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44. Intonation in Tone Languages: Insights from Esan

P.E. Ejele | | |
Dept. of Linguistics & Communication Studies, University of Port Harcourt
° (=]

Abstract . . _ _

The prosodic feature of pitch, which is the main expo(;xe(r;t o_f m'tonlathn, mo?(lisso ;secczlfgg
ishi s 1 Pitch used distinctively n w

establishing contrasts in tone languages. . use : _

'tone’ wh:ili: in longer stretches it is called 'intonation’. This does not in any way suggest

that tone and intonation are mutually exclusive. ‘The purpose of th}s paper_ls.t_o
investigate the interaction in Esan between tone gnd intonation in conveying meaning; in
particular, to see how intonation can be supenmposed on tones to form mtonanogal
patterns that convey different kinds of linguistic information. To _do tl'us., we examine
the intonational patterns in statements, contrasting them with the intonational changes
observed in emphatic statements and questions.

1.0 Imtroduction :

It is widely but incorrectly believed that intonation is not normally associated with
tone languages. To discuss this, our data are taken from the Ekpoma dialect of the Esan
language, spoken mainly in Esan West Local Government Area (LGA), Edo State,
Nigeria. Different dialects are spoken in four other LGAs, Esan Central, Esan North-
East, Esan South-East and Igueben. Esan is a North-Central Edoid language of the New

Benue-Congo family (Bendor-Samuel 1989), previously classified under the Benue-Kwa
grouping (Elugbe 1986) and Kwa of the Niger-Congo grouping (Greenberg 1963).

Intonation is a feature usually of phrases and sentences, while tone is a feature
of the lexicon involving the pitch patterns of words. Intonation has been variously
defined in the literature. Cruttenden (1986:9) desctibes it as 'the occurrence of Tecurring
pitch patterns, each of which is used with a set of relatively consistent meanings, either
on single words or on groups of words of varying length'. Hyman (1975:227-228)
compares intonation with tone in terms of the two related notions of downdrift and
downstep. He describes downdrift as an automatic lowering process, which in tone
languages is common among those with two contrastive tones, high and low. It is a
property of intonation, involving a sequential process whereby high tones after low
tones become progressively, less high throughout an intonational umit. (Crystal
1997:126). This contrasts with downstep, a non-automatic lowering process 'which
applhies to the second of two high tone syllables' such that 'a downstepped high tone
would be slightly lower than the preceding high tones but not so low as to be equivalent
to a low tone' (Crystal 1997:126). Downstep is phonemic, since it is phonologically
contrastive.

Intonation is here understood as a prosodic/suprasegmental feature which can be
super-imposed on the tones in a word, phrase, clause or sentence in tone langnages, just
as it can be super-imposed on stressed/unstressed syllables in stress-timed languages
and, presumably, in pitch-accent languages.

Intonation serves various purposes, including marking grammatical boundaries such
as phrases and clauses, signalling sentence types such as statements and questions, and
conveying all kinds of speaker's attitudes such as the expression of joy, surprise,
exasperaton, irony, etc. Esan has two contrastive tones, high and low, and these form
nsing and fallingtones. See Ejele( 1982, 2002a, 2003a).
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2.0 Examination of intonatior patierns
In this section. we examine the intonationai patierns associated with statements.
then compare them with those in emphatic statements and questions.

2.1 Intonation in statements

Esan can be said to have neutral intonation in statements. since there is no
consistent pattern associated with them. Thus. thev can end on a low. hich. falline or

rising pitch.

2.1.1 Statement with final word ending on 2 low tone

la) ¢Onmi Oomd me bhunu
the soup good Loc.mouth
'"The soup tastes delicious’

b) ¢6ni o6khid dé  dkpon
the woman bought cloth
'"The woman bought a cloth’

Intonational pattern

0 Do mo m¢ bhunu

0 no khu o du kpon

c) Efe vén O4ahede
cooked plantain

'Efe cooked the plantain’'

E fe von ghc de

d) Efe 1ame Oghede

L L
fried plantain

fe la mo ghe de

'Efe fried the plantain’ E
e) Efée 14mé ¢lamen
H H —
fried meat
E

'Efe fried the meat' "

fe la me la men

We observe that specifically, it is the tone on the last syllable that detertpines the
pitch on which the sentence ends. All the sentences la-e end on a low pitch, and
observe downdrift where a following high tone is lower than a preceding high.

212 Statements with final words ending on a high tone

Statements
2a) oni Okhid dé émi  esd
the woman bought things some
"The woman bought some things'
b) Efe kpé uKi 0g0
wash top bottle
"Efe washed the top of the bottle’

Intonational pattern

o no khuo decmi e so

E fe kpu ko ¢o

Int.

c)

d)

e)

b) Ag
p(‘.."(
Ty

In these
the sent

Wh
commaoi
relative

2.2 Int

Wh
sentence
the low
comparc
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bhu'nu
Loc.mouth

4a) oni OmO  mC
the soup good
"The soup does taste delicious’
b) 6nmi Okhuo d¢ U'kpOn
the woman bought cloth
'"The woman did buyv clothes’

Intonationai pattern

o0 no mo mebhunu

o mo khu o du kpon

c) Efe yén ¢'ghede

cooked plantain
'Efe did cook plantain’

E fe vyon ghe de

d) Eff 1&'me Oghtde

fried plantain

fe la mon ghe de

'Efe did fry plantain' E

e) Efe lamé ¢'lamen
fried meat -
'"Efe did fry meat' . E

fe la men la men

(NB * represents tone raising, and * tone-lowering).
Furthermore, if the statement ends on a series of lows, all the lows are raised in the

emphatic form, as in 1c, d, e. While Esan
relatives Isoko and Urhobo use it for

uses low tone raising for emphasis, its distant
statements (Elugbe 1977). Hence to Esan

speakers, Urhobo statements always sound emphatic.

When statements with final high tone

are used for emphasis, a number of things take

place at the tonal and segmental levels. At the scgmental level, the last vowel is
lengthened and at the tonal level, the last high tone spreads to the lengthened vowel

resulting in a sequence of two highs. Finally the last high (of this sequence) is lowered,
as observed in the non-emphatic statements, in 2a-e compared with 5a-¢, respectively.

Statements
5a) Omi Okhad d¢é émi &sd'o
the woman bought things some
"The woman did buy some things'
b) Bfe kpé ki 0900
wash top bottle
"Efe did wash the top of the bottle'

o) B kps &ke Uk

wash inside cup
"Efe did wash the inside of the cup'

Intonational pattern

0 no khuo dcmi ¢ s0 0

fe kpu ko go o

"t

E fe kpe ke u ko ko o

In

d)

appe
empt
can t
tone «

seque
comp

6a)

b) A
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'E

(NB av
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stateme
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d) o6ni okhio dé 6é  émeénd'd - . -

the woman bought leg cow

khu o do ¢ € mena a

'The woman did buy a leg of cow’ o 1o
€) o khan  Oni  isé*é — —

He hammered the nail

He did hammar the nail’ o khan ¢ ni se e

Interestingly, the lowered high tones are higher than thp raisegl low tone. It. does
appear that this tone (lowered high or raised low) is associated with the realisation of
emphatic statements. In the case of statements ending on a falling or rising pitch, these
can be used emphatically by lengthening the last segment and its tone. However the
tone on the lengthened segment is raised in the case of the fallingtone (resulting in HL'L
sequence) while that on the rising tone results in LH*H tonal sequence - as in 6a and 6b

compared with 3a and 3b respectively.

6a) ¢mi odueki sad bd  awétaa

the trader atlast build house - = == - -

' 'The trader is at last building a house' ¢ nodwekisaabu wa a a
o the ] b) Agbon rebhé hd  emé  ighd*s n —
12{::111 . people all  love/like matter money - - = - - /

'Everybody loves money' A gbonrebheho emo i gho o

3 take _ .
wel is (NB uwdéa 1s written as uwaaa to show clearly the intonational change).
vowel On the whole, the examples show that statement-final low tones, statement-final
wered, high tones, statement-final falling and statement-final rising tones when used for
ely. emphasis, are realised as raised low tone, as in the final low and falling tones or as

lowered high as in the case final high and rising tones. In both cases involving the raised
low or the lowered high, the resulting sound associated with the lowered high is higher
than that of the raised low. A related phenomenon to emphatic statements is
statements that convey intensity, exasperation surprise (pleasant or disappointing) or
admiration. It is possible to use all the sentences so far given above but we will restrict
our examples to just a few, as in 1a, 2a, 3a used in 7a, b and ¢ respectively.

~

7a) ¢Oni OmO mé bhund U

- -\ 7/

1 T t
The soup is very very tasty! 0 0o mo me bhunu u

| b) o6ni Skhud dé émi  esod”
- - =y

“The woman bought some weird/unusual things' 0 no khuo demi e so o
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&

) 6ni OdWRKi sad bo  uwd &

N

"I'he trader jS at ]ast bul]dmg a hOUSE" O no dwe ki sa a bu wa a

7a can be used to describe an extremely delicious soup; 7b for a woman who bought
unusual/weird things and 7c can be said of a trader whom people did not expect would
be able to build a house and by building a house. has put his enemies to shame. as he
now has a house of his own. The intonation pattern for this tvpe of statements end not
Just on a ratsed pitch but on a contour, typically LH. 1In fact the H after the LH is
actually an extra high tone, which we have represented as ~ with the LH ~ in the form

“ on the last vowel segment.

2.3 Intonation in questions

Although Esan has a morpheme baa for marking questions (Ejele 1995), our focus
here is on the use of the suprasegmental feature of tone alone. Words, phrases and
sentences can be questioned by introducing the LH tones as Q marker which combine
with the last tone of the string to form contour tones. necessitating vowel lengthening
(Ejele2003b, 2002d). Thus sentences can be questioned simply by raising the sentence-
final tone through the introduction of the LH Q marker.

Examples:
Words Questions Intonationral Patterns
8a) éEkpa 1. ékpaa i - / i) - -
' o 22 Alend —
vomit 1. C]\pid py— — o
'vomit?’
'needle ii. ogbeds - - 7 -
'‘needle?' e gbede e e gbede
c) tiwa i, twai N R
'housc' i, awé e e TN
‘house?' u wa a
d) 14ighd i. igh®é i - / - 1)
' ' ii. ighd , e
money 'money?" i gho o i gh

Examples 8a-d show that two forms of tonal marking of que;tions r'c‘a.sult c;zvher:1 gggolil
I':‘nteract with the last tone of the word, as express?d in (i) and (1}) under q esemed
E(i))neixsl\tolves contours while (ii) involves the extra high tone, which 1s repr

i icular vowel. What is clear from these
hically by double acute on the particular . (1 _
:;:;%izgisiiaz wk)llether the word ends on a low, high, falling or nising tone (as in 8ad

respectively), the question ends on a high or extra high pitch.

Similar observations can be made with respect to phrases aqd spntcnoeis,];isblil i};ﬁ
| respecti 1 1 lain how questioning mainly 0}

2a-d respectively. It is pertinent to €xp uestioning mainly b} '
?::tulre: takest;lace. We shall illustrate with the words ékpa 'vomit, egbedé 'meedle,
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igh 'money' and uwa 'house’. Question 1 involves contours and Question 2 involves
the extra hightone. We treat Question 1 first.
Word Word+ O  Vowel lengthening Tonal merging Question 1 Gloss

H
%9a) H HL LH H L L H H Il\ .
¢ I Ir [ ‘ ! \v/ l s ﬁ{ IB kpaa 'vom1t?'
¢kpa  ékpa ékpa a ékpd a
b) L I-II L El{ LH Ir\ III%—I L HL
c[gede leg\bede egbedee o egbedee 'needle?
¢ H L HL LH H LLH H LH IQH
[N N | R
uwa uwa uwa a uwa a uw aa 'house’
d) H1LH H LHLH H LH H LH <
VAR ég [ \V4 - l
igho igho 1ghoo icho 0o 'money?

In Question 1 type involving contours, the final tone of the word to be questioned
combines with the LH of the Q-marker. Segmentally, the word-final vowel lengthens to
house the Q-marker, as in 9a-d. At this pont, if the presence of the LH Q-marker
results in a sequence of L tones, then tonal merging takes place, satisfying OCP
conditions, as in 9a and ¢. However, if the resulting sequence is LH LH (typical of
word-final rising tone) then the first L of the LH Q-marker becomes floating. This
explains why the remaining H of the Q-marker cannot merge with the word-final LH, as
in 9d. The alternative form in Question 2 can be simi larly explained, as in 10a-d.

Loss of low

Word  Word + O Tone merging tone(s) Question2 Gloss
102) H I L LH H LH H L
l F }f{ {4 V2R AV [ ) ; -
ekpa ekpa v ekpa ekpa ékpa "vomit?
b) L H L H LH HI1<H

N N vV _
eabede eabede v eqbedel/ gabédg ‘needle?

c) K{J KJL IVH F\HI }—I}l}ﬂ
Vv waa

Uwa uwa u uwa Gw3d 'house?
d) ]H LH lH bH I\,;I IHLSHLiH
igho jgho v ighd 1ghd  ‘money”
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In Question 2 type invoiving the extra mgn tone. vowe! lengthening does not take place
but tone mergingtakes place i 104 and ¢.just as1n Ya and c. However the L tone of the
LH Q-marker becomes floating. Its presence is manifested by the failure of the H tone
1o merge with the final H of the word. thus violating OCP. The questioning 1s adjudged
grammatical and acceptable by nauve speakers. in spitc of this violatvon. This 1s
because the two H tones are associated with a single vowel and form the extra high tone.
showing that the extra high tone is distinct from the simpie high tone. In factin 10d. the
two L tones float, one L from the LH of the word final tone and the other from the LH
of the Q-marker. For details on the source of the extra high tone, see Ejele 2002d.
Similar observations can be made with tespect to phrases and sentences as in 11a-d

and 12a-d respectively.
Phrases Questions Intonational Patterns
11a) élamén éwe i. élamén éwee - 7
'bush meat' i glamén ¢w¢ | -/
'‘bush  meat? ¢ la men we ¢
1 -
¢ la men we
b) omi Okpia 1. oni Okpiaa - /
. 1 -
‘the man' 1. oni Okpid -
vthe man?' O Dno ]\pla
' i) ~ -
—— d
0 no kpi a
6dalés  awi i. 6dalé uwaa T
C) s ’d"l’ - z 1) \ /
‘front(of the) house' 1. odalo uwa
'front(of the) housc?' o d lu wa a
o ) Whai
quest
o da lu wa end o
d) émdé  ighd i émd ighdd S — / - o
' ii. ¢émon ighd
'money matter 1. cmon 1g - £
g 'money matter?' c mon i gho o
i - 1
i ~ .
b 2.1
e mon i gho )
i i i 151 sentence-final tone 3.
As with phrases, sentences can be questioned simply by raising the o

(through the introduction of LH Q marker) while maintaining the stgteme‘nt. form
segmentally, in such a way that only the suprasegmental features reflect this, as m:
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Sentences Questions Intonational Patterns
en
12a) 6ni dmo me bhuni 1. 6ni Omo mé bhinit 1) - /

‘The soup tastes ii. 6ni Omd me bhunl o me bhu ou 1

deliciond '"The soup astes '

delicious?' 1y - )
o0 no mo me bhu nu
b) 6ni 6kid dé émi &sé 1. 6ni Skhnodé émi .éSéE) 1) - /
some things'  '"The woman bought iiy ono khu o de m

some things?' - - - -

o no khu o de mi e so

¢) Oni okpia bé uwa 1. éni dkpid bs uwad 1) - - - \ /
'The man (has) built  ii. ¢ni dkpid b dwd o 1o Kot a bowaa
ahouse’ 'The man (has) built i) ’
a house?' - - -k

o no kpi a bu wa

d)  Ofuré mod ichd i Ofuré mdighds i) - - - - /
'Ofure has money' ii. Ofts md ighd
'Ofure has money?"”

1)

O fure mo 1 gho o

Ofure moi gho

What stands out in the examples of words, phrases and sentences is the fact that
questioning imposes a particular intonational pattern on the utterance. Thus, it must
end on a high or extra-high pitch.

3.0 Conclusion
From the foregoing discussion, the following conclusions can be drawn.

1. Downdrift as a lowering process is attested in Esan.
Downdrift is common in Esan. It involves an automatic sequential lowering of high
tones after low tones in an intonational unit.
In having downdrift, Esan behaves like Edo (Bini), its closest relative.
4. In having low-tone raising in final position, Esan is like its further relatives Isoko
and Urhobo. However it is used differently, being used to mark statements in
Isoko and Urhobo, but marks emphasis in Esan.

19
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5. In having high tone lowering in final postuion. Esan 1: disunct from Edo (Bt anc
1soko and Urhobo. which do not exhibut this phenomenon { Amavoe 197c¢. Elugbe
1977, Donwa-Ifode 1984).

6. The lowered high tone and the raised low tone are used for emphasis. Auditorily.
the lowered high tone is higher than the raised low tone.

7. Questions impose a particular intonational pattern. Hence thev must end on a high
or extra high pitch. )
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