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Abstract 

 This study describes some aspects of the semantics of ideophones in 

Kị́rị́kẹ ̄, an Eastern Ijoid dialect spoken by well over 593,118 in 

Okrika, Ogu and the southern Port Harcourt Local Government 

Areas, Rivers State Nigeria. The work set out to describe some 

aspects of the semantics of ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. Primary data for 

this study were gathered from recordings of eight native speakers of 

the lect, including several settings in which speakers use the Kị́rị́kẹ̄ 

dialect freely, as well as published works in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. Data were 

analysed using the interlinear morpheme-to-morpheme glossing. 

The study revealed that Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ ideophones with related meanings 

which portray specific meanings are grouped together. Based on 

these groupings, the following fields were identified; motion, sound 

size/shape, state and colour. Kị́rị́kẹ̄ ideophones were also found to be 

used in everyday conversations and are mostly used for describing 

persons, objects and situations. 
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1.1 Introduction 

 Ideophones are linguistic expressions whose forms and sounds often 

correlate with their meanings. Ideophones are a well-recognized feature of 

most languages of the world, with an important proportion of the lexicon 

of most African languages. The dearth of literatures in the study of 

ideophnes as compared to other sister ijoid dialects has made it necessary 

to put up this study. Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ an Eastern Ijoid dialect of the Niger-Congo 

family is mainly spoken by over 222,285 people in Okrika, Ogu and the 

southern Port Harcourt Local Government Areas, Rivers State Nigeria 

according to 2006 national population. 

 

1.2 A brief on the phonology of Kị́rị́kẹ 

We shall briefly outline the consonants, vowels and tone levels in 

Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. The consonant phonemes are represented in the phonemic 

consonants of Kị́rị́kẹ table. 

 

(Adapted from Ngulube 2011) 
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There are nine phonemic oral vowels in Kị́rị́kẹ and every one of 

these oral vowels has a nasal counterpart. Below is a chart for the oral and 

nasal vowels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

(Adapted from Ngulube 2011) 

 

Kị́rị́kẹ basically has three tone levels  

 [`] low tone, left unmarked in the orthography   

[  ́] high tone marked with an acute accent  (  ́  ) 

 [   ] downstepped high tone marked with a macron  (  ̄  ) 

 

1.3 Aim and objectives of the study  

The aim of the study is to provide an adequate descriptive analysis 

of some aspects of the semantics of ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ as it reflects 

current usage. The specific objectives include to: 

i) identify ideophones with related meaning in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. 

ii) investigate how ideophones with particular meaning are grouped 

together in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. 

iii) examine the semantic interpretation and usage of ideophones in 

Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. 
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1.4   Methodology/ sources of data 

The study exploits unstructured elicitation within social gatherings of 

competent native speakers of the lect and other rich informal data mines 

in which Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ is used as a medium of communication. The researcher 

then tested the elicited data against the intuitive knowledge of other 

speakers of the lect. 

2.1 Ideophones   

 Studies by most authors exploring the concept of ideophones in 

African languages (e.g. Samarin 1971, Childs (1988), Voeltz and Kilian-Hatz 

2001) identify that Doke (1935) conceived the term “ideophone” in his 

definition: 

A vivid representation of an idea in sound. A word, often onomatopoeic, 

which describes a predicate, qualificative or adverb in respect to manner, 

colour, sound, smell, action, state or intensity. The ideophone is in Bantu a 

special part of speech, resembling to a certain extent in function the 

adverb. 

 

 In a more helpful view, Dingemanse (2009: 83), defined ideophones 

as marked words that vividly depict sensory events. This definition 

contains all the relevant components for a cross-linguistic characterization 

without making reference to the grammatical status of these words or to 

sound symbolism; two criteria which may vary considerably from language 

to language. 

 The most important aspects are that ideophones are words ‘with 

specifiable meanings, that they are ‘marked’ in several respects, that by 

performing (‘vividly’) rather than describing they create an image (‘depict’) 

of an event and that the depicted events belong to a broad spectrum of 

sensory impressions. 

In this regard the markedness of ideophones does not just play out 

at word-level but also in morphosyntax. Across languages, ideophones 

tend to show a great measure of syntactic independence: they tend to occur 
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at clause edges rather than deeply embedded within them; they tend to be 

aversive to inflectional morphology; and they can be set off from the rest of 

the clause by a pause (Childs 1994; Diffloth 1972; Kunene 1965).  

From the discussion so far, it is observed that ideophones possess 

phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic attributes. 

However, the thrust of this study centres mainly on the semantic attributes 

of ideophones in the target lect. 

 

2.1.1 The Semantics of ideophones  

Ideophones have been categorized according to their semantics in 

many different ways, but one of the most common distinctions has been 

that between onomatopoeic ideophones (phonomimes) and those which 

depict an event or state that does not inherently involve any audible noise 

(phenomimes for external phenomena, psychomimes for psychological states) 

(Smoll, 2014).  

The sensory imagery depicted by ideophones covers a broad range 

of perceptions, sensations, and inner feelings. Despite the significance of 

ideophones as dedicated sensory words (Dingemanse and Majid 2012).  

According to Smoll (2014), the performative nature of ideophones 

has led to a rethinking of the particular mode of representation that is at 

work in these words. Ideophones do not simply describe a state or event, 

but rather they simulate it, allowing the speaker to perform the event and 

raising the illusion that it is occurring at the moment of the utterance 

(Kilian-Hatz, 2001, p.155). As Kunene (2001, p.183) puts it, the ideophone is 

the closest linguistic substitute for a non-verbal, physical act. Like a stage 

performance that creates a world outside of the one unfolding in the theatre, 

ideophones create or depict an event, emotion, or perception that is 

removed from the ordinary language act composed of subjects, predicates, 

objects, adverbs and adjectives. The distinction being made here is the same 

as that made by Dwyer and Moshi (2003) between the analytic dimension 

of language and the expressive dimension, of which ideophones form a part 

and which also includes paralinguistic phenomena such as gesture and 
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intonation. Perhaps fittingly, ideophones are often accompanied by 

gestures approximating the act being depicted (Voeltz and Kilian-Hatz, 

2001, p.3), and which can even sometimes completely replace the spoken 

word (Kunene, 1978, p.12). It seems that iconic gestures, those which share 

formal characteristics with the semantic content of the accompanying 

speech, are the most common type co-occurring with ideophones.  

The fact that iconic gestures are the most common type co-occurring 

with ideophones goes hand in hand with the iconic nature of ideophones 

themselves. Three main types of iconicity can be found in ideophones 

(Kilian-Hatz, 2001). 

 

Imagic iconicity, in which a word mimics a sound in the real world 

(onomatopoeia such as bang or tick-tock in English)  

 

Gestalt iconicity, in which the morphological structure of a word resembles 

the spatio-temporal characteristics of its reference (e.g. reduplicated 

ideophones indicating the repetition of an event)  

 

Relative iconicity, in which words with similar forms have similar 

meanings (e.g.  

English words beginning with -gl such as glimmer, glow, gleam, glitter, etc.)  

The definition of the ideophone is not so easy and straight forward as 

noticed in the review. Scholars have also not agreed on what the ideophone 

really is, that is, whether it is a descriptive, a mimetic or an expressive. The 

working definition for this study is adopted from Dingemanse, (2011:21) 

who defines ideophones as marked words that depict sensory imagery. As 

Dingemanse explains in his thesis, the four cornerstones of this definition 

are: markedness, conventionality, depiction, and sensory imagery. To 

summarize this definition, Dingemanse states that ideophones stand apart 

from the rest of the grammar and are conventionalized words that most if 

not all speakers would understand. Due to their iconic nature, ideophones 

also invite people to view a particular image instead of simply describing 
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the event, and these images are made up from perceptual knowledge of 

such things as taste, sight, smell, kinesthesia, mouth feel, texture, and 

internal emotion (Franck, 2014). The reason for adopting this definition is 

because Dingemanse did not only highlight the features that are 

structurally common to ideophones, but also retains important features that 

are semantic. For example, he states that the form-meaning mappings 

found in ideophones fall into three non-exclusive types of iconicity: imagic 

iconicity, in which the sound of the word mimics a sound in the world; 

gestalt iconicity, in which word structure depicts event structure; and 

relative iconicity, in which related forms map onto related meanings.  

The lexical classes to which ideophones belong have been an issue owing 

to the fact that their function may vary from language to language.  It would 

be wrong therefore, to conclude that ideophones belong to the same word 

class in all the languages of the world. In the same vein, ideophones do not 

serve the same syntactic function in languages. There is the claim that 

ideophones do not seem to have independent semantics, they depend on 

the preceding word and/or other contexts for their meaning 

 

2.2 Related works 

 Maduka (1988) identifies peculiar strategies for describing the fields 

of size and shape ideophones in Nembe, while making a connection 

between sounds and the meanings they convey. He established that for size, 

medial alveolars as well as vowels in the narrow sets are used for smallness, 

while medial velars and vowels in the wide sets are used for largeness. For 

shape on the other hand, consonants and vowel melodies are used rather 

than single phonic units. 

Agyekun (2008) investigates the structure of ideophones in Akan 

language of Ghana. In discussing the syntax of ideophones, he identifies 

that most ideophones function as adverbs and are used as intensifiers. He 

concludes that Ideophones emphasize the meaning of verb and hence evoke 

some concrete imagery in the minds of the audience and that ideophone 

gives a vivid picture of the state in which the narrator finds himself. 
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 Edionhon (2016) identifies Ẹdo ideophones as belonging to the same 

phonemes as those of their non-ideophonic counterparts in the language. 

They exhibit an occurrence of regular tonal patterning. On the semantics of 

Ẹdo ideophones, he examines ways by which the meaning of ideophones 

are determined. 

 

3.1 The semantics of Kị́rị́kẹ̄ ideophones 

In the semantic analysis, our concern will be on the meanings of 

Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ ideophones: how their meanings are inferred. According to Smoll 

(2014) the meanings of ideophones are notoriously difficult to pin down, 

and they present a great challenge for translation.  

Furthermore, although the link between ideophones and sensory 

perception has long been recognized, the categorization of ideophones into 

the semantic domains of sensory perception necessarily results in some 

more or less arbitrary distinctions (Smoll, 2014). The Semantic domain of 

ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ will discuss how they are classified based on similar 

meanings.  

 

3.1.1   Semantic domain of ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ̄ 

In discussing the semantic domain of ideophones Kị́rị́kẹ ̄, ideophones 

with related meanings that portray a particular meaning were grouped 

together. Based on these groupings, the following fields are identified: 

motion, sound, size, state and colour. 

 

3.1.1.1    Motion ideophones 

Motion here, is defined as an act of changing location or position, or 

the way in which somebody or something moves. It is also a movement, 

action or gesture (Askira, 2014). Moving the body from one place to another 

by walking or running is ideophonically captured in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄. These types of 

ideophones usually collocate with the verbs of motion such as nwengi 

‘walk’ and mangi ‘run’. Examples are presented in (1). 
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  1a. nwengi   gólópígolopi     ‘describes walking with one sore foot, so that                       

it makes no full walk       IDEO.                footprint’ 

                 

    b.     “         fákpefákpe  ‘describes an idle sort of walk or tortoise 

movement’ IDEO. 

    c.      “        kpórókpóró      ‘describes the movement of a rolling wagon’ 

                       IDEO. 

    d.      “        kpikpi  ‘describes normal movement of a person’ 

                       IDEO.  

    e. mangi    gamgam           ‘describes the running steps of stampede’ 

           ‘run’       IDEO. 

 

       f.     “        felema  ‘describes someone running in a lazy manner’ 

                         IDEO. 

 

        g.     “     fíkírífikírí         ‘describing something running fast’ 

                         IDEO. 

 

The ideophones are descriptive of the motion or movement of both humans 

and non-humans. From the examples, we noticed that most of the 

ideophones collocate with nwengi ‘walk’ and mangi ‘run’. 

 

3.1.1.2  Sound ideophones  

Some ideophones may be referred to as sound ideophones since they are 

observed to describe various sounds. Consider example (2):  

2   a.  gbụ́rụ́m     [gbʊrʊm]    ‘describes the noise heard when swallowing 

cooked cassava’ 

     b.  krímkrím   [krimkrim]              ‘describes crispy sound of biscuit when 

chewed’ 

     c. váị́nváị́n      [vaɪ ̃vaɪ ̃]                ‘describes sound (frying noise) of oil’ 
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     d. gírírí        [giriri]          ‘describes the sound heard when 

drawing a zip‘ 

     e. kákúrukákúrú  [kakurukakuru]   ‘describes the chewing noise of a 

dog with bone’ 

     f. kpángákpágá  [kpangakpaga]      ‘describes the empty sound of a 

container’  

     g. kítíkítí  [kitikiti]     ‘describes the sound of a boiling water’ 

     h. fìkífìkí  [fikifiki]             ‘describes the sound heard when sawing 

a wood’ 

These ideophones are intended to imitate sounds directly or describe noises 

as subjectively perceived by the hearer. Subjectively because different 

hearers perceive (the) sounds differently. These sounds are sometimes 

likened to onomatopoeia but one important fact worthy of mention is that 

these ideophones give us a vivid representation of the auditory experience. 

 

3.1.1.3     Size ideophones/shape  

These are ideophones that describe the size and shapes of objects, persons, 

etc. The following are examples in lect: 

3   a. kparakpara    ‘describes the big size of a fish (sardine)’          

(Size)  

     b. lekéleké         ‘describes something small (of a fish)’ 

 “ 

     c. chákácháká    ‘describes something of smaller quantity’ 

 “ 

     d.    gorogoró        ‘skinny, thin’     

 “ 

     e.    ḅoloḅolo         ‘(eyes) large and rounded, (writing) bold' 

 “ 

     f.    gbolologbololo  ‘straight (and wide/neutral)’  

  (Shape) 

     g.    kpokorokpokoró ‘bold, well-marked’          

“ 
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     h.    karakara  ‘straight, without curve, vertical, upright’                       

“  

     i.     ḅekeléḅekele  ‘twisted, uneven’           

“ 

     j.     kúlakúla  ‘strewn, scattered’            

“  

      k.   kpolokíkpolokí ‘describing uneven land’            

“  

      l.    éléké             ‘describes something straight. Line by line’ 

          “ 

       m.  kpọmakpọ́má  ‘describes something very small’ 

 

      

The ideophones in examples (3) are descriptive in nature. They provide 

information about the nominals which they describe in the lect. 

 

3.1.1.4    State ideophones  

 State denotes an adjective which describes something as having a state 

(Zur, 2013). With regards to their semantic properties, ideophones may be 

classified as state ideophones when they denote state with reference to 

emotion or quality. This type of ideophones helps to describe state of being 

whether animate or inanimate. The following are examples 

4  a. nọ́gọńọǵọ́     [nɔgɔnɔgɔ]  ‘extremely tall       (animate)   

    b. gọlọlọ́            [gɔlɔlɔ]   ‘long’                               (inanimate) 

    c. lọkọ́lọkọ ́        [lɔkɔlɔkɔ]  ‘very soft’         (animate)  

   

    d. pọtọmpọ́tọm   [pɔtɔmpɔtɔm]    ‘extremely soft/mashy’   (inanimate) 

 

It is observed that these state ideophones describe the state of nouns they 

co-occur with in a sentence. 
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3.1.1.5   Colour ideophones 

Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ exhibits three basic colour terms. Below are examples of colour 

ideophones in the lect. 

5a. kúrúkúrú [kurukuru] ‘describes a profound darkness /very black’ 

    b. gị́ọ́ngị́ọń      [gɪɔ̃gɪɔ̃] ‘describes clarity of light /very clean or very 

white’ 

    c. ọdọdọ        [ɔdɔdɔ] ‘describes a yellowish substance’ 

    d. pulópuló     [pulopulo] ‘shades ranging from pale pink to light 

shades of red and orange’ 

    e. ḅiaḅia    [ɓiaɓia]          ‘describes a whitish substance’ 

It is observed that the ideophones in (5) are used to describe the nature and 

degree of the colours that they occur with. 

 

3.2 Uses of ideophones  

Ideophones can be considered as an element of discourse. Wherever 

they appear in a discussion, the narration of an event, a story, or an incident 

in a sermon, in a drinking session, in fact in a wide variety of situations 

where language is used, the ideophones are an essential part of that speech 

event (Zondo, 1982:122).  . 

 In the Kị́rị́kẹ ̄, ideophones are used in everyday discourse by its 

speakers. They are used by speakers to report, narrate, and give 

descriptions to expressions and situations. They are also used in songs, 

proverbs, blessings, to mention but a few. They are used differently by 

speakers in different speech contexts or situations to communicate their 

ideas. The examples in (6) discusses the usage of ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄: 

Ideophone used in conversation 

6.  A: tọmbọ ́ ḅé     lị́kị́    ‘look at that man’ 

  person DEF look 

 

B: cheyé   páká     ‘what happen’ 

            Q          happen 
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            A: ọ     nwengi  gọ́lọ́pị́gọ́lọ́pị́   ‘he walks 

lopsidedly’ 

          3MSG           walk      IDEO. 

 

B.  ọ      ná    má        ‘let him not hear ’ 

            3MSG     hear not 

A and B bursts into laughter. 

 

The examples (6) is a conversation between two friends. They were 

discussing about how a certain man walks. Speaker A in the discourse used 

the ideophone ‘gọ́lọ́pị́gọ́lọ́pị́’ to describe how the man walks. The 

ideophone at this point is used for description. The description was one that 

was funny and mockery which prompted the final response of Speaker B 

and thereafter the laughter.      

 

Ideophonic Proverbs in Kị́rị́kẹ̄ 

7a.  kurukuru     iḅi      sima   me       ‘A beautiful person with a bad  

            IDEO.           good  spoil   NFUT         character is nothing’ 

             

 b. nwananinwanani   ye        mangba      iḅi     ke     ‘Not everything that 

sparkles is good’ 

            IDEO.                      3NSG  everything good NEG 

 c. kpoinkpoin  kirì  m̀gbá     ɓéré          píkɪápɪkɪá kè          ‘you cannot 

challenge one who     

            IDEO.          land  wrestle  challenge  deny         NEG         experienced’ 

                          

Basically, ideophones in the Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ are used for describing. In the 

course of description, the ideophones can cause amusement (humour) 

which can either be positive or negative. At the positive level, it is 

humorous which may cause a smile, laughter, comedy, or mockery and 

generally used to calm down tensions and anxieties while at the negative 
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level, it may cause disapproval or result to insult and anger especially when 

the expression is one of mockery. As Zondo, (1982) puts it, all that each 

needs to do in an information-exchange situation involving ideophones is 

to see that the ideophone to be used is possible, appropriate to the situation 

and feasible. 

 

4.1 Conclusion  

This study has addressed some aspects of the semantics of 

ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄: what they are, how they function, and the attributes 

they possess and to a reasonable extent their behaviour. From our 

discussion thus far, we observed that ideophones in the lect with related 

meanings that portray a particular meaning are grouped together. Based on 

these groupings, the following fields was identified; motion, sound 

size/shape, state and colour. 

Finally, ideophones in Kị́rị́kẹ ̄ show the way we see the world as it 

was observed that they are used in everyday conversations among 

speakers of the lect. They are mostly used for describing persons, objects 

and situations.   
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 Bernd H. and Derek Nurse (eds.), 11–42. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Zondo, J. (1982). Some Aspects of the Ideophone in Ndebele. Zambezia, X 

(ii). 

Zur, O. (2013). Dynamic Verbs and Stative Verbs. www.really-learn-

english.com. 

 

http://www.really-learn-english.com/
http://www.really-learn-english.com/

