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Abstract 
The paper attempts to make a comparative analysis of English and 

Karekare Synonyms with the focus on absolute and near synonyms. The 

framework used for the data analysis is Lyons (1968). Lyons (1968) 

suggests three criteria which are used to consider synonyms as absolute or 

near. The former refers to the total and complete synonyms. A notion 

absolute is based on the assumption that complete equivalence and total 

interchangeability are necessarily connected, (Lyons 1968: 448). While the 

later means synonyms that are not interchangeable in all contexts. The 

paper reveals that the languages almost share the same applications of 

synonyms based on the data analysis.   
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Introduction 
This paper concerns is synonymy, one 

of the major sense relations or issues 

of Relational Semantics/Meaning 

Theory. Synonymy is a 

lexical/semantic relationship of cose 

or near relatedness in a meaning of 

word. Synonymy means sameness of 

meaning, (Palmer 1976: 59). And, this 
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theory is among the distinguished large variety of theoretical positions and 

descriptive methods that emerged within the overall lines set out by a 

structuralists conception of meaning. The other two are Lexical Field Theory 

and Componential Analysis of Meaning. All these three broad strands are under 

Structural Semantic Approach. Structural approach to the study of meaning is 

associated with the works of Ferdinand de Saussure; in fact, he is the father of 

structuralism. Structuralism as a Linguistic theory considers the structures and 

systems in Language. The central idea of this approach is the notion that 

“language has to be seen as system, not just a loose bag of words”. 

In this approach, emphasis is on the process of segmenting and classifying the 

features of utterances. Equally, the theory analyzed the word based on the sense 

relations that connect words and meaning. Sense is an expression of the system 

of semantic relationships a given word keeps with other expressions in a given 

language. This relation is usually paradigmatic in terms of similarity and 

dissimilarity. This paper  

 

Karekare Language 

Karekare Language belongs to the minor Language in northern Nigeria. It sets 

around northern Bauchi state and western Yobe state respectively where the two 

states share boarder. In Bauchi, Karekare locates in Dambam  and Misau local 

governments while in Yobe state it covers Nangere and Potiskum local 

government areas (Schuh, 2009). Karekare belongs to west Chadic of the Afro-

asiatic phylum as classified by Greenberg, 1963. Karekare is mainly spoken in 

area of north and west of Potiskum in Yobe State and in Bauchi State around 

Dambam and Misau Local Government areas (Schuh, 2009).  

 

Synonymy 

Synonymy is a lexical/semantic relationship of close or near relatedness in a 

meaning of word. According to Palmer (1976: 59) “synonymy is used to mean 

‘sameness of meaning’ ”. But,  Hurford. Et al (2007: 106), have different points 

of view of synonymy because they defined it as “the relationship between two 

predicates that have the same sense. Synonymy is a relation between predicates, 

and not between words (i.e word-forms).” Kreidler (1998: 97) pointed that 

“synonymy is an instance of mutual entailment, and synonyms are instances of 

mutual hyponymy.” Large is a hyponym of big, for example, and big is a 

hyponym of large. Saeed (2003:65) says “synonyms are different phonological 
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words which have the same or very similar meaning.” There are words which 

sound different, but have the same or nearly the same meaning. He cited some 

examples as pair of synonyms: couch/sofa, boy/lad, lawyer/attorney, 

toilet/avatory, large/big. Lyons (1968: 444) defined synonymy as “a relation 

which holds between two lexical items (and not between the ‘senses’ associated 

with them in the minds of the speakers).” He also pointed out that “synonymy 

is a matter of sense not referent, since sameness of meaning is a relation which 

holds between two or more vocabulary items.” Two or more lexical items are 

synonymous if the sentences which result from the substitution of one for the 

other have the same meaning. 

 

Classification of synonyms 

Lyons (1968: 447) classified synonyms into absolute/real and partial/ near 

synonyms. He further suggested three criteria or conditions which are used to 

consider synonyms as absolute/ real synonyms or partial/near synonyms as: 

i. Synonyms are fully synonyms if, and only if, all their meanings are 

identical 

ii. Synonyms are totally synonyms if and only if they are synonymous in all 

contexts 

iii. Synonyms are completely synonyms if and only if they are identical on all 

relevant dimensions of meaning 

 

As he suggests “absolute/real synonyms should satisfy all the three criteria 

above, whereas partial/near synonyms should satisfy at least one criteria.” 

Furthermore, Lyons (1996: 63), says cognitive synonymy is regarded as a sense 

relation, and this view is concerned with sameness or identity, not similarity of 

meaning. Cognitive synonymy implies sentences with equivalent truth 

conditions and propositions which are mutually entailing. 

Moreover, Cruse (2000: 157) posits that, a scale of synonymy consists of 

absolute synonymy, cognitive synonymy and near synonymy. Absolute 

synonymy is a set of complex identity of meaning of two or more lexemes that 

are synonymous in all contexts. However, it is unnatural for languages to have 

absolute synonyms or lexemes with exactly the same meaning. Near synonyms 

are lexemes whose meaning is relatively close or more or less similar. He cited 

the examples as follows: (mist vs fog, stream vs brook, and dive vs plunge). 

However, defining near synonymy is vague, because there is not a precise 
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correlation between synonym and semantic similarity he added. Near synonymy 

is associated with overlapping of meaning and senses. The senses of near 

synonyms overlap to a great degree, but not completely. He also holds the view 

that unlike cognitive synonymy, near synonyms can contrast in certain contexts.  

In this paper, comparative examples from the Languages of study would be 

given in isolated words and sentences to explain the notion of absolute and near 

synonyms. The paper adopts the scale presented by Lyons (1968) for the 

analysis of data. 

 

Absolute Synonyms 

Lexemes are said to be absolutely synonymous if, and only if, they have the 

same distribution; and are completely synonymous in all their meanings and in 

all their contexts of occurrence (Lyons 1968: 148). Although according to 

several scholars, it is undoubtedly true that there are very few absolute 

synonyms in languages. Hurford, et al (2007), supported this point say 

“examples of perfect synonymy are hard to find.” But in this paper the 

researcher found some examples of absolute synonyms in the Languages of 

study. Consider the following examples from English: 

1. résumé / curriculum vitae.  

 a. Ahmad is typing his résumé / curriculum vitae. 

 b. the applicants have submitted their résumé / curriculum vitae to the 

College Registrar. 

2. couch/ sofa 

 a. He has stole my couch/ sofa last night. 

 b. We do not allow them to sit at the back of couch/ sofa. 

3. vacation/holiday 

a. The families prefer to fly to Cyprus for their vacation/holiday this year. 

b. The students are on vacation/holiday that makes the university very quite. 

4. toilet/restroom 

a. Speaking in the toilet/restroom is highly prohibited in Islam. 

b. My love use to spend hours in toilet/restroom. 

5. Mobile phone /cell phone 

a. Musa has bought a new android mobile phone /cell phone to his fiancée 

b. Our fore fathers don’t know how to use mobile phone /cell phone. 

6. full stop/period 

a. Full stop/period is among the end punctuations in English. 
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b. Many abbreviations require full stop/period. 

7. elevator/lift 

a. I requested first floor to avoid long elevator/lift ride. 

b. Adama sensed the incoming vamps before the elevator’s/lift’s door opened. 

8. lawyer/attorney 

a. Our lawyer/attorney would have gone for a plea bargain. 

b. I will consult my lawyer/attorney about the issue. 

9. autumn/ fall 

a. It was a lovely autumn/ fall evening. 

b. The green leaves turn red or yellow in autumn/ fall. 

10. football/soccer 

a. Henry is my favourite football/soccer player. 

b. They love playing football/soccer in backyard. 

 

The above examples in 1a and b – 10a and b denote absolute synonyms in 

English, because they all satisfied the three criteria mentioned in Lyons (1968). 

The lexemes can be used interchangeably without altering the meaning as we 

examined in the examples. Thus, there is presence of absolute synonymy, for 

instance, in example one the words résumé / curriculum vitae can be used in 

different contexts and the meaning remains identical.    

Equally in the Karekare language the notion of absolute synonyms is present 

based on this study. The following are examples from karekare language: 

11. dintu/kurta   “steam” 

 a. Mu dinta/kurta wada 

     He      steam        food 

 He steamed the food. 

 b. Ahmed na dinta/kurta  ta lamba. 

      PrpN.   is     steam       det.  Lamba 

 Ahmed I steaming lamba. 

12. sinata/ titta   “lie” 

 a. Sinata/titta ka lewi’i 

      lie              that   child 

 lie that child. 

 b. Musa sinata/ titta ki. 

  PrpN.    Lie      past-marker 

 Musa lied down. 
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13. muduku/auyuku   “he-goat” 

 a. na’wa muduku/ auyuku a asku. 

      I    take      he-goat         to market 

 I have taken a goat to the market. 

 b. Na  nadaga muduku/ auyuku balu. 

            There  flock           he-goat         two 

          There are two goats in the flock.                

14. Ligangade/ ‘yawala                        “shake” 

     a. utu      na ligangade/’yawala. 

       Tooth      is          shake 

The tooth is shaking 

     b. kuma na tuba ligangade/’yawala. 

          Tree   are   leaves        shake 

 The tree’s leaves are shaking 

15. taba/bade                                       “loose or untie” 

     a. Adamu  tabu/dadu  ocai 

          Prp.N       loose       goats 

Adamu loosed the goats 

      b. tabu/dadu kwame kawala dewe 

                loose      cows    go       ream 

Loose the cows and lead them to ream.  

16. gubudu/jibau                               “beating” 

       Musa  sá  gubudu/jibau ka Nura. 

          PrpN.  has        beat         by  ProN 

 Musa has been beaten by Nura.   

 

The examples in 11- 16 above are of absolute synonyms from karekare 

language, the alternative words can be used interchangeably in different 

contexts without affecting the meaning. Thus, they fulfilled the scales 

established by Lyons (1968). For instance in example 11a &b dinta/kurta used 

in different sentences without altering the meaning.            

Therefore, based on this study, the Languages are similar with regards to the 

use of absolute synonyms. 

 

Near Synonyms  

Near synonyms are synonyms that do not meet or satisfy all the three criteria 

outlined by Lyons (1968). Near synonym can be complete, but not total 
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(because they are identical on all relevant dimension of meaning but not 

interchangeable in all contexts,) or incomplete but total (because they have no 

the same identity in both ‘cognitive’ and ‘emotion’ sense but interchangeable 

in some contexts). This means the identity of meaning can be agreed in some 

context and disagreed in other. Thus, near synonyms will not be complete and 

total or incomplete and not total Lyons (1968). Consider the following 

examples: 

Examples from English 

17. ripe/mature 

    a. After dinner we had a ripe/mature Camembert cheese. 

    b. She is a mature/*ripe person. 

18. broad/wide 

    a. The river is very broad/wide at this point. 

    b. He speaks with a broad/*wide Scottish accent.  

19. earth/soil 

     a. they filled the hole with good soft earth/soil. 

     b. the rocket fell back to earth/*soil when its motors failed. 

20. side/edge 

     a. the house stands at the side/edge of the lake. 

     b. Britain and Australia are on opposite sides/*edges of the World. 

21. boy/lad 

     a. He is a nice young boy/lad. 

      b. My wife give birth to a baby boy/*lad. 

 

In the examples 17- 21, the data contains the examples of near synonyms in 

English language. The study found that these words are synonymous but near, 

because they cannot be used interchangeably in different contexts. For instance, 

in example 21, the words boy/lad cannot be applied interchangeably in different 

contexts as example shown. In some respect can be applicable in one context 

but distinct in the other. 

Like English Language, Karekare language manifests the instances of near 

synonyms. This will be illustrated in the following examples: 

22. balaan/’yawaw                                                            “goo d or beautiful” 

      a. kwaram ‘yam ‘yawaw/blaan. 

              house     this       good/beatiful 

 This house is good. 
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   b. Rabjau ‘yam blaan/*‘yawaw. 

       Lady      this       beautiful/good    

    This lady is beautiful. 

23. afii/dile        “open” 

    a. Afii/dile akta  sawa    ko         ka  wasi  ta 

         open   millet   bag   whether  you  get  it 

Open the millet bag whether you can get it.  

   b. Afii/*dile ba     banu. 

         Open    door  room 

Open the door 

24. disa/’yawaubai     “bad or ugly” 

      a. Taan   idam    ka  disa/’yawaubai. 

           Seed   beans   is    bad 

The beans seed is bad. 

    b. Ngaa ‘yan  disa/’yawaubai. 

         Man    this     ugly 

This man is ugly. 

 

As we exemplified the near and absolute synonyms in English Language, 

equally the notion is presence in Karkare Language. The examples in 22-23 we 

have seen the application of the words that can be used in some situation 

simultaneously and communicate the same meaning but in some contexts the 

application varied. The examples in 22a and b ‘yawaw/blaan can be used in 

some respects to denote the same meaning but in other the meaning differs. 

 

Conclusion 

Conclusively, the paper reveals that Absolute and near synonyms are 

recognized in the working Languages i.e. English and Karekare. The Languages 

share reasonable similarities in term of synonymy. The study discovered that all 

Languages attested the notion of Absolute and near synonyms. The study of 

synonyms is not only interesting for learners, but also helps them to master the 

Language well. It can also enable people to express themselves explicitly and 

avoid repetition, show their subtle differences correctly, satisfy the need of 

rhetoric and use a pair of synonyms together as one semantic unit for emphasis. 
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