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Abstract 

Despite the enormity of studies on the Igbo verb and the deep insights gained, many aspects of 
the Igbo verb are either not studied or studied in a manner that yearns for re-visitations. One of 
such problem areas is the taxonomy of the verbs, especially the class of the Igbo verbs called 
process verbs. This class has not been studied sufficiently. This paper therefore takes another 
look at this class by asking the simple questions: Is there a special class of verbs that can be 
called process verbs in Igbo? Is there any unique characteristic of process verbs? if otherwise, is 
a reclassification of such verbs possible. The approach involves a close reading of Uwalaka’s 
(1988) conclusions on this verb. This approach helps to uncover the constructions objectified in 
the analysis. The study is able to establish that all Igbo verbs are process verbs with incidental 
complements. The absence of a complement is filled by the bound cognate noun which also 
depicts action in process. The conclusion therefore is to reclassify these verbs as ergative verbs.   
 

 

1.  Introduction 

Many studies have been carried out on the Igbo verb. One of the many aspects of the verb that 

have received attention is its classification. The most popular of the classifications have come 

from Nwachukwu, Emenanjo, Ubahakwe, Uwalaka and Uchechukwu, all leading to the 

emergence of various terms. Such terms include complement verbs, inherent complement 

verbs, prepositional verbs, ergative complement verbs, bound complement verbs, copula verbs, 

dynamic verbs, action verbs, stative verbs, serial verbs, psychological and emotional verbs, 

verbs of meteorological condition and process verbs. The criteria for arriving at such 

classifications have also varied. Some of the criteria include tonal, lexical, copulative, stative 

and non-stative, transitive and intransitive, causative, morphological, syntactic, semantic and 

complementation criteria. Many of the terms have been criticised as new insights are gained 

from new studies and approaches. While some of the terms are waning in serious Igbo 

grammatical discourse, others are emerging, and yet some others have simply come to stay. 

The scope of this paper however, is limited to the process verbs.  
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The next section reviews the criteria that have been used to arrive at the genre, while 

section 3 is a reappraisal of the genre by reanalysing the concept using some syntactic criteria 

to gain new insight into the previous analyses. Section 5 summarises and concludes the paper.  

 

2. Verb Classification in Igbo 

The classification of the Igbo verb could be divided into two major issues. The first ist the 

constituent of the Igbo verb, while the second is classes of Igbo verbs. 

With regard to the first issue, there are two main divergent views with regard to what 

constitutes the Igbo verb. For example, Uwalaka (1988) questions whether it is the verb, i.e. the 

single verb root [e.g. -gba], or the verb with its complement [i.e. -gba egbè] that constitutes the 

Igbo verb. This question arose from Emenanjo’s (1975) contention that the Igbo verb 

obligatorily co-exists with a noun – the complement, and that in the underlying structure, the 

verb and its noun complement are so mutually obligatory and inseparable that they always 

function as a semantic unit – the verbal complex. Since then, however, some scholars have felt 

otherwise. Uwalaka (1988), Uchechukwu (2010), Iloene (2010) and Mbah (2011) are of the view 

that the complement of the verb is separable from the verb, while Uwalaka (1988) opines that 

some verbs need not have a complement in their argument structure to form a grammatical 

string.   

 The traditional criteria for classifying Igbo verbs have been generally tonal, syntactic, 

semantic and morphological (Ndimele, 2003), in addition to lexical, stative non-stative, 

transitive, intransitive, causative and complementation criteria (Onumajuru, 2005, and 

Nwachukwu, 1983). Through the adoption of a mixture semantic and morphological criteria, 

Uwalaka (1988) classifies the Igbo verb into action verbs, verbs of occurrence, experiential 

verbs, verbs of quality, locative verbs, identification verbs and equative verbs, each its many 

subclasses The focus of the paper however is what Uwalaka (1988) calls the process verb.  

 

2.1 Process Verbs 

The process verb in Igbo was first identified in Uwalaka (1988). She treats it under the term 

‘verbs of occurrence’, which she claims came from Bamgbose (1974). The verb of occurrence 



IGBO LANGUAGE STUDIES, Vol. 1, (2015) 

133 
 

refers to verbs, which depict events and happenings not directly attributable to some action. 

She distinguishes verbs of occurrence from action verbs because they are queried differently: 

 

(1)  NP mere gịrị? (NP did what?) 

(2) Gịrị mere/mewe NP? (What did/is doing to NP?) 

 

She claims that verbs of occurrence include process verbs and verbs for weather conditions 

(meteorological verbs). Her list of Igbo process verbs include the following: 

 

(3) -ba ‘burst’    -bhịa ‘crush’   -ta ‘dry’    
-kpọ ‘dry’   -cha ‘ripe’   -gbawa ‘crack’   
-gbanwe ‘change’  -gbọ ‘boil’   -gha aghịgha ‘grow up’,  
-nwụ ‘die’   -re ‘decay’  -wa ‘break’,  
-gbu ‘have a cut accidentally’    -kpọ ‘hit part of the leg against an  
        object.  

 

She posits that a unifying factor of the verbs is that each of them expresses a change in 

condition or state where there is a patient. Furthermore, in constructions, the patient NP 

associated with the process verbs surfaces as the grammatical subject of the sentence. She 

offers the following examples: 

 

(4) a. Uwe  m  shịsha-ra     n’  ala  

Dress  my  scatter-rV(Past) on land  

‘My dresses are scattered on the floor.’ 

 

b.  Uche shịshara   uwe  m    n’  ala 

      Uche scatter-rV(Past) dress my on floor  

‘Uche scattered my dresses on the floor.’  

 

 

 Uwalaka also claims that the patient NP is objectivised in (4a) while the NP, which is the cause 

of the action depicted by the verb (Uche) in (4b), is the grammatical subject of the sentence.  
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2.2  Relationship between Process and Action-Process Verbs 

Uwalaka (1988) argues that the action-process and process verbs are related in that both of 

them indicate that an action involves a change of state. She has the following examples 

 

(5) a. Ite wa-ra. 

Pot break-past   

‘The pot broke.’ 

 

b. Ada kụ-wa-ra   ite. 

 Ada strike-break-past pot  

‘Ada broke the pot.’ 

 

She claims that the object of (5a) involves a process whereas (5b) involves an action-process. 

She argues that the verb of (5a) depicts the state of the patient while 5(b) describes the action 

that changed the state of the patient NP. There is therefore an action-result relationship in 

action-process verbs with morphological and syntactic correlates. Morphologically, the verb in 

(5a) is monosyllabic or simple but complex in (5b). Syntactically, the first verb -kụ expresses the 

action in (5b) while the second is the result or goal. Lord (1975) explains action-result verb 

forms as a sequence with the verb-verb compound which requires an action-result 

interpretation for the subparts of the event represented by the component. Uwalaka (1988) 

disagrees with Lord’s finding with the argument that the action of the first verb is subsumed 

under the process meaning of the second verb such that the action-result interpretation 

depends on whether or not the agent NP surfaces in Igbo sentences with such verb compounds. 

She further opines that sentence (5b) appears to contain inherently process verbs while the 

verb in (5a) derives from action process verbs.  Finally, Uwalaka also compares the process 

verbs with meteorological verbs with the following examples: 

 

(6)  a.  Miri do-we 

     Water rain-be 

‘It is raining.’ 
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b. Anwụ cha-wa 

 Light shine-be 

‘The sun is shining.’ 

 

c. Ụgụrụ   wụrụ   akha     a 

 Harmattan  blow(past)  last year this  

‘The harmattan was intense this last year.' 

 

Uwalaka’s view of the above sentences is that the verbs of meteorological condition in the 

sentences are similar to the process verbs in (5a) to (5b) where the patient NP surfaces as the 

subject of the sentence. 

 

3.  Reappraisal of Process Verbs in Igbo 

For a re-appraisable of the process verbs in Igbo, one needs to look at them from the 

perspective of the ontological question they raise, in addition to the concept of ‘process’ in a 

process verb, as well as the role of the complement in the process verb construction. 

 

3.1  Ontological Question  

The question that arises here is whether there could be an event without a cause. Causation is 

realised in various ways in different languages. Even when the entities involved in an event are 

expressed covertly or elliptically, such underlying representations are still apparent to speakers 

of the language. An example is the ergative verbs in Igbo that realise the logical subject in 

different ways depending on the nature of the verb: 

 

(7)  a. Ama     gbara  Ngozi 

Betrayal setforth  Ngozi 

‘Ngozi was betrayed.’ 

 

b. Ajị  gbara     Ada 

      Hair  setforth Ada  

‘Ada is hairy.’ 
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c. Obi gbara  ahụ ọnụ 

     Obi setforth  beard mouth  

‘Obi has moustache.’ 

 

The examples in (7) are ergative constructions but with different structural manifestations. 

Example (7a) has the subject omitted; (7b) has the subject present while in (7c) there is the 

logical object and the logical subject inversion.  

 

3.2  When is a Verb in process? 

A verb is a process verb, when it sets an action in motion for the realisation of an intended goal. 

Ogwueleka (1987) has argued that the bound cognate noun is not just a completive noun but 

has some prepositional notion which makes Igbo verbs actions in process: 

 

(8) a. Okoye gburu  agụ egbu 

Okoye killpast lion killing  

‘Okoye killed a lion. ’ (in the process of killing) 

 

b. Ada siri  nri  esi 

Ada cookpast  food  cooking  

‘Ada cooked food. ’  (in the process of cooking) 

 

The bound cognate nouns, egbu in (8a) and esi in (8b), indicate the path of the verbal process. 

In other words, the complements agụ and nri are just incidental to the action in motion. When 

the complements are omitted, the process of the action continues: 

 

(9) Ọ       na-eje  eje 

He/she/it be going  going  

‘He is  in the process of going.’  
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Here, there is no specified goal unless under an established context. All Igbo verbs are therefore 

argued here to be verbs of process 

 

3.3  The Complement NP 

By the theta criterion, an argument can perform one function at a time. An argument functions 

as a patient if and only if it is sentient. In other words, it has the ability to feel pain (Levin 

(1985), Ndiribe (2009), Mbah (2011). However, not all of Uwalaka’s (1988) examples qualify as 

patients as such. The conclusion therefore is that there is no syntactic motivation for the 

classification of process verbs. They are also not the only verbs that can be subjected to such 

argument structure illustrated in example (7). 

 

4. Summary and Conclusion 

There is no unique syntactic and or semantic characteristic, which sets out the so called process 

verbs in Igbo. The process verbs as outlined by Uwalaka (1988) are instances of ergative verbs. 

We conclude that the so called process verbs should be reclassified accordingly as ergative 

verbs. 
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