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Abstract 

Although the concept of synonymy has been investigated in some Nigerian languages, no work on the 

concept was found in Gokana. This study is a first attempt at investigating the concept in Gokana. The 

specific objectives of this study were to identify synonymous sets of lexemes in Gokana, analyze the meaning 

of the synonymous lexemes identified and ascertain the contexts in which particular lexemes in a 

synonymous set occur. Data for the study were sourced from interview with five competent language 

consultants in Gokana. Oral interview and participant observation were used in this study. Different pairs 

or sets of synonyms were collected and the data analyzed using English and Gokana simple sentence frames 

to test the suitability or otherwise of the pairs. The study identified sixteen partial synonymous sets in 

Gokana with the synonymous sets varying in number from two to six. The work indicated that synonyms in 

Gokana are nouns, adjectives and adverbs and further outlined that dialectal variation resulting from 

language contact, euphemism, ideophonic words, figurative and idiomatic expressions were the various 

factors responsible for synonymy in Gokana. 
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Introduction 

Synonymy abounds in almost all natural 

languages because it is a very common semantic 

relation in the lexicon of human language in 

which a word, phrase or sentence has related 

meaning to another. 

The origin of the term synonymy can be 

traced to the Greek words syn „same‟ and nymy 

„name‟ (Jackson 1988). Synonymy means 

„sameness‟ of meaning while synonyms are 

words that express the same meaning or very 

similar meaning. Ndimele (1999) noted that 

words which are „associated with sociolinguistic 

taboo (e.g. sex) tend to have more synonyms than 

others. To be synonymous means to have same 

communicative effects in all contexts‟. 

Synonymy is very hard to come by in a 

language. This is because words may have the 

same meaning only in certain contexts. 

Synonymy is an area of semantics that is yet to be 

attended to in the grammar of Gokana although a 

few other scholars have treated it in selected 

Nigeria languages.Oweleke (2013) and Emenanjo 

(2015) treated the concept of synonymy in Igbo, 

Ogidi (2014) looked at synonymy in Izon. In 

English a lot of scholars have heard enough to 

say concerning the concept. Some of these 

scholars are Leech (1981), Palmer (1981), Cruse 

(1986), Saeed (2003), Hurford et al (2007), and 

Baker (2011).  This work is, to the best of the 

researcher‟s knowledge, a first attempt at 

considering the concept in Gokana. 

The Gokana language and its speakers 

Gokana is one of the five separate though 

closely related language that make up the Ogoni 

group of languages referred to as Kegboid by 

Ikoro (1996) and called Ogonoid by Vopnu 

(2001). Other languages that make up the Ogoni 

group of languages are Baa-Ogoi, Eleme, Tai, 

and Khana which is written as Kana in Ogonoid 

orthography. 

Gokana is the language of the people of 

Gokana kingdom and it is spoken by 

approximately 330, 500 people according to the 

result of March 2006 census released by the 

National Population Commission and given a 12 

year statistical projection. 

It is the major language spoken in the 

seventeen villages that make up the Gokana 

Kingdom and also the language of initial literacy. 

The Federal Republic of Nigeria in her National 

Policy of Education acknowledges the powerful 

influence of culture and language in development 

and states that “the medium of instruction in the 
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primary school shall be the language of the 

environment for the first three years…” therefore, 

primary schools in the Gokana Kingdom use 

Gokana as the language of initial literacy at least 

for the first three years in accordance with the 

federal government policy on education. The 

language is also used in worship and other socio-

economic activities in the locality. 

Gokana people occupy one of the twenty 

three Local Government Areas in Rivers state of 

Nigeria. As a local government area, its 

administrative headquarters is at Kpor. However, 

as a kingdom, Gokana consists of seventeen 

villages with its traditional headquarters at 

Giokoo. These villages are Barako, 

BaranyonwaDere, Bodo, Bomu, Deeyor, Deken, 

Gbe, Giokoo, KegbaraDere, Kpor, Lewe, Mogho, 

Nwebiara, Nweol, and Yeghe. 

 Linguistic classification of Gokana 

Gokana is the major language spoken in the 

seventeen villages of Gokana kingdom in Rivers 

state of Nigeria. It is one of the languages that 

make up the Ogonigroup of languages referred to 

as Kegboid by Ikoro (`1996) and called Ogonoid 

by Vopnu (2001). In this work ogonoid is 

preferred and used in place of kegboid that was 

coined and used by Ikoro(1996) as an alternative 

to Ogoni because of some social reasons. 

Vobnu (2001:25) insists that “regular sound 

correspondence is another principle for 

establishing relationship between two languages”. 

For example, the first root consonant of the 

various words in table 1 for God in Anaang, Efik, 

Ibibio, kana, Tai, Gokana, Eleme and Baa-Ogoi is 

always B‟ similarly, the first root consonant of 

the various words for mother is always k in 

Anaang, Efik, Ibibio, Kana, Tai Gokana, Eleme 

and Baa-ogoi. 

 

Table 1: some common words lower cases 

Anaang Efik Ibibio Kana Tai Gokana Eleme Baa-ogoi gloss 

abasi abasi abasi bari bari bari obari bari god  

eka eka eka ka ka ka oka ka mother  

 

Aim and objectives of the study 

The aim of this study is to investigate the 

concept of synonymy as a semantic relation in 

Gokana. The specific objectives of this study are: 

i. Identify synonymous sets of lexemes in 

Gokana 

ii. Analyze the meaning of the synonymous 

lexemes identified 

iii. Ascertain the contexts in which particular 

lexemes in a synonymous set are 

employed. 

Methodology 

Data for this study were sourced from 

interviews with five competent language 

consultants from Bodo and Dere communities in 

Gokana. In the light of the above, five adult 

speakers each from Bodo and Dere were 

interviewed. Two out of the 10 respondents were 

elderly persons above 60 years of age and two of 

the respondents are also teachers of Gokana 

language in primary schools in their 

communities. The remaining six respondents 

were chosen based on the recommendations of 

the two teachers.  Oral interview and participant 

observation were used in this study. 

Predetermined interview questions were drawn 

up to account for synonymous expressions in 

Gokana. Spontaneous follow up questions were 

also asked where necessary. These responses 

were audio-recorded, using a mobile phone 

device and later transcribed orthographically and 

analyzed accordingly. Participant observation 

was also employed in consonance with the 

researcher‟s intuition as a native speaker of the 

language. The interactive elicitation method was 

employed where the researcher provided 

recurrent linguistic stimuli in English and 

Gokana. Conversations were then initiated by the 

researcher and judiciously guided and as much as 

possible directed towards the type of expressions 

being sought. These too were recorded and 

transcribed. 

In terms of data analysis,different sets of 

relevant pairs or sets (synonyms) were collected 

and the data analyzed using English and Gokana 

simple sentence frames to test the suitability or 
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otherwise of the pairs. 

Conceptual review 

We will now review two major 

classifications of synonymy and also some 

identified causes of synonymy in the literature. 

Under this sub-head, this work looks at absolute 

and broad synonymy, and causes of synonymy as 

espoused by some scholars. 

Absolute and broad synonyms 

Lyons (1981:50) argues that absolute 

synonyms are expressions that are „fully‟ (i.e. all 

their meanings are identical), „totally‟ (i.e. they 

are synonymous in all contexts) and „completely‟ 

(i.e. they are identical on all relevant dimensions 

of meaning) synonymous, while partial or broad 

synonyms are synonymous, but not absolutely so. 

It has been argued that there are actually no 

absolute synonyms. It is in this light that Gordon 

(1985:11) confirms that this is why good 

dictionaries provide synonyms or explanation of 

synonyms showing how to use words that are 

quite similar in meaning. For instance, she notes 

that at the end of the entries for summary, 

synopsis epitome and digest, the dictionary might 

say „SYN‟ at the end of the of the entry where the 

synonym will be compared and contrasted with 

illustrations of their use in sentences or phrases. 

It has also been argued that a set of lexemes 

which are synonymous must manifest a 

significant degree of semantic overlap and that 

lexemes would be absolute synonyms if and only 

if their contextual relations were identical. 

Jackson (1988) uses the following sentence 

frames to illustrate this point. 

1. I am not at ----------------- to tell you. 

The word liberty, he says, may be inserted, but 

not its synonym, freedom. He also stresses that 

the words discover and find are synonymous in a 

sentence like: 

2. We found / discovered the boys hiding in the 

shed. 

But find could not substitute for discover in 

3. Sir Alexander Fleming discovered Penicillin in 

1928.  

In none of the above cases do the pairs 

appear to be interchangeable since we have found 

at least, one context in which one member of the 

pair may occur but not the other. Jackson 

(1988:64) further argues that two words which 

are totally synonymous is a luxury which a 

language, according to him, will not tolerate 

except perhaps for a short period of time, the 

existence of two words with exactly the same 

range of contexts of use; and it certainly will not 

tolerate proliferation of them. Arguments against 

absolute synonymy, according to Jackson, is 

historical. Jackson avers that if absolute 

synonymy occurs in the language, whether by 

borrowing or for some other reason, then one of 

two things tends to happen. One is that a 

differentiation of meaning takes place and one of 

the words begins to be used mutually exclusively, 

perhaps through semantic specialization. When, 

for example, mouton was borrowed into English 

from French in the medieval period, it was 

absolutely synonymous with sheep. It still exists 

in the vocabulary of English but its meaning is 

specialized, referring only to the meat of the 

animal consumed as food, while the animal itself 

continues to be called by the Anglo-Saxon word 

sheep. 

Jackson further states that the other thing 

that may happen to counter absolute synonymy is 

that one of the words will fall out of use and 

becomes obsolete, leaving the other as sole 

lexeme with that meaning; or it may become 

highly restricted, like kith and kin found only in 

the expression kith and kith. For example, the 

word reward was introduced into English from 

Norman French, but English already had a word 

with the same meaning in meed. In this case meed 

has fallen out of use and reward has completely 

taken its place. A similar process, he also 

observes, has happened with foe and enemy, 

though foe is still in use in some contexts, mainly 

of a literary nature and some political sphere. 

The above facts clearly prove that when we talk 

about synonymy, we do not generally have 

absolute synonymy in mind. We are thinking 

much rather of pairs of lexemes that can 

substitute for each other in a wide range of 

contexts, but not necessarily absolutely, or that 

we think of lexemes as having the same general 

reference such as big/large, refuse/decline, 

freedom/liberty, sometimes/occasionally, 

beneath/below. The simple solution, as Nutsukpo 
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(1992) puts it, is that all synonyms are not truly 

synonymous. This view is in tandem with the 

views expressed by many other semanticists that 

synonyms are very subjective to deal with 

because they are context-sensitive or context-

dependent (Omego 2011). 

a. Cause

s of synonymy 

There are several reasons why we have synonyms 

in every language. Saeed (2003) identified three 

major causes of synonyms which are dialect, 

style of language and register. Let us briefly 

examine them one after another. 

i. Dialec

t as a Cause of Synonymy 

Synonyms are usually the product of different 

dialects of the same language according to 

Mcgregor (2009:335), dialect is „a variety of 

language characterized by a particular set of 

words … that is associated with a particular 

geographical region. A good example is 

American English and British English. Below are 

some instances:  

American English  British English  

Apartment  Flat 

Attorney  Barrister/solicitor 

Cab  Taxi  

Elevator  Lift  

Candy  Sweet  

Vacation  Holiday  

Corn  Maize  

Gas(oline) Petrol  

Mail  Post  

Movie  Film  

Rest room  Public toilet  
 

 The words in the table above are synonymous in 

English because they have the same meanings in 

certain contexts. And native speakers may use 

them interchangeably irrespective of the dialect 

they speak. 

ii. Style 

of Language 

Here style of language means formal and 

informal usage. Words used in informal situations 

may be synonymous with the ones used in formal 

situations. Examples: 

                    50. (a) The man is dirty 

                          (b) The man is a pig 

The word dirty is more formal than pig, though 

they are synonymous in that context. 

iii. Regist

er as Cause of Synonymy 

 Register refers to a variety of language according 

to use (Hudson 2001). This can also cause 

synonymy in a language. For example, in the 

field of architecture, the following words in (4) 

are said to be synonymous: 

               4.  Pillar „support‟ 

            Column „support‟ 

Note that these words are only synonymous in 

that profession. Also in the field of computer, 

windows could be synonymous with operating 

system. 

In addition to the causes of synonyms identified 

by Saeed (as mentioned above), we observe that 

age of a language user can also cause synonyms. 

5.  Adult ------------------ urinate 

Children --------------- wee or pee 

 Synonymy in Gokana 

In Gokana, just like most languages of the 

world, synonyms are realized as content words. 

There are no absolute synonyms treated in this 

work as the data gathered only indicated 

examples of partial synonyms in the language. 

Synonyms in Gokana are nouns, adjectives and 

adverbs. Below is a table of some synonyms 

attested for in Gokana.
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Table 1: some synonyms in Gokana 

S/N synonyms synonym gloss Gokana sentences sentence gloss  

6. Bu ̃̀ -gya ̃́a 

bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́a 

làlà-gya ̃́a 

„plate‟ a zã́lĩ́ bu ̃̀ -gya ̃́a 

a zã́lĩ́ bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́a 

a zã́lĩ́ làlà-gya ̃́a 

s/he bought plate 

 

 

 

7. mo gãbolio 

ból 

„stupid‟ Mpini dṹ  mo ga bolio 

Mpini dṹ  bṍ l 

Mpini is stupid 

8. Ve re bá 

Lage re bá 

Lage re ló 

Lage re to ̃́  

Gbaarato ̃́ 

Náa gã̀p 

„quickly‟ Baridave re bá dù 

Baridalage re bá dù 

Baridalage re lo dù 

Baridalage re to  dù 

Baridagbaarato  dù 

Baridanáagàp dù 

Barida came quickly 

9. Ńvíke ̃́m 

Ńvíkpúrú  

„Short‟ Mgbala a ñ́ vĩ́ke ̃́m ga boo 

Mgbala a ñ́ vĩ́kpuruga boo 

The man is short 

10. Mòntãà ka ̃̀ 

Õõnà ke e le ̃̀  pè 

„suffer‟ À beè mòntãà ka ̃̀  bàlàboí 

À beè õõnà ke e le ̃̀  pè bàlàboí 

 

S/he has suffered in this 

world 

11. Kṹ ná-ga ̃̀  

Zo ̃̀  nen ma 

„copulate‟ A beẽ̀kkná ga ̃́  

A beẽ̀ zo ̃̀  nen ma 

He copulated 

12. Po ̃̀ pkà togól 

Kpo ̃̀ go ̃̀ lo ̃̀  tógól 

„big head‟ 

(derogatory) 

Vuraíe po ̃̀ pkatogṍ l 

Vuraíe kpo ̃̀ gõ̀ lo ̃̀  togól 

Vura has a big head 

13. Bo o gbaà 

Zivegbaà 

„wide‟ Váí  a  bo o gbaà 

Váí  a  zivegbaà 

The bed is wide 

14. Pòpkà gbaà 

Péelé gbaà 

Bègegbaà 

„protruding 

belly‟ 

Ḿgbálà á íepòpkà gbaà 

Ḿgbálà á íepéelé gbaà 

Ḿgbálà á íebègegbaà 

The man has a 

protruding belly 

15. Póló bá 

Ko ̃́ ko ̃́m bá 

„bad hand‟ Nvín á íepo ̃́ lo ̃́  bá 

Nvín  a íeko ̃́ ko ̃́m bá 

The child has a bad hand 

16. Po ̃́ lo ̃́  ga ̃́  

Gbóoga ̃́ 

„Foul mouth‟ À tú po ̃́ lo ̃́  ga ̃́  lóomá bél a 

À tú gbóoga ̃́  lóomá bél a 

He spoke with a foul 

mouth 

 

The data above show that there is no fixed 

number of lexemes that should occur within a 

synonymous set. The sets vary ranging from two 

to six. All the synonymous sets treated in this 

section are partial synonyms. Let us briefly 

analyze some of these partial synonyms found in 

the table aboveː 

In example (6), three synonymous sets were 

identified, they are Bu ̃̀ -gya ̃́a, bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́  a 

làlà-gya ̃́a. They are synonyms because they refer 

to „plate‟. But they are partial synonyms because 

they refer to different kinds of plates. Bu ̃̀ -gyãa 

refers to carved wooden plates first used by 

Gokana forebears. This represents the traditional 

word for plate for food in Bododialect of Gokana. 

Bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́  a represents the general recent word for 

plate especially plates made from enamel. làlà-

gya ̃́  a is used as plate by a handful of villages in 

Gokana and aptly captures plate made from 

aluminum and stainless pan. Thus, there are 
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contexts in which bu ̃̀ -gyãa and bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́ a are 

more appropriate but làlà-gya ̃́a is not. This is 

exemplified in (17a & b) below: 

 

 17. (a) Bèrè   ki  de   gya ̃́a  mm bu ̃̀     a 

         We    be  eat  food  in   plate the 

        „we are eating food from the plate‟. 

 

           (b) Bèrè   ki  de   gya ̃́a  mm bo ̃́ lì    a 

         We    be  eat  food  in   plate the 

        „we are eating food from the plate‟ 
 

Observe also that bu ̃̀  and bo ̃́ lì were used in (17 a 

&b) without gya ̃́ a „food‟ suffixed to them in 

contrast, làlà cannot be used independently to 

mean plate without it modified by–gya ̃́ a„food‟.  

Ńvíke ̃́m and ńvíkpúrú as seen in example (9) are 

two synonymous sets referring to „short‟. 

Ńvíkpúrú can be used independently to mean 

„short‟ without any modifying structure occurring 

after it when one is referring to a short person 

(man or woman) while ńvíke ̃́m has to be 

modified by gãboo „height‟. This is exemplified 

in example (18 a - d) belowː 

 18. (a)  Ḿgbala  á ńvíkpurugãboo 

  Man     the   short     height 

           „The man is short‟. 
 

            (b)  Ḿgbala á ńvíkpuru 

       Man     the  short 

      „The man is short‟. 
 

            (c) Ḿgbala á  ńvíke ̃́m gãboo 

      Man    the  short   height 

     „The man is short‟. 
 

  (d) *Mgbala a ñ́ vĩ́ke ̃́m  

  Man  the  short 

                    „The man short‟. 

 

Example (18 d) is ungrammatical and does not 

make complete sense. This justifies our claim that 

ńvíkpuru and ńvíke ̃́mare partial synonyms as the 

substitutability of the lexemes is not possible in 

every linguistic context. 

In the case of example (10), mòntãà ka ̃̀  and 

õõnà ke e le ̃̀ pè are synonymous sets referring to 

„suffer‟. They are partial synonyms because there 

are situational contexts in which õõnà ke e le ̃̀ 

pèwill be more appropriate. For example, if an 

individual has suffered a great deal, it will be 

more appropriate to use õõnà ke e le ̃̀ pè rather than 

mòntãà ka ̃̀ . It thus follows that õõnà ke e le ̃̀ pè  

aptly describes a higher degree of suffering than 

mòntãà ka ̃̀. 
For example (11), kṹná-ga ̃̀„copulate‟ is used 

derogatorily to denigrate the person that 

committed the act while zo ̃̀  nen ma is more 

decent, euphemistic in nature and can be used to 

refer to a husband and wife type of copulating. 

On the contrary, cannot kṹná-ga ̃̀  be used to refer 

to the act of copulating by a husband and wife. 

Sources of synonyms in Gokana 

According to Oweleke (2013:150), linguistic 

literature is replete with arguments by linguists 

that absolute synonyms hardly exist in a 

languages because such existence will violate the 

principle of economy which is germane in 

language. Thus, there is no real need for two 

words expressing the same idea to exist in a 

language because of „some natural factors as 

dialectal variation, language contact, attitudes and 

styles of speakers, derivation, presence of idioms, 

ideophones or euphemisms among others. 

Among the sources of synonyms highlighted 

above, dialectal variation, attitudes and styles of 

speakers, idioms, ideophonic words and 

euphemisms are the sources of synonyms 

relevant to Gokana.  

a. Dialectal variation and language 

contact 

As shown in example (6), làlà-gya ̃́ a„plate‟ is 

used mainly by dialects of Gokana closer to Kana 

Communities. Kana is among the four Ogoni 

groups of languages spoken in KhanaLocal 

Government area of Rivers State. Gokana is 

bound on East by KhanaLocal Government thus, 

the villages in Gokana that share this boundary 

with Khana use làlà-gya ̃́ a for plate instead of the 

bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́ awhich is used by majority of Gokana 

speakers. The word for plate in Kana is élàlà. The 

semblance between làlà and élàlà is clear as they 

are cognates. The communities that share 

boundary with Khana and some speakers use 

làlà-gya ̃́ afor plate are Barako, Bomu, Lewe, 

Nweol and Yeghe, 

The dialectal variant làlà-gya ̃́ a used by some 

speakers of the aforementioned communities is 

occasioned by language contact. As Gokana 
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speakers in these communities interact and do 

business with speakers of Kana, borrowing will 

take place and the word làlà-gya ̃́ a entered into 

Gokana lexicon to form synonym with the 

indigenous Gokana word bo ̃́ lì-gya ̃́ a. 

The word bu ̃̀ -gya ̃́ ais peculiar to the 

Bodovariaety of Gokana although some other 

communities now use it. Elderly speakers of the 

Bodo variety still prefer to use bu ̃̀ -gya ̃́ a since it is 

the traditional name for plate and was the first 

word used for plate in Bodo in ancient times. 

b. Euphemism, ideophonic words, 

figurative and idomatic expressions 

The presence of synonymy in Gokana can 

also be accounted for because of the presence of 

euphemistic and idiomatic expressions. In 

example (11) I stated earlier that zo ̃̀  nen 

ma„copulate‟is euphemistic in nature. To avoid 

stating the obvious in a distasteful and unpleasant 

manner, zo ̃̀  nen macan be used to play down the 

seriousness that, for instance, an unmarried 

teenager is sleeping around. However, if the 

speaker wants to be more direct or probably 

denigrate the offender, he may choose to use 

kṹná-ga ̃̀ . 
Ideophonic words are also attested in Gokana 

as a source of synonyms. This is illustrated in 

example (8) in table 1. Ve re bá, 

lage re bálage re lólage re to ̃́ gbaarato ̃́  and náagàp 

are six synonymous words that mean „quickly‟ 

They are ideophonic in nature as they evoke a 

vivid impression of brisk movement which the 

words mean. Also in example (9) the regular 

expression for short in Gokana is ńvíke ̃́m. 

Ńvíkpúrú evokes some sensory image of 

something that having little height or not tall. 

Example (7) exemplifies a figurative source for 

one of the synonymous words.  Mo gãbolio is the 

word for „stupid‟ in Gokana. However, the word 

ból which literally translates to „goat‟ is also used 

as a synonym to refer to a stupid person. This 

usage hinges on the comparison of a person‟s 

behaviour to that of a goat. There is thus, a direct 

metaphorical comparison of a person who 

behaves stupidly to be likened to ból „goat‟. 

An idiomatic source for synonyms is seen in 

example (10). Mòntãà ka ̃̀  is the regular Gokana 

expression for „suffer‟. The expression õõnà 

ke e le ̃̀ pè  will be analyzed by looking at the 

individual words that form the expression. Õõnà 

literally means „to wipe‟, ke e le ̃̀ refers to „sweat or 

perspiration‟ and pè means „loss‟. So as an 

expression õõnà ke e le ̃̀ pè is translated as working 

very hard such that one sweats or perspires, the 

sweat or perspiration is wiped but to no avail as 

the individual continues to perspire and wipe 

without the efforts paying off. It is in this sense 

that the expression õõnà ke e le ̃̀ pè  idiomatically 

refers to suffering or serious suffering. 

All the sources of synonyms in Gokana 

discussed above also revolve around the attitudes 

or styles of the speaker. Some speakers may 

prefer to use any of the synonymous words 

because of peculiar circumstances.  

Summary and Conclusion 

This work is a first attempt at examining 

the concept of synonymy in Gokana. The study 

identified 16 synonymous sets in Gokana with the 

synonymous sets varying in number from two to 

six lexemes per set as there is no fixed number of 

lexemes that should occur in a set. 

There are no absolute synonyms treated in 

this work as the data gathered only indicated 

examples of partial synonyms in the language. 

Synonyms in Gokana are nouns, adjectives and 

adverbs. This study outlined dialectal variations 

resulting from language contact, euphemisim, 

ideophonic words, figurative and idiomatic 

expressions as the various factors necessitating 

the use of a particular lexeme instead of another 

in the same synonymous set. The work 

recommends that further investigation be carried 

out to identify more synonymous sets and 

identify other likely causes of synonymy in the 

language. 
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