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Abstract 

This paper examines the syllable and tonal structures of Ukwuani (an Igboid language spoken in the 

Northern part of Delta State, Nigeria) nouns. Using the Autosegmental theoretical approach, the study 

investigates the possible syllable and tonal structures observable in Ukwuani nouns. Data were collected 

from competent native speaker collaborators using the SIL Africa Area Word List from which 

generalizations were made. The study reveals that Ukwuani nouns can be classified into four groups based 

on the number of syllables and the inherent tonal patterns which are: monosyllabic nouns, disyllabic nouns, 

trisyllabic nouns and polysyllabic nouns. Monosyllabic nouns have a Consonant Vowel (CV) pattern and an 

inherent high tone while disyllabic nouns have a Vowel, Consonant Vowel (V-CV) and Syllabic Nasal, 

Consonant Vowel (  .CV) syllable structures and a Low Low (LL), Low High (LH), Low Falling (LF), 

High High (HH), High Low (HL), and High Falling (HF) tonal patterns. Trisyllabic nouns have         

     .CV.CV syllable structures and an LLL, LLH, LHL, LHF, LHH, HHH, HHL, HLH, and HHF tonal 

patterns. Polysyllabic nouns are made up of compound words and so, the tonal patterns depend on the 

structure of the nouns. It was observed that there are restrictions on tones in the language. Monosyllabic 

nouns have a basic high tone and are very few in number. The falling contour cannot occur at the initial 

position, it occurs only after a high or low tone in the disyllabic and trisyllabic nouns. For disyllabic nouns, 

a final L is very rare except for some personal names. This research contributes to knowledge particularly in 

the study of Ukwuani an endangered language. It is hoped that this paper will serve as a reference material 

to studies in the language. 
 

Keywords: Syllable structure, tonal patterns, monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic, polysyllabic, falling  
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1. Introduction 

The study of Phonology is language 

specific. Every language has its pattern of 

organization which is different from the other. 

Sounds that are permissible in one language may 

not be in the other. Syllable patterns of words 

show how words are structured based on the 

phonological rules and constraints of the 

language in question. According to Chomsky and 

Halle (1968), the phonotactics of a language are 

to be accounted for by the Morpheme Structured 

Conditions (MSCs) which apply to the 

underlying forms of the words and phonological 

rules are then used to derive the surface forms. 

Thus, the morpheme structured conditions and 

the phonological rules determine the segmental 

structure. The interest of this study is to identify 

following the constraints of the language, the 

possible syllable patterns that can occur in 

Ukwuani nouns. It also looks at the tonal patterns 

since tone is a co-articulatory feature with the 

segments or the syllables.  

Tone plays an essential role in the study 

of African languages. Most linguists agree that 

the majority of African languages including 

Ukwuani are tone languages in which differences 

in relative pitch are used to convey lexical and 

grammatical distinctions (Hyman 1975, 

Emenanjo 1978, Katamba 1989, Donwa-Ifode 

1995, Clement 2000). 

Ukwuani is a tone language in that 

variation in pitch of segmentally or 

grammatically identical pairs can bring about a 

change in meaning. It has three contrastive tones 

which include two register tones: high [H] 

marked with an acute accent [´] and low [L] 

marked with a grave accent [`] and a falling 

contour [HL] marked with [^].While the V 

(vowel), CV (consonant and vowel)        

(syllabic nasal) syllable patterns are basic in 

Ukwuani, Ukwuani nouns being classified into 

four groups have some syllable patterns 

associated to each group. These syllable and tone 
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patterns applicable to each noun group are of 

interest to this research. 

1.1  Historical Background of Ukwuani 

The Ukwuani people are believed to have 

migrated from the Benin kingdom and settled in 

their present land. According to Uti and Ilo 

(1988:4), the Ukwuani people are those who live 

in the Northern part of Delta State. They are in 

the Ukwuani Local Government Area, Ndokwa 

East and Ndokwa West Local Government Areas. 

The name Ukwuani refers to both the 

language and the native speakers. According to 

Okolugbo (1982:2), the Ukwuani people are 

geographically bounded by the Edo to the North, 

the Ijaw to the South, River Niger by the East, 

Isoko and Urhobo to the West, Ika and Aniocha 

by the North East and on the South-East by the 

River state. They have a population of about 

545,000 people 

2 Review of Related Literature 

2.1 Conceptual and Theoretical Review 

Segments are speech sounds which can 

be organized in an orderly way to form the words 

of language. Such words are clearly divided into 

chunks called syllable. A syllable according to 

Fromkim, Rodman and Hyams (2003) is a 

phonological unit composed of one or more 

phonemes. Every language operates a syllable 

system however; a syllable would have an 

obligatory nucleus which could either be a vowel 

or syllabic liquid or nasal. While the nucleus can 

make a syllable, it can be preceded or succeeded 

by one or more phonemes called the syllable 

onset and the syllable coda respectively.  

While words are divided into syllables 

composed of segments, each syllable must be 

associated with tone. Tone is that pitch of the 

voice exerted on syllable which contrasts 

meaning of words. Languages that use the pitch 

of the voice to contrast meaning are called tone 

languages. A level pitch across the syllable is 

called register tone while a gliding pitch across a 

syllable is called a contour tone. According to 

Fromkim, Rodman and Hyman (2003), it is 

common to see tone languages with two or three 

register tones and possibly one or two contour 

tones. According to Okumo (2017), Ukwuani is a 

tone language with two register tones and one 

contrastive contour tone. 

2.2 Autosegmental Framework 

Within the standard generative 

phonology, phonological representation was 

conceived as a linear arrangement of segments 

and boundaries consisting of segment and 

suprasegmental representation. It was assumed 

that superimposed on the segmental layer were 

tone and stress and possibly a few other 

phenomena such as vowel harmony and 

nasalization. Both segmental and suprasegmental 

elements were thought to be arranged in a row 

after the other. Katamba 1989:189, Goldsmith 

1990:10 and Aziza 1997:8). 

However, Goldsmith (1976) propounded 

   ew m  el  f    lysis c lle  “ ut segme t l 

m  el”  The m st fu   me t l ch   cte istics  f 

this theory is that phonological representation is 

nonlinear, that is, that a phonological 

representation is composed not of a single 

sequence of entity but of several parallel 

sequences of entities arranged in separate tiers 

through the use of association lines. The focus of 

this theory is the analysis of tone as an auto-

segment capable of having an independent 

existence from the segment that bears them. Tone 

is seen as an associated feature of the segment 

through co-articulation with the vowel. 

Autosegmental phonology differs from 

generative and traditional phonemic 

representation in that it consists of two or more 

tiers of segments. The tonal segments, the 

phonemic segments and the syllables are 

represented in separate tiers respectively. In other 

words, Autosegmental phonology has the tonal 

segmental tier, the phonemic segmental tier and 

the skeletal tier (the CV or syllable tier) with the 

associating lines running between the segments 

on the tiers. 

Whereas in Autosegmental representation 

there might be a one to one association of tone 

with the segments especially for words which 

have not undergone any tonal process, the fact 

remains that Autosegmental approach does not 

need to align the tonal segments with the number 

of vowels or syllables especially in cases of 

inequality but rather, studies, treat and accounts 

for tone from an autosegmental point of view, 

having the tonal elements as segments on their 

own autosegmental tier. This invariably helps 
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account or state many phonological rules 

(floating tones, contour tones etc) quite simply. It 

is important to note that while the tone bearing 

units (vowels or syllabic segments) are the 

features associated to the tonal tier in 

Autosegmental phonology, Autosegmental 

system would include features other than tones. 

In such case, consonants can well be the units to 

which other autosegments can associate. 

However, for this paper, we are limited to the 

association of tone bearing units with the tonal 

tier as the autosegment on one hand and the 

skeletal tier (syllable) on the other hand. 

2.3 A Review of Syllable and Tone in Some  

Igboid Languages 

There are a few works done in Ukwuani 

language. One of the earliest works was done by 

Williamson (1968). She identifies four syllable 

structure types which include: the V, CV, N and 

CCV where CCV is a consonant cluster. She 

notes that the only consonant cluster in the 

language are those consisting of velar consonant 

followed by a labial velar approximant /w/ such 

as: /kw/, /gw/     /ŋw/  For the tones, she states 

that Ukwuani has three basic tones which are: 

high, low and a step. The high and low tone can 

occur freely in any position while the step can 

only occur after high. After a step tone, a 

following high tone can only be as high as the 

step and never as high as the original high. 

In line with Williamson, Egweni (1985) agrees 

that there are four syllable structure types in 

Ukwuani which are: V, CV, N and CCV. He 

notes that the syllabic nasal and the vowel are the 

tone bearing units in the language.  

Okonye (1991) is of the view that there 

are three syllable structure types in the language 

which are V, CV and N. She says that, the V 

syllable type consist of only vowels and are 

mostly pronouns in the language while the CV 

consist of a consonant and a vowel. The N type 

consists of a nasal which also bears tone as the 

vowel. For the tones, she identifies three tones 

which are high, low and a mid tone and states that 

after a high tone either a high, low or mid tone 

can contrast while after a low tone, a high or low 

tone can be contrast. 

According to Okumo (2018), Ukwuani 

like the Igbo language, operates an open syllable 

structure which does not permit a final consonant. 

The vowel is the only obligatory unit in the 

language. It bears tone and can stand alone as a 

syllable or together with a consonant. There are 

no codas, as well as, clusters of consonants at the 

edge, that is, at the C slot as is the case with 

English. This is seen in the following 

examples: 

 

Ukwuani Examples: 

1)   ͻ   “he/she/it” 

 

      V                                           

2)   è     “yes” 

 

      V                                          

3)   I “y u” 

 

      V                                          

4)   tá  “chew”  

 

     CV                               

5) bú “c   y (thi g)”        

  CV      
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6)  ḿ   “I/me/my”  

 

     N     

7) ń. n ú  “s lt”          

             

    N-CV   
 

(Adapted from Okumo 2018) 

 hile e  m les  1 t          6 t     sh w 

th t the   wel ( )     the syll  ic   s l (  ) 

respectively, forms the peak and can be the only 

eleme t i  the syll  le e  m les  4 t  5   e e l   

CV syllable structure with the consonant as the 

onset and the vowel, the nucleus. This type of 

structure is the commonest in the world 

languages (cf. Welmers 1971). Ukwuani operates 

syllable structure patterns which do not accept 

consonant cluster and a final consonant. The 

vowel or the syllabic nasal constitutes the peak of 

the syllable. Okumo (2018) the ef  e i e tifie  

th ee syll  le st uctu e ty es which   e    wels 

( )  c  s    t       wel (  )     the syll  ic 

  s l (  )  The       the    fu cti    s  e ks of 

the syllable hence they bear tones. 

Okumo (2013) in analyzing the doubtful 

phonological segments in Ukwuani, states that 

the CCV sequence as analysed by Willianson 

(1968) as a consonant cluster is a CV. She notes 

that this is the case of a complex phonological 

complex that can contrast minimally with the 

univalent segments hence; there is no case of a 

consonant cluster in the language. For the tonal 

system, she identifies three tonemes which are: 

the high, low and the falling contour (Okumo 

2017). 

The  g   l  gu ge  ls    e  tes      e  

syll  le st uctu e               with the   wel 

and the syllabic nasals as the peak. According to 

Emenanjo (2015:47), Igbo is a syllable-timed, 

tone language with the vowels and the syllabic 

nasal as the tone bearing units. The structure of 

the Igbo syllable according to him is: (C) V or, a 

N. Iloene (2007:174-175) gave a syllable 

structure typology of Igbo as: (C)where T is tone, 

C is optional onset consonant and S is syllable 

element (vowel, or syllabic nasal). Igbo just like 

Ukwuani, does not allow consonant clusters in 

the initial or final position. 

 

Igbo Examples 

(8) [ó]  he/she  ( )          -l  ]  h use   (1 )      -    ]  t il  

  V             V-CV            V - CV 

(11)    ]  hus      (12)    ]  y m   (13)  g  ]  st    

 CV    CV    CV 

 (14)   -   ]  si    (15)  ḿ- è]    t  t ise  (16)  ḿ-m ]   e uty  

   -CV      -CV        -CV 

Furthermore, Igbo nouns may be classified into four major tone groups: monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic 

and polysyllabic based on the number of syllables they have as well as their inherent tone patterns 

(Emenanjo 2015:114 

3  Methodology 

This paper adopts the autosegmental generative framework in the analyses of the data. The data were 

collected from competent native speakers through the instrument of the SIL Africa Area Word List which 

contains words of everyday usage. The data were represented using the IPA symbols.  

4. Data Presentation and Discussion 

4.1 Syllable and Tonal Structures of Ukwuani Nouns 

Based on the number of syllables and the inherent tonal patterns, Úkwúánì nouns can be classified into four 

major groups: 

1. Monosyllabic Nouns 
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2. Disyllabic Nouns 

3. Trisyllabic Nouns 

4. Polysyllabic Nouns 
 

4.1.1  Monosyllabic Nouns 
The monosyllabic nouns have a CV pattern and an inherent high tone: 

(15) H 

 

 

 d í  hus      

 

 

            CV 

(16). ŋ
w
a 

 

 

 C V  chil   

There are very few monosyllabic nouns in the language. The examples above   e the   ly e  m les 

i e tifie  i   u    t    e   se  e th t the w               w   m y h  e e iste   s    esult  f s me 

 h   l gic l    cess  f  eleti   th t m y h  e t  e   l ce   e  time  s y u c ul  still he   the w          

     ń wá  whe e   is syllabic. This gives us an underlying VCV pattern but a surface CV pattern. The CV 

pattern is mostly made up of verbs in the language. 

 

4.1.2   Disyllabic Nouns 
This group of nouns has two syllables. They have the structures: V-CV and N-CV. The following tone 

patterns are possible: 

(1) LL 

(2) LH 

(3) LF 

(4) HH 

(5) HL 

(6) HF 

 

17. (a) L     L    (b) L     L 

 

  i  t   e     t    ɪf      h e  

 

                       V-C V     V-C V 

 

18. (a) L    H    (b) L     H     

 

  e  s  u    e      o  w u   th e    

 

                        V-C V                                                  V-C V 

19. (a) L     H L   (b) L     H L 

 

       ʃ  i   si     o    l  o   A sh ut  

 

                         V-CV                           V-  CV 
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20. (a) H    H    (b) H    H 

 

  ɛ      a   h       e  w u   g  t  

 

                        V-C V                           V- CV 
 

21. (a) H     L 

 

  u g  o    e s   l   me  

 

 

                        V-C V 

22. (a) H     H L   (b) H     H L 

 

  ʊ         chu ch   u  n  e    l  t i   

 

                        V-C V                                                 V- C V 

The nouns with N-CV structure are of these patterns: 

(1) LL 

(2) LH 

(3) HH 

(4) HF 
 

23. (a) L     L    (b) L    L 

 

  m   b ʊ   stic       tʃ   i   g  ss cutte   

 

 

                             -                                                      -C V 

24. (a) L     H    (b) L     H    

  

             n  t   ʊ  “  il”   o  f  u  “  e” 

 

               -C V       -C V 

 

25. (a) H    H    (b) H     H 

 

  n  nu   s lt    n  n  e   m the   

 

  -C V                                                           -C V 

26. (a) H     H L   (b) H     H L 

 

  m m a   cutl ss   n  d  u   life  

 

     -C V                                                           -C V 

4.1.3 Trisyllabic Nouns    
These nouns consist of three syllables. They are of the structure V-CV-CV or 

  -CV-CV. The following tonal patterns are observable with this group of nouns: 

 

1. LLL 

2. LLH 
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3. LHL 

4. LHF 

5. LHH 

6. HHH 

7. HHL 

8. HLH  

9. HHF 

 

27. (a) L    LL     (b) L    L    L 

 

  o  b o d o  t w      ɛ          i   ite  

 

                       V-CV-CV                 V-C V-CV 

28. (a) L     L   H    (b) L    L    H 

 

  o  b u  l u  c m  u      ʊ    ʊ     a    lice  

 

                        V-CV-CV                                                        V-CV-C V 

29. (a) L    H   L    (b) L   H    L 

 

  ɪ  s     fɪ   ey                 o n u gb u   itte  le f  

 

V-CV-CV     V-CV-CV 
 

30. (a) L    H      HL    (b) L   H     HL 

 

  o  ku k u  cu      ɔ   ʊ    ʊ   f wl  

 

                       V-CV-  CV     V-CV-CV 
 

31. (a) L    H   H    (b) L    H    H 

 

     t ʊ   t ʊ   ee le    ɔ   f ɪ   f  ɪ   whistli g  

 

    -CV-CV              V- CV-CV 

32. (a) H     H   H    (b) H   H   H 

 

  M m a   ʊ   il        s ʊ s  ʊ  A l  gu ge  

 

     -  CV-CV     V-CV-CV 

33. (a)        H    H    L    (b)       H   H    L 

 

  ɛ     ʊ b  a  fe the     ɔ   ʊ   ʊ  t il  

 

   V-CV-CV     V-CV-CV 

34. (a) H    L    H    (b)        H   L    H 

 

  ɔ     ɔ   l ɔ  gui e  f wl           m ɛ  e  m  

 

                       V- CV- CV                                     -CV-C V 
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35. (a) H   H   HL     (b)         H    H   HL 

 

  ɛ  ɲ  i  k e    e      m  ʊ   ʊ  sie e  

 

                        V-CV-CV       -CV-CV   

4.1.4 Polysyllabic Nouns 
Polysyllabic nouns have more than three syllables. The tonal patterns depend on the structure of the noun. 

Most of these nouns are compound words. The words are made up of two morphemes indicating the 

concept. 

 

36. L    L     L    H    H   (ii)  L     L    L    L 

 

o  b o  d o     u  k u  city     m gba  k a l a   l   e   

 

           V- CV-CV    V-CV                                         -CV-CV-CV 

  A t w          ig  

37. L   L    L     L         H     H    L 

 

 ɔ   ɔ g  ʊ m a        m m ɪ   l  ɪ   g  se  

 

           V.CV.CV.CV          .CV.CV 

   uc            w te   

 

38. H    H L  H    H     H  H     S    H   H      H 

 

 ʊ m ʊ   ɛ    ʊ   wɔ  ʊ-    m    ɛ-   ʊ- wɔ  stu e ts  

 

            V- CV                V- CV. C V              

 chil  e          

39      H   H    H     H    (vi)      H    H   H     H 

 

           o g o   no   go                         m  kp u  l u kpu 

 

           V-CV-CV- CV                     - CV-CV-CV 

Conclusion 

This paper looked at the syllable and 

tonal structures of Ukwuani nouns. It identifies 

four noun groups such as monosyllabic, 

disyllabic, trisyllabic and polisyllabic nouns with 

their tonal patterns. For the monosyllabic nouns, 

we identified a few CV examples with an 

underlying VCV or NCV structure although 

realized as a CV due to some phonological 

process undergone over time.  The disyllabic 

group has a structure of VCV and NCV; the 

trisyllabic group of nouns has a VCVCV and 

NCVCV pattern while the polisyllabic group is 

dependent on the number of syllables. It could be 

NCVCVCV or VCVCVCV. It identified three 

major tones which are: high, low and a falling 

contour. Monosyllabic nouns have an inherent 

high tone while disyllabic nouns have an LL, LH, 

LF, HH, HL, and HF tonal patterns. Trisyllabic 

nouns have an LLL, LLH, LHL, LHF, LHH, 

HHH, HHL, HLH, and HHF tonal patterns. 

Polysyllabic nouns are made up of compound 

words and so, the tonal patterns depend on the 

structure of the nouns. 

The syllable structures identified in the noun 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 sh  t  
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groups and the tones are in line with Okonye 

(1991) and Okumo (2013 and 2018) who 

identified three syllable structure types in 

Ukwuani. Okumo notes that after a high tone, a 

low (few, especially for personal names), high or 

falling contour can occur while after a low tone, a 

high, low or falling contour can occur. This is 

seen in the tonal patterns of the nouns 

investigated in this work.  

From the analysis, we observed some 

restrictions on tones in Úkwúánì: The 

monosyllabic nouns have a basic high tone and 

are very few in number. The falling contour 

cannot occur at the initial position. It occurs after 

a high or low tone as earlier illustrated in the 

disyllabic and trisyllabic nouns. For disyllabic 

nouns, a final L is very rare except for some 

personal names.This work will contribute to the 

existing work in Ukwuani, act as a reference 

material for further studies and contribute to the 

study of Phonology in general. 
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