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Abstract

This paper investigates the patterns of tone inherent in foreign lexical
items when they are borrowed into the Yoruba language with a
particular focus on the highest ranked tonal patterns. The Yoruba
language which is a tonal language is one of the three foremost
indigenous languages in Nigeria; therefore, its early contact with
English was not a coincidence. The data for the study are elicited
from news items on local media houses, supermarkets and street
hawkers. These data sources were chosen because they are believed to
possess current information on the foreign societies. Analysis of data
reveals that HLL tonal pattern with 26.81% is highly ranked among
other tonal patterns of borrowed words. The implication of this is that,
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words with High-Low-Low tonal pattern are the most common foreign
words found in Yoruba. This tonal pattern is the most frequent in the
process of borrowing because it corresponds to most of the English
words present in Yoruba.

Introduction

It is stating the obvious that all languages vary their pitch to achieve
different meaning. How each of the languages uses variations in pitch
may not necessarily be uniform. For instance, the way English varies
its pitch is quite different from Yoruba. Therefore, this paper answers
the question of how pitch is represented in the adaptation of English
words that are borrowed into Yoruba. We shall discover that the
information about linguistic pitch is represented in terms of tones, and
that tone, on the one hand, and vowels and consonants, on the other,
are arranged on separate, parallel structural tiers (Durand 1992).
Based on our data, the auto segmental status of tone will be
considered and it will be revealed that the tonal patterns of words can
be lucidly presented in a two-tier model. Also, on the basis of
Goldsmith’s association convention and the no crossing constraint,
this paper will show the way tones are associated with other elements
in the phonological representation.

Tone in Yoruba is associated not only to pitch but also to length,
muscular effort, phonation and vowel feature (see Green 2002). Three
different phonemic tones are attested in Yoruba, viz: high [H], mid
[M], low [L]. The high tone is “sometimes slightly breathy, relatively
long, high intensity and high pitch often with a fall before a pause”;
“mid tone have medium duration, high intensity, and high, often
slightly falling pitch”. The low tone has “medium duration, low
intensity and low, often slightly rising pitch” (Chang 2004:16).
Vowels in English loanword adaptations may carry any of these
Yoruba tones. These tones are attested in the data as discussed in
subsequent section.

It is also noteworthy that “within the SPE paradigm, tones were
considered to be features on a par with other features” Durand
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(1992:243). Therefore, in describing a language (for example Yoruba)
that possesses three distinctive level tones (i.e. high, mid, low), the
following features are selected; [H] for high tone, [M] for mid tone
and [L] for low tone to analyze the contrast between three syllables
[ba] (where the acute accent means high), [ba] (where the grave accent
means low) and [ba] (where the macron accent connotes a mid tone

but this is not usually indicated). These tone marks are demonstrated
in the matrix below:

Table: 1 Tone Matrix

b a (meet) b

Q-

(perch) | b a (hide)

Syll -+ -4

Cons + - + - +

Son - - - -

ant + - + - +

Cor - - - -

HI/] -+ - -

L[\] o R o

MT-] - - - - -+

(Adapted from Durand 1992)

Tones are considered as features of vowels only in the above matrix.
These features are irrelevant to the onset since they do not have no
direct correlation with the onset, but all the same, this does not make
them superior or more significant because other features (e.g.
sonorant) which are not applicable to vowels are also considered. It is
assumed in the matrix that tones are connected with the segments
within syllables known as tone bearing units (TBU). These tone
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bearing units are vowels but other types of segments (such as alveolar
nasal and alveolar lateral) can also bear tone (Durand 1992, Laniran
1992, Bamisaye 2004). These tones are demonstrated in actual
English loans in Yoruba in this study.

It is however important to say that when these foreign words are
borrowed into Yoruba, their syllable structures are re-defined. That is,
a word that originally belongs to the class of monosyllabic or
disyllabic words can change to disyllabic and trisyllabic words
respectively when they enter the recipient language. Therefore, in this
section, the treatment of their tonal patterns will be based on their
newly acquired status.

Co-Occurrence of High and Low Tones [HI]

Some English words that were borrowed into Yoruba manifest the co-
occurrence of both H(igh) and L(ow) tones. The manifestations of
these tonal adaptations vary apparently depending on the types of the
syllables that bear them, such as disyllabic words, trisyllabic words,
guadri-syllabic words and polysyllabic words. The following tonal
patterns have been observed in English loans in Yoruba, namely: [HL,
HLL, HHL, HHHL, HHLL, HHHLL, and HHHHLL]. These patterns
are so unique in that tones are combined systematically. That is, the
occurrences of tones are in series depending on the types of the
syllable structures on which they occur. For example, in polysyllabic
words, there is a cluster of high tones followed by a cluster of low
tones. Thus, we have [HHHLL].

It must also be noted that when English lexical items are borrowed
into Yoruba, they violate the restriction on the occurrence of high tone
on the first syllable of initial vowel (Ufomata 2004).

HI-Sequence on Disyllabic Words

High and Low tones co-occur in disyllabic English words when they
are adapted into Yoruba. This tonal pattern is demonstrated in actual
words below.
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ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/ba:ba/ [bé&ba] ‘barber’
/kuka/ [kaka] ‘cooker’
ltella/ [telo] ‘tailor’
/ojol [1oja] ‘lawyer’
/leto/ [1£ta] ‘letter’
/leda/ [1£da] ‘leather’
/bata/ [bota] ‘butter’
ftiztfof [tifa] ‘teacher’
[5:do/ [0da] ‘order’
/raba/ [robd] ‘rubber’

HII-Sequence on Trisyllabic Words

Trisyllabic words manifest the co-occurrence of High-Low-Low
[HLL] tones in foreign words when they are adapted into the recipient
language. This is demonstrated in the examples below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/feen/ [faanu] ‘“fan’
/fllm/ [fiimU] “film’
/gauld/ [goolu] ‘gold’
/gavana/ [gémina] ‘governor’
/gam/ [goomu] ‘gum’
/baeg/ [baagi] ‘bag’
/ka:d/ [kaadi] ‘card’
/lers/ [1éési] ‘lace’
/kotl/ [koéli] ‘coil’
d&si:p/ [dsiipu] ‘jeep’
[rais/ [raisi] ‘rice’

HHL-Sequence on Trisyllabic Words

In this type of tonal adaptation, the occurrences of tones on syllable
structures are H(igh) — H(igh) — L(ow) [HHL]. This is in opposition to
what obtains in H(igh) — L(ow) — L(ow) [HLL] sequence (see 5.2.1.2).
This tonal pattern is attested in the data as demonstrated below.
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ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/barbl/ [bibéli] ‘bible’
/bred/ [burédi] ‘bread’
[drarva/ [diréba] ‘driver’
[fretm/ [fdrému] ‘frame’
/grama/ [girama] ‘grammar’
/greevl/ [giréafu] ‘gravel’
Ividiau/ [fidio] ‘video’
Ipasta/ [pésito] ‘pastor’
Itre1lo/ [tirela] ‘trailer’
[gri:z/ [girisi] ‘grease’

HHHL-Sequence on Quadri-Syllabic Words

Two types of quadri-syllabic tonal patterns are attested in the data.
They are High-High-High-Low [HHHL] and High-High-Low-Low
[HHLL]. This section discusses the former while the latter will be
discussed under HHHL-Sequence on quadri-syllabic words, the
occurrences of higher than low tone (it is three against one). Thus,
high tone has the greatest proportion of the tonal distribution. This
tonal pattern is described in various words below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

lemdzel/ [angéli] ‘angel’
/di:kon/ [diakéni] ‘deacon’
leksidos/ [£s06du] ‘exodus’
/keepenta/ [kakpénta] ‘carpenter’
/kauntsala/ [kansélo] ‘councillor’
/kastomo/ [kositoma] ‘customer’
[lusifo/ [lasiféri] ‘Lucifer’
/praxmort/ [paramari] ‘primary’
/paeradars/ [paraadisé] ‘paradise’

HHLL-Sequence on Quadri-Syllabic Words

Tones in High-High-Low-Low tonal pattern are evenly distributed,
(i.e. double high tones and double low tones). This tonal feature is
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entirely different from the HHHL tonal feature discussed previously
where high tone dominates the greater part of the quadri-syllabic
words. Examples of this tonal pattern are shown below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/blok/ [bulooki] ‘block’
/briklerjo/ [birikila] ‘bricklayer’
/bifop] [bifaobu] ‘bishop’
lorafl [baraofi] ‘brush’
/dram/ [daroomu] ‘drum’
/glaub/ [giloobu] ‘globe’
/geerads/ [gareedsi] ‘garage’
/geelan/ [galoonu] ‘gallon’
Ikalods/ [koléedsi] ‘college’
/klaes/ [Kilaasi] ‘class’

HHHLL-Sequence on Polysyllabic Words

The distribution of tones in this type of polysyllabic word is a
sequence of three high tones and two low tones. Therefore, the
combination of High-High-High-Low-Low tones gives us a word with
multiple syllables. This tonal pattern is demonstrated in the examples
below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

[albam/ [aluboomu] ‘album’
/beenderds/ [bandéedsi] ‘bandage’
finvalap/ [énbildéoku] ‘envelope’
[fri:dom/ [firidoomu] ‘freedom’
/glukaus/ [gulukoosi] ‘glucose’
/d&zeneziz/ [dzénésiisi] ‘Genesis’
/meetres/ [métiraasi] ‘mattress’
/mekanik/ [mékaniiki] ‘mechanic’
/negertiv/ [négetiifu] ‘negative’
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HHHHLL-Sequence on Polysyllabic Words
This is the occurrence of four high tones and two low tones in a
polysyllabic word. This High-High-High-High-Low-Low [HHHHLL]
tonal pattern is not commonly found in loanwords. There are only
three instances in the data and they are demonstrated below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/a:Imanak/ [alimanaaki] ‘almanac’
/embulans/ [anbulansi] ‘ambulance’
/Bomosta:t/ [tamositaati] ‘thermostat’

In the data, the breakdown of the High and Low tonal patterns of
different categories is as follows:

Table 2: Loanword Adaptation of HL Tonal Patterns

Tonal Pattern Frequency Percentage %
HL 75 16.48

HLL 122 26.81

HHL 97 21.31

HHHL 23 5.05

HHLL 97 21.31
HHHLL 37 8.13
HHHHLL 04 0.87

TOTAL 455 100%

Table 2 above represents the frequencies of tonal patterns in English
words borrowed into Yoruba. From the approach of Optimality
Theoretical analysis, the most commonly occurring tonal pattern of
English loanwords in Yoruba is High-Low-Low [HLL] with *%/,ss
(26.81%) of the instances in the data. Therefore, it is ranked the
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highest candidate. Second in rank is High-High-Low [HHL] and
High-High-Low-Low [HHLL], the two are evenly distributed, they
contribute *'/,s5 (21.31%) instances while High-High-High-Low-Low-
Low [HHHHLL] is ranked the least in the tonal patterns with */sss
(0.87%) of the instance therefore HHHHLL is ruled out. These tonal
patterns are presented in the bar chart below.

Fig. 1: Bar Chart of HL Tonal Patterns
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For better understanding, accuracy and appropriateness, | have also
described the above HL tonal patterns in the pie chart below. The pie
chart, which has a circular shape, has divided the tonal patterns into
seven different sectors whose angles are proportionate to the
frequencies of their manifestation as observed in the data.
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Fig 2: Pie Chart Representing HL Tonal Distributions
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Co-Occurrence of Low, High and Mid Tones

Various patterns of low tone co-occurring with high and mid tones are
treated in this section. The corpus of data collected reveals these
various tonal patterns of English borrowed words into Yoruba. The
tonal patterns are as follows: [LH, LLH, LHL, LHHL, LHLL, LLHL,
LLHLL, LHHLL, and LLHHL].

LH-sequence on disyllabic words

When English lexical items are borrowed into Yoruba, Low-High
tones co-occur. A few of this tonal pattern are obvious in the data and
they are demonstrated in the examples below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/berbi/ [bebi] ‘baby’
lgi:ta:/ [gitd] ‘guitar’
[siga/ [sigd] ‘cigar’
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/KQUKaU/ |KOKkO | “cocoa’
LHL-Sequence on Trisyllabic Words

In this type of tonal pattern, high tone is situated between two low
tones in such a way that high tone stands distinctly in between the two
low tones. The instances of Low-High-Low tonal patterns are found in
the examples given below:

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS
/skul/ [Jukard] ‘school’
/ripeal [rikpia] ‘repair’
Ipatertou/ [kpotéto] ‘potato’
firexzo/ [iresa] ‘eraser’
/toma:tou] [toméato] ‘tomato’
[ritars/ [ritdja] ‘retire’
/muleetou/ [mulato] ‘mullato’
/tmaem/ [imamu] ‘Imam’
Irivalva/ [rifofa] ‘revolver’
[/dairektoa/ [daréto] ‘director’
/baezu:ko/ [bastka] ‘bazooka’

LLH-SEQUENCE ON TRISYLLABIC WORDS

The tonal pattern of this type is quadric-syllabic words is Low-Low-
High [LLH]. There are only three instances in the data. Examples of
Low-Low-High tonal pattern are given below:

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/brads/ [buroda] ‘brother’
[sisto/ [sisita] ‘sister’
fa:nt/ [anti] ‘aunt’

LHHL-Sequence on Quadri-Syllabic Words

The tonal pattern of this type of quadri-syllabic word is Low-High-
High-Low [LHHL]. It takes-off from a low tone, followed by two
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high tones and ends with a low tone. Examples of this tonal pattern are
demonstrated below in actual words.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/eedres/ [adirési] ‘address’
/keelenda:/ [kalénda] ‘Calendar’
/kilsumita/ [kilomita] ‘kilometre’
/motanity/ [métaniti] ‘maternity’
[oridzinal/ [oridzing] ‘original’
Iripeara/ [ripiara] ‘repairer’
Ipaetikjuloz/ [patikala] ‘particulars’
/stment/ [siménti] ‘cement’
/melerrio/ [maléria] ‘malaria’
/ga:ronta/ [garanto] ‘guarantor’

LHLL and LLHL-Sequence on Quadri-Syllabic Words

There are two different types of tonal patterns of quadri-syllabic
words in this type of adaptation, viz: Low-High-Low-Low and Low-
Low-High-Low. Though, the two patterns have common tones; the
tones are distributed differently. These tonal patterns are demonstrated
in the example below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN GLOSS PATTERN
IN YORUBA

/ala:m/ [aldamu] ‘alarm’ LHLL
/daemask/ [damaasi] ‘damask’ LHLL
/absa:ba/ [abusaba] ‘absorber’ LLHL
/maadam/ [madaamu] ‘madam’ LHLL
/risi:t/ [risiiti] ‘receipt’ LHLL
/salaed/ [salaadi] ‘salad’ LHLL
/ekspaia/ [€sipajal ‘expire’ LLHL
/hautel/ [oteel] ‘hotel’ LHLL
/rivais/ [rifaisi] ‘revise’ LHLL
/braeziea/ [beresial “brassiere’ LLHL
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LLHLL, LHHLL andLLHHL-Sequence on Polysyllabic Words

These tonal patterns are also grouped together because of the limited
data in each of them. These tonal patterns manifest differently in
various polysyllabic English lexical items when they are borrowed
into Yoruba. Examples of these tonal patterns are demonstrated below
in actual words.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN GLOSS PATTERN
IN YORUBA

[odveens/ [alubansi] ‘advance’ LLHLL
/bleenkit/ [bulankéeti] ‘blanket’ LHHLL
/a:senbl/ [asénbili] ‘assembly’ LHHLL
/Inspekta/ [insikpékito] ‘Inspector’ LLHHL
epastl/ [akpositéli] ‘apostle’ HLLLH
MMetrlk/ [€léntiriki] ‘electric’ HLLLH
NeetrIn/ [latiriini] ‘latrine’ HLLHH
/gzekjutrv/ [£sékatiitu] ‘executive’ HLLLHH

Co-Occurrence of Mid, Low and High Tones

The tonal patterns in this group manifest variously in some English
words when they are adapted into Yoruba. These tonal patterns take-
off from mid tone and co-occur with low tone and high tone in
English lexical items when borrowed into the recipient language
(Yoruba). The tonal patterns include [MH, MHL, MMH, MHHL,
MMHL, MLHL, MHLL, MMHLL, MMHHL, MHHHLL,
MMMHLL, MMMHHLL and MMHHLL]. These various patterns are
discussed in subsequent sections.

MH-Sequence on Disyllabic Words

The co-occurrence of Mid-High [MH] is evident in disyllabic English
words that are loaned to Yoruba. This is prominent in the
pronunciation of Yoruba- English bilinguals and this is as a result of
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the influence of their mother tongue on English. Examples of these
tonal patterns are demonstrated below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

Ipa:ti/ [kpati] ‘party’(social
gathering)

[fa:do/ [fadd] ‘father’

/na:ni/ [nani] ‘nanny’

/gault/ [goli] ‘goalie’

Ika:ki/ [kaki] ‘khaki’

/teell/ [tali] ‘tally’

MHL and MMH-Sequence on Trisyllabic Words

These two tonal patterns are paired together because of their few
instances in the data. They are treated together because they manifest
similar syllable feature (i.e. three syllables). The instances of Mid-
High-Low (MHL) and Mid-Mid-High [MMH] tonal patterns are
described in actual words below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN GLOSS PATTERN
IN YORUBA
ta:pahin/ [tapoli] ‘tarpaulin’ MHL
/hollder/ [oludé] ‘holiday’ MMH
/krrou/ [Kirijo] ‘creole’ MMH
/sinima/ [sinimo] ‘cinema’ MMH
[sisto/ [sisita] ‘sister’ MMH
(Rev.sister)
[refri:/ [refiri] ‘Referee’ MMH

MMHL, MHHL, MLML and MHLL-Sequence on Quadri-
Syllabic Words

This is another group of tonal patterns that have similar syllable
feature (i.e. four syllables). Though, they have different tonal patterns
but the syllables that bear them all have mid tone as their initial tone.
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In other words, their initial syllable tone is corresponding with
secondary stress in the Standard English. Examples of these tonal
patterns are listed below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN GLOSS PATTERN
IN YORUBA

Itelvi3on/ [telififs] ‘television’ MMHL
/dzenererto/ [dzeneréto] ‘generator’ MMHL
/ambrelo/ [aburada] ‘umbrella’ MLML
Ikomifana/ [komifono] ‘commissioner’ MHHL
[fonaladsi/ [fonolodsi] ‘phonology’ MHHL
/pamerd/ [kpoméedi] ‘pomade’ MHLL
/haspitl/ [osikpitu] ‘hospital’ MMHL
/keetopilo/ [katakpila ‘caterpillar’ MMHL
[sarlensa/ [salénsa) ‘silencer’ MHHL
[fotokopt/ [fotokokpi] ‘photocopy’ MMHL

MMHLL-Sequence on Polysyllabic Words

The tonal pattern of this type of polysyllabic words is Mid-Mid-High-
Low-Low [MMHLL]. The pattern is so rhythmic in such a way that it
can be divided into three metres (rhyme), i.e. [MM//H//LL]. The
instances of this tonal pattern are predominant in English lexical items
borrowed into Yoruba. Some of the examples are demonstrated in
actual words below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN IN YORUBA GLOSS

/kerausi:n/ [karofiini] ‘kerosine’
[biskit/ [bisikiiti] ‘biscuit’
/kreron/ [kerejoonu] ‘crayon’
/megofaun/ [megafoonu] ‘megaphone’
Ipetral/ [kpetiroolu] ‘petrol’
/kaukemn/ [kookeéeni] ‘cocaine’
Ivaslin/ [fasiliini] ‘Vaseline’
[aradi:n/ [ajodaini] ‘iodine’
Ikanfo:t/ [konfaoti] ‘Comfort’
Itfakalert/ [Jokolééti] ‘chocolate’
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/dekorert/ [dekoréeti] ‘decorate’
Multifarious Tonal Occurrences on Polysyllabic Words

The remaining polysyllabic tonal patterns in the data are grouped
together in this section; they are treated together because of the prefix
(poly) that unites them together and for the fact that each of them has
a few instances in the data. These tonal patterns include
[MMMHHLL, MMHHLL, MMMHLL, MHHHLL, MMHHL and
MMMHL]. They are variously demonstrated in the examples below.

ENGLISH ENGLISH LOAN GLOSS PATTERN
IN YORUBA
folu:mmam/  [aluminiomu] ‘aluminum’ MMHHLL
[earaplemn/ [erokpuléeni] ‘aeroplane’ MMHHLL
[>:tomotik/ [otomatiiki] ‘automatic’ MMHHLL
[teendzori:n/ [tandzariini] ‘tangerine’ MMMHLL
[fotagrafa/ [fotogiréafa] ‘photographer’ MMHHL
[fotolarzo/ [fatalaisa] “fertilizer’ MMHHL
/greemofoun/  [giramoféonu] ‘gramophone” MMMHLL
fagrikalfa/ [agirikofb] ‘agriculture’  MMMHL

Table 3 below summarizes the statistics of English lexical items
bearing all the tonal patterns that I discussed above.

Table 3: Multifarious Tonal Adaptation of Polysyllabic Words

Tonal Pattern Frequency Percentage

LH 08 5.55

LLH 03 2.08

LHHLL 08 5.55

LHL 16 11.11

LML 01 0.69

LHHHL 02 1.38

LHHL 13 9.02
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LHLL 15 1041
LLHL 04 277
LLHLL 04 277
LLHHL 02 138
MH 03 2.08
MMMHL 01 0.69
MHL 02 1.38
MMH 06 4.16
ML 03 2.08
MHHL 04 277
MMHL 17 11.80
MLML 01 0.69
MHLL 02 138
MMHLL 19 13.19
MMHHL 03 2.08
MHHHLL 01 0.69
MMMHHLL 02 138
MMMHHLL 02 138
MMHHLL 02 1.38
TOTAL 144 100

From the table above, the highest ranked tonal pattern is [MMHLL]
with %14 (13.19%) of the instances. Second in rank is [MMHL] with
Y1100 (11.80) followed by [LHL] with **/100 (11.11). Five tonal patterns
tied in that each of them scored “/140 (0.69) of the total instances in the
data. Therefore, they are least ranked, hence, they are ruled out. The
tonal patterns are; [LML], [LHHLL], [MMMHL], [MLML] and
[MHHHLL].

Conclusion

It is obvious from the analysis of data that the correspondence of tone
and stress in language contact demands a critical examination. There
is a clear indication that when foreign and local languages come in
contact, these two phenomena play key roles in the production of
words.
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It is evidently clear that language contact brings about a change in the
status of lexical items. For instance, a foreign monosyllabic word
becomes a disyllabic word when adapted in Yoruba. This is always so
because local languages (such as Yoruba) do not exhibit stress and as
a result, it is usually being replaced by tone (a feature of local
languages). When this happens, an English word with only one
syllable can become a Yoruba word with two syllables

It is also noteworthy that out of the various outputs of English words
processed in Yoruba; those with HLL patterns constitute the majority
with 26.81% instances. This percentage shows that the number of
foreign lexical items borrowed into Yoruba is very far from the
average. This portends that there are lots of English words still
struggling to flow into Yoruba, especially, in this torrent modern
technological development. And not only that, it is surprising that with
the long contact between these two languages, only a few foreign
lexical items could be said to have fully gained ground in Yoruba
grammatical structure.
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