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NUPE TOROLOGy1

Isaac George
Depa.rtment of Linguistics
University of California. Los Angeles
A.

Introduction
Any

lin~stic

description of the Nupe language must posit

the existence of contrastive tone.
examples (1) through (3).

This is illllDediately evident from

An aeute accent (') represents a high tone~

a grave accent (~) represents a lev tone, mid tone is left unmarked.
(All vowels bear some tone.)

1.

u

10

kata

he entered house
He entered the house.
2.

u 10 dzuk.6

he went market
He vent to the market.
3.

u 10 bise

he untied chicken

He untied the chicken.
Nadel (1964), in his discussion of the Nupe language, by
ignoring tone. is forced to treat tliree nhonetically distinct fonns as
homnyms, when he states that!!?!. has three different meaninp;s.

But

11 am greatly indebted to Professor Victoria Fromkin, who
spent much of her time giving me assistance in writing this ~&per.
I em also grateful to Larry Hyman for his insightf'ul conmeuts and
cri ticisIDS.

101
ebB. 'ground' or 'place'. eba 'male organ'. and ebB. 'husband' are as
different to Nupe speakers as are bit,
English.

l2!!..

and fit to speakers of

Nadel's omission of such obvious tonal contrasts is strange

for one as knowledgeable about the Nupe language and culture as he is.

However. when one views the complicated morphotonological alterna.tions and tonal assimilations in Nupe (as discussed below) it is not

surprising that a non-linguist decided to ignore tone altogether.
Smith (1967) on the other hand. in his 'Phonology of NUpe'.
postulates five lexical tones (tonemes). and abandoned a possible
sixth tone on the grounds that 'it is more economical to postulate a.

ninth vowel phoneme rather than a sixth toneme' (p. 168).

His tonal

description is very accurate phonetically, but due to his theoretical
framework at that time, he was unable to find the generalizations
which we seek in a descriptively adequate phonology.

He concludes by

saying that 'further analysis will yield greater complexity and so no
further generalization will be ventured here ' (p. 168).
This paper attempts to present some further generalizations,
based on the fact that the surface complexities can be accounted for
vi th a set of ordered phonological rules and a necessary 'mixing of

levels' •
B.

The Rising Tone
The five distinctive pitches or tones postulated by Smith

include three level pi tcbes. High (~), Mid (unmarked). and Lov (').
and two kinetic or contour pitches of tones. namely, Rising
Falling ("').

C").

and

The minimal quintuple which exemplify these contrasts are:
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4.

5.
6.
7.

8.

'to be sour'

be.

b.
b.
b'
b.

'to cut'
'to pray'
'negative emphatic particle'
'defamation I

(from Hausa ba'a)

Given the three contrasting level tones in examples (1)

through (3) above and the contrasting tones of ~ in examples (9)
through (13)

below~

it seems fairly certain that one must posit at

least three phonemic tones.

moses caught edu

(edu is a species of fish)

Niger flooded
The Niger flooded.
11.

muse

dZQ edu

moses planted edu

12.

edu

yi.

(edu is a wild species of yam)

nwo dana

thigh of cow this is
This is a thigh of a cow.

13.

musa

wa

edu

moses caught deer
Moses caught a deer.

edu

2Smith has
for this form.
The correct form 1s ed!:"

I think this is an error.
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In sentences (9) through (13) there are five different nouns

with the same segmental form. contrasted only by tone.

These nouns

conform to the general phonological shape of many Nupe nouns. namely,
a CV stem preceded by a nominal prefix [el.

In the above examples

the vovel of the stem is shown to be High (edu 'fish I). or Mid (edu
'yam l

)

or Low (edu 'deer').

The prefixes. however. are limited to

Mid or Low tones. 3

Furthermore. we find the following sequences of tones in

the examples above produced as

(l~)

through (18) below:

14.

edu

'yam'

Low-l.f:id

15.

edu

'the I1iger'

Low-Low

16.

edu

'fish'

Mid_High

17.

edu

'thigh'

Mid_Mid

18.

edu

'deer'

Mid_Low

The only gap in the possible tone sequences (given the restriction of
!lid and Low prefix tones) is a Low-High tonal sequence.

Further ex_

amination viII revee.l. hovever. that this gap exists only when the

3Certain words have an initie.l high tone [a] as in the
following:
(.)

adwani

'seventy'

(b)

timinci

'faithf'ulness'

(0)

azaru.f'a

'silver'

(d)

aziki

'riches'

Most of these seem to be borrowings.
stem.

Note that they do not have a CV
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consonant of the stem is a voiced consonant.

Thus examples (19)

throUgh (22) include nouns with a low tone prefix, followed by a high

tone stem vovel:
19.

etu ewu cigba
parasite kills tree
A parasite kills trees.

20,

u

gl

eko

he ate shea-butter nut
He ate a shea-butter nut.
21.

kate.

nana

de

illf

house this has length

This bouse is long.
22.

em ma
honey sweet
Honey is sweet.

I t should also be noted that among the forms cited by Smith to illus-

trate the validity of the phonemic sta.tus of the Rising tone are the
nouns

[edeJ 'cloth' and [edu} 'taxes',

These rising tones occur both

in isolation and in sentences as in examples (23) and (24).

cloth that expensive
That cloth was expensive.

moses paid taxes
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Even in a strictly autonomous phonemic description i t is possible to

suggest that the rising tone is an 'allotone' of the High tone, occurring in the environment after a Low tone followed by a Voiced Coosonant.

Using three distinctive Features of tone to specify the pho-

netic tones above. they may be distinguished as rollevs:

H{igh)
L(ow)
G(lide)
The rule predicting the Rising Glide may then be stated as
in (1).

1.

[+H]

-.

[+G] / [+LJ

[:~~~s.]

_

At this point we can see that only two tonal features need be specified in the lexicon--[!High] and [!Lov) since [G] is predictable by
rule.

Examples (25) through (30) illustrate the applicability of

Rule (I).

25.

Underlying form

Phonetic form (by I)

Gloss

~gba

[egbill

t

a border on a
garment'

26.

ebe

[~be]

'pumpkin'

27.

ebu

[ebu]

'cross'

28.

~g.5

[~gwa]

'name of a tovn

29.

~dza

[~dzal

'sash'

30.

he

[~le]

'past'
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As is evident from these examples I the Rising Tone does not occur on
the inItial vowel. 4
The lexical entries of nouns which phonetically show a Low
tone prefix followed by a Rising tone on the stem vowel are therefore
represented with a phonological low tone followed by a High tone as
shown in (25) through (30).
The existence of such a tone glide is not unique to Nupe.
but can be found in a number of Kwa languages.

Courtenay (1968) sug-

gests such a rule for Yoruba:
H~IJ:IGlide/L

(page 51)

The Yoruba version of the rule is a. more general one, lacking the
voicing constraint which Nupe imposes on the intervening consonant.
Rule (I), however, still does not seem to handle the Rising
Tone in example (31).
31.

muss. 51 de

Moses bought cloth
Moses bought some cloth.
In this example the Rising Tone follows a Mid Tone 9 which appears to
contradict the prediction of Rule (I).

41n Nupe certain words have a Rising Tone on the initial
syllable, as in [10: zu] 'evening'. Note, however 9 that the initial
syllable is a CV and not a vowel. Moreover, the Rising Tone is quite
distinct from the one that is obtained through the application of
Rule (I), for the one in case rises higher than the Rising Tone we
have discussed above. The type of rising that is found in this word
is typical of low tone nouns when they are the first element in a
compound. Thus we rec"gnize a high tone 'associative' tone and the
underlying form /1'0' zu/. Examples of this type do not. therefore.
constitute counter examples, to the claim made above.

lOT

In a taxonomic phonemic analysis. with Wlordered rules, and
vhere only the phonetic string is considered as data. one would have
to consider the Rising Tone as a phonemic tone.

Compare, however,

example (31) with (32):

f·ioses bought some cloth.
Both (31) and (32) are acceptable alternants of the given sentence.
The deletion of the prefix vowel is a very common phenomenon in Nupe,
and as we shall see, vowel deletion is a still more genereJ. process.
The first thing that comes to mind is to propose that Rule
(I) be ordered prior to the Vowel Deletion Rule so as to obtain a
derivation that follows:

by Rule (I)

by Vowel Deletion Rule.
But as we shall see later the presence (or absence) of tbe segment
features does not affect the application of Rule (I) because the tone
of deleted segments are not themselves deleted in other cases.
Other occurrences of the phonetically Rising Tone are
found in verb stems of the form

[+V~d]V.

5The phonetic string in the given derivation is not the
final tonal phonetic realization. The tone of /si/ is actually 6. glide
which starts on Mid tone pitch and glides to 6. low tone. This can be
specified as [_H. -L. +GJ and will be symbolized by a grave accent
following the vowel (e,g. [si'J), This is discuBsed in section C.
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Examples (33) through (40) show that in certain constructions
these verbs have a simple High Tone, 'Whereas in others they occur with
a Rising Tone.

33.

etsu ~ naka:
rat ate meat
A rat ate the meat.

34.

muse.

1! nn.!

Moses took meat

Hoses took the meat.

35.

u

£!.

it sour

It is sour.
36.

etsu

a ci.. n8k~6

rat will eat meat
A rat will eat the meat.

37.

muse. ela. n'Bki

Moses carrying meat
Moses is carrying the meat.

6

The actual phonetic forms of examples (36). (38), and (39)

36.

[etsva:

3B.

{wa:

39.

[ets{l:

01

n'aki}

ba]

gil

The vowel contractions and the Falling Tone will be discussed below.
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38.

wU

a E.!

it will sour
It will be sour.

39.

etstt

a u ti.

rat has it eaten
A rat has eaten it.

40.

u la ~du ~

he took yam came
He brought the yam.
The High Tone/Rising Tone alternations of these verb stems can be
predicted from the form of the verb whether it occurs rlth or without
one of the lOW' tone particles (e.g., the continuous marker

future morpheme jaf).

le/

or the

Thus examples (33) through (35) represent a

high tone occurring in the absence of these particles. whereas in
(36) through (38) the Rising Tone is obtained because of the presence
of a preceding Low Tone particle.
particle

le/

In many cases, however, the

is deleted in the surface forms.

In complex construc-

tions (those which are termed serialization by Stahlke in this volume)
such as examples (39) and (40) above, we obtain the Rising Tone because the

/e/

is present at the appropriate point in the derivation.

The segment features get deleted on the surface. the tone does not.7
7Thus we observe from these examples. (39) and (40). that the
continuous form of the verb is required in such constructions despite
the fact that they are semantically past. It is not surprising to find
that a construction should dictate the form in which the verb is to occur. Thus in what we might term 'consecutive construction' marked by a
sort of conjunction rei] 'and to', the past form is required as in
musa 8.
edu Ci be (Moses will take yam and to come) 'Moses will bring
the yam'. where the verb [be] is future in meaning.

is.
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When a vowel in a verb stem is phonologically High, and the

verb stem begins .... ith a [-Voiced] consonant, one does not find this
alternation, since rule (I) does not apply. as in examples (41) through
(43).

owl hooted
An 0....1 hooted.

42.

hi

ghigh!

owl hooting
An owl is hooting.

43.

gbigb!

a ti 8

owl has hooted
An owl has hooted.

The following derivation further demonstrates the applicability of

Rule (I):
/musa

be!

Rule (I)

Rule (I)

musa

ehe

BThe final phonetic forms of examples (42) and (43) are:
42.

[gbigb~: til ('" sign for raised Low Tone)

43.

[gblgbya: ti]
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/musa 8. bet
Rule (I)

muse. B.

be

iH thout postulating the pre-verbal Low Tone in the complex
constructions. there is no way to explain the 0.1 ternation of the tones
on the verb stems which have voiced consonants initially, and one
would be forced to represent such formatives with two lexical entries.
The present solution permits one underlying phonological form for
each verb stem, and at the same time shows that there is no phonological Rising Tone. since the general rule which predicts the Rising
Tone also eXplains the alternations of the verb stems,
One can therefore conclude that Smith's Rising Taneme is
the phonetic realization of a general rule in Nupe which predicts that
a high tone will become a glide following a low tone and a voiced

consonant.
C.

The Falling Tone
The fifth tonemic tone suggested by Smith is a falling

glide.

Examples of words which could be used to support this conclu_

sion are:

44.

clzi

'cheese'

45.

b.

'deflll'll8.tion'

46.

mao

'teacher'
'people'

47.

jams'

48.

jlma

'Friday'

49.

ama.

'but'

50.

de

'outside'

(from Hausa ba'a)
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51.

s8J.a

52.

kal)

a kind of drum

la farm'

One can also add four of the personal pronoWls to the list:
(these have a tonal contour [ ..... ])

53.

mi

'I'

54.

we

'you'

(singular)

55.

y"t

'you'

(plural)

56.

yi

or 'me'

~

'we'

Obviously, example (44) is a borraving from English.

Examples (45)

through (49) also appear to be recent borrowings from Hausa.

One

might suggest that these few items be marked (+Foreign] or [+Exception] and ignore the problem of the Fallins: Tone.

That suggestion.

however, is unsatisfactory since we do find the Falling Tone in

utterances, alternating with other tones.

It is possible that if such

Falling Glide can be predicted, some light will be shed on these few
items.

Before we consider some examples of utterances in which the
Falling Tone occurs, let us clarify the Rising Tone part of the pronouns in (53)-(56),

/e/.

Thus

/eml/

In these forms we recognize a low tone prefix

becomes

r~mi] by Rule

same glide on the other pronouns.
some historical evidence.

[emil

(I),

Similarly, we obtain the

This postulation is justified by
still occurs in the dialed of Kpada.

In Pategi and Bida dialects, where the prefix is. obligatorily deleted,
the presence of a Rising Tone is assmned to be sufficient justification
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for the positinp: of a preceding low tone.

We can now treat the remain-

ing part of the contour as part of the Falling Tone.
Examples (51) through (59) show the occurrence of the Falling
Tone in utterances.

57.

ets{l:

d

from

/etsu

a.

u

gil

rat has it eaten
A rat has eaten it.

58.

ebe:

ti

from

/ebe

etll

monkey howling
A monkey is hovling.

59.

muse: g1

from

/musa

egi/

Moses is eating.
From these examples we can note that first, the Falling Tone occurs
on lengthened vowels. second, that certain vowels appearing in the
tulderlying strings (or which would occur in slow deliberate articula_
tion, or in isolation of the individual fonnatives) have been deleted,
and third, that the Falling Tone may be a glide starting from a high
tone or a mid tone.

Example (57) shows a falling glide from high to

nrid, and (58) and (59) show a falling glide from mid to low.
glide from high to lov is also possible.)

(A

There are many examples

where no glides occur in similar tonal environments where there is no
immediate succession of vowels and when there has been no vowel deletion or contraction as in example (60).

n4
60,

muse. s1

vata.

Moses bought vats.

(vats. = a shallow calabash used for
carrying loads)

Moses bought a calabash.

Thus we do not get:

60'. *musa sf' vats.
Two more examples are needed before we make a generalization.

61.

u:

,

he.: fi 0

from

fa.

U he.

eft

bol

have it hang up LOC.

Hang i t up.

62.

muse.: de

kU

from

/musa

a ede

ka/

Moses had cloth sold

Moses sold the cloth.
The above examples illustrate that vowel deletion or contraction is
involved in Falling glide phenomena.

The general deletion rule

deletes a vowel preceding an immediately following vowel.

However, a

nominal prefix may be deleted in object pesi tion by the same rule_
Vowel Deletion Rule (VDR).

Thus VDR must be ordered so that if the

nominal prefix is not deleted the preceding vowel is also not deleted.

This would rule out the otherwise possibly occurring surface realiza_

.

tion of example (63) •

63.

*u

he: fi 0

Since the tone of the deleted segment affects the final phonetic output, it is necessary to retain the tone while deletinp; the segmental
features of the Wlit.

Such a unit may be specified as [+T, -Seg ].
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or symbolized as ¢.

VDR may now be stated (with further constraints

on the position in which the noWl occurs;

for example. some nouns in

subject position do not permit this deletion):

II.

VDR
(Optional)

This rule is to be read as follows:
be optionally deleted,

if a noun prefix occurs it can

If, however, it is not deleted, part (bl can-

not apply to delete the vowel immediately preceding it.

If two vO\fels

occur in succession, where the second is not a noun prefix, the first
vowel can be optionally deleted by (b).

The application of this rule

is shown in the following derivation:

Ie.

he. ef1

u

bol

VDR (a)

Ii u ha ¢fi 0

(b)

$uh!¢fto

/a

u

ha efi

.

¢ u hi

.

efi

bol

0

(The rule which deletes [b] of the underlying /bo/ does Dot concern
us here.)
\~e

can now state the Falling Glide Rule (FGR) as the

following:

III.[o(~]

->-

[+GJI

[:~gJ

This states that the tone on a vowel will become a glide Just in case
it is preceded or followed by a different tone.

It is necessary that

the VDR precede this Glide Rule so that the p,lide will occur on the
segmental vowel.

Applying this rule to the output of the VOR in the
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..

.

above example we get the following derivation:

.
.,
¢ilha\llfio

~uh8.¢fio

By VDR

By FGR

A later P-rule will lengthen a V in the environment of a. unit specified
as [+T, -Seg.].

This n.Ile may be stated as Vowel Lengthening Rule

The units which are [-Seg ] will be deleted, deriving the final phonetic

output of the above derivation as:
By VLR

f/J 'Ii: ha:

\lIf~

0

and finally,

1
[0.:

ha.:

f1 0].

Intuitively one would like to combine the Rising Glide Rule
with the Falling Glide Rule.

However, the RGR occurs only when a high

tone occurs after a low tone, and only when a voiced consonant precedes the high tone.

These two rules may be conflated as a. general

glide rule (GR).
V.

GR.

T

~

[+G1 / { <[+Low]>
[-o<.Tone1}

([ C

+Vcd

J) / {<[["';;;]
}
+Hi",,]>

It seems quite obvious that such a rule must be stated to
predict the Falling Glide when it occurs in sentences.

Otherwise dif-

ferent phonological shapes of the same roots must be given in the lexicon.

Can such a rule provide an explana.tion for the fa.lling tones

which oecur in the few format! ves g! ven in examples (44) throup;h (56)?
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As already stated, a number of these forms cited are direct
borrowings from Hausa.

[ba:J

is the Nupe form for the Hausa

The tones on the Hausa form is High-Low.

bala.

In Nupe the glottal stop is

lost, and the Falling Tone on the lengthened vowel is predicted by the
rules given above.

Thus we have the following:

/baa/
by VDR

b~B.

by GR

b(1!a

by VLR

b~a:

and finally.

[ba.:].
[k8.~] is a

shortened form of [kSmil which Is 'farm'.

There

is an optional rule in Nupe which pennits the deletion of [1J after
[ro] if followed by a word boundary.

This is represented in VI.

Some provision must be made to transfer syllabicity to the derived

final [ro] to becol!le [~].
final position.

64.

lIB.

ya emil

take give me

Give i t to me.
1.

([lA yA Ami])

64'. [18.

Another rule would convert [~] to [?] if' in

Thus an alternative realization of

ya ,1.
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This reflects the regularity of the monosyllabic stems.
rants can bear tone. there is

8.

Since 50no-

rule which spreads the tone of a de-

leted vowel onto a preceding sonorant.

This can be stated as Tone

Spreading Rule (TSR).

VII.

TSR.

(+80n]"

~TJ

/

{doT]

This rule applies prior to the GR, and must precede the [1] deletion
rule.

Thus we get:
Underlying form

k8.mi

By TSR

kw

By [1 ]-Deletion

kam

By GR

kam

and finally.

k8.9
[min] is similar to [k8.?l. since i t is the shortened form of

{ill8miJ from Hausa mal.lSmi

('teacher').

But this form is an excep-

tioD in that not only is the final vowel deleted after the nasal, but
the second syllable is also deleted.

Since it is an exception. no

general rule can be written for the deletion of

-1a-.

Given the

shortened form, however, the tonal Falling Glide rule applies.

[de] also requires some explanation.

In the dia.lect of

Kpada. instead of [de:] of the Pategi and Bida dialects, we get [de?]
(both forms mean 'outside').

If the phonological representation for

all dialects is Iden..!. one must mark this as an exceptional item
(which indeed i t is) in Bida and Pategi.

Then there Yill be a rule
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which deletes the final (n1.

/de¢/,

One can also represent this form as

in these dialects.

The four pronouns would also be represented as
An alternative would be to represent the final

/1/

!emG/.

etc.

with features

[+T. +L] with no segment features represented.
It may be argued that such lexical representation violates
the naturalness condition and as such is untenable.

But since it is

necessary to include the Falling Glide Rule in any case. a.nd since
this rule predicts the correct phonetic forms of this small closed
class of formatives. any other solution would require that we miss
real generalizations which predict the occurrence of the Falling
Glide.
D.

The Sixth Tone
As stated above, Smith postulated a possible sixth tone,

which he then chose to represent as an additional vowel phoneme.

This

tone is a sort of level tone, and in pitch, it is betveen a mid and
Example (65) illustrates this.

lov tones.

65.

u ~ mi

(= represents the tone in question)

He vent home.
The underlying form for (65) is
>
65'. lu dB. emil

leI is deleted

by the VDR since i t is a nominal prefix.

Regularly in

Nupe. all low tones are raised when they interact with neighboring
tones.

Thus

Idal becomes [di:l (the vovel lengthening is obtained by
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the VLR).

Ida/ occurs at the end of utterances as (da].

This is

illustrated in (66).

66.

Iu de.

zi dal
He actually walked.

he walked walk

This mysterious 'sixth tone' is then the result of a simple low tone
phonetic raising rule which can occur at the end of the P_rules.
It sbould also be noted that in rapid speech when the long
vowel is often reduced the Falling Glide tones ean merge with the
raised low tone, and the result is that phonetically they may be
indistingUishable.

What is important, however, is that all the glides.

both Rising and Falling. and the Raised Low Tone are predictable by

rule. gf ven only three phonological tones. 9
In summary. the rules which are necessary to predict the
non-phonologice.l tones of Nupe are given below:

9The roliOving words occur in Smi tb' 5 analysis:
(.)

/lWtontata/

(b)

/sesegi/

'swollen glands in the arm pit'

(0)

/susugi/

'waxbill'

(d)

/t'Uru/

In Pategi dialect (a)
a low tone pref'ix9 we
also can be predicted
to be ideophones. As
rules.

'arm pit'

'tinder'
is phonetically [lUkontata]. I f we recognize
can predict the Rising Tone. The Falling Tone
by our rules. The remaining forms (b)_(d) seem
such they do not undergo regular phonological
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L

Vowel Deletion Rule

2.

Tone Spreading Rule

3.

[i)-Erasure Rule

4.

Glide Rule

5.

Vowel Lengthening Rule

6.

[-Seg ] Deletion Rule

7.

Low Tone Raising Rule
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