man is big’ and ‘the market is small’ respectively, which 
are interpreted in Ọ̀ gbahù dialect as shown below: 

17. ukwu + nwokē              nwokēukwu ‘big man’ 
‘big’       ‘man’ 

18. ntà    +   afịa                 afịantà ‘small market’ 
‘small’    ‘market’ 

 
Intonation (in intonation languages like English) is also very resourceful in providing 
meaning in language. In fact, the way the rising and falling intonations are used has 
specific association with their meaning. Examples in English are: 

19a. They are yours. 
b.   They are yours. 

 
Syntactically, examples (19a) and (19b) above are the same. However, they 

can be semantically different depending on whether they are said with rising or falling 
intonation. Each can be either an affirmative sentence or an interrogative sentence. In 
other words, the rising and falling intonations of the two utterances connote different 
meanings of the same syntactic construction in English. Similar lexical items can also 
have different meanings in English depending on their stress patterns, i.e. the position 
of the stress in the word. Intonation helps to bring out the part of an utterance that the 
speaker wants to focus on. The characteristic nuclear stress placed on focused words 
determines the meaning of the utterance. 

In tone languages, like Ìgbò, which Ògbahù is a dialect of, tone is very 
significant in providing meaning both lexically and grammatically. Consider the 
following Ọ̀ gbahù words and sentences: 

20a. azù    ‘fish’ 
           H-L 
     b. àzụ ‘back’         
 L H 
 
21a. ndò ‘shade’ 
           L-L 

      b. ndo ‘sorry’ 
                      L-H 
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22a. mbà ‘no/nation’ 
            H-L 

      b. mba ‘rebuke/admonition’ 
                      L- H                                          

 
23a. ọdù      ‘tail/advice’ 
           H-L 

     b. ọdụ ‘horn/elephant husk’ 
            H-H      

 
24a. Ì chọhō?  ‘You  (sg.) do not want’. – negative declarative sentence. 
 L-H-D 

                b. Ị chòho? ‘Do you (sg.) not want?’  – negative interrogative 
sentence. 

  H-L-L 
 
25a. O jèlì   afịa. ‘He/She went to the market’. – affirmative declarative 
sentence. 
 H-L-L 

     b. Ò jèlì afịa? ‘Did he/she go to the market?’ – interrogative sentence. 
                       L-L-L 

 
26a. Ọ fùlù  Àda. ‘He/She saw Àda’. – affirmative declarative sentence. 
 H-L-L 

b.  Ọ̀ fùlù Àda? ‘Did He/She see Àda?’– interrogative sentence. 
 L-L-L 

 
In each of the above minimal pairs (examples (20) through (23)), tone brings 

about the difference in meaning the segmentally similar words in each (a) and (b) 
pair. Tonal changes cause difference in meaning of these segmentally identical lexical 
items. In examples (24) through (26) above, tone brings about the difference in the 
meaning of syntactically similar sentences (a) and (b) of each set. Declarative 
sentences are changed to interrogative sentences simply because of tonal differences 
in the two syntactically identical sentences in each pair of examples (24) to (26). The 
(b)’s are interrogatives while the (a)’s are declaratives. 
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Theories of Meaning 
In an attempt to provide a solution to the meaning of meaning, a number of 

theories of meaning have been postulated’, Ndimele (1999:16). Philosophers and 
linguists have, for hundreds of years, been arguing over how best to define meaning. 
Ogden and Richards, in their book, The Meaning of Meaning, have over sixteen 
definitions of meaning. Meaning is a very complex and multi-dimensional 
phenomenon which requires varieties of factors to define fully. Some of the popular 
approaches to the study of meaning in language include the following: 
 
Meaning as Object 

This theory of meaning views the meaning of a word as the object or thing to 
which it refers (i.e its referent). For instance, in Ọ̀gbahù dialect, the words: 
27. ji   ‘yam’  
28. ụnò  ‘house’  

have referents. 
However, the problem with this theory will be that Ọ̀gbahù words like:  
29.  ìkùkù ‘air’,  
30. bìa ‘come’,  
which have no corresponding sets of objects have no meaning since they have no 
tactile referents. But, the fact is that they do have meaning (cf. page 3: descriptive 
meaning). 
 
Meaning as Mental Image 

Another attempt to define meaning is that which recognizes meaning with the 
mental image the word or expression conjures. For instance, the word in example (31) 
below: 
 31. onogbò   ‘cat’  
 
will cause an image of a cat to appear in any Ọ̀ gbahù speaker’s mind as soon as the 
word is uttered and it is this mental image that is the meaning of the word. 
One of the problems associated with this theory is that there are words with which 
mental images cannot be associated in Ọ̀ gbahù dialect. Examples are: 
32. ikezi ‘maybe’,  
33. lòte ‘remember’,  
34.  mgbѐ ‘when’.  

 
Although such words do not have clear mental images, we cannot say that 

they do not have meaning. The meaning of an expression cannot be determined on the 
basis of existence of mental images or ideas because ideas are often vague and 
therefore cannot be easily subjected to any empirical investigation. Mental images can 
only be formed of things that have physical images because the mind cannot form 
images of entities that the eyes have not seen or the hands have not touched. 
Akmajian et al (1979:245) explain that this theory does not explain to us whether two 
or more expressions can be synonymous or whether there may be feelings or thoughts 
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associated with one expression which are not associated with others. Our view in this 
paper is therefore that this theory cannot adequately account for what meaning in 
language is, particularly, meaning in Ọ̀ gbahù dialect of the Ìgbò language.  
 
Meaning as Semantic Feature or Componential Analysis 

In this theory, the meaning of a word consists of its semantic primes or 
properties. The meaning of a word can be broken down into semantic components. 
The theory believes that a word has certain semantic features which serve to 
distinguish its meaning. For instance, consider the Ọ̀gbahù words: 
35. nwunyè ‘wife’  
36. di ‘husband’,  
37. nwatà nwaànyì ‘girl’ 
38. nwatà nwokē   ‘boy’.  
 

We realize that these words contrast in meaning along the same semantic 
lines. Nwunyè ‘wife’ and nwatànwaànyì  ‘girl’ share semantic feature [-MALE] or          
[+FEMALE] while di ‘husband’ and nwatànwokē ‘boy’ share the semantic feature 
[+MALE] or [-FEMALE]. These features are incorporated into the meaning of these 
words. So the theory believes that we must examine the internal structure of a word so 
as to give a correct account of the meaning of words. The flaw of this theory is that 
we do not need to know the semantic properties of a word before we know the 
meaning. For instance, the meaning of the word mmilī  ‘water’ cannot be known by 
just knowing its semantic properties. This theory can only be useful at the word level. 
There is no way it can be used to account for the meaning of sentences. It also fails to 
provide an explanation or interpretation in terms of the symbols and referents they are 
used to designate. For instance [+ADULT] in meaning is merely an abstract, 
uninterpreted and unexplained since it does not in itself specify what an adult should 
look like (Leech 1987:118). Componential analysis suffers from a vicious circle in the 
sense that it uses a set of words in the form of semantic features to account for the 
meaning of other lexical items at the same time. The problem here is that one may 
also wish to know the meaning of these semantic features that were used in defining 
the lexical items. 
 
The Principle of Compositionality 

This theory is concerned with sentence meaning. It states that the meaning of 
a sentences is determined by the meaning of the component words and by the 
syntactic structure of the sentence, examples: 
39.      Ewu lìlì        ji.    

goat eat-lV(pst) yam 
‘The goat ate the yam’. 

 
40.  Ewu  lìlì       agbụgbò. 
 goat eat -lV(pst) peel  

‘The goat ate the peel’.  
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Sentences (39) and (40) above do not mean the same thing because of the 

word  ji ‘yam’ in example (39) and agbụgbò ‘peel’ in example (40). This analysis is 
deficient in that it is unable to give a comprehensive account of meaning in language. 
It can partially account for only sentence meaning. The above postulated theories 
have tried to solve the problems of meaning in semantics, but still have their 
shortcomings, particularly in Ọ̀ gbahù dialect, as highlighted hitherto. 
 
Meaning as Context 

To fully understand the meaning of utterances, we must also know the 
context under which they are spoken. Consider the Ọ̀ gbahù examples (41) and (42) 
below: 
 
41.       Ndị mmadụ̣̀ nà-àlị ibè nwa enū. 

‘People are climbing on each other’ 
 

We are interpreting the above sentence (41) differently depending on the 
context under which it is uttered. Literarily, the sentence means that people are 
climbing on top of each other. But in another context, it can mean that there is a large 
crowd of people. Thus we can only fully understand the sentence if we know the 
context in which the utterance was spoken. Operational theory of meaning is another 
name for this contextual theory of meaning. Akwanya (1996:19) says that 
‘operationalism as developed by Wittgenstein implies that there may be a difference 
between the meaning of a word taken in isolation and the uses in sentences.  The truth 
in this claim in Ọ̀ gbahù, for instance, can be illustrated with the word isi ‘head’ with 
its different meanings in the following contexts: 
 
42a. Ọ bù isi ezinù ụnọ. 
 He/she be head family 
 ‘He/she is the head of the family’.  (He/she is in charge of the family). 
 
    b. O nwèlὶ ọnya n’isi. 
 He/she has -lV(pst) sore on head 
 ‘He/she had a sore on his/her head’. 
 
     c. O bù isi ọma. 
 He/she carries head good 
 He/she carries good head 
 ‘He/she is lucky’. 
 
    d. Èbeē kà Àda tìnyèlì isi a? 
 where that Àda put -lV(pst) head her 
 ‘Where did Àda head to?’ (Where did Àda go to?) 
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In examples (42a) to (d) above, the word isi ‘head’ portrays different 

meanings in the different contexts cited. In essence, the meaning of the word isi 
‘head’ in isolation is different from its meaning when used in different contexts. The 
Ọ̀gbahù examples (41) and (42) above therefore confirm the claim of Wittgenstein 
that the meaning of any linguistic expression be it a word, or a phrase or sentence is 
determined by the context in which it is used. 
 
Lexical Semantics (Meaning) 

Lexical semantics focuses on the study of meaning in language at the word 
level, i.e the type of meaning which holds between the lexical items. ‘Lexical 
meaning relations’ simply refers to the kind of relationships or meaning which holds 
between words and utterances in language. These include, synonymy, antonymy and 
hyponymy, among others. 
 
Synonymy 

This is the type of meaning relation used to describe the concept of similarity 
or sameness of meaning of word. Two different lexical items which have similar or 
same meaning are termed synonymous pair. This approach is very common in 
dictionaries. Usually, it is not a one-way synonym but a detailed descriptive 
information of relation is given. Consider the following Ọ̀gbahù examples: 
43a. ụmùakā     ‘children’ 
    b. ụmùazì    ‘children’ 
 
44a. lò     ‘think’ 
     b. chè   ‘think’ 
 
45a. bù        ‘sing’ 
     b. kwe     ‘sing’ 
 

In each pair of examples (43) to (45) above, the b’s are different lexical items 
from the a’s, but (a) and (b) of each pair have the same meaning. 
 
Antonymy 

The word antonymy is derived from the Greek root ‘anti’ meaning opposite 
and denotes opposition in meaning. According to Babatunde (1995:6), ‘antonym is 
the relationship that holds between a proposition and its negation’, i.e it holds the 
relationship of oppositeness between words.  Antonymy is a binary relationship that 
can characterize a relationship between two words at a time. Terms A and B are 
antonymous if when A describes a referent, B cannot describe the same referent and 
vice-versa, Ọ̀gbahù examples are: 
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46a.  làhụ ‘sleep’  b.  tèta ‘wake-up’ 
 
47a. ịfùnaanya ‘love’  b.  àkpọmaasì ‘hatred’ 
 
48a. akannī    ‘right’  b.  akaèkpè  ‘left’ 
 

In examples (46) to (48) above, in each pair of (a) and (b), the (b) is the 
antonym of its   (a) counterpart. Antonym is thus a binary relationship between terms 
with complementary meanings. Antonyms are of two types. These are: 

(a) Gradable antonyms 
    and 
(b) Binary /non-gradable antonyms 

 
An example of gradable antonym in Ogbahù is ọkụ ‘hot’ against oyī  ‘cold’.  

These two words stand at opposite ends and there is a scale of temperature following 
a continuum, such as nwọọkụ̄ ‘warm’ in Ogbahù dialect. Typically for gradable 
antonyms, there will be words to describe the intermediate stages. They show 
oppositeness in terms of degree. They are so-called because they are capable of 
expressing comparative and superlative ideas. 
Binary/non-gradable antonym, on the other hand is sometimes called 
complementariness. The binary or non-gr adable antonyms show polar contrast or 
complementarity. If one predicate is not applicable, the other must be when dealing 
with binary antonyms. Examples are: 
48i. nwoke   ‘man’ /  nwaànyì ‘woman’ 
48ii. nwatà nwoke ‘boy’ / nwatà  nwaànyì ‘girl’ 
Hyponymy  

Hyponymy refers to the meaning relation of inclusion which holds between 
words. Hyponym includes the meaning of a more general word. The result is that of 
hierarchical taxonomy. It is described in terms of head hyponym called 
SUPERORDINATE TERM and its tail CO-HYPONYMS. 
Examples: 

49.     Èzinụnọ  

   (Family) (superordinate term) 

 

    

   nnà        nne            ụmù 

   (father)      (mother)   (children) (co-hyponyms) 
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In example (49) above, the Ọ̀ gbahù word èzinụ̀ụnò ̣‘family’ is the superordinate term 
while the words nnà ‘father’, nne ‘mother’ and ụmù ̣ ‘children’ are co-hyponyms. One 
can say that the word X for instance, is a hyponym of word Y if in all possible 
scenario, X’s set is always a subset of or contained in Y’s set as shown in example 
(49) above. In a semantic field, hyponymy may exist at more than one level. This is 
illustrated in example (48) below: 

50.    anu mànù ‘animal’ 

 

         nnùnù  ‘bird’     òke  ‘rat’    ewu  ‘goat’         onogbò  ‘cat’ 
 

 

 ùdènè ‘vulture’           ùgò ‘eagle’        ụsụ  ‘bat’                egbe   ‘hawk’ 

 
From the illustration in example (50) above, each of the hyponyms nnụ̣̀nụ̀ ̣

‘bird’, òke ‘rat’, ewu ‘goat’ and onogbò ‘cat’ is a sub-ordinate, specific term whose 
referent is included in the referent of a super-ordinate term anụmànụ̀ ‘animal’. The 
lower or sub-ordinate terms are called hyponyms while the higher or super-ordinate 
term is called hypernym. At one level, the sub-ordinate term nnụ̀nù ̣ ‘bird’ is sub-
ordinate (a hyponym) but at another level it is a superordinate term/ hypernym having 
hyponyms like ùdènè ‘vulture’, ùgò ‘eagle’, ụsụ ‘bat’ and egbe ‘hawk’ as co-
hyponyms under it. 
 
Sentence Semantics 
Like words, sentences have meanings that can be analyzed in terms of their 
relationship to each other. Three of them are considered below: 
 
Paraphrase 

Two sentences that can have the same meaning are said to be paraphrases of 
each other. This is exemplified below using Ọ̀ gbahù dialect: 
51a. Nna anyị   gòlù            ji.  

father our buy-lV(pst) yam 
‘Our father bought yam’. 

   
  b. Ji      kà   nna  anyị gòlù.   

yam that father our buy –lV(pst) 
‘It was yam that our father bought’. 
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52a. Àda lèbèlì  Òzọ motò. 

Àda sell-lV(pst)    Ọ̀zọ car 
‘Àda sold a car to Ọ̀zọ’.                            

 
b.   Ọ̀zọ gòlù  motò  n’àka  Àda. 

Ọ̀zọ buy-lV(pst) car from hand Àda 
 Ọ̀zọ bought a car from Àda’. 

 
The (a) and (b) sentences in each of the above pairs (51 and 52) are obviously 

very similar in meaning. Indeed, it would be impossible for one sentence in any pair 
to be true without the other also being true. Thus, if (a) is true then (b) is also true. 
The sentences are therefore said to have the same truth conditions. To some linguists, 
this is enough to justify saying that the two sentences have the same meaning.  
However, you may notice that there are subtle differences in emphasis between the (a) 
and (b) sentences in (51). For instance, (51b) seems to place more emphasis on the 
word ji ‘yam’ than (51b). As is the case with synonymy, many linguists feel that 
language does not permit two or more structures to have absolutely identical 
meanings and that paraphrases are therefore not perfect. 
 
Entailment 

A relation in which the truth of one sentence necessarily implies the truth of 
another, as in examples (51) and (52) above, is called entailment. In these examples, 
the entailment relation between the (a) and (b) sentences of each pair is mutual since 
the truth of either sentence guarantees the truth of the other. In some cases however, 
entailment is asymmetrical, examples: 
53a. Motò gbulù onogbò. 

car kill-lV(pst) cat 
‘The car killed the cat’. 

    
 b. Onogbò nwu lu.   

cat die -lV(pst) 
‘The cat died’. 

 
54a. Chiọma bu nwaànyì. 
  Chiọma be female 

‘Chiọma is a female’. 
 

b.     Chiọma bu mmadu . 
  Chiọma be human 

   ‘Chiọma is a human’. 
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The (a) sentences in (53) and (54) entail the (b) sentences respectively. If it is 

true that the car killed the cat, then it is true that the cat died. However, the reverse 
does not follow since the cat may have otherwise been killed by machine, bicycle or 
something else. The same idea holds for examples in (54). 
 
Contradiction 

Sometimes, it turns out that if one sentence is true, then another sentence 
must be false. This is the case with examples in (55) below: 

 
55a. Onyeọlū bù ̣ Àzụkà.  

worker be Àzụkà  
‘Àzụkà is a worker’. 
 

b. Àzụkà enwēhọ ọlụ.  
Àzụkà E-has-neg work 
 ‘Àzụkà has no job’. 

 
If it is true that Àzụkà is a worker (55a), then it cannot be true that he has no job 
(55b). When two sentences cannot be both true, we say there is a contradiction. 
 
Syntax and Sentence Interpretation in Ọ̀gbahù 

Here, we turn to the problem of sentence interpretation with emphasis on how 
the positioning of words and phrases in a syntactic structure helps in determining the 
meaning of the entire O gbahù sentence, consistent with the principle of 
compositionality. 
 
Structural Ambiguity 
Some sentences are structurally ambiguous in that the meanings of their component 
words can be combined in more than one way. Consider the phrase below: 
 
56. ògàlànyà ndi nwoke nà nwaànyì ‘wealthy men and women’ 

In example (56) above ògàlànyà ‘wealthy’ can be seen as a property of ndi 
nwokē ‘men’ and ndi nwaànyì   ‘women’ or of just ndi nwokē ‘men’ alone. 
Another case of structural ambiguity is found in sentences such as: 

 
57. Ezè fu lu  ndi mmadù nà ùgègbèanyā.  ‘Ezè saw people with spectacles’. 

In one interpretation of the above sentence (57), the people wore spectacles 
when Ezè saw them. (the phrase nà ùgègbèanyā ‘with spectacles’ (pp-
prepositional phrase) modifies the noun ndi mmadù ‘people’). In another 
interpretation, Ezè saw the people by his using his spectacles, (the pp 
modifies the verb fùlù ̣‘saw’). 
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Thematic Roles 
Another aspect of semantic interpretation involves determining the roles that the 

referents of NPs play in the situations described by sentences. For instance, consider 
example (58) below:  

 
58.      Ùgò zìlì   Mmā si Aba  jee Ọkā.  

Ùgò send –lV(pst) Mma from Aba to Ọkā. 
‘Ùgò sent Mmā from Aba to Ọkā’. 

 
It will be impossible to understand the above sentence (58) if we could not 
identify ‘Ùgò’ as the person who was responsible for sending ‘Mmā’ and so 
on. This is further illustrated in example (59) below: 

 
59. Afàm  lù lù   ụnò n’ Ònìchà. 
 Afàm build -lV(pst) house  prep Ònìchà. 
 ‘Afàm built a house in Ònìchà.  
 

The NPs occupying individual nominal positions are assigned roles. In 
example (59) above for instance, three participants are mentioned and related by the 
actions of the verb lụ̀lù ̣ ‘built’. Afàm is the entity who initiated the action on the 
object NP ụnọ̀ ‘house’. That particular action is made in a place. These roles are 
semantic relationships termed deep cases (Fillmore, 1968), semantic roles (Givon, 
1990), thematic relation (Gruber 1976, Jackendoff, 1972), thematic roles (Dowty 
1991, Jackendoff 1990). However, for descriptive adequacy we adopt the term 
‘thematic roles’ for the purpose of this study. In line with Radfard (2004:174), the 
following thematic roles are identified: 
 
Theme: entity undergoing the effect of some action. For instance, in the sentence, 
‘Òbi fell over’, ‘Òbi is the entity undergoing the effect here. Example in Ọ̀gbahù: 
60. Ùgò nà – èje ijè. (Ùgò – theme) 
 Ùgo aux-E-walk walk 
 ‘Ùgo is walking’. 
 
Agent: entity instigating some action. For examples, in the sentence  ‘Òbi killed the 
man’, ‘Òbi’ performed the action on ‘the man’. ‘Òbi’ is the agent of the action. 
Example in Ọ̀ gbahù: 
61. Dinta gbùlù enyi. (Dinta-agent) 
 hunter kill –lV(pst) elephant 
 ‘The hunter killed an elephant’. 
 
 
 
 
 

Journal  of Assertiveness 



 
 

15 
 

 
 Experiencer: entity experiencing some psychological state, for example, ‘I like 
syntax’. Example in Ọ̀ gbahù: 
62. Etìlì m nwa ife. (nwa-experiencer) 
 E-beat-lV(pst) 1child thing 
 beat  1  child 
 ‘I beat the child’. 
 
Locative: place in which something is situated or an action occurs, example, ‘He hid 
it under the bed’. Example in Ọ̀gbahù: 
63. Nwa nò  n’ afịa.  (n’afịa-locative) 
 they be prep market    
 ‘They are at the market’. 
 
Goal: entity representing the destination of some other entity, example, ‘Òbi went 
home’.  Example in Ọ̀ gbahù: 
64. Òbi jèlì  ụnò.- (ụnò-goal) 
 Òbi go-lV(pst) house 
 ‘Òbi went home’. 
 
Source: entity from which something moves, example, ‘He returned from Ibadan’. 
Examples in Ọ̀gbahù: 
65. Nwa sì ụnò nọta. (ụno-source) 
 they prep house return 
 ‘They returned from home’. 
 
Instrument: means used to perform some action,  example, ‘He hit it with a 
hammer’. 
66. Ejì m òkwute gbu oke.  (òkwute-instrument) 
 E-use prep 1 stone kill rat 
 ‘I killed the rat with a stone’. 
The thematic role is used to describe the part played by a particular entity in an event. 
 
Conclusion 

Semantics has been defined as the study of meaning in language. Linguists 
and philosophers formulate theories in order to describe and study meaning and it is 
from these theories that generalizations concerning meanings are made. Each of the 
theories (shortcomings notwithstanding though) has given some insight into the 
nature of meaning. This paper finds the contextual theory of meaning the most 
appropriate and comprehensive of all the theories, in establishing a systematic theory 
of semantics for the Ọ̀gbahù dialect of Ìgbò language. We have been able to show 
that, to understand the meaning of a concept in Ọ̀ gbahù, we must understand the 
context under which it is spoken or used. We have also examined lexical and sentence  
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semantics as well as syntax and sentence interpretation in Ọ̀gbahù.  Some problems of 
sentence interpretation, like, structural ambiguity and thematic roles of NPs are 
revealed in the study. 
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