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Abstract 
Lexicography has been strangely neglected in Igbo studies in spite of its huge 

resource in language description, development, standardization and pedagogy.  

This paper sketches the development of Igbo lexicography, evaluates its 

achievements to Igbo language studies, and highlights the challenges that impede 

the production of a standard Igbo dictionary and other lexicographic materials. It 

traces the features of development from the foreign-European approach to 

lexicography, through the native-speaker compilers to the linguist’s involvement 

in lexicographic works in Igbo. The paper reveals among other things, the absence 

of an Igbo dictionary in the standard variety; uneven availability of dictionary 

types, absence of diversified lexicographic materials such as thesaurus, 

encyclopedia and others, inadequate lexical coverage, and superficial and uneven 

coverage of information categories that affect the microstructure and 

macrostructure of Igbo dictionaries, despite the shift from foreign-European to 

native-linguist compilers. Furthermore, Igbo dictionary compilation is still largely 

a product of individual effort. A historical investigation of this shift should 

contribute significantly to the metalexicographic insight into Igbo linguistics as a 

means to improving the quality of future dictionaries. The paper concludes with 

the conviction that if dictionary writing continues without collaboration of 

relevant stakeholders, Igbo lexicography would not come to enjoy its pride of 

place in African linguistics and lexicography.  

  

Keywords: Lexicography, foreign/native metalexicography, Igbo dictionaries, information 
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Introduction   

Lexicography, a branch of Applied Linguistics, and which predates the study of formal 

linguistics has been strangely neglected in Nigeria and particularly in Igbo language 

studies. Despite the indispensable role of a dictionary as an instrument of language 

documentation, standardization and language pedagogy, it has not received adequate 

attention in Igbo studies. Before the publication of the Igbo English Dictionary in 1972, 

edited by Williamson, no major comprehensive or standard work had been done in Igbo. 
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Earlier works had been mere compilations of wordlists and vocabularies, not publications 

of standard or fist-rate dictionaries as in other languages both in Nigeria and other parts 

of the world.  Over the years, there has been a great deal of advancement in other levels of 

core linguistics (phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantic) and other areas of Applied 

Linguistics (Stylistics, Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, Second Language Teaching and 

Learning, Psycholinguistics, Translation and others), but not much attention has been 

given to lexicography in Igbo studies. From the analyses made by Emenanjo and Ndimele 

(1995), Bamgbose (1995), Nwachukwu (2003) and Okwudishu (2003) on the four decades 

of linguistics in Nigeria, little or no mention is made to the practice of lexicography or to 

reviews or critiques on dictionaries or other lexicographic works. Furthermore, the absence 

of a lexicographic policy in the overall language planning in Nigeria and Igbo is considered 

detrimental to lexicographic practice. Considering the place of the dictionary in the 

complete description of language, this area of language studies must not be allowed to 

suffer neglect.  In this paper, I attempt to examine the development and scope of Igbo 

lexicography and to highlight the issues and deficiencies of lexicographic works with the 

view to drawing attention to the need for collaboration among linguists and lexicographers 

to this important area of Igbo language study.   

  

2.1 Lexicography and Lexicology: Definitions   

The term, lexicography has been extensively defined in the literature: Al-Kasimi (1977), 

Jackson (1988), Svénson (1993), Crystal (1997) Landau (2001), and others have defined 

lexicography as the making or compiling of dictionaries. Whereas for Ezikeojeaku (2004) 

lexicography is the theory and practice of dictionary, Crystal (2008) and Sighn (1982) define 

it as the art and science of dictionary compilation.  Landau (2001) further describes 

lexicography as the art and craft of dictionary making. In Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English, lexicography is defined as “the principles of making dictionaries”, 

and in Collins Concise Dictionary, as “the process or profession of writing dictionaries”. 

The key words – principle, profession, process, art, craft, science, theory, and practice 

suggest that there are rules, guidelines, stages, theoretical bases, and applications that 

guide dictionary compilation, and that lexicography involves some specific training and 

skills.  The definitions prove that lexicography is a systematic (and not a haphazard) 

compilation of the vocabulary of one or more languages and consequently, not an all-

comers’ field as the Igbo lexicographic situation makes it look.  

  

Even though, these definitions lay emphasis on the main object of lexicography - 

dictionary, it is possible to work on lexicography without actually writing dictionaries. 

Thus, from another perspective, lexicography refers to the writing of books on the 

development and description of the theories, procedures and methods of dictionary-
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making. The general aim of this aspect of lexicography is to develop principles that can 

guide the production and improve the quality of future dictionaries. This aspect of 

lexicography is referred to as metalexicography, theoretical or academic lexicography. 

Notable lexicographers in this field include Emenanjo (1973), Al Kasimi (1977), Malkiel 

(1975), Jackson (1988, 2002), Bwenge (1989), Hartmann (1990), Svenson (1993), Kiango 

(2000, 2005), Landau (2001), Oweleke (2007, 2014, 2020), and others.  There are two sides to 

the definition of lexicography: one, it involves the practical compilation of dictionaries and 

two, the description and development of theories, principles and methods that guide the 

production of dictionaries.  

 

Quite often, people confuse the term lexicography with lexicology. They are two separate 

but related fields of study. Both fields are concerned with the study of words as their 

etymology suggests, lexis ‘word’, or lexikos ‘of/for words’. The two fields study words in 

isolation, relation and collocation. Whereas, lexicology is the study of the structure, 

meaning, history and usage of the vocabulary or the total word stock of a language, 

lexicography is the compiling of selected number of words as in a dictionary at a given 

point in time. Lexicography is a branch of Applied Linguistics, whereas lexicology is a 

branch of Descriptive Linguistics. Lexicology provides the theoretical bases for 

lexicography. Thus, lexicography is the application of the linguistic theories in writing 

dictionaries.   

 

2.2 Igbo Dictionaries and Other Lexicographic Materials  

A dictionary is a reference book or electronic programme that contains a listing of words 

with descriptive information about the semantics, phonology, morphology, syntax, 

etymology and usage of words and/or encyclopaedic information. In other words a 

dictionary gives both linguistic and extra-linguistic information about each lexical item or 

entry. Linguistic information involves the form of language- (pronunciation, spelling, 

prosodic features, inflection, derivation, grammar) and content (meaning- in isolation, 

relation and collocation) Extra-linguistic information, on the other hand includes 

pragmatic, encyclopaedic and etymological facts.   

  

Landau (2001) describes the term “dictionary” as a powerful word that suggests authority, 

scholarship and precision. A dictionary is therefore prescriptive as well as descriptive. 

Jackson (2002:21) explains that a dictionary, in addition to being a reference material is also 

a record of the vocabulary of a language. He argues that lawyers, teachers, preachers, 

lecturers and even politicians resort to the dictionary as an authoritative document. He 

therefore concludes that the dictionary is “the final arbiter in our linguistic disputes”. A 

dictionary occupies a unique position in language description. It is distinguished from a 
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grammar book. Lexicographers produce works of different types - dictionaries (with 

linguistic information), thesaurai (with synonyms and sometimes antonyms), wordlists 

(with semantic equivalents or definition of words only), encyclopaedias (with information 

about people, places, event and ideas) and glossaries (compilation of difficult or technical 

terms with their meanings), but their most typical product is the dictionary. However, a 

dictionary is distinguished from other lexicographic materials (encyclopaedia, thesaurus, 

wordlist or glossary) in that it gives more linguistic information.  

  

Many Igbo lexicographic materials may not be accurately described as dictionaries because 

they do not meet the criteria, in terms of scope of coverage, typology, macrostructure of 

the dictionaries and inclusion of information categories and application of lexicographic 

principles of dictionary compilation. As a natural language, synonyms and antonyms 

abound in Igbo lexicon, but no lexicographer has ventured into that area to replicate what 

Roget and Webster did for British and American English respectively. There is no evidence 

of an encyclopaedia as part of the lexicographic activities of Igbo studies. Apart from 

glossaries published as appendices of some grammar books, separate distinct glossaries 

such as glossary of medical, legal, fauna and flora terms are rarely published in the 

language.   

  

2.3 Origin and Development of Igbo Lexicography      

An examination of the development of Igbo lexicography reflects three major groups of 

compilers - the foreign-European compilers, the native-speaker compilers and the 

linguistcompilers. Igbo lexicography began in the seventeenth century with the production 

of bilingual glossaries/wordlists and vocabularies by European missionaries, explorers 

and colonial administrators for the purpose of achieving literary and communicative 

competence in Igbo. This was to enable them carry on with the activities of evangelization, 

colonial administration and commerce. Most of the materials produced then were initially 

unidirectional of the type, EnglishIgbo, and later, bidirectional and produced in one or two 

separate volumes to facilitate their learning of the language. The earliest foreigner-

lexicographers include: Norris (1841), Crowther (1882), Schön (1888), Gannot (1904), 

Dennis (1923), Thomas (1913, 1914), Adams (1932), Ward (1932), Armsrtrong (1967), 

Welmers and Welmers (1968) and others. Because these initial lexicographic materials 

were written by foreigners, who were not linguists, they lacked basic phonological, 

morphological and even syntactic details. The works also lacked adequate translation. In 

addition, the vocabulary entries were initially scanty, however, as the practice advanced, 

the entries increased but still lacked adequate lexical coverage. A majority of the works 

were wordlists and vocabulary compilations especially those given as appendices to 

grammar books.     
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This era witnessed the production of mainly bilingual wordlists. A wordlist by scope and 

content is different from a dictionary. The headwords of these lexicographic works did not 

provide information on linguistic or extra-linguistic categories other than meaning. They 

merely contained direct and sometimes inadequate explanatory equivalents of the 

headwords. A very good example of a wordlist publication in Igbo is Armstrong’s (1967): 

A Comparative Wordlist of Five Igbo Dialects. The wordlist only gave glosses of the 

different dialects for the English words. During this period too, emphasis was on the 

European learners of Igbo and so the literary need of the native Igbo speaker was not 

considered. Awak (1990:15) has rightly described this practice as Euro-centred, in the sense 

that the works were primarily intended for use by Europeans who wished to learn the Igbo 

language. Similarly, Dennis (1923) succinctly states the purpose of the dictionary the 

foreigners compiled thus:  “to prepare a Dictionary for use of English people with the 

object of encouraging them to learn the language”. Furthermore, Welmers and Welmers 

(1968) add that their dictionary “has been prepared primarily for speakers of English”. 

However,  later on, for the evangelical purposes of reading the Bible and prayer books in 

Igbo, more vocabulary works were produced especially in the nineteenth century with a 

slight shift in attention to the native speaker’s need. The dialect most frequently used in 

the dictionaries was that of Onitsha. Apart from the Enuani variety used in Thomas’ works, 

the Ika and Ukwuani varieties used in Armstrong’s, the Igbo varieties of Delta State of 

Nigeria are still scarcely studied. In spite of the inadequacies observed in these 

lexicographic materials, the pioneering efforts of these European dictionary compilers at 

developing Igbo lexicography and the Igbo language in general should never be 

underrated.   

  

A shift from concentration of Euro-centred-lexicography came with non-linguist-native 

speakers taking interest in dictionary compilation but still continuing in the bilingual 

tradition. The first lexicographic work by an Igbo native speaker is Ọkọwa Okwu compiled 

in 1962 by F. C. Ogbalu. Other lexicographic works by Igbo native speaker compilers 

include Nnaji (1985), Echeruo (2001) and Akponye (2011) as well as glossary-appendices 

of grammar books. This set of compilers were virtually not trained in the theory and 

practice of linguistics and lexicography and so,  many of their works still lack adequate 

lexical coverage and are devoid of lexicographic sophistication which affects the 

microstructure and macrostructure of the dictionary. Furthermore, the works display 

insufficient inclusion of phonological, grammatical, and semantic information, despite the 

rich lexicon of the language and competence of the nativespeaker compilers. However, in 

this era, target audience shifted from European learners of Igbo to native speakers and the 

Igbo language learners.   
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The next phase witnessed the production of dictionaries by well trained linguists, - 

Williamson (1972), Igwe (1999) and Mbah (2021). A major milestone in the evolution of 

Igbo dictionarymaking came with Williamson’s (1972) fairly comprehensive and scholarly 

unidirectional work: Igbo English Dictionary. Another major work, also inspired by 

modern linguistics is Igwe’s (1999) unidirectional Igbo-English Dictionary, published 

twenty-seven years after Williamson’s. This dictionary according to Oweleke (2007), is the 

first scholarly and also fairly comprehensive work done by an Igbo native speaker. It took 

many years of linguistic research in the Igbo language. Significant achievements in 

dictionary compilation were recorded in Igbo with the production of these scholarly, fairly 

comprehensive and unidirectional Igbo-English dictionaries. The works owe their great 

success to insights from linguistics. However, the phonological details and presentation in 

Igwe’s dictionary makes the dictionary user-unfriendly as the excessive diacritics make 

headwords obscure and difficult to retrieve, and less accessibly to an ordinary user.  The 

dictionary is more useful to trained linguists. Similarly, the treatment and arrangement of 

morphological details in Williamson’s also makes search for word unproductive. The 

statement of objectives of the user- perspective of dictionaries in this era also shows a shift 

from Euro-centred lexicography to native speaker literary and communicative needs.   

  

2.4 Current Situation in Igbo Dictionary Compilation   

Most Igbo dictionaries are still largely bilingual, either unidirectional or bidirectional. 

Relatively full dictionaries exist, (though with inadequate lexical coverage) that contain 

wealth of information on the language - phonological, morphological and semantic details 

with sentences for illustrations, as well as ethnolinguistic and encyclopaedic information 

– Williamson (1972), Igwe (1999), Echeruo (2001), Ihebom (2016) and Mbah (2021). Unlike 

earlier works that were superficial and lacking basic linguistic details, these later 

dictionaries compiled by linguists and native speaker linguists alike provide extra-

linguistic and sophisticated linguistic information.  Earlier lexicographic works were 

compiled mainly for the use of European audience, but Igbo dictionaries are now written 

for both native speakers and anyone interested in the language. In terms of classification, 

these Igbo dictionaries cannot be regarded separately as learners and others as native 

speakers’ as done with other conventional dictionary types. In general lexicographic 

practice, dictionaries are distinguished by their features.  In contrast, Igbo dictionaries are 

omnibus in function, serving as learners’/native speakers’, generalpurpose/special-

purpose, diachronic/synchronic, lexical/encyclopaedic all in one dictionary.   

 

Up to date, there is no Igbo dictionary that exists in the standard variety where the 

headwords, definitions, equivalents and illustrations are consistently selected from the 

standard variety of the language. Different compilers have given reasons for the choice of 
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dialects used in the dictionaries. An Igbo dictionary in the standard variety is of utmost 

importance and should be given attention by Igbo linguists and lexicographers. Ihebom 

(2016) and Mbah (2021) though monolingual dictionaries may not also be described as 

dictionaries in the standard Igbo variety as entries from different dialects are 

unsystematically included. Given its role as a standardizing tool, Igbo dictionaries should 

be accessible to all users - whether native speakers or foreigners, fluent or non-fluent, 

adepts or learners, linguists or non-linguists.   

 

Dictionaries in the language are still being produced single-handedly without financial 

assistance from the government or non-governmental organizations, and without 

collaboration among lexicographers, linguists and stakeholders. There is no major work 

done on the metalexicographic aspect of Igbo language studies. Apart from the few 

reviews of the scope, linguistic and lexicographic challenges confronting Igbo 

lexicography by Oweleke (2007), (2011), (2014), (2019), & (2020), there are hardly reviews 

or critiques and researches on the existing lexicographic works to encourage the 

development of Igbo language and lexicography. The growth of lexicographic work in any 

language is shaped by the level of research and reviews of existing dictionaries.   

 

Igbo lexicography is yet to diversify into specialized dictionary-making and other aspects 

of lexicography as is done in other languages of the world. In general practice, despite the 

fact that there is no general consensus on the parameters for classifying dictionaries, a 

number of distinct dictionary types have emerged. They include: bilingual versus 

monolingual, general-purpose versus special-purpose or specialized, native speaker 

versus foreign learners’ dictionaries, diachronic or historical versus synchronic, adult and 

children’s dictionary, abridged and nonabridged, as well as lexical-only versus 

encyclopaedic dictionaries, among others. As varied as there are dictionary types with 

specific features, uneven availability of types are attested in Igbo. Apart from Anoka, et al. 

(1979): A Pronouncing Dictionary of Igbo Place Names, and Mbah et al. (2013) Igbo Adi: 

Igbo-English English-Igbo Dictionary of Linguistics and Literary Terms, no other 

specialized dictionary types exists in Igbo. Igbo lexicography cannot boast of an 

encyclopedia, a thesaurus or a separate glossary of legal terms, medical, flora/fauna etc. 

Similarly, specialized dictionary types (such as Dictionary of Idioms, Dictionary of 

Synonyms, Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs, Inherent Complement Verbs, Etymological, 

Pronouncing or Spelling Dictionaries) as is done in other languages of the world are non-

existent in the language.   

 

This survey reveals the presence of only two monolingual dictionaries – Ihebom (2016) and 

Mbah (2021). Even though monolingual with both headwords, definitions and equivalents 
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in the Igbo language, they are not general-purpose standard dictionaries. Whereas, Ihebom 

(2016) can be classified as an encyclopaedic rather than a lexical dictionary, Mbah (2021) 

defies conventional classification in terms of size, purpose, target user, lexical coverage, 

etc. Dictionaries are written with the purpose and intended users at heart but Igbo 

dictionary compilers quite often disregard this principle.   

 

3. Reasons for the Poor State of Affairs of Lexicographic Practice in Igbo  

A number of both linguistic and lexicographic issues have limited the quality and quantity 

of publications of lexicographic materials, especially dictionaries in Igbo.   

  

3.1 Lack of acceptance of the official Igbo orthography   

The outright rejection of the official orthography for Igbo by lexicographers to represent 

headwords and translation or definitions continues to make dictionary compilation 

unpopular in Igbo studies. A survey of Igbo dictionaries reveals gross inadequacy of 

representation of lexical items; same words are written differently applying different 

orthographies. Such a system is not acceptable in general lexicographic practice as it 

distorts the macrostructure of the dictionary.  

  

3.2 The existence of numerous and varying dialects  

The dialect facts of the language have given rise to a dialect-based dictionary compilation 

which has not encouraged the production of a dictionary in the standard variety that will 

promote language development. Welmers and Welmers (1968) published their dictionary 

in ‘Compromise Igbo’, Crowther (1882), Thomas (1913) and Williamson (1972) in the 

Onitsha variety; Igwe (1999) in Central Igbo, and Echeruo (2001), Ihebom (2016) and Mbah 

(2021) used a multi-dialectal approach. This approach encourages the creation of 

synonyms if all the varieties are accounted for by the lexicographer as similar in meaning 

and properly identified and arranged. However, it also creates a problem of choice and 

arrangement of headwords. A lexicographer, for example, that collects all these varieties 

(àshụ, àhụ, e ̣̀hu, ẹ̀ shù, e ̣̀sụ, àrụ u ̣̀hụ) for the word body in English will face the challenge of 

selecting one as the headword and others as run-on entries in parenthesis beside the 

headword or as separate lexemes in their right alphabetical positions. In the case of lexical 

variants such as àhụ̀ ekere, àpàpa, àhu ̣̀ekere, ìsae ̣̀we ̣̀, àsìbokò for the word ‘peanut’, the 

lexicographer should decide whether to enter them as separate headwords and cross-

reference them, or enter them as variants in the same dictionary paragraph. If s/he enters 

them in same paragraph the possibility of retrieving the words becomes quite low.  Igbo 

lexicographers need to agree on a method to apply and stand by it.   

  



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.5 No.1 March, 2022 
 

Igbo Lexicography: A Historical Perspective                  115 

Aware of this lexicographic problem, Al Kasimi (1977), Kiango (2000), Landau (2001) and 

Jackson (2002) have therefore warned that before a dictionary can be written for a 

language, that language must have a preferred or standard variety. Such a standard has 

already been identified for Igbo, and Igbo lexicographers should be encouraged to use it. 

Oweleke (2020) has suggested strategies that could be employed by Igbo lexicographers 

and linguists to harness both the sound and lexical variation facts of the language to 

produce a dictionary in the standard variety.  

  

3.3 The complex morpho-semantic structures of the Igbo language   

The treatment of the highly productive derivational morphology of agglutinating 

languages such as Igbo accounts for the poor state of dictionary compilation. This has 

created problem of citationform for headwords and the arrangement of entries for Inherent 

complement verbs, complex verbal noun derivatives and selectional restriction facts of the 

language, among others. From the root or bases of simple words new lexemes are derived. 

For example, from kwu ‘speak’, we can derive a good number of new word/lexemes: ikwu ̄ 

‘speaking’, èkwurèkwu, ‘talkativeness’, òkwuokwu; ‘the one who talks’, 

òkwuu/okwugọ̀ ‘the one who talks used as a sarcastic expression’, ‘kwuto ̣̀ ‘slander’, 

nkwutọ̀  ‘slandering’, kwushìè ‘speak in error’, kwudebe ‘stop talking’ kwupu ̣̀ ‘speak 

out’/‘speak up’, nkwupu ̣̀ ‘speaking out’ nkwuputa ‘confession’, nkwuka ‘defamation’, 

kwulu ‘blaspheme’, and others. How should these derivatives be entered in an Igbo 

dictionary? The decision and choice of the right alphabetical position of these new lexemes 

have been responsible for the uneven and distorted macrostructure of extant Igbo 

dictionaries. The arrangement of these derivatives as well as inherent complement verbs 

in extant Igbo dictionaries makes the search for words a futile exercise.   

  

Inherent complement verbs constitute a major problem in Igbo lexicography. This is due 

to the misconception by compilers that one part of the ICV is a complete semantic unit. 

Igbo linguists have shown that the two parts of the verb are semantically inseparable. Since 

this group of verbs exists as such in the lexicon, any dictionary that records only one part 

to the exclusion of the other will be incomplete and misleading. Therefore, it is inaccurate 

to enter, for example, -gba, -kpọ and -tụ as ‘kick’, ‘call’ and ‘throw’ respectively. It is 

expected that an Ìgbuzò-  Igbo dictionary-compiler would enter -gba ọso ̄ , -gba ezen  e ̄ and   

-gba ùl ìò as three separate headwords glossed as ‘run’,   ‘marry many wives’ and ‘snap 

fingers’, and not just -gba in isolation or as gba 1, gba2 gba 3 ---- to gba 18 as done in the 

dictionaries of Williamson and Igwe as homonymous verbs. This arrangement in which 

the the ICVs are grouped together within the macrostructure of the dictionary creates a 

morpho-semantic problem that makes search for words difficult and unproductive. The 
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interference of other separate lexical units within the grouping distorts the macrostructure 

as the arrangement does make strict alphabetization or quick retrieval of words.   

  

3.4 Defining headwords and creating semantic equivalents  

 Studies have shown that the primary reason for consulting the dictionary is to look up the 

meaning of words, thus, it is in explaining, describing and defining meanings of words, as 

well as providing appropriate equivalents that the major function of the lexicographer lies, 

and the basis on which dictionaries are judged to be successful. There are various aspects 

of the meaning of a word. A word has denotative, connotative meaning, has meaning in 

relation and in collocation, either fixed or free. Ascertaining these aspects and deciding the 

order of their arrangement makes the task of an Igbo lexicographer a difficult one. In 

addition to distinguishing and describing senses of words, noting their relations and 

collocations, the Igbo lexicographer also has to establish the semantic nuances of a word 

occasioned by the selectional restriction facts of the language. The lexicographer thus, has 

to make explicit the meaning of each lexical item. In Igbo, the selectional restriction rules 

that apply to specify the possible co-occurrence of certain lexical items and forbid others 

make the task of defining meaning and providing equivalents a daunting one in Igbo 

dictionary compilation. This accounts for the scanty and inadequate description of the 

semantic/pragmatic relevance of Igbo lexemes provided in the extant dictionaries. 

Furthermore, the provision of meaning for Inherent Complement Verbs has also affected 

the presentation and the entire the macrostructure of the Igbo dictionary. The semantic 

grouping of ICV as adopted by Williamson and Igwe are not consistent with the 

homonymous or polysemous entry methods of in general lexicographic practice. A glance 

at existing Igbo dictionaries has shown that Igbo lexicographers quite often provide fairly 

adequate equivalents, sometimes with description and explanations where necessary.     

  

Since most dictionaries of Igbo are bilingual, providing semantic information has centred 

on creating appropriate equivalents. Oweleke (2014) has argued rightly that a bilingual 

lexicographer is also a translator. A bilingual lexicographer ought to have training in 

linguistics, lexicology, lexicography and translation. The absence of these skills has limited 

the production of Igbo standard first-rate dictionaries.   

                                                                         

3.5 Absence of agreement of citation form for the Igbo headword  

Igbo lexicographers have not identified any form of the lexical item to be used as citation 

as done in other languages. The citation forms of words are usually determined by 

conventions which vary from language to language, and culture to culture. For example, 

in the English language, verbs are cited in plain present, German and French use full 

infinitive. For Sanskrit verbs, the root is used as the entry form. A close examination of 
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headwords in most Igbo dictionaries reveals lack of uniformity of the citation form.  

Extracts from the dictionaries of Williamson (1972), Igwe (1999), Echeruo (2001) and 

Akponye (2011) are given below. A close examination of the variations of the same 

headword in the different dictionaries indicates the absence of uniformity and a standard.       

-bu1. carry, bear (something big or heavy)  

-dọ akpịlị ̄ long after  

      -gba ọsọ run  

      -gba mbo ̣̀ strive  

       Extract from: Williamson1972:   

  

     bu v. t. lift, carry      dọ1.  

v. t pull, drag tug, draw  

      ịdọ àkpịlị  to cause to desire or long for       

ịgba ọsọ to run, to flee,  to run away, to escape  

          Extract from: Igwe 1999  

  

      buo v   [LH] carry, lift. var. vuo.  

      dӧӧ v   [HH] pull; draw       

gbaa v [HH] run; flee       

gbaa ӧsӧ [HHHH] run a race  

          Extract from: Echeruo 2001  

  

      Budà v To carry down, lower, off-load  

      Budaghị v Not carried down, off-loading       

Gbaa ọsọ v To run off, run away  

      Gbapụkwa v. To run away, run off also  

      Gbàpuokwa v. To burst, crack, rip apart  

         Extract from: Akponye (2011:23-24)  

  

 The data reveal that Echeruo (2001) uses the imperative form of the verbs; Igwe (1999) 

uses both the basic and the infinitive - the basic to indicate verbs in isolation and the 

infinitive for all other verbs in the group. Williamson (1972) cites the verbs in the infinitive 

form but omits the prefix (i/ị). In Akponye’s dictionary inflected forms, that is, the negative, 

imperative, infinitive, past and perfect verb forms, phrases, and even sentences are entered 

as lexemes. This is contrary to lexicographic practice and principles. The forms adopted by 

these lexicographers make identification of the basic form of a lexeme difficult.   
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3.6 Extra-Linguistic and lexicographic factors  

Some extra-linguistic and lexicographic factors have also for the militated against the 

production of standard and first-rate dictionaries.    

- The inadequate knowledge of the structure of the Igbo language exhibited by the 

early missionary-lexicographers as well as native speaker compilers;  

- Lack of appropriate training in linguistics and the principles of lexicography by 

Igbo dictionary compilers. Most compilers are not linguists and linguist-compilers 

are not skilled in lexicographic principles.  

- The absence of any body or organization solely concerned with promoting 

lexicography. There is no national body or association/s for Igbo dictionary 

researchers.   

- Lack of collaboration among lexicographers and other stakeholders, and apathy 

among Nigerian linguists in the production of dictionaries,  

- The dearth and complete absence of reviews and critiques on existing dictionaries.  

- Absence of electronic corpus/corpra or lexical database fundamental to dictionary 

compilation in this age of the Internet. There is no electronic Igbo corpus from 

which dictionaries can be created or reviewed.  

  

4. Conclusion   

This paper has investigated the development, scope and achievements of Igbo 

lexicography, as well as highlighted both linguistic and lexicographic issues that have 

limited the production of standard and first-rate Igbo dictionaries and other materials. It 

has shown that the pioneering efforts of both the foreigner-European compiler and the 

native-speaker lexicographer must be commended, the deficiencies notwithstanding.  

Similarly, the invaluable contributions and individual bold attempts of linguist-

lexicographers must be appreciated. It is not surprising that lexicography in any society 

and language presents with enormous and daunting challenges. Igbo lexicography is not 

an exception. Lexicography in English and other African languages share in these 

problems. Before the completion of the Oxford English Dictionary in 1928, English 

lexicography was purely an individual adventure characterized by significant level of 

linguistic and lexicographic deficiencies. However, through conscious and collaborative 

efforts, English lexicography today has attained a high level of sophistication. Similarly, 

Bantu lexicographers through collaborative efforts have surmounted the lexicographic 

problem of arranging verbal derivations and noun inflections emanating from the complex 

morphological structure of the language. Bwenge’s (1989:6) statement corroborates this 

fact “… there is a measure of apparent agreement on the methods which have become 

traditional, of listing nouns and verbs”. A similar intervention is advocated for Igbo 
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lexicography.  The deficiencies of Igbo lexicography can be adequately handled through a 

conscious co-operation of Igbo linguists, lexicographers, and other stakeholders.   
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