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We pro-noun-ce his name 
(for Ọladele Awobuluyi) 
  
Tosin Gbogi 
 
i 
  
it was summer ’37 
in a place where 
the lullabies of birds 
overwhelmed guitar and song, 
where hornbills hearkened to the call 
of thrushes singing in rush 
above streams that strolled gently 
gently without a word to the king …. 
  
he met language in summer ’37 
when earth was kind to man 
and man was kind to earth 
  
it was from the armpit of the hills 
that the phonemes carried him 
into a syllable of sounds, 
and from there into 
logarhythms of words— 
syntax of stones 
which against each one another hit 
and burst into utterances of light 
  
he met language at oke-agbe 
where earth was kind to man 
and man was kind to earth 
  
ii 
  
the globe in his hands 
the benevolent wind sailed him to 
the shores of another sea 
there where latin lay 
snoring, waiting for its requiem and rites …. 
  
in columbia he learnt 
that before empires fall 
languages die 
and that for each word that withers 
a generation of ignorance is born 
into forgetting, into orangutanguage



 

 

iii 
  
and so he returned 
into the tell-tale sign of hope— 
the vernacular freewheel of freedom 
he returned  
to the hills 
where blues first sang his name 
to the hills 
where in the plenitude of rhymes 
he learnt the poem 
that’s the first speech of god to man 
he returned 
saving land, salvaging language …. 
 
today we pro-noun-ce his name 
from limpopo to ilọọrin 
 
today we pro-noun-ce his name 
from lusaka to lagos 
 
today we pro-noun-ce his name 
from brazzaville to ibadan— 
addis ababa to akungba 
 
yes, we sing his name 
in the tenor of timeless tunes 
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PROFILE OF ỌLADELE AWOBULUYI 
 
 
 

 
 
Professor Ọladele Awobuluyi is one of the world’s leading scholars of 
African linguistics. He specializes in Niger-Congo languages, especially 
Yoruba, Yoruboid and Akokoid languages. Born in Okeagbe-Akoko 
(Nigeria) in 1937, he studied at the University of Colorado, Boulder (BA 
Classics, 1961) and took two MAs (Latin 1962; Linguistics 1964) and a 
PhD (Linguistics, 1967) at Columbia University, New York. He taught at 
Michigan State University, City University of New York, and University 
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of Lagos, before becoming a professor of linguistics at the University of 
Ilọrin in 1976. In 2001, he left Ilọrin and went to his home state (Ondo 
State) to help build a new institution—Adekunle Ajasin University, 
Akungba-Akoko. He was there as professor of linguistics in the Department 
of Linguistics and Languages from 2001 to 2012.  

Over the course of his career, he has been a pioneer on many fronts. He 
served as the foundation head of the department of Linguistics and African 
languages, University of Ilọrin from 1976 until 1980. He was the 
foundation Dean of Arts, University of Ilọrin from 1976 to 1984, and 
acting vice Chancellor of the same institution from 1977 to 1980. His 
superior administration skills were also put to use at Adekunle Ajasin 
University, where he was acting vice chancellor from 2009 to 2010. He 
has served on many university and professional committees at the national 
and international level; for example, he was a member of the University of 
Ilọrin Governing Council, a member of the Nigerian National Universities 
Commission, editor Centrepoint, president of the Yoruba studies 
association, and current chairman Yoruba cross-border language 
commission. He is a strong advocate of using indigenous languages in 
education and has contributed in myriad ways to the development of 
contemporary linguistics in Nigeria and Africa and to the professional 
training and development of scores of scholars of African linguistics.  His 
book, Essentials of Yoruba Grammar published by Oxford University 
Press, has been a classic best-seller since the 1970s. 



 

 

FOREWORD 
 
 
 
Going back in memory to 1988, when I started my graduate studies at 

the University of Ilọrin, I remember being excited about meeting Professor 
Ọladele Awobuluyi, the great linguist and author of Essentials of Yoruba 
Language.   

However, the first person I met as I entered the School (Faculty) of 
Arts Building was Olóyè (Chief) Ọlajubu who was Professor and Dean of 
Arts at the time. I recognized him because he had spent a sabbatical year at 
the University of Ifẹ while I was there as an undergraduate. I introduced 
myself to him. Upon hearing that I am an Ifẹ alumna, he grabbed my hand 
with excitement, took me to his office and introduced me to everyone as 
the ambassador from Ifẹ. Olóyè asked if I had met Baba Ẹgbẹ (Father or 
Grand Patron of the Society). I said no. Quite frankly, I was surprised that 
the School had a special Society and a Father/Grand Patron. I knew this 
must be an important person that I needed to know, so I asked, “Who is 
Baba Ẹgbẹ?”  Olóyè laughed heartily and answered: 

It’s Dele Awobuluyi. Dele Awobuluyi is the father of the Department of 
Linguistics and Nigerian Languages; he is the father of the Faculty of Arts. 
He is our leader. He leads by example. He is disciplined and hardworking.  

Then he added, “You must work hard to succeed in this place.”  I gestured 
“yes” by nodding and said, “Yes, sir. Thank you for your advice.” 

As I walked down the hall from the Dean’s office toward the 
Department of linguistics, I wondered if I would recognize Baba Ẹgbẹ 
from Oloye’s description of him as “disciplined and hardworking.” What 
does he look like? I wondered. Someone in the Department office 
eventually answered this question:  

He is dark-skinned, average height, medium-built, neatly dressed, and 
wears glasses. He is the chief professor here. 

Armed with this information I still was unable to find someone who 
matched this description. Finally, I decided to go to his office to introduce 
myself. I knocked on the door, and when I heard him say “Come in,” I 
went in and introduced myself. He was welcoming and polite. He smiled 
(a little) and told me that he was pleased to meet me. I felt honored and 
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humbled to meet him. I later took a graduate seminar on Yoruba 
phonology with him. 

It is an extraordinary privilege to know Professor Awobuluyi, and 
there are many things that I find remarkable about him. First, he loves 
Linguistics and his passion for the field shows through his teaching. 
Although he generally has a quiet demeanor, one gets to see his gregarious 
side when he is teaching. He gets excited as he lays out data and presents 
arguments in support of his analysis. He always has a wide-eyed 
enthusiasm for new language discoveries. I remember once when I told 
him I had found a regular rule of vowel deletion in Verb Phrases with loan 
nouns in Yoruba, his eyes lit up with excitement behind his glasses, and he 
said, “That’s an excellent finding! No one has said that before.”  This 
finding became the core contribution of my MA thesis. Although 
Professor Yiwọla Awoyale supervised my thesis, Professor Awobuluyi 
was encouraging and always generous with his time and ideas.  

Secondly, he is a very shrewd scholar. He is meticulous and pays close 
attention to language details. I remember when he was working on 
“Denasalization in Yoruba,” he looked everywhere for data. He collected 
Standard Yoruba data. He told me he would look at data from other 
Yoruba dialects, for example, Ẹgba and Onko. He interviewed Mr. Ade, an 
office staffer who speaks Ebira, a related language with interesting nasal 
patterns. I couldn’t agree more with Professor Ọlasope Oyelaran’s 
characterization of Professor Awobuluyi as an outstanding linguistic 
inquirer (Chapter 20 of this book): 

Ọládélé Awobùluyì’s body of work gives him to us as an attentive student 
of and inquirer about language, constantly mindful of the dictum “la 
langue est un système où tout se tient” (‘language is a system within which 
everything coheres’). That explains why he does not ignore externalities in 
theory and matters of raw data but insists on rigorous intra-language 
paradigmatic contextualization in any attempt to provide an account of and 
explanation for any observable phenomenon in language. 

Third, Professor Awobuluyi involved himself as a scholar in an 
astonishing array of topics in linguistics. Over the past forty years, he has 
published prolifically on phonology, morphology, syntax, language and 
education, language policy, and indigenous language advocacy (see his 
Curriculum Vitae). In Yoruba linguistics circles, he is especially known 
for insisting that vowel coalescence occurs in Standard Yoruba. While 
taking the Yoruba phonology graduate seminar with him, I looked forward 
to the day when he would talk about vowel coalescence. That day finally 
arrived. He began by presenting the works of J. De Gaye and W. Becrooft 
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(1922, Yoruba Grammar) and R. C. Abraham (1958, Dictionary of 
Yoruba). He then presented additional data from his own work 
(Awobuluyi 1964, 1986, 1989, etc.), and argued for three types of vowel 
coalescence: coalescence by assimilation, merger, and polarization. He 
then asked if anyone had any questions. The entire class was silent; who 
would disagree with Baba Awobuluyi? There were four of us in the class: 
three males and one female. The men said they did not have any questions. 
I had questions, but I struggled with how best to present the questions 
without sounding rude to an elder. He must have sensed my struggle, 
because he smiled and said, “If you have always wondered about this 
phenomenon, here is your opportunity to ask questions.” So, I told him 
that I was having a tough time believing coalescence by polarization; how 
can the merger of two high front vowels produce a high back vowel? His 
answer was that, if dissimilation is a natural phonological process, 
coalescence via polarization must be a natural process too. Although I 
never wrote a paper supporting this approach, I thought his response made 
sense. He continues to work on vowel coalescence. Several years later, 
while I was doing fieldwork in Nigeria in the mid 1990’s, he told me (with 
the usual wide-eyed enthusiasm) that he found supporting evidence for 
coalescence in Diola Fogny. I mentioned these incidences because they 
illustrate a major facet of Professor Awobuluyi’s character. He is a very 
principled person and is not afraid to stand alone. He is very careful in 
documenting data and thoughtful in theorizing, and yet does not impose 
his view on others, however strongly he feels he is right.    

In my opinion, Professor Awobuluyi is a veritable scholar, one of the 
most talented linguists in the world. This volume recognizes his 
contributions to African linguistics. The contributors, an international 
group of scholars, represent five generations of African linguists who have 
been influenced by Awobuluyi’s work in one way or another. They are: 
Michael A. Abiọdun (Ekiti State U.), Tunde Adegbọla (African Langauges 
Technology Initiative, Ibadan), Olusẹyẹ Adeṣọla (Yale U.), Maduabuchi 
Sennen Agbo (U. of Benin), Ọladiipọ Ajiboye (U. of Lagos), Akinbiyi 
Akinlabi (Rutgers U.), Ahmed Amfani (Usmanu Danfodiyo U., Sokoto), 
Diana Archangeli (U. of Arizona), Ayọ Bamgbose (Emeritus U. of 
Ibadan), Hounkpati B. C. Capo (U. d'Abomey-Calavi, Benin Republic), 
Rose-Marie Déchaine (U. of British Columbia), Tosin Gbogi (Tulane U.), 
Johnson Ilọri (U. of Lagos), Constantine Kouankem (U. of Yaounde I, 
Cameroon), Christine Ofulue (National Open University of Nigeria), 
Simeon O. Ọláògún (Adekunle Ajasin U.),Yetunde Oluwafisan (U. of 
Ilọrin), Gideon Sunday Omachonu (Nasarawa State U.), Ọlanikẹ Orie 
(Tulane U.), Francis Oyebade (Adekunle Ajasin U.), Ọlasope Oyelaran 
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(Kalamazoo College), (Douglas Pulleyblank (U. of British Columbia), 
Funmi O. Olúbòḍé-Sàwè ̣ (Federal University of Technology, Akurẹ) and 
Constantine Yuka (U. of Benin).  

Thank you, Prof., for your intellectual distinction. Thank you for being 
an outstanding teacher and mentor. Thank you for your modesty. I am 
honored to be numbered among your students.  

Ọlanikẹ Ọla Orie 
Tulane University 
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[Abstract: The so-called genitive morpheme occurs in genitival and 
appositive structures and makes no semantic contribution whatsoever to 
either of them. As evidence from some Mọba dialects shows, far from 
being a morpheme, the element is a prosthetic vowel used to restructure 
non-canonic nouns in Yoruba, as in many of its eastern next-door 
neighbours. NP1 NP2 noun phrases with NP2 headed by the element ti, 
which is an anaphor, are appositive in structure and unequivocally further 
illustrate the occurrence of the so-called genitive morpheme in appositive 
structures.] 
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[Abstract: This paper shows that, contrary to Yusuf (1990), the Standard 
Yoruba element ni nowhere functions as a copula verb but as a focus 
marker. It also adduces additional pieces of evidence deriving from case-
assignment, acceptability judgments, and number agreement to show that 
constructions featuring constituent (as opposed to sentence) focus are 
basically noun phrases rather than sentences, as indicated much earlier in 
Awobuluyi (1978a).] 
 
2001 ‘Arọpo-Orukọ Kukuru Ẹni Kẹta Ẹyọ Aṣolùwà’, (‘The Third 

Person Singular Subject Pronoun’), Yoruba: Journal of the 
Yoruba Studies Association of Nigeria. 2. 1 – 8. 

[Abstract: Language-internal evidence based on number and person 
concord suggests that the element ‘ó’, popularly thought to be the third 
person singular subject pronoun in Standard Yoruba, is actually a pre-
verbal adverb. It regularly takes the above form whenever the subject NP 
for any number of reasons does not appear immediately to its left.] 
 
2005 ‘Mọfiimu Kan Ṣoṣo Ni “àì” Àbí Méjì?’, Yoruba: Journal of the 

Yoruba Studies Association of Nigeria. 3. 1 – 7. 
[Abstract: The constituents of the element ‘àì’, traditionally considered as 
a single morpheme functioning as a prefix in Standard Yoruba, are 
separable, as in à-kúkú-ì-bí ‘having no children at all’. The element 
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Nigeria 3.3. 1 – 14. 

 
[Abstract: Evidence from Ekiti dialects of Yoruba as well as from within 
Standard Yoruba shows that the element ‘Ó’, popularly thought to be the 
third person singular subject pronoun in the language, is but a positional 
variant of the high-tone syllable (HTS), which is one of the pre-verbal 
elements usually found between subject NPs and VPs in the language. The 
third person singular subject pronoun has null phonetic content, as shown 
by a construction in which all other subject pronouns become overt object 
pronouns while the phonetically null third person singular subject pronoun 
predictably becomes a phonetically null third person singular object 
pronoun. As object, the third person singular pronoun takes the form of un 
[ũ ] and obligatorily assimilates all the non-tonal features of the vowels of 
monosyllabic verbs in all known dialects except those of Ondo, Ifon, and 
one or two towns in Ijesa land. The behaviour of the pronoun as a 



Current Research in African Linguistics 

 

xxv 

possessive qualifier seems to require Minimalist Programme to either 
admit that syntactic transformations still have a place in Syntax or be 
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supposed antecedents.] 
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in Standard Yoruba’), in Yorùbá: Journal of Yoruba Studies 
Association of Nigeria, 2015. 

[Abstract: There are two distinct elements tí in Standard Yoruba. One of 
them, tí1, is a relative clause complementizer. The other one, tí2, was first 
noticed by Bamgboṣe and assumed to be a complementizer as well, 
because in certain definable syntactic contexts it regularly substitutes for 
ni, the focus complementizer. Further data in the language now suggest 
that tí2 is, in fact, a conjunction for linking sentences or sentential 
complements. In that capacity it also regularly substitutes for still other 
complementizers like pé, the declarative clause complementizer, and bí, 
the conditional clause complementizer. In addition to this, the paper notes 
as never before that virtually every type of qualifier in the language occurs 
with syntactically recoverable covert NP heads.] 
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This Festschrift, Current Research in African Linguistics: Papers in 
Honor of Ọladele Awobuluyi, would not have been possible without the 
support of the contributors. So, we say a big thank you to all the 
contributors. We appreciate the enthusiastic response we received after we 
sent out a call for papers. We would also like to thank Tosin Gbogi for 
writing a poem in honor of Professor Awobuluyi. Many thanks to Jarrette 
Allen and Mary Kate Kelly (Tulane University) for help with editing. Mrs. 
S. O. Awobuluyi and Dr. Oluwatoyin Ameh (nee Awobuluyi) deserve our 
gratitude for help with the pictures—the cover page photo illustrating 
Awobuluyi’s books and glasses, and Professor Awobuluyi’s photo (inside 
the book). 

The volume brings together a collection of 21 papers organized 
thematically as follows. The first section contains articles on applied and 
sociolinguistics topics: bridging pedagogy gaps in Nigerian languages 
(Adegbọla), African development and language dilemma (Bamgboṣe), 
Orthography as a science (Capo), Bilingualism and language maintenance 
in small communities (Ofulue), and Issues in African language translation 
(Oluwafisan; Olubọde-Sawẹ). The second section is a collection of articles 
on phonology and morphology: the first paper (Akinlabi and Iloene) 
concerns the theoretical problems posed by high vowel representation and 
alternations in nasality contexts in Igbo and Yoruba, and the other two 
papers (Archangeli and Pulleyblank; Orie) examine issues arising from 
high vowel behavior in tongue root harmony contexts in various dialects 
of Yoruba. The fourth paper (Oyebade) examines the issue of computation 
of counting numbers in five Benue-Congo language families (Edoid, 
Akokoid, Akpes, Nupoid and Yoruboid), and argues that the remarkable 
similarities in the numbers systems of these groups point either to a more 
ancient system that united the groups together or to contact history which 
predates the amalgamation of Nigeria by the British in 1914.  The next 
group of papers in section three focuses on syntax and semantics and their 
interfaces:  phonology and syntax (Abiọdun), morphology and syntax 
(Adeṣọla; Ajiboye), phonology and semantics (Déchaine), syntax 
(Amfani; Ilọri & Ọlaogun; Kouankem; Maduabuchi; Omachonu) and the 
structure and semantics of proverbs (Oyelaran; Yuka).  
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This edited volume makes the following contributions to the field. 
First, it allows scope for the discussion of issues seldom addressed in 
current African linguistics literature, for example, computational 
linguistics, orthography as a science, language dilemma and African 
development, language maintenance in minority communities, African 
language loss and innovation in diaspora, and so on. Secondly, it presents 
new theoretical insights in the study of the phonological, morphological, 
syntactic and semantic properties of African languages, including many 
languages which are not widely discussed in the literature. Third, it makes 
accessible to a wider audience data that have not previously been 
published or is not widely circulated, so that future work on African 
linguistics can rely on a broader database. Finally, the book makes an 
important contribution to the expanding work on language documentation 
and comparative linguistics by presenting data and linguistic analyses 
from different African languages: Gbe, Gungbe, Hausa, Igala, Igbo, 
Lamnso' and Medumba, Shona, Edoid, Akokoid, Akpes, Nupoid, Yoruba 
and Yoruboid.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

BRIDGING INTERDISCIPLINARY GAPS 
IN THE STUDY OF NIGERIAN LANGUAGES 

TUNDE ADEGBỌLA 
AFRICAN LANGUAGES TECHNOLOGY INITIATIVE, NIGERIA 

 
 
 
As the information age continues to unfold, more and more of human 
communication will be mediated by machines leading to a need for 
humans, not only to communicate through machines but also with 
machines. Such use of machines will certainly add new dimensions to the 
problem of language endangerment, as languages that these machines are 
not designed to accommodate will become endangered while users of such 
languages may be pushed to the fringes of the information society. To 
avoid such a situation with gross consequences for Nigerian languages and 
their speakers, there is a need to build a body of scholars that are capable 
of developing the theories and frameworks that will make these machines 
respond to Nigerian languages. Such scholarship is necessarily inter-
disciplinary and multidisciplinary. Although there have been successive 
efforts at building inter-disciplinary and multidisciplinary scholarship in 
the Nigerian university system, there are still subsisting difficulties in 
crossing certain disciplinary boundaries particularly those between the 
Humanities on the one hand and the Sciences and Technology on the 
other. The crossing of such trans-disciplinary boundaries, however, is 
inevitable if we are to address the problems that accompany the 
development of theories and frameworks necessary to develop a capacity 
for natural language processing. This paper seeks to establish the 
inevitability of these trans-disciplinary crossings and also suggests steps 
that could be taken to facilitate such crossings in the Nigerian university 
system. 
 


