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Abstract 
This paper descriptively analyzes the internal structure of the English and Kirika 

verb phrase. The paper is presented in different sections. The study discusses the 

features of the English and kirika verb such as the morphological and syntactic 

features. It reveals that kirika verbs can be used transitively and intransitively just 

like the English verb. This is to say that the verb is always final making kirika a 

verb final language. It is further revealed that that both languages exhibit a well-

defined syntactic structure revealing the possible constituents that make up the 

verb phrase. The study hinges on the Contrastive Analysis theory and the 

Standard Theory(ST) as its theoretical frameworks. 

 

Introduction 

The human language is said to be very unique because it is generative, recursive and has 

displacement. It is generative in the sense that it can communicate an infinite number of 

ideas, recursive because it can build upon itself without limits and uses displacement 

because it can refer to things that are not directly present. 

 

Sapir 1921:8 in Ifode 2008:2 define language as “a purely human and non-instinctive 

method of communicating ideas, emotions and desires as well as interact with each other 

by means of voluntary produced symbols. He stresses that language is the institution 

whereby human beings communicate ideas, emotions and desires as well as interact with 

each other by means of habitually oral, auditory and arbitrary symbols. And so in order 

for language to fulfill these communicative functions, utterances must convey a message. 
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This is to say that they must have content and the content of these utterances is referred to 

as its meaning. 

 

In the analysis of the grammar of any language, the verb is seen to be relevant. It is a very 

important influence on the overall structure of a sentence. According to Ndimele (1996:36) 

‘the verb is the most important word in the predicate slot of the sentence. It is the part of 

speech that expresses an action or state of being. The head of the verb phrase is the verb 

and as the head of the verb phrase it is obligatorily present with or without complements’. 

 

The English Language 

The English language was first spoke in England about 1,500 years but it is claimed to have 

been in existence before then. Geographically, the English language has its origin in north-

western Germany, and was brought from there to England by the Anglo-Saxons. Its origin 

covers a vast period, extending from the earliest times down to 1066 AD, which is regarded 

as a key date in the history of English language (David 2019). 

 

English is one of the major languages of the world which has gained for itself a global 

recognition and acceptance. Numerically, it is said to be the second widely spoken 

language of the world and also the language of colonialism as the British had colonized 

many countries of the world including Nigeria. 

 

Linguistic Classification of Kirika 

Kirika has been classified as an eastern Ijo dialect (Jenewari 1989; Williamson and Blench 

2000). A branch coordinate with the dialect cluster of Kalabari, Ibani and Okirika. 

Eastern Ijo is a branch of Ijiod a small family belonging to the Niger Congo phylum and 

spoken in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. Ijoid consist of two coordinate branches; 

Defaka and Ijo with the Ijo language cluster comprising four isolated dialects and three 

dialect cluster defined in terms of mutual intelligibility. There is no mutual intelligibility 

between Defaka and Ijo. Although Ijiod is closely related internally, it is quite distinct from 

all other Niger-Congo families. (Obikudo 2013). 

 

Review of Related Literature 

Ndimele (1996:64) defines the verb as ‘a word that can change its form to reflect tense, 

aspect, voice, mood, person, number and which can occur as the only element in a minimal 

predicate of a sentence. 

 

Crystal (1980:372) gives a formal definition of the verbal as “an element which can display 

morphological contrast of tense, aspect, voice, mood, person and number”. He states that 
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functionally, the verb is “the element which singly or in combination with other verbs (ie 

VP) is used as the minimal predicate of the sentence and co-occurs with a subject. 

 

Fineagan (1994:515) defines the verb as “as a lexical category of words that syntactically 

determines the structure of a clause especially with respect to NPs. In other words the 

number of the NPs a verb subcategorizes for determines if a sentence or clause is transitive 

or intransitive. 

 

According to Quirk and Greenbaum (1979:14) a verb is said to be transitive when it does 

not permit a direct or indirect and subject or object complement. 

 

The Phrase 

According to Crystal (1997:292) “a phrase refers to a single element of structure typically 

containing more than one word and lacking the subject-predicate structure. 

 

Ndimele (1996:26) quoting Huddleston (1984:26) sees the phrase as “a type of construction 

containing a head element that the phrase takes its name. The head element also 

determines the nature of the elements that can occur in its phrase. 

 

Phrasal categories 

Phrasal categories are the syntactic categories which the phrase rules operate with. Phrasal 

categories include: Noun phrase, Adjective phrase, Adverb phrase, Prepositional phrase, 

Verb phrase. 

 

The Noun phrase 

Ndimele (1999) says structurally, the NP is the largest expansion or the maximal projection 

of the noun and that it can consist of a single noun or a pronoun with modifiers. i.e. in an 

NP a noun or pronoun can combine with other such words as determiners and adjectives. 

The head of or the main word in an NP is the noun. He further identifies some possible 

realizations of the noun phrase. 

 

NP                 Pro N 

Eg. John, Lagos, Monday, April 

NP              (Det) + N 

Eg. The boy, this man, my chair 

NP             Pro 

Eg. I, she, he, you 
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The verb phrase 

Stockwell (1977:40) states that a verb phrase is a cluster of words in the surface strings of 

which the nuclei are verbs and it is one of the two main constituent of a sentence. 

 

Crystal (1997:410) presented two views on the verb phrase. He looked at it from the 

traditional and generative perspective. He stated that the verb phrase traditionally refers 

to’ a group of verbs which together have the same function as a single verb. He went 

further by giving the following examples: ‘is coming’, ‘may be coming’, ‘get up to, stating 

that only one verb in the group in the main verb while others are subordinate to it. On the 

other hand which is the generative point of view, he describes the verb phrase as having a 

broader definition. He equal the verb phrase to the whole of the predicate slot of the 

sentence as represented in the schema below: 

 

S                                 NP+VP 

Lamidi (2008:81) defines the VP using the phrase structure grammar approach as a ‘group 

of words which have the main verb as a head. Its structure is determined by the type of 

verb that exists in the constituent. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study utilizes the Contrastive Analysis theory and the Standard theory (ST).  

The contrastive analysis theory is said to have been propounded by structural 

grammarians. This theory was developed as a way of tackling issues or problems language 

learners may come across in language learning and teaching. It is seen by many scholars 

as a tool for contrasting the similarities and dissimilarities of two languages and also to 

predict the challenges the L2 learner may encounter in learning a target language. Johnson 

(1975) views contrastive analysis as the contrasting of a series of a statement about the 

similarities and differences between two different languages. However this theory has 

been greatly criticized based on the fact that it can actually not proffer solutions to the 

predicted challenges or problems. 

 

The Standard theory was propounded by Noam Chomksy in 1957. This theory is a form of 

transformational generative grammar (TGG). According to Chomsky a generative 

grammar of some language utilizes finite rules to generate infinite sentences. It was due to 

the inadequacies of phrase structure grammar and the behaviourist approach to the study 

of language that made Chomsky to opt for properties of logic and mathematics to discuss 

language and augment the grammar. 
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One core aspect of the standard theory is a distinction between two different 

representations in a sentence which are called the deep structure and the surface structure 

that are usually linked to each other by transformational rules. Transformations usually 

do not change meaning. In the standard theory the term ‘transformation’ refers to a rule 

that takes an input typically called the deep structure and changes it in some restricted 

way to result in the surface structure. 

 

Aim and objectives 

The aim of this study is to analyze the internal structure of the verb phrase in English and 

Kirika using a descriptive approach. 

Specifically the objectives would be to; 

i)  describe the internal structure of the verb phrase in both languages,  

ii) Identify some features of their verbs such as the morphological and syntactic. 

iii) Identify their differences and possible similarities 

 

Methodology 

Research materials like textbooks on English language and dictionaries were consulted 

and because the researcher is a non-native speaker of the kirika language, data was 

collected from fluent adult native speakers of the kirika language. Direct oral interview 

was used in eliciting data from native speakers. Data from both languages were further 

descriptively analyzed. 

 

Data Analysis 

Features of the Verb in English and Kirika 

The verb is known to be the most central element in many languages of the world. It 

functions as the head of the verb phrase and shows greater morphological complexity than 

any other word class. 

 

In this section we shall take a look at the types and some aspects of the phonological, 

morphological and syntactic features of verbs in English and Kirika. 

 

Types of verbs  

Verbs in both languages are either lexical or auxiliary verbs. 

 

Lexical verbs 

Crystal (2008:149) defines lexical verbs as types of verbs that express an action, event or 

state. In other words lexical verbs are verbs that convey the main idea, information or event 

in the sentence. Lexical verbs usually stand alone as the verb element of the sentence. 
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Example of lexical verbs  

S/N ENGLISH KIRIKA 

1 Go súò 

2 Come bo ̂ 

3 Walk mèndì 

4 Jump fùgù 

5 Run màngi ̂ 

 

Below are some examples in sentences 

 ENGLISH KIRIKA 

1 They are coming 

3PL Aux   v 

òní   nèbó     má 

3PL Aux come PROG 

2 She      is  eating 

3SGF Aux V 

á          nè    fí    má 

3SGF Aux eat PROG  

   

 

From the examples given in the table above we observe that the verbs ‘come’ and ‘eat’ are 

in their progressive state and are standing alone as the verbal element in the VP. They 

convey the main idea n the sentences in which they occur 

 

Auxiliary verbs 

Crystal(2008:46) says auxiliary verbs refer to the set of verbs subordinate to the main or 

lexical verb, which helps to make distinction in mood, aspect ,voice etc. he further divided 

them into: primary and modal auxiliary verbs. 

 

Examples of primary auxiliary verbs 

ENGLISH KIRIKA 

am, is ,are, was, were ne ̀ 

has, have su ̀k 

Examples of modal auxiliary verbs 

ENGLISH KIRIKA 

May j́aye ̀ne ̀ 

Can ḱuro ̀ 
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Morphological structure 

One morphological property which characterizes the verb is that it can take a range of 

inflections. In this section we shall briefly examine how tense is marked on the English and 

Kirika verb. 

 

Tense  

This is a grammatical category which shows the form of the verb in a sentence with respect 

to changes in time. Tense relates time of an action, speech or situation to a corresponding 

verb form on the time line. Traditional grammar identified three tenses in English viz past, 

present and future.  

 

According to Comrie (1985:1-2) “tense is the grammaticalization of location in time. He 

describes tense as that which relates the time of the situation to, to some other time, usually 

to the moment of speaking. 

 

In kirika here is no distinction between the past and the present time while the future time 

is marked with a morpheme which usually occurs before the verb. 

 

Future time  

There is no obvious future tense in English corresponding to time/tense relation. Instead 

there are several possibilities for denoting future time. Future time is rendered by means 

of modal auxiliaries E.g will, shall 

 

Examples: 

a) ‘I will go to the church’   a)    i  wo tege wari omu m 

English                                                               kirika 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b)    They will travel tomorrow                    b)  o ̀ní mbe ̀rìye ́ pa ́ga ́  m 

3PL Aux     v         Adv                          3PL tomorrow travel FUT 
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Non-future Time 

In kirika, past and present time have no distinction. Past time in kirika is determined by 

semantic components of the sentence or we can say it is contextually determined. With this 

the native speaker is able to understand that what is being said is in the past. Whereas in 

English, past is usually realized with the morpheme –ed attached to the main verb (regular 

verb) or the verb changing its form (irregular verbs). 

 

 

Examples:  

English                                                         kirika 

a) She came to my house                        a)      a ́   ì  wa ́rì bò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b)       He     drank    water                                   b)         o ̀         múndi ̀   bo ́m 

   3SGM V         N                                                 3SGM  water   drink 

 

c) She    ate  the  food                                     c)        a ́       fǐe   m       fi ̀ 

    3SGF  V Def   N                                             3SGF  food Def   eat 

 

In English when the verb is in the progressive form, the primary auxiliaries (am, is, are 

was) goes with the verb. These primary auxiliaries (am, is, are, was) in kirika are marked 

with the morpheme ‘ne’ when the main verb is in its progressive state. The primary 

auxiliary –ne is used, whether what is intended is present or past. 

 

Examples: 

English                                                          kirika 

a) She     is   coming                                 a)  a ́       ne ́          bo ́     ma ́ a        

3SGF Aux   V                                        3SGF is/was   come PROG 
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The syntactic structure of English and kirika verbs    

Verbs in both languages can be classified according to their inherent ability to take 

complements or objects. Consequently we have: 

a) Intransitive verbs which consist of verbs that do not need any object or complement. 

b) Transitive verbs which consist of verbs that do need some object or complement 

Intransitive verbs 

Intransitive verbs are verbs that do not obligatorily require an object complement 

Examples:  

 

English                                                         kirika 

a) They are jumping                                 a)      òní nèfúgú mà a 

     3PL    Aux   V                                           3PL  Aux   jump- PROG 

 

Transitive verbs 

These verbs require object complement in addition to the subject that usually precedes 

them. They are mono-transitive when they require just one object complement.  

 

Examples: 

English                                                               kirika 

a) She killed the goat                                 a)  a ́     óbo ́rí  m   ba ̀  

3SGF    V Def     N                                      3SGF goat   Def kill 

b) Tonye ate the food                                b)   Tonyefíe   m     fi ̄ 

PN       V  Def  N                                        PN  food  Def  eat  

In the examples given above, without the object complement the sentence would be 

incomplete. And so the object complement gives complete meaning to the action made by 

the subject. 

 

The internal structure of the English and kirika verb phrase 

The verb functions as the head of the verb phrase and it is said to be universally present in 

all languages. Traditionally, it is perceived as the whole of the predicate slot within a 

sentence. 

 This section examines the possible constituent combinations that characterize the English 

and kirika verb phrase. 
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1. The V + NP complement vs The NP complement + V 

In English, which is an SVO language, a verb phrase may consist of a verb followed 

by a noun phrase whereas in kirika as an SOV language, a verb phrase consist of 

the noun phrase followed by the verb. In both language the noun phrase functions 

as the complement of the verb. Thus:  

 

English:  VP       V+NP 

Kirika:      VP      NP+V 

 

 A verb phrase constituting of an NP complement + verb usually contain a direct 

object. Verbs here are called transitive verbs. This means they obligatorily take a 

complement. 

 

Examples:  

English                                              kirika 

a) I    ate the food                              a)    i ̀ fíè    m   fi ́ 

1SG V DET N                                    1SG  Def  eat 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. V+ double NP vs double NP+ V 

Verbs in these structures are called di-transitive verbs. There are usually a direct and an 

indirect object in this verb phrase structure. 

In kirika the indirect object immediately precedes the verb while the direct object comes 

after the subject. Both objects are separated by the particle ‘wa’. For English however, the 

indirect and direct object come after the verb. 

English: VP       V+ NP+NP 

Kirika: VP       NP+NP+V 
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Example: 

         English                                                                      kirika 

a) Tonye gave me some money                        a) Tonye àtónì kálí wa í piri 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. V+ PP complement vs PP complement + V 

In  kirika, the verb phrase may consist of a prepositional phrase which precedes the verb. 

In English the prepositional phrase comes after the verb. Thus: 

English: VP       V  +     PP 

Kirika: VP        PP   +    V 

 

Example: 

English                                                            kirika 

a) Sotonye is going behind the house               a) So ̀to ́nye ́ ne ́ wa ́rì o ̀bu ̀dù o ̀mú  

            má a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In kirika the preposition follows its NP complement, unlike English where the preposition 

precedes its NP complement. Thus in kirika the PP is head final which can be rightly called 

‘post positional phrase’. 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 1 March, 2021 
 

A Contrastive Analysis of the Verb Phrase in English and Kirika     370 

William and Blench (2000:25) states that post positions is a characteristics of ijoidlects. 

 

4. V+ NP complement+PP vs PP+NP complement+V 

In kirika the VP may also consist of a prepositional phrase followed by a noun phrase 

before the verb. Whereas for English the verb comes before the noun phrase  followed by 

the prepositional phrase. Thus: 

English: VP        V+NP+PP 

Kirika: VP       PP+NP+V 

Example 

 

English                                                                       kirika 

a) Alali killed the goat with a knife                   a) Alali kìngì wà óbórí m   bà PN    knife 

with  goat DEF  kill 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adjuncts are optional syntactic units. They usually supply additional information 

which when omitted from the construction does not make it ungrammatical. NPs, 

AdvPs and PPs can function as adjuncts of the verb. Where thus: 

English: VP        V+ Adjunct 

Kirika: VP        Adjunct+V 

In the VP for English the adjunct comes after the verb, whereas for kirika the adjunct 

precedes the verb in the VP. 
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Example: 

English                                                                     kirika 

a) She ate quickly                                                    a) ákpàràfíe fí 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper so far has examined the internal structure of the English and kirika verb phrase 

using a descriptive analysis. We have looked at some possible constituents of the verb 

phrase in both languages. Some aspect of the phonological, morphological and syntactic 

features of their verbs were examined and revealed that the CV syllable type forms the 

base of their verbs. The morpheme marking future tense in kirika ‘m’ is clearly defined as 

that marking future in English ‘ing with a modal auxiliary’. 

 

The study has also revealed that the auxiliary verbs in English ‘is’. ‘are’, ‘were’, ‘was’ are 

marked with the morpheme ‘ne’ in kirika and it usually precedes the main verb only when 

the verb is in its progressive state. 

 

It was also discovered that verbs in kirika can be used transitively and intransitively as it 

is in English. 

 

This study has made an attempt to analyze contrastively the verb phrase in English and 

kirika, however all may not have been said as this would give room for more discoveries 

in the contrast of the English and Kirika languages. It is hoped that this study will also help 

in advancing the kirika syntax.    
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