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Abstract  

Igbo is a language under the New Benue-Congo which is a sub-branch of the Niger-Congo 

languages. Igbo is a language spoken in southeastern part of Nigeria. Tone is the distinctive 

pitch level of a syllable. This paper is aimed at examining tones in some aspects of the Igbo 

language. Data for the study were obtained from competent native speakers by the elicitation 

method of recording and observation of the speakers as they pronounced some Igbo words. 

Some of the objectives of this paper are: to demonstrate the occurrence of downdrift in Igbo 

as a register tone language, to show that a floating high tone displaces a low tone at word 

boundary and gets relinked to the immediate segmental tier. The framework adopted for the 

analysis of data in this paper is the Autosegmental Theory of tonal analysis where lines are 

used in the connection of the tonal tiers to the segmental tiers. Some of the findings in this 

paper are: that in the imperative verb form, the high and low tone verbs take a low tone 

harmonizing suffix, that downdrift in Igbo, is as a result of tone lowering on account of their 

position in an utterance, that downstep tones occur at word boundary between two high 

tones or at word final positions where the preceding tone is high. 

Keywords: Tone, Pitch, Downstep, Downdrift, Autosegmental and Tonal Tiers. 

 

Tone 

The word, ‘tone’ transcribed [t n] is a monosyllabic word. Tone is the distinctive pitch level 

of a syllable. Tone is the rise and fall of the voice in an utterance. This could be a word, 

phrase, or a full sentence. Tone is a phonetic feature which depicts how high or low a 

syllable is. Welmers (1973, p.172) has it that, “tone has to do with the distinction of pitch 

in the flow speech” From Welmers’s assertion, one can say that tone is used to establish 

contrasts in the pitch of voice in an utterance.  According to Ogbalu (1974, p.18), “tone is 

the stress on the syllable of a word, whether they are high, low or intermediate”. This means 

that tone is physically marked on a word to show the pitch of the voice on that syllable.  

Williamson (1984, p.41) defines tone as “the pitch of the voice”. This means that ‘tone’ as 

defined here is in reference to the loudness of one’s voice, which contrasts with other 

referents of the word like: the shade of colour, the firmness of one’s muscle, the character, 

attitude or the general atmosphere of a thing.  Crystal (1987, p.172) states, too, that, “in well 

over half of the languages of the world, it is possible to change the meaning of a word simply 

by changing the pitch level at which it is spoken”. Thus, words which are spelt alike could 
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have different meanings by just a contrast in the pitch of voice.  Ifode (1995, p.77) defines 

tone as the “variations in pitch which affect the meaning of words”. In other words, one can 

say that tones are meaning-bearing segments since a variation in tone leads to a change in 

meaning. Ejele (1996, p.76) asserts that tone is “the significant but relative pitch on each 

syllable”. Thus, for one to say that a tone is high or low, it must be in a relative comparison 

with other tones in the same construction with it. Matthews (2007, p.409) defines tone as a 

phonetic or phonological unit belonging to a set distinguished or primarily distinguished by 

levels of or by changes in pitch”. This implies that tone is a phonetic feature which depicts 

variations in the pitch of voice as one speaks. Essien (2008, p.58), refers to tone as 

“contrastive pitch”. By Essien’s assertion, for tone to be a phenomenon in a language, it 

must be in contrast with other tones in that language. 

 

Autosegmental phonology is a theory of tonal analysis proposed by Goldsmith in 1976.  The 

major premise of autosegmental phonology is that speech observed as articulatory activity 

consists of gestures such as tongue movement, lip movement and language activities which 

are coordinated, but which by no means start and finish all at the same instant. (cf. Akmajian, 

A., Demers, R. A, Farmer, A. K. and Harnish, R.M. 2008, pp.140-144). In this theory, 

sounds are not seen as simple rows of segments as in the Standard Linear Theory where all 

phonological processes are seen to be taking place at one single level. In Autosegmentatal 

Theory, phonological representations are regarded as complex arrays of elements arranged 

on different levels or tiers. Matthews (2007, p.33), commenting on autosegmental 

phonology, indicates that, in it, autosegments are represented at a structural level which is 

higher than that of the individual vowel or consonant segments. The ways in which they are 

realised in particular forms are then shown by association lines which relate the units at each 

structural level, or tier, to an autosegmental tier that marks the tone of each syllable which 

could be high (H) or low (L). We may illustrate this using the Igbo sentences below: 

 

           H     H                 H  H    L                 Tonal tier 

 

 

1a. Akpa                 nọ              n’ụlọ                 Segmental tier 

 ‘The bag is in the house’. 

 

 

 b. H       H  H           H     H         H       H 

  

 

M                chọrọ                               inụ   mịrị 
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‘I want to drink water’ (I am thirsty). 

According to Leben, (2006, p.1), “an attractive aspect of autosegmental phonology pointed 

is that it posits a simple, elegant theory of operations. These are restricted to the following: 

• Add a tone 

• Add a link 

• Delete a tone 

• Delete a link 

These simple operations provide an explicit way of framing analyses”. He goes on 

to illustrate how elegantly the autosegmental formalism captures the Hausa contraction rule. 

 

2.  taa   baa ni  taa ban     ‘She gave (it) to me’. 

 

   

                           H  H L   H      H        L 

According to Leben (2006, p.2), “the rule neither affects tone nor is conditioned by tone. It 

simply states that pronouns such as first person singular ni ‘me’, lose their vowel in 

specific cases. In the example above, when the vowel is deleted, its tone remains. Due to a 

general principle of Hausa, this tone is unable to remain as unassociated or floating tone and 

so it must link up to some TBU (Tone Bearing Unit). Due to the general constraints of 

autosegmental phonology, the only available candidate is the TBU of ban. The resulting 

tone is, thus, a rise and fall glide. Another argument of Leben (2006, p.2) is that the 

autosegmental principle captures tone spreading, too. He provides an example of tone 

spreading in Mende (South West Mende, Sierra Leone). 

3a.  k ‘war’  hu ‘in’  k - hu  ‘in war’ 

 

   

                         H                                  L                                    H 

b.  mba ‘rice’  hu ‘in’  mba – hu ‘in rice’ 

 

   

                         L H     L              L  H  H 

 

In (3a-b), hù ‘in’, which has a low tone assimilates the high tone of the preceding segment 

due to tone spreading.  
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Still on the usefulness of autosegmental phonology, Leben (2006, p.3) adds that the 

approach was able to capture the effect of downstep and low tone which cause a following 

H to downdrift. He gives the example below from the Akan language in Ghana. 

4a.  hn ‘their’   dn ‘house’ 

   

                            H    H  H 

  b.  hn dn  

   

                            H    L     H  hn dn   ‘their 

house’ 

In the example above, according to Leben (2006, pp. 3-4), ‘the L is not associated to hn 

‘their’, but its effect is heard as downstep on the following worddn ‘house’. This 

downstep is symbolized as in the IPA representation. This is not to say that all downsteps 

arise from floating tones. Hyman (1985) and others have brought up a phenomenon such as 

‘double downstep’ where floating tones do not suffice as sources of downstep. Having seen 

the usefulness of the Autosegmental Approach to phonological (tonal) analyses, the study 

next considers some aspects of tone in the Igbo language. 

 

1.1.   Tones in Igbo 

Igbo as a register tone language has two significant tone levels which are high and low. 

There is also a tonal phenomenon referred to as downstep. Tone in the Igbo language plays 

significant roles in the grammar of the dialect, cf. Anyanwu (2007, p. 4). In this paper, the 

behaviour of tones in the imperative mood, past and present perfect tenses, and the habitual 

aspect will be considered. The occurrence of downstep, downdrift and floating tones will 

also be demonstrated as a feature of the dialect.   

 

1.2.  Imperative Verb Form 

In Igbo, the imperative verb forms take a harmonizing vowel suffix which is also a tone 

bearing segment.  In the imperative verb form, the high tone verbs take a high tone suffix, 

while the low tone verbs also take a high tone suffix. The high tone verbs change the high 

tone of their stem to a low tone and the low tone verbs retain the low tone of their stem. 

However, the juxtaposition of the low and high tone in the high tone imperative verb forms 

give low-rising tones in both the high and low tone verbs which give low-rising contour 

patterns showing that there are also tonal glides in the dialect. For example: 

 

1.2.1.  High Tone Imperative Verb Forms 

    5a.               L        H                   b.           L      H       c.                        L           H
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             r          i         e   ‘eat’           g          a         a    ‘go’    n        ụ         ọ       

‘hear’ 

 

1.2.2.  Low Tone Imperative Verb Forms 

 

 6a.           L   H             b.    L      H         c.    L    H    

 

            

            b    a     a    ‘enter’                 z    a    a   ‘sweep’                    k      e     e    ‘share’  

 

 

1.3. Tone Pattern of Past Verb forms 

The –rv suffix in the Igbo language is used to mark the past tense and to indicate an assertive 

statement. The vowel of the –rv suffix also harmonizes with the vowel of the verb stem. The 

–rv suffix inherently has no vowel of its own but copies the vowel of the verb to which it is 

suffixed. In the past verb form, the high tone verbs lose their high tone which is copied by 

the vowel of the –rv suffix, but the low tone verbs retain their low tone in the past verb form 

and the vowel of the –rv suffix copies the low tone, in low tone verbs. For example: 

 

 

 1.3.1.   High Tone past Verb Forms 

    8a.             L         L        b.                L        L      c.   L         L 

 

  

                  r    i     r     i                          g    a    r    a                      n   u    r       u 

    ‘ate’         ‘went’         ‘heard’ 

1.3.2. Low Tone past Verb Forms 

9a.            L          L       b.   L L      c.  L L 

 

  

                 b   a    r     a                                z    a    r    a                            k    e    r    e 

 

 

1.4. Tone of the Perfective Verb Form 

The perfective, in the Igbo language, is expressed by the use of a harmonizing prefix a-/e-, 

the harmonizing imperative suffix, and the perfective suffix –la. In the perfective, the high 
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tone verbs retain their high tone, but take a low tone prefix and high tone imperative and 

perfective suffixes, while the low tone verbs retain their low tone in the root, but they take 

a high tone prefix and high tone imperative and perfective suffixes. For example: 

 

 

 

1.4.1. High Tone Perfective Verb Forms 

10a. L H H H  b. L H H H 

 

  

            e    r     i          e     l     a   a     g    a          a    l     a 

        ‘has eaten’                        ‘has gone’ 

 

1.4.2. Low Tone Perfective Verb Forms 

11a. H L H H  b. H L H H 

 

  

           a   b     a          a    l       a   e     k    e          e     l    a 

        ‘has entered’                        ‘has shared’ 

 

 1.5. Tone of the present tense and habitual aspect 

The present tense and the habitual aspect are marked by the use of a low tone prefix which 

is the auxiliary ‘na’ ‘is’ for the present tense and the habitual aspect. The auxiliary ‘na’, is 

joined to the verb with a dash (-) in writing. In both the present tense and the habitual aspect, 

the verb takes a harmonizing prefix a-/e- attached to the stem. The prefix ‘a-’, is used with 

the verbs that have contracted vowels [, , , ], while the prefix ‘e-’, is used with 

verbs that have expanded vowels [i, e, o, u]. These are illustrated below: 

 

1.5.1. High Tone Present and Habitual Verb forms 

12a.             L   H H  b.  L H H 

 

  

                 n a      -        e   r       i                                          n  a     -   a    g    a 

  ‘is eating/eats’     ‘is going/goes’ 

 

1.5.2.  Low Tone Present and Habitual Verb forms  

13a. L L L L  b. L L L L  
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           n           a    -       a     b    a                                 n          a   -      e    k   e 

  ‘is entering/enters’   ‘is sharing/shares’ 

 

1.6.  The Downstep in Igbo 

Downstep is a phenomenon in register tone languages where in a sequence of two high 

tones, the second-high tone is slightly lower in pitch than the preceding high. Emenanjo 

(1978, p.12) describes the downstep as “a high tone which is one step lower than the 

preceding high tone”. The downstep is usually marked with an arrow [ ] pointing 

downwards or with a macron [-] placed above the syllable. In this paper, the argument is 

that the downstep is a tonal phenomenon that occurs after a high tone only but cannot occur 

in isolation or in word initial position. In examples (9a-b) below, the second tone is a 

downstep and it is designated ‘S’in the autosegment. For example: 

14a.                H        S   b. H S 

   

    

                                   E   z    e    ‘teeth’   i    s     i ‘head’ 

 

1.7. The floating tone in Igbo 

The term ‘floating tone’ has been used to refer to tonal segments which at a given moment 

in derivation are not associated with any vowel or tone bearing segment, (cf. Goldsmith 

1990, p.20). The argument behind this is that if a tone bearing segment is deleted, say, a 

vowel or a syllabic consonant, the tone associated with it may be said to become floating. 

Katamba (1989, p.139) says that “floating tones are tones which occur without being 

associated with any vowel or tone bearing segments. In adjacent position, floating tones get 

segmentalized on nearby tone bearing syllables”. Matthews (2007, p.141) states that a 

floating tone is “a tone in a tone language which is not associated at an underlying level of 

segmentation with a syllable or other segment”. In other words, floating tones are loose 

tones seeking a tone bearing segment to which it can relink. For example: 

 

15a. H  H  L L L 

 V  C V         V   C V    C V underlying  

representation 

  

             i   s i  o    t     u    v    u 

      ‘head’       ‘navel’  ‘top of navel’ 

 

b.         H  (H)  L L L 
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 V   V         V    C V    C V vowel elision with (H) 

floating 

    tone at word boundary 

i  s    o     t     u    v   u  

 c.        H   (H)  L L L 

V C           V    C V    C V relinking of floating (H) 

at  

 

 i  s   o     t u     v   u word boundary 

d.        H  H  L L L 

 V C               V    C V   C V delinking of L at word 

boundary 

  

             i  s    o     t  u   v u 

 

e. H  H  L L 

 V  C V    C   V    C V underlying representation 

  

            i           s         o     t     u    v   u ‘top of the navel’ 

 

 [      -    -    _   ]    

 

 In the above illustration, the floating (H) tone displaces the low tone at word 

boundary and gets itself relinked. This can be formally represented in (15f) below: 

 

f.       T                                             T                                                   T 

 

 

+low                                          +high             #                             +high 

                       

 

 

 

 

 

1.8 Downdrift in Igbo 

Downdrift is a phenomenon found in registered tone languages. It is the automatic and 

predictable lowering of tones on account of their position in an utterance. As a result of 
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downdrift, the pitch of a high tone is lowered by one step every time it follows a non-initial 

low tone and that of a low tone is lowered by one step every time it follows a high. Therefore, 

in an utterance, there is a series of alternate high and low tones. Because of the automatic 

lowering of these tones, the utterance progresses down like the levels of a terrace or the 

steps of a staircase.  Downdrift is illustrated below in Igbo. 

16a. Anyị ga-aga ụlọ. 

  [       -   -   -                -  ] 

    H  L  L  L  H  H    L 

 ‘We shall go home’. 

 

 

b. 

 High 4 

 

          3 

            

          2 

           

          1 

 

low    0    

c.   

                  H 

        -1                             L                   H 

 L 

        -2                                                                                             

 

        -3 

 

        -4 

                   H L L L H H L  

 

In the example above, the basic high is at level 4, while the basic low is at level 0. The basic 

high lowers the next low to level -1, and this lowers the next high to level 3, which in turn 

lowers the next low to level -2, and this lowers the next high to level 2. The -2 lowers the 

next high level to level 1, which in turn lowers the next low level to -3. The -3 lowers the 

next high level to 0 and this, in turn, lowers the next low to -4. Thus, the alternating highs 

and lows progress like the steps of a staircase. The utterance has three perceptibly different 
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pitch levels of high, (the last high being downstepped) and four levels of low. The figure in 

(16b) represents a staircase while that of (16c) represents a terrace with alternating high 

tones and low tones in decreasing heights. Downdrift occurs not only in sentences, but also 

in words that have more than one syllable of both high and low or a disyllabic word with 

two high tones. For example:  

 

d. akwụkwọ   e. nne 

 [      -        ]    [          ] 

   H L H     H S 

  ‘book’     ‘mother’ 

 

 

 

High   4 

           

          3 

            

          2 

           

          1                                                             

 

low    0                                                     

                                                                        

        -1                                                 

 

        -2                                                                                               

 

        -3 

 

        -4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In (16d) above, the basic high is at level 4, while the low is at level 0. The basic high lowers 

the next low to -1, and this lowers the next high to level 3. Level 3 lowers the next low to -
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2 which, in turn, lowers the next high to 2. This high level 2, lowers the next low level to -

3 which lowers the next high level to 1. The level 1, lowers the next low level to -4 which, 

in turn, lowers the high level to zero. The utterance in (16d) has two perceptibly different 

high pitch levels and one low. 

 

1.9. Tone Assimilation and Tone Deletion in Igbo 

In Igbo, tone deletion occurs at word boundary in rapid speech when two independent words 

come together to form another word. For example: 

 

17a. Noun          Adjective 

 Agwa   + ọjọo ̣̣̣̣   agwọọjọọ  agwọjọọ 

 

   

            L     L  HHH   L   HSHH  L   HHS 

         ‘character’  ‘bad’           ‘bad character’               ‘bad character’ 

b. a l a + ọ m a   alọọma   alọma 

 

  

             L   L    H    H                              L H S H  L H  S 

           ‘land’             ‘good’           ‘good land’         ‘good land’ 

 

The rule representing this phonetic process can be given as: 

c.            V                                         V                                                     V 

        +front                                      +back         #                                    +back 

        +low                                       +mid                                                 +mid 

                                                       +round                                              +round 

 

 

 

This rule reads that a front, low vowel becomes a back, mid, rounded vowel at word 

boundary before a back, mid, rounded vowel. 

In the above examples, at word boundary, there is an anticipatory assimilation of both the 

tone and the vowel of the adjective. While the vowel and tone of the noun at word boundary 

are deleted, that of the adjective is retained. 

 

1.10. Functions of Tone in Igbo 

In Igbo, as in many other tone languages, tones perform lexical and grammatical functions. 

This means that tones can cause a change in meaning in sentences or words that are similar 
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in structure. Below, is a brief account of the lexical and grammatical functions of tone in 

Ngwa. 

 

1.10.1. Lexical Functions of Tone in Igbo 

Tone is a strong feature of words in the dialect, and words which are almost alike in writing 

are differentiated by tones. This is illustrated below: 

 

18a. H H   b) L L 

 

  a   k    a    a     k     a 

 ‘hand’     ‘hunch back’ 

 

19a. H H   b) L L 

 

  

            o   l    u    o    l     u 

 ‘neck’     ‘well/ditch.’ 

1.10.2. Grammatical Fucntions of Tone in Igbo 

Tone in Igbo is also used to differentiate the meaning of one sentence from the other. This 

is illustrated below using declarative, interrogative and the relative clauses. 

 

20a. Kelechi bịara      ebea  thaa.  (Declarative) 

 Kelechi came here today 

 

  b. Kelechi O bịara   ebea  thaa?   (Interrogative) 

   Kelechi she came here today? 

 Did Kelechi come here today? 

 

  c) Adha     gara ahịa    (Declarative) 

 ‘Adha went to the market’. 

 

 d) Adha gara ahịa    (Relative Clause) 

 ‘Adha that/who went to the market’. 

 

In the contrast between the declarative and the interrogative, the tone of the subject is high 

in the declarative sentence, but low on the subject of the interrogative. On the contrast 

between the declarative and relative clause, the tone of the verb is low for the  declarative 

construction, but high on the verb for the relative construction. 
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1.11. Conclusion 

This paper has considered tone in the Igbo language. The paper re-established the fact that 

Igbo has two contrastive tones – high, low and a tonal phenomenon, called downstep, which 

occurs in a sequence of two high tones as a result of the lowering of the second high tone in 

pitch. First, it is found out that there are tonal glides of fall and rise in the use of verbs in the 

imperative mood in Ngwa-Igbo. It is also discovered that a floating high tone displaces a 

low tone at word boundary and gets relinked to the immediate segmental tier. Also, in Igbo 

in the perfective tense, the high tone verbs retain their high tone but take a low tone prefix 

and high tone imperative and perfective suffixes, while the low tone verbs retain their low 

tone in the perfective tense but take high tone prefixes and high tone imperative and 

perfective suffixes. This paper also reveals that there is downdrift in the Igbo language, as 

a result of tone lowering on account of their position in an utterance. Because of this, the 

pitch of a high tone is lowered by one step every time it follows a non-initial low tone and 

that of a low tone is lowered by one step every time it follows a high. Therefore, in an 

utterance, there is a series of alternate high and low tones. Because of the automatic lowering 

of these tones, the utterance progresses down like the levels of a terrace or the steps of a 

staircase. This paper also shows that the framework of autosegmental phonology helps to 

capture tone spreading after delinking and relinking of a floating tone as in (15a-e). The 

paper, in using the autosegmental framework has shown that tones, as autosegments are 

structural levels different from segmental phonemes. The autosegmental framework helps 

in representing tonal segments in Igbo in a simple, elegant and explicit manner. Finally, the 

lexical and grammatical functions of tones in Igbo are illustrated showing that tones play an 

important role in the meaning given to a word or a sentence in the dialect. This paper, 

therefore, stresses the fact that appropriate tone use is part of the linguistic competence of 

the native speakers of the Igbo language.  
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