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THE QUR’ANIC CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE GROWTH OF 
YORUBA SEMANTICS

B Y

S.A. SHITTU

Abstract
The Q ur’an is a literal transcript o f  thè word o f  God foriti a ‘safety 
preserved tablet ’ in between revealed to Muhammad fa r  thè period o f  23 
years in Arabie; thè Q ur’an, an ’eye opener’ an illuminating light and 
originai source o f  branches o f thè knowledge. It is really in exìstence to 
withstand thè test o f  tinte.
This paper aims at examining thè impact o f thè Qur ’an on thè growth o f  
Yoruba semantics. It firstly treats how thè Qur ’an was thè compendium o f  
branches o f  knowledge, its characteristic fealure^its influence on thè 
language in which it was revealed -  Arabie -  then on other languages. 
Such influence cuts across philosophical aspeets o f  thè language. It is thè 
accurate and powerful descriptive language o f  thè Qur’an that has led 
many researchers o f  different fields to bave discovered new inventories 
described about fifteen hundredyears ago with modem equipment.
The historical account o f  Yoruba contact with thè Qur ’an vis-à-vis Islam 
throws light on thè period when thè Yoruba had fe lt thè impact o f  thè 
Q ur’an on their language. Semantics and its refetents will be dealt with in 
application o f  thè meaning o f  Quranic verses that contributo to thè growth 
o f  Yoruba semantics. This focus would be thè main study in which each 
word examined will be instanced with thè Quranic verse.
This study will also reveal that not only in Arabie language that thè 
Qur ’an is believed to represent thè highest linguistic and semahtic 
achievement but also in Yoruba language i f  it is critically studied.

Introduction
The Qur’an is ‘thè word of God revealed to Muhammad (PBUH) 

through thè Holy Spirit, and it is beyond human imagination to produce 
anything like it”.2 It is an eye opener, an illuminating light and a greatest 
gifit of God to humanity and its wisdom is of a unique kind. The purpose 
of thè hook is to guard thè previous revelations and restare thè eternai 
truth of God. Muhammad’s contemporaries verse, by acclamatimi, thè 
greatest masters of thè Arabie language with most compelling motives to 
produce a rivai text. But they could not produce anything like thè Qur’an 
in content and style.3 The Qur’an which had been labeled by Muslims and 
non Muslims as wonderful revelation which many people expect that if

145

UNIV
ERSITY

 O
F I

BADAN LI
BRARY



ALFIKR.JOURNAL VOL 19

thè hook carne from thè desert, it should talk about thè desert only. The 
Qur’an does talk about thè desert. Some of its imagery describes thè 
desert, but it also talks about thè sea -  whal its like to be in a storni on thè 
sea.4 Through this powerful and accurate description opened eyes of some 
researchers to ponder on thè Qur’an directly or indirectly.

The Characteristic Feature of thè Qur’an
Qur’anic wisdom as being of a special mature and characteristics, 

among is thè following:

Dynainism: One of thè major characteristics of thè Qur’anic wisdom is 
that it is not thè static or dry type. But it is a kind of dynamic wisdom that 
provokes thè mind and quickens thè heart. In this wisdom there is stirring 
dynamism and there is moving force attested by historical evidence as 
weli as by thè Qur’an itself. when Prophet Muhammad fìrst launched thè 
cali of God, bis only power and weapon was thè Qur’ang|md his only 
wisdom was thè Qur’anic wisdom. The penetrating dyMriism of thè 
Qur’an is tremendous and irresistible.

Practicability: The Qur’an does not indulge in wishful thinking. Nor does 
it teachings demand float on rosy streams of unattainable ideals. The 
Qur’an accepts man for what he is and exhorts him to become what he can 
be. It does not brand man as a helpless or hopeless creature, condemned 
from birth to death and drowned in sin from womb to womb, but it 
portrays him as a noble, honorable land dignified being. This practicability 
o f thè Qur’anic teachings is established by thè examples of Muhammad 
and Muslim throughout thè ages.

Moderation: Is a harmony between thè Divine and human, thè spiritual 
and thè material, thè individuai and thè coliective. It pays due attention to 
all facts of life and all needs of man, and deals with them in such a way as 
to help man realize thè noble objectives of his being. The Qur’anic 
wisdom functions in three principal dimensions inwardly, outwardly and 
upwardly. Inwardly it penetrates innerinost recesses of thè heart and 
reaches thè farthest depths of thè mind. This inward penetration is quite 
different from any other legai or ethical systems, because thè Qur’an 
speaks in God’s name and refers all matters to Him.

The outward function is thè Qur’an embraces all walks o f life and covers 
thè principles o f thè entire of human affairs form thè most personal matter 
to thè complex intemational relations. The Qur’an reaches areas unknown 
to any secular System of law or code of ethics and inaccessible to any 
popolar doctrine or religion.
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In its upward function, thè Qur’an focuses on thè one supreme God. Man 
is regarcj, as trustee in thè vast domain of God and sole purpose of his 
creation is to worship God. The Qur’an opens before man new horizons of 
thought, and acquaints him vvith thè eternai; source of peace and 
goodness. Realizing god alone as thè ultimate goal of man; it is a 
revolution against thè popular trends in emancipate^the conscience form 
subjugation.

The Influence of thè Qur’an on Arabie Language

The Qur’an was revealed in Arabie language, it has immensely 
contributed to thè growth of thè Arabie language in many aspeets; 
namely” Arabie spoken language, sentence components and semantics. 
The paper’s focus would be on semantics.

Semantics: Many Arabie existing words hasjiew ^nno ta tions with thè 
arrivai of thè Qur’an e.g. thè word zakat aSlheQ u r’aJ^say s :

“Khudh min’ amwalihim sadaqatan tutahirhum watuzakki him bilia”

“Of their good take alms so that you might purify and sanctify them”5

The Qur’an developed its tneaning to become a means whereby wealth is 
distributed and spread wide a circle as possible and as a result of fulfilling 
this obligation, thè giver is purified by reducing his attachment to material 
possessions or wealth, Salai is another word, its originai meaning is 
supplicatimi (Du’a) but thè Qur’an developed its meaning to mean thè 
devotiona! worship which begins with takbiratul-Ihram saying of thè first 
Allahu Akbar and terminates with Taslim: As-Salam ‘allaykum ...

The historical account of Yoruba contact with thè Qur’an vis-à-vis Islam 
scholars held different opinions on how Yoruba had a contact with Islam 
vis-à-vis Qur’an.

Rahman Doi, says in his own version.6 Ahmad Baba o f Timbuktu died 
1610 confirmed in his work that Islam was already introduced in 
Yorubaland in thè early seventeenth century in whatever syncretic form or 
however scanty in its following.7

Shaykh Adam al-Ilori8 suggests even earlier date of thè introduction of 
Islam in Yoruba country. He claims that it was during thè period of Alhaj 
Mansa Musa of Mali (d. 1337) that Islam spread to most parts of Nigeria 
including Yorubaland. Muslims in Yorubaland are called Imale which al- 
Ilori presents as a reference to thè religion of Mali (or from Mali).
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Peter Mortion -  Williams also supports thè view that Yoruba Muslims are 
called “liliale ” means “person of Mali” thè fìrst contact may have been 
either with merchants from old Mali empire.9

Samuel Johnson and Geoferry Parinder suggest IsIam spread in 
Yorubaland in thè later half of 18th century it seems that ygjy have drawn 
this conclusion form thè popular theory that Islam spread to Yorubaland 
as a result o f thè Fulani Jihad in thè 18lh century. They therefore claim thè 
word “liliale” has in connection with Mali.10 But interpret thè word as 
Imo-lile knowledge by force or knowledge imported in a forceful manner. 
One could infer form this interpretation of thè word Jihad as well as 
among those who believe that Islam has spread in Yorubaland due to thè 
jihad. It is true that Fulani Jihad gave a boost to thè spread o f Islam in 
Yorubaland but thè spread of Islam had already become a factor in thè 
(Yoruba) land before thè Jihad of 1804. This could be evidenced form thè 
claim o f R.I. Doi on Baba-Kevvu (a leamed Shaykh father o f Arabie) was 
popularly known among Old-Oyo Empire he must have been engaged in 
teaching Arabie, thè Qur’an and thè Hadith. As Yoruba consider their Oba 
to be divine but Baba-Kewu inade Alaafin Ajiboyede to publicly ask 
pardon for bis unjust acts. This shows thè powerful moral influence o f thè 
Muslim leader on thè ruler.11

;

The penetration o f IsIam into Yorubaland commenced thè study of thè 
Qur’an. It means thè influence of thè Qur’an on thè language started as 
long as many centuries.12

Contribution of thè Qur’an of Yoruba Semantics

As thè Qur’an serves as an eye opener to thè scientists and linguistics, it 
also developed many languages syntactically and semantically. Yoruba as 
defined by Fadipe, a tonai language belongs to thè Sudarne family-of 
Ipnguages. thè vocabulary of which is built up largely o f monosyllabic 

’elements.13

Therefore thè paper look at elucidating thè notion of structural semantics 
in both metaphorical and non metaphorical operational terms in thè 
Qur’anic verses on thè development of-fhe theory o f reference which 
means extension or denotation and thè theory of meaning which means 
intentimi and sense. Then arrive on thè contribution of thè Qur’an on thè 
language would be examined as follows:
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A r a b ie Y o r u b a
T r a n s l a t ì o n

P r e - Q n r ’a n ic  S c m a n tic P o s t  Q u r ’n n ic  S c m a n t ic

1 A l -b a s a i '11 A lu b o sa A n  in g re d ie n t th a t u sefu l fo r 
hu m an  c o n su m p tio n  e ith e r  to  
p re p a re  fo o d , so u p  o r  fo r  
h ea lth  care .

In g re d ie n t a s  k n o w n  befo re . 
A lso  to  in te rru p t o r  to  
im p lic a te  o r  to  e x p a t ia te  e .g . o  
j a  a lu b o sa  s i m e a n s  O  se  su n - 
u n  re  o r  o g b e e k a le  bi o  ti le 
y e  y e k ek e .

2. A l-R a h m a n 15 (O lo h u n )  
A jo k e  A iy e

A jo k e  is an  a p p e lla tio n  n am e 
g iv en  to  a  fem a le  g e n d e r  
a m o n g  Y o ru b a .

A jo k e  a iy e  m e a n s: H e  w h o  
s h o w e rs  H is  b le ss in g s  o n  thè  
b e lie v e rs  a n d  n o n  b e lie v e rs .

3. A l-R a h im
S a la m 16

A sa k e  a la f ia A sa k e  is an  ap p e lla tio n  
attributetf1 g iv en  to a  fem ale  
g e n d e r  a m o n g  Y o ru b a .

A s a k e  is o n e  o f  th è  a t t r i b u t i  
o f  A lla h  th è  L o rd  w h o  w in  
sp e c if ic a lly  b le ss  th o se  
r ig h teo u s  o n e s  in th è  
th e re a f te r

4. S a la m : T h e  m e a n in g  is an  A rab ie  
w o rd  w h ic h  to o k  its  ro o t fro m  
À fiya . “E  n le  on i le o n d e ”  is 

th è  fo rm er g re e tin g  o f

Y o ru b a

A la a f ia , O la , p e a c e  u n to  y ou  
w h ic h  Y o ru b a s  h a v e  lo an ed  
fro m  A ra b ie  in to  th e ir  
g re e tin g s  “ a la a f ia  firn o n ile  
y i”  is a  se m a n tic  d e v e lo p m e n t 
w h ic h  c o n n o te s  p e ac e  and  
b le ss in g s  u n to  y o u  It a lso  
m e a n s  O la  -  su cc e ss . T h e  
m e a n in g  is  a m o n g  n e w  
Y o ru b a  v o c ab u la r ie s  
d e v e lo p e d  by  th è  Q u r ’an

5. D ik h r 17 Is in i leti Im o ran , Ish i ni n iye N a sh ia , W aasi, Is in ile ti,  T h e  
f ir s t  tw o  w o rd s  w h ic h  a re  
c o m m o n ly  a n d  fre e ly  u sed  
a m o n g  Y o ru b a  w e re  lo aned  
fro m  A ra b ie  w h ic h  d e n o te s  
a d m o n itio n , a d v ic e  w ith  w o rd  
o f  G o d , p ro p h e tic  s a y in g s  and  
o th e rw is e  say in g s  th is  a lso  
a d d  to  Y o ru b a  v o c ab u la ry

6. A l-R iz q u 18 A ris ik i D u k ia  a n d  a ìu tn o o n i Ip e se , j j j j e  ati m im u  a ris ik i, 
o h u n  Ise in i, ile a y e , ike  w h ic h  
m e a n s: b o u n tie s  b le ss in g s , 
l iv e lih o o d , e tc . T h e  w o rd  h as  
b e e n  lo an ed  to  Y o ru b a  
la n g u a g e  less  th è  b u rd e n  o f  
in te rp re ta tio n

7. A l-F a r ju 19 O ju -a ra , am u - 
a ra  ab e

F em a le  o rg a n , M ale  o rg a n  
a lso  kn o w n  as: 
n k a n  o b in rin  
n k a n o k u n r in  
o b o  o k o

“ A b e ”  w h ic h  lite ra lly  m e a n s  
“ u n d e r”  b u t th è  Q u r ’an ic  
a lle v ia ted  its  s em a n tic s  
in te rp re ta tio n  to  p r iv a te  p a rts  
a s  a  re fe re n tia l s em a n tic s
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8. W a liyy i0 A la tiie h in 1 O re , a ay o  o n ly  m e a n s  fo r thè  
b e lo v e d  w ife

A a y o , A y a n fe , w a li i  O lo h u n  
th è  f ir s t  tw o  w o rd s  re la te  w ith  
fe m in ism  o n ly  in P re - Is la m ic  
sem a n tic s  b u t  h a s  b e en  
e x p a n d e d  fo r  b o th  sex e s  
w h ile  th è  w o rd  h a s  a lso  b een  
Y o ru b ized .

9. A l-J a n n a t" O g b a  id e ra O ru n -re re O g b a  id e ra  lite ra ry  m e a n s  
a m u s e m e n t p a rk  b u t d u e  to  
th è  e n jo y m e n t in it d e n o te s  
p a ra d ise . T h e  w o rd  F ird a w s  
is a lso  a n  A ra b ie  w o rd  w h ic h  
is  P a ra d is e  b u t d u e  to  
L in g u is tic  in te r fe re n c e  in  th è  
s o u n d  p ro d u c tio n  le tte r  “ f*  is 
p ro n o u n c e d  a s  “ p ” .

10 A l - N a f71 Ina O ru n -a p a a d i, A p a a d i is a 
p ie c e  o f  a  p o t m a d e  fro m  thè  
c la y  b u m t in  th è  fire , a lso  had  
s u ffe re d  fro m  fire  w h ile  u s in g  
th è  p o t a n d  e v en  w h en  b ro k en  
in to  p ie c e s  it w ill b e  u sed  to  
c o lie c t f ire  a n d  to  s u p p o rt p o t 
o n  th è  f i r e .  T h is  m e a n s  fo rm  
f ir e  to  fire .

In a , m e a n s  o rd in a ry  fire  b u t 
th è  Q u r ’a n  ra is e d  its  m e a n in g  
to  b e  h e llf ire  w h ic h  is  th è  
a b o d e  o f  n o n -b e lie v e rs  in thè  
h e re a f te r , th è  w o rd  “ w o ”  
in s te ad  o f  “j o ” . n e ed s  to  b e  
a d d e d  in o rd e r  to  d iffe re n t ia te  
it f ro m  o rd in a ry  fire . T h e  tw o  
in te rp re ta tio n s  s h a re  th è  sam e  
n o tio n  o f  e v e r la s tin g  in th è  
fire .

11. S h a y ta n 23 E su E su  is  a  d ev ilish  d e ity  w h ich  
Y o ru b a  b e lie v e  d e m a n d s  
s a c n f ic e

T h e  Q u r’a n  d e n o u n c e  th è  a c t 
o f  in f id e lity  b y  re g a rd in g  a  
d e ity  -  T h e  Q u r ’a n  g iv es  
d if fe re n t in te rp re ta tio n  to  th è  
w o rd
a )  E v il s p ir i t  w h ic h  le a d s  

to  te m p ta tio n  E m i E su
b ) “ A w o n  a n jo n u  ti w o n  

n s is e ”  th è  g h o s t w h o  
w e re  s e rv itu d e  to  o rd e r  
o f  P ro p h e t  S u la y m a n  
“ D e v ilis h  p e o p le ”  o r  
“ G h o s t”  E v il p e o p le ” 
o r  “ G h o s t”  E v il d o e rs . 
T h e  Q u r ’an  d isc a rd e d  
th è  id e a  th a t  d e v ii is a  
s p ir i t  o n ly  b u t a n y  
a t te m p t o f  w ro n g  d o e r  
to  d o  w ro n g  th in g  is 
th è  h a n d w o rk  o f  dev ii 
w h ic h  th è  g lo rif ic a tio n  
a n d  re m e m b ra n c e  o f  
G o d  c a n  d r iv e  aw ay . 
T h e  w o rd  is n o t o n ly  o f  
A ra b ie  o rig in  it is o f  
G re e k  a lso  k n o w n  a s  
“ S e ta n i”

12. R ib c r 1 O w o -e le O vvo-ele O w o -e le . R ih a , A b e te le , 
O w o -k u d u ru , b r ib e ry  a n d  
u su ry . T h e  w o rd  had  b een  
Y o ru b a n iz ed .
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13. S a d a q ta 25 O  so  O lito S a d a n k a ta , ak ik a . T h e  tw o  
w o rd s  a re  o f  A ra b ie  o rig in  
lo a n e d  b y  Y o ru b a . It d e n o te s  
s o m e b o d y  th a t is tru th fu l but 
a lso  a d v an c e d  to  p ra ise  a s  an  
a ff irm a tiv e  w o rd  fo r  a  tru e  
s ta tem en t.

14. Ib a d a h 36 I jo s in , e ru s in O k u n k u n d u n Ib a a d a , P a tak i, o k u n k u n d u n  
i.e. to  ta k e  s e r io u s , th e re fo re  
th è  w o rd  h ad  b een  lo an ed  
fo rm  A ra b ie  ag a in .

15. M a la ik a h M a la ik a E m i m im o M a la e k a  -  a w o n  iran se  
O lo h u n  -  em i m im o  d e n o te  
ho ly  s p ir i t  a n g e l. Y o ru b a  
re g a rd s  an g e l a s  g h o s t but 
h o ly  o n e s  w h ile  Q u r ’a n  m ad e  
th è  c la r if ic a tio n  th a t G h o s t 
a re  a lso  c re a tu re  w h ic h  w ill 
b e  p u n ish ed  fo r  ev il a n d  th è  
an g e ls  w e re  c re a ted  to  se rv e  
h u m a n  b e in g  th e y  c o m m it n o  
w ro n g  b e ca u se  th è  a c t w ith  
th è  o rd e r  th e ir  L ord .

16. A d -D u 'a -* 

_________________

Ipe N e a r ly  e q u iv a le n t s em an tic s  
(a a jo  o r  e tu tu )

A d u a , Ik e -p e  O lo h u n , 
I ra w o ra s e  Ifa rag b o le , w h e n  
w e  g la n c e  a t  th è  m e a n in g  o f  
th è  w o rd s  th è  Q u r ’an  rea lly  
d e v e lo p ed  w o rd s  th a t 
c o n n o te s  su p p lic a tim i e v en  it 
ha's b een  Y o ru b an ized .

The above studied words could be categorically divided into two. Some 
existing words in Yoruba which bring new semantic connotations through 
Qur'anic influence e.g. Ajoke. Asake. Orun-rere, Orun-apaadi, etc. The 
second category is ihe words which took its morphological process or 
origin form Arabie. It is die Qur'an who brought thè words which later 
became loan words firora Arabie. The meaning of these words serves as an 
eye opener to some semantic development in Yoruba language. 
Sadankata, Akika, Shariah. Alafic. etc. under this category there are some 
words which although used in Yoruba due to its sharing of semantic 
components e.g. Ibadah; means an act o f worship in Arabie while Yoruba 
interprets it in their usage as Okunkundun i.e. taking something serious. 
The semantic relationship between thè two interpretations is that an act of 
worship in thè source language is an obligatorv act. Because man is 
created purposely to worship God, his act of obedience is viewed with all 
seriousness while his disobedience will attract great punishment from thè 
creator. This invention definitely carne form thè earlier Muslim scholars 
who kindled thè light o f Islam in Yorubaland.
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The Qur’an also modified some semantic connotations of some words e.g. 
“al-Shaytan thè devil”. The word has been Yorubanized as well with thè 
sanie menaing for instance Ise Setani ni “that is thè devil’s work”. 
Although thè tvvo languages share semantic component but, thè Qur’an 
drawn attention o f Yoruba to new additional defmitions of devii; it is 
believed that devii Esu could be appeased by giving sacrifice as thè 
unction because thè deity is thè most dangerous deity among Yoruba 
deities. But thè Qur’an then expatiates that Esu in its reai sense was of 
accursed spirit by God for his disobedience but thè word Shaytan also 
means ghost who served with thè Prophet Sulayman. Lust of should is thè 
carnei of thè Shaytan wliich leads to temptation and thè only sacrifice that 
can lead Shaytan foriti our society or individuai soul is perseverance and 
suppressing of anger, remembrance of Allah and glorification can only 
cleanse man form its rope and instruments. And funny enough, thè word 
Setani is also of Greek Riha is a word wliich has thè same semantic 
connotation in thè tvvo languages Usury=excessive charges by lenders 
wliich led some families to eternai slavery tliose days. But with thè arrivai 
of thè Qur’an thè word was Ioaned for bribery gratification and usury.

flie paper humbly treated thè Qur’an and its characteristics features. The 
infliience o f thè Qur’an was not only felt on other languages only but 
started from thè language in which thè scripture was revealed. 
philological and semantics influences really assert thè authenticity o f thè 
Qur’an as thè word of God. Other fields’ geologist, etc. regard thè Qur’an 
as thè great reference for their inventories with modern equipment. 
Historical account on how Yoruba had its contact with thè Qur’an vis-à- 
vis Islam shovvn how long thè words examined had been in existence in 
thè Yoruba folds. The contributions of thè Qur’an on thè growth of 
Yoruba semantics has been examined and further research could be made 
on other spheres o f thè language which thè Qur’an might have 
contributed.

In conclusion, I hope this study has probably proved thè Qur’an not only 
in Arabie language that represents thè highest linguistic and semantic 
achievement but also in Yoruba language.
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