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Kalab. ari.-I ¢jo. (hereafter, Kalab. ari.) is one of the four lects of the KOIN group of East I. jo. of
the I¢jo. language cluster in the Niger-Congo phylum (Williamson & Blench 2000: 22). The
other lects in this group are Ki.ri.ke. (Okrika), I.b. ani. and Nko. ro.o. . Ki.ri.ke. and I.b. ani. are mutually
intelligible with Kalab. ari., and Nko. ro.o. is partially so. All the lects in this group are spoken in
Rivers State, Nigeria. In addition, there are three other groups of I ¢jo. : Nembe-Akaha (Akassa)
in East I ¢jo. , Inland I ¢jo. (Oruma, Aki.ta (Okordia), Biseni) and I.zo.n, which together make up
West I ¢jo. . These groups are all spoken in Bayelsa State, Nigeria, with I¢zo¢n spreading further
to the west (Williamson, p.c.).

Kalab. ari. has a very limited amount of published work. Some earlier works that include
Kalab. ari. as part of a wider study or as the only study include Ladefoged (1964), Williamson
(1972, 1988) and Jenewari (1978, 1989). More recent publications include Akinlabi (1995,
1997). This list is by no means exhaustive.

Consonants
There are 22 phonemic consonants in Kalab. ari., as shown in the consonant chart below.

Labial Alveolar Post- Palatal Velar Glottal Labial
alveolar Velar

Nasal m n

Plosive p b t d d°Z k g k°p g°b

Implosive ∫ Î

Trill r

Fricative f v s z H

Approximant j w

Lateral l
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The consonants are illustrated as follows:

/m/ /ámá/ ámá ‘town’
/n/ /ànà/ ana ‘fish species’
/p/ /páká/ páká ‘go/come/out’
/b/ /báÕ bá/ bábā ‘cut’
/t/ /tà/ ta ‘wife’
/d/ /dà/ da ‘wedge/rule’
/d °Z/ /d°Zà/ ja ‘some’
/k/ /áká/ áká ‘teeth’
/g/ /ágá/ ágá ‘cane’
/k °p/ /àk°pà/ akpa ‘bag’
/g °b/ /ág°bá/ ágbá ‘paint’
/∫/ /∫á/ b. á ‘kill’
/Î/ /Îà/ d. a ‘father’
/r/ /árU!/ áru. ! ‘boat’
/f/ /fà/ fa ‘lost’
/v/ /válà/ vála ‘sail’ n.
/s/ /sá sá ‘debt’
/z/ /ázı́zà/ ázi.za ‘broom’
/j/ /jé/ yé ‘thing/do’
/H/ /Hóı)!/ hóı́n ‘introduction’
/w/ /wá/ wá ‘we/our’
/l/ /láÕá/ /láā/ ‘reach’

The consonants /z/ and /H/ are restricted in their occurrence in morphemes. /z/ occurs mainly
in loanwords, and also in free variation with /d °Z/ in some morphemes. /H/ occurs in two
morphemes only, both used to introduce a story during a story-telling session.

Ladefoged (1964: 10) provides an instrumental study of the labial-velars, /k°p/, /g°b/ and
the implosives, /∫, Î/, in Kalab. ari.. He clearly demonstrates that these consonants are produced
with some suction due to a velaric airtstream. Connell’s (n.d.) instrumental study of Kalab. ari.
labial-velars confirms Ladefoged’s account of the presence of suction and contrast in these
consonants.

Homorganicity
The nasals /m/ and /n/ may occur both syllable-initially and syllable-finally. However, whereas
syllable-initially there is a phonemic distinction between them, syllable-finally the contrast
is neutralized before plosives. They become homorganic with the following plosives. These
nasals never occur preceding implosive stops. Examples of nasal homorganicity are given
below.

[I ) ŸmpU!] ∼ [m̀pU!] ‘filthy’ [ı)!mbı́] ∼ ḿbı́] ‘coconut’
[ı)!nÕtó] ∼ [ńÕtó] ‘type of game’ [ı )! ndó] ∼ [ńdó] ‘breast’
[ı )!Nkòrò] ∼ [N!kòrò] ‘talking-drum’ [ı )!NÕgóló] ∼ [N!Õgóló] ‘limpet’

[I )ŸN°mk°párá] ∼ [N°mk°párá] ‘walking-stick’ [ı )!N°mg°bè] ∼ [N°ḿg°bè] ‘oyster’

Vowel nasalization in the examples above will be discussed under ‘Vowels’ below.
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Syllabic nasal
In the cases above, the initial close vowels may be deleted, in which case the nasals become
syllabic, bearing the tone of the deleted vowel. But non-close ones remain, for example,

[ómbú] ‘navel’
[E!ndE!] ‘four hundred’
[áNgá] ‘corner/place’

Some functional morphemes are inherently syllabic nasals, for example,

/ǹ/ ‘they’
/Õḿ/ ‘past tense marker’

The clitic pronoun, /ǹ/, varies with two longer counterparts, / I ŸnI Ÿ/ ∼ /ı)nı)/. The syllabic
nasal precedes consonant-initial morphemes, while the others precede vowel-initial ones,
with the Advanced Tongue Root (ATR) value of such morphemes playing a crucial role in
the choice of the type of long clitic. The long clitics must agree with the [ATR] value of the
following morphemes in the phrase or sentence (see Jenewari 1980; Akinlabi 1995, 1997 for
details on clitic pronouns in Kalab. ari.). Examples of the use of these pronouns are given in
the illustrative passage.

In addition to the VN- syllable preceding plosives, as seen above, Kalab. ari. has a CVN
syllable preceding plosives, but no word-final nasals except syllabic -m, for example,

[kùmbù] ‘axe’ [kO!ndO!] ‘left’

[máNgá] ‘cross-eye’ [mı́mg°bà] ‘today’

[d°Zı̀ḿd°Zı̀ḿ] ‘whale’ [éléḿ] ‘old’

Implosive harmony
Implosive harmony occurs as a distributional constraint involving the implosives /∫, Î/ versus
anterior plosives /b, d/ in morphemes. Within a simple morpheme, only members of the same
set can co-occur. No bilabial or alveolar plosive can co-occur with the implosives (Jenewari
1989: 109). However, as in B ¢u¢mo¢, an I¢zo¢n lect, velar and labial-velar plosives can co-occur
with the implosives (Efere 1994: 19), for example,

/Îá∫á/ ‘dream’
/bàdàrà/ ‘very large’
/∫ákU!/ ‘knock’

The bilabial implosive, /∫/, may be reduced to a labial-velar approximant, /w/,
intervocalically in morphemes. Further, this approximant may be deleted in that environment,
leaving a sequence of two vowels or a long vowel on the surface.

/sù∫è/ → [sùwè] → [sùè] ‘well(n.)’
/Îú∫ú → [Îúwú] → [Îú…] ‘grave(n.)’

Labialization
Obstruents are labialized when they occur before a sequence of a back vowel followed by
another vowel. Where the tone on the preceding vowel is different from that of the following
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vowel, the following vowel is lengthened in order to bear the tone of the de-syllabified vowel,
for example,

/ákU!á/ → [ákwá] ‘drum’
/ı́gU!á/ → [ı́gWá] ‘high-jump’
/ I ŸÕrU!á/ → [I!ÕrWá] ‘sun’
/sUŸá/ → [swa #…] ‘wear’

Palatalization
Like in labialization, obstruents are palatalized when they occur before a sequence of a close
front vowel followed by another vowel, for example,

/ı̀kı̀à/ → [ı̀kjà] ‘friend’
/ògı̀è/ → [ògjè] ‘knife’

For some speakers, the close front vowels are reduced to palatal approximants, for example,

/ı̀kı̀à/ → [ı̀kjà] ‘friend’
/ògı̀è/ → [ògjè] ‘knife’

For other speakers, the stop-approximant cluster is split by reintroducing the close front vowel
due to the need to maintain the basic CV-CV pattern in those words, for example,

[ı̀kjà] → [ı̀kı̀jà] ‘friend’
[ògjè] → [ògı̀jè] ‘knife’

However, where the tone of the close front vowel is different from the tone on the following
vowel, the close front vowel is not reduced to a palatal approximant, for example,

/ànı́Õé/ → [a )Ÿnı)!Õe )!]

Approximant nasalization
The approximants /j/ and /w/ are nasalized in a nasal environment, for example,

/o)!jo)!/ → [o)!j )o)!] ‘calamity’

/o)!wı)! / → [o)!w)ı)!] ‘bite’

/májá/ → [ma )!j)a )!] ‘catarrh’

Vowels
Kalab. ari. has 18 phonemic vowels, nine oral and nine nasal. Some of these vowels have
advanced tongue root position, while others have retracted tongue root position. The IPA
distinguishes these two types by using the symbols 5 under the advanced ones and ∞ under
the retracted ones. We will not use these symbols here; rather, for convenience, we will use
equivalent phonetic symbols in the chart below.
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Vowel harmony
Like most I ¢jo. and many West African languages, Kalab. ari. has a vowel harmony system. The
close and mid vowels (oral and nasal) are divided into two mutually exclusive sets based on
the size of the pharynx. The size of the pharynx is affected by the relative positions of the
tongue root and the larynx in the production of these vowels (Lindau 1978: 10). Set 1 is
distinguished by an Advanced Tongue Root [+ ATR] position, while set 2 is distinguished by
a retracted Tongue Root [–ATR] position. The result of this division is that only vowels of
a particular set can co-occur in a given simple morpheme. On the other hand, the only open
vowel, /a/, is neutral to this ATR-harmony, as it co-occurs with vowels from both sets. For
illustrative purposes, we will give the oral sets only with the IPA diacritics for [+ATR] and
[–ATR], as shown below:

Set 1 Set 2
[+ATR] [−ATR]
i 5[i] u5[u] i ∞[I] u∞[U]
e 5[e] o5[o] e ∞[E] o∞[O]

a [a]

In the orthography, [–ATR] is distinguished from [+ATR] vowels by placing dots under
the [–ATR] vowels. Also, nasality is marked by placing an ‘n’ after the vowel symbol. The
lexical pairs below illustrate the contrast between [+ATR], [–ATR], oral and nasal vowels in
Kalab. ari..

/i/ /sı̀/ si ‘bad/evil’ /ı )/ /sı)Ÿ/ sin ‘drink/remove’
/I/ /f ı!/ f ı. ! ‘eat’ /ı)/ /O!f ı)!/ ó. f ı. !n ‘sweep’
/e/ /déÕé/ dée ) ‘drive/abort’ /e )/ /de )Ÿı)Ÿ/ dein ‘peace’
/E/ /sE!/ se. ! ‘stand/state’ /E)/ /sE)ŸI )!/ se. i.n ‘shave/load’
/a/ /sá/ sá ‘debt’ /a )/ /sa )! / sán ‘urine’
/O/ /sO!/ so. ! ‘enter/fight’ /O)/ /fO)!ÕO)! / fo. !ō. n ‘ashes’
/o/ /só/ só ‘go’ /o)/ /fo)!ı)!/ fóín ‘swell/float’
/U/ /O!sU!/ o. !su. ! ‘vomit’ /U)/ /sU)!/ su. !n ‘even’
/u/ /sú/ sú ‘sing’ /u)/ /su)!/ sún ‘hat’
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The close back vowels, /U/ and /u/, never occur without an onset consonant word-initially.
Also, the mid vowels rarely occur alone. Most often, they occur with another vowel in a
sequence.

Vowel nasalization
Oral vowels occurring in the environment of nasal(ized) consonants become nasalized.
Examples are given above and in the passage below.

Vowel assimilation
In connected speech, the final non-close vowel of an initial morpheme completely assimilates
to the initial onsetless vowel of a following morpheme. But the close vowel only assimilates
to the following vowel if the two vowels agree in the feature value for [back]. Jenewari (1980:
15) notes that complete assimilation may lead to contraction, where the identical vowels in
sequence become a single short vowel. This happens where the tone of the preceding deleted
vowel is either lost or identical to the tone on the affecting vowel, for example,

/mà + érémè/ → [me #:rémè] → [me #:rémè]
two women ‘two women’
/tOŸ + ángá/ → [tà:Ngá] → [tàNgá]
what place ‘where?’
/mı́ + ójı́∫O!/ → ------ → [mı́ójı̀∫O!]
this male-person ‘this man’
/mı́ + E!rE!∫O!/ → [mE!…rEŸ∫O!] → [mE!rEŸ∫O!]
this female-person ‘this woman’

Deletion
The close vowels /i/ and /u/ are not reduced to [j] and [w] respectively when their associated
tones are different from the tones on the following vowels. However, the close front vowel is
deleted in the verb complement, /wE!rárı̀/. In this case, the delinked low tone is reassigned to
the preceding alveolar trill /r/, becoming syllabic in the process.

The peripheral vowels (close and open) may be deleted when they occur between an
obstruent and an alveolar trill /r/, provided both tone and vowels in the morphemes are
identical, for example,

/kúrú/ → [krú] ‘wood species’
/pı̀rı̀/ → [prı̀] ‘bush’
/kárá/ → [krá] ‘carve’

Tone system
Kalab. ari. is a tone language with two tone levels, high, / !/ and low, / Ÿ/. In addition, a phonemic
downstep, [Õ !], occurs, which can give rise to a three-way contrast in morphemes, for example,

/ı́kú/ ‘lice’
/ı́Õkú/ ‘heavy’
/ı́kù/ ‘cocoyam’

Further, downdrift occurs in Kalab. ari., whereby in an utterance any successive high tone
is on a pitch lower than a preceding high due to an assimilatory effect of a surface intervening
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low tone (Jenewari 1977, Harry 1998). Similarly, downstep is underlyingly a high tone lowered
by a preceding unassociated low tone in Kalab. ari..

All tones will be marked in broad and narrow transcriptions of the illustrative passage.
In the orthographic rendition of the passage, high tone will be marked with the acute accent,
downstep with a macron and low tone left unmarked, following the present orthographic
conventions for Kalab. ari. (Jenewari 1978).

Transcriptions of the passage in Kalab. ari.

Narrow transcription
ı̀gWè fE!rUŸ nı) ! ı́ÕrWá na )! jé ∫ákWárı̀ mı)!nE)Ÿ, ı)Ÿna )Ÿ ∫U!ÕU! tUŸwO! krOŸ tE)!ÕI )!? ǹ mı)! jè
mE)! ∫ákWárı̀ ∫EŸ tE! ∫ı̀ár̀ ògbò, a )Ÿnı)!Õe )! gbO!rU!∫O! Õ tó óÕdZú O!frı́má…r̀ òpù kàpà
sWà wE!ra !rŸ Igònı)Ÿ∫OŸ ∫ó ∫rO! jéÕé. Igònı)Ÿ∫O! Õ ∫é ∫rO! gbO!rU! krı̀krı̀, ànı́Õé ı̀n
ı̀nà ∫U!ÕU! ∫E! jé mı)!nE)Ÿ, ı)!ne )! mI )ŸE)Ÿ tó òpù kápà sWà wE!rár̀ ∫i ı̀gònì∫OŸ ∫é, òrò
òpú kàpà mE)! sı)∫O! sı)∫O! a )Ÿnı)!Õe )! krOŸ tE)ÕI )!jéÕé. ı̀gWè fE!rUŸ wE)Ÿnı)! sáÕkI ! krOŸmó
òrı̀ ı́né ∫rı́ ı́né ∫rá fı́é. OŸ krOŸmá fja…!rI Ÿ sàkI!, òpù kápà sWı̀ ı́gónı́∫OŸ ∫é pı̀kI !
kápà mE! kEŸ krOŸmá OŸ ∫U!ÕU! fı)!na )!ma )!…r̀. ı̀gWè fE!rUŸ fjé wénı́…! sáÕkI !, òrı̀ sO! Õ ∫E!
E!rı́ÕtE! mı́nò òpù kápà mE! só ÎU!kWa #…Õá, OŸ wEŸnI ! ∫rá sı). ı̀gWè fE!rUŸ ∫rá sı) tE!
só, a )Ÿnı)!Õı)! I!ÕrWá kE!lE! kEŸ ∫Ÿjá páká jéÕé. ı́ÕrWá ∫é ∫jà páká gbO!rU! krı̀krı̀,
O!wU! wEŸnó òpù kápà sWı̀ ı̀gònı́∫OŸ ∫é Õ ∫á, a )Ÿnı)!ÕO)! OŸ ∫rá nà OŸ sWa #… wE!rár̀ òpù
kápà mE)! sı)! jéÕé. kápà mE)! só tE) só, ı̀gWè fE!rUŸ wEŸnı́. ∫rá na )Ÿ)Ÿ mı)Ÿnı)ŸnO)! O)Ÿ
∫U!ÕU! prI ! mı)!nE)Ÿ, òrI Ÿ nI)Ÿ I!ÕrWá na )Ÿ, I !ÕrWá krOŸ tE)ÕI)!ḿ.

Broad transcription
ı̀gùè fE!rUŸ ná I )!rÕU!á nà jè ∫ákU!árı̀ mI !nEŸ I Ÿ nà ∫U!Õ∫U! tUŸ∫O! kUŸrOŸ tE)ÕI )!. ǹ mı́ jè
mE! ∫a !kU!árIŸ ∫EŸtE! ∫ı̀árI Ÿ ògbò, ànı́Õé gbO!rU!∫O! Õ tE! òÕdZú O!fı́rI !máárI Ÿ òpù kàpà
sUŸà wE!rárI Ÿ ı̀gònı̀∫OŸ ∫ó ∫O!rO! jéÕé. ı̀gònı̀∫O! Õ ∫é ∫O!rO! gbO!r U! kı̀rı̀kı̀rı̀, ànı́Õé
ı̀nı̀ ı̀nà ∫U!Õ∫U! ∫E! jé mI ŸnEŸ, ı́né mI ŸEŸ tE! òpù kápà sUŸà wE!rárI Ÿ ∫E! ı̀gònı̀∫OŸ
∫é, òrı̀ òpú kàpà mE! sı)∫O! sı)∫O! ànı́Õé kUŸrOŸ tE)ÕI )! jéÕé. ı̀gùè fE!rUŸwEŸnI! sáÕkI!
kUŸrOŸmá òrı̀ ı́né ∫árá ı́né ∫árá fı́é. OŸ kUŸrOŸmá fı́éárI Ÿ sàkI!, òpù kápà
sUŸà ı̀gònı́∫OŸ ∫é pI ŸkI! kápà mE! kEŸ kUŸrOŸmá OŸ ∫U!Õ∫U! fı́námáárI Ÿ. ı̀gùè fE!rUŸ fı́é
wénı́ı́ sáÕkI !, òrı̀ sO! Õ ∫ó E!rI!ÕtE!E! mI !nEŸ òpù kápà mE! só ÎU!kUŸáÕá, OŸ wEŸnı́
∫árá sI )Ÿ. ı̀gùè fE!rU! ∫árá sı) tE! só, ànı́Õé I!rÕU!á kE!lE! kEŸi∫IŸà páká jéÕé.
I !rÕU!á ∫é ∫I Ÿà páká gbO!rU! kı̀rı̀kı̀rı̀, O!wU! wE!nI! òpù kápà sUŸà ı̀gònı́∫OŸ ∫è Õ
∫á, ànı́Õé OŸ ∫árá ná OŸ sUŸá wE!rárI Ÿ òpù kápà mE! sı)! jéÕé. kápà mE! só tE!
só, ı̀gùè fE!rUŸ wEŸnI! ∫árá nà mı̀nı̀nı́ OŸ ∫U!Õ∫U! pI!rI ! mı̀nEŸ, òrı̀ nà ı́rÕU!á nà,
I !rÕU!á kUŸrOŸ tE)!ÕI )!ḿ.

Orthography
Igue fé ¢ru¢ ná ı́ ¢rū¢á ná yé b¢ákú¢-ári ¢ mı́ ¢ne ¢ i ¢na b¢ú¢b¢ū ¢ tu¢b¢ó¢ ku¢ro¢ té ¢̄ı ¢n. N mı́ ye mé ¢ b¢ákú¢-árı́ ¢ b¢e ¢té ¢
b¢i-ári ¢ ogbo, anı́ē gbó¢rúb¢ó¢tē ¢, ójū ó¢fı́¢rı́¢má-ári¢ opu kapa su¢a wé ¢rári ¢ b¢é ¢ igonib¢o¢ b¢ó bó¢¢ró¢ yéē.
Igonib¢ó¢ b¢ē b¢o

¯
!ró¢ gbó¢rú¢ kirikiri, anı́ē ini ina b¢ú¢b¢ū ¢ b¢é ¢ yé mi¢ne ¢, ı́né mi¢e ¢té ¢ opu kápa su¢a wé ¢rári¢

b¢é ¢ igonib¢o¢ b¢é, ori opú kapa mé ¢ sı́n-b¢ó¢ sı́n-b¢ó¢ anı́ē ina b¢ú¢b¢ū ¢ ku¢ro¢ té ¢̄i¢n yéē. Igue fé ¢ru¢ we ¢ni¢ sákī ¢
ku¢ro¢má ori ı́né b¢árá ı́né b¢árá ke ¢ fı́é. O¢ ko¢ro¢ma fı́é-ári¢ saki¢, opu kápa su¢a igonı́b¢o¢ b¢é pi¢kı́¢ kápa
mé ¢ ke ¢ ko¢ro¢má o¢ búb¢ú¢ fı́¢námá-ári¢. I ¢gue fé ¢ru¢ fı́é wénı́ı́ sákī ¢, ori só¢ b¢ō é ¢rı́¢tē ¢ē ¢ mı́¢ne ¢ opu kápa mé ¢
só d¢ú¢ku¢-áā, o¢ we ¢nı́¢ b¢árá sīn. Igue fé ¢ru¢ b¢árá sīn té ¢ só, anı́ē ı́¢rū ¢á ké ¢lé ¢ ke ¢ b¢i¢a páká yéē. I ¢rū¢á b¢é
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b¢i¢a páká gbó¢rú¢ kirikiri, ó¢wú¢ we ¢nı́¢ opu kápa su¢a igonı́b¢o¢ b¢é b¢ā, anı́ē o¢ b¢árá na o¢ su¢á wé ¢rári¢
opu kápa mé ¢ sı́n yéē. Kápa mé ¢ só té ¢ só, igue fé ¢ru¢ we ¢nı́ b¢árá na mininı́ o¢ b¢ú¢b¢ū ¢ pı́¢rı́¢ mi¢ne ¢, ori
na ı́¢rū¢á na, ı́¢rū ¢á ku¢ro¢ té ¢̄i¢nm̄.
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