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Abstract

Ebira and Ghotuo are three-tone languages of the Benue-Congo language family that
have the downstep phenomenon. However, the behaviour of downstep in these
languages goes beyond the scope of phonology. This paper reports that there are
discourse factors that play significant roles in determining whether there is downstep
or not in these languages. The factors include formality of speech, speech rate and
certain other sociolinguistic factors. This paper reports with experimental evidence
that depending on these factors, speakers of Ghotuo and Ebira, can, and do
consciously block the phenomenon. Thus, it is argued that an adequate description
of the phenomenon in the languages can only be achieved by relating it to the
sociolinguistic factors already mentioned.
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Introduction

The downstep phenomenon occurs when the level of realisation of a tone is
brought lower than its normal level by an intervening low tone that is no
longer visible (Pulleyblank 1986). At the early stages of studies on
terraced-level tone systems, the phenomenon was tied to two-tone
systems such as Igbo, Tiv, Edo (Bini), Twi (Akan) among others, but later
extended to three-tone languages such as Ebira and Ghotuo (Elugbe 1985;
Adive 1989).

Characteristics of Downstep

There are, at least, two key characteristics of downstep; one is that the
terracing it produces results in tonetic overlap between the contrastive levels
in a system (La Velle 1974:170; Clements 1979: 540)

Tadadjeu (1974) also shows quite clearly that though a downstepped
high may sound like a Mid, a good way of telling which (H or M)
is by considering the height of the following tone, particularly a following
high; if it is Mid, the High would rise without any inhibition whereas
if it is adownstepped High, the following High cannot rise above it.
Thus, the second major characteristic of downstep is its level-
setting ability (Armstrong 1968: 51-52; Clements 1979).

Downstep in Ebira
Ebira contrasts three levels, as seen in Au ‘to drink,” hu ‘to uproot,” and Au
‘to roast in open fire’
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Further, the downstep in Ebira affects the M and the H. The downstepping
is well pronounced at juncture, especially when a L, originally on the final
vowel of a verb gets deleted before a non-low occurring as the initial vowel
of a following noun. It can also result in attributive constructions where the
deleted L could be after the juncture. In example (2), the pitch of the first
syllable of isori is lowered from 124.5Hz to 107.4Hz.

(1) ota ada— oStalda “father’s friend”

(2) 06 me isdri — O !misdri “he cooked food”
(3) ri urd — ra'ra “eat pork”

(5) oz izé — oziz!é “Ize’s child”

(6) 0O si enyd— Olsenya “he found the load”

Downstep in Ghotuo
Ghotuo contrasts three tone levels, as we have in dkpa “cock,” dkpa “one”,
and okpa “lamp”.

The Low and the Mid tones are downstepped in Ghotuo. The tonal
behaviour of Ghotuo is complex in the attributive constructions, as well as in
other grammatical forms such as sentences. For instance, as shown in the
Noun-Demonstrative Associative construction (7), there is a floating high
associative marker in the language that contributes highly to the behaviour of
its tones, downstep inclusive.

Instrumental evidence shows that in (7) the pitch on o was reduced from
168 Hz to 155 Hz. In (9), the pitch of Ise is reduced by 19Hz, while in (10),
the tone on !se is reduced by 11Hz from that of Jse.

(7) ota ass.H 3nd — ota!lnd “this tree”

(8) o dé dmoka — odd!moka ‘“he bought an orange”

(9) o déadse namhe — odd!se namhe “he bought a cricket for me”

(10) kpahe ghé 3se owenin — 5 kpahegh3!se owenin “the old man killed a
cricket yesterday”

Discussion of the downstep in Ebira and Ghotuo

Downstep in Ebira and Ghotuo is under the active control of the speaker, in
which case it can be blocked by the speaker. In most cases, my informants
interchanged between the presence and absence of it during data elicitation.
Formality of speech is one reason for this. The most literate among my Ebira
informants studied my word list before supplying the data. Downstep almost
completely disappeared from the data she supplied. Secondly, seeing that the
researcher is not Ebira made her automatically want to simplify her speech.
In such situations, she restored all the Low tones that were supposed to be
lost at junctures. 82-year-old pastor who also supplied data on Ebira had
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downstep when chatting with co-speakers of the language, but when
speaking to the recorder, he inadvertently restored the supposedly lost Low
tones. Ghotuo speakers also block downstep when speaking with non-
speakers of their language. Figures (1) and (2) show the same utterance
rendered by one of my Ghotuo informants, one having downstep, the other
not. Similar reports have been made about some related three-tone systems.

he_bought_a_cricket_for_me he_bought_a_cricket_for_me_without_Downstep
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Figure 1. With downstep. Figure 2. Without downstep.

Discourse-related explanation of downstep in Ebira and Ghotuo
Since downstep is speaker-controlled in Ebira and Ghotuo, there is the need
to factor-in those discourse factors that determine when it is realised/blocked
in order to achieve an adequate description of the phenomenon in the
languages, because this is the only way the arbitrariness in its realisation can
be captured phonetically. This is because of the possibility that these
discourse factors are accommodated within the pitch range, and their effects
reflected in the eventual phonetic realisations of tones. In tone languages, the
pitch range still gives allowance for “things other than lexical tones” (Xu
2006). “While tones specify the pitch targets...of individual syllables, other
aspects of the target approximation process are left unspecified, and hence
available for manipulation to encode other communicative functions” (Xu
2006), which is what “the need to be understood by non-native speakers”,
or the formality of the context explore in these languages to resist the
realisation of downstep (Cauldwell 2002).

I suspect that Ebira and Ghotuo, as well as the other three-tone systems in
which downstep is constrained by discourse, are so because they acquired
the downstep feature at a later stage than the two tone languages (Clements
1979: 541; Fromkin 1972: 60), and considering that the Proto Niger-Congo
language is believed to be a two-tone language (Clements and Rialland,
2008:69), there are grounds that three-tone languages have diverged farther
than two tone-languages in respect of tone, and are widening the gap by the
development of downstep.

Conclusion

In this paper, | have reported that downstep in Ebira and Ghotuo is under the
active control of the speaker. | argued that there are discourse factors that
play significant roles in the determination of downstep in these languages,
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and that in order to give adequate description of this downstep, one needs to
look beyond the scope of phonology and factor-in these discourse factors,
such as formality of speech and the sheer desire to obey the cooperative
principle. Thus, | have shown that Ebira and Ghotuo are neither typical
terraced-level nor typical discrete-level in nature (Connell 2009:239). This
paper is, therefore, a contribution to scholarship on the typology of tone
systems. However, more works still need to be done on the issues raised and
other three-tone languages of the Benue-Congo family need to be studied to
see how general this position can be.

Notes

1. Downstep in Yala (Ikom) can be neutralised in emphatic or enthusiastic utterances
(Armstrong 1968); “Downstep in Yoruba is constrained in strange ways still
largely unclear today” (Elugbe 1995:73).
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