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ABSTRACT:

Ambiguity occurs when a word, phrase, or sentence is open to more than one interpretation. Language cannot
exist without ambiguity as it is an inherent property of every natural language. As a literary feature, ambiguity
appears to be more pronounced in poetry than in any other literary genre. This paper therefore investigates the
sources of ambiguity in Yoruba poetry and further examines its derivational source as deployed by Yoruba
poets. Fourteen texts from the works of nine poets were purposively sampled based on the sufficiency of
ambiguity. They are Faléti’s Ewi Adébayo Faléti apa kini ati keji; Afolabi Qlabimtan’s Addgta Ardfe, Ewi
Orisirisi; Atari Ajanaka’s Orin Ewdro; Akinwami Isola’s Afaime ati awon arofo miran; Débo Awé’s Ekidn
Elédumare; Qlatibosin Qladapo’s Aroyé Akéwi Apa kini ati keji, Emi in Mi Emi Re; Oldrankinsé Olanipekun’s
1ji Ayé; Sayo Alagbé’s ljala Ogindare Fgyanmu, and Wandé Abimbola’s Tjinle Ohtn Enu Ifa Apé kini ati keji.
Data were subjected to syntactic andcontent analyses.Sources of ambiguity identified are Idiomatization,
Metaphor, Homonym, Polysemy, A range of word’s meaning, Punctuation, and Irony. This paper also posits
that in Yoruba poetry, ambiguity is derived largely from idiomatization, metaphor and irony.
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I.Introduction

A linguistic unit is said to be ambiguous when it is associated with more than one meaning. This term
is normally reserved for cases where the same linguistic form has clearly different meanings that can be
associated with distinct linguistic representations. Poetry is one of the three genres of Yoruba literature, that is,
prose, poetry and drama. The Yoruba poetexploits language resources to create, through imagination,
ambiguous words, phrases and sentences (ambiguity) as part of their stylistic and communication strategies to
communicate their opinions and ideas to their listeners/audiences. Ambiguity as a literary feature appears to be
more pronounced in poetry than in any other literary genre. Hence, in this paper, our intentionis to investigate
the sources of ambiguity in Yoruba poetry and its derivational source as deployed by Yoruba poets.

I1.Derivational sources of ambiguity in Yoruba poetry
Ambiguity may be due to the poet or artist’s intention to achieve a particular style of writing; as they
frequently use paradoxical terms to display their creativity or prowess with the use of words when
communicating their beliefs or opinions.Sources of ambiguity may be difficult to locate though people are said
to be ambiguous sometimes in how they use language. Cann (1993:8) has this to say about the genesis of
ambiguity:

Ambiguity can arise in a sentence for several reasons: through the ascription of
multiple meanings to single words, ---through the assignment of different
syntactic structures to a sentence ...using certain expressions that may have
different semantic scopes.

Ambiguity can be accounted for among other things including, the sound of the language, which is ‘the
phonetic structure of the sentence’ (Ullman, 1970:156). There may be two different words which sound the
same. For instance, yamay mean: ‘separate’, snap, move to one side.

Due to this, a serious misunderstanding may arise. Furthermore, two distinct phrases or sentences may
sound very similar but have totally different meanings aslllustrated below:

(ai) Enikéni k6 mase ya won

No one should separate them
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(aii) Enikéni k6 mase ya won
No one should take their photograph
From the foregoing, ambiguity can be achieved through the following:
(1) Idiomatization
(2) Metaphor
(3) Homonyms
(4) Polysemy
(5) Arange of word’s meanings
(6) Punctuation

(7) rony

1. Idiomatization

Idioms are a fascinating phenomenon in language and the interest in them has a long tradition (Cacciari
and Tablossi 1993). Yusuf (2002) describes idioms/ idiomatic expressions as terms referring to words whose
meanings cannot be predicted or understood from the meaning of the individual collocates whose items must be
learnt.In other words, the semantic unity of idioms is so complex that they typically enter collocation and other
meaning relationships like single words and are generally treated as single words. Idioms are words or
expressions whose meanings cannot be determined by their individual lexical constituents (Akanmu, 2014).
Idioms and metaphor are not always transparent and their meanings are sometimes ambiguous.

Idioms are established, accepted and used by native speakers of a language with a fixed structure and
meaning. One of the difficulties that may face poets during the poetic process is the variety of meanings a word,
phrase and sentence may have. Poets, in trying to be economic with words, choose the ones that suit thier
purpose, thereby creating ambiguous words, phrases and sentences. For example, kéru soko figuratively means
‘died’. But it has different interpretationsas used in the examples below. In ‘Nisuloka’” Qlatibosun talks about
ladies that men meet in a party, sometimes dont make good wives:

1. (@) Eni t6 fé oko
Eni t6 fé aya
Lati in( abaa Fotedd
Ote ni y6o fi ko délée re
Oté ni yoo fi keérti soko
Tyawo taa fo iganné fé (Olatibosun, 2002:22)
Whoever married a man

Whoever married a woman

In Fotedo s village

Uneasily she will pack to his house

Uneasily she will pack into the car
A wife married through the back door

(I) Lo/go
keru sgko jadweé/divorce
In ‘Nikan ti N So No’, Olarénkisé use the poem-t0eQiedlf¥Svorry on the damages that civilisation has done
to the culture and tradition of the Yoruba people. He laments that good virtue is going into extinction by the day:
(b) Olaju i wolé dé
Iwa rere n kért soko
Finnifinni n kogba silé
Firifiri n gba o0de kan (Olurankins¢, 2004:1)
Civilization has come to us
Good virture is going into extinction
Revering is becoming a thing of the past
Disrespect is becoming the order of the day

(i) Lo/go
) keru sgko % digbaghé
(© Edumaré dakun gboro miTe di itan

Se mi 1616w6 ki n t6 kéru soko

Ma fowo yan mi 160 (Awg, 2009:4)
Edumare please consider my plight
Make me rich before | die
Don 't let it be difficult for me to get money
(iif)  keru sgke — ka
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In the three excerpts above, kéru soko has three different possible interpretations. In (i), it means that a wife
married through the back door may soon pack her belongings out of the house (divorce), (ii) means that good
virtues are vanishing (going into extinction); while in (iii), the poet pleads with God to make him rich before he
dies (death).

2. Atérigbadé, Oba t6 ju Oba lo
Agba oye t’6 f"agba mérindinlégin_duré
T°6 forinmila se itese oye (Olabimtan,1969:12)

Aterigbadé, a king who is superior to other kings

His Royal Highness that makes sixteen chiefs standing/surety

That makes OrGinmila the supporting chief
The verb Dar¢ is an idiomatic experssion to mean that he installed other sixteen (16) chiefs/kings, to enhance an
appelation as a king that installs other kings (Qba ti 1 fi gba je). The verb ‘durd’ is a form of lexical ambiguity
which expresses divergent ideas in the context of usage.DUr6 in the excerpt could also be interpreted as:

(i) In a standing position
(i) Used as surety
3. Oju mi la 16nii, mo té
Nwon gbé digi si mi niwajd
Mo wa ri’ra mi gedegbe (Olabimtan, 1969:52)

My eyes were opened today, | was disgraced

They brought before mea mirror

I saw myself clearly
The underlined phrase, 0ja mi 1a,is an idiomatic expression which may mean:

(i - Opened (a literal meaning)

(i) — Exposed ( a connotative meaning)
Both the figurative and literal meanings of the idioms above create ambiguity. That is, there is duality of
meaning. The foregoing show that, though colourful, idioms are semantically deviant.In most cases, their
meanings are not predictable, as they do not derive from the meanings of their lexical components. The
meanings of idioms are not the sum of their literal parts. Idioms have surface meaning and deep meanings,
hence they can lead to ambiguity.

2. Metaphor

Metaphor also can be an important derivation/source of ambiguity. (OQlabodé,1981:97) defines
metaphor as a figure of speech which transfers to an object an attribute or name which strictly and literally is not
applicable to it but only figuratively and by analogy. Olatunji (1984:51) opines that, in metaphor, an object,
action or situation is described in a terminology proper to another.

Inference and context are certainly involved in matters of literal meaning, in resolving ambiguity. For
example, with metaphor, there are two meanings, a literal one and a metaphorical one, and the listener is
required to infer which one has the intended meaning. Assessed functionally, metaphor seems to have family
ties both with ambiguous and vague language. Because its connection to ambiguity is better established and
much better elaborated in literature (Kaufer, 1981).

Like ambiguity, in deciding whether a sentence is a metaphor, a line of poetry or, a literal statement
cannot be done on the basis of the sentence alone; it requires accessing the store of the word knowledge as well
as discourse context. Some sentences in the Yoruba language and some other languages are ambiguous because
some of the lexemes ‘have both literal meaning and a nonliteral or metaphorical meaning’, (Fromkin and
Rodman, 1983:171). The literal meaning is based on the normal semantic properties of the words in the
sentences and the metaphorical meaning is based on semantic properties that are inferred or that provide some
kind of resemblance. The literal meaning of the underlined expression below illustrates this:

Faléti in the poem ‘Ikd’, laments on the death of the younger ones that are supposed to survive their
parents but died prematurely and the pains their parents live with:

4. (a) Mo ranti ikd awon 0do

Mo ranti 0jo tind omo jémo t6 jabiyamo

Béniyan 6 sofo oguro

Won a ni k’Olawa 6 ma jagbe 6 o

Aatisetiakiifisiso
Nijo ti_ladugbé eni fo tomitomi
Ikaya bi 0jo ika abiki agba  (Faléti, 1982:53)

I remembered the death of youths
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I remembered when parents lost their children
If one will be at loss in a palm wine business
They usually say God do not let the jug break
How can someone talk without saying evil
When ones pot breaks with water
Panic like the day a grown-up child died

‘Ladugb6 eni f¢ tomitomi’ can be literal in one context and figurative in another. Literarilly, it could mean a
pot for fetching water that breaks with the water in it; metaphorically it could be an expectant mother who dies
with the foetus in her.
Another example is seen in ‘Ijamba Odo Oba’, where Faléti laments on the motor accident that happened in Odo
Oba (Oba river) that claimed lives of many youth:
5. Nijo téra Ogiin ti A ba mi, ko se ni
Nijo t6 palabére¢, t6 fabéreé jona
Té pel¢lé, t6 fel¢ ya gberengede bi aso
T6 yakisa to fi di idi adan (Faléti, 1982:1)
On the day that | started to dread Ogun, it was no joke
On the day that he killed the owner of the needle (a man)
and burnt his needle (penis)
When he killed the owner of the vagina (woman)
and tore the vagina apart like cloth,
When he tore a rag, and used it to seal off the anus of the bat,
‘Alabére’, in the example above, denotatively means a medical doctor or a nurse and abéré means needle and
syringe. The poet employs ‘Aldbére¢’ figuratively to mean a man and, abér¢, his manhood; while el¢l¢ and ¢lé
refer to woman and vagina respectively.
6. Mo f¢é foju ika han
Kée le mawonlékeélékeé egéyan
K¢ le mohun won se nikoko (Awg, 2009:31)
| want to expose the evil ones
So you can know the bad/pleasant person
So that you know their secret/hidden character
The metaphorical expression underlined above can be interpreted to mean:
(i) 1ékeélékeé eeyan - a falsehood or evil person
(ii) 1ékeélékeé eeyan — metaphor for a pleasant/honest person
The first meaning could be achieved through a reduplication process of:
ni + eké + ni eké = lékeélekeé
in hypocrisy + in hypocrisy = In falsehood
While the second interpretation could be a metaphor coined from the cattle egret to mean an honest person as
white connote honesty and purity. The poet here is referring to falsehood, dishonesty and unfaithful people who
pretend to be good outside but are bad within. But he has unconsciously given another interpretation of a
pleasant trustworthy person whose character metaphorically denotes cattle egret.
7. Arogunmatidi, oko Tdowu
Adék’aya-6-ja omo awo (Olabimtan, 1977:61)
The one who is not afraid of war, Idowii’s husband
The one whose presence frightens other, an initiate/ocultic
The underlined metaphorical phrase above can be interpreted thus:
(i)Omo ti awo bi — a child of an initiate
(if) Omodé ti 6 j¢é awo —a young initiate
(iif) Omo ti 6 1 gbé lodo awo- an apprentice to an initiate
The poet wants to metaphorically describe the personality being praised as someone whom the initiate fear
probably because his ‘awo’ personified. Or it could be that he has wined and dined with the initiates; he thereby
refers to him as gmg awo (a young initiate).
The discussion above clearly indicates that metaphor is another vehicle for ambiguity. In ambiguity we speak of
two words resembling one another in form but with different senses (homonymy) or one word with different but
related referents of which one is primary (synonymy).

DOI: 10.9790/0837-2803026070 www.iosrjournals.org 63 |Page



Ambiguity: Its Derivational Sources in Yoruba Poetry

3. Homonym

Homonym is another source of ambiguity. ‘Homonymous’ was first recorded in 1621 via the Latin
homonymous, from the Greek homénymos,meaning “of the same”, (homo + same +6nymos = named). In its
strictest sense, homonym is a word spelled and pronounced the same way as another which has different
meaning. Some scholars see homonymy and polysemy as a subtype of lexical ambiguity. Among them are
Ulman (1975), Lyons (1997), Palmer (1981), Allan (1991), Saeed (2003), Elgin (1979), Bloomfield (1993),
Goddard (1998) and Frath (2000), investigated the three types of lexical ambiguities, that is homonymy,
metaphor and metonymy and concluded that homonymy and metonymy are at the two ends of a continuum of
lexical ambiguity, and metaphor lies in between.

Crystal (1992) defines homonymy as ‘a term used in semantic analysis to refer to lexical items which
have the same form but differ in meaning’. On the same note, Fromkin and Rodman (1993) see homonymy as a
word identical in the written form and in sound with another word of the same language, but different in origin
and meaning. These two definitions revolve around one sense: there must be at least two distinct words which
are identical in structure. These words must be phonetically the same but different in origin and meaning.If two
‘words’ differ in pronunciation but have the same meaning, such as Qjogbén (learned) and Qmowé (educated),
they are different words. Likewise, two ‘words’ with identical pronunciation but significantly different
meanings, such as olgr¢ (wealthy man) and ¢lor¢ (confidant) are also considered different words. Spelling is
not relevant, only pronunciation is. Thus, péro (gathered people) and pero (think about something) are also
different words.

Fromkin and Rodman (1993) try to clear the confusion prevalent between synonym (two different
words with one meaning) and ambiguity (two or more structurally similar words with different meanings). This
confusion is also noticed by Scheffler (1979:21), ‘Now the general problem of likeness of meaning (or
synonym) is the converse of the problem of ambguity’. The former concerns the conditions under which
different words have the same meaning, while the latter concerns the conditions under which the same word has
different meanings. While the first asks when two words have the same meaning, the second (we may say) asks
when meanings have the same word. Ambiguity would rather be viewed as a case of structurally similar words
with different meanings.When two ormore distinct concepts share the same name, it is a case of homonymy.
This is exemplified in the poem, ‘E nlé fi’beun, Qlabimtan talks about sharing ones problem with those that can
be of assistance through good counselling rather keeping such problems to oneself and die in silence:

8 Ajifowoléran ni e fi mi si bi ¢ ti bA mi
O ro *wajt org, 6 fowoléran
Ajighé ro ¢yin ¢ro, 6 fehinti
Asa wa dorikodo, 6 1 wose eye (Qlabimtan, 1969:53)

Ajifowgleran says live me where you met me
He forsees the outcome of it, he was looking
Ajigbo looked back, he relaxed/retired
The Eagle bowed its head,observing the activities of the Birds
The homonymous word in the example(1a) above is fehinti, which could mean that:
(i) He rested his back on something having been tired of the whole situation at hand (take a pause)
(ii) He retired from active service having worked for the required time (withdrawal)
Also in the example below:
9. Won kawe nitoéto
Won 0 kan lakawé ni;
Rékori t6 dun won
L6 jé ki won 6 pofo rékona (Atari Ajanaku, 1998:16)

Truly they were educated
But they don’t have sense
Their lack of record keeping
Makes them lose count
In the poem ‘Goké Ajadi Nilé Abeéni Motéle’, Olatibosin use the poem to talk on how Goke desires to
have his lover Ab¢ni even when they haven’t make their relationship legal and Abéni’s reluctancy to the
proposal:
10. Bori wa ba pé tan,
K4 jo maa ranbi aso gbé ya
Ifé dun po
Nibi éni méji ba gbé were po (Olatubosin,1977:54)
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When we are with our senses

We shall both sew our cloth where it’s torn
Love is sweet

Where two people are madly in love

Dun plpo
if¢ dun pe <
Dun papo
The homonymous word in the two poems above (9) and (10) is ‘dun’. In (9), it means lack, while in

(10), it refers to sweetness. Owing to the double meaning of homonymous words, such as the above, ambiguity
is the result. This is very common in poetry.

4, Polysemy

Polysemy is a linguistic term for words with two or more meanings, usually multiple and unrelated
meanings for a word or group of words or phrases. Merriam-Webster Dictionary traces the origin of the term to
the late Latin polysemous, from the Greek polysémos (-poly - many + séma - sign). Thus, polysemy is a
characteristic displayed by some words and phrases that may enjoy multiple yet some new interpretations.

Some scholars see polysemy as a creative origin of ambiguity. Among them are Ullman (1970),
Mokgokong (1975), Leacock (2000), Falkum (2011) and Taiwo(2016). Polysemes, according to Mokgokong
(1975:31), are different senses of one lexical item. Whenever polysemy is postulated, it should be possible to
identify one sense as basic and the other one as derived. A word is said to be polysemous if and only if there are
two or more senses emanating from it. For the mere fact that such a word has several senses, it is said to be
ambiguous. The WordNet Research Team members regard lexical ambiguty and polysemy as synonymous;
lexical ambiguity and polysemy also can be used in different contexts to represent two or more different
meanings. It is very difficult to differentiate lexically ambiguous words and polysemous words because they
have common points more than two senses. The word ‘ori” has different meanings in the excerpts that follow.

In “lja Ilara’, Qlabimtan talks about those that are fond of destroying other peoples image and
reputation because of selfish interest using the story of the tortoise as an illustration:

11 (a) Sé mo ti so fln ¢ ki o karo 1’éhin oka

O wa firont nigba k0 jé k’o j’akuko

Bi ¢ ba gb’6ri fun mi

Wéréwéré 1’0 6 je akuko

Warawara 1’0 jobe t’o dun (Olabimtan 1969:32)

Haven'nt I told you not to support viper

You are now in deep thought when he refused you chiken
If you can make me the leader

Quickly you will start eating chiken

Soonest you will eat delicious soup

In ‘Ogiinda Méji’, Abimbolé talks about the problems facing Qrdnmila, how he was asked to offer
sacrifice to his Orf (Oranmild), and after offering the sacrifice, the problems disappeared:
(b) Oranmila ni nijé ti ééyan tii ka
Ta ni won gé orii reé le?
Ifani ori o,
Ori nikan
L6 t6 aladsan ba rokun
Bi mo ba l6wé 1owo,
Orininoro fun;
Ori mi iwo ni.
Bi mo ba bimo layé,
Ire gbogbo ti mo ba ri layé
Orinin 6 ro fun;
Orii mi iwo ni,
Ori pelé Atéte niran
Atéte gbe ni koosa
Ko sO0sa tii danigbe
L¢yin ori (Abimbol4, 1972:60)
Oranmila says ever since people died
Whose head has been cut from the body?
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Ifa says oh head

The head alone

Followed the sick person all around
If I have money

Its the head I will inform

It is only my head

If I have children in my life
Whatever riches | possessed in life
All good things I shall achieve in life
Its the head I shall discuss with

My head its you

Greetings to you head that’s first aware of one’s achievement
Who directs one to the deity

There is no deity like the head

In ‘Qyekn Méji’, Abimbolé talks about two deities; Agba-yeki-yekd-ori-igha and ighé-6-wé-agha-yekete-o-
sokal¢, who consulted their priest for medicine against untimely death, having offerred the neccessary sacrifices,
their request was granted and they were singing praises of the divinities:
(© Ika té ori igha

igba gbiramu nl¢

Ika té ori apa

Apa gbiramu nl¢

Ika té ori ooro

Ooro gbiramu fil¢ (Abimbola, 1968:32)

Death at the tip of calabash

Calabash spread on the ground

Deathat the tip of an arm

Hand spread on the ground

Death at the tip of ooro

Ooro spread on the ground

In 11(a), ‘ori’ means leader; in (b), it refers to head part of the body; while in (c), it means tip of a thing.

As can be seen from the examples above, when a word displays multiple similar meanings as part of a
semantic field, it is a case of polysemy. In the words of Taiwo (2016:23), ‘polysemy and homonymy create
ambiguity in that a single form has two or more meanings’. An interesting fact about a word which is
polysemous is that one of its several meanings is central, while the other senses are mere figurative or
metaphoric extensions of the core sense as seen in (11a) where Ori literarily means leader, while Ori (11b & c)
denote ones destiny From the foregoing, one can rightly say that ploysemy is another source of ambiguity in
poetry.

5. A range of word’s meaning

Uncertainty over the range of a word’s meaning can be another source of ambiguity. When two
possible structures arealluded to in a sentence, such a text is equivocal. Ullman(1970:158)calls such ‘equivocal
phrasing (amphibology)’. The excerpts below exemplify this uncertainty,
Alagbé in ‘Oba Omowonlola Oyeyodé Oyeésosin Eléjigbo Ti Ejigbd’, use the poem to praise the king’s peaceful
regin and his personality:

12. Akin r]ilé akin loko, elénpe iwagun,
O wagun féru O wagin fomo .
O ko ogun si apod jinwinni (Alaghé, 2006:18)

Powerful at home and abroad, the elénpe iwagun
He gathered property for slaves gathered property for children.
He packaged war in his pockets
The main cause of ambiguity in this sentence is the uncertainty about the range of reference, that is, if
properties were sharedfor the slaves alone or for children alone, or properties wereshared for both the slaves and
the children. Also in:
13. 0l6jo dakun ma jé 6 pé;
Ko tin wa joba
Awon baba iya mi 6 fows ti ¢
Ogege bi baba omo ti fowo tomo (Alagbé, 2006:19)
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Olgjo please don’t let it be late
Come and be crowned king again
My maternal grandfathers (fathers) shall support you
As fathers do support their children.
This uncertainty in the range of words in the underlined sentence above leads to ambiguity. In which we are not
sure if the maternal grandfathers support were being referred to or the support of both parents that is, the father’s
support and the mother’s support.
In ‘Eéwo Orisa’, Qlatlbosin advises everyone to be cautious of the way he/she lives and not look down on
anyone:
14, Ida Kii rorororo
K6 pako mi
1kilo awon agha
Aja kii rorororo
K6 si poléwo (Olatibgsun,1977:28)

No matter how strong a sword is
It cannot kill the sheath

The elders’ warning

No matter how wild a dog can be
It cannot kill its owner

The ambiguity is caused by the different interpretations in the range of words in the underlined phrase, whether
itis:
(i) ikilo lati odo awon agba fun enikan
(the warning from or given by the elders to someone) or
(ii) ikilo lati enu enikan si awon agba
(warning given/directed from someone to the elders)

In essence, the uncertainty in the poet’s message is the root of the ambiguity. Maybe its the elders that should
exercise caution in their dealings with people both young and old, because power does not rest with the elders
alone or it is a warning directed by the elders to someone, which is equally acceptable.
6. Punctuation

This is another source of ambiguity. A sentence which is not properly punctuated could cause some
problems for the reader. Consider the following unpunctuated sentences in: Alagbé in ‘Qba oméwoniola
Oyeéyodé Oyesosin Eléjigbo Ti Ejigbd’, use the poem to praise the king’s peaceful regin and his personality:

15. N jé ¢ 1& ma mi dé ¢hart ona abuja

1€ Tkire ibi baba yin gbé n berin?

Atanda omo ewd filé han mi (Alagbé, 2006:17)

Can you take me to through the short
Ikireé town where your father lives
Atanda’sthe son of ewl direct me to the house

In the statement above,if there is a comma after Atanda and also after omo ewd, it means Atanda stands as the
HN refering to someone; emg ewl which qualifies the HN Atanda to lead him to the house.
As: Atanda, omo ewd, filthanmi=HN + Q
Atanda + omo ew filé han mi
Also in example 16 below:
16. Ololufé omo Fasanya (Olabimtan, 1969: 38)
Lack of punctuation caused the ambiguity in the phrase above. If there is a comma after Qmg then Olélufé gmo
is the HN which qualifies Fasanya and give us:
(i) [O161ufé omo] Fasanya
Fasanya's well pleased child
But if the comma is after Oldluf¢, it means Olélufé modifies gmo Fasanyato read thus:
(i) Ololufé [omo Fasanya]
Fasanya’s child’s lover/sweet heart.
Talking about the problem of punctuation, Fromkin and Rodman (1993:12) have this to say:
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When we speak we usually have a certain message to convey. At some stage in
the act of producing speech we must organize our thought into strings of words.
But sometimes the message gets grabbed. We may stammer, pause or produce
“slips of the tongue”.

Any sentence without proper punctuation can be a major cause of ambiguity.

7. Irony

Many scholars have defined irony. Among them is Holman (1980 in Falade, 2012) who defines irony
as a figure of speech in which the actual intent is expressed in words which carry the opposite meaning.
Characteristically, it speaks words of praise to imply blame and words of blame to imply praise. Qlatdnji (2005)
sees irony as a figure of speech which involves saying one thing while intending another, which is incompatible
with an overt meaning. It is unpleasant meanings that are couched in a sentence. In irony, contextual evaluative
meaning of word is directly opposite to its dictionary meaning.

In Ermidia’s(2005:23) view, irony is a situation when speakers’ communicative intention is not
conveyed in a straightforward way. In Fakéye’s (2014:13) opinion, irony arises from contrast, a difference from
what is and what ought to be the use of words to signify the opposite of what is said. On the usefulness of irony
in poetry, Korg (1960:39) notes that, ‘Another way in which a poet may use connotation to augument the
ordinary resources of language is by making his words carry an undertone that expresses a feeling contradictory
to their denotation. Hence, by saying two contradictory things at once, the poem really expresses, through irony,
a third meaning’.

From the above scholar’s views, we can say that irony is an incongruity between what might be
expected and what actually occurs. Therefore, irony is considered as another source of ambiguity, as the surface
meaning is often different from the deep meaning. Examples are given below.

isola in ‘Ika Qjogbon Qlastpo Qjédokun’, laments on the death of the referrent and how he struggled
so hard to be educated and died when he was supposed to reap all his sweat:

17. Qko Olu ghégba ordékeé nigba igba
Baba Folasadé 0 feséko ri
To fi doba I’égbé afogbon-jeun (Isola, 1978:11)

Olu’s husband was outstanding on several occassions
Folasadé’s father has never hit his legs on ground
Until he became a king among the elites
In example 17 above, rather than the poet saying Foldsadé’s father has never failed to be promoted for

once in his profession, in a straight foward way he ironically says he has not hit his legs on ground, making

the audience/listener to give different interpretations of what he intends to say. Which are:
(i) He has never hit his legs on ground
(i) He has never be in trouble in his line of duty

In “Nina Ogba Ay¢’, Olatibosin uses the poem to express love advancement

between two lovers:
18. Ba a ko yaara nla

Ifé se yara bo wa
Kosupa ifé 6 maa ran 10doo wa
K4 dana ifé
Ké& wa koko ifé sibi
Ka dira wa mu pé (Olatabgsun, 1977:9)
We may not build a house
Love can serve as room for us
Let the light of love shine towards us
Let us make love’s fire
Let us look for love’s pot
And hold ourselves for long

In example 18, the poet is being economical with words by ironically saying ‘ké& d&nd if¢’, rather than saying let
us be in a relationship. \
isola in ‘Iku Ojoghon Qlastpo Ojédokun’, laments on the death of the referrent and how he struggled so hard to
be educated and died when he was supposed to reap all his sweat:
19. Ani Qlastpo Aremi omo Qjédokun
T6 sebi idan td yo nind egbé wa
T6 gbona eburd, 6 yoni sile 14itdjo (Isola, 1978:11)
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| say Olastpo Aremi son of Qjedokun
Who like magic left our club
Who stealthily, leaves us prematurely
Also in 19 above, the poet did not want to say that Qlastpo Aremu died prematurely among the members of the
club but ironically says he left like magic.
independence and also to admonish on the need to avoid things that can cause disunity among them:
20. A ti fira wa 16ghologho
A ti dara wa nidakuda tan
A se bée kuku lodan papo Iéhin Ominira
Kidéra 6 wa wola dé
K4 jo maa ghadun
Njé ¢ ma ma jé 6 dogbé
Kée ma si jé 6 dofun 000
B6 ba se bée to baje
Gbogho asiwaju orile edeé yi
Y60 dori ¢yin nikan (Olatibosun, 1977: 64)
We have troubled ourselves so much
We have inconvenient ourselves
So this is how it will be after independence
Let there be peace in city
That we all enjoyed
Please don’t allow it to turn to Ogbe
Do not let it turn to Oftn
If it eventually gets bad
All the leaders in the country
You will bear the consequences

In 20 above, the poet wants to be mild in giving advice to the leaders about the situation of the country.
Rather than using the word bad or worst, ironically employed the Odi names; ogbé and Oftin to mean a bad
situation. He believes that his audience/listener who operates within the same contextual background should be
able to decode the message.
isola in the poem ‘Qyinyin’, advised youths mostly girls on the need to live a decent life to avoid
giving birth to a fatherless child in the future:
21. Boyinyin ba relé eye
Wuruwuru a jegi
B’6 tun relé eku
Eléwiri a tun kona
Ko t9jo, ko tosu
Kirindin gbani ¢yinyin
Eémo lukutu pébé
Oyun la ri oko da? (Tsola, 1978:42)
If oyinyin visits the bird
Wuruwuru will consume the tree
If it gets to the rat’s house
It will spark fire again
Sooner or later,
Ovinyin’s tummy starts swelling
Wonders shall never end
Its pregnancy we saw, where is the husband?
In 21, the poet is ironically talking to young ladies that jJumping from one man to the other, who when pregnant
may not be able to identify the person responsible for their pregnancy. It is believed from these examples that, in
irony, there is an underlying meaning to what is being said. Hence, it serves as another source of ambiguity in
Yoruba poetry.

Conclusion
In this paper, an attempt has been made to investigate the sources of ambiguity in Yoruba poetry as
deployed by Yorubéa poets. It is observedthat ambiguity can be derived in Yoruba poetry through idiomatization
metaphor, homonyms, range of word’s meaning and irony. Since irony and metaphor are not always transparent
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and their meanings are sometimes ambiguous, the basic characteristic of idiomatic expression is that the word is
used metaphorically. Therefore, the surface structures usually have more than one underlying structure.
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