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Abstract 
This paper is a first introduction to the tone system of 
Tɔŋúgbé, a dialect of Ewe. Depressor consonants are known to 
play an important role in the tonal realizations of Ewe; our 
main goal is to determine if it is also the case in Tɔŋúgbé. The 
first part of the paper is a brief survey of the tone system of 
Ewe, examining the role depressor consonants play there 
within. A brief presentation of the tone system of verbs in 
Tɔŋúgbé follows, indicating that voiced obstruents can operate 
as depressors in the dialect. Then, a detailed description of the 
surface tones of root nouns is provided, with an emphasis on 
their acoustic correlates. In comparison to other Ewe dialects, 
Tɔŋúgbé adds a superhigh tone, and a contrast in duration 
between mid-toned and low-toned nouns. Most importantly, it 
is shown that depressor consonants seem not to have 
significant effects on the tones of root nouns in Tɔŋúgbé. In its 
final part, the paper discusses the possible implications of this 
latter observation on the differences between the tone system 
of Tɔŋúgbé and those of other Ewe dialects, Aŋlɔgbe and 
Eʋedomegbe. 
Index Terms: Ewe, Tone, Tɔŋúgbé, depressor consonants. 

1. Introduction 
This paper is a first introduction to the tone system of 
Tɔŋúgbé, a dialect of Ewe spoken in southeastern Ghana. The 
dialect itself is subdivided in various local varieties, such as 
Agavégbé, Mafigbé or Meƒégbé. The variant that is the 
subject of the current study refers to the varieties that are 
spoken on the Western side of the Volta River, in Meƒé, 
Battor Aveyíme, Devǐme and Dově. Although Tɔŋúgbé 
displays some peculiarities (mostly phonetic), the properties of 
the dialect have been claimed in the literature to be similar in 
nature to those of the other coastal dialects (i.e. Aŋlɔgbe) ([1], 
[2]). 

This paper has three main objectives. The first one is to 
offer a first insight into the tone system of Tɔŋúgbé, which to 
our knowledge has never been described before. The second 
objective is to investigate the role of depressor consonants in 
the tone system of this dialect, and in Ewe in general.  

Depressor consonants are segments that have a lowering 
effect on a following tone, such as downstepping or deleting 
its high tone, or preventing it from being the target of a high 
tone shift or a high tone spread. Depressor consonants are 
common in various areas and/or language families (e.g. 
Southern Bantu, Wu dialects of Chinese, etc. – see a.o. [3], 
[4]), one of them being the Gbe family that includes Tɔŋúgbé 
(see [5], [6] on Ewé, [7] on Wemɛgbe). 

The paper is based on recordings of one of the authors, a 
male native speaker of Tɔŋúgbé (28 years old), which were 

carried out over a period of three months. The recordings were 
submitted for evaluation to two other speakers of Tɔŋúgbé.  

Section 2 is a short presentation of the tone system of 
Ewe, focusing on the role of depressor consonants. Section 3 
briefly discusses tones as they emerge in the verbs of Tɔŋúgbé 
and the role that depressor consonants play in their 
realizations. The surface tones of Tɔŋúgbé root nouns are 
presented in detail in Section 4, showing their relative 
immunity to depressor consonant effects. Finally, a brief 
discussion follows in Section 5. 

2. The tone system of Ewe 
Every syllable in Ewe bears a tone, i.e. the tone bearing 

unit (TBU) is the syllable. There are two underlying tones: the 
high toneme and the non-high toneme [5]. In root nouns, the 
high toneme can occur as a high tone or a mid tone (in 
Aŋlɔgbe, but as a mid-rising tone in Eʋedomegbe) depending 
on the onset of the syllable (1). When the onset is a voiceless 
obstruent or a sonorant, the high toneme emerges as a high 
tone. However, when the onset is a voiced obstruent, the tone 
is a mid or a rising tone [8]. (N.B. the extra-short vowel in the 
beginning of nouns is described in Section 4.1) 

 
Verbs   Nouns   (1) 
tá  ‘draw’   atá  ‘thigh’  
kpə́  ‘meet’  əkpə́  ‘stone’ 
yá  ‘unwholesome’ əyá  ‘air’ 
má  ‘share’  əmá  ‘cassava dough’ 
gbə́  ‘refuse’  ə̀gbə/ə̀gbə̌ ‘grass’ 
zá  ‘use’  aza/azǎ  ‘feast’ 

 
The non-high toneme, in root nouns, occurs as a low tone 

when the onset of the noun is a voiced obstruent, and as a mid 
when the onset of the noun is a voiceless obstruent or a 
sonorant (2). 
 
ədzə̀ ‘salt’  ətə ‘yam’  (2) 
ədà ‘snake’   ənyi ‘cow’ 
ətsi ‘water’  amə ‘person’ 

 
In verbs, the high toneme surfaces as a high tone. The 

non-high toneme on the other hand occurs as either a low tone, 
when the word that follows the verb begins with an obstruent 
(3a-b), or a mid tone, when the following word begins with a 
sonorant (3c) [9:141]. (N.B. abbreviations are listed in Section 
7) 



 

a. wó wù dzàtá lá  (3) 
 PRO.3.PL kill.PST lion DEF  
 ‘They killed the lion.’ 

b. wó wù sɔ ́ lá  
 PRO.3.PL kill.PST horse DEF  
 ‘They killed the horse.’ 

c. wó wu nyi lá  
 PRO.3.PL kill.PST cow DEF  
 ‘They killed the cow.’ 
 

3. Tone on Tɔŋúgbé verbs 
Verbs in Tɔŋúgbé have a CV shape. They can be either 

high or low. The high tone emerges as level in the upper 
register, while the low tone surfaces as falling in the lower 
register (see Figure 1 below). Low-toned vowels often, are 
slightly longer than their high-toned counterparts, and are 
produced with a slightly breathy voice.  

 

 a. /bú/  [bú]  ‘lose’ ~ (4)
  /bù/  [!bû ̤ˑ]  ‘respect’ 

 b. /fə́/ [fə́] ‘divide’ ~ 
  /fə̀/  [!fə̤̑ˑ] ‘to get into debt’  

 c. /kó/ [kó]  ‘to disembowel’ ~
  /kò/ [!kô ̤ˑ] ‘to laugh at’  

 d. /tə́/ [tə́] ‘to press’ ~ 
  /tə̀/ [!tə̤̑ˑ]  ‘to try’ 

 e. /də́/ [də́] ‘to load’ ~ 
  /də̀/ [!də̤̑ˑ]  ‘to climb’ 

 
Figure 1: Signal and F0 curves of the verbs in (4d-e) 

as produced by a male speaker. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, some of the obstruents display a 
depressor effect such that the tones of the vowels that follow a 
voiced obstruent are realized at a significantly lower level than 
those of vowels that follow a voiceless one. The high tone of 
də́ ‘to load’ is 50hz lower than the high tone of tə ́ ‘to press’, 
for instance. In Tɔŋúgbé, the depressor effect mostly applies to 
coronals. 

4. Tone on Tɔŋúgbé nouns 

4.1. Noun forms 

Nouns in Tɔŋúgbé can be divided into two types: root 
nouns and derived nouns. Roots nouns generally have a VCV 

shape, the initial vowel being extra short (5). These later 
vowels viz. –a and –ə, referred to in Ewe linguistics as ‘noun 
prefixes’ [9], generally have an underlying non-high toneme in 
Tɔŋúgbé, as well as in other Ewe dialects. 
 
asī  ətá  amə  (5) 
‘hand’  ‘head’  ‘human’ 

    
Derived nouns are nouns that are formed from 

reduplication (sú ‘think’ ⟶ sù-sǔ ‘brain’), compounding 
with (ɖù ‘eat’ + nū ‘thing’ ⟶ nu-ɖú ‘food’ ‘to eat’) or without 
(ə̀gbɔ-kpɔ́ ‘goat pen (goat-wall)’) permutation, or affixation 
(dɔ̀-nɔ̀ ‘a patient (sickness-POSS)’). 

4.2. Level tones 

This section presents the tones as they emerge in root nouns. It 
will be shown that depressor consonants do not display the 
same influence on the pitch level of root noun tones as they do 
on the tones of verbs. 

4.2.1. General 

There are four level tones in root nouns of Tɔŋúgbé. In 
addition to the three surface tones identified for Ewe, Tɔŋúgbé 
adds to the list a fourth level tone. We mark this fourth level 
tone as [ˊˊ] and label it as ‘superhigh’ because it emerges in 
the upper register, with a pitch level that is higher than high 
tones (see Section 4.2.2 below); it is illustrated in (6a). 
Minimal pairs illustrating the three other tones are provided in 
(6b-d), and the four surface tones are illustrated by Figure 2.  
  

a. atɔ̋ [atɔ̋]  ‘fruit’ (sp.)  (6) 
b. ətó [ətó]  ‘mortar’  
c. ətō [ətōˑ] ‘ear’  
d. ətò [ətô ̤]  ‘buffalo’  

 

Figure 2: Signal and F0 curves of (6). 

4.2.2. Superhigh and high nouns 

Only few words surface with a superhigh tone. Most of them 
were borrowed from Akan, and are traditional day names (7a). 
The two other lexemes belonging to this category are a fruit 
that is not grown in the area where Tɔŋúgbé is spoken (6a), 
and the word for ‘six’ (7b).  
  

a. akű ‘Aku’    (7) 
 amı ̋ ‘Ami’   
b. adə̋ ‘six’   
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No minimal pair distinguishing a word with a superhigh tone 
from a word with a high tone has been identified, raising 
doubts on the phonemic nature of the superhigh. However, it 
is worth noting that i. superhigh tones emerge in other parts of 
the lexicon, and ii. superhigh and high tones do not display the 
same behavior in tone contact situations. Compare the data in 
(8): 
  

a. ale ̋   +  atɔ̋ ⟶ ale ̋ tɔ̋    (8) 
 such fruit  ‘such a fuit sp.’ 

b. ale ̋   +   ətó ⟶ ale ̋ tó   
 such mortar  ‘such a mortar’ 

c. ale ̋   +   aʤó ⟶ ale ̋ ʤɔ ̋  
 such Adjo  ‘such an Adjo’ 

 
While the noun ‘Adjo’ surfaces as high in isolation, it emerges 
as a superhigh after a superhigh, contrary to the word for 
‘mortar’, which is high both in isolation and after a superhigh 
(see Figure 3 for an illustration). This indicates that the former 
is superhigh at the underlying level, while the later is 
phonemically high. Two other names exhibit the same 
behavior as ‘Adjo’ (e.g. awó); no shared property 
distinguishes them from the words that surface with a 
superhigh in isolation. Note that this does mean that the voiced 
obstruents consistently reduce the pitch level of the superhigh, 
since the pitch level of adə̋ ‘six’ (7b) is equivalent to atɔ̋ ‘fruit’ 
(8a, Figure 3) in isolation (roughly 200Hz). 

 

Figure 3: Signal and F0 curves of (8). 

It is well known that a superhigh tone has been identified in 
the Aŋlɔ dialect of Ewe ([10], [11]), while it lacks any lexical 
status. The ‘superhigh’ tone that we identify in Tɔŋúgbé is not 
in any way to be equated to the superhigh of Aŋlɔ, which has a 
higher pitch level as compared to the Tɔŋúgbé ‘superhigh’. 
Instead,it is  equivalent to the high of isolated root nouns in 
Aŋlɔgbe.  
    All the nouns that are underlyingly high (i.e. which surface 
as a high after a superhigh) also surface as high in isolation. 
They all include voiceless obstruents (9a) or sonorants (9b). 
We identified roughly fifteen nouns belonging to this category 
in our corpus. 

  

a. ak ͡pá ‘tilapia’  əʧɛ ́ ‘twin’    (9) 
 əɸó ‘millet’  əsə ́ ‘dear’ 
b. əlɛ ́ 'miracle fruit’  ayé ‘spider’ 
 ənú ‘mouth’  əyá ‘air’ 

4.2.3. Mid and low nouns 

Nouns that surface with a low or a mid tone (10) largely 
outnumber those of the superhigh and high categories.  
  

a. asī ‘hand’          əɦā   ‘crowd’         (10) 
 əfū ‘pregnancy’ 

b. asì ‘market’          əɦà    ‘pig’  
 əfù ‘suffering’ 
 

As illustrated in (6), (11) and figure 2 and 4, mid and low 
tones differ in the shape of their pitch tract rather than on their 
height: a mid tone usually has a level realization, while the F0 
of a low tone is falling. In addition, mid tones are longer, and 
the voice quality of low-toned nouns is breathy. Note however 
that we observed a tendency towards the reduction of 
differences in pitch realization and voice quality, e.g. mid-
toned words can be realized with a slightly falling F0, 
especially after a voiced fricative (duration thus becomes the 
main acoustic correlate of the mid tone). 

Crucially, both categories can associate with either a 
voiced or a voiceless obstruent without any perceptible 
difference. See Figure 4, contrasting (6c-d) – involving a 
voiceless obstruent – with (11) – involving a voiced obstruent. 
 

a. ədō [ədōˑ] ‘twin boy’             (11) 
b. ədò [ədô ̤]  ‘hole’

 

Figure 4: Signal and F0 curves of (11). 

4.3. Contour tones 

We identified only one (true) falling tone in our corpus (12a). 
Nouns that exhibit a rising tone are however frequent (12b). 
The height of the rising tone depends on the nature of the 
consonant: it is lowered after a voiced obstruent or a sonorant 
(see Figure 5). 
 

 a.           aklɔ ̑  ‘light soup’             (12) 

 b.           ətǒ  ‘mountain’ 
  əbǒ  ‘outer-covering'

 
Figure 5: Signal and F0 curves of (12). 
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5. Discussion 
Research on the tone system of Tɔŋúgbé is in its infancy, 

and it is thus difficult, if possible, to evaluate the role 
depressor consonants played in the development of tones in 
Tɔŋugbe. However, a comparison of Tɔŋúgbé with other 
dialects of Ewe may help us to elaborate some hypotheses. 
This is the purpose of this final section. 

Ewe dialects are grouped into two groups: coastal dialects 
and inland dialects [1]. As for coastal dialects, we will 
consider Aŋlɔgbe (our data). As for inland dialects, we will 
consider the Peki/Kpando dialect (a local variation of 
Eʋedomegbe); data are extracted from [8] and [9]. 

Tones of verbs in Tɔŋúgbé, at least when produced in 
isolation, do not demonstrate variability in relation to tones of 
verbs in the other dialects. We will thus focus on root nouns.  

The tones of the root nouns of Tɔŋúgbé correlate 
differently to the tones of Aŋlɔgbe. Root nouns with high 
tones in Tɔŋúgbé also are realized with a high in Aŋlɔgbe 
(13). 

 
   Tɔŋúgbé   Aŋlɔgbe                (13) 

 ‘head’ ətá  tá 
 ‘air’ əyá  yá 
 

Nouns that have a low tone in Tɔŋúgbé correlate to two 
different categories in Aŋlɔgbe: mid tones, when the root 
involves a voiceless obstruent or a sonorant (14a), and low 
tones, when the consonant is a voiced obstruent (14b). 

 

   Tɔŋúgbé   Aŋlɔgbe                (14) 
a. ‘yam’ ətè  te 
 ‘taboo’ əkɔ̀  kɔ 
 ‘water’ əʧì  tsi 
b. ‘two’ ə̀və ̀  evè 
 ‘beared’ ə̀ɡə ̀  ɡè 

 
Nouns that are realized with a mid in Tɔŋúgbé also 

correlate to two tones in Aŋlɔgbé: the high tone when the 
onset is a voiceless obstruent or a sonorant (15a), and the mid 
when the onset is a voiced obstruent (15b).  
 

   Tɔŋúgbé   Aŋlɔgbe                (15) 
a. ‘thanks’ akp͡ə ̄  akp͡ə ́
 ‘house’ aƒə ̄  aƒə ́
 ‘bee’ anyī  anyí 
 ‘flatulence’ əŋɔ ̄  əŋɔ ́
b. ‘work’ ə̀dɔ̄  dɔ 
 ‘scrotum’ ə̀vō  vo 
 ‘child’ ə̀vī  vi 
 ‘bowl’ aɡb͡ā  aɡb͡a 

 
Finally, root nouns with a rising tone in Tɔŋúgbé correlate 

to nouns with high tones in Aŋlɔgbé (16). 
 

   Tɔŋúgbé   Aŋlɔgbe               (16) 
   ‘cough’ əkp͡ə̌  kp͡ə ́
 ‘mountain’ ətǒ  tó  
 ‘faeces’ əmǐ  mí 
 ‘cutlass’ əyǐ  əyí 
 

Table 1 is a summary of the correspondences.  

Table 1: Summary of the correspondences. ‘t’ stands 
for a voiceless obstruent and ‘d’ for a voiced 
obstruent (A. is Aŋlɔgbe and T. is Tɔŋúgbé). 

A 
high non-high 

H (t_) M (d_) M (t_) L (d_) 
T. H R M M L 
 

The same correlations exist between Tɔŋúgbé and 
Eʋedomegbe except for one instance: when the underlying 
tone is a high tone and the onset of the noun is a voiced 
obstruent. In this latter instance, the tone of the noun is a 
rising tone in Eʋedomegbe.   

 
   Tɔŋúgbe   Eʋedomegbe       (17) 

 ‘grass’ əgbē  əgbě 
 'arm' abɔ̄  abɔ̌ 
 'dog' avū  avǔ 

 
On the basis of Table (1), various hypotheses can be made. 

The low tone of Tɔŋúgbe may for instance result from the 
fusion of previous M and L tones, or reflect a conservative 
state. In the latter case, it can be considered that no split, such 
as the one that characterizes the non-high in the other dialects, 
would have occurred. This may explain why depressor 
consonants do not have the same impact on low tones in 
Tɔŋúgbe as they do in the other dialects. 

The mid tone of Tɔŋúgbe can result from the partial fusion 
of older categories (high and mid), but it is also possible that 
some of the actual mid tones of Tɔŋúgbe (i.e. those that are 
preceded by a voiceless obstruent) result from the fission of H. 
An argument supporting this hypothesis is the distribution of 
vowels in the two categories: high-toned nouns in Tɔŋúgbe 
mostly involve [ɛ] or [o], while mid-toned nouns have [e], [ɔ] 
or high vowels (but both the categories involve [a]). Again, 
such a process of fission may have blundered the effect of 
depressors in Tɔŋúgbe. A similar process may be at the basis 
of the emergence of the rising tones of Tɔŋúgbe.  

Further research is required in order to explore these 
issues. 

 

6. List of abbreviations 
DEF = definite, PL = plural, PRO = pronoun, PST = past.  
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