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SENTENCE TONE IN SOME SOUTHERN NIGERIAN LANGUAGES 

Kay Williamson, School of Humanities, University of Port Harcmnt, 
Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

The lexical tones of words can be modified in various ways: 
1. By essential ly phonetic rules, such as tone-spreading (Hyman & 

Schuh, 1 9 7 4 ) :  e .g .  Yoruba /Low-High/ + [Low—Rising] because Low 
'spreads'  into the following High. Such phonetic rules result hi 
phonological change i f  the conditioning factor is los t .  

2 .  By morphophonemic rules, i . e .  rules whose phonetic motivationiß 

no longer obvious: e . g .  in the Kolokuma dialect of Izon twowflmds 
which have the same tone pattern in isolation may have di f ferent tm- 
nal e f fec ts  upon the following word ( c f .  Williamson, 1 9 6 5 ) .  

3 .  By the interaction o f  purely tonal morphemes with the tones of 

the normal morphemes which consist o f  both segments and tones:eng.  

the subject concord marker o f  Edo is  analysed by Amayo (1975) as 

having lost i ts segmental features in practically all con tex t s , so  

that i ts presence is normally detected only by i ts  tonal e f f e d t s o n  

neighbouring morphemes. Purely tonal morphemes appear to be re- 

stricted to common grammatical elements. 

Lexica] tones are also modified to show sentence type. ‚In mme 

languages such modifications involve changing the absolute b u t r w t  

' the relative pitch o f  sentences: e .g .  in Kana (Ogoni group: tonamm 

High, Mid, Low) :  

Statement: Lo to .  [ - - ]  'The house.‘ 
Question: Lo to? [ " ]  'The house?l 
Exclamation: Lo t o !  [ “ - ]  'The house!‘ 

The basic Mid-Mid tone (seenin the statement) is raised for a'ques- 
tion and raised even more for an exclamation (this is indicateds' 

netically by writing it above the square brackets, i . e .  outsidetme 

normal voice range). This type of  modification is here called agg- 
national, and is regarded as comparable to what obtains in a now- 

tone language. 

WILLIAMSON H25 

A. YEKHEE (=ETSAKQ), Ekpheli dialect (North-Central Edoid group), 

Elimelech (1976 ) :  

Basic tgggg= H: L 
;;;;_ruleg= a) downdrift on each series o f  highs separated by low 

_______ b)  falling and rising glides formed from HL, LH 

c )  downstep from simplification of  rising glide 

Sentgngg_tgge= (for nouns; verbal sentence questioning said to be 

___ 'different but not specified, Elimelech, 1976,  5 0 ) :  

1. statement: additional final low added to final 

high 

2 .  question: additional final high added to statement 

tone pattern 

lexical tone patterns of  disyllabic_n9§n§: LL, HL, HH 

EÊËË‘ ÊÈÊÈÊËÊEÈ QEÊÊEÈËE 
1. LL 'cup' Âkpa. [ _ _ ]  Äkpa? [ - x ]  
2. HL 'house' Ôwà. [—_ ]  Ôwà? [ ' , ]  

3. HH 'axe' Üdzé. [ " ]  Üdzé? [ “ \4 

B. DEGEMA (Delta Edoid group), personal investigation, analysis 

tentative: 

§§§ig_1_:gr_1§§: H, L;  downstep probably predictable 

Tone rules: a)  downdrift on each series of  highs separated by low 

b) falling glide formed from HL 

c)  the final low in a series of lows becomes high 

(under certain conditions) 

d) all but the f i rst  of a final series of highs are 

downstepped 

Sentence tone: 1. statement: basic tones + tone rules 

2 .  question: final low added to statement tone pat— 

tern, combines variously with preceding tone 

3 .  exclamation: general raising of  statement tone 

Lexical tone patterns of disyllabic nouns: LL, HH, HL (loanwords 
only): 

Other languages have a second type of modification co-existhw 9353 Statement Question Exclamatign 

with the intonational type. This involves a change of the toneEflV l. Il- 'head' Ütom, [ _ _ ]  Ùtôm? [ _ _ ]  Ütém! [ :  ] 

î tern, not simply a general modification of the absolute pitch,nmfi -2- HH 'river' Édâ. [ _ _ ]  édä? [_—] ééäf [ _ _ ]  
% is here called sentence tone. In the examples that follow, the'f-one 3- HL ' ca t '  Pési. [ _ _ ]  Pési? [ - - ]  P?S%= [ : ]  
â system of each language will be summarized and then the sentence 4. LL (?)  Mèÿâ. [ _ ' ]  Moya? [ _ _ ]  Moya! [ '  ] 

È tone modifications will be stated. 'He is coming.' ' Is he coming?‘ 'He is comingl' 

? 5. an (2) ébé. [ ' - ]  ébè? [ ' - ]  ab?: [ '1 
€ 'He is there.‘ ' I s  he thére?‘ 'He is thereEÎ 

______-IIII-——— _“_1.IIIIIIIIIIIIlIlll llll l ' l l l l l ' l l l l l l l l 



° — _  
426 SYMPOSIUM No. 7 WILLIAMSON „27 

C .  ISOKO (Southwestern Edoid group), Elugbe ( 1 9 7 7 ) :  

Basic tones: H,  L 
Senteggg_ggng: l .  statement: final low tone becomes high 

2 .  question: final high tone becomes low 
ËQBÊ_£EÈËË= a) falling glide formed from HL 3.  exclamation: general raising of highs: cancella- 

b)  22 downdrift tion of  downdrift after low 
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Sentence tone: l .  statement: final series o f  lows raised to mid 4 .  command: additional final low added to statement 
2 .  question: additional final low added pattern 
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3 .  exclamation: no raising of final series of lows Iexical tone patterns of  disyllabic nouns: LH, LL, HL 
Lexical tone patterns of disyllabic nouns: LL, HH, HL ËËËË: Statement Question Exclamation 

9353: ËËËËÊËËÊË 92%ä9392 É 1. LH 'yæm' Bùrû. [ - “ ]  ßürü? [__] sùrû: [-_] 
l' LL '“ative d°°t°r' c3'”: [ " ]  ?“? [" ]  ï 2. LL 'book' piri’. [-*] Diri? [__] ça.—{: t-‘J 
2° HH 'warrior' ?g?a' [__] ?gËa? [—\] 3. HL 'Ebi' Ebi. [ ‘ - ]  Ébî? [ ' _ ]  Ébi: [ " ]  
3 .  HL 'maize' Qka. [ " “ ]  Qka? I_—] Statement Question Exclamation Command 
D .  IZON, Kolukuma dialect ( ; j o  group), personal investigation: 4 .  Ébî bo. Ébi bo? Ebi,b§! Ébi, boot 

ËËËÈ9_ÈQEËË= H: L [_ _ ' ]  [ _  _ _ ]  [ - ] [ '  _ \J 
Egg§_£g;§§: a) downdrift on each series of highs separated.by1m: 'Ebi came.‘ 'Did Ebi come?"Ebi came!‘ 'Ebi: come!‘ 

b )  complex morphophonemic rules F. KALABARI, dialect of Eastern l j o ,  Jenewari (1977) and personal 
Sentence tone: l .  statement: basic tones + tone rules investigation: 

2 .  question: slight raising of  highs, cancellatüm I 

-a Basic tones: H,  L ,  distinctive downstep ( ' )  
15” of  downdrift, final low added Tone rules: a) downdrift on each series of  highs separated by low 

- . .;„3 3 .  exclamation: general raising of  highs and of final 

€ . low: cancellation of downdrift 
. 4 .  command: slight raising o f  highs, cancellatünzof 

downdrift 

b)  complex morphophonemic rules 

§§p§§pg§_§99§: 1. statement: a) basic tones + tone rules ( for  non- 
emphasized nouns) 
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b) basic tones + (H ) ‘H  ( f i rs t  H only 
Lexical tone patterns of disyllabic nouns: LH ( 3  types), HH (2 af ter L) 

ÉË types), HL (for verb forms ending H, NPs ending in pronoun/ 
fig: EÊËË: ÊËËËËËÊËË gggggigg §¥9%§E§E££ article, and emphasized nouns, especially in an-_ 
7% 1. LH 'yam' Burü. [ _ ' ]  Buruu? [ _ \ q  Buru! [_  Ï . 
îÎ. 2. HH 'medicine' Dirî [ " ]  Difii? ['\q Dîrî' [__] swer to a queStlon) ë ' , . '  , . ° _ , " - 2 .  question: basic tones + tone rules . 
{ä .  3° HL 'sa i l '  Bala. [ _ _ ]  Bala? [ - ]  Bald! [ ' ]  3 .  exclamation: as for l b ) ,  plus general raising ? 
È §$£§££$fl%, Qgégfilgfl,‘ §§E%EE%E%%§ 939$9¥9 , 4 .  command: basic tones + tone rules + additional L „ 
fE' 4- Woni mudou. Woni mEdQQ? WÊni modo?! Weméni mu; Lexical tone patterns of  disyllabic nouns: LL, HH, HIH, HL, LH 

,; EWe-have glne ' {Have we ;äne7' Ewe:ve J ' !  {Le t ' s  9 0 5 '  EËÈÊ: Statement a )  + Question fi?2%$%£2£_äl ; . - gone. 1. LL 'yam' _ -Huru. _Hürù? [ _ _ ]  Huru'u. [ - \ ]  
% E.  NEMBE ( l jo  group), personal investigation: 2- Hg 'book' piri. piri? [ _ _ ]  Qir i f i .  [—\ ]  
% êasig_tgneg: H, L ‘ 3. H'H 'house' Wa:ri. Wazri? [ " ]  Warî° i -  [ - \ ]  
; Ï -  2999_£El€ä= a)  downdrift on each successive high even without 4, HL 'leopard' Siri. Siri? [ _ _ ]  Sir i izi. [ n /fl  
{% intervening low 5- LH 'Gogo' Gogo. Gogo? [ - ' J  Gègézé- [ a \ ]  
jg b)  complex morphophonemic rules 
:n 

p 



.É 428 SYMPOSIUM No. 7 WILLIAMSON ”29 
Ü ?taFeT??t b) Queät3°n _ Fxclamation Command fbrm which has become generalized for certain grammatical cate- 
; 6. o bote’e o hote? o bote'e! ö 19523: germs, 
i; [_  - " ‘ ]  [ -  _ _ ]  [ -  _ “ ]  -[_ \\] d) Exclamations are formed by modification of the statement, never 

'Ë ‘He has come.‘ 'Has he come?‘ 'He has comel' 'Let him come!‘ of the question. 
%; G .  IGBO, Green and Igwe (1963) and personal investigation: CONCLUSION 1. The statement is  the most basic sentence type. 

€; .  §§§1§_§9§e§: H, L, distinctive downstep ( : )  This is probably a universal. 
€; $9ge_rgle§: a) downdrift on each series o f  highs separated bylgw Questions are formed from Statements by:  

:Ë b )  falling and rising glides formed from HL, LH a) addition o f  a floating low tone (Degema, Isoko, lzon) 
È c )  morphophonemic rules b) replacement of  a high by a low tone (Nembe, Igbo in verbal 

i i  êggteggg_tggg= 1. statement: basic tones + tone rules sentences) 
“È 2 .  question: a) intonational raising o f  high, emu, c)  addition Of  a floating high tone (Yekhee) 

,Ëï in nominal sentences d) general raising (Kana, lzon, Igbo in nominal sentences) 
.? b )  inseparable subject pronouns chamæ e) cancellation Of downdrift ( lzon) 
ËÊ from H to L , ° i n  verbal sentences CONCLUSION 2 .  Yes/no questions are marked by a question marker, 
gg 3_ exclamation: a) intonational raising of highvmm by intonational ra131ng (including cancellation of downdrift), or 

lowering of  low by both. This is probably a universal. 

b)  cancellation of downdrift Question markers are morphemes Wth are segmental + tonal 

€ 4_ command: basic tones + tone rules or purely tonal ( c f .  the introduction). The floating low tones 
f; Lexical tone patterns of disyllabic nouns: HH, LH, HL, LL, H:H of Degema, Isoko, and lzon result from morphemes which have lost 

% 2222: Statement Question Exclamation their segmental features; e . g .  in Engenni (Delta Edoid group, 

Ag 1_ HH 'head' fsi. [ - - ]  ‘E;E;_HE:'] îgîî_—Î==î— closely related to Degema) the sentence-final question marker is 
, - 2_ LH ' r a t '  Ôké. [ :_-]  Öké? [ _ ' ]  Ôké! [ _ " ]  a(Thomas, 1969) .  
“ 3_ HL 'house' Ülè- [ - _ ]  61%? [ '  ] Ü l ‘ i  [ " ]  It is also possible for the floating tone to replace the ad- 
; 4 .  LL 'earth' A15. [ _ _ ]  Äla? [ ' ]  Àlâl [ ] jacent segmental tone (Nembe, Igbo). Historically, the floating 

„TE 5_ H:H 'tooth' é izé .  [ _ _ ]  Ézé? [ = = ]  é l zé :  [ = = ]  tone first combines with the adjacent tone to form a glide (Yekhee, 

:? 6 .  ô jere âhiâ- ö jere éhié? Ö jèrè éhié: Degema, Isoko, lzon); later, the glide is simplified to a level 

3%. [_  _ _ r " ]  [_  _ _ ' " ]  [ _  _ _ _ __] tone: Nembe: *H + ‘ > *F > L 
{É 'He went to 'DidLhe go to 'He went to Igbo: *, + H > *R > L 
fl market.‘ market?‘ market!‘ 

ËQEÇLUSION 3 .  Question markers are morphemes which in a tone lan-_ 

guage always include tone and sometimes lose their segmental fea— 

tures, after which they are realized like other floating tones. 
There is gg universal that question markers must have high tone, 

;Ê Ä - ' Summary and conclusions 
" ' The statement is the most basic form of sentence, for: 

a) Most commonly the statement form uses only basic forms plus 
general tone rules (Kana, Degema, ;zçn, Kalahari (type a ) :  IgbOh’ or that they must be sentence-final- 
whereas questions and exclamations usually require extra rules. ; b Exclamations are marked by the raising of  high tones (some- 

; ‚ . _  . & ) Questions are normally formed by addition to the statement flu“ times also of 10w tones) to a greater extent than in questions, 
5% g- (Yekhee), or to the basic/statement form (Degema, Isoko, lzgn). . and sometimes by the cancellation of  downdrift (;zon, Nembe, Igbo) 
“% . È . - c )  The only case where the statement form appears more complextmm and_the lowering of low tones (Igbo). 
I ;  ; .  > : the queSt-ion i s  in Kalahari b )  ' and th i s  i s  apparently an emphatic 
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CONCLUSION 4 .  Exclamations are  marked by the raising of  tOnes, 
especially high ones, and by the increasing o f  the intervals be— 

tween tones.  This i s  probably a universal. 

Commands seem not to be primarily marked by tone/intonation 

changes . f I n  the reported cases  they either have the same pattern 

as statements (Igbo) or the statement pat tern with an additional 
floating tone marker (Nembe, Ka labar i ) ,  or with slight raising ami 
cancellation of downdrift ( I zon ) .  
CONCLUSION 5 .  Commands either resemble statements or d i f fe r  fran 

them only by the addition af an imperative marker, or by slight 
raising and elimination o f  downdrif t .  This is probably a un ivermfl .§  
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