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lntroduCtiOIl

The use of certain words,
cammunication often leads tq

mismterplietati(.)n. Hence,-when ONe says something ang h
listener gives 1t another Interpretation o finds it .Idf?f nd the
ynderstand  what the speaker meant, cohfusio LﬁFUIt a
created against the intent of {pe Speakg;,- ﬂTh:ie been
@mpldcatlons at times because the Speaker may are
. thing and the hearer will understand a different

together. The researcher embarked on this study owing to the

fact that certain Igbo words, phrases and sentences are

:?OHS t'and. their wrong use can hamper effective

unication.

- Ambiguity as a term is a linguistic condition which
- ongmated from both Latin and French in the early 16"
fury. The Latin word ambiguus means 'shifting' or
ul' while the French word ambigere means 'go round!,
r about' and 'argue'. From the Latin word we can say
biguity is the quality of an expression having more than
sible ‘meaning or interpretation. It seems to be a
phenomenon in language since words and sentences
‘more than one meaning. Ambiguity in language
hen the users of a language consciously or
in their speech and writing, expressions that
double or multiple interpretations.
‘in language can arise in a vari.ety of ways.
s of ambiguity include: phonetic, .structural
ity. Phonetic ambiguity results in speech
ucture of expressions since the acoustic
Seech is the breath group, it may happen
, s made up of different words bgcorpe
| so ambiguity occurs. Lexical ambiguity

ygochukwit, € N+ Ambiguity in the 1gpq ;-
. guage

Phrases and sentences in

misunderstanding and

mean one
thing all
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}. » und aﬁd Scope of the study

Ser tics is .the sub-ﬁel.d 'of linguistics that studies the
quure of the meaning of individual words ang meaning of
vords ouped ;nto phrases and sentences. |t is the techngical
e The above definitions point to s: il e
ji1)- The dbove ¢ ‘ mantics as a branch of
guistics tf?tat studies meanings. The study of linguistic units
eir principles of combination would not be complete
account of what these units mean, what they are
~about and communicate. (Akmajian, Demers,
Harmish 2001:227).
antics is included as part of grammar like syntax
10logy. It is often said that grammar describes what
speakers know of their language- their linguistic
nce. The description of meaning is a necessary part of
of a speaker’s linguistic knowledge (i.e. the
is language must contain a component that
W t the spea‘ker knows about how meaning 1s
’Imrlguage. A language is often described as a
al s “of communication, a system of conveying

communication can be accomplished (in the
éwﬁ's" have certain meanings. Therefore.
system-the language-it is necessary to.
Hence, if a grammar describes a
describe meaning and thus the
tent nponent that 18 :reapmsiblf for
mea ‘-m-.v'-‘,u‘?l*ﬁ.;g.ii“ 1 w Mlsmtenﬁgs in

{ o b=

nd sentences are the levels of language
ces and phrases are made of words.

’ | _I L !
o IIV
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h : Fff,"L luKwu, c,a No: Amblguj_ty in the Igbo Langu

”ﬂ;ft other forms of commy
" "ﬁg iﬁheyhave more than one
R PO AN L T -

WAL 0:39) OplneS thTat -

An expressi
: 10N Or an uttera '
if it can be interpr HES
|

P eted in more than op &
1508 3t . € way”, For
i ﬂ.;.’;ihof amblgth‘CaH be applied to all levels of

utterance  meaning and

nication canp also be
meaning,

ern er%)ce LS saic{ to be ambiguous whenever it
g?goc\iated' with two or more different
s 'Zmbz'guity can arise in a sentence for
:'i r6; ; '_re&sons': through the ascription of
meanings to a single word, through the
é’mg of diﬁ‘ezféqt syntactic structures to a
. or through the use of certain
s that mdj'}”'hkbvédifferent' semantic

s 160! 5105

e. we discover that words can be
ences. Cann cites three reasons that
v+ when words are given multiple
f éirént' meanings and through

. different semantic scope.

Pl

" édlcates which Wlllaffect

se se in which the

- sentences ;ﬁ% whic

. of two quite different

ider this example
'at_ the coach'.
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114 vgochukwu, C. N.: Ambiguity in the Igbo Languqge
el graphic sameness.” For ingtap

(cloth) are immediately seen ag diffe
heir tonal differences. While akwaq (cry) has (HH) tone: afwg
(cloth) has (HL) tone. :

: Lyons (1977:550) as
(2010:2) view homonyms ag
whereby the different senses

€ akwa (cry) and akwa

of a lexeme are not obviously
way". Some of their. illustrative
ne languages are used here below.

'cause to sit', 'cook’
- 'precede’, 'watch over'
'g0 back/return’, 'again'

o The examples confirm the fact that homonyms pose a
lot :_"'rfIéxiCal ambiguity in languages. In line with the above,

}ngsare not in any way related. |
o ‘7:3- ]\;,yons (1981:43) also draws a distinction between two
SH0s of homonyms. They are homography and homophony.
fd {{'a:pi]_‘;ly_'according to Ejele (1977:124), is a term used to
l;,.*‘fl-“cu._';u_:ion where a set of lexemes have the same
I rence meanings and different pronunciations
y refers to lexemes that have the same
ifferent meanings.

_Liﬂangua'ge |
the field of linguistics that studies the

-
¥

:T’ E" of words, phrases and sentences.llt is
F grammar just like syntax and phono ocge)sr.
ntic p_roperty of words and sentences.

. that
. and sentences are the units of language
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176 vgochukwu, C. N.: Ambiguity in the Igbo Language

RIS | .

0 Status/rank 1S a case of homonymy because the
different meanings are not related. In ofher words, we have
two different lexemes that accidentally have the same phonetic
~ form and pronunciation. The observation confirms Hurford
and Heasly’s (1983:123) assertion that “cases of homonymy
seem very definitely to be matters of mere accident or
coincidence”.

Somesstatements 1n Igbo are ambiguous in the spoken form as
in the examples that follow:

gho  Ambiguous Meanings

Statements -

\f ‘;* . 1. ‘Did you decay on top?

ST 1 5 _ v r
il o 1. 'Did 1 7'
|t e [ DiEvou sl vl
Mif, — 111. D1d you sell upstairs®

1| 2. Thu gi di ka ihu | i. Your face looks familiar.

T ii. Your face looks like the face of

U a knife/matchet’

spoken, the ambiguity in (1) and (2) respectively rests

eted as 'I know' or 'knife/matchet'.
{6l e .' ‘
cal ambiguity is a type of ambiguity .wh-ere
sides in the words themselves. In lexical ambiguity,
l nore than one meaning. Lexical items ha:ve
sretation and can lead to misunderstanding
o la guage, lexical ambiguity emanates
semous words. Homogymous
> form but whose meanings are

[1C

inected. For example, the English
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’_ A}
i Akwa bed’ *hrigge
5 o | LT Vol L -
0 agwa ‘l haracte, : conduct’ behaviouy’.
beans’, ‘vulnur::lmn‘,
) Cagis y? b i 3
10 okwa status”, POsition’, ‘3:1’1;1]]’, wooden
mortar’
1 Utu ‘weevil’’, ‘levy’
Mkpu ‘terminate’, ‘ant Ry o ;
D » Inate’, ‘ant hill alarm’, ‘uproar’
- 6 . r ¢ ‘
13 | Anwii sun’, ‘sun’, sunlight’, ‘mMosquito’

differ in meaning. In example (1) for instance, _kpt refers to-
i A medical condition referred to as tumouyr
ii. An immature fruit
m. - Agoal (as in football)
v, Rump/shank (a body part)
Polysemous nouns Incorporate metaphorical extensions which
derive meaning from the primary set of words of natural
origin. The meaning derived from words of natural origin
Portrays human character. Here are some of the polysemous
'ouns with their related senses.

ﬂ)le 2: Polysemous lexemes and their related senses

SIN” Polysemous ‘| Central Metaphorical
—| Lexemes (Nouns) | Meaning Extensions

{ :."‘

¥

L ‘way’, ‘Road’ | ‘door’, ‘method’

‘sand’ ‘many’, ‘plenty’

‘leaf’ ‘book’ ‘school

s topening-, ‘fOfﬁSight.

‘ugliness’, neutrality
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80 Ugochukwu, C. N.: Ambiguity in the Igbo Language

Aﬁagbogu’ Mba and Eme, (200]:] 14
éxamples of ambiguous Structure
respectively.

) present the following as
N English and Igbo

13, Old men and women
] Agadi nwoke na nwaany;
Old man and woman

24 Nwoke na nwaanyi oma
Man and woman good
A man and good woman

For 23, there are two paraphrases that do not mean the same
thing:

26 a. Old man and woman (Women unqualified).
- b. Old man and old woman (both man and woman)
!Iamence (26a), only the man is indicated as old. It may or

woman too is old. But in sentence

\ the woman are old. The possible
-etatlons for example (26) are:

Nwoke na nwaanyi oma
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182 ygochukwu, C. N.: Ambiguity in the Igbo Language

o 32, the two no
n example 32, Uns- ewu and Emekq are referred to

py the relative clause di-ocha, the relative clause di pcha refers
o Ewu in (32a) and to Emeka in (32b). in 33, the relative
clause toro ogologo could mean ‘the long chair or ta] Obi’
The ambiguity In these sentences is geep In the relative;
clauses. The above sentence can be disambj
the relative clause nearer to the subject of th
gxample- Ewu ocha Emeka anwnola
‘Emeka’s white goat died’.
In this case, there 1s no more confusion whether di ocha refers
to ‘Ewu’ or to ‘Emeka’. Many figures of speech in Igbo also
pose the problem of ambiguity. They are prone to multiple
interpretations  (i.e. They have the potential of being
ambiguous. For instance, these Igbo idiomare ambiguous.

guated by bringing
€ Seéntence.

Table 3: Igbo Idioms and their unrelated senses

S/No | Idioms | Gross (unrelated senses)
34 aka abuo a. 'two hands'
hands two b. stealing’
35 ahu oma a. healthy (body that functions well)
| body good b. pregnancy
L : c. good body
36 afo ukwu a. big stomach
e belly big b. glutton
37 | egbena Okuko | a Kite and fowl
| Kite and fowl b. two sworn enemies
38 anya ukwu a. 'big eyes'
eye big b. 'greed'
'3~9.__ aka ike a. 'stinginess miserly’ ‘
4\ hand strength b. 'strong hand', ‘rough hand
*‘L a. 'double tongue'
i b. 'lying'
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41 ukwuy oma a. 'good leg' :

leg good b. 'good luck' -l

42 thu oma a. 'good face' el
face good b. 'favour'

43 obi mmiri a. 'watery heart” ‘wet heart’ BTNy

heart water b. 'compassion’ TTNE

Euphemistic expressions are also ambiguous. Euphemism is ,
polite word and expression that is used instead of a more direct
one to avoid shocking or upsetting someone. Euphemistc
ambiguity is used so that the feelings of individuals will not be
injured. This is because there are situations where certain
expressions are forbidden in all cuitur,_es. In some parts of Igho
land, snake is not called by its name at night. It is believed that
mentioning the name at night will attract a snake into one’s
house. Euphemistic amblglll_gy in gbo language include:

44 ka m gaa kélee nwaanyi akpt gbara (dialectical variant)

- Let Isg go-ovs greet-ovs woman séSrpion shoot-pst
a. Let me 80 and" Sympafthlze mth a Woman stung by a

LTI scorplon .

. ..J.i

that~amb1gul'fy 1S
s is the property
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@ age by which there is in gepepy

petween the form of a simple lexical y
Jenotes. For instance, there‘ 1S nothin
sound and meaning to exp%am why ‘¢
and not for a dog or a pencil, or why

o as a dog instead. Thus Fromkin apg Rodman regard
ambiguity as an inherent property of words

Ambiguity can arise through the a
meanings to single words. This is the case
polysemous words. The assignment o
structure to a sentence also glves rise
where a sentence could be interpreted i
is another primary source of ambigui
adjectives but also conjunctions like ;
quantifiers like obulg (every), niilé (al

~Ambiguity also occurs becaus
For the fact that thought has to do
possible to read what 18 exactly in o

seen both in written text and spoken language. Generally when
one uses ambiguous words or s

entences, one does not
consciously entertain their unintended meanings; although
lere g psycholinguistic evidence that w

hen one hears
. Mmbiguoys words, one momentarily accesses and then rules
Ot their irrelevant sense. Consider this example:
46 flAh!.l adight ya mma
- Body vpry_pe Neg 3sg goodness. |
?ﬁs ®Xpression could be given more than one interpretation
w& N may not be what the speaker or writer has in mind. Thus
LT e
o Wlr s )
2 Helsheds sigk -
- , mad (dialectical variant)
m -h‘ed

N0 natura] relationship
nit and the thing that it
g 1n the nature of the
at’ 1s the word for a cat
cat should not pe referred

scription of multiple
of homonymous and
f different syntactic
10 ambiguity. This is
I several ways. Scope
ty. It involves not only
1a (and), m 2 by (or) and
1) and afody (some).

¢ thought is complicated.
with the mind, it is not
ne’s mind. This is often
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' h(;se who attended the mcetmg- included Prof, Goddy
Tw'ekon“’u* Head of department, Sir G.E. Onwudiwe. Prof
glM_ Anizoba and other schola‘rs a‘lso'. The wrong punctuation
.ﬂ. he above sentence makcs'lt_ difficult to ascertain whether
1116 pead of department (onye 151_ ngalaba) is different from Sir.
GE. oﬂwudiwe‘or whetherl he is the head of department. The
comrect punctuation of 49 will be;

50. Ndi biara ogbako ahu gunyere: Prof. G.O. Onyekonwu,
onye i1 !ngalaba; Sir G.E. Onwudiwe, Prof. O.M. Anizoba,
nakwa ndi 0z0.

Also, lack of proper tone marking of Igbo words or statements
bring about ambiguity. For instance:

51. Obi amaka

Without proper tone marking, this statement could have up to
three different interpretations as follows:

a.  'Obiis handsome'

b.  'Heart is beautiful' »

¢.  'Personal name' (Obi Amaka) etc.

With proper tone marking, the meaning will be limited to what
the speaker or writer has in mind.

Implications. of Ambiguity

lanésplte ﬂ’le‘ problems a mbiguity pose to the study of Igbo
e suage, 1t1s still helpful in some areas: | |
the g ulg“ftY_Can give rise to humorous double meanings as in
5 OVing poetic lines:

MMadi n6 n’iwa by ewu chitkwil
mgbeChukWu chOrD ewu ya [ kpuru
< "iachi gcpy,
(A v D€ akwa n'iwa

f'°m Onwu in Ezeako and Anowai, 1989:21)
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Igbo Lu’lguage
!9 honological propert (
P ic3 Product;q,
. involved. 1) of the CXpressions
: Ambiguity as a linguistic device can be
effect through a genyipe Intension tq coanISGd .for comic
use
f+ * lteanserve as a source of *mbarrassmen; 5 d
especially when used oyt of context Nd anger

¢ Some idiomatic €Xpressions ip Igbo are ambiguoys
b The' study of ambiguity ip Igbo language has nOt.b
subjected to.extensiong, ‘ SR

Conclusion ‘ s T —

Ambiguity has been examineq i this work using Igbo
langUagge ds a case study. It ig a survey ‘research.which
. Tom Igbo stories/poems through random ang

' ata collected were analysed and
{nt_erpreted through classification and sentential analysis. The

| . were also examined .and the
outcome of the research work were outlined in the research
findings, " |

It is true that the existence of ambiguity
-language Serves som

lindings, yet it 5 eyj
mlmber_ of problems

in Igbo
€ purposes as mentioned in the research
dent that as a linguistic device, it poses a

to the study of Igbo language. The major
Purpose of language is communication which can only take
'pl?ce" When the message conveyed by the speaker is fully
" _“efStood by the listener. From this study it is discovered that
th?'.l. Presence  of . ambiguity most times creates
m;sundersmnding and confusion which in turn hampers, blurs
i W??Mggffective communication. o
‘ Therefore, (o resolve the problem of ambiguity (
- Mectiyg communication i Igbo, the researcher suggests that
% " Hmcatlol} in 1gbo, ‘should learn to choose

% and writers of Igbo language ‘shot

4___—“
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