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TRANSLATING THE UNTRANSLATABLE: A LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF YORUBA
IDEOPHONES AND THEIR ENGLISH RENDERINGS

ABDULKAREEM Lateefat Ayoola and AKINOLA Olayode Johnson
Department of English,
Kwara State College of Education, llorin.
lateefatabdulkareem49@gmail.com

Abstract: This paper investigates the challenges and strategies involved in translating Yoruba ideophones into
English, focusing on the linguistic, cultural, and phonosemantic dimensions that make ideophones seemingly
“untranslatable.” Yoruba ideophones are a class of expressive words that vividly describe sensory experiences,
emotions, and actions, often through sound symbolism and reduplication. Their rich phonological features and
deep-rooted cultural associations pose significant translation challenges. This study employs qualitative
analysis of selected Yoruba ideophones from oral narratives, proverbs, and everyday speech, analyzing their
functions and attempted English equivalents. Findings show that direct translations often fail to convey the
emotive and cultural nuances of these ideophones, necessitating creative and contextual strategies such as
paraphrasing, onomatopoeic substitution, and functional equivalents. The study underscores the importance
of cultural competence and linguistic flexibility in translating ideophones, offering insights for translators,
linguists, and educators dealing with African languages and intercultural communication.

Keywords: Yoruba language, ideophones, translation, culture, linguistics, untranslatability

Introduction
Language functions not only as a vehicle for

communication but also as a repository of culture.
In many African languages, ideophones serve a
distinctive role by condensing sensory and
affective experiences into compact, sound-
symbolic expressions. In Yoruba, one of the three
major languages of Nigeria, ideophones are central
to oral performance, everyday interaction, and
literary creativity. They depict vivid images of
motion, colour, texture, sound, intensity, and
emotion, often in ways that ordinary lexical items
cannot (Awoyale, 1988; Dingemanse, 2012;
Akande, 2021). According to Dingemanse (2019),
ideophones are “marked words that depict sensory
imagery” and typically challenge conventional
semantic and syntactic boundaries.

The translation of Yoruba ideophones into English
presents a unique set of challenges. English, as a
language with a different phonological system and

cultural matrix, lacks direct equivalents for many
Yoruba ideophonic expressions (Akinlabi &
Liberman, 2020). For instance, Yoruba ideophones
often exploit tonal contrasts, reduplication, and
phonaesthetic patterns that have no natural
rendering in English. A literal translation tends to
flatten the sound symbolism and expressive
nuance, while domestication strategies risk erasing
the cultural and aesthetic “flavour” of the original
(Masubelele, 2018; Sogunro, 2022). Translators
must therefore navigate between fidelity to
Yoruba’s cultural-aesthetic  dimensions and
intelligibility to English readers.

The notion of “untranslatability” is especially
relevant here. Jakobson (1959) famously argued
that “languages differ essentially in what they must
convey and not in what they may convey,”
suggesting that while translation of ideophones is
possible, it often requires creative compensation.

Recent scholarship reinforces this, noting that
59
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ideophones should not be seen as absolutely
untranslatable but as requiring strategies such as
paraphrase, borrowing, glossing, or functional
equivalence (Noss, 2020; Akinmade, 2023). For
example, machine translation studies on Yoruba
show that neural systems frequently fail to capture
the pragmatic and sensory dimensions of
ideophones,  underscoring  the  continuing
importance of human creativity in translation
(Adelani et al., 2023).

Ideophones in the Yoruba Language
Ideophones are marked words that depict sensory
imagery. In Yoruba, they are often used in oral
performances, narratives, and even everyday
conversation to dramatize meaning. They capture
visual, auditory, tactile, or emotional experiences.
Examples include:

Yoruba Ideophone  Contextual Meaning
Function

gbigba a loud thud  auditory, emphatic

karukaru dim or blurry vision visual,

descriptive

sdasa the sound or sight of something scattering

swiftly motion, dramatization

tititi  intense heat or warmth tactile,

emphatic

fatafatarapid, sparkling movement (e.g., fireworks)
visual-auditory

These words often resist standard grammatical

categorization. They can act like adverbs,

adjectives, or even verbs, depending on usage.

Their core function is performative and emotive

rather than merely informative.

Theoretical Framework: Translation and

Untranslatability

The concept of untranslatability becomes most

evident when a word or expression in one language

resists transfer into another due to cultural,

semantic, or structural differences. In translation

studies, Jakobson’s (1959) tripartite classification

of translation—intralingual (within the same
language), interlingual (between languages), and
intersemiotic (between verbal and non-verbal
systems)—provides a useful foundation. Yoruba
ideophones fall squarely within the challenge of
interlingual translation, since their meaning is tied
not only to lexical semantics but also to sound
symbolism, rhythm, reduplication, and cultural
resonance. For example, ideophones such as
gbigbdéna (intense heat) or fifa (sliding motion)
cannot be adequately conveyed by simple lexical
substitution in English because their force derives
from phonosemantic properties that resist transfer.
Nida’s (1964) theory of formal and dynamic
equivalence further illuminates the difficulty.
Formal equivalence seeks to preserve the linguistic
form of the source text, but this approach often
strips Yoruba ideophones of their expressive and
aesthetic value when rendered into English.
Dynamic equivalence, by contrast, aims at
recreating the effect of the source expression on the
target audience. This principle is especially
relevant for ideophones, as their communicative
power lies in their ability to evoke sensory imagery
and emotional resonance rather than in their
denotative content alone. Thus, when a Yoruba
ideophone like titirin (walking slowly and
carefully) is translated, the translator’s task is not
only to provide an equivalent word but to find a
form that stimulates a similar mental image and
emotional response in the English-speaking reader.
This study therefore situates Yoruba ideophones at
the intersection of Jakobson’s notion of interlingual
translation and Nida’s framework of equivalence.

The argument advanced is that ideophones resist
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strict formal equivalence but can be meaningfully
conveyed through dynamic strategies such as
paraphrase, creative approximation, borrowing, or
descriptive glossing. By applying these theories,
the study highlights the nature of ideophonic
untranslatability not as an absolute barrier but as a
challenge that demands strategic mediation
between form, meaning, and cultural context.

Cultural and Linguistic Challenges in

Translating Yoruba Ideophones

Sound Symbolism and Reduplication

Yoruba ideophones often use reduplication and

sound symbolism that are difficult to replicate in

English. For instance, “gbigba” suggests impact

through its explosive consonants, a feature not

always mappable onto English words.

Cultural Specificity

Many ideophones are tied to Yoruba cosmology,

traditional beliefs, or community practices.

“Pakurd”, an ideophone depicting sudden

disappearance, resonates with beliefs about spirits

and magic, making literal translation into English

inadequate.

Lack of Direct Equivalents

English may lack direct lexical equivalents. For

instance, “gangan”, indicating the sharp sound of a

traditional drum, may only be loosely rendered as

“booming” or “resonating sound,” both of which

lose the cultural connotation.

Data Presentation and Analysis

Below are examples of ideophones and their

possible  translations  with  accompanying

explanations:

Yoruba Ideophone  Literal Translation
Possible English Rendering Translation

Strategy

gbigba none aloudthud Paraphrase

sdasa none swiftly scattering Descriptive
phrase

karukaru none blurry or dim Approximate
equivalent

pakaro none vanished instantly ~ Functional

equivalent

gangannone booming drum Contextual
rendering

These examples show that while ideophones
cannot be translated word-for-word, their meanings

can be approximated using a combination of
linguistic creativity and cultural sensitivity.
Translation Strategies for ldeophones

Several strategies can be adopted when translating
ideophones:

Paraphrasing: Using full phrases to explain a single
ideophone.

Onomatopoeic Substitution: Employing English
sound-symbolic words, where available (e.g.,
“clang,” “thud”).

Functional Equivalence: Choosing words that
capture the function or effect of the ideophone,
even if structurally different.

Descriptive Translation: Elaborating the action or
image being conveyed.

Cultural Notes or Footnotes: Providing cultural
explanations when meaning cannot be fully
captured.

Implications for Translation, Language
Teaching, and Technology
Understanding  ideophones  has  practical

implications for language teaching, especially in
bilingual settings where Yoruba and English are
used. Teaching materials should acknowledge the
expressive capacity of ideophones and guide
learners in interpreting and using them
appropriately.

For translators, ideophones highlight the need for
deep cultural competence and creative linguistic
skills. In computational linguistics and machine
translation, ideophones remain a significant
challenge due to their non-standardized nature.
Conclusion

Yoruba ideophones are powerful linguistic tools

that encapsulate experience, emotion, and culture.
Their translation into English presents a
compelling case of “translating the untranslatable.”
While full equivalence may be elusive, effective
strategies grounded in creativity, cultural insight,
and functional equivalence can help bridge the gap.
Ultimately, the challenge of ideophones reveals the
richness of African languages and the need for

culturally aware translation practices.
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