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Abstract

The Ifé dialect has linguistic peculiarities that establish it as a dialect of the Yoruba language. However,
many of these linguistic distinctiveness have remained elusive to the literary studies in Yoruba
linguistics. This paper discussesd extensively on the phonetic and phonemic distinctive distributions
of /an, s, gw and gh/ in phonotatic constituencies in Ifé dialect. The paper uses the standard Yoruba
as a reference language in each phonological description. This study draws on data collected through
field investigations and phonological analyses reported in Adékunlé (1997, 2018) and Adéwolé (2021),
which serve to support various claims across phonotactic constituencies. Data used were descriptively
analysedis in tandem withto generative theory’s principles. Our findings revealed that vowel ‘an’ is
more extensively used in Ifé than standard Yoruba where ‘an” and ‘on’ are basically allophone of the
same phoneme. The phoneme ‘[ as a phoneme, stands for ‘s’ and ‘[, in distributive phonological
constituencies as occurring in the standard Yoruba in Ifé dialect. ‘Gh’ and ‘gw’ are allophones of the
same phoneme in Ife dialect. The paper testifies that ‘gh’ is the underlying phoneme because it has
larger phonotatic distributions than ‘gw’. Basically ‘gh’ co-occurs with the consonants with plus
Advanced Tongue Root feature while ‘gw’ harmoniseharmonies with the consonants having minus
Advanced Tongue Root feature. The study brings to light new observations on the articulation of ‘an’,
showing its distinct phonetic features within the Ife dialect, together with analyses of ‘s’, ‘gh’, and
‘ew’. It also enhances the intuitive phonological understanding of Yoruba speakers.It is hoped that this
paper has brought new findings on the phonetic description of ‘an’, ’s’, ‘gh’, and ‘gw’ in Ife to the fore
and as well added to the intuitive consciousness of the native speakers of Yoruba language in general.

Keywords: Ife dialect, Yoruba phonology, phonotactic distribution, allophonic variation, generative
phonology
Introduction

According to Abraham (1958), the ancient city of Ilé-Ifé “is accepted as the parent-city of all the
Yoruba”. Building on the established position of llé-Ifé in the literature, Capo (1989) adopts the term

“Defoid language as “non-transparent coinage based on éde + ifé + oid. Adéwolé (1996) explains:

“@dé is the standard Yorubd term for language”, Ife refers to the

presumed Cradle and ‘oid’ is the group suffix, just as ljoid is adopted
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for the ljo group and Edod is adopted for the Edo group. This

Adewolé’s clarification evolved from Capo (1989)”.
Also, Capo define ‘Defoid language as in;

“The dialects of the Defoid group occupy a compact geographical area
starting as a thin belt in the central part of Togo Republic, expanding
towards the sea in the Republic of Benin and covering the whole
former Nigeria (Lagos, Ogun, Ondo and Oyo States and parts of

Bendel, kwara, and Benue States (Capo 1989).

The aforementioned locations are home to different dialectal groups of Yoruba Language.

Adekunle’s (1997) work was the first major and comprehensive academic work on Ife dialect.
Adekunle (1997) torches many phonological aspects of the grammar of Ife dialect such as phonemic
distributions and phonological processes as in: deletion, vowel harmony, assimilation, coalescence,
and epenthesis. Adekunle (2018) comparatively identifies some phonemic characterisations which
defer from the standard Yoruba, he also identifies the phonetic differences in the orthography of Ife
dialect and notes that some phonemes are found in Ife dialect but are advertently missing in the
standard Yoruba. Adekunle (2018) hints that /gh/ and /gw/ are not found in the phonetic chart of
standard Yoruba. Also, Adekunle stresses that Ife has /s/ and that /[/ is omitted in Ife consonant chart.
Another notable contribution on the phonology of Ife dialect is that Ife uses ‘an’ as a phoneme without
any variant. Adekunle (2018) argues for non-occurrence of ‘on’ in the orthographic description in Ife
dialect as variant of ‘an’. Adekunle (ibid) informs that Ife uses ‘an’ in all phonological constituencies

where ‘on’ is used in standard Yoruba (SY).

Therefore, the allophonic status of ‘an” and ‘on’ in SY do not feature in Ife phonology. Adekunle (2018)
hints that Ifé has three basic nasal vowels as in “in, un, and an”. That means ‘an’ and ‘on’ do not occur
in Ifé phonotactics as phonetically endorsed in the standard Yoruba. This paper therefore tries to
present the phonetic distributions of these phonemes in Ifé dialect in order to highlight the phonemic

distributive differences in the standard Yoruba.
Analysis

This portion of the paper is outlined into four sections for extensive phonetic descriptions of each

phoneme in Ife dialect of Yoruba.

[an]
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Bamgbose (2010) and Owdlabi (2011) itemise the nasal vowels in standard Yoruba as in;, en, un, on,
and an. These five nasal vowels are considered to be four phonemes; in en, un, on/an, while “on/an”
are considered to be allophones of the same phoneme. Earlier works on Yoruba phonology have
agreed that “on” is the underlying phoneme while ‘an’ is the allophone. However, Pulleyblank (1988)
queries the phonemic status of “on” based on the fact that vowels (", ‘u’ and ‘a’) occur in all languages
of the world. Pulleyblank (ibid), therefore, advises the Yoruba linguists to re-examine the phonemic

Gr o
|

status of ‘an’ because the occurrence of the three oral vowels-‘i’, ‘u’ and ‘a’ in the other languages

serves as a proof that their nasal varieties should be the basic nasal vowels in Yoruba.

Olumuyiwa (2013) informs that Moba dialect does not have “on”, he therefore, advises that Yoruba
researchers should try to reconsider the “on/an” allophonic status. The protagonists of “on/an”
allophonic status claim that ‘on’ co-occur with consonants with labial features within a syllable or a

word boundary as in:

1.i. ogbon (wisdom)

ii. Imd (knowledge)
iii. egbon (senior)

iv. Ibon (gun)

v. efon (mosquito)
vi. omo (child)

vii. opon (trail)

viii. agbonrin (antelope)

Owdlabi (2011) hints that ‘h” can occur with ‘on’ or ‘an’ as in ahén (tongue) and ‘han (appear). This
aforementioned school of thought agrees that “an” occurs with other consonants within a syllable or

a word boundary as in;

2. i.1tan (story)

ii. 0san (noon)

iii. oran (problem)
iv. adan (bat)

v. okan (heart)
vi. ona (road)

vii. oyan (breast)
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viii. igan (bundle)

ix. isan (as in running water)

The latest examples vividly show that the number of consonants that co-occur with ‘an’ within a word
boundary is higher than the number of consonants that co-occur with ‘on” within a syllable or a word
boundary. Adékunlé (2018) hints that ‘on’ does not occur in Ifé dialect. Adekunle (2018) argues that
‘an’ occurs with all consonants in Ifé dialect. Adéwolé (1996) also hints that Ifé has in, an, and un, and

that “an” occurs in the following examples;

3.i.iban (gun)

ii. opan (trail)

iii. efan (mosquito)

iv. osan (noon)

V. 0gwan (scarcity)

vi. oran (problem or issue)
vii. okan (heart)

viii. egbhdn (senior)

ix. agbanrin (antelope)
The only consonant that violates the rule is ‘m’, as ‘m’ co-occurs with “on” as in “mo on tii re ilé re”

(don’t go to his house yet) and “omo” (child). Adékunlé (ibid) argues that it is labial feature assimilation

which changes ‘md’ to ‘m¢’ as it occurs in the phonological constituencies.
The underlying phoneme between ‘on’ and ‘an’

Adékunlé (2020) highlights the phonetic status of ‘on” and ‘an’. Having established the fact that ‘on’ is
missing in Ife dialect. Adékunlé (ibid) uses four points to support ‘an’ as an underlying phoneme of

‘on’. The four points are;

4. i. The historic status of Ifé as the cradle of Yoruba race. Ife has ‘an’ which stands for ‘on” in all

phonological or phonotatic constituencies.

ii. The three basic vowels in the universal language vowel chart is ‘i, u, and a’ as informed by
Pulleyblank (1988). Pullybank (1988) hints that the nasal varieties of ‘i, u, and a’ should be considered

as the three basic nasal vowels in Yoruba. This position is supported in Adékunlé (2020).

84



Namibia Journal of Linguistics, Language and Communication Studies (NJLLCS), Volume 19 (No
1), June 2025

iii. The total number of consonants that co-occur with ‘an’ within a syllable or a word boundary is
larger than the number of consonants that co-occur with ‘on” within a syllable or a word boundary as

exemplified in the aforestated examples 2i-ix.

iv. It is very easy and straightforward to establish labial homorganic assimilation as a direct influence

that changes ‘an’ to ‘on’ at phonotactic constituencies where ‘on’ occurs.

The aforestated factors, without mincing words, convincingly support the phonemic status of ‘an’ as

the underlying phoneme while ‘on’ stands as the allophone.

/s/

Bamgbose (2010) identifies /s/ and /[/ as two phonemes in standard Yoruba. The /s/ is alveolar

fricative while /[/ is palatal alveolar fricative. The two phonemes occur at different phonotactics.

5.Constituencies as in; /s/ in;

i. isu (yam)
ii.  ose(week)
iii. osan (noon)

6. /[/ appears in;

i. isé (work),
ii.  sugbon (but)
iii.  isé (poverty).
Orthographically writing as ‘s’ and ‘s’ sequentially. Ifé does not have ‘s’. Orthographically Ifé uses ‘s’

to represent ‘s’ in all phonotatic constituencies as follows:

7. Orthographically written as ‘s’ and ‘s’ sequentially, Ifé does not have ‘s’.
Instead, it uses ‘s’ to represent ‘s’ in all phonotactic constituencies, as shown below:

i. isé (work)

ii. isé (poverty)
iii. 9san (noon)
iv. sugban (but)
v. 0sé (week)
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Another significant phonotatic difference between ‘s’ in Ifé and ‘s’ in standard Yoruba is that ‘s” in Ife
cannot co-occur with ‘in” (front high nasal vowel) within a syllable and word boundary as reflected in

the examples below;

Ife dialect standard Yoruba Gloss.

8. si oku sin 0ku (buried the dead).
ii. esi esin (horse)
iii. esisi esinsin (flies)

(Adékunlé 2018, p. 157).

However, such denasalisation of ‘in’ in Ifé does not affect ‘eran osin’ (rearing animals), reason for this
exception is yet to be known. We believe further and future research findings will look into that. Now,

I will like to expand upon /gh/ and /gw/ in Ifé dialect.

/gh/ and /gw/

These two phonetic representations do not occur in the standard Yoruba, and SY replaces them with

‘h’, 'y’ or ‘W’ as variantly occurring in the following examples:

Ife SY Gloss

9.i. éghin eyin you (pl.) 2" person
ii. ogho owd money

iii. igha awa we (pl) 1°t person
iv. aghan awon net

v. aghan ahon tongue

vi. agharinghdn awonrinwon (a type of iguana lizard)
vii. agho awo plate

viii. baghin-in bayii like this

ix. ghin-in yii this-like this shoe
x. eghon éwon chain

xi. eghura ewulra water yam

Xii. egwa ewa beauty

xiii. egwa ewd ten

xiv. eghuré ewuré goat

xv. eghura ewura water yam
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(these examples are copied from Adéwolé (2021).

The latest examples show that ‘gh’ and ‘gw’ frequently change to ‘W’ in S.Y, and this is reflected in
examples-ii-iv, vi-vii, x-xv. While ‘gh’ changes to ‘h’ in ‘v’, ‘gw’ also changes to ‘h’ in ‘V’, ‘gh’ also changes
to 'y’ in examples ‘viii’ and ‘ix’. There is another evidence from a deitic song for Moéremi that shows
how ‘gh” changes to ‘f’ as in “...Eghuré o ghin mi; mé mo gba 4 o’. (...Do not take the goat you gave
me). The SY version would read..."Ewuré o fun mi, ma ma gba 4 0" (...Do not take the goat you gave
me). Awobullyi (1998) agree that ‘gh’ is very common in the south Easten Yorubd dialects like Owo,

1kalé, 113je, 1jebu etc. Also, Ajongold (2005) claim that ‘gw’ occurs in “Ao” dialect of Akoko.

Phonetic Analysis of ‘gh’ and ‘gw’ in Ifé dialect.

Adékunlé (2018) discusses extensively on the occurrence of ‘gh’” and ‘gw’ in Ife dialect. It is noticed
that previous literatures on the phonological studies of Ifé dialect recognise ‘gh” as the variant of ‘w’
(see Adéwolé 1996) in the S.Y. Adékunlé (2018) presents the next examples to show the occurrence

of ‘gw’ in CV and VCV sequences in Ifé dialect.

Examples are;

Ife Dialect Gloss
10.i. gwe to bathe
ii. igwa behaviour or attitude
iii. égwa/adin beans
iv. egwa beauty
V. gWO enter as in ‘gwo ilé’ (enter the house)

These foregoing words are used in the dialect in the examples below;

11.i. Olu u ti i gwe (Olu has never taken his bathe)

ii. igwa/adin re re mi rara (I don’t like his/her attitude)

iii. E16 ni abo égwa 16ja (how much does a measure of beans cost in the market)
iv. Omobinrin ni ti € légwa (that lady is not beautiful).

v. Oli gwo aso tuntun (Olu wears new dress/garment)
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The major constraint on the phonetic distributions of ‘gh’ and ‘gw’ in Ife dialect is that ‘gh’ occurs with
vowel ‘@’ as in; gha Un beé (come over here) and igha (we-1°" person plural pronoun). Also, the study

observes that ‘gh’ mainly co-occur with tense vowels such as “i, e, o, u, in, un’ as in;

12.i. Oghu (cotton)

ii. ogho (money)
iii. oghe (proverb)
iv. ghu (sprouted)
v. ghi (to say)

As pointed out in 11i-v, the recondite issue is how to account for the occurrence of ‘gh’ with ‘a’ and

‘an’ asin;
13.i.gha (come)
ii. ighan (they-3" person, plural pronominal).

Bamgbdsé (2010), Adéniyi (2005) and ]k‘qtt’m (2017) hint that the vowel charts (oral and nasal vowels)
in the S.Y do not represent the full numbers of the vowels in the Yoruba language. Bamgbosé (ibid),
Adéniyi (ibid) and Awdbuldyi (1998) suggest nine (09) oral vowels (i, I, u, U,e, o, e, 0, and a) and seven
(07) nasal vowels (in, In, un, Un, en, on and an). ikc}tt]n (2017) argues for ten oral vowels and eight
nasal vowels. ]k(‘ptl]h (ibid) urges for variants of ‘a’ in both oral and nasal vowels to make a total number

of ten oral vowels and eight nasal vowels.

Premise on \Ikc}tlﬁm's suggestion, the vowels charts of the Yoruba language could be graphically

demonstrated as reflected in the diagrams below;

Tense Vowel

High \ /

i u
Mid-high \ o / o
Mid-low

Low

Lax Vowels

Y
AV E
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High
Mid-high
Mid-low

Low

The latest diagrams show that variant of ‘i' ‘u’ and ‘a’ occur in both diagrams. This is an indication that
we cannot use the occurrence of ‘gh” and ‘gw’ with ‘i, u, a’ to judge the distributive pattern in Ife
dialect. Adopting the aforestated clarification, the study considers the next examples as template to

account for the distributions of ‘gw’ and ‘gh’ in Ifé dialect as in;

{ ’

gw
15.i. egwa (beans)
ii. 0gwo (hand)
iii. egwa (beauty)
iv. gwo (to enter)
‘gh’
16.i. 0ghu (cotton)
ii. oghe (proverb)
iii. ighe (kidney)
iv. ghu (spouted)

It is noted that vowels in ‘15’ possess minus (-) Advanced Tongue Root feature, while examples in ‘16’
have plus (+) Advanced Tongue Root Feature (Pulleyblank, 1988). Based on the aforementioned
conclusion, it is evident that ‘gh” occurs with ‘plus’ Advanced Tongue Root feature vowels in Ife dialect,
while ‘gw’ occurs with ‘minus’ Advanced Tongue Root feature vowels. These clarifications advertently
show that the phones ‘gh and gw’ occur in Ife dialect as allophone of the same phoneme. However,
using the productivity distribution, it vividly shows that ‘gh’ is more productive and hereby accorded

the underlying phoneme of the ‘gh’, while ‘gw’ is the allophone

The two phones are missing in the standard Yoruba orthography, and reasons for their omission could
be looked into in the future researches on the Ife dialect. However, Bynon (1996) hints that some

phonemes are liable to be dropped in the course of language development over years. Bynon (ibid)

89



Namibia Journal of Linguistics, Language and Communication Studies (NJLLCS), Volume 19 (No
1), June 2025

cites an example from Sanskirt language where ‘kw’ changes to ‘k’ in the diachronic study of the
language. Also, Ife dialect attests to Advanced Tongue Root feature in vowel harmony in many words

of VCV and VCVCV sequences as listed in Adékunlé (2001). Adékdnlé (2001) presents examples in Ife

dialect as in;

17. Ife S.Y Gloss

i.erd eru slave

ii. ebi ebi family

iii. esi esin horse

iv. efu efun white native chalk
V. Orisa orisa deity/divinity

vi. elubd elubo flour

vii. okuta okuta stone

viii. osupa osupa moon

The aforestated examples are the reflections of basic occurrence of the Advanced Tongue Root feature

in word formation of VCV and VCVC formation in Ife dialect

1)

Summary and Conclusion

This paper presented the phonetic and phonemic distributions of ‘an, s, gw and gh” in Ifé dialect. Our
findings reveal that Ifé has three nasal vowels ‘in, un and an” instead of five nasal vowels as in; in, un,
en, an, on’ in standard Yoruba. The major difference is that ‘an’ does not have allophone in comparable

with what it entails in the standard Yoruba where ‘an” and ‘on’ are allophones of the same phoneme.

Ife dialect uses ‘an’ in all phonotatic constituencies where both ‘an’” and ‘on’ duly share phonological
constituencies in SY. Also, this study informs that Ifé has ‘s’ as a phoneme. Meanwhile, its palatal
counterpart ‘[’ or s does not feature in Ifé dialect. The alveolar fricative ‘s’ is used in all phonological
constituencies where palatal fricative /[/ does occur in the standard Yoruba. Another notable
contribution of this research work is that it presents clinical phonetic representations of ‘gw’ and ‘gh’
in Ife dialect. This study shows that ‘gh” occurs with vowels with ‘Plus’ Advanced Tongue Root feature
while ‘gw’ co-occurs with ‘minus’ Advanced Tongue Root Feature. Meanwhile, ‘gh’ also occurs with

‘a’ and ‘an’, our explanation for this inconsistency is that variants of ‘a’ and ‘an’ are present in the
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basic phonetic representation in Yoruba language. A variant of the two phonemes have ‘plus’
Advanced Tongue Root feature while another variant of the two phonemes have ‘minus’ Advanced

Tongue Root Feature as suggested in Ikotun (2017, p. 5).

The paper concludes that Advanced Tongue Root feature of the vowels in Ifé dialect influences the
occurrence of the two phones (‘gh’ and ‘gw’) within a syllable or word boundary. The paper buttresses
the opinions previous works on the extension of the number of the basic vowels in the language to
nine or ten to allow full vowel harmony patter in the Yoruba language. It is hoped that if this vowel
extension proposition is conventionally endorsed, Yoruba language would maintain two sets of vowel

charts patterning base on Advanced Tongue Root feature as in;

Tense

/l,u, e 0,a/ oral vowels
/in, un, an/ nasal vowels
Lax

/1, U, e 0,a/ oral vowels
/In, Un, en, on, an/ nasal vowels
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