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 Abstract  

The study examined some names of food items as they manifest 
morphological and syntactic iconicity through their names. It is 
communication beyond the spoken words to the level of sign language. 
The icon which is an aspect of the semiotic theory of Sanders Peirce is 
the basis of analysis. The study is therefore saying that there are 
morphologic and syntactic elements in the names of food items 
presented that communicated something about the nature or essence of 
the food. Morphologically, iconic features were prevalent from 
reduplicated materials in the names. In addition, syntactic features 
such as nominals and simple sentences were also seen to communicate 
iconically the nature of the foods.   

 
 
 

The main trust of this paper is to examine and analyse the morphological and 
syntactic processes involved in some names of food items in English and some 
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Nigerian languages and how these processes help in explaining and unveiling their 
nature and essence. The theory of iconicity as postulated by Sanders Peirce in his 
semiotic theory is adopted as the background for the analysis of these names in this 
study. As earlier stated, the analysis of different names of food items from different 
languages and cultural background ranging from foods that have English names and 
names from other languages in Nigeria are involved in this discussion. This includes 
names of different types of foods, beverages, pastries, vegetables, drinks etc. These 
names are viewed from the stand-point of the language of signs or non-verbal 
communication. Thus the mode of communication could either be verbal or non-verbal. 
While verbal communication consists of spoken words, non-verbal describes the 
process of conveying meaning in the form of non-word messages. Non-verbal 
communication includes kinesics, haptics (sense of touch), olfactics (sense of smell), 
chronemics (signifying time), proxemics, artefacts, channel effects, gestures, body 
language or posture (facial expression, eye contact), object communication (clothing, 
hairstyles, architecture, symbols of infografics, tone of voice, media, pictures, graphics, 
names, sound and writing), etc. 

 In this regard, the explication of the three key terms will be done before the 
analysis of the names.  
 
The Concepts of Morphology and Syntax 

Morphology is the ‘’study of the internal structure of words’’ [kantamba 1993: 
3].  Reduplication which is an aspect of morphology occurs when a sound or segment 
of a word is reproduced to arrive at a new word. Furthermore, Kantamba stated this 
about reduplication that it is “a process whereby an affix is realised by phonological 
material borrowed from the base”. In other words, it is a morphological process where 
the root or stem of a word is repeated with or without changes to convey grammatical 
functions as plurality, intensification etc and also to create new words. In Sapir 
(1921:76)’s words, “the process is generally employed, with self-evident symbolism to 
indicate such concepts as distribution, plurality, repetition, customary activity, increase 
in size, added intensity, continuance ”. It means to repeat, cop, or double something [a 
word or sound syllables] often with some minor changes to form a new word as in 
humble-bubble, riff-raff etc. Put in another way, it is a morphological process of 
repetition whereby the form of a prefix or suffix reflects certain parts of the root. 
Reduplication can also be used to form ideophonic words. However, ideophone is a 
term according to Doke as cited by Maduka (1989:118) that gives  a ‘’vivid description 
or representation of an idea in sound and a word often onomatopoeic which describes 
advert in respect of manner, colour, smell, state or intensity ’’. Ideophones also 
constitute a morphological class and there is this intuitive impression that ideophones 
share some vaguely defined semantic characteristics. 

Syntax, on the other hand, is the study of how words are combined to form 
grammatical sentences, clauses and phrases. It is about the arrangement of words to 
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form phrases, clauses and sentences. Syntax is a Greek word which means, the joining 
of several things together. As used by grammarians, it means those principles and rules 
which teach us how to put words together so as to form sentences. Ejele as cited by 
Onoyovwi (2000:25)’s view of the term is that “syntax studies how morphemes and 
words combine into larger grammatical units. That is how morphemes and words form 
phrases, how phrases form clauses and how clauses form sentence”. Syntax will teach 
how to give all words their proper situations or places, when they are put together into 
sentences. It can then be said that syntax is the aspect of language study that deals with 
how words are combined together to produce grammatical construction.  
 
Iconicity  

Peirce as cited by Atkin (2006:2) developed a semiotic theory or theory of 
signs that is triadic. It is triadic because it is founded upon three philosophical 
categories that bring three terms into relation- the sign or representamen, object and 
interpretant. The sign could be an icon, index or symbol. The reference between a sign 
and an object is iconic if there is resemblance or similarity between them. Among the 
three different types of sign vehicles adopted by Peirce - icon, symbol and index, this 
study adopts the ‘icon’ as a sign- vehicle to explicate names of food items as symbols 
of language and communication to their referent; as a result, the study will limit its 
discussion to it.  

The icon is a sign which shares certain obvious similarities with what it 
signifies. According to Omorogbe and Akhabue (2011:117), an ‘icon’ means ‘’á 
portrait, likeness, statute, phantom and sometimes simile usually implies visual 
relation’’. It implies that the connection between a sign and its object is that of 
similitude or similarity or/and resemblance. The similarity could be in the nature, 
function or structure of the object- Just as Peirce observed of an icon ‘’a relationship 
that exists between a sign and its referent lies in the ‘sharing’ or joint possession of 
some quality or property’’ [ Omorogbe and Akhabue; 2011:117].   Furthermore, some 
names of food items which are here regarded as signs or ‘codes’ as Leech and Short 
call it, could convey meanings or communicate something to the audience involved 
through their similarities. Hence “a code is iconic to the extent that it imitates in its 
signals or textual form, the meaning that they represent’’ [Leech and Short: 1981:233]. 
The resemblances that iconic signs manifest could be at different linguistic and literary 
domains. Linguistically, it could be demonstrated at the semantic, syntactic, 
morphologic, and phonetic levels.  

Leech and Short (1981:235) have observed so much about iconicity at the level 
of syntax- and an aspect of it is mentioned here that “ …it is ‘natural’ for the subject of 
a verb to precede its object in a sentence which contains an object, the subject typically 
refers to the agent or causer of the event and the object to person or thing which suffers 
the consequences”.  Wikipedia have established that iconicity is expressed in 
morphological and grammatical structure of sign languages hence, it is said in this 
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study that some cases of syntactic and morphological iconicity abound. This is how 
Wikipedia (2000:1) presented his view; “It is also common to use reduplication to 
iconically mark increase… Onomatopoeia may be seen as a kind of iconicity …                                             
Iconicity is expressed in the grammatical structure   of sign languages”.                           
 In American Sign Language [ASL] “a grammatical marker denoting 
‘’intensity’’ is iconic in that the intended meaning [building of pressure, a sudden 
release] is matched by the articulatory form [a pause, a quick completion]” 
(Wikipedia). Their notion here is that, sounds and grammatical markers could be iconic 
to a large extent in sign languages. This explains the fact that there is the manifestation 
of iconicity through syntactic elements such sentence structures, nominalisation etc. In 
Damjama (2008:5)’s dimension; “considerable linguistic research in the twentieth 
century has shown that iconicity operates at every level of language [phonology, 
morphology, syntax] and in practically every   known language”.   His opinion here is 
that iconicity is traceable to all levels of linguistics such as syntax, semantics, 
phonology, morphology. In other words, possible areas where there could be 
similarities and resemblances are the different linguistic domains as the case may be. 
 
Morphologic Form of Iconicity in Names of Food Items 

In this work, the categories of names of food items that fall within this group 
are moimoi, dukuduku, kpokpo-garri, kpokpo-madiga, puff-puff, kpio-kpio etc. As 
mentioned earlier, reduplicated words could be used to form ideohpones thus in this 
study, the words will be used interchangeably.   
 
Idukuduku: The Urhobo and the Isoko people of Delta State named the sweet potato 
by this name and it signifies something soft. When cooked, it becomes very soft that 
one could melt it with the tip of the fingers. ‘Duku’ here signifies softness and the 
repetition or reduplication of the word adds emphasis to the softness of this food. It 
tells that there is an element of iconicity in it in so far that there is a resemblance 
between the sign which is the name and the softness that accompanies the reality of the 
menu.     
 
Moimoi:  It is a meal made from grinded beans in addition with other ingredients. The 
word ‘moi’ represents something soft and when reduplicated, an emphasis is added to 
the softness which speaks for the nature of the menu. What is special to semiotics here 
is the softness found in the name and the emphasis placed on the softness when 
reduplicated thus describing the reality of the concept. Consequently, we could say that 
there is something similar or a relationship exists between the sign and the object which 
qualifies it to be an icon. An icon as described by Sebeok (2004:245) is that it displays 
a sort of similarity between the ‘’signifier and signified’’. He defined it as ‘’a sign in 
which there is topological similarity between signifier and its denotata’’. This is what 
the name shares with its reality. 
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Kpokpo-madiga: It is a local cake made from flour but stronger than the normal cake. 
The name ‘kpokpo’ which is ideopnonic or a reduplicated form is a coinage that 
describes hardness. When you touch this menu, you certainly picture and feel the 
thickness and hardness of it though not as hard as kpokikpo but stronger than bread. 
The quality the name shares with the menu is the hardness thus, making it iconic.  This 
is so due to the fact that an icon is a sign by virtue of its own quality and any other 
thing that shares that quality.   
 
Puffpuff: This menu is made from flour. The name ‘puff’ speaks for the swelling that 
takes place in the process of preparing the food. Here also, iconicity is motivated by 
reduplication [repetition of syllables or words to form words] or ideophonic.  
 
Kpokpo-gari: This food is common among the Deltans in the Niger Delta region. It is 
made from cassava shaft. kpokpo-gari is another form of reduplicated name of a menu. 
The word ‘kpo’ in the above name implies hardness. The ‘kpo’ is reduplicated to 
increase emphasis on the hardness of the menu. Consequently, it implies that the 
reduplication in the name explains the nature of the menu thereby, helping to interpret 
the meaning. Accordingly, one could say that there is a level of iconicity in the name 
and the menu manifested by reduplication. 
 
Kpokikpo:  It is another type of menu that manifested some measure of similarity in 
the form of reduplication. The reduplicated form is also found in the repetition of the 
word ‘kpo’ which also emphasises the hardness in this biscuit-like menu. Therefore, 
the study is of the opinion that there is a similarity between the sign and the object that 
gives explanation of the essence of this menu.   
 
Syntactic Iconicity 
Origbe: The name of this menu means ‘the one of scales’, This is a type of bush meat 
that looks like grass- cutter but the only difference is that the hairs are bigger and 
sharper like needle or tooth-pick. They can stand or relax at some moment based on the 
mood of the animal. When the hairs are relaxed, they will have the resemblance of 
scales. The name which signifies ‘the one of scales’ is a nominalised grammatical 
structure in the Isoko language and it is analyzed thus; 
 
 ‘O[m] ro[m] egbe[h]’      which is       ‘the one of scales’. 
 
  Where the resemblance or the feature of the animal is conveyed by a nominal 
grammatical structure. It therefore means that a level of iconicity is found between this 
sign and its object syntactically. This is in line with Posner (1982:42)’s definition that 
iconicity is a ‘’relation between a sign and its designatum, it holds if the sign assigns a 
property to the designatum by virtue of having a similar property itself ’'.  
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Utuovbotueke:   It is a type of yam found among the Urhobo and Isoko people in the 
Niger Delta region. The name means ‘Every leg is an egg’ because this yam has 
numerous roots; as many as the roots, so the yam tubers that come out of it. The tubers 
usually look like eggs; which suggest that they do not grow big like normal yam tubers. 
Leech and Short (1981:234) observed that ‘’ a code is iconic to the extent that it 
imitates, in its signals or textual forms, the meanings that they represent…’’. In other 
words, the necessary correspondence between the sign, object and its meaning could lie 
in the similarity that is embedded in the text vis a vis the grammatical structure of the 
name. So, in this menu, it is established that the similarity is conveyed in the text which 
is made up of a simple sentence that is an SPO structure in this language. 
 
 Utu uvbo[S] tu[V] eke[O]  which means ‘Every leg is an egg’ 
  
The name explains that every of its root becomes a yam tuber that looks like an egg.   
 
Iribouto: Iribouto is a menu found among the Urhobo and Isoko people of the Niger 
Delta part of Nigeria and the name implies soup prepared on the ground. It is kind of 
pepper soup that is prepared without cooking it on the fire. The soup is prepared in a 
mortar directly on the ground. Again, because nothing is added to thicken the soup, you 
can see through it. The name which means ‘Soup on the ground’ is a syntactic category 
that falls on the category of the noun phrase or nominal group. It is analyzed thus; 
 ‘Iribo uto]’ which means ‘Soup on ground’  

This grammatical structure corresponds with the content of the soup because it 
is soup made on the ground. The name thus conveys meaning in this respect. Based on 
these similarities, the sign however, is said to be iconic of the meaning of the menu.     
 
Olomudo: Olomudo is a type of soup eaten by the people of the Niger Delta area. The 
menu is peculiar to some cultures such as the Isokos, Urhobos, Isekiris but with a slight 
modification as the case may be. And as the name suggests in the Isoko language, it is a 
thick food prepared in a mortar. It is an oily soup prepared without putting it on the fire. 
Everything needed to prepare this meal such as water, pepper, crayfish, yam, salt, oil, 
etc are mixed together in the mortar and thickened with potash. The end result is a 
yellowish soup that sticks to the mortar.  The name means ‘Something that stuck to 
mortar’. The name falls into the word group of a simple sentence thus analysed as an 
SVO sentence structure in the Isoko language. 
 
‘O [s]  lamu [v]  udo [o]’, which means,  ‘It sticks to mortar’ 
 
In this respect, the name which is a grammatical structure conveys the characteristic 
that the sign and the object possess which shows that it is iconic.     
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Usiekpe: In English language, this menu is commonly known as snail. Usiekpe means 
‘line of a shell’ and in reality, it has a shell and the substance within the shell is like the 
legs it uses to creep. While it creeps, it leaves a mark on the ground. The shell is the 
visible thing you see after which the line is left behind. The similarity between the sign 
and the object lies in the structure of the name- ‘usi ekpe’. Structurally, the name falls 
into the category of the nominal word class. Therefore, the sign is iconic at the level of 
syntax. The relationship between the sign and its object is a visual one.  
 
Ogodiokpa: This menu is popularly known as crab in English language. It has many 
legs that it uses to crawl and it is amphibius. The name in Isoko language explains 
something that walks with bloated pride. Grammatically, the name is a simple sentence 
structure in the Isoko language. 
 
 O[S] godie[V] ukpa[O] which is translated to mean [one crawling upland].  
 
Based on this, one could say that the name which is the sign is iconic because it shares 
similarities with the object as the sentence demonstrates the way the crab crawls out of 
the water with an aura of pride and crawls back at will which other fishes in the water 
cannot do. Here, there is direct resemblance between the activities and the nature of the 
crab and that of its name which is the sign.   
 
Iriboewviewvie: The menu referred to as iriboewviewvie is another type of pepper 
soup eaten in the Delta area - but it is different from the former because it is cooked on 
the fire. Also, certain ingredient such as melon, yam, garri, or flour is added to thicken 
it and this thickener usually makes the menu white, heavier and thicker. Now, the name 
which is a grammatical structure consists of the noun head and a modifier which 
suggest that it is a noun phrase or nominal. 
 
 ‘iribo[h] wviewvie[m]’ which means ‘white soup’- 
 
Where the nominalised structure is a characteristic feature of the menu. When you say 
‘white soup’, the soup is actually white. This shows there is a degree of iconicity that 
connects the object to the sign hence, we say that the sign is iconic to the extent that it 
describes the menu. 
 
Conclusion 

So far, this study has been able to establish that some names of food items 
communicate iconically at the levels of morphology and syntax. Morphologically, the 
motivation is done through the use of reduplication. It was therefore discovered that the 
reduplication of the sound segment added emphasis to the name of the food item thus, 
presenting the iconic resemblance that explained the nature of the food. At the level of 
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syntax, some grammatical structures such as the nominal and simple sentences were 
employed in naming the food and at the same time presenting similarities that described 
the essence of the food. As it is in the semiotic theory of Sanders Peirce that gave birth 
to the icon, the name is the sign, the food item is the object while the nature or essence 
of the food is the interpretant.                                                                                                                                                                                 
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