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This study was based on the assumption that Ibibio is a register tone language with both
level and contour types as well as predictable downdrifting. It is also assumed that tonal
modification occurs when tone-bearing segments enter into structures of units larger than the
word. On the basis of these assumptions, this study has revealed that tonal alterations in Ibibio
noun phrase structures operate from left to right, whether the noun phrase has the NP [M H NP
or the NP H M] NP structure, reflecting, respectively, the modifier-noun and the noun-noun
combinations. Rules have been formulated to account for- the tone raising and tone lowering
processes in Ibibio noun phrase constructions, taking into account processes motivated by level
and by contour tones. The phenomena of vowel deletion and tone stability, floating tone docking,
and downdrifting have been highlighted. A few data have been presented to illustrate the
preposing of embedded clauses at M in the noun phrase.

Nous avons présenté dans cette étude des données qui démontrent que les modifications
tonales dans les sytnagme nominal en langue ibibio s’effectuent de gauche a droite, compte tenu
des combinaisons de nom-nom et adectif-nom dans le SN. Nous avangons I’hypothése d’un ton
flottant pour expliquer le rehaussement de ton dans le préfixe de I’élément de droite, tandis que
I’abaissement, éventuellement par faille, des tons associés aux syllabes ultérieures de cet élément
de droite s’explique par la régle phono-syntaxique de la langue qui ne permet pas une suite de
hauts dans les derniéres syllabes d’un SN. Le processus de la simplification tonale se constate
aussi 2 la transition entre les éléments de gauche et ceux de droite au sein du SN. La structure B-
H ou B-HB que I’on trouve dans la représentation sous-jacente de I’élément de droite dans le SN
se présente comme obstacle & I’abaissement de ton motivé par la structure du HB ou H-B de
la/des syllabe(s) finale(s) de I’élément de gauche. Notre analyse se borne aux données concernant
les structures binaires et ternaires diu SN.

0. INTRODUCTION

This article aims to present data to illustrate tonal modification in the various noun
phrase (NP) structures in Ibibio,' to highlight the influence of left-hand components on
right-hand components, bearing in mind the underlying structures of the components,
especially of the left-hand components.

The study is limited, in the first place, to modifier-head structures and to noun-
noun associative structures in which the second noun qualifies or post-modifies the first.
In modifier-head structures, the modifier (M) position is occupied by the attributive
adjective which precedes the head noun as in (1).

1 M H
a.afia disan
white plate
b.iifa fisan
new plate
c.etak isan
little plate

d. ayégho  usan
full plate

In noun-noun associative structures the head precedes the modifier as in (2).

! Ibibio is classified by Faraclas (1989:381) under the Lower Cross subgroup of the Delta-Cross group of the
Niger-Congo family. This classification can be seen as a refinement of earlier works, notably those of
Greenberg (1963), Bennett and Sterk (1977), Williamson (1982), and Connell (1994). The language is spoken
in Akwa Ibom State of Nigeria. The analysis uses data from the speech form now spoken in Ibiono South and
parts of Ibiono West, an area sharing common boundaries with Itak and Ediene clans to the northwest, with
Oku, Offot, and Itam to the south and southwest, and with Ibiono Central to the east.
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2y H post-M
a.usan  afere

plate  soup soup plate
b.ikpap tkwak
spoon steel steel spoon

c.itéy  dbok
neck  hand wrist

In the structures of both (1) and (2), the tone pattern in the component to the right
is determined, to a great extent, by the tone pattern in the component to the left (see §1.4
below).

This study is based on the fact that Ibibio is a register tone language and that tone
carries both the lexical and the grammatical load in Ibibio phonology (cf. Pike 1948:5-7,
Clark and Yallop 1990:290). It has also been observed that tone modification is found
where tone-bearing segments enter into structures of units larger than the individual
word.

Ibibio has the level tones low (L), high (H), and downstep (!H) together with
rising (LH) and falling (HL) tones. Both simple (L, H) and complex (LH, HL) tones are
found in citation forms as well as in units larger than the word. In phrases and in
connected speech, there are the phenomena of tone-spread and downdrift which will not
be treated in this article.

1. TONAL MODIFICATIONS

All Ibibio nouns and adjectives have the polysyllabic structure with vocalic and
nasal prefixes (cf. Essien 1990:132). As a rule, all prefixes, both in nominal and in
adjectival forms, carry a L or H tone. In disyllabic forms, the second syllable may have
a L, H, HL, or LH tone. Multisyllabic forms exhibit tonal sequences as can be seen from
the trisyllabic and tetrasyllabic forms in (3)+6).

(3) Trisyllabic nominal structures

utere L-L-L vulture

abodém L-L-H wooden gong

adikpok L-H-L wooden board

is6bé L-H-H crab

tdara H-L-L a kind of fruit (Iman dialect)
dddra H-H-L a kind of fruit (author’s dialect)
ibooré H-LL-H reply, result

ékpémé H-H-H bottle

(4) Tetrasyllabic nominal structures
idibene L-L-L-L wall
pkekemé  L-L-L-H small larva (in fish)
mbakara L-L-H-H European
akpdékéré L-H-H-H table
ékporoko H-L-L-L stockfish?
ékporoko H-H-L-L stockfish
dkpaniko H-H-H-L truth
fHkanika H-H-H-H bell, clock

2 The two words for ‘stockfish’ have tonal patterns in free variation.
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(5) Trisyllabic adjectival forms

ndedeéy L-L-L cold, wet

pkepé L-L-H tiny (with plural nouns)
utibe L-H-L mysterious, wonderful
uyagha L-H-H empty

akpéson  H-H-H strong, tough

(6) Tetrasyllabic adjectival form
gpwawarda L-L-L-H loose, as of sand

In this analysis we shall see the relationship between tonal patterns in the left-hand
components and those in the right-hand components of the Ibibio noun phrase.

1.1 TONE RAISING AND LOWERING IN THE HEAD NOUN

In the first set of data, we present NP structures in which the syllables in the
prehead modifiers carry the low or the high tone. Later we will look at patterns with
syllable-final HL falling tone or the final L-H sequence in the prehead modifier. We
shall also look at the combination of prehead modifiers whose final syllables carry the
HL falling tone or the H-L sequence with the head nouns structured H-L, H-H, H-HL,
L-H, and L-HL in the underlying representation.

(7) Underlying form (UF) Surface form (SF)

a. afia afoy afi  afoy
L-HH L-L L-H H-L
white  cloth

b.etd3k tisan etdk tsan
L-L L-L L-L H-L
small plate

c. ndék fyak ndék iyak
L-H H-H L-H H-L
fresh fish

d. adikpi utere adidkpii dtere
L-H-H L-L-L L-H-H H-L-L
dead vulture

e.dyard énapg ayar énay
H-H-H H-HL H-H H-L

male bovine, bull

In (7), the tone associated with the initial syllable in the head noun of a modifier-
noun construction is raised, while the tone associated with the subsequent syllables of
that head noun is lowered. The tone raising process applies vacuously where the
underlying tone is marked [+ H], while lowering occurs vacuously where the underlying
tone is marked [ +L]. These processes of tone raising and tone lowering are described as
(a) the tone in the head noun prefix is raised in modifier-head structures in which the
head noun is preceded by a prehead modifier, and (b) all underlying H, HL, and L tones
in the head noun become L following a derived initial H in modifier-head structures, and
can be formalized in (8) as Rule 1 and Rule 2, respectively.

(8 Rulel I:L] - H# (in modifier-noun structures)
H

H
Rule 2 -~ L/HC (C = consonant)
L
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Some analysts have posited the floating tone hypothesis as motivating the raising of
the initial tone in the head noun. This hypothesis holds that there is an underlying
floating tone between the left-hand and the right-hand components of the NP which
docks rightward onto the initial syllable of the right-hand component, assimilating with
that initial tone if it is identical, or replacing it if it is different (cf. Essien 1992 and
Essien forthcoming). Essien (1992:61) describes such underlying floating tone as a non-
associated tone . . . the connective or relational tone.” Both Essien (1992) and Essien
(forthcoming) use the noun-noun associative structure in their analyses.

The tone lowering process can be seen as motivated by the phonosyntactic rule of
the language which does not allow the H-H sequence in the final component of a
syntactic structure, like the NP in this case.

1.2 INFLUENCE OF THE MODIFIER’S HL FALLING TONE ON THE TONAL
PATTERN OF THE HEAD NOUN

Next we will look at NPs with prehead modifiers the final syllables of which carry
the HL falling tone or the H-L sequence word-finally.

8) UF SF
a.akwa ima akwa 1ma
L-HL H-H L-H L-L
great love
b.éti ufan éti ufan
H-HL L-L H-H L-L
good friend

-

c.akpAyg ébén akpAp eben
L-HL H-HL L-H L-L
unripe pear

d.aydgho ékpémé aydgh ekpeme
L-H-L HHH LH L-L-L
full bottle

There are two tonal processes involved in the derivation of the surface forms in (8).
First, the H associated with the initial syllable of the head noun is changed to L (maybe
by the rightward spread of the L component of the HL fall associated with the final
syllable of the prehead modifier over the head noun’s prefix, a spread extending to the
subsequent syllable(s) (L, H, or HL) in the head noun). Next, the HL associated with the
final syllable of the prehead modifier is simplified to H, in anticipation of the L now
found on the initial syllable of the head noun, this maintaining the HL pattern at the
word boundary. This simplification gives the modifier the H-H or the L-H structure, as
is found not only in disyllabic modifiers but also in the trisyllabic modifier in (8d),
which has lost its final vowel in the derivation, the resulting floating L tone docking
rightward to fuse with the L on the head noun’s prefix. The two tonal processes can be
formalized, respectively, as Rules 3 and 4.

(9) Rule3 [H
- L/HL #

L

That is, all H, HL, and L tones associated with the head noun become L when the
head noun combines with a prehead modifier in a modifier-noun structure. This lowering
is related to the tone pattern of the modifier, which carries the HL falling tone or the H-
L sequence word-finally.

(10)Rule4 HL — H #L
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That is, the HL associated with the final syllable of the modifier becomes H before
the derived L associated with the head noun’s prefix. (# is used for word boundary; cf.
Hyman 1975:223, Goldsmith 1976:39, and Anderson 1988:273).

1.3 BARRIER TO LOWERING

We now turn to NPs in which the head noun has the L-H or the L-HL tone pattern
in the underlying representation. First, we look at the tone patterning in such head nouns
when combined with prehead modifiers whose final syllables carry the HL falling tone
or the H-L sequence.

(11) UF SF

a.éti ebé éti  ebé
H-HL L-H H-H L-H
good husband

b.akwa ukpé akwa ukpé
L-HL L-HL L-H L-HL
large pit

c.ayogho ikpanp ayégh ikpap
L-H-L L-H L-H L-H
full spoon

We can observe that in (11) there is no change in the tonal structure of the head
noun when combined with prehead modifiers whose last syllables carry the falling tone.
This is unlike what happens in (8), where the HL of the modifiers’ final syllables causes
a change in the tonal structure of the head noun from H, HL, or L to L.

In this analysis we look at tonal modification in the NP in the context of the
combination of a right-hand component with a left-hand component. The change in the
tonal structure of the pre-modified head noun, in this kind of analysis, is to be seen as
motivated more by the tone pattern of the prehead modifier than by the tonal structure of
the head noun itself. When forms like ima ‘love’ and ébén ‘pear’ are pronounced in
isolation, their tonal structures remain H-H and H-HL, respectively. But when they
combine with attributive adjectives as in (8a) and (8c), the H and HL tones are changed
to L; and we have seen that this tone lowering is related to the HL structure of the
prehead modifier’s final syllable.

But this is not the case with the data in (11). The H and HL tones associated with
the head nouns’ final syllables are not changed to L. And the head noun in each case is
tonally structured L-H or L-HL in the underlying representation, We can therefore say
that all underlying H or HL tone in the head noun will yield to lowering motivated by
the terminal HL of the prehead modifier, the exception being the ones in the head nouns
structured L-H or L-HL (cf. Essien 1992:61). It is on the basis of this argument that we
posit the barrier hypothesis, suggesting that the L-H or L-HL associated with the head
noun in the underlying representation is a barrier to the absolute lowering (or change
from H or HL to L) motivated by the terminal HL in the prehead modifier.

Next we look at the phenomenon of downstepping in the head noun when
combined with a prehead modifier, the head noun patterned L-H (-H) in the underlying
representation (cf. Anderson 1988).

(12) UF SF
a.idigk ebé idigk ébe
L-HH L-H L-HH H-'H
bad husband
b.nnan iféd nnan  ifed
L-L L-H L-L H-'H

blind witch
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c.ifi mbéd ifa mbed

H-H L-H H-H H-'H

new law/rule

d.itaghd asidn ntagh dsian
L-L-H L-HH L-L H-'HH
tattered pride

e. hdisimé fkara ndisimé  fkara
L-L-H-H L-H-H L-L-H-H H-'H-H
stupid trick

In (12), the simple tone (L or H) associated with the prehead syllables, triggers off
the tone raising in the head noun’s prefix, just as we observed in (7). But with the head
noun structure L-H(-H) in its underlying representation, the tone associated with
subsequent syllable(s) is not completely changed to L, but only reduced to !H, unlike
what we observed in subsequent syllables of head nouns in (7).

Finally, we look at NPs in which the head noun, with the underlying structure L-
HL, is premodified by attributive adjectives whose final syllables carry the simple L or
H tone. :

(13) UF SF

a.nsaad ekpdi nsdad ékpai
L-HH L-HL L-HH H-'HL
dry fish

b.ndék  abi ndék  4bii
L-H L-HL L-H H-'HL
fresh shrimp

c.hdisi utAny ndisi  dtAy
L-L-H L-HL L-L-H H-'HL
live worm

d.etdk utin etdk dtang
L-L L-HL L-L H-'HL
little/small worm

e. abiibid utin abiibid  tip
L-H-H L-HL L-H-H H-'HL
black worm

Again, as in the case observed in (7), the tone associated with the head noun prefix
is raised, following a prehead modifier whose final syllable carries the simple L or H
tone. The HL tone on the final syllable of the head noun changes, not to L, but to 'HL
surviving the absolute lowering influence of the prehead modifier observed in (7). The
downstepping of the H component of the HL fall on the final syllable of the head noun
is an instance of what sometimes happens when two Hs are brought together in a
derivation.

The processes in (11), (12), and (13) can be summarized in Rules 5 and 6 in (14)
and (15).

(14) Rule 5 E{} - E{] JHLHL,
HL I

That is, in a modifier-noun construction the H and the HL on the final syllable of the
head noun remain unchanged where the prefix of the head noun, preceded by a HL
falling tone on the prehead modifier, carries the L tone.
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(15) Rule 6°a. L
L —- H /|[H}#

bb H - H /#H

Rule 6a, like Rule 1, states that the L tone on the head noun’s prefix is raised,
following the simple L or H tone on the final syllable of the prehead modifier in the
modifier-noun structure. Rule 6b states that the H on the head noun’s subsequent
syllable(s) is downstepped (!H), but not changed to L, as we observed in Rule 2.

1.4 ASSOCIATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS

So far we have used for our analysis NP structures in which the prehead modifier is
the attributive adjective. Like English, Ibibio has NP structures in which nouns modify
other nouns (cf. Kurrle’s (1988) analysis of compound nouns and Essien’s (1992)
semantic and phonological account of nominal compounding). Whereas in the English
NP the modifier noun occupies the prehead position, in Ibibio the modifier noun
occupies the post-head position. But the tone pattern in the post-head modifier is
influenced by the pattern in the head noun, just as is the case in which the tone pattern in
the head noun is influenced by the tone pattern of the adjectival prehead modifier. That
is, tonal modification in the Ibibio NP operates in a left-to-right direction, whether the
modifier comes before or after the head noun (cf. Essien forthcoming).

(16) UF SF
a.ekpat 1bdk ¢kpat idbok handbag
L-L HH L-L H-L
bag hand
b.été6 pwed ét6  pwed pen or pencil
H-H L-L H-H H-L
stick book

(cf. Rules 1 and 2 on initial tone raising and subsequent tone lowering in the head noun.)

(17) UF SF
a.fitdy  ébék ntag  ebek beard
H-HL H-HL H-H L-L
hair chin
b.indad  abay ind abag pot’s mouth
H-HL H-H H-H L-L
mouth pot

(cf. Rules 3 and 4 on tone lowering in the head noun and tone simplification in the
prehead modifier.)

(18) UF SF _
a.inda  atép ind atép gateway
H-HL L-H H-H L-H
mouth gate
b.inda  ukpé inda  ukpe mouth of the pit
H-HL L-HL H-HL L-HL
mouth pit

(cf. Rule 5 on barrier to change from H or HL to L following final HL. on prehead
modifier.)
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(19) UF SF
a.mbén Ubém mbeén ibom canoe’s edge
L-L L-H L-L H-'H
edge  canoe
b.ekpat akik ekpat dkik bag for holding money
L-L LH L-L H-'H

bag money

(cf. Rules 1 and 6b on initial tone raising and subsequent downstepping, respectively, in
the head noun, where the item to the left carries the simple L or H tone.)

1.5 STRUCTURES WITH THE FINAL LH RISING TONE

In the analysis of the adjective-noun combinations, we can note the absence of
adjectives with syllable-final rising tone. Now we want to take a few noun-noun
structures in which the components carry the LH rising tone.

(20) a.itié nna itié nna
L-LH L-LH H-LH H-LH
place lying"down
place for lying down, sleeping place (cf. Rule 1 on initial tone raising)

b.itié itém iti  dtom
L-LH H-H L-L H-L
place  work

work place

c.nna énin nna énin
L-LH H-HL L-L H-L

lying"down elephant
place where an elephant usually lies down (cf. Rule 2 on the change of H or
HL to L in head noun’s subsequent syllables and Rule 4 on tone simplification)

We can now summarize in the table in (21) the tonal modification observed so far
in the right-hand components of two-item NPs, modification that is related to a great
extent to the tonal structures of final syllables in the left-hand components seen in the
column to the left (cf. Essien forthcoming).

(21) Left-hand Tonal alternations in the right-hand component
component
Underlying structure Surface structure
Initial syll.  Subsequent syll. | Initial syll. Subsequent syll.
HorL H H H L
HorL L L H L
HorL L HL H 'HL
HorL L H H H
HL or H-L H H(H) L L(L)
HL or H-L L LL) L (L)
HL or H-L H HL L L
HL or H-L L H L H
HL or H-L L HL L HL
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1.6 THREE-COMPONENT STRUCTURES

So far, we have examined tonal alternations in two-item NP structures in Ibibio.
But the language has more complex NP structures comprising three or more
components. Take for example the five-item NP structure in (22).
(22) mfgdn gkpo it¥’ ifok  4basi

beautiful”pl think sitting"down house God

beautiful church seats or pews

We will, however, limit our analysis to the three-item NP structures.

(23) UF SF
etak éyin etdk éyin little child
ata etdk éyin atd étdk éyin very little child

Note the modification in the tonal structure of the prehead modifier ét3k ‘little’ as a
result of the addition of the intensifier atd ‘very’ to the left. It is Rules 1 and 2 regarding
initial tone raising and subsequent tone lowering which apply to generate both forms in (23).

(24) UF SF
éyfn  1fok éyin ifok servant
child house
éti éyin ufok éti  eyln ufok good servant

good child house

In the first form in (24) the simple H on the left-hand component’s final syllable
changes from H to L the subsequent syllable of the right-hand component (Rule 2),
having vacuously raised the tone on that component’s prefix (Rule 1).

In the second form in (24) the addition of the attributive adjective ét ‘good’ to the
left has caused a change from H to L in the syllables of éyin becoming éyin ‘child’, an
effect that spreads over the syllables in the last component 1ifok becoming ufok house’
(Rule 3). Note also the application of Rule 4 to simplify the HL on the final syllable of
éti “good’ to a simple H: éti in anticipation of the L on the following syllable, thus
maintaining the HL pattern at word boundary (cf. (10)).

(25) UF SF
a.éti  etdk éyin éti  etdk éyin good little child
b.una afon idém una afog idém lack of shirt
lack cloth body
c.imd nsék éyin imé nsék éyin child’s (illusive) wealth

wealth very young”child

d.éti afia afoy éti  afi afoy good white cloth

Note that the spread of the L over the syllables to the right, following the HL
pattern of the final syllable of the leftmost component in the NP, which we observed in
(24), does not apply in (25). As we observed earlier on in (11), it can be said that this
barrier to L spread is related to the initial L in the component immediately following the
HL to the left. This medial component maintains its underlying L-H (or L-L) tonal
structure in spite of the L-spreading HL to the immediate left, while the rightmost
component keeps the derived H-L structure, in keeping with the initial tone raising and
the subsequent tone lowering observed in (7) and accounted for by Rules 1 and 2,
respectively.



54 Journal of West African Languages XXV.2 (1996/1997)

2. CONCLUSION

It has been observed that tonal processes in Ibibio syntactic structures (in this
article the NP structure), operate in a left-to-right direction. That is, tonal modification in
the right-hand component of the NP is to a great extent determined by the tone pattern in
the left-hand component. We have posited an underlying floating H as motivating the
raising of the initial tone of the right-hand component, in the contexts of both the
modifier-noun and noun-noun structures. We have also observed the lowering of
subsequent tones in the right-hand components of the NP. This lowering has been seen
as spreading over all the syllables in the right-hand component where the left-hand
component in its underlying representation bears the HL tone word-finally, except where
the right-hand component is structured L-H or L-HL in its underlying representation, the
initial L acting as a barrier to the change from H or HL to L motivated by a preceding
HL. We have also observed cases of tone simplification at word boundary, with the
inherent HL or LH structure maintained between the left-hand and the right-hand
components of the NP. Finally, we have observed cases of downstepping both where the
left-hand component bears the simple L or H tone and where it bears the complex HL
tone word-finally.
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