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Abstract:

This paper compares the tones of Igbo and Ukwuani (Igboid
languages) with a view to highlighting the peculiarities and
differences between them. Using a descriptive approach, we drew
data from competent native speaker collaborators using SIL Africa
Area Word List, alongside some structured sentences. We found out
that both Igbo and Ukwuani employ the use of tones for lexical and
grammatical functions. While Igbo has two level distinctive tones
comprising a high and low tone and a grammatical downstep,
Ukwuani has three distinctive tones consisting of a high, low and
falling contour. After a low tone in Igbo, a two way distinction exists;
which are Low-Low and Low- High and after a high tone, there is a
three way distribution: High-High, High-Low and High-Step.
Whereas for Ukwuani, a three way contrast occurs after a low tone as:
Low-Low, Low-High and Low-Falling. After a high tone, a two way
distribution occurs: High-High and High-Falling. For tone classes of
nouns, both Igbo and Ukwuani have high tone for monosyllabic nouns
and five for disyllablic. In other words, while they both have the HH
LH LL in common, the HL and HS are peculiar to Igbo while the HF
and LF are peculiar to Ukwuani. For monosyllabic verbs, Igho has
high and low tone patterns while Ukwuani has high and rising tones.
For the verbal derivatives, the simple verb stem takes a high or low
tone, the infinitive and the noun derivative take a high tone prefix
while the reduplicated verb stem in the gerund, has a low tone for low
tone verbs and high tone for high tone verbs. Similarly, for Ukwuani,
the simple verb stem takes the high or falling tone, the infinitive takes
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a high tone while the verb stem is a falling tone. The noun derivative
takes a low tone prefix and a falling verb stem while the reduplicated
verb stem in the gerund has a high tone for high and the rising verbs.
This study contributes to the field of Igboid phonology with particular
interest in showing the unique features of these two related languages.
The study will serve as a reference material for further studies in
Ukwuani and Igbo.

Keywords: Ukwuani, Igbo, Igboid, high tone, low tone, falling
contour, peculiarities.

Introduction

Ukwuani and Igbo are Igboid languages under the Benue—Congo
sub—family of the Niger—Congo phylum (Williamson 1989). Like
almost all Niger-Congo languages, Ukwuani and Igbo are tone
languages. This implies that tone is an indicator of meaning in the
same way as segmental phonemes. Tone is also very relevant in
grammatical constructions.

In this paper, we present a comparative analysis of the tonal
systems of Ukwuani and Igbo. We highlight the features peculiar to
the languages and the point at which they diverge. We look at the
types of tones, the functions and distributions, tonal classes of mono
and disyllabic nouns, and verbal derivations. The study shows that
though the two languages are related, yet they show major differences
in their tonal systems. We present with data, that Ukwuani has a
contrastive contour tone and that the contour tone is not restricted in
distribution, since it can occur either after a high or low tone. This is
one major difference from the Igbo tones that employ just the level
tones. Contour tones are not attested in Igbo as in Ukwuani. Akinlabi
and Liberman (1995) and Williamson (1976) assert this when they
note that in some leveled tone languages like Igbo and ljo,
phonologically significant contour tone formation does not appear to
occur. They stress that most phonologists have followed Hyman and
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Schuh (1974:88) in treating tonal contour formation as tone spreading,
but this is not the case in Ukwuani.
Review on Tone

Most of the world languages are tone languages and to these
languages, tone is a significant part of the syllable. Tone is a feature of
the lexicon described in terms of prescribed pitches for syllables or
sequences of pitches for morphemes or words. Tone languages have
morphemes which are realised by pitch modulation. These differences
in pitch can be used to make phonemic contrast. It distinguishes word
meaning and conveys grammatical distinctions (cf. Clark and Yalop
2007: 343, Katamba 1989: 186-188, Hyman 1975:212-214 and Pike
1948:3).

Pike classifies two types of tone languages as: register tone
languages and contour tone languages. He draws a distinction between
register and contour tone languages and notes that in a register tone
language, tonal contrast consists of steady pitch heights implying that
tones neither rise nor fall in their production. In a contour tone
language, the pitch are not level in their production, instead, they rise
and fall. Katamba, however, draws attention to the fact that some
register tone languages may have a few contour tones and vice versa.

In this study, we investigate how this phenomenon of tone
operates in these two related languages and show how they deviate or
align with the literature.

Methodology

This work adopts a descriptive survey, drawing data from
competent native speaker collaborators using the SIL Africa Area
Word List alongside some structured sentences. The researchers’
intuitive knowledge of the language as native speakers respectively, is
also an added advantage.
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Findings and Analysis of Findings
4.1 Tone in Igbo and Ukwuani

These two Igboid languages: Igbo and Ukwuani are tone
languages since pitch of the voice exerted on morphemes, words,
phrases, clauses and sentences brings about meaning contrast. While
the standard Igbo has two basic tones: the high tone [H] marked with
an acute accent ['], and the low tone [L], marked with a grave accent
['] and a grammatical tone: the down step [DS] marked with a macron
[-]. The Ukwuani language has three contrastive tones which include:
two register tones: the high tone [H] marked with an acute accent [],
the low tone [L], marked with a grave accent ['] and a falling contour
tone [F] marked with["]. Existing also in Ukwuani is an allophonic
rising contour usually found in some simple verb stems.
4.1.1 Tonal Distribution in Igbo and Ukwuani
41.1.1 Tonal Distribution of Low Tone in Igbo and

Ukwuani

The tonal distribution of the low tone in Igbo presents a two way
pattern after a low tone [L]: the low- low [LL] pattern and the low-
high [LH] pattern. This is illustrated below:

A Ighbo Examples

LL LH

l.ala ‘land’ 5. oke ‘rat’
2.3ja  ‘sacrifice’ 6. Akwa ‘egg’
3.it¢  ‘pot’ 7.1dé ‘pillar’
4.akod  ‘wealth’ 8. oti ‘weevil’

For Ukwuani, we have a three way pattern: the low-low [LL], the low-
high [LH] and the low-fall [LF] patterns. These are illustrated below:

B. Ukwuani Examples
LL LH LF
9.5g> ‘favour’” 13.2k"a  ‘egg’ 17.ifi ‘six’
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10.1fi ‘darkness’ 14. nto ‘nail’ 18. 0lo‘shout’
11. 6go ‘farm’ 15. ésu ‘bead”  19. dmd‘grinding stone’
12.if¢  ‘moon’ 16. &SH ‘body’  20. agbGzeal’

4.1.1.2 Tonal Distribution of High Tone in Igbo and
Ukwuani

Igbo language presents a three way pattern in its distribution of the

high tone after a subsequent high tone: the high-high [HH], high-low

[HL] and the high-step [HS] patterns. This is illustrated below:

C. Igbo Examples

HH HL HS
21. apya ‘eye’ 25. akwa ‘cloth” 29.égd ‘money’
22. aka ‘hand’ 26.500 ‘hoe’ 30.adza  ‘sand’
23.1isi ‘head’ 27.iké  ‘buttocks’ 31.éla  ‘up’
24, ¢ku ‘ladle’ 28. akpo ‘lump’  32. 4gt‘lion’

For the tonal distribution of the high tone in Ukwuani, a two-way
pattern after the high tone is obtainable: high-high [HH] and high-low
[HF] as illustrated below:

D. Ukwuani Examples:

HH HF

33. ¢k"a ‘cry’ 38. ¢k"a ‘cloth’
34.1fi ‘head’ 39. 9na ‘trap’

35. nto ‘ashes’ 40. 6ké ‘potion’
36. 6f¢ ‘soup’ 41. oka ‘church’
37. épa ‘eye’ 42. né ‘plantain’
4.1.2 Tone Classes of Nouns and Verbs in Igbo and Ukwuani
4121 Tone Classes of Nouns in Igbo and Ukwuani

The Igbo and Ukwuani nouns based on the number of words
may be classified into: monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic and
polysyllabic nouns. However, we shall be doing a comparative
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analysis of the tonal structure or classes of just the mono and
disyllabic nouns as they usually bear their inherent tones.
4121 1 Monosyllabic Nouns in Igbo andUkwuani

E. Igbo Examples F. Ukwuani
43. dzi ‘yam’ 47.di  ‘husband’
44. i ‘God’ 48.gywa ‘child’
45. gwa ‘child’ 49.41  ‘God’
46. di ‘husband’

The tone class of the monosyllabic words in Igho and Ukwuani is just
the high tone [H] tone.

4121 2 Disyllabic Nouns in Igbo andUkwuani
G. Igbo H. Ukwuani
50.HH: imi 'nose’sks fire' okwo leg’  55.HH: ife 'thing'axa'war inu 'story’
SLHL: 590 'hoe  abo 'song igwe 'rod’ SB.HF: Okd'church’ tki'waist  ntfd'soap'
57.HS: adzd 'sand ezé'tooth’ egd'money’ S7LF ésd'seven’  oze'zinc' dmd’
grind stone'
53.H.oke rat' akwa'egg Ssa'squirre  SB.LH:ofu'one’  esu‘bead’ owu
'thread'

9411 akpa 'bag’ ite 'pot’  akwa'bed’  S9.LL:ife‘star’  mbo 'stick’ ani'ground’
From the given examples, while the disyllabic nouns of the Igho
language have five tone classes as follows: HH HL HS LH LL, the
Ukwuani disyllabic nouns also have five tone classes: HH HF LF LH.
In other words, while they both have the HH LH LL in common,
the HL and HS are peculiar to Igbo while the HF and LF are peculiar
to Ukwuani.
4.1.2.2 Tone Classes/Patterns of Verbs and Verbal Derivatives in

Igbo and Ukwuani

In Igbo just like in Ukwuani, a canonical verb stem begins
with a consonant. This is in line with Emenanjo 2015:125. Just as in
nouns, a verb class can emerge based on the number of syllables and
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their tone patterns. We shall be looking briefly on the tone classes and
patterns of Igbo and Ukwuani simple verbs and their verbal
derivatives. Cognizance would be given to areas that present striking
differences in the two languages under study.

I. Examples of Igbo Simple Verbs J. Examples
of Ukwuani Simple Verbs

60. High Tones (HTVs) 62. High Tones (HTVs)

i. ra  ‘work’ i.ba  ‘carry’

ii. i ‘eat’ ii.t¢  ‘dance’

iii.td4  ‘chew’ iii. 16 ‘sell’

iv.za ‘answer’ iv.1la  ‘drink’

61. Low Tones (LTVS) 63. Rising Contour Tones (RTVS)
i. be ‘cut’ i.bé¢  ‘cut’

ii. kpa ‘weave’ ii.pi  ‘press’

iii. ta  ‘bite’ iii. da  “fall’

iv.iza  sweep’ iv.ms  ‘learn’

From the given data in example ‘60 - 63°, we can say that the Igbo
simple verbs take either a high tone or low tone pattern. In other
words, just as identified by Emenanjo 2015:125, they can be classified
as the high tone verbs (HTVs) and the low tone verbs (LTVs). For
Ukwuani simple verbs, the tone pattern is a high tone and a rising
contour, that is the high tone verbs (HTVs) or the rising contour
(RTVs).

K. Examples of Igbo Verbal Derivatives

Verb Stem Infinitive Noun Gerund

High Tone (HTVs)

64.r0a ‘work’ Ira ra ‘work’
draru

65.11 ‘eat’ ir1 nri ‘food’

oriri
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66.za ‘answer’ iza aziza

‘broom’ dziza

67.ta chew’ ita -
otita

Low Tone (LTVs)

68.be ‘cut’ ibe -
obibe

69. kpa ‘weave’tkpa -

dkpokpa

70.ta  ‘bite’ ita -
otita

71.za sweep’ iza -
dziza

Analysing the given Igbo examples, for the infinitives in example
‘6471’ the prefix i-/1- takes a high tone, while the simple verb stems
remain high or become step for HTVs as in examples *64-67°, and
low for LTVs as seen in examples 68—71". For the noun derivatives
in examples ‘64—66’, the prefix is also on a high tone while the simple
verb stems remain high. Gerunds in examples ‘64—71" have the prefix
on a low tone while the reduplicated verb stem has a high tone pattern
for the HTVs as in examples ‘64—67" and a low tone pattern for the
LTVs in examples ‘68—71".

L. Examples of Ukwuani Verbal Derivatives

Verb Stem Infinitive Noun
Gerund

High Tone (HTVs)

72. b0 ‘carry’ bl iba ‘load’ obubu

73. I6‘'work> 36 3l ‘work’ Jl6l6

74.kt ‘say’ oki oku ‘word’ okuka

75.k4 ‘strong’ ika nka ‘old’ Skika
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Rising Tones (RTVS)

76.za ‘sweep’ iza €ziza ‘broom’ dziza
77. k& ‘share’ isa oké ‘potion’ dsisa
78.da “fall’ ida é¢da ‘afall’ ddida

Looking at the Ukwuani data in examples *72-78’ the infinitive prefix
i-/1- takes a high tone while the simple verb stems change from a
rising to a falling tone for HTVs and RTVs. For the noun derivatives
both in the HTVs and RTVs, the prefix and the verb stem are on a
high tone but for example ‘76’ that has a duplicated stem. Gerunds
have the prefix on a low tone while the reduplicated verb stems have a
high tone pattern for the RTVs and HTVs.

4.1.3 Functions of Tones in Igbo and Ukwuani; a Comparative
View

Observed in Igbo and Ukwuani are some lexical and grammatical
functions of tone. This shall be illustrated from a comparative view.
4131 Lexical Functions of Tones in Igbo and Ukwuani
Tones in Igbo as well as in Ukwuani play a lexical function by
differentiating between two or more identical words in the languages
respectively. Using minimal pairs and sets in these languages, lexical
functions of tone are illustrated.

Table 1: Tonal Contrast in Igbo

Tone Patt Akwa  ide Oke adza eze
79.HH cry - Male - -
80.HL cloth flood boundary - king
81.LL bed - portion sacrifice -
82.LH egg pillar rat - -
83.HS - to write - sand Tooth
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Table 2: Tonal Contrast in Ukwuani

Tone Patt ¢k"a ifi 290 oke uku
84.HH Cry head - big leg
85.HF cloth - - boundary  waist
86.LL - darkness favour  potion wealth
87.LH eqgg - bottle sharer -
88.LF - SiX - - -

While contrast is attested in the High, Low and Downstep tones of the
Igbo language as in examples ‘79 -83°, contrast in minimal pairs and
sets are attested in the high, low and falling tones of Ukwuani as seen

in examples "84 — 88’.

4132

Ukwuani
Similarly, tone can also contrast grammatically between identical
constructions: the interrogative, declarative and negative sentences.

Grammatical Functions of Tone in Igbo and

Examples in both languages are illustrated comparatively
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Table 3: Tonal Contrast in Igbo Constructions

Sentence Gloss DeclarativeTone
Past Form

89.0 siri He/She cooked HLL

90.ha gara They went HLL

O9l.atara You chewed HLL

92.0 sirinri He/She cooked food H LL HH
93.ha garaoru They went to work HLL HH
Future Form

94.haga-esi They will cook HLLH
95.haga-esinri They will cook food HLLHHS
96.1ga-ata You will chew HLLH
97.1 ga-ata anu You will chew meat HLLHHS

Considering the grammatical functions of tone, the declaratives and
interrogatives in the Igbo language have been illustrated and the
following analysis made. The pitch variation in both sentences
actually brought a meaning variation.

In the given Igbo examples ‘89—93’ the initial high tone of the
pronoun in the past declarative construction changes to a low tone in
the interrogative. Again, the past interrogative constructions in 89 —
91’ have consecutive low tones on the pronouns and the verbs.
Furthermore, when the verbs are with their complements as in
examples ‘92 and 93’ the tones for the declarative and the
interrogative constructions are same for the verbs and the verbal
complements. The verbs are low and for the complements, they are
high. The difference is seen in the tone of the pronouns where the
declarative constructions have the pronouns on the high tone and the
interrogative has the pronouns on the low tones.
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For the future tense declarative and interrogative sentences in
examples ‘94-97’, the tone marking pattern are same but for the initial
pronoun where the declarative sentence has it as a high tone and the
interrogative sentence has it as a low tone

Table 4: Tonal Contrast in UkwuaniConstructions

Sentence Gloss DeclarativeTone
Past Form

98.0 leni He/She sold LLL
99.0dzeni He/She went LLL
100.1 tani You chewed LLL
101.ofini nyi He/She cooked food LLLHH
102.wedzenioqu They went to work L LL HH
Future Form

103.we nefi They will cook LLH
104.we nefingi They will cook food L LH HF
105.jata You will chew LH
106.ja ta anv You will chew meat LH HF

Pitch variation in both sentence patterns in Ukwuani actually brought
a meaning variation just like in Igbo.

In the given Ukwuani examples *98-100’, the past form of the
construction without complements in both the declarative and
interrogative have the same low tone pattern. This is unlike in Igbo
where grammatical contrast is attested by the presence of a high tone
in the initial pronoun of the declarative sentence as seen in examples
’89-91°. Furthermore, examples ‘101 and 102’ of Ukwuani show that
contrast is attested by the presence of the complements. While the
verbal complements take the HH tone pattern in the declarative, in the
interrogative, they take the LL tone pattern. The contrast in Igbo past
declarative and interrogative with verbal complements as seen in

100 -



Journal of Language and Linguistics. Vol 6 No 3 June, 2020. www.jolledu.com.ng

examples 92 and 93’ is seen in the initial pronoun and not in their
verbal complements.

For the future tense declarative and interrogative sentences in
Ukwuani examples °103-106°, the tone marking pattern of the
pronoun, aux, and the verb complements are the same but for the verb
stem which has the high tone pattern in the declarative and the low
tone pattern in the interrogative. This is unlike Igbo, as seen in
examples "94-97” where the future tone patterns are the same but for
the initial pronoun which has high tone for the declarative sentence
and low tone for interrogative sentence.

Examples of Igbo Negative Construction

Sentence Negative Tone Pattern Gloss

Past Negative Form

107.0 sixi L HL He/She did not cook
108.5 taxi L HL He/She did not chew
109.0 sixiari L HS SS He/She did nat cook food
110.5 taxtanc L HS SS He/She did nat chew meat
Future Negative Form

111.5gaghiest L HS SS He/She will not cook
1125 gaytata L HS SS He/She will not chew
113.5 gasi ésinri L HS SS HS He/She will not cook food
114.5gaxT ata ans L HS SS HS He/She will not chew meat

For the past negative form, the Igbo language has the pronoun on a
low tone, the verb on the high tone and the negation marker on the
low tone, as in examples ‘107 and 108’. However, if the sentence is
with a complement, the negation marker as well as the complement
bears a step tone as seen in examples ‘109 and 110°. For the future
negative form, as in examples ‘111-114’ the pronoun is low, the future
marker is high, negation marker is step tone, the verb is step tone and

101 -



Journal of Language and Linguistics. Vol 6 No 3 June, 2020. www.jolledu.com.ng

where there is verb complement as in examples ‘113 and 114°, the
complement is on a high and a step tone.
Examples of Ukwuani Negative Construction

Sentence Negative Tone Pattern Gloss
Past Negative Form

115.6fine HHL He/She did not cook
116.5tane HHL He/She did not chew
117.0finengi HHLLL He/She did not cook food
118.5tane anb HHL LL He/She did not chew meat
Future Negative Form

119.0ke [i HLH He/She will not cook
120.0ka ta HLH He/She will not chew
121.0ke fini HLHHF He/She will not cook food
122.5ka ta an6 HL H HF He/She will not chew meat

Ukwuani in the past negative form unlike in the Igbo, has the pronoun
and the verb on the high tone and the negation marker on the low tone
as in examples ‘115 and 116°. However, if the sentence is with a
complement, the negation marker as well as the complement bears a
low tone as seen in examples ‘117 and 118’. For the future negative
form, as in examples ‘119-122° the pronoun is high, the future and
negation marker is low, the verb is high and where there is verb
complement as in examples ‘121 and 122°, the complement is on a
high and a falling tone.

While the Igbo language would have the pronoun and the
negative marker on the low tone for sentences without complements,
sentences with complements would have the negative marker on a step
tone. This differs from Ukwuani as the pronoun is usually on a high
tone and the negative marker on a low tone while sentences with
complements would have the complements on high and falling tones.
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Conclusion

Having done a comparative analysis of tones in Igbo and
Ukwuani languages, we can say that the two Igboid languages are tone
languages with contrasting tones. While the standard Igbo has two
basic tones: the high tone [H] marked with an acute accent ["], and
the low tone [L], marked with a grave accent ['] and a grammatical
tone: the down step [DS] marked with a macron [-], the Ukwuani
language has three contrastive tones which include: two register tones:
the high tone [H] marked with an acute accent ['], the low tone [L],
marked with a grave accent ['] and a falling contour tone [F] marked
with a ["].

The tonal distribution of the low tone in Igbo presents a two

way pattern after a low tone [L]: the low- low [LL] pattern and the
low-high [LH] pattern while Ukwuani, has a three way pattern: the
low-low [LL], the low-high [LH] and the low-fall [LF] patterns.
The tone classes of the monosyllabic words in Igbo and Ukwuani is
just the high tone [H] tone. While the disyllabic nouns of the Igbo
language have five tone classes as follows: HH HL HS LH LL, the
Ukwuani disyllabic nouns also have five tone classes: HH HF LF LH.
In other words, while they both have the HH LH LL in common, the
HL and HS are peculiar to Igbo while the HF and LF are peculiar to
Ukwuani.

Igbo simple verbs take either a high tone or low tone pattern.
In other words, they can be classified as the high tone verbs (HTVS)
and the low tone verbs (LTVSs) while the tone patterns of Ukwuani
simple verbs are: a high tone and a rising contour, that is, the high
tone verbs (HTVs) or the rising contour (RTVs).In Igbo, the high and
step tones mark the HTVs in the infinitive form while the high and
low tones mark the LTVs at the infinitive form. For Ukwuani, the high
and falling tones mark the infinitives of both the HTVs and the LTVs.
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Observed in Igbo and Ukwuani are some lexical and grammatical
functions. For the lexical function, while contrast is attested in the
High, Low and Downstep tones of the Igbo language, contrast in
minimal pairs and sets are attested in the high, low and falling tones of
Ukwuani.

For the comparative analysis of the grammatical functions of
tone in Igho and Ukwuani, the tonal difference between the Igbo past
declarative and interrogative constructions as seen in examples ‘89-
93’ is in the tone of the pronouns where the declarative constructions
have the pronouns on the high tone and the interrogative has the
pronouns on the low tones. This is unlike the Ukwuani where the
difference exists in the verbal complements. Examples ‘101 and 102’
of Ukwuani show that contrast is attested by the presence of the
complements. While the verbal complements take the HH tone pattern
in the declarative, in the interrogative, they take the LL tone pattern.
Furthermore the difference in the future declarative and interrogative
constructions of the Igbo language is seen in the initial pronoun where
the declarative sentence has it as a high tone and the interrogative
sentence has it as a low tone as in examples *94-97’. For the Ukwuani
as in examples ‘103-106" the difference is as seen in the verb stem
which has the high tone pattern in the declarative and the low tone
pattern in the interrogative.

While the Igbo language would have the pronoun and the
negative marker on the low tone for sentences without complements,
sentences with complements would have the negative marker on a step
tone. This differs from Ukwuani as the pronoun is usually on a high
tone and the negative marker on a low tone while sentences with
complements would have the complements on high and falling tones.
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