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Ibibio is a Lower Cross (Delta Cross, Cross River, New Benue-Congo, Niger-Congo) language
spoken mainly in Akwa Ibom State and in parts of Cross River State, both located in the
southeastern part of Nigeria. The number of speakers is estimated at about four million
(Essien 1991). Previous work on Ibibio phonetics includes Connell (1992, 1994, 1995) and
Urua (1996/97, 2000, 2002). The variety presented here is spoken in Uruan area and Uyo, the
capital city of Akwa Ibom State and the recording is that of the author, a female university
teacher from Uruan.

The Ibibio language has variants, which appear to be drawn along clan boundaries. Ibibio
speakers can easily identify other Ibibio speakers from other clans based on their speech,
e.g. Ibiono, Uruan, Uyo, Iman, Ikot Abasi/Mkpat Enin, Ikono, etc. Such dialectal variation
is pronounced in the vocalic and tonal domains. For instance, [i] and [1] contrast in Ibiono
(Essien 1990) but not in Iman, Uruan or Uyo dialects. A similar situation is true of tones. We
provide the following examples from some Ibibio dialects:

Uyo Ibiono Iman Ikono Gloss

sin sin sin sin ‘insert’

s66n sin s66n s66n ‘mock’

afan afan afan afan ‘type of edible vegetable’
ébot ébot ébot 1bot ‘goat’

Cross-speaker and dialectal variation is also widely attested, depending on speech tempo,
especially with vowels in interconsonantal position, e.g. kop ~ kap ‘hear’.

Consonants

The Ibibio consonant system shows variation depending on the position of the consonant in the
syllable or foot. Word-initial position is generally the position of contrast for Ibibio oral (stop)
consonants. Nasal consonants, on the other hand, show contrast in all positions. Consonants
that occur in medial position are weakened especially when they occur intervocalically. In
pre-pausal position the contrast between voiceless and voiced plosives is neutralised. What
we find are unreleased stops, indeterminate as to voicing status. The result is that different
researchers have proposed different phonemic consonants for Ibibio. In the chart presented
here, we provide for thirteen phonemic consonants where there are clear cases of contrast.
Apart from the dental and alveolar plosives, /t/ and /d/, which contrast, obstruents in Ibibio
are generally voiceless. The bilabial plosives, [p] and /b/, occur in complementary distribution
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and do not contrast. Nasal consonants also occur as homorganic syllabic prefixes, e.g. j-ka
‘group’; n-nemé ‘conversation’.

ba

kpa
kaa
ta
da

mi
nd

Bilabial | Dental Alveolar |Palatal |Velar Labial-Velar
Plosive ® b |t d k kp
Nasal m n n 1
Fricative f s
Approximant i w
‘be’ nam ‘sell’
‘die’ gwen ‘be dark’
‘g0’ sat ‘be dry’
‘chew’ fat ‘embrace’
‘stand’ jét ‘wash’
‘like’ wén ‘console’
‘give’

Another interesting feature of the Ibibio consonant system is that single nasal consonants
contrast with the geminate ones in intervocalic position:

sana
sanna
jomo
jommé

1. In stem initial position, // is realised as [w] and [n] elsewhere.

‘be clean’

‘move a bit further’

‘be noisy’
‘boo at’

2. Consonant clusters are rare; in prevocalic position Cr and CG are attested, where r is an
alveolar tap (from intervocalic weakening of the dental and alveolar plosives) and G is a
palatal or labial-velar glide. Examples of the clusters include [fré] ‘forget’, [sjak] ‘split’,
[kw3] ‘sing’.

3. Ibibio has a dental [t] rather than an alveolar although [d] is alveolar. Plosives are weakened
in intervocalic position as follows: [p, b] —[B]; t, d = [r]; k = [R] ~ [w] (where [Rr] is
used as the voiced uvular tap and [ug] the voiced velar approximant).

Vowels

There are seven contrastive vowels, /i, e, a, 9, A, 0, u/, and three phonetic variants, [1, 9,
#t] (Urua 2000). These variants, which have a restricted distribution in C-C position, are in
complementary distribution with /i, o, u/, respectively, although other dialects (e.g. Ibiono)
attest contrast (Essien 1990).

di
da
d3
du
sé
doé
dik

‘come’
‘stand’
‘marry’
‘be alive’
‘look’
‘there’
‘enter’
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Ibibio vowels partake in many interesting morphophonemic processes, some of which include
length, harmony, deletion and assimilation. The harmony system is based on height and back
features.

Length contrast
Six of the seven vowels have a length contrast for lexical and morphological functions.

bak ‘be early’ dém ‘bite’

baak ‘be afraid of”’ déom ‘bite many things/times’
nem ‘be delicious’ fAk ‘cover’

néem ‘crack palm kernel’ fauk ‘cover many things/times’
bdp ‘tie’ kit ‘see’

bdop ‘tie many things/times’ kiit see many things/times’
The difference between the vowels in fik ‘cover’ and fiuk ‘cover many things/times’ is
dialectal in the singular form — some Ibibio dialects have fik while some have fik. The
speaker’s variant is fAk.

Interestingly, Ibibio makes a distinction between outright vowel deletion where both the
vocalic melody and the vocalic slot or position are lost for one vowel, and vowel assimilation
where one of the vowels is modified but both vocalic positions are retained. Examples include:

/CVVCVC/ — [CVCVC(]

/ké ikan/ — [Kikan] ‘in (the) fire’
/ké ubdk/ — [kabsk] ‘in (the) hand’
/CVVCVC/ — [CVVCVC(]

/ké igwarn/ — [Kiigwan] ‘in (the) farm’
/ké utan/ — [kautan] ‘on (the) rafter’
Tone

Ibibio is a register terraced level tone language with two level tones (H)igh and (L)ow.
Combinations of the level tones from tone spreading and segment deletion result in the
formation of two types of contour tones, namely, High-Low and Low-High, which are not
contrastive with each other. Ibibio also has a downstepped feature, which affects High tones,
and manifests both automatic and non-automatic downstep. Tonal variation and alternation
are common in Ibibio, depending on the dialect and whether or not one is dealing with items
in isolation or in connected speech, as can be observed in the transcribed text below; for
instance, items with an LH pattern may be realised as LH or H*H, depending on the context.
Variation between final HL contour tones in nouns and Low tones is dialectally determined,
e.g. [uf3k] ~ [4f5k] ‘house’. Tone performs both lexical and grammatical functions in the
language.

Lexical contrast

da ‘stand’ jommé ‘be pregnant’
da ‘mate, friend’ jommo ‘boo at’
kdp ‘scoop food’ mbdk ‘wrestling (N.)’
kdp ‘lock’ m*bdk ‘please’
kéré ‘think’ 5bdy ‘mosquito’
keré ‘be named’ 5bdy ‘cane’

5+bddy ‘chief’
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Grammatical contrast

Progressive aspect

aakon a dep 3. ‘Akon is buying (a) dress.’
aakon 4 wet pwet. ‘Akon is writing (a) book/letter.’

Completive aspect

aakon a ‘a dép 5. ‘Akon has bought (a) dress.’

aakon a ‘a wet gwet. ‘Akon has written (a) book/letter.’

Basic tones on the verbs used to illustrate grammatical tone in Ibibio are H and L, thus: dép
‘buy’ and wet ‘write’.

Verbs have two tone classes H and L. Disyllabic verbs have predictable high tone on the
final syllable in isolation and in simple declarative sentences. Tone patterns in nouns are more
variable. High (“), Low () and the downstep feature (*) are marked. Where long vowels have
identical tones, only the first vowel is marked with a tone.

Transcription of recorded passage

afim éderé ju utin ékénie njfaané bana ndikdp uko nkan, kéini akaisan 4*maaké
Hlur 1dém dmd ké efdn GfArdtwep asanake disim. dmmj é'ma énimmé te
ké ndid1ito ikan inam nd dkaisan asigne fon GfArd ké epé do ké diidat nte pé
kop ukd okan apéko. afim éderé ‘miafimé etda kpdsdy Skpdsdny kéefr tkemé
md, 6do dana nte pé kag anénekké fime k pa ntrd f*ko’ké ekaisarn anénekké
taur 5131 UfArd S4fAr 1dém Smd. ké uficé fim éderé ‘maassinn idém éfep. utin
a'‘maadisakka 3nd Ufjob, ndien inikeer inikeer akaisan a*maasinné 5f5n Ufard
dmbd. ké ekpatré fim éderé ‘maadinimmé éte ké ti m+md mba kutin 6 kop uko
okan.

Orthographic version of recorded passage
Key to symbols:

=[] 0=1o]
Afim Ederé ye Utin éké'nie nifiana ébana andikop uké fikan, ké ‘ini
akaisafi aamakéfiuk idém omo ké ofon dfihdatiep asafake adisim. Ommo
é'méaényimmé éte ké andidiitd ikan inam no akaisan 4siffiec ofofi ufaho ké
enyé 6do ké édiidat nte enyé 6kop uké akan anyéko. Afim Ederé a‘maafimé
ataa 6kposofi-6kpdsén ké afit tikemé 6mo, 6do dafia nte enyé dkap anénekké
afime kpa ntrd ivké ké akaisan anénekké atdut 0fon Gfahd 6fAk idém 6mo; ké
utit Afim Ederé a\m4 atsififié idém afep. Utin 4*maadisakkd énd tfiop, ndien
inikeed-inikeed akdisan 4‘maasinfié ofof GfAhd émod. Ké akpatré Afim Ederé
d*maadinyimmé éte ké 6t m*mé miba ké Utin 6kop uké dkan.
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