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Abstract 

This research work investigates aspect in the Yoruba language. The specific objectives of the study are to 
determine the different aspect markers in the Yoruba language and examine the syntactic position of 
Yoruba aspect markers. The data used for this research work were got through introspection and validated 
by other native speakers of the Yoruba language and other secondary sources.  This study adopts X-bar 
theory as a theoretical framework for analysis of data. The study finds out that progressive and perfective 
aspect can be realised in the Yoruba language at the present, past and future level and negation of each 
level can also be formed. The different aspect markers, which can be found in the Yoruba language, are 
‘ń’, ‘ti’ (which are the progressive and perfective aspect respectively) and máa which is the future aspect 
markers. The study also finds out that aspect markers occur in the predicate syntactic position, which they 
always come before the main verb in any sentence. The study discovers the role of tone in aspect in the 
Yoruba language. The findings indicate that the progressive aspect marker ‘ń’ bears a high tone; the 
perfective aspect marker ‘ti’  bears a mid tone and the future aspect marker ‘máa’ bears the high tone in 
the Yoruba language. The work recommends that future scholars should be encouraged to carry out more 
research works on aspect markers especially in the Yoruba language. 

Introduction  

 Aspect as a syntactic concept has received a great deal of interest in most languages of the world 
in the last few decades. This interest is not far from the fact that aspect markers belong to morphological 
elements, which inflections differ from language to another as well. In most languages, there are 
inflectional morphemes used to express tense, aspect, number, gender, or case while in some other 
languages like Yoruba, there are no overt inflectional morphemes to express them. This research work 
looks at the aspect in the Yoruba language. Different scholars have made attempts to define aspect. Holt 
(1943) opines that aspects are different ways of viewing the internal temporal constituency of a situation. 
Comrie (1976:3) defines grammatical aspect as “the internal temporal constituency of a situation”. 

 Aspect was originally put forward as a category in general linguistics, but not specific to any 
particular language. Aspect, as a grammatical category in general linguistics, is indicated mainly by a 
change of verb forms. However, different languages vary greatly in the way their aspects are expressed. 
Some inflected languages like Russian and Bulgarian, which belong to the Slavic languages, have rich 
forms to show aspect, English resorts to adding auxiliary verbs to verbs to indicate aspect. Chinese is a 
language without inflectional changes, so aspect is revealed by semi-dependent function words (Duan, 
2013). 

 Aspects are marked differently in various languages of the world. For example, in the English 
language, tenses are marked by auxiliries, modals and non-finite verb forms to form aspect. In the Igbo 
language, perfective aspects are marked as suffix with ‘la/le’  affixed to the root. In the Kalabari language, 
aspects are inflections which are marked as a suffix attached to a verb root. In the Idoma language, aspect 
are formed by adding a prefix or suffix to a verb.  

   In the Yoruba language, the category tense is still a subject of controversy. Scholar like 
Awoyale (1986) believes that it does not exist in the language. According to him, the language does not 



have any systematic mechanism exclusively reserved for varying the structure of the sentence with 
reference to the time of speaking. Oyelaran (1982:26) has previously contends that tense is not a 
grammatical category in the Yoruba language. He holds that aspect is grammatical in the language and is 
a sub-category of AUX. However, Fabunmi (1998, 2006, & 2009), quoting Omanor (1982:17), argues 
that “… the idea that all languages with no morphological indication of the opposition present-past are 
tense less appears to be rather difficult to accept.” Bamgbose (1990:67) believes that tense and aspect are 
inseparable in Yoruba. Odunuga (1982:276), on the other hand, says “… the absence of a general 
experience of aspect has affected many researchers in the establishment of tense-aspect nuance in the 
forms of the Yoruba verb whenever we speak of tense, we tend to omit aspect.” In spite of these diverse 
opinions, it is believed that aspect has to do with a kind of perspectivising of the internal, temporal 
structure of the situation described by the verb relative to the point of initiation of speech. Bull (1963) 
uses terms like the beginning, the middle and end of an event to describe such internal, temporal structure. 
He calls it aspect of any event.  

               The Yoruba language has also been the subject of a significant number of theoretical and 
descriptive linguistic investigations at home and abroad (cf. Fabunmi, 2009; Lamide, 2010; Ajani, 2001). 
This suggests that there are enough linguists interested in the language. 

 The scope of this study generally covers aspect in its entirety. A study of aspect encompasses its 
difference with tense. In this work, this research is delimited to the study of aspect markers in Yoruba and 
types of aspect in the Yoruba language. The general aim of this research is to do a comprehensive study 
on aspect in the Yoruba language. The specific objectives of this research work are to examine the 
different aspect markers in the Yoruba language and their syntactic positions in the language. This 
research work is important because it will reveal the morphemes used in marking aspect in Yoruba. This 
work will therefore, be helpful to future generation of speakers, students and scholars alike, as reference 
source; it will form part of the written records in the language. The research work will be beneficial to 
other scholars who will like to carry out research on aspect and students who will like to widen their 
knowledge on aspect in the future. It will also serve as reference source for future generation of speakers 
and learners of the Yoruba language.  

 This research adopts a descriptive survey research design. The study focuses on aspect in the 
Yoruba language. The Yoruba language belongs to the Niger Congo language family; Kwa precisely. In 
Nigeria, it is one of the major languages spoken by approximately twenty million speakers. This study 
adopts X-bar paradigm of grammar to account for different aspects in the Yoruba language, how aspects 
are used with negation, as well as the tonal pattern of aspect markers in the Yoruba language.  The data 
were then analysed using the X-bar modules. From the analysis, deductions were made. 

Literature review 

 This chapter reviews relevant literatures on aspect and some syntactic  structures for a proper 
understanding of the issues and researches on aspect. 

Empirical studies 

 Fabunmi (2009) researched on  generalised phrase structure grammar of aspect in Akoko Yoruba. 
The objectives of the paper are to examine the syntactic distributions of aspect in the grammar of Akoko 
Yoruba and  to consider the various Akoko Yoruba aspectual contrasts relative to the inception, duration 
or completion of an event. The paper described the Akoko Yoruba aspectual structure using the Gazdar, 
Klein, Pullum, and Sag (1985) framework which is called the Generalised Phrase Structure Grammar 
(GPSG) for its data analysis. The study finds out that Akoko Yoruba  aspectual structure distinguishes 
between the perfective and the imperfective; the imperfective is further subdivided and all the verbal 
elements and the occurrences of auxiliary which mark the perfective, imperfective (habitual, progressive) 



as well as the tonal alternations that occur in some elements in Akoko Yoruba, are completely different 
from that of the Standard Yoruba. This paper did not regard the perfective as an “unmarked category” of 
the aspectual subcategories. Using the GPSG framework, the paper also accounts for some co-occurrence 
restrictions and the orders of aspectual auxiliary verbs in Yoruba Akoko. The paper, in addition, describes 
the Akoko Yoruba negative markers and asserts that they are sometimes tied with aspect markings. This 
paper conclusively draws attention to issues on Yoruba dialectology which would need further research. 
The different between his work and this present research is that the writer makes used of generalised 
phrase structure grammar (GPSG) as its framework but this present work makes use of parametric 
variation as its framework. More so, the research was done in Akoko which is one of the dialects of the 
Yoruba language while present research focuses on the standard Yoruba language. 

 Maduagwu and Obiamalu (2016)  carry out a research on tense, aspect and negation markings in 
Ogbahu Dialect of Igbo. The objectives paper were  to show the descriptive account of some grammatical 
categories in Ogbahu dialect of the Igbo language and how these grammatical categories operate in 
Ogbahu dialect. The study adopted a descriptive approach for data analysis.  The finding of the research 
was that both tense and aspect existed as functional categories in Ogbahu dialect, contrary to earlier 
works on Igbo which claimed that Aspect rather than tense is explicitly marked in Igbo. The – 1V suffix 
clearly instantiates past tense in different constructions in Ogbahu. The study also revealed the existence 
of the E-/A prefix as a default agreement marker which occurs only in negative constructions. Maduagwu 
& Obiamalu study is similar to this current study in the area of aspect but they didn’t focus on aspect 
alone rather they focused on tense, aspect and negation while this research focuses on aspect in the 
Yoruba language. 

 Stefan (2017) examines the perfective and imperfective aspect in the Xhosa language.  The 
objectives of the study are to investigate the semantics of the perfective and the imperfective aspect in 
Xhosa and to investigate tense and aspect in the Nguni languages. Data were gathered from corpora, thus 
making it possible to test the study’s hypothesis with examples from natural language use. The underlying 
assumption was that, unlike durative and iterated ones, bounded events cannot hold true at more than one 
point in time. The findings of the study show that the perfective/imperfective opposition in Xhosa 
correlates to a large extent with the view of an eventuality as bounded. However, a significant number of 
the verbs analysed cannot be accounted for by this explanation. The choice of aspect in these cases points 
toward other factors, such as factuality, number of occurrences, information structure, and sequencing of 
eventualities. Stefan made used of descriptive approach in his data analysis while this present research 
used  X-bar theory for its data analysis. The research was done on Xhosa language while this present 
research is done in Yoruba language. 

 Alasmari, Watson and Atwell (2018) carry out a research on a contrastive study of the Arabic and 
English verb tense and aspect, using a corpus-based approach. The objectives of their paper are to explore 
the verb systems of Arabic and English using the Quranic Arabic Corpus. They also worked on the 
similarities and differences in tense and aspect as expressed by verb structures and their morphology. 
They find out a considerable disagreement between the Arabic verb tense and aspect and their translations 
and that translating Arabic verbs into English is fraught with difficulty. They recommed that analysis of 
the corpus data can be categorized and calculated and can then potentially be used to improve the 
translation between the two languages. They used the contrastive analysis approach for their data analysis 
while this present research will make use of parametric variation for it data analysis. Alasmari, Watson 
and Atwell study and the present research are related when it comes to aspect while the different between 
their work and the present research is that they make use of constartive analysis for data analysis but this 
research is going to use X-bar theory for its analysis. 

Summary of  the literature review 



The above review show that different works have been on aspect in various languages and few in 
the Yoruba language and even in other indigenous  languages like the Igbo and Edo language. It is worthy 
to note that the study of syntax in the Yoruba language has received great attention from different 
scholars but few works have been on aspect in the Yoruba language which is the gap this work tends to 
fill. The study examines aspects in Yoruba using an X-bar theory for analysis of data. 

Theoretical framework 

This study will make use of one of the models under Universal grammar which is X-bar theory 
for its data analysis. X-bar theory was first proposed by Noam Chomsky (1970), building on  Haris’s 
(1951) approach to categories and further developed by Ray Jackendoff (1977). X-bar theory was 
incorporated into both transformational and non-transformational theories of syntax, including GB, 
GPSG, LFG and HPSG. X-bar theory postulates that all human languages share certain structural 
similarities, including the same underlying syntactic structure, which is known as the “X-bar”. I am using 
this methodological approach because of its aptness. Chomsky (1970) and Jackendoff (1977) have been 
able to propose a theory that accounts for all categorial and non-categorial component of the whole 
sentence structure (IP) or (TP) or (AgrP) in every language of the world which some other syntactic 
theories cannot account for. This is the major reason this research is adopting X-bar theory as it 
framework. 

Data presentation and analysis 

Aspect in the Yoruba language 

The aspect in the Yoruba language is divided into the progressive and perfective aspect. 

Progressive aspect in Yoruba language  

 The progressive aspect is one of the types of aspect in Yoruba, which sees an event as on-going. 
The progressive aspect accounts for an action that is still in progress. The progressive aspect is marked 
with either ń or í because the standard Yoruba is the focus of this study. The progressive aspect marker 
comes before the main verb in the Yoruba sentences. The progressive aspect ń or í bears a high tone 
which does not change no matter how it is used in sentences. Examples of how progressive aspect is used 
in sentences are shown below:  

The present progressive aspect marker 

1.  Síkírù ń  rín lọ sí odò 

   Síkírù PRG walk go to river 

   Síkírù is walking to the river. 
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Fig. 1: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (1)    

Iˡˡ                N   Iˡˡ 

Iˡˡ                AGR (ASP)   Vll 

V ˡˡ                V   Pll 

Plˡ                P      Nl 

 Example 1 above shows how the present progressive aspect is formed in the Yoruba language 
with the aspect marker ń. And it is used to form present progressive sentences in the Yoruba language. 
The progressive aspect maker ń occurs in the predicate syntactic position but before the verb. Example 1 
is represented on the X-bar diagram, which Iˡˡ is maximal projection,  AGR which is under the second Ilˡ 
represents the present progressive aspect ‘ń’. 

The Past Progressive Aspect 

 The Yoruba language does not have an affix or morpheme for indicating an event that has 
happened in the past. The present and past tense aspect are rendered the same way in the language except 
if the time of action is included in the sentence. The following examples are used to show how past 
progressive aspect is rendered in the Yoruba language. 

2. Tolúlọpé  ń jó ní ibi ìnáwó  lánàá   

    Tolulope PRG dance at place spend-money yesterday                                                                            
Tolulope was dancing at the party yesterday. 
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Fig. 2: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (2)    

Iˡˡ                N   Iˡˡ 

V ˡˡ                AGR (ASP)   Vll 

V ˡˡ                V   Pll 

Plˡ                P      Nll 
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 Example 2 shows how past progressive are formed in the Yoruba language. The past progressive 
aspect is formed the same way the present progressive aspect is formed. What differentiates the present 
from the past is the time of action, which is stated in the above sentences. The progressive aspect maker ń 
comes before the verb and it occurs in the predicate syntactic position. Aspect are represented on the X-
bar tree diagram as AGR. This can be seen in figure 2 above. 

The future progressive aspect 

The future is marked with máa in the Yoruba language. The future marker maa is combine with the 
progressive aspect marker to form the future progressive aspect. An example is shown below. 

3. Àkàndé maá ń ra ilé  

     Àkàndé FUT PRG buy house  

     Àkàndé will be buying the house. 
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Fig. 3: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (3)    

Iˡˡ                N   Iˡˡ 

Iˡˡ                MOD   Vll 

V ˡˡ                AGR (ASP)   Vll 

V ˡˡ                V   Nll. 

 In example 3 shows how the future progressive aspect is formed in the Yoruba language, 
{+PRG} and {+FUT} markers are combined. The progressive aspect marker ń occurs in the predicate 
syntactic position and it comes before the main verb. It can be seen in figure 3 how X-bar is used to 
account for the future progressive aspect in the Yoruba language. The future aspect marker máa is 
represented on the tree as modal while the aspect ń is represented as AGR. 

 

The perfective aspect 

 According to Comrie (1976: 16) perfective aspect indentifies “a situation as a single whole, 
without distinction of the various separate phases that make up that situation.” The pefective aspect shows 
an action, which has been completed or perfected. The perfective aspect maker in the Yoruba language is 
ti. In this section, we will show how perfective aspect is used in the present, past and future. 

The present perfective aspect 

4. Símbì ti lọ sí odò 

     Símbì PRF go to river 

     Símbì has gone to the river. 
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Fig. 4: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (4) 
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 Example 4 shows how the present perfect sentences are formed in the Yoruba language. The 
perfective aspect marker ti occurs in the predicate syntactic position and it comes before the verb. The 
present perfective sentences are formed with the aspect marker ti as seen in figure 4. The perfective aspect 
ti is represented as MOD on the X-bar tree diagrams. 

The past perfective aspect 

 Just as it has been stated above in the past progressive aspect that the Yoruba language does not 
have an affix to express overtly the past in the language, the past is represented in the Yoruba language by 
stating the particular time of action. The past perfective aspect is shown in the examples below. 

5. Àwọn ọmọ  ti sùn lati ìrọ̀lé 

    Plu child  PRF sleep since evening 

    The children have slept since evening. 

                                     IP 
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                         Àwọn    ọmọ ti   sùn     láti       ìrọ̀lé 

Fig. 5: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (5) 

IP                Dll   Il ˡ 

Iˡˡ                N     Iˡˡ 

Iˡˡ                MOD(ASP)   Vll 

V ˡˡ                V   Pll 

Plˡ                P   ADV 

 Example 5 shows how past perfective sentences are formed in the Yoruba language. Even though 
the Yoruba language does not have an affix to indicate past but past can only be identify by stating the 
particular time the event occurs as it can be seen in the examples  where ìrọ̀lé is used to show time of 
actions. The perfective aspect marker ti comes before the verb and it occurs in the predicate syntactic 
position. The time of action is the difference between the present and past. Figure 5 is used to show how 



past perfective sentences are represented on the X-bar diagram. The perfective aspect marker ti is 
represented as modal on the diagram. 

The future perfective aspect 

 The future perfective aspect is realised from the combination of the perfective aspect marker ti 
and the future marker maa. The way they are used is shown in the sentences below. 

6. Táíyé ti máa lọ sí Ìlọrin 

    Táíyé PRF FUT go to Ilorin 

    Táíyé will have gone to Ilorin. 
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Fig. 6: X-bar schematic illustration of eg. (6) 
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 In example 6 above the combination of the aspect marker máa and the perfective aspect marker ti 
are used together to form the future perfective sentences in the Yoruba language. Example 6 is used to 
illustrate how X-bar theory is being used to analyse future perfective sentences. The future perfective 
aspect marker máa is represented as MOD on the X-bar diagram.  

Conclusion  

               This study observed different aspect markers in the Yoruba language which are ń (which is a 
progressive aspect marker), ti (which a perfective aspect marker), and maa (which are used for 
referencing future and maa which can also be used as inceptive marker in sentences). It was also 
discovered that aspect markers are combined together and used as one in sentences, like ti and ń, máa, 
which are used in different sentences in the presentation and each of the aspect markers were accounted 



for with the X-bar theory paradigm. The progressive aspect marker (ń) and progressive (ti) can also be 
used in the present, past and future in the Yoruba language. It was discovered that both the present and 
past are represented in the same way in the Yoruba language. One can only differentiate between present 
and past in the Yoruba language by stating the time which the event actually happened as evident in the 
examples shown in the data presentation and analysis. The study also finds out that aspect markers in the 
Yoruba language occur in the predicate syntactic position in any syntactic structure they are used in the 
Yoruba language. They usually come before the verbs in sentences in which they are used.  

            This research work has successfully achieved the set objectives. This study has contributed to 
existing human knowledge, especially in the area of aspect in the Yoruba language and the researcher 
made use of parametric variation which is also called X-bar theory for its data analysis. The research 
work deeply explored aspect in the Yoruba language. This research distinguishes between different 
aspectual markers in the Yoruba language. The research accounts for two types of aspect in the Yoruba 
language which are the progressive and perfective aspect ń and ti respectively. The study recommends 
that scholars should research on aspect in the Yoruba language by using other sub-theories of universal 
grammar to analyse aspect in the language. 
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