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StrengtheningandWeakeningofToneinIgbo:ADescriptiveAnalysis

AghaegbunaHaroldsonUwaezuoke

Abstract
ToneisaveryimportantissueinIgbophonologybecauseofits
lexicalandgrammaticalfunctionsofdistinguishingmeaninginthe
language.Overtheyears,scholarshaveresearchedextensivelyon
Igbotoneinsomanyaspects.Also,paststudieshavediscussed
strengtheningandweakeningasphonologicalprocessesinvolving
thesegmentalphonemes.Inthispaper,theIgbotonalsystemisre-
examinedinordertoestablishthattheseprocessesalsoinvolve
supra-segments(toneinparticular)duringconnectedspeech.The
dataobtainedfromIgbotextsandỌmambalaspeechvarietiesofthe
Igbolanguageweredescriptivelyanalysed.Theresultsrevealthatin
Igbospeechproduction,thephonologicalprocessesofweakening
andstrengtheninginvolveboththesegmentalphonemesandsupra-
segment(tone).

Keywords: Phonology,strengthening,weakening,toneinIgbo,
phonologicalprocesses

Introduction
Igboisaregistertonelanguagewheretonesareessentiallylevelas
noted byAnagbogu,Mbah and Eme (2001).However,during
connectedspeech,sometonalprocessesmanifest.Scholarshave
reasonablyinvestigatedIgbotoneandtheyhavecomeupwithmany
findings.Forexample,Igwe(1975)notesthatnotwithstandingbeing
aregistertonelanguage,glidingtonesometimesoccursinIgboin
two forms: the phonetically-motivated tone gliding and
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grammatically-motivatedtonegliding.Hedisclosesthatphonetically-
motivatedglidesoccurwhentwovowelsappearcontiguouslyeither
inthesamewordorinjuxtaposedwordsandthesecondvowel,
whichconstitutesasyllable,iseitherlowerorhigherthantheone
precedingit.InhisstudyoftoneinIgbo,Goldsmith(1976;1979)
submitsthattoneandthesegmentsarerepresentedonseparate
tierswitheachtierbeingautonomous.

Clark(1990)discussesthetonalsystem ofIgboandstates
thatspreadinginIgboisassignedtoPhraseLevelIIongroundsof
ordering.UsingGoldsmith’s(1976;1979)AutosegmentalPhonology
(subsequentlyAP)model,Uwaezuoke(2017a)agreeswithIgwe
(1975)thatglidingtoneexistsinIgboduringconnectedspeech.The
IgboLanguageStudiesVol.2(2017)reflectsonalotofotherissues
concerningtonesinIgbo,suchas:Tones,dialectsandmutual
intelligibilityinIgbo(Emenanjo,2017);Underscoringthecross-
dialectaluniformityoftone in Igbo (Chukwuogor,2017);Igbo
semiscriptalism – Igwebụiken’itinyeakaraụdaolu(Manfredi,
2017);Vowelheight,consonanttypeandtherealizationofHtonein
Igbo(Nkamigbo,2017).

Despitethesestudies,thephonologicalissuesoftoneremain
in-exhaustive.Thispaperdiscussesstrengtheningandweakeningof
toneinIgbo.Datausedforanalysisarefromprimaryandsecondary
sources.The primarydata are from Ọmambala Igbo varieties
(Uwaezuoke,2017b),whilethesecondarydataarefromIgbotexts.
Theresearcherisfrom Ọmambalaarea,hence,theselectionof
Ọmambalavarietiesforprimarydata.

Intone-markingthedata,GreenandIgwe’s(1963)tone-
markingconventionisadoptedwherebyhightoneisleftunmarked;
lowtoneismarkedwithgraveaccent[̀ ].Downsteptoneismarked
orthographicallywith a macron [ˉ];whilephonemicallyand
phoneticallyitismarkedwithadownwardpointingarrowbeforethe
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syllablethatbearsthetone,followedbyanacuteaccentonthetone-
bearingunit[↓′].

Strengthening(Fortition)andWeakening(Lenition)
Eme(2008)discussesstrengtheningandweakeningofsoundsin
Igbo as features ofarticulatory parameterofintersegmental
coordinationinspeech.Shenotesthatconsonantsbecomestronger
when the articulatorsare closertogetherand weakerasthe
articulatorsaremoreopen.Hyman(1975:165),quotingVennemann
(1972)definesweakeningandstrengthening,thus:

Asegmentxissaidtobeweakerthatasegmentyifygoes
throughanxstageonitswaytozero.Strengthening,ontheother
hand,referstothereinforcementofasegment,aswhenanon-
geminate [p]becomes geminate ordouble [pp].This kind of
weakeningandstrengtheningsuggestedbyHyman(1975)could,in
theopinionofEme(2008),leadtosegmentsproducedataparticular
placeofarticulationbeingstrongerorweakerthantheircounterparts
producedatanotherplaceofarticulation.

Thisisnoticedin[w]and[b]whereAkpodialect’s[a↓wʊ́ ]‘I
am’becomes[a↓bʊ́ ]inStandardIgbo(Eme,2008:40).Emeavers
thatunlikewhathappensintheFinnishlanguageandsomeother
languageswhereweakeningleadstothelossorelisionofasegment,
weakeningorstrengtheningofconsonantsdoesnotleadtolossof
segmentsinIgbo.Rather,thephenomenonisexploitedforbringing
aboutdialectalvariation;where one dialectuses a stronger
consonant,anotherwoulduseaweakerone.Fortone,strengthening
andweakeningcanbedeterminedfromthepitchofvoice;thehigher
thepitch,thestrongerthetoneandthelowerthepitchtheweaker
thetone.However,beforepresentingandanalysingdatatoillustrate
thetwophenomena,letusfirstdiscusstheissueoftoneinIgbo.
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ToneinIgbo
ScholarsdonotagreeonthenumberoftonesinIgbo.Forexample,
Igwe(1975)andEmenanjo(2015)identifytwobasictonesinthe
language–thehightoneandthelowtone;whileinadditiontothe
two,Ogbonnaya(1975)andMbahandMbah(2010)identifythethird
tone,whichOgbonnayacallsthemidtoneandMbahandMbahrefer
toitasthedown-steptone.MbahandMbahfurthernotethateach
ofthetonescanform aminimalpair(subsequentlyMP)inthe
language(p.119).Igwe(1975)andEmenanjo(2015)argueagainst
thedown-stepormidtonebeingabasictoneinIgbobasedonits
phonotacticconstraintssuchas,itdoesnotbeginawordinIgbo.
AlthoughEmenanjo(2015)furtherrecognisestheexistenceofa
downsteptoneinthelanguage,hepointsoutthedifficultyin
analyzingitbecauseofitsrestricteddistributionunlikethehighand
lowtones,andthefactthatitdoesnotfollowalowtone.Mbahand
Mbah(2010)presentthetonotacticcharacteristicsoftonesinIgbo,
thus:
i.High tone:Ithas an acousticallyhigh pitch.Itis usually

representedbytheacutediacriticmark(́ )andcan:
a.beginawordorsentencee.g.áká
b.come in the middle oratthe end ofa word e.g.
ákwụ́ kwọ́ ‘book’
c.befinalinawordorsentencee.g.ákwá‘cry’
d.bereducedalittlebutnotaslowastothelevelofalow
tone,e.g.áká+chí=ákáchī‘handofGod’

ii.Lowtone:Ithasalowpitchlevel.Itismarkedbythegraveaccent
(̀)andcan:
a.beginawordorsentencee.g.àlà‘land’
b.comeinthemiddleofaworde.g.ázìzá‘response’
c.comelastinawordorsentencee.g.ụlọ̀‘house’
d.getraisedtoastopwhenitfallsinbetweentwohightones
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acrosswordjuncturese.g.ụlọ̀+òke=ụlọoké
e.canbetransformtohighwhenitoccursinaseriesandat
syntacticjuncturese.g.àlàÌgbò=àláÌgbò

iii.Steptone:Itisareducedhightone.Itisusuallymarkedwith
eitheranacuteaccentfollowingahightoneorraisedmacron
overtheletter(̄ )and:
a.cannotstartwordorsentence
b.canoccurinthemiddleofaworde.g.náāní‘only’,níīlé‘all’
c.can occuratword finalpositionse.g.égō ‘money’,
ḿ ḿ irī‘water’
d.whenitcomesinbetweenaseriesofhightonesitcanget
raisedorpromotedtoahightonee.g.égō+élé=égóélē
e.cannotfollowalowtone.

Ohiri-Aniche(2013)disclosesthesegmentsthatbeartonesandthe
conventionofmarkingtonesinIgbo.Shestatesthattonesare
markedabovethevowelorsyllabicnasalandgenerally,lowtone[̀]
anddownstep[̄ ]aremarked,whilehightoneisleftunmarked.
ThisisinlinewithGreenandIgwe’s(1963)tone-markingconvention.
Othertone-markingconventionswhichMbahandMbah(2010:122-
123)present,are:R.C.Abraham’stone-markingconventionof
writingsyllablesonhightoneincapitalletters,syllableswithastep
toneiswrittenwithaninitialcapitalletterandthefollowingvowelin
smalllettersorifsyllabicnasalsormonosyllablesinsmallcapital
letter,lowtonehasitssyllablewritteninsmallletters;Welmersand
Nwachukwu’stone-markingconventionofmarkinghightonesand
steptoneswithacuteaccentandlow toneswithgraveaccent;
EmenanjoandWilliamson’stone-markingconventionofleavingall
hightonesunmarked,markingalllowtoneswithgraveaccent,and
markingallsteptoneswithamacron.MbahandMbah,however,
notethatR.C.Abraham’sconventionisnolongerinvoguedueto



JournalofLinguistics,LanguageandCultureVol.6No.2,2019

6

theinfluenceofscienceandtechnology.
Thispaperalignswiththeview thatIgbohasthreebasic

tones–thehightone,lowtoneanddownsteptone;eachofthem
differentiatesmeaning.Itisarguedthatifdownstepisnotaccepted
asatonemeinIgbo,whydoesitdifferentiatemeaninginthe
language?Thetonemeisaminimaldistinctivesoundpitchunitjust
asphonemeisaminimaldistinctivesoundunit.
Despitebeingaregistertonelanguage,tonessometimesglidein
Igbo(Igwe,1975;Ogbonnaya,1975;Emenanjo,2015;Uwaezuoke,
2017a).Igwe(1975)identifiesboththephoneticallymotivatedglide
and grammaticallymotivated glide,butOgbonnaya (1975)and
Emenanjo(2015)recognizeonlythegrammaticallymotivatedglide.
Igwe(1975)disclosesthreemorefactsaboutglidesinIgbo:

i.Aglideoccursintheprocessofpassingawayfrom one
syllabletoanother.
ii.Theremustnotbeaninterveningconsonantbetweenthe
vowelsorsyllabicnasalswhichoccurinjuxtaposition.
iii.Forglidetoresult,twovowelsorsyllabicnasalsmustbe
contiguous.

AccordingtoIgwe(1975),phoneticallymotivatedglideoccurswhen
twovowelsoccurcontiguouslyeitherinthesamewordorin
juxtaposedwordsandthesecondvowel,whichconstitutesasyllable,
iseitherlowerorhigherthantheoneprecedingit.Heillustrateswith
datain(1).
1 (a)m̀meē‘blood’,niīle‘all’,ùgbuà‘now’

(b)lèe‘look’,làa‘goaway’
(c)Ọzụ̀tàrà azụ̀
‘heboughtfish’,

(d)Ọ lọ̀tàrà ngwā
‘he/shereturnPASTearly’
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Thescholardisclosesthatthiskindofglideisrestrictedtoasingle
syllableandmanifestsaseitherdown-glidesorup-glidesunderany
oftheseconditions:Ifawordorphraseorclausewhichfunctionsas
thesubjectinasentencetypeoftheSimpleSentenceFormIhasa
highfinalsyllablee.g.Eghûtàràji‘Thegoatatetheyam’;Ifthefinal
syllableofanounoranounphraseislowandthenounornoun
phraseistheheadoftherelativeclausee.g.m̀ gběgāraāga‘in
pasttime’/‘timewhichispast’;Ifaverbisthefirstinasequenceof
verbalformsandtheoneimmediatelyfollowingithasaprefixe.g.
Hanâàbyaèmeyā‘letthemkeepcomingtodoit’.

Emenanjo(2015)contendsthatthegrammaticallymotivated
glideismarkedwithacircumflexandthatitisnotphonemicinIgbo
becauseIgboisadiscreteleveltonelanguage.Tothisscholar,it
alwaysoccurson the lastsyllable precedingthe verbin the
indicativeverbform.Heopinesthatwheneverglidingtonesoccurin
wordsinisolation,theyshouldbetreatedastwodifferentpitch
levelsontwoidenticalvowels.Hesuggestsareanalysisofgliding
toneinIgboasanextravowelofthesamequalityfollowingthe
precedingvowel.Heexemplifieswiththedatain(2).
2 (i)Hâ bị̀àrà → Há àbị̀àrà ‘Theycame’

(ii)Ě → Èé ‘Indeed!(Areyousure?)’

Emenanjo’ssuggestionagreeswithMbahandMbah’s(2010)earlier
opinionthatwherearegistertonelanguagehasaglide,itisan
orthographicconventioninvolvinggraphologicalelision.Uwaezuoke
(2017a)alsoalignswithEmenanjo(2015)andMbahandMbah
(2010).LetusnowpresentsomeIgbodataanddotheanalysisto
showinstancesofstrengtheningandweakeningoftoneinIgbo.

TonestrengtheningandweakeninginIgbo
Emenanjo(1978;2015)assertsthateachofthevowelsretainsits
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durationandexpectedtoneincompleteregressiveassimilationin
Igbo.HeisalsooftheopinionthatvowelassimilationoccursinIgbo
withoutvowelelisionand/ortoneassimilation.In(3)areexamples
fromEmenanjo(2015)andMbahandMbah(2010).
3
(a)i.ùde +isi → ⫃diisī -weakening

‘pomade’ ‘head’ ‘hairpomade’
ii.ozu +anụ→ ozaanụ̄ orozuanụ̄ -weakening

‘carcass’ ‘meat’ ‘carcassofmeat’
iii. ụlọ̀ +à → 큠lọ̄ ọ̀ -strengthening

‘house’ dem.ADJ. ‘thishouse’
(Emenanjo,2015:81-84)

(b)i.ụlọ̀ +ọ̀sa→ 큠lọ̄ ọ̄ sa -strengthening
housesquirrel squirrelhouse

ii.àlà +Ìgbò → ⪭laÌgbò -strengthening
land tribe Igboland

(MbahandMbah,2010:125)

(3aiandii)exhibittoneweakening.isi‘head’andanụ‘meat’havea
H-Htonesequenceeachwhentheystandalone,butwhencombined
withùdeandozurespectively,theirsecondhightonebecomes
weakenedtoadownstep.In(3aiii)isacaseofalowtoneofthe
finalvowelofthefirstwordbeingstrengthenedtoadownsteptone
(i.e.strengtheningoftones).For(3bi),thetwovowelsatjunctionare
strengthenedtoadownsteptone;(3bii)showsthesecondvowelof
thefirstwordstrengthenedtoahightone.Weakeningoftoneisalso
witnessed in Emenanjo’s (2015:82-83) data on coalescent
assimilationandMbahandMbah(2010),asexemplifiedin(4).
4 (a)i. imi + ya → imijē

‘nose’ ‘his’ ‘hisnose’
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ii. ike + ya → ikijē
‘strength’ ‘his’ ‘hisstrength’

iii. aka + ya → akịjā
‘hand’ ‘his’ ‘hishand’

iv. afọ + ya → afịjā
‘belly’ ‘his’ ‘hisbelly’

(Emenanjo,2015)
(b) aka + chi → akachī

hand God ‘handofGod’
(MbahandMbah,2010)

Thepronounyahasinherenthightone.However,in(4i-iv),thehigh
toneofyaisweakenedtoadownsteptone.Thiscanonlyoccur
wherethefinalvowelofthewordprecedingthepronounhasahigh
tone.Thisisalsowitnessedin(4b)wherethehightoneoftheword
chiisweakenedtoadownsteptone.

InỌmambalavarietiesofIgbo,strengtheningoftoneoccurs.
In(5)aresomeexamples.
5 i.Anàkụ̀woman’sspeeche.g.

ubì+ànyị → [u↓bjá ↓á ɲɪ͂]‘ourfarmland’
ii.Ìkemman’sspeeche.g.

(a) sisie + òsipaka→ [sisjoo↓ó sipaka];
finishedcooking rice ‘finishedcookingrice’
(b) àvọ̀ + Ìkem → [àvɪ↓í kem]
3rdmarketday town ‘Ikemmarket’

iii.Ogbunikē man’sspeeche.g.
okwu + àyị→ [okwa↓á jɪ]
speech us ‘ourspeech’

In(5)areexamplesofcompleteregressiveassimilationacrossword
boundaries.Itisperceivedthatthereistonestrengtheningwhereby
thetonesofthefinalvowelofthefirstwordandthefirstvowelof
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thesecondword,whichoriginallyarelowtoneinubì ‘farmland’
andà nyi‘we’,arestrengthenedtoadownsteptonein(5i).In(5iia
&5iii),theinitialvowelofthesecondword,whichhasalowtone,is
strengthenedtoadownsteptone;for(5iib),thefinalvowelofthe
firstwordandthefirstvowelofthesecondwordhavelowtonein
isolation,butwhencombined,thefinalvowelofthefirstword
becomesstrengthenedtoahightonewhilethefirstvowelofthe
secondwordisstrengthenedtoadownsteptone.

Ọmambalavarietiesalsoexhibitweakeningoftone.In(6)
aresomeexamplestobuttressthisprocess.
6 i.ÌfìteỌ̄ gwarị̀man’sspeeche.g.

ànwụ + ala → [àŋwa͂a↓lá ]
suck breast ‘suckbreast’
ii.Àgụ̀lerìgirl’sspeech;
nnekwu + ewu → [nne͂kwee↓wú ]
big goat ‘biggoat’
iii.Ànam̀(Ụmụ̀dọrà)man’sspeeche.g.
ǹnukwu + avịa→ [ǹnu͂kwaa↓vɪ́ ↓á ]
big market ‘bigmarket’

(6i-ii)show thatthesecondwordshaveH-H tonesequencein
isolation,butwhentheyareprecededbyawordwithafinalhigh
vowel,thehightoneofthesecondvowelbecomesweakenedtoa
downsteptone.Thisisalsothecasewith(6iii)exceptthatthe
secondwordhastwofinalvowelswhicharebothweakened.

SummaryandConclusion
Unlike paststudies which have discussed strengthening and
weakening as phonologicalprocesses involving the segmental
phonemes,thispaperre-examinedtheIgbotonalsysteminorderto
establishthattheseprocessesalsoinvolvethesupra-segments(tone
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inparticular).Dataobtainedfrom ỌmambalavarietiesoftheIgbo
languageandthesecondarydatafrom textsweredescriptively
analysed.From theresults,toneissometimesstrengthenedand
sometimesweakenedduringspeechinIgbo.Tonesthatareusually
affected aretonesofthesecond words.Itisconcluded that
strengtheningandweakeningoccurinIgbotonesjustastheyexist
insegmentalphonemes.

References
Anagbogu,Philip,B.M.Mbah and Cecilia A.Eme.(2010).

Introductiontolinguistics,Secondedition.Awka:Amaka
DreamsLimited.

Clark,MaryM.(1990).Thetonalsystem ofIgbo.USA:Foris
Publications.

Chukwuogor,Mbanefo.(2017).Underscoring the cross-dialectal
uniformityoftoneinIgbo.In ChineduUchechukwu.ed.Igbo
Language Studies – A JournalofIgbo Language and
Linguistics.2.11–18.

Eme,C.A.(2008).Parametersofintersegmentalcoordinationin
speech–InsightfromIgbo.Awka:AmakaDreamsLimited.

Emenanjo,E.N.(1978).ElementsofmodernIgbogrammar.Ibadan:
UniversityPress.

Emenanjo,E.N.(2015).A grammar of contemporary Igbo
constituents,featuresandprocesses.Port-Harcourt:Grand
OrbitCommunicationslimited.

Emenanjo,E.N.(2017).Tones,dialectsandmutualintelligibilityin
Igbo.InChinedu Uchechukwu.ed.IgboLanguageStudies–
AJournalofIgboLanguageandLinguistics.2.1–10.

Goldsmith,John.(1976).“AutosegmentalPhonology.”PhDdiss.,MIT,



JournalofLinguistics,LanguageandCultureVol.6No.2,2019

12

Cambridge.
Goldsmith,John.(1979).AutosegmentalPhonology.New York:

GarlandPress.
Green,M.M andG.E.Igwe.(1963).AdescriptivegrammarofIgbo.

Berlin:AkademieVerlagandOxfordUniversityPress.
Hyman,L.M.(1975).Phonology:Theoryandanalysis.NewYork:

HaltRinehartandWinston.
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