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Abstract 

This paper aims at carrying a critical investigation into the sound 
systems of Igbo and Yoruba languages in order to find out the 
relationships and contrasts between the sounds of these two languages. 
These relationships and contrasts will cover the structure of the sounds. 
That is the number of consonants and vowel including nasal consonant 
and nasal vowel in the two languages as well as relationship and 
contrast in the phonological and phonetic descriptions of the sounds in 
the two languages which historically are said to have originated from 
kwa language family. This paper is therefore divided into five major 
sections (A) Introduction. (B) Concept of contrastive linguistics. (C) 
Contrastive analysis of Igbo and Yoruba consonants sound. (D) 
Comparison of Igbo and Yoruba vowel sounds. (E) Similarities and 
differences of Igbo and Yoruba sounds. 

 
 

According to Lado (1957), contrastive linguistics is a linguistic methodology 
whose aim is to assist language learners, language teachers and language text-book 
writers. The methodology tries to help these three categories of persons or people by 
telling them ahead of time areas that they will find easy in the new language which they 
are learning as well as the areas of difficulties in the new language under study. On this 
basis, the assumption is that little time and effort should be spent on the areas that are 
easy, while a lot of time should be spent on the areas that are difficult. 

 
From the point of view of language learners, easy areas will require little 

attention given to them while difficult areas will be given all the efforts and time that 
can be spared so that they can reach perfection in the study of the new language. 
Coming to the teacher’s point of view, easy areas must be given very little time in class 
work, while difficult areas will require plenty of time in the class, plenty of exercises, as 
well as plenty of assignment. From text book writer’s view, areas that are likely to be 
easy for learners will have very short space devoted to them, while areas that are likely 
to be difficult will have plenty of space provided for explanation and for exercises which 
will give learners plenty of practice in implementing the particular aspect of the 
language concerned. It is believed that plenty of practice leads to perfection. 
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According to Lehtonen (1979) in his work “The Theory and Methodology of Speech 
Science and Contrastive Analysis” in a book titled Papers and Studies in Contrastive 
Linguistics edited by Jacek Fisiak, he defined contrastive linguistics as follows: 

 
Contrastive linguistics is a discipline which can be considered either to 
belong to pure, autonomous linguistics or to be a representative of 
applied type of research… in this paper, contrastive linguistics is taken 
to mean the scientific study of how people use language to 
communicate in two or more languages and what are the consequences 
when the two communicative systems clash in foreign language 
learning situation. This kind of contrastive analysis of human speech 
communication is necessarily a branch of applied linguistics… it is a 
discipline which cannot rely on linguistics alone; it works with 
similarities and differences in various human verbal and even non 
verbal codes…  

 
The Concept of Contrastive Analysis 

Contrastive analysis of two or more languages was introduced by linguist in 
early 1960s. Contrastive analysis deals with detailed and careful comparism of the 
comparable aspect of two languages at a time. The essence of contrastive analysis is to 
compare two languages level by level in order to find out the areas of similarities and 
difference. This means that two languages can be compared at the phonological level or 
at the morphological level or at the syntactic level. So, there must be level to level 
comparism. 

Secondly, each level compared must be based on the same theoretical 
framework. For example if the phonology of a language uses tradition model, the 
phonology of the second language to be compared with the first language must also be 
based on tradition model too and not any other model otherwise the two systems cannot 
be compared at all. For instance, analysis done within the traditional model cannot be 
compared with the analysis done within the generative model. In the field of syntax, a 
grammatical analysis done in the field of government and binding framework should not 
in any circumstances be compared with the analysis done within the framework of 
minimalist programme. It is only when one meets up with these two comparative criteria 
will the person be in position to carry out useful and efficient comparisms of two 
languages. 

 
According to Mensa and Ojukwu (2003), “contrastive analysis is related to 

language teaching and learning. It involves the systematic comparism of features of two 
or more languages. Lado (1957) in Ndimele O. M. (2003) (ed), views the phenomenon 
as “a systematic comparison that can reveal both differences and similarities between the 
features in the language systems so compared. One of the aims of this teaching strategy 
is to help learners to overcome language related deficiencies”. This is why Lado in 
Cordor (1973:29) contained in Ndimele (ed) (2003:235) stated that: 
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The student who comes in contact with foreign language will find some 
features of it quite easy and others extremely difficult. Those elements 
that are similar to his native language will be simple for him and those 
elements that are difficult will be difficult. 

 
According to Mensa and Ojukwu, they stated that this implies that the system of 

sound pattern, lexicon, sentence and phrase constructions differ, there is bound to be 
structural conflict that will ultimately influence performance. But whereby such 
differences do not exist, difficulties in pronunciation will be reduced to the barest 
minimum if not completely eliminated. 

 
A lot of linguistic works were carried out in early 1960, so as to justify the 

claims of contrastive analysis. One of the works done in contrastive analysis was done 
by W. G. Moulton in 1962, on the comparism of sounds of English and German. This 
was published in the university of Chicago town. R. P. Scotwell et al attempted to 
publish a book on contrastive analysis titled “The grammatical structure of English and 
Spanish” published in 1965 at Chicago University Press. Here the grammatical structure 
of English and Spanish were compared in order to find out their areas of similarities and 
problems. 

 
Moulton (1962) wrote his first book in order to find out the areas of German 

sound which English learners will either find easy or difficult to learn and the area of 
English sounds which the German learners of English will also find easy and difficult to 
learn. Scotwell et al also worked to find out the area of Spanish grammar which English 
learners will find easy and difficult to learn and vice versa. 
Contrastive analysis therefore gives rise to a discipline in linguistics called contrastive 
linguistics. The brain behind the development of contrastive linguistic is professor R.  
Lado who wrote a book titled “Linguistics across Culture” in 1961. Here Lado did a lot 
of work on contrastive linguistics. 
 
Contrastive Analysis of Igbo and Yoruba Phonological System 

In working on the contrastive study of two or more languages, I am trying to 
look at the similarities and differences that exist between the languages concerned. In 
this particular work, I am going to do a comparative study of Igbo and Yoruba but it is 
important to note that this particular study is limited only to the comparison between the 
phonological systems of both languages to be studied. By the phonological system I 
mean the sounds that exist in a particular language, as such, this study will be based on 
the comparison existing between the Yoruba and Igbo languages. Just as it is universal 
with all languages in this world, Yoruba and Igbo languages consist of both consonants 
and vowels. The Igbo phonetic inventory is made up of 28 consonantal phonemes plus 
some phonemes, which also exist in Igbo as dialectal variance, and 8 vocalic phonemes, 
whereas the Yoruba phonetic inventory is made up of 18 consonantal phonemes and 7 
vocalic phonemes. In addition to this, Yoruba also has 5 nasal vowels in its inventory. I 
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will now take a deep look at these sounds present in each language and find out their 
areas of similarities and differences. 

 
A Comparison of Igbo and Yoruba Consonant Sounds 
Phonetic Chart of Igbo Consonants 
 Bilabial  Labio 

dental 
Alveola
r 

Palatal 
alveolar 

Palatal Labio 
velar 

Vela
r 

Glottal  

PLOSIVE p     b  t       
d 

  Kw  
gw 

k     
g 

 

IMPLOSIVE kp   
gb 

       

FRICATIVE  f        
v  

s       
z 

   r h 

AFFRICATIVE    ts      
 

    

NASAL        
M 

         
N 

         
ŋ  

       
ŋ 

 

LATERAL           
 

     

ROLL           
R 

     

APPROXIMAN
T 

             
j  

        
W 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

            
         Academic Scholarship  



 
 

72 

The Phonetic Chart of Yoruba Language 
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The consonant charts of Igbo and Yoruba differ in certain ways and are also similar in 
some other ways. The Igbo consonantal chart contains the following phonetic sounds. 
[p] – voiceless bilabial plosive 
[b] – voiced bilabial plosive 
[t] – voiceless alveolar plosive  
[d] – voiced alveolar plosive 
[k] – voiceless velar plosive 
[g] – voiced velar plosive 
[kw] – voiceless labio-velar plosive 
[gw] – voiced labio-velar plosive 
[kp] – voiceless bilabial implosive  
[gb] – voiced bilabial implosive 
[f] – voiceless labio-dental fricative 
[v] – voiced labio-dental fricative 
[s] – voiceless alveolar fricative 
[z] – voiced alveolar fricative 
[ ] – voiceless palato-alveolar fricative 
[r] – voiced velar fricative  
[h] – voiceless glottal fricative 

J. A. Nweke 



 
 

73 

[t ] – voiceless palato- alveolar affricate 
[ ] – voiced palato-alveolar affricate 
[m] – bilabial nasal  
[n] – alveolar nasal  
[ ] – palatal nasal 
[ŋ ] – labio-velar nasal 
[ŋ] – velar nasal 
[l] – voiced alveolar lateral 
[r] – voiced alveolar roll 
[j] – voiced palatal approximant 
[w]- voiced labio velar approximant 
While the Yoruba consonantal charts contains the following phonetic sounds: 
[b] – voiced bilabial plosive 
[t] – voiceless alveolar plosive 
[d] – voiced alveolar plosive 
[k] – voiceless velar plosive 
[g] – voiced velar plosive 
[kp] – voiceless labio-velar plosive 
[gb] – voiced labio-velar plosive 
[f] – voiceless labio-dental fricative 
[s] – voiceless alveolar fricative 
[ ] – voiceless palatal fricative 
[h] – voiceless glottal fricative 
[ ] – voiced palato-alveolar affricate 
[m] – bilabial nasal 
[n] – alveolar nasal 
[r] – voiced alveolar tap 
[l] – voiced alveolar lateral 
[j] – voiced palatal approximant 
[w] – voiced velar approximant 
It is important to note that all nasal sounds are inherently voiced and as such, they are 
described as a distinctive feature unlike plosives, which can be either voiced or voiceless 
in nature for example; 
[p] is described as voiceless bilabial plosive 
[b] is described as voiced bilabial plosive while 
[m] is described as bilabial nasal 

 
From the chart and description of Igbo and Yoruba phonetic sounds above we 

can deduce some similarities and differences between them; 
The Igbo consonantal chart contains a total of 28 sounds while the Yoruba consonantal 
chart contains a total of 18 phonemes. Based on this the Igbo phonetic sounds are 10 
sounds more than that of the Yoruba. The sounds present in both languages are [b, t, d, 
k, g, kp, gb, f, s, , h, , m, n, r, j, l, and w]. From these, we can see that all the sounds 
found in the Yoruba phonological inventory are also present in the Igbo phonological 
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inventory while the sounds found in Igbo which are not in Yoruba are [p, kw, gw, v, z, r, 
, , ŋ , ŋ]. This can be described in the table shown below; 

 
Sounds Found in Both                                Sounds Found in Igbo  
[b] – voiced bilabial plosive [p] – voiceless bilabial plosive 
[t] – voiced alveolar plosive  [kw] – voiceless labio-velar plosive 
[d] – voiced alveolar plosive [gw] – voiced labio-velar plosive 
[k] – voiceless velar plosive [v] – voiced labio-dental  fricative 
[f] – voiceless labio-dental fricative [r] – voiced velar fricative 
[s] – voiceless alveolar fricative [t ] – voiceless palato-alveolar affricate 
[ ] – voiceless palatal  fricative  [ ] – palatal nasal 
[h] – voiceless glottal fricative [ ] – voiced palatal alveolar affricate 
[m] – bilabial nasal [ŋ ] – labio-velar nasal 
[n] – alveolar nasal [ŋ] – velar nasal 
[l] – voiced alveolar lateral  [j] – voiced palatal approximant 
 
[r] is a roll in Igbo, while in Yoruba it is an alveolar tap. The sounds [kp, gb, w] appear 
in both languages but there is disparity in their description. In the Igbo phonological 
inventory, they are described as follows; 
[kp] – voiceless bilabial implosive 
[gb] – voiced bilabial implosive 
[w] – voiced labio-velar approximant 

 
Whereas in Igbo phonological inventory, they are described as bilabial 

implosive, in Yoruba they are described as labio-velar plosives. In the same vein, [w] in 
Igbo is described as labio-velar approximant, while in Yoruba, it is described as a velar 
approximant. We can see therefore, that despite the fact that these sounds appear in both 
languages, they are described differently. This in itself is an area of contrast. 
In determining if these sounds are different phonemes, we have to put them in minimal 
pairs. This is done below for the Igbo sounds; 
[pia] – “flog’” [p] 
[bia] – “come” [b] 
[ntu] – “nail” [t] 
[ndu] – “life” [d] 
[a a] – “sacrifice” [ ] 
[aka] – “hand” [k]  
[ofe] – “soup” [f] 
[oge] – “time” [g] 
[ákwà] – “cry” [kw]   
[agwa] – “beans” [gw] 
[akpa] – “bag” [kp] 
[agba] – “jaw” [gb] 
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[azu] – “fish" [z] 
[abu] – “song” [b] 

The Yoruba consonant sounds can be put in minimal pairs to determine that they 
are different phonemes. This is done below; 
[bata] – “sandals” [t] 
[baba] –“father” [b] 
[oga] – “master” [g] 
[ofa] – “bow” [f] 
[E E] – “blood” [ ] 
[EsE] – “leg” [s] 
[ija] – “mother” [j] 
[ila] – “line” [l] 
[odo] – “mortar” [d] 
[oko] – “farm” [k] 
[imu] – “nose” [m] 
[inu] – “stomach” [n]  
[ere] – “play” [r] 
[ewe] – “leaf” [w] 
Having looked at the consonant phonemes of the languages, we will now take a close 
look at their vocalic phonemes; 

 
 

Comparison of Igbo and Yoruba Vowel Sounds 
The Igbo Vowel Chart 

 
   FRONT     BACK 
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The Yoruba Vowel Chart 
 

 
 

  Oral Vowels         Nasal Vowels 
 
 

The Igbo phonological inventory contains 8 oral vowels while the Yoruba 
phonological inventory contains 7 oral vowels and 5 nasal vowels. The major difference 
in the vowel system of both languages is that the nasal vowels are inherent in Yoruba 
while in Igbo, vowel can only be nasalized as a result of its environment of occurrence. 
Another difference to be found in the vowels of the two languages is the total number of 
vowels found in them; Igbo has 8 oral vowel sounds while Yoruba has 7 oral vowel 
sounds. Also Yoruba has inherent nasal vowels which are 5 in number and these do not 
exist in Igbo. The Igbo vowel chart contains the following;  
[i] – close front unrounded vowel 
[l] – half close front unrounded vowels 
[e] – half open front unrounded vowel 
[a] – open front unrounded vowel 
[u] – close back rounded vowel 
[ ] – half close back rounded vowel 
[o] – half open back rounded vowel 
[ ] – open back rounded vowel 
The Yoruba oral vowel chart contains the following; 
[i] – close front unrounded vowel  
[e] – half close front unrounded vowel 
[E] – half open front unrounded vowel  
[a] – open central unrounded vowel 
[u] – close back rounded vowel 
[o] – half close back rounded vowel 
[ ] – half open back rounded vowel 
The Yoruba nasal vowel chart contains the following; 
[Ĩ] – close front unrounded nasal vowel 
[Ẽ] – half open front unrounded nasal vowel 
[ã] – open central unrounded nasal vowel 
[ũ] – close back rounded nasal vowel  
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[ ] – half open back rounded nasal vowel 
 
From the chart of the description of Igbo and Yoruba vowel charts above, we 

can observe that the following oral vowels are present in both languages and described 
the same way; 
[i] – close front unrounded vowel 
[u] – close back rounded vowel 
Whereas, the vowels below, although they are present in both languages, there are 
differences in the way they are realized and described. 
   

Igbo       Yoruba 
[e] – half front open unrounded vowel  [e] – half close front unrounded vowel 
[a] –open front unrounded vowel  [a] – open central unrounded vowel 
[o] –half open back rounded vowel  [o] – half closed back rounded vowel 
[ ] – open back rounded vowel   [ ] – half open back rounded vowel 
[i] and [u] are present in Igbo and absent in Yoruba while [E] is present in Yoruba but 
absent in Igbo. In Yoruba, we have a central vowel [a] while in Igbo although [a] exist, 
it is a front vowel in the language. Just as was mentioned earlier Igbo vowel are different 
from Yoruba as a result of the presence of nasal vowels in the latter and its absence in 
the former. 
 
The Igbo vowel sound can be put in minimal pairs to determine that they are different 
phonemes as illustrated below:  
[obe] “ladder” [o]     [akpi] “scorpion” [I] 
[ube] “pear” [u]      [akpa] “bag” [a] 
[iri] “ten” [I]      [ z ] “again” [ ] 
[ire] “tongue” [e]     [ z ] “road” [ ] 
 
Yoruba vowel sound can also be put in minimal pairs to determine their differences as 
shown below: 
[iwa] “behavior” [I]     [imu] “nose” [u] 
[Ewa] “beauty” [E]     [im ] “wisdom” [ ] 
[ara] “body” [a]      [ere] “play” [e] 
[ar ] “morning” [ ]     [ore] “friend” [o] 
 
The Yoruba nasal vowels can be put in minimal pairs as well. This is also shown below: 
[Ẽrĩ] “laughter” [ĩ]     [ĩjẽ] “that one” [Ẽ] 
[Ẽrã] “animal” [ã]     [ĩj ] “pounded yam” [ ] 
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[ĩrũ] “hair” [ũ]      [ĩrĩ] “journey” [Ĩ] 
 

From the analysis done in this work, it can deduce some similarities and 
differences in the phonetic inventories Igbo and Yoruba and all these can be summed up 
as follows: 
 
 
Similarities 
(a) The presence of consonants and vowels in both languages 
(b) The presence of the following sounds in both languages 

[b,t,d,k,g,f,s, ,m,n,I,j,r,kp,gb,w,zh, ] 
(c) The presence of the following oral vowels in both languages [e,a,o,u,i, ] 

Differences 
(a) Whereas in Igbo we have both voiceless and voiced fricative, in Yoruba there are 

only voiceless fricatives 
(b) [p,kw,gw,v,z,r,ts, ,ŋ ,ŋ] are present in Igbo but absent in Yoruba  
(c) [kp,gb,w,r] although they are present in both languages, they are realized differently. 

Igbo      Yoruba 
[kp] voiceless bilabial implosive    voiceless labio-velar plosive 
[gb] voice bilabial implosive    voiced labio-velar plosive 
[w] voiced labio-velar approximant   voiced velar approximant 
[r] voiced alveolar roll      voiced alveolar tap 
The [a] in Igbo is an open front unrounded vowel while in Yoruba it is a central 
unrounded vowel e.g. Igbo [ara] “breast”, Yoruba [ara] “body”. 
In Yoruba, we have the inherent nasal vowels which are absent in Igbo e.g. [Ĩ,ẽ,ã,ũ, ] as 
in ; 
Erĩn [eri] “laughter”      iyẽn [ije] “that one” 
Erãn [era] “animal meat”     ĩyon [ij ] “pounded” 
Irũn [iru] “hair” 
 
Conclusion 

With these analysis above, it is believed that this topic has been extensively 
explained and that with it, all language students who come across this work will be able 
to appreciate the differences and similarities between Igbo and Yoruba phonological 
systems and come to respect both as different languages with language specific rules. 
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