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Abstract 
Every community or society employs language for the purpose of communication. 

Language is made up of two parts: form and meaning. Form here means words 

and words mean different things to different people based on the context of use as 

well as the culture that uses it. This ideology is based on the view that reality 

differs from culture to culture. The proponents of linguistic relativism are of the 

view that language determines the way one sees reality. This means that 

communities have different views of similar reality. Therefore, lexical items drawn 

from different languages are reflections of the societies in which these languages 

are spoken, showing a significant tie between lexical and cultural realities. The 

data for this paper were got through the competent native speakers of Obolo 

language and analyzed using a descriptive survey design within the theoretical 

framework of Contrastive Analysis and Semantic Field Theory. The research 

found out that some concepts which exist in the world view of the native speakers 

of English language do not exist in the world view of the Obolo speaking 

community. This can impede communication when the English people and Obolo 

people interact.    
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Introduction 

Language is the chief means by which human beings communicate and the purpose of any 

piece of communication is to pass on information from one person to another. For 

communication to take place effectively, words have been classified into different groups 

such as fruits, jobs, religion, body parts, food, etc.  
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This paper attempts to bring to the fore, three semantic fields in English and Obolo 

languages. The semantic fields under study are:  

a. Body Parts 

b. Transportation and 

c. Fruits    

 

Literature Review 

Theoretical Framework 

Our research is based on the theoretical framework of Contrastive Analysis, Semantic Field 

Theory and few Theories of Meaning. 

 

Contrastive Analysis 

Historically speaking, Mbah (2016, p.182) states that ‘the idea of comparing structures of 

different languages is an age-long practice in the field of historical linguistics’. He states 

further that the idea of contrasting language basically for the purpose of teaching was first 

highlighted by Fries (1945) though, credited to Lado (1957) as the lead proponent. He says 

further that Lado’s findings were based on his own experience and family background. He 

also notes that Lado, being an immigrant to the USA and a native speaker of Spanish, 

observed the difficulty his Spanish speaking parents had with learning English and how 

interference was evident in their speech. Tamunobelema (2018, p.38), agrees with Mbah 

that the idea of contrastive analysis began with Fries. 

 

According to Kohler (1974, p.83), “the idea behind Contrastive Analysis is to find a way of 

predicting those mistakes that in pronunciation and sentence construction which foreign 

learners of a language are likely to make and devise drills to prevent these mistakes from 

occurring”. 

 

On the other hand, Klain (1986), quoted in Tamunobelema (2018, p.38), notes that 

contrastive hypothesis claims that the acquisition of a second language is largely 

determined by the structure of an earlier acquired language. Going further, he avers that 

learning which coincides with corresponding structures of L1 are assimilated with great 

ease as a result of positive transfer. He further observes that contrasting structures on the 

other hand, present considerable difficulties and give rise to errors as a result of negative 

transfer. 

 

Nwala (2015. P.312), speaking of Contrastive Analysis avers that it “concerns two or more 

languages, a source language and a target language”. He further notes that it is a 

systematic investigation which places two or more languages side by side in order to 
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identify their area of similarities and differences. Adesanya (2003, p.145), agrees with other 

scholars that the aim of Contrastive Analysis is to compare both the source language and 

the target language of a given group of learners with the hope of identifying areas of 

structural similarities and differences. She agrees with Klein that when the structure of a 

target language differs from the structure of the mother tongue of the learner, learning 

difficulties should be expected. On the other hand, when the structures of both languages 

are similar, no difficulty is anticipated.  

 

Semantic Field Theory  

This is a linguistic theory which originated and developed in the 1930s based on the 

argument that lexical items of any language must be categorized into different fields 

according to their definition and interrelationship with one another. The first group of 

scholars to adopt a linguistic approach to the study of semantic fields was the Germans. 

They are of the opinion that semantic field structures can change over time. (Tries, 1934). 

 

According to the proponents of semantic field theory, organizing the vocabulary items in 

a language into ‘fields of meaning’ is a way of imposing order in any language. In each 

field, the lexical items interrelated, collocate and provide meaning for each other in distinct 

ways.  

  

Theories of Meaning 

Some of the theories of meaning are: 

 

Philosophical Theory of Meaning 

According to Ken-Maduako (2003:5), “the philosophers conceptualized meaning from the 

role of language in creating knowledge and understanding”. Also, she notes that Plato saw 

meaning as an external archetype which can be related to John Locke’s idea of meaning as 

the mental ideas on which words stand as external signs. Ken-Maduako (2003), also notes 

that Dixon (1963:1), quoted John Locke thus: 

 

There being scarce any name of any very complex idea which in common 

use, has not great latitude and which keeping within the bounds of 

propriety, may not be made the sign of far different ideas. 

 

This means that a lexical item used in everyday speech may have numerous potential                   

meaning. The actual intended meaning in a given utterance may not always be obvious. It 

may have one for speaker ‘A’ and another meaning for speaker ‘B’. 
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Wittgenstein, the German philosopher sees meaning as ‘use”, that is the use to which a 

word is put. Russel in Wells (1954:245), also agrees with him. Russel justifies their 

definition of meaning by saying that it takes care of singular descriptions which may have 

no meaning but which have use because they contribute to total meaning. For instance, 

prepositions and conjunctions such as ‘on, not, or, because, which helps express meaning 

but do not indicate anything. Therefore, what is indicated here is that meaning is a special 

kind of use. Every expression has use but not all expressions have meaning. Hence, 

Wisdom (1953), quoted in Ken-Maduako (2003), avers: 

 

Don’t ask for the meaning, (he advised) 

Look for the use. 

 

The above famous advice by Wisdom has been criticized by Ryele and Finlay (1972:7), 

 

With the statement that: 

Equating the notion of the meaning of a word with the notion of the use 

of that word looks like taking it for granted that the meaning of a sentence 

could equally be spoken of as the use of that sentence. 

 

Though this philosophical theory of meaning was condemned by some scholars as being 

very broad, one cannot but appreciate its useful and explicit nature since it takes care of 

the problems associated with words that have different meanings according to different 

cultures. For example: mother, father, sister, brother, etc. the meanings of these words can 

be got using componential analysis. That is, analyzing all the sense components of the 

words. Ndimele is of the opinion that the philosophical theory of meaning was introduced 

to solve the problems posed by the referential and mentalist theories which are discussed 

below. 

 

Referential Theory of Meaning 

The proponents of the referential theory are of the view that the meaning of a word is 

signified with that to which it refers in the external world. For example, the word ‘pen’ 

refers to an instrument with which we write and ‘father’ refers to a male parent. 

Referentialists are of the opinion that there is a link between a word and what it actually 

represents in real life. Ogden and Richards (1946:10-11), aver that there is a “causal” 

relation between a thought and a symbol. Therefore, when we speak, we use some 

symbolism which is partly caused by the reference we are making and when we hear what 

is said, “the symbol causes us to perform and act of referent. When thought is conceived, 

a symbol occurs: 
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THOUGHT 

(Concept) 

 

                            RECIPROCAL                                                                              

                             (Relationship) 

 

 

                                   

              SYMBOL .…………………………………………………. REFERENT 

               (Word)                                     INDIRECT                                (Thing) 

                                                               (Relationship)     

 

The above triangle distinguished three different components of meaning and emphasizes 

that there is no direct link between a linguistic unit (symbol) and the entity (referent) to 

which the symbol refers. Hence, the reason for the broken triangle at the base. This is in 

contrast with the ideas of the Greek Naturalist who claimed that the names given to actual 

entities or objects are in some way connected to the essential characteristics of the entities 

to which the name refers. 

 

This theory to an extent has some challenges, as we can see below: 

a. It is not always true that the meaning of an expression is the object it is used to 

represent. This is because there are a number of words in human languages that 

do not have physical entities that they refer to. For example: yes, no. in, and, to, is, 

etc. 

b. Though a word may have a physical referent in the real world, it is difficult to 

establish the physical images that longer structures larger than words represent.  

 

Mentalist Theory of Meaning  

This is another theory that is closely related to the referential theory of meaning. 

Proponents of the mentalist theory are of the view that the meaning of a word or expression 

is the mental image in the mind of the speaker or hearer immediately the word or 

expression is uttered. The proponents of this theory are: Glucksberge, J. Danks, etc.  

 

Though this theory avoids the problem of defining the meaning of words or linguistic 

expressions from the point of view of the existence of physical images, it has a number of 

shortcomings. 

a. The meaning of an expression may not be purely determined based on the 

existence of mental images or ideas. 
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b. Not all words or linguistic expressions evoke mental images. For example: 

goodbye, hate, in, but, etc. 

c. The theory fails to explain if two or more expressions can be synonymous, or 

whether there may be feelings or thoughts connected with one expression which 

are associated with others. 

 

Conceptual Review   

Language 

Language is the primary means by which humans communicate. It is how we express 

complex ideas and emotions; and negotiate our social relationships. Linguistics as the 

branch of language study, systematically investigates the structure and use of language. 

 

Finachiaro, (1964) as cited by Isaac (2015, p.5), holds the view that language is a system of 

arbitrary vocal symbols, which permit all people in a given culture, or other people who 

have the system of that culture to communicate or interact. 

 

Language helps communication and interaction with one another. All business and social 

interactions are made possible through language. Conventionality is an attribute of 

language that is based on agreed signs that have relatively embedded meanings as used 

by a particular speech community, a group of people, etc. From the foregoing, it is correct 

to say that language is a human means of communication embedded in conventional signs, 

symbols or codes used by interlocutors who have the code or understand the same code, 

which help for the free flow of thoughts, communication, feeling and transmission of 

culture and values from one generation to another. It is the chief means of human 

interaction; how we express complex thoughts and emotions, and also how we coordinate 

our relationship with others. Hence, linguistics and linguists systematically investigate the 

structure, nature and use of language. 

 

For Bolinger (1968, p.12), language is “a system of vocal auditory communication using 

conventional signs composed of arbitrary patterned sound units and assembled according 

to set rules, interacting with the experience of its users”. Looking at Bollinger’s definition, 

it is glaring that each language is used according to generally accepted signs and symbols 

and also patterned or arranged according to set rules. Though, they may have different 

arrangement and structure, they are independent and complete in themselves. 

 

Semantics 

The term semantics is derived from the Greek word ‘semantikos’ which means significant. 

Semantics is a branch of linguistic study that studies the meaning of words and larger 
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structures such as phrases, clauses and sentences in languages. Palmer (1996), defines it as 

‘the study of meaning’. Umera- Okeke (2008:3), states that ‘semantics is the subfield of 

linguistics that is devoted to the study of meaning as borne on the syntactic levels of words, 

phrases, sentences and even larger units of discourse (text)’. She notes that semantics has 

included the study of connotative sense and denotative reference, truth conditions, 

argument structure, thematic roles, discourse analysis and the linkage of all of these is 

syntax. 

 

Similarly, Ken-Maduako (2003:1) defines semantics in a general sense as the branch of 

linguistics which scientifically examines the meaning of words and expressions in any 

given language. What then is meaning? 

 

An attempt to define the meaning of meaning, has become a great challenge to 

philosophers over the years. Most linguists attest to the fact that meaning is ambiguous 

and not easily defined. Dwight Bolinger (1968:243), states that:  

 

meaning …is an ill assorted fellow. One can scarcely invite him into the house without 

admitting at the same time one or more of his drunken friends! 

 

According to Ndimele (2007:6), ‘the problem with the word ‘meaning’ is that it serves 

several functions: it has many meanings itself’. He notes that people often use the following 

words or phrases to refer to what something means: stand for, signifies, denotes, 

symbolizes, means, implies. Translates as, represents…” Cherry (1957:112), quoted in 

Ndimele defines meaning as “a harlot among words; it is a temptress who can seduce the 

writer or speaker from the path of intellectual chastity” Cherry (1957:112).    

 

We also want to agree with Cherry that meaning is a prostitute that flies from one man to 

another but has no husband. The meaning of meaning is very unstable and till date, 

scholars have not come to a consensus as to what the meaning of meaning is.  

 

Semantic Fields 

Semantic field is a linguistic, anthropological, computational and semiotics terminology. 

In linguistics, a semantic field is a lexical set of words grouped semantically that refers to 

a specific subject. 

 

It may also be seen as a system of interrelated networks that make up the vocabulary or 

lexicon of a language. Each word is surrounded by a network of associations that connect 
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with other terms. And those that are interrelated can belong to the same semantic field, for 

example: house, roof, floor, wall, etc. 

 

It is worthy to note that words in a semantic field are not synonymous, but are all used to 

talk about the same general phenomenon. Adrienne Lehrer defined semantic field more 

specifically as “a set of lexemes which cover a certain conceptual domain and which bear 

certain specific relations to one another”. It is also noted that the semantic field of a given 

word shifts over time. For instance, the English word “man” used to refer to “human 

being” exclusively, but today it predominantly means “adult male” though its semantic 

field still extends in some uses to the generic human. 

 

Contrastive Analysis 

The concept contrastive analysis as explained above, concerns itself with the idea of 

identifying the areas of similarities and differences in the phonology, morphology and 

syntax of two or more languages and the possible effect the differences may have on a 

target language.  

 

According to Kohler (1974, p.83), “the idea behind Contrastive Analysis is to find a way of 

predicting those mistakes that in pronunciation and sentence construction which foreign 

learners of a language are likely to make and devise drills to prevent these mistakes from 

occurring”. From his opinion above, it is right to say that the hall mark of contrastive 

analysis is to identify the areas of differences between two languages and predict where 

possible challenges may occur. 

 

On the other hand, Klain (1986), quoted in Tamunobelema (2018, p.38), notes that 

contrastive hypothesis claims that the acquisition of an L2 is largely determined by the 

structure of an earlier acquired language. Going on he avers that learning coincides with 

corresponding structures of L1 are assimilated with great ease as a result of positive 

transfer. He observes further that contrasting structures on the other hand, present 

considerable difficulties and give rise to errors as a result of negative transfer. 

 

Obolo 

The term Obolo is a word got from the root word bolo, meaning being civilized, developed 

or enlarged, vigilant, awake or quick hearing.  Based on history, Obolo is the name of a 

prominent Niger Delta indigene who lived in the twelfth century AD.  He was the 

primogenitor of a race of warriors culturally known as Ebi Obolo (Obolo people). 

Geographically, the name refers to Ijọn̄ Obolo (Obolo land that is, the land his people later 
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founded, Ido Obolo, Obolo nation). linguistically, it refers to the language his people speak, 

Usem Obolo (Obolo language).  

 

 Significantly, no person in Niger Delta is considered to be the founder of the homeland, 

people or language, however, neighbours and colonial masters refer to the people, their 

homeland and their language as Andoni. According to Ejituwu (1991, p.10), “the name 

Andoni was developed from the European labels. They were also called Done, Dony and 

Dony Town”. 

 

Obolo Homeland 

Obolo homeland, according to Enemugwem (2009, p. 2) is situated in the Niger Delta 

region of Nigeria. Obolo and Andoni are names used alternatively to refer to the group. 

Similarly, he asserts that the second name Andoni, is of Ijo origin. It occupies an estimated 

area of about 360km2 with an estimated population of about 277,894 people.   Andoni lies 

about 4031N latitude and 70301E longitude falling within the south-eastern flank of the 

Niger delta, a region rich in oil and gas and its land mass transverses the chains of islands 

between the Qua Iboe River in the east and Andoni River in the west.  Andoni is bounded 

by Bonny to the West, Okrika and Ogoni to the north, Ibibio to the North-east and the 

majestic Atlantic waters to the South.  Its closeness to the sea and location within the Niger 

Delta belt, account for the intricate network of salt-water creeks once teaming with marine 

life.  Apparently, the people’s means of livelihood is fishing.  Unfortunately, oil pollution 

is severe, reducing their income per capita below sustenance level hence frustrating their 

industrial and economic reliance.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Obolo Language 

According to Greenburg (1955) Obolo language is a Cross River two group of the Niger 

Kordofanian (Benue-Congo) language.  But Williamson (1987) classified it under the 

Lower Cross Sub-branch of the Delta Cross branch of the Eastern Division of the South-

Central Niger-Congo languages (Enemugwem, 2009, p. 2). In the same vein, Bendor-

Samuel in 1989 regrouped the language under the Western cluster of the Lower-Cross. The 

varieties of Obolo language are: Ngo, Ibot Obolo, Ataba, Okoroete, and Unyeada. Among 

the five dialects, Ngo is the prestigious dialect.    

 

Interestingly, statistics shows that Obolo originates from greater antiquity than its other 

neighbours of the region. It was one of the four languages the early European explorers 

met in the Niger Delta area about six centuries ago. Obolo language is one of the direct 

descendants of the Proto-Benue-Congo languages. 
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English 

Historically speaking, the English Language could be said to have been first introduced 

into the British Isles in 449AD, the year that is generally regarded as marking the first great 

influx of Germanic tribes from Northern Europe to Britain. The Germanic invaders settled 

alongside the Celtic population in areas where the Celts were few, but were seriously 

resisted in other areas predominantly, in the West Saxon territory, where they were able 

to conquer the Celts after a long period of fighting. A large number of the Celts fled 

westward and settled in Cornwall and Wales. The angles, Saxons and Jutes regarded 

themselves as one people due to the closeness of their languages and applied the word 

‘English’. 

 

Because of the manner in which the invasions were executed (piecemeal), there was a rapid 

increase of small kingdoms, the name of some existed till date in countries like: Essex, 

Middlessex and Sussex respectively. As time goes on, these kingdoms combine to form a 

total of seven kingdoms, the so-called Anglo-Saxon Heptarchy: Northumbria, Mercia, East 

Anglia, Kent, Essex, Sussex and Wessex. The various kings most times try to impose their 

dominance on the other kingdoms. There was a gradual shift of power from the north to 

the south. Early in the seventh century, for example, Northumbria ruled most of the other 

kingdoms and was a great centre of literature and learning. Later, the king of Wessex 

successfully united the country and at the end of the tenth century, the king of England, 

Edgar, was equally recognized as the overlord of both Scothland and Wales. 

 

The word ‘Englisc’ (English) had however, been used by the local writers to refer to their 

language right from the beginning. ‘Englisc’ is got from Angles and refers to the Germanic 

language in Britain.  

 

On the other hand, Angelcyn’ (race of the Angles) was the early name for the land and 

their people. This name was used until the end of the Danish period. “Engla-land” (land 

of the Angles) began to replace Anglecyn from 1000AD. 

 

Furthermore, English Language has undergone three different stages viz: Old English, 

made up of four dialects, Northumbria, Mercian, Kentish and West Saxon, the Middle 

English which is made up of four dialects: Northern, East Midland, West Midland and 

Southern, and finally, the Modern English. Modern English was produced from East 

dialect. This dialect was accepted as a standard variety of English. 

 

Several factors contributed to the emergence of this dialect as the standard form. The first 

was the location of East Midland District, situated between the North dialect and the 
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Southern dialect. This made it possible for it to incorporate features of the dialects at other 

extremes, which made it acceptable to other speakers of other dialects. 

 

The second reason was the position of London, an East Midland community as the seat of 

government as well as the cultural melting pot of the whole nation. 

 

Thirdly, the East Midland area was more populated than the other dialect areas. The land 

in this area was more fertile for agricultural purpose and this made the area very attractive 

to people from other parts of the country. 

 

Also, the Cambridge University was cited in the East Midland area. Similarly, the Oxford 

University was also close to this area. These help to enhance the status of the East Midland 

dialect. 

 

Finally, the introduction of the printing press by William Caxton in 1476, the London 

dialect, which was used by Caxton himself, was made available to large number of reading 

audience. Hence, the wide availability of reading material in this dialect made it not only 

spoken variety but the dialect that was adopted by writers, who spoke different English 

dialects. 

 

Empirical Review 

Ikhimwin Gladys A. carried out a research on the topic: a contrastive analysis of two 

semantic fields of study in English and Edo. The study found out that many fruits in 

English do not have their equivalent in Edo language because they do not exist in the 

people’s world view.  

 

Ibukun filani, did a research on the topic: a contrastive analysis of three semantic fields of 

English and Ugboko. The study found out that greeting terms in English are just used for 

phatic communion while in Ugboko, it is more than phatic relations. The Ughoko greeting 

terms signals the social group of the receiver of the greeting. 

 

Methodology 

Method of Data collection 

The method adopted for the collection of data for this study was the unstructured oral 

interview. Ndiyo (2015), avers that the unstructured interview is flexible and appropriate 

for getting insight into a particular situation in the early stage of investigation. Similarly, 

it gives the researcher the opportunity to observe both what the respondent has to say and 

the way he presents it. More so, since the sample covers all levels of respondents, the 
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unstructured oral interview was used to help the researcher to get in-depth information 

through face to face oral communication and to analyze the data easily. 

 

Method of Data Analysis 

The researchers adopted a simple descriptive analysis to interpret the data. The data from 

both English and Obolo languages were presented, described and analysed contrastively, 

showing areas of similarities and possible dissimilarities.    

A contrastive Analysis of three Semantic Field Fields in English and Obolo Languages. 

1. Body Parts. 

 

Head          ibot 

Forehead  inyon isi 

Eye                                                  echien 

Eyebrow                                          ikochien 

Ear                                                   utong 

Nose                                               inwom 

Cheek                                              ijong out 

Chin                                                akpa out 

Mouth                                             out 

Neck                                               udung ebek 

Shoulder                                        ogwuga 

Chest                                               ejit   
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Elbow                                              akpaotubok 

Waist                                               ukwuk ebon 

Arm                                                 ubok 

Hip                                                  ebon 

Hand                                               ubok 

Finger                                              otubok 

Thigh                                               owot ukot 

Knee                                                akpaotukot 

Calf                                                  X 

Shin                                                 akpaisiukot 

Ankle                                              ebekukot 

Heel                                                 ijon ukot 

Foot                                                 X 

Toe                                                  otukot 

Arch                                                X 

Ball                                                  X 

 

From the data presented above, it is glaring that English and Obolo languages share some 

concepts in their world view. However, English language has four lexemes which Obolo 

language has no lexis to represent.  

 

2. Transportation 

The three means of transportation are: 

 

 

 

                                                     

 

 

                                                             

                         

 

 

Land: 

Bicycle                                                       X 

Motorcycle                                                X 

Bus                                                             ujijong 

Automobile                                               X 

Transportation 

Land 

Water Air 
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Truck, Van                                                ujijong 

Foot                                                            ukot 

Trolley                                                       X 

Subway                                                      X 

Semi-tractor trailer                                  ujijong 

 

Water: 

Ship                                                           ujimung 

Submarine                                                X 

Sailboat                                                     X 

Cargo/Container ship                             ujimung 

Aircraft carrier                                         X 

Canoe                                                        Ujiubok 

 

Air: 

Airplane                                                    uji inyong 

Glider                                                        X 

Blimp                                                        X 

Helicopter                                                uji inyong 

Hot air balloon                                        X 

Space shuttle                                           Uji inyong. 

 

From the data presented above, it is obvious that the Obolo people have lesser lexemes in 

their world view for transportation. Aside from this, the lexemes present in the world view 

of the Obolo speakers are over generalized. This is because they try to accommodate the 

new concepts as they come in contact with them.  

 

3. Fruits 

There exist a wide variety of fruits in English language. These fruits are classified into 

different classes: 

a. Berries 

b. Citrus  

c. Melons 

d. Tropical fruits. 

e. others 
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a. Berries 

Black-berry                                         X 

Straw-berry                                        X 

Rasp-berry                                         X 

Blue-berry                                          X 

 

b. Citrus 

Oranges                                              ulaja 

Lemon                                       X 

Limes                                                 odosi                       

Grape                                                  X    

 

c. Melon   

Water-melon                                     X 

Cantaloupe                                       X 

Honey dew melon                           X 

 

d. Tropical fruits 

Cashew                                            cashew 

Mango                                              mango 

Pineapple                                         pineapple 

Palm kernel                                      ichipikpok 

Coconut                                            ichip 

Plantain                                             ofion 

Banana                                               ofion ebeke 

Lychee                                                X 

Star fruit                                             X 

 

e. Others 

      Figs                                                      X 

      Peaches                                               X 

      Pears                                                   ube 

      Plum                                                   plum      

      Apple                                                  apple 

      Local Cherries                                   udan 

      Apricots                                             X 

      Quinces                                              X       
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From the data presented above, it is glaring that some of the fruits in the different groups 

do not exist in the world view of the Obolo speakers. Hence, they have no name for such 

fruits. Others which came into their world view by virtue of contact have no lexeme. 

Therefore, they bear the same names as they have in English language.  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we contrasted three semantic fields in English and Obolo languages in other 

to ascertain the areas of similarities and differences. From the data presented and analyzed 

above, it is obvious that there are certain concepts which the English and Obolo people 

have in common. We also noted that some concepts do not exist in the world view of the 

Obolo people. Hence, they have no lexemes representing them and this may cause 

communication barrier between the Obolo speakers of English language and the native 

speakers of the language.    
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