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SYLLABLE AND TONAL STRUCTURES OF ÚKWÚÁNÌ NOUN 
 

Franca Okumo & Chibunma Amara Bright-Ajoku 

Federal University Otuoke, Bayelsa State 

Alvan Ikoku Federal College of Education, Owerri, Imo State 

 
 

Abstract 

This paper examines the syllable and tonal structures of Ukwuani (an Igboid language spoken in the 

Northern part of Delta State, Nigeria) nouns. Using the Autosegmental theoretical approach, the study 

investigates the possible syllable and tonal structures observable in Ukwuani nouns. Data were collected 

from competent native speaker collaborators using the SIL Africa Area Word List from which 

generalizations were made. The study reveals that Ukwuani nouns can be classified into four groups based 

on the number of syllables and the inherent tonal patterns which are: monosyllabic nouns, disyllabic nouns, 

trisyllabic nouns and polysyllabic nouns. Monosyllabic nouns have a Consonant Vowel (CV) pattern and an 

inherent high tone while disyllabic nouns have a Vowel, Consonant Vowel (V-CV) and Syllabic Nasal, 

Consonant Vowel (  .CV) syllable structures and a Low Low (LL), Low High (LH), Low Falling (LF), 

High High (HH), High Low (HL), and High Falling (HF) tonal patterns. Trisyllabic nouns have         

     .CV.CV syllable structures and an LLL, LLH, LHL, LHF, LHH, HHH, HHL, HLH, and HHF tonal 

patterns. Polysyllabic nouns are made up of compound words and so, the tonal patterns depend on the 

structure of the nouns. It was observed that there are restrictions on tones in the language. Monosyllabic 

nouns have a basic high tone and are very few in number. The falling contour cannot occur at the initial 

position, it occurs only after a high or low tone in the disyllabic and trisyllabic nouns. For disyllabic nouns, 

a final L is very rare except for some personal names. This research contributes to knowledge particularly in 

the study of Ukwuani an endangered language. It is hoped that this paper will serve as a reference material 

to studies in the language. 
 

Keywords: Syllable structure, tonal patterns, monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic, polysyllabic, falling  

contour, nouns. 
 

1. Introduction 

The study of Phonology is language 

specific. Every language has its pattern of 

organization which is different from the other. 

Sounds that are permissible in one language may 

not be in the other. Syllable patterns of words 

show how words are structured based on the 

phonological rules and constraints of the 

language in question. According to Chomsky and 

Halle (1968), the phonotactics of a language are 

to be accounted for by the Morpheme Structured 

Conditions (MSCs) which apply to the 

underlying forms of the words and phonological 

rules are then used to derive the surface forms. 

Thus, the morpheme structured conditions and 

the phonological rules determine the segmental 

structure. The interest of this study is to identify 

following the constraints of the language, the 

possible syllable patterns that can occur in 

Ukwuani nouns. It also looks at the tonal patterns 

since tone is a co-articulatory feature with the 

segments or the syllables.  

Tone plays an essential role in the study 

of African languages. Most linguists agree that 

the majority of African languages including 

Ukwuani are tone languages in which differences 

in relative pitch are used to convey lexical and 

grammatical distinctions (Hyman 1975, 

Emenanjo 1978, Katamba 1989, Donwa-Ifode 

1995, Clement 2000). 

Ukwuani is a tone language in that 

variation in pitch of segmentally or 

grammatically identical pairs can bring about a 

change in meaning. It has three contrastive tones 

which include two register tones: high [H] 

marked with an acute accent [´] and low [L] 

marked with a grave accent [`] and a falling 

contour [HL] marked with [^].While the V 

(vowel), CV (consonant and vowel)        

(syllabic nasal) syllable patterns are basic in 

Ukwuani, Ukwuani nouns being classified into 

four groups have some syllable patterns 

associated to each group. These syllable and tone 
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patterns applicable to each noun group are of 

interest to this research. 

1.1  Historical Background of Ukwuani 

The Ukwuani people are believed to have 

migrated from the Benin kingdom and settled in 

their present land. According to Uti and Ilo 

(1988:4), the Ukwuani people are those who live 

in the Northern part of Delta State. They are in 

the Ukwuani Local Government Area, Ndokwa 

East and Ndokwa West Local Government Areas. 

The name Ukwuani refers to both the 

language and the native speakers. According to 

Okolugbo (1982:2), the Ukwuani people are 

geographically bounded by the Edo to the North, 

the Ijaw to the South, River Niger by the East, 

Isoko and Urhobo to the West, Ika and Aniocha 

by the North East and on the South-East by the 

River state. They have a population of about 

545,000 people 

2 Review of Related Literature 

2.1 Conceptual and Theoretical Review 

Segments are speech sounds which can 

be organized in an orderly way to form the words 

of language. Such words are clearly divided into 

chunks called syllable. A syllable according to 

Fromkim, Rodman and Hyams (2003) is a 

phonological unit composed of one or more 

phonemes. Every language operates a syllable 

system however; a syllable would have an 

obligatory nucleus which could either be a vowel 

or syllabic liquid or nasal. While the nucleus can 

make a syllable, it can be preceded or succeeded 

by one or more phonemes called the syllable 

onset and the syllable coda respectively.  

While words are divided into syllables 

composed of segments, each syllable must be 

associated with tone. Tone is that pitch of the 

voice exerted on syllable which contrasts 

meaning of words. Languages that use the pitch 

of the voice to contrast meaning are called tone 

languages. A level pitch across the syllable is 

called register tone while a gliding pitch across a 

syllable is called a contour tone. According to 

Fromkim, Rodman and Hyman (2003), it is 

common to see tone languages with two or three 

register tones and possibly one or two contour 

tones. According to Okumo (2017), Ukwuani is a 

tone language with two register tones and one 

contrastive contour tone. 

2.2 Autosegmental Framework 

Within the standard generative 

phonology, phonological representation was 

conceived as a linear arrangement of segments 

and boundaries consisting of segment and 

suprasegmental representation. It was assumed 

that superimposed on the segmental layer were 

tone and stress and possibly a few other 

phenomena such as vowel harmony and 

nasalization. Both segmental and suprasegmental 

elements were thought to be arranged in a row 

after the other. Katamba 1989:189, Goldsmith 

1990:10 and Aziza 1997:8). 

However, Goldsmith (1976) propounded 

   ew m  el  f    lysis c lle  “ ut segme t l 

m  el”  The m st fu   me t l ch   cte istics  f 

this theory is that phonological representation is 

nonlinear, that is, that a phonological 

representation is composed not of a single 

sequence of entity but of several parallel 

sequences of entities arranged in separate tiers 

through the use of association lines. The focus of 

this theory is the analysis of tone as an auto-

segment capable of having an independent 

existence from the segment that bears them. Tone 

is seen as an associated feature of the segment 

through co-articulation with the vowel. 

Autosegmental phonology differs from 

generative and traditional phonemic 

representation in that it consists of two or more 

tiers of segments. The tonal segments, the 

phonemic segments and the syllables are 

represented in separate tiers respectively. In other 

words, Autosegmental phonology has the tonal 

segmental tier, the phonemic segmental tier and 

the skeletal tier (the CV or syllable tier) with the 

associating lines running between the segments 

on the tiers. 

Whereas in Autosegmental representation 

there might be a one to one association of tone 

with the segments especially for words which 

have not undergone any tonal process, the fact 

remains that Autosegmental approach does not 

need to align the tonal segments with the number 

of vowels or syllables especially in cases of 

inequality but rather, studies, treat and accounts 

for tone from an autosegmental point of view, 

having the tonal elements as segments on their 

own autosegmental tier. This invariably helps 
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account or state many phonological rules 

(floating tones, contour tones etc) quite simply. It 

is important to note that while the tone bearing 

units (vowels or syllabic segments) are the 

features associated to the tonal tier in 

Autosegmental phonology, Autosegmental 

system would include features other than tones. 

In such case, consonants can well be the units to 

which other autosegments can associate. 

However, for this paper, we are limited to the 

association of tone bearing units with the tonal 

tier as the autosegment on one hand and the 

skeletal tier (syllable) on the other hand. 

2.3 A Review of Syllable and Tone in Some  

Igboid Languages 

There are a few works done in Ukwuani 

language. One of the earliest works was done by 

Williamson (1968). She identifies four syllable 

structure types which include: the V, CV, N and 

CCV where CCV is a consonant cluster. She 

notes that the only consonant cluster in the 

language are those consisting of velar consonant 

followed by a labial velar approximant /w/ such 

as: /kw/, /gw/     /ŋw/  For the tones, she states 

that Ukwuani has three basic tones which are: 

high, low and a step. The high and low tone can 

occur freely in any position while the step can 

only occur after high. After a step tone, a 

following high tone can only be as high as the 

step and never as high as the original high. 

In line with Williamson, Egweni (1985) agrees 

that there are four syllable structure types in 

Ukwuani which are: V, CV, N and CCV. He 

notes that the syllabic nasal and the vowel are the 

tone bearing units in the language.  

Okonye (1991) is of the view that there 

are three syllable structure types in the language 

which are V, CV and N. She says that, the V 

syllable type consist of only vowels and are 

mostly pronouns in the language while the CV 

consist of a consonant and a vowel. The N type 

consists of a nasal which also bears tone as the 

vowel. For the tones, she identifies three tones 

which are high, low and a mid tone and states that 

after a high tone either a high, low or mid tone 

can contrast while after a low tone, a high or low 

tone can be contrast. 

According to Okumo (2018), Ukwuani 

like the Igbo language, operates an open syllable 

structure which does not permit a final consonant. 

The vowel is the only obligatory unit in the 

language. It bears tone and can stand alone as a 

syllable or together with a consonant. There are 

no codas, as well as, clusters of consonants at the 

edge, that is, at the C slot as is the case with 

English. This is seen in the following 

examples: 

 

Ukwuani Examples: 

1)   ͻ   “he/she/it” 

 

      V                                           

2)   è     “yes” 

 

      V                                          

3)   I “y u” 

 

      V                                          

4)   tá  “chew”  

 

     CV                               

5) bú “c   y (thi g)”        

  CV      
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6)  ḿ   “I/me/my”  

 

     N     

7) ń. n ú  “s lt”          

             

    N-CV   
 

(Adapted from Okumo 2018) 

 hile e  m les  1 t          6 t     sh w 

th t the   wel ( )     the syll  ic   s l (  ) 

respectively, forms the peak and can be the only 

eleme t i  the syll  le e  m les  4 t  5   e e l   

CV syllable structure with the consonant as the 

onset and the vowel, the nucleus. This type of 

structure is the commonest in the world 

languages (cf. Welmers 1971). Ukwuani operates 

syllable structure patterns which do not accept 

consonant cluster and a final consonant. The 

vowel or the syllabic nasal constitutes the peak of 

the syllable. Okumo (2018) the ef  e i e tifie  

th ee syll  le st uctu e ty es which   e    wels 

( )  c  s    t       wel (  )     the syll  ic 

  s l (  )  The       the    fu cti    s  e ks of 

the syllable hence they bear tones. 

Okumo (2013) in analyzing the doubtful 

phonological segments in Ukwuani, states that 

the CCV sequence as analysed by Willianson 

(1968) as a consonant cluster is a CV. She notes 

that this is the case of a complex phonological 

complex that can contrast minimally with the 

univalent segments hence; there is no case of a 

consonant cluster in the language. For the tonal 

system, she identifies three tonemes which are: 

the high, low and the falling contour (Okumo 

2017). 

The  g   l  gu ge  ls    e  tes      e  

syll  le st uctu e               with the   wel 

and the syllabic nasals as the peak. According to 

Emenanjo (2015:47), Igbo is a syllable-timed, 

tone language with the vowels and the syllabic 

nasal as the tone bearing units. The structure of 

the Igbo syllable according to him is: (C) V or, a 

N. Iloene (2007:174-175) gave a syllable 

structure typology of Igbo as: (C)where T is tone, 

C is optional onset consonant and S is syllable 

element (vowel, or syllabic nasal). Igbo just like 

Ukwuani, does not allow consonant clusters in 

the initial or final position. 

 

Igbo Examples 

(8) [ó]  he/she  ( )          -l  ]  h use   (1 )      -    ]  t il  

  V             V-CV            V - CV 

(11)    ]  hus      (12)    ]  y m   (13)  g  ]  st    

 CV    CV    CV 

 (14)   -   ]  si    (15)  ḿ- è]    t  t ise  (16)  ḿ-m ]   e uty  

   -CV      -CV        -CV 

Furthermore, Igbo nouns may be classified into four major tone groups: monosyllabic, disyllabic, trisyllabic 

and polysyllabic based on the number of syllables they have as well as their inherent tone patterns 

(Emenanjo 2015:114 

3  Methodology 

This paper adopts the autosegmental generative framework in the analyses of the data. The data were 

collected from competent native speakers through the instrument of the SIL Africa Area Word List which 

contains words of everyday usage. The data were represented using the IPA symbols.  

4. Data Presentation and Discussion 

4.1 Syllable and Tonal Structures of Ukwuani Nouns 

Based on the number of syllables and the inherent tonal patterns, Úkwúánì nouns can be classified into four 

major groups: 

1. Monosyllabic Nouns 
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2. Disyllabic Nouns 

3. Trisyllabic Nouns 

4. Polysyllabic Nouns 
 

4.1.1  Monosyllabic Nouns 
The monosyllabic nouns have a CV pattern and an inherent high tone: 

(15) H 

 

 

 d í  hus      

 

 

            CV 

(16). ŋ
w
a 

 

 

 C V  chil   

There are very few monosyllabic nouns in the language. The examples above   e the   ly e  m les 

i e tifie  i   u    t    e   se  e th t the w               w   m y h  e e iste   s    esult  f s me 

 h   l gic l    cess  f  eleti   th t m y h  e t  e   l ce   e  time  s y u c ul  still he   the w          

     ń wá  whe e   is syllabic. This gives us an underlying VCV pattern but a surface CV pattern. The CV 

pattern is mostly made up of verbs in the language. 

 

4.1.2   Disyllabic Nouns 
This group of nouns has two syllables. They have the structures: V-CV and N-CV. The following tone 

patterns are possible: 

(1) LL 

(2) LH 

(3) LF 

(4) HH 

(5) HL 

(6) HF 

 

17. (a) L     L    (b) L     L 

 

  i  t   e     t    ɪf      h e  

 

                       V-C V     V-C V 

 

18. (a) L    H    (b) L     H     

 

  e  s  u    e      o  w u   th e    

 

                        V-C V                                                  V-C V 

19. (a) L     H L   (b) L     H L 

 

       ʃ  i   si     o    l  o   A sh ut  

 

                         V-CV                           V-  CV 

 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                   Okumo F. & Chibunma A. 

 
 

6 

 

20. (a) H    H    (b) H    H 

 

  ɛ      a   h       e  w u   g  t  

 

                        V-C V                           V- CV 
 

21. (a) H     L 

 

  u g  o    e s   l   me  

 

 

                        V-C V 

22. (a) H     H L   (b) H     H L 

 

  ʊ         chu ch   u  n  e    l  t i   

 

                        V-C V                                                 V- C V 

The nouns with N-CV structure are of these patterns: 

(1) LL 

(2) LH 

(3) HH 

(4) HF 
 

23. (a) L     L    (b) L    L 

 

  m   b ʊ   stic       tʃ   i   g  ss cutte   

 

 

                             -                                                      -C V 

24. (a) L     H    (b) L     H    

  

             n  t   ʊ  “  il”   o  f  u  “  e” 

 

               -C V       -C V 

 

25. (a) H    H    (b) H     H 

 

  n  nu   s lt    n  n  e   m the   

 

  -C V                                                           -C V 

26. (a) H     H L   (b) H     H L 

 

  m m a   cutl ss   n  d  u   life  

 

     -C V                                                           -C V 

4.1.3 Trisyllabic Nouns    
These nouns consist of three syllables. They are of the structure V-CV-CV or 

  -CV-CV. The following tonal patterns are observable with this group of nouns: 

 

1. LLL 

2. LLH 
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3. LHL 

4. LHF 

5. LHH 

6. HHH 

7. HHL 

8. HLH  

9. HHF 

 

27. (a) L    LL     (b) L    L    L 

 

  o  b o d o  t w      ɛ          i   ite  

 

                       V-CV-CV                 V-C V-CV 

28. (a) L     L   H    (b) L    L    H 

 

  o  b u  l u  c m  u      ʊ    ʊ     a    lice  

 

                        V-CV-CV                                                        V-CV-C V 

29. (a) L    H   L    (b) L   H    L 

 

  ɪ  s     fɪ   ey                 o n u gb u   itte  le f  

 

V-CV-CV     V-CV-CV 
 

30. (a) L    H      HL    (b) L   H     HL 

 

  o  ku k u  cu      ɔ   ʊ    ʊ   f wl  

 

                       V-CV-  CV     V-CV-CV 
 

31. (a) L    H   H    (b) L    H    H 

 

     t ʊ   t ʊ   ee le    ɔ   f ɪ   f  ɪ   whistli g  

 

    -CV-CV              V- CV-CV 

32. (a) H     H   H    (b) H   H   H 

 

  M m a   ʊ   il        s ʊ s  ʊ  A l  gu ge  

 

     -  CV-CV     V-CV-CV 

33. (a)        H    H    L    (b)       H   H    L 

 

  ɛ     ʊ b  a  fe the     ɔ   ʊ   ʊ  t il  

 

   V-CV-CV     V-CV-CV 

34. (a) H    L    H    (b)        H   L    H 

 

  ɔ     ɔ   l ɔ  gui e  f wl           m ɛ  e  m  

 

                       V- CV- CV                                     -CV-C V 
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35. (a) H   H   HL     (b)         H    H   HL 

 

  ɛ  ɲ  i  k e    e      m  ʊ   ʊ  sie e  

 

                        V-CV-CV       -CV-CV   

4.1.4 Polysyllabic Nouns 
Polysyllabic nouns have more than three syllables. The tonal patterns depend on the structure of the noun. 

Most of these nouns are compound words. The words are made up of two morphemes indicating the 

concept. 

 

36. L    L     L    H    H   (ii)  L     L    L    L 

 

o  b o  d o     u  k u  city     m gba  k a l a   l   e   

 

           V- CV-CV    V-CV                                         -CV-CV-CV 

  A t w          ig  

37. L   L    L     L         H     H    L 

 

 ɔ   ɔ g  ʊ m a        m m ɪ   l  ɪ   g  se  

 

           V.CV.CV.CV          .CV.CV 

   uc            w te   

 

38. H    H L  H    H     H  H     S    H   H      H 

 

 ʊ m ʊ   ɛ    ʊ   wɔ  ʊ-    m    ɛ-   ʊ- wɔ  stu e ts  

 

            V- CV                V- CV. C V              

 chil  e          

39      H   H    H     H    (vi)      H    H   H     H 

 

           o g o   no   go                         m  kp u  l u kpu 

 

           V-CV-CV- CV                     - CV-CV-CV 

Conclusion 

This paper looked at the syllable and 

tonal structures of Ukwuani nouns. It identifies 

four noun groups such as monosyllabic, 

disyllabic, trisyllabic and polisyllabic nouns with 

their tonal patterns. For the monosyllabic nouns, 

we identified a few CV examples with an 

underlying VCV or NCV structure although 

realized as a CV due to some phonological 

process undergone over time.  The disyllabic 

group has a structure of VCV and NCV; the 

trisyllabic group of nouns has a VCVCV and 

NCVCV pattern while the polisyllabic group is 

dependent on the number of syllables. It could be 

NCVCVCV or VCVCVCV. It identified three 

major tones which are: high, low and a falling 

contour. Monosyllabic nouns have an inherent 

high tone while disyllabic nouns have an LL, LH, 

LF, HH, HL, and HF tonal patterns. Trisyllabic 

nouns have an LLL, LLH, LHL, LHF, LHH, 

HHH, HHL, HLH, and HHF tonal patterns. 

Polysyllabic nouns are made up of compound 

words and so, the tonal patterns depend on the 

structure of the nouns. 

The syllable structures identified in the noun 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 sh  t  
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groups and the tones are in line with Okonye 

(1991) and Okumo (2013 and 2018) who 

identified three syllable structure types in 

Ukwuani. Okumo notes that after a high tone, a 

low (few, especially for personal names), high or 

falling contour can occur while after a low tone, a 

high, low or falling contour can occur. This is 

seen in the tonal patterns of the nouns 

investigated in this work.  

From the analysis, we observed some 

restrictions on tones in Úkwúánì: The 

monosyllabic nouns have a basic high tone and 

are very few in number. The falling contour 

cannot occur at the initial position. It occurs after 

a high or low tone as earlier illustrated in the 

disyllabic and trisyllabic nouns. For disyllabic 

nouns, a final L is very rare except for some 

personal names.This work will contribute to the 

existing work in Ukwuani, act as a reference 

material for further studies and contribute to the 

study of Phonology in general. 
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CRITICISM, OPTIMISM AND PATRIOTISM IN REMI RAJI’S SEA OF MY MIND 
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Abstract 

Nigeria’s developmental attainment is generally believed to be far below its potentials, especially in terms 

of social, economic and political growth. This has engendered a great deal of anger, frustration, cynicism, 

disillusionment and pessimism; realities that have found their ways into the versification venture of 

Nigerian poets over the years. Nowhere is this particularly more strident than in the works of third 

generation Nigerian poets, of which Remi Raji is probably the crest-bearer. Though sharing some of these 

predilections, Raji’s poetry is nevertheless stamped by some uniqueness. This paper examines selected 

poems from his collection, Sea of My Mind, on the ground of thematic contiguity and stylistic tonality to 

demonstrate that criticism and optimism in the selected poems are symbolic of the poet’s patriotic 

consciousness. It goes further to conclude that the poet is a constructive patriot. 

Keywords: Remi Raji’s Poetry, Third Generation Nigerian Poetry, Sea of My Mind 

 

Introduction 

One of the defining signifiers of the third 

generation Nigerian poetry is that it is 

characterised by a great deal of anger, frustration, 

cynicism, disillusionment and pessimism; yet, 

flashes of optimism is not an unusual feature of 

the poetry. However, while the representation of 

cynicism, frustration, disenchantment and the like 

had become noticeable in Nigerian poetry before 

the emergence of the generation of poets now 

referred to as the third generation poets 

(Adesanmi & Dunton, 2005; Adebiyi, 2015;), 

they bring these subjects to the centre of the 

country’s poetic landscape. As a member of this 

generation of poets, some of these thematic 

predilections feature prominently in Raji’s 

poetry. Nevertheless, his poetry is distinguished 

by its overwhelming inscription of optimism, as 

already noted by critics of his poetry. For 

instance, while Adebiyi notes that Raji’s “poetry 

projects visions of hope” (2009:189), Egya has 

also observed that Raji’s poetry goes beyond 

“any private agenda, carries a vision anchored in 

a past plundered and wasted, in present burdened 

with frustration and anguish and in a future 

envisaged with surpassing optimism” (2011:128).  

In what could be regarded as a reading of Raji’s 

Lovesong for My Wasteland as patriotic poetry, 

Egya approaches his reading of the collection 

from the perspective of nationalist imagination, 

arguing that the poet’s imagination is nationalist. 

Elsewhere, Egya recalls Raji as emphasising 

some points about the intersection of his poetry 

and nationalism, that “there are levels of 

nationalism. I mean there are false nationalisms 

and there are critical nationalisms. The idea was 

to look back at my country and to do a critique of 

society because most people, poets, sometimes, 

try to run away from the possibilities of 

connecting poetry and pure nationalism…” 

(2007:113-114). Indeed, national consciousness 

runs through many of Raji’s verses. He has been 

cited as one of the many Nigerian poets whose 

works privilege this consciousness in their poetry 

(Adebiyi-Adelabu and Aguele, 2019).  

On the subject of nationalism, false 

nationalism, in the words of the poet, implies a 

pretended one, while he conceives critical 

nationalism as the ideal. This discrimination 

suggests that nationalism is susceptible to abuse. 

Besides, one could say that its meaning is 

context-dependent. For instance, nationalism in 

the wake of anti-colonial struggle in Africa was 

about national aspiration for liberation and self-

rule, which is considered positive by Africans. 

However, nationalism in the context of 

Europeans’ pursuit of separate geo-political 

identities in the name of nation-states, as against 

the multi-national dynastic empires of yore, in the 

nineteenth century is often viewed as 

unnecessarily atomistic and, therefore, negative. 

In the present Nigerian context, to be nationalistic 

or  to be a nationalist may easily be interpreted as 

to be devoted to the country in a way that does 
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not brook dismemberment or much talked about 

geo-political restructuring of the country, or the 

attitude that the country’s unity is not negotiable.  

Because nationalism occasionally assumes 

pejorative implications, the poet’s and Egya’s 

notion of nationalism is rejected in favour of 

patriotism in this article because the “strength of 

the love and special concern” (Acton, 1972) the 

poet demonstrates for his country is greater than 

the term nationalism can capture. The interest of 

the article is, therefore, to correct the notion that 

Raji’s patriotic sentiments can be equated with 

nationalism while also confirming the poet as not 

only an optimist, but a constructive optimist. 
 

On Patriotism 

While discursive engagement with the 

idea of criticism and optimism in this paper may 

amount to a pursuit of naught – given their non-

polysemous nature – it is essential to offer some 

conceptual clarifications on the term patriotism. 

Besides, patriotism is most central to the 

proposed thesis of this article. Patriotism, as 

generally known, implies love for one’s country, 

love that entails a pledge of allegiance or loyalty 

to one’s father land. Though about feelings or 

sentiments, it is also about logic or evidence, and 

which usually calls for a proof of the professed 

love. Indeed, it is important to note that certain 

acts which may seem unpatriotic are actually 

patriotic, and vice versa; which further impels 

obligation to examine this noble idea in its 

different shades. 

Nathanson (1993:34) defines patriotism 

as involving “special affection for one’s country; 

a sense of personal identification with the 

country; special concern for the well-being of the 

country and willingness to sacrifice to promote 

the country’s good”. He states further that for one 

to be a patriot of a country, the country must be 

one’s in some sense and one is expected to speak 

of that country with pride, especially about its 

achievements; and with shame about its 

shortcomings. In essence, patriotism suggests 

love, identification and special concern for the 

country’s well-being and that of her compatriots. 

Not quite differently, Skitka (2005:1996) defines 

patriotism as “love of country and attachment to 

national values”, while Acton (1972:163) refers 

to patriotism as “the awareness of our moral 

duties to the political community”. While, by 

political community is meant a country or a 

nation-state in modern geo-political equations, it 

is nevertheless intriguing that Acton does not use 

the word ‘country’ or ‘nation’ in his definition. 

As it is often the case with some ideas, his 

conception of patriotism is made crystal through 

contrast with an associated but often confused 

notion with patriotism, that is, nationalism. He 

draws a line between the two when he notes that 

…patriotism and nationalism are 

distinguished in terms of the strength of 

the love and special concern one feels for 
it, the degree of one’s identification with it. 

When these are exhibited in a reasonable 
degree and without ill thoughts about 

others and hostile actions towards them, 
that is patriotism; when they become 
unbridled and cause one to think ill of 
others and act badly towards them, that is 
nationalism(164). Emphasis ours 

Therefore, it can be surmised that patriotism is 

about love for one’s country and the commitment 

to serve, and sacrifice for it. Essentially, 

patriotism means taking pride in one’s nation, 

while recognising its shortcomings; even as its 

spirit engenders concern with national issues. On 

the other hand, nationalism has been defined as 

reflecting an “uncritical attachment and 

idealisation of the nation, combined with a sense 

of national superiority with respect to other 

countries. Nationalism implies the desire to 

maintain a high degree of national homogeneity 

while simultaneously emphasising differentiation 

with other nations…” (Green, Sarrasin, Fasel, and 

Staerkle, 2011:370). In other words, nationalism 

implies a blind attachment or support for one’s 

nation and a belief in national superiority while 

patriotism means critical loyalty towards the 

nation, which is not positively connected to any 

notion of superiority. This view is consistent with 

Tamir’s (1997) description of patriotism, where 

he points out that patriotism not only refers to 

loyalty towards the country, but also to a complex 

form of devotion. He explains that “patriotism is 

thus not to be identified with blind support of 

one’s nation. A patriot may sometimes be very 

critical of his own group, promote reforms and, 

when necessary, resist acts performed by his 
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nation” (35).  

Perhaps relevant to the discussion at hand 

is also the attitude that underlines citizens’ 

patriotism. In every nation, the citizens’ mindset 

about patriotism is of utmost importance. Some 

citizens pledge blind support to their country 

even when the country espouses social injustice, 

oppression and the like. This set of individuals 

closes their eyes to the evils perpetrated in or by 

their country. On the other hand, there are others 

who pledge allegiance to their country and 

leaders when they are right, withdraw their 

loyalty and expose the misdeeds of their leaders 

when in the wrong. The former has been 

described as “blind patriotism” and the latter as 

“constructive patriotism” by Schatz and Staub 

(1997).   

Schatz and Staub also opine that the main 

difference between these two forms lies in the 

nature of attachment. Whereas blind patriotism 

refers to a rigid and inflexible attachment to the 

country, characterised by a loyalty without any 

criticism, constructive patriotism is more flexible, 

and refers to a “critical loyalty”. In other words, 

blind patriotism has no consideration for the 

values that do not belong to its particular group, 

while constructive patriotism considers 

humanitarian value as of fundamental worth. In 

the same sense, Primoratz (2004) refers to blind 

patriotism as extreme patriotism, and constructive 

one as moderate patriotism. To him, while 

extreme patriotism is encapsulated in the saying 

‘my country, right or wrong’, a different, 

moderate variety of patriotism is not. He 

explains, on the one hand, that a moderate patriot 

“acknowledges the constraints on one’s loyalty to 

one’s country and compatriots, one’s polity and 

fellow citizens, imposed by the principles of 

universal justice and basic human solidarity” 

(2002:1). On the other hand, an extreme patriot 

will go to any length for the sake of his nation. In 

other words, while a blind patriot demonstrates 

an unalloyed and unquestioned loyalty or support 

for his country, a constructive patriot possesses 

the capacity for criticism. They criticise the 

society and its leaders when necessary.  

As observed earlier, it is not unusual to 

see flashes of optimism in the third generation 

Nigerian poetry, its frequency and intensity 

certainly vary from one poet to another. Still, not 

all those who inscribe optimism in their verses 

demonstrate patriotic sentiments in same, and 

vice versa. Of those who conflate both in their 

poetry, by design or accident, their patriotic 

attitude cannot always be said to be entirely 

moderate or absolutely extreme. Although it 

would require a close and systematic analysis to 

arrive at the point each of the poets could be 

placed on a continuum for this purpose, there is 

no doubt that most of them, in spite of being in 

love and loyal to their country, nurture a critical 

attitude to the country, particularly to its leaders. 

Critical Representations, Optimism and 

Patriotism 
In Sea of My Mind, the poet persona 

embarks on a journey through his desecrated 

land. As a patriot, he demonstrates his loyalty to 

his nation by believing in the possibility of the 

nation’s regeneration notwithstanding the horrid 

present. He sings of change and makes a solemn 

pledge to his country in the poem, “The 

sojourner’s pledge”. He makes a promise of 

allegiance, one that “presupposes awareness and 

understanding of the mission which has to be 

fulfilled…however embryonic” (Fanon, 

1963:99). He knows the task involved, and which 

must be fulfilled, if his country must return to a 

stable state. The task might seem arduous and 

appears impossible, but the poet is not dissuaded. 

Rather, he decides to ‘make a pledge …, to 

rekindle hope in the hard ground/To swim in 

dreams, breathe life, to find rhythm where a river 

is/found’ (Sea, 14).This marks the beginning of 

the inscription of optimism in the collection. He 

promises to give hope in a country immersed in 

despair. He is optimistic, despite the gloomy 

present and seemingly bleak future.  

The Nigerian environment is one that 

does not give room to critical loyalty, but 

encourages loyalty without criticism. As a matter 

of fact, Osundare avers that for “the Nigerian 

government, criticism is a treacherous crime” 

because “government functionaries and their 

spokespersons seem to be telling us that they are 

so damned sure of what they are doing that 

whoever thinks otherwise must either be a fool, a 

traitor, or an incurable malcontent” (Osundare, 

2011:241). Hence, any attempt at criticising the 
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government and the rulers is considered treason 

and felony. The poet persona represents this 

peculiar situation in the poem entitled “I am the 

captured cock”, where he uses the animal 

metaphor of a caged cock to describe his 

suppressed situation: 

I am the silenced cock 
Where roaches roam the land in noisy limbs 

Where the mouse prances because the cat is 
poisoned (Sea, 16). 

These are subtle references to the emasculation of 

the opposition to the party in power, a situation 

reminiscent of the inglorious years of military 

dictatorship in the country, when critics of 

government were hauled into detention without 

trial or jailed for phantom crimes. However, 

despite all of these threats, the poet persona, as a 

representative of the masses, still expresses his 

determination to “plant thunder in the belly of 

cowards” (Sea, 16), the so-called leaders. He 

makes a pledge to destabilise the supposed 

calmness of these leaders, and concludes by 

adding that a wind of change is imminent; a 

change that will bring about an improvement in 

the condition of the masses, as the “coming rains” 

will wash the land from all filthiness and restore 

sanity and equity. The poet persona is committed 

to serve and sacrifice for his nation regardless of 

intimidations from any quarters.  

More so, in his willingness to promote 

his country’s good, the poet is also resolved on 

identifying and exposing everything that resists 

the promotion of such good. This is what is 

captured in the phrase, “if you love your country 

you should notice its problems and work to 

correct them” (Schatz and Staub, 1997: 513) 

often used by constructive patriots. In his poems, 

Raji demonstrates love for his country by 

identifying those socio-political and economic 

bulldozers, which demolish the efforts at building 

the nation, This is coterminous with Chinweizu et 

al.’s (1980) description of artistic commitment as 

“just a matter of orientation, a matter of 

perceiving social realities and of making those 

perceptions available in works of art in order to 

help promote understanding and preservation of, 

or change in, the society’s values and norms” 

(253-254).  Some of the realities refracted in his 

poems are aptly captured in “The road to 

Gombe”, where the poet persona gives a vivid 

image of the Nigerian roads “filled with the 

certainties/of potholes” (Sea, 28). He also 

presents a record of the places passed on his way 

to Gombe, none of which is spared the décor of 

potholes and countless number of check-points 

which, more importantly, are used to depict the 

prevalence of corruption in the country. 

Raji pledges his unalloyed support to his 

nation by planting hope in the hearts of the 

majority of his compatriots, despite the obvious 

present state of hopelessness. This echoes in the 

poem entitled “This house full of noise”, where 

the poet persona expresses the fact that though 

his nation is plagued by so many setbacks that 

threaten its existence, yet he is hopeful that “this 

house will not fall or break” (Sea, 50).  The poet 

persona states that fate gives no option to humans 

but chooses the land they were born into. If some 

were given the opportunity to choose their places 

of birth and existence, they would opt for 

seemingly better places. However, life does not 

provide such opportunity; so they had to live with 

what is available. Here, the poet condemns the 

socio-economic situation in the land, complains 

bitterly about the pains, rage and treasury-looting 

by those in power. The land is desecrated and 

everywhere smells foul, yet the poet persona is 

positive that “this house will not fall or break”. 

With the repetition of this line five times in the 

poem, the poet persona demonstrates his 

confidence in the fact that his nation cannot 

collapse or disintegrate. There are times when the 

different regions or ethnic nationalities making 

up the country agitate for autonomy, confederacy 

or outright secession in a manner that seriously 

threatens the unity of the country, yet the poet 

persona exercises hope in the nation standing as 

one. Even though the masses are “fed” on 

“sucrose of shame” (Sea, 50) and led by 

deception, the poet persona still affirms: 

This house will not fall or break 

This house too full of noise and fury 
This house that spins on the pin of our pains 

This house will not collapse on its own (Sea, 50). 
For almost every despairing situation, the poet 

persona envisions hope and equally wants it to 

rub off on the masses. Like a prophet, he sees a 

looming revolution where there will be an 
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overthrow of the bourgeois by the masses. 

Revolution is that “cleansing force” (Fanon, 94) 

which will restore order and justice.  

This impending revolution is registered 

in the poem entitled “We are the rage”. The poem 

expresses the anger of the oppressed at the 

oppressors. It also describes the scorching pains 

and tortures they have had to contend with, as 

well as the shattered dreams they have had to 

cope with. They have had it up to their neck and 

cannot bear it anymore. They are “engulfed by 

the songs of war” (Sea, 56), ready for a 

revolution that will bring about a change. They 

have been suppressed and silenced, but together 

they “want a voice” now. The lives of the masses 

are metaphorically compared to “roads spread/ 

and scatter into many paths…”( Sea, 56) because 

of the sense of order their lives have lost. 

Besides, while the land is richly blessed, they are 

deprived of its riches. The land is filled with dirt 

and dearth; hence, it is in an ugly state. 

Surprisingly, the masses are depicted as the left-

over source of “beauty in the land’s ugliness” 

(Sea, 56). They are also described as a source of 

hope in a hopeless situation, using metaphors of 

seasons; “we are the rains/in the lust of heat, we 

are the heat of a thousand storms” (Sea, 56). 

Despite the prevailing circumstance, they are 

projected as determined to survive, while still 

nursing so many unaccomplished dreams. This 

defines their dauntlessness, as recorded in the 

poem: 

 

We stoke we seek we live we lie 
We die, and wake again, just like the moon in your eye 

So what will your hawks do to the tortoise gait? 
What will your hawks do to our porcupine fate? 

We are the rage of deferred dreams… 

We are the earth, the sea and the suns of this land 
 (Sea, 56) 

For these daring masses, giving up is never their 

slogan, regardless of the fierceness of the battle 

for change. The poet persona alongside the 

masses, choose not to be intimidated by 

whatsoever means the rulers might put in place to 

frustrate them. Moreover, what more can they do 

that have not been done. Their lives have been 

battered, with their dreams deferred; hence, their 

struggle to preserve it. The struggle to preserve 

their land is unmistakably fanned by patriotism 

because patriotism includes love of one’s 

birthplace or land. 

Besides, Raji manifests constructive 

patriotism because constructive patriots believe in 

positive change. Consequently, there is a 

resonance of positive change in many of the 

poems in this collection suffused with hope. In 

the poem entitled “I have seen dead bones rise”, 

the belief in positive change resonates yet again. 

In the poem, the poet persona is positive and 

optimistic that despite the current negative 

circumstances in his country, his country will get 

better. Though the situation of things might 

appear to be hopeless and beyond redemption, the 

“waters” might have risen and “nothing’s left 

standing, only /only the wind’s breath” (Sea, 62), 

yet the poet persona is expectant. The poem 

compares the hopeless state of things to the 

waters rising to a very high level; nothing can be 

viewed above it because everything is 

swallowed-up. Many have had to lose loved ones, 

which left them bent in sorrow, with others 

having their pains hidden behind the veil of 

laughter as a result of their taste of the cruelties 

of life. Some others have also been made 

wretched and poor orphans. The present seem to 

have gone so bad and “nobody thinks tomorrow 

will come”. However, the poet persona is not 

deterred, but is full of hope: 

But I have seen dead bones rise. 
I have seen the prison walls of closed minds fall 

I have seen the sun rise in the depth of night 
And in the huge appetite of hungry deserts 

I have heard the gurgles of oases… 
I have seen flooded fields smile in verdant colours 

(Sea, 62). 
 

He is confident that no condition of adversity 

endures forever, as the aftermath of an acidic rain 

does not hinder sunshine. This sunshine is 

accompanied by “rays of deodorant winds” (Sea, 

62), which conceals unpleasant smells, and 

“fruity fingers of naked flowers”( Sea, 62). So 

also will the situation of things turn around for 

good. A tomorrow that will wipe away 

yesterday’s miseries, make life beautiful once 

again and make his nation habitable is here 

heralded.  

In exhibiting patriotism, Raji also notes 
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that words can serve the same, “if not better ends 

than the gun”. The potency of words is expressed 

in the recessional poem entitled “In the barrel of 

words”, where the “word” is given the attribute of 

a bird that perches. Though they are just “tiny” 

words, they affect people heavily. When the word 

perches on “father’s chest”, it causes a heavy 

panting. When it perches on the power-drunk 

leaders, it causes a stir in their hearts and they 

want to do away with it. It bends, tears and 

breaks a person. The word is likened to the 

“whip” used on a child when he or she 

misbehaves. In the same manner, the word is 

used as a whip for lashing the pseudo-leaders and 

condemning their incompetent leadership. In 

other words, the word is associated with a 

metaphoric sword that strikes against politics and 

politicians. It has the ability to prick the 

conscience of evil doers, and convicts their 

selfish hearts over their unenviable conducts. At 

the same time, the word gives hope to the 

destitute, hardens their heart against throwing in 

the towel and acts a therapy for the downtrodden 

as well as the poet. This finds resonance in what 

John Keble discusses in his series of Latin 

lectures On the Healing Power of Poetry (1844), 

when he avers that: 

poetry is the indirect expression…of some 

powerful emotion, or ruling taste, or 
feeling, the direct indulgence whereof is 

somehow repressed;… and the compulsion 

to repress such self-revelation is resolved 
by the poet’s ability to give “healing relief 

to secret mental emotion, yet without 
detriment to modest reserve” by a literary 

“art which under certain veils and 
disguises…reveals the fervent emotions of 

the mind (Abrams, 2012: 320) 
Raji re-echoes the aforementioned, with his view 

built on Osundare’s idea of a poet being a “priest-

healer”. However, unlike Osundare, Raji employs 

the personal pronoun “I” in many of his poems in 

this collection, and they explore a number of 

private issues. Yet, this does not suggest a 

dissociation of self from the oppressed masses 

but similar to what Jameson (1986) says of Third-

world texts. According to him, 

Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly 

private and invested with a properly libidinal 

dynamic necessarily project a political dimension 

in the form of national allegory: The story of the 
private individual destiny is always an allegory of 
the embattled situation of the public third-world 
culture and society (69). 

In other words, even when Raji uses the first 

person singular pronoun, ‘I’, he is only a 

symbolic representative of both himself and the 

general populace, as he recounts the lingered 

dehumanising present of the majority. Moreover, 

this concern for the masses and his country can 

only be as a result of patriotic spirit, which is the 

springboard of critical nationalism. Hence, Raji 

furnishes this collection of poems with his 

genuine nationalistic spirit. Elsewhere, Egya 

recalls Raji as emphasising some points about the 

intersection of his poetry and nationalism, that 

“there are levels of nationalism. I mean there are 

false nationalisms and there are critical 

nationalisms. The idea was to look back at my 

country and to do a critique of society because 

most people, poets, sometimes, try to run away 

from the possibilities of connecting poetry and 

pure nationalism…” (2007:113-114). 

Interestingly, Raji, like a model, decides to toe 

the path of genuine nationalism and patriotism. In 

his patriotic sentiment, he employs the service of 

aquatic metaphors waves, ebbs and flows to 

clamour for a change in the plight of the 

downtrodden, represented by the cleansing water. 

Similarly, the willingness to promote his 

country’s good is re-echoed in the poem entitled 

“The poet”, where he gives a picture of a society 

and its leaders, who try to hush everything and 

anyone who seeks the country’s reformation. 

Consequently, the poet has bottled up so much in 

his bosom which he wishes to openly condemn as 

constructive patriots do. However, the country is 

one which treats constructive criticism as crime 

or a form of arrogance. This state of silence is 

revealed where the poet is compared to a 

metaphoric “mobile prison”, which houses 

multitude of words. In other words, poets are 

prisoners of words demanding freedom. The poet 

is also likened to a “blind” and weak “seer” who 

foresees a lot but can do only a little about them 

due to incapacitation. He is “free” in the physical 

sense, yet tied to appalling and haunting images 

of “memory, of blood of birth and death” (42) in 
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his country. Besides, he is referred to as a 

metaphoric “scavenger”, seeking to hunt down 

the enemies of the people but is “hunted” as well. 

This is the reason behind the maiming, 

imprisonment and killing of human rights 

activists and writers in the country.  The rulers, 

who are “terrors of evil”, are always in 

adversarial relation with anyone making public 

their barely concealed hedonistic lifestyle. The 

poem emphasises the representative nature of the 

poet as the voice of the underprivileged and the 

awakened consciousness of the masses, when he 

says “the poet is your voice, silenced but alive in 

the streets” (Sea, 42). Whereas this hostile and 

infelicitous inscription objectifies the ills in the 

society, the poet persona hopes it would provoke 

remedial efforts. 

The poet persona denounces the sick 

condition of his country, where people are in 

much anguish and sorrow but cannot utter a 

word. It is a disheartening state where 

decolonisation, which was thought to set the 

stage for a change in the “order of the world, is 

obviously, a programme of complete disorder” 

(Fanon, 1963:36). Decolonisation has become 

merely the replacement of “certain species of 

men by another” like-minded “species of men” 

(35). The country is indeed bereaved. In “My 

country is bereaved”, the poet persona compares 

the end of apolitical regime to “another lap of 

war” (Sea, 46), where the common people 

become the “serial casualties” of the greed and 

crookedness of the people they freely voted into 

office. In spite of this forbidding situation, the 

persona, using the first person plural “We”, 

insists that the people will survive “the tyrant 

poison” and the hatred that fills the land. It is this 

sanguinity that offers some psychological 

redemption against the backdrop of the grim and 

ominous imagery evoked by the poet’s diction 

here and elsewhere in the collection. To be 

certain, the poet’s sense of sanguinity here 

tempers the sanguinary proclivities echoed by 

such words as “chivalrous killers”,  “season of 

blood”, “fresh bullets”, “blood” and “vipers” 

among others. Perhaps the same sense of 

optimism informs the phrasing of the title which, 

juxtaposed with the content, comes across as 

euphemistic because the realities depicted of the 

country are way beyond what “bereaved” could 

account for. 

Conclusion  
In summary, Raji’s love and loyalty to 

his country is characterised by capacity for 

criticism, which is what uncannily informs his 

patriotism. However, he is not just interested in 

criticising the societal ills in his poems; he 

criticises constructively, which makes him a 

patriot. He is also concerned with awakening the 

consciousness of the people from their state of 

ignorance. He is interested in the betterment of 

his country, which is encapsulated in the phrase, 

“my country as we try to make it better”, often 

used by constructive patriots. As he keeps 

exposing the ills in his country, he also continues 

to plant hope, a subsumption of constructive 

patriotism, in his people. Consequently, the 

foregoing analysis and understanding of Raji’s 

poetry, using poems from Sea of My Mind, as one 

tempered by the patriotic consciousness of 

critical love and optimism, obviates the 

susceptibility of reading his poetry errorneously 

as informed by nationalist imaginati 
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COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLES IN MEDIA INTERVIEWS 
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Abstract 

The study, a pragmatic analysis of the language of cooperative principle in interviews in the Guardian 

newspaper was designed to determine the applicability of Grice’s (1975) cooperative principles on media 

interview with the prime focus of identifying instances of observance and non-observance of the maxims, 

and to particularly find out if participants flout, violate, infringe, suspend or opt out of the maxims. Data for 

analysis was collected from The Guardian published in February, March, April, May, November and 

December 2017. The study finds that there are both cases of observance and non-observance of the Grice 

(1975) conversational maxims; that the cases of maxims’ flouting are more recurrent than those of violation 

in the interview data analysed; and there are no cases of infringement, suspension and opting out. Also, in a 

single discourse contribution, an interlocutor can flout or violate more than one conversational maxim. 

Based on the findings of the study, the researcher reaches the conclusion that since there is no case of 

maxim infringement, the discourse participants are competent, however, interviewees often fail to cooperate 

with their interviewers by either deviating or concealing the required information that are meant to answer 

certain questions with a view to in most cases, generate an implicature by giving responses that would 

imply their opinion on the matter that is being discussed and in some case mislead media personnel and the 

general public who constitute their audience.  

Key Words: Cooperative principles, conversational implicature, Grice maxims, maxims of conversation, 

media discourse, media interviews, interviewers, interviewees. 

 

Introduction 

Language is the most important 

phenomenon that has affected and shaped all 

activities in the human world. Whatever 

achievement that has been made by human beings 

has only been possible with language as a 

facilitating factor. Omachonu (2011) remarked 

that language is so vital to human existence that 

there is hardly any situation or human function 

where language is not required. Language 

therefore, is the tangible manifestation of human 

thoughts, through an outward expression of 

man’s feelings and ideas, etc, in a communicative 

situation. In this way, communication is 

understood to be the primary or main essence of 

human language.  

As an instrument of thought which gives 

clear and vivid meaning to human expressions for 

the purpose of interaction (communication), the 

human language achieves its communicative 

essence when users are able to establish common 

ties (shared knowledge) between the participants 

in a communicative event. This can only be 

achieved through appropriate use of words within 

a clearly established context. The implication is 

that, establishing shared meaning which is the 

objective of communication is not just attained by 

a speaker when he/she speaks language correctly 

in terms of his grammatical coordination. Suffice 

therefore, to say that grammatical competence 

alone cannot make one an effective user of 

language. Competence in communication is 

usually achieved in an established context when 

the listener is able to decode the meanings 

communicated irrespective of whether the words 

are explicitly expressive of it (the intended 

meaning) or not. The whole gamut of 

communication, therefore, needs to be taken into 

due consideration, when analysis of a 

communicative event is to be effectively done. 

This is where pragmatics comes in.     

Pragmatics deals with the study of the 

meanings of utterances as they occur in a 

communicative context. It focuses on the 

interpretation of meanings that are established in 

human interactions (conversations).  In other 

words, to fully understand the meanings of 

human utterances, a pragmatic investigation is 

usually a useful venture to engage in.  This 

approach allows the total context of a discourse 

to be understood, and therefore, enhances 

meaning interpretation and identification of the 
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speaker’s intentions (intended meanings). 

Basically, Grice’s (1975) Conversational 

Implicature is based on the assumption that 

interlocutors have some basic goals in common 

that is governed by the Cooperative Principles of 

communication.  Grice observes that, most of the 

time, speakers and listeners tend to speak 

cooperatively with one another in order to be 

understood in a particular way or achieve certain 

communicative goals. Therefore, Grice’s (1975) 

Theory of Cooperative Principle was proposed to 

describe how effective communication is 

achieved in common situations. 

In this study, the researcher applied the 

maxims developed in connection with the 

cooperative principle to analyse structured 

interviews in The Guardian. That is, the 

investigator applied these principles 

(conversational maxims) in the analysis of the 

selected interviews with a view to determining 

whether the interviewees observed all the maxims 

or not. And in the case of non-observance of the 

maxims, the researcher tries to find out if the 

interviewees failed to observe the maxims by 

flouting, violating, infringing, suspending, or 

opting of the maxims during the conversations 

(with their interviewers). This therefore, is the 

prime objective of the study. 

2. Literature review 

This section contains a review of 

literature on the concept of pragmatics, context, 

newspaper media interview as well as the theory 

of cooperative principle propounded by Grice 

(1975). 

2.1. The concept of Pragmatics 

Pragmatics has been defined by different 

scholars based on their own views. However, 

they seem to agree that pragmatics deals with 

language in use. Thus, pragmatics examines the 

various ways in which context contributes to 

meaning. Osisanwo (2003) defines pragmatics as 

involving the message being communicated, the 

participants’ social identities, social situation 

powers and their expectations and activities in 

situational settings of language use, while Fasold 

(1990) sees it as the study of the use of context to 

the fore front. 

According to Crystal (2008) pragmatics 

studies the factors that govern our choice of 

language in social interaction, as well as the 

effects of our choice on others. Crystal’s 

definition though not exhaustive, expresses the 

entire essence of pragmatics as a linguistic 

method to studying language. However, to Yule 

(1996), pragmatics deals with the study of 

interpreting what is unsaid in an interaction, 

while Leech and Short (1981), posit that 

pragmatics is the investigation into that aspect of 

meaning which is derived not from the formal 

properties of words, but from the way in which 

utterances are used and how they relate to the 

context in which they are uttered. 

Corroborating with Leech and Shorts 

(1981) position in defining pragmatics, Levinson 

(1983) states that pragmatics is the study of those 

aspects of the relationship between language and 

context that are relevant to the writing of 

grammars. This assertion however, illustrates the 

fact that language and the principles of language 

use is context dependent, hence language use 

cannot be analyzed without considering the 

context of usage.  

Other scholars like Bach and Harnish 

(1979) believe that pragmatics accounts only for 

those aspects of linguistics that have to do with 

the determination of specific meanings of 

utterances, especially, the social and situational 

contexts. This marks its point of deviation from 

semantics which accounts for the general 

(dictionary) meanings of words, sentences and 

utterances. Elaborating on this fact, Leech (1983) 

defines pragmatics as the study of meaning in 

relation to speech situations. Thus, we come to 

the conclusion that speech is goal oriented, hence, 

in making a conversation, there is a specific 

meaning which the speaker or writer intends to 

communicate.    

2.2. Context 

Context according to Ibrahim (2014) 

covers the activities going on in the same place 

where the utterance occurs, the knowledge of the 

speaker and the expectations and discursive 

practice of the people among whom the utterance 

is being made, in addition to the roles and 

relationships between the speaker and the 

addressee. It does not only refer to the physical 

context of the real world around, but also to 

everything that surrounds the making of an 
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utterance, or to use Yule's (2006) term co-text or 

linguistic context.  

However, according to Leech (1983), 

context is the relevant aspect of the physical or 

social setting of utterance, while Yule (1996) 

refers to it as the physical environment where an 

expression is conveyed. This means that the 

meaning which a hearer gives to an utterance, as 

well as the impact of the utterance on the hearer 

is determined by the way, environment, and time 

the utterance is being made. Corroborating with 

this fact, Nunan (1993) asserts that, context refers 

to any situation influencing a discourse. Based on 

this, Nunan (1993) divides context into two types, 

they are: the linguistic context and nonlinguistic 

context.  

The linguistic context is the language of 

the society i.e. the words, the utterances, and the 

sentences used by the surrounding, whereas, non-

linguistic context includes the type, the topic, the 

purpose, the participants, and the background 

knowledge of a communicative event (e.g. joke, 

lecture, greeting, religious ceremony, 

conversation), and also the relationship between 

them (Nunan, 1993). There are certain features 

which describes context. Hymes 1964 (as cited in 

Brown and Yule, 1983) identifies the following 

general contextual features: 

Participants, i.e. the people involved, e.g. 

husband and wife, neighbors, colleagues, teachers 

and students etc. 

Topic i.e. what the discourse is about, e.g. 

politics, religion, race, heath, etc. 

Setting, i.e. where the event takes place, e.g. at 

home, at work, at school etc. 

Channel, e.g. medium – speech, writing, non-

verbal) 

Code (dialect/style). 

Message form (debate, chat etc). 

2.3. Newspaper Media Interview 

Newspapers are one of the most widely 

read types of written texts (Panjunen 2008). 

However, one of the most important features or 

segment of a newspaper today is the interview 

segment, which is usually encompassed of the 

journalist and one or more figure(s) - which could 

be a politician especially during the run up period 

to elections, electoral or economic mishap. 

According to Huls and Vawijk (2010) the 

interviewers usually set the topic, ask the 

questions, determine who speaks and also decide 

when a question has been answered sufficiently. 

Greatbatch (1998) and Clayman and 

Heritage (2002) claim that news interviews as 

members of the journalistic profession are 

expected to adhere to basic standards of 

professional conduct, the most important one 

being objectivity. Kantara (2012) states that 

Objectivity is not as straightforward a concept as 

it may seem, hence, journalists may have to keep 

the balance between promoting ideological 

equilibrium and neutrality and as a result, the 

interviewer is expected to elicit information from 

the interviewee objectively, reserving the 

formation of personal opinion for the audience. 

Based on this assertion, Baym (2007:97) states 

that “interviews reflect a traditional perspective 

on the journalistic interview combined with a 

more conversational, celebrity-type chat- a hybrid 

mode of publicity and political discourse”. 

According to Jones 2009 (as cited in 

Hoffman, 2013), the traditional journalistic 

interview is often combative, relying on “gotcha” 

journalism, or an attempt to reveal insider 

information from public officials and political 

pundits. Hulls and Varwijk (2010) assert that 

interviewers are proponents of a particular 

society; hence, in other to ask penetrating and 

opposing questions and prevent evasive answers, 

journalists have to approach their sources 

critically and should not be passive extensions of 

the interviewer’s voice so as to discover the real 

facts. Fairclough (1995) posits that there should 

be orderliness in interviews. He considers 

orderliness in interviews as the smoothness of the 

interaction and the adherence to interview format, 

achieved by the participants’ fulfilment of their 

assigned roles. 

2.4. The theory cooperative principles (Grice 

1975)   

Grice (1975) cooperative principles is 

founded based on Austin (1962) and Searle 

(1969) notion indicating that there is a clear 

difference between what is ‘said’ and what is 

‘meant’. Grice (1975:45) identifies Cooperative 

Principle as a situation in which you “make your 

contribution such as is required, at the stage at 

which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or 
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direction of the talk exchange in which you are 

engaged”. Based on this description of the 

cooperative principle Grice (1975) propounded 

four (4) maxims, they include: the maxim of 

quality, quantity, relevance and manner. 

On the maxim of quality, he made two assertions: 

1) Do not say what you believe to be false. 

2) Do not say that for which you lack adequate 

evidence. 

Example 1: (adapted from Al-qaderi 2015). 

Interviewer: What are the reasons that cause all 

the current problems in Yemen? 

Participant: The prime reason is the society's 

ignorance. There is still 65% of illiteracy. For 

instance, ISIS or Al-Qaida is supported by KSA 

whereas AlHuthi is supported by Iran. Therefore, 

it is our ignorance which paved the way for the 

outside powers to intervene with our matters. It is 

ignorance which leads us to accept these 

agendas/ideas. 

In this example, the participant was asked 

about the reasons behind the current situation in 

Yemen. His answer started stating that it is the 

society's ignorance and 65% of illiteracy that are 

the causing all the current problems in Yemen. 

This piece of information lacks evidence, thus, 

one cannot categorically say it is true or false.  

According to Grice (1975), the maxim of quantity 

also has two assertions, which include: 

1) Make your contribution as informative as is 

required for the current purposes of the exchange. 

2) Do not make your contribution more 

informative than is required. 

Example 2: (adapted from Alduais 2012) 

Interviewer: How is Yemen? How is everything 

and how is IBB?  

Participant: The weather is very nice. Thanks 

God! It has not started raining yet, still it looks 

not green. It rained once but a little, it was 

cloudy, and they said it has rained three days 

before I have arrived to IBB. Well, I have spent 

my holiday happily and I am very comfortable. I 

wished you were there, to invite you and spend 

some time with you. I did not meet brother 

Ameen Alduais. I wished I met brother Ameen.  

In this example we can see that the maxim of 

quantity has not been observed because the 

participant’s response to the question asked is 

more informative than is required. 

The Maxim of relevance on the other hand refers 

to how relevant ones responds to a particular 

question is. It requires information to only 

mention what is relevant in a conversation,  thus 

here Grice (1975) states: “Be relevant”. 

Example 3: (Adapted from Zhou 2009) 

Interviewer: Mr. Premier, could you please tell 

me, why you Chinese having high aspiration and 

boldness of vision still use the pen made in U. 

S.A.? 

Participant: Talking about this pen, there’s a long 

story. This is not an ordinary pen. It’s war booty, 

in fighting against the U. S. troops, sent by a 

Korea friend of mine, as a souvenir. I thought it 

significant, and accept this pen, which is 

manufactured in your country. 

This example fails to observe the maxim of 

relation and there by leading to non-observance 

of the maxim of quantity as well. Here, the 

participant fails to answer the question directly, 

but rather goes ahead to provide information that 

is not relevant to the question that is been asked. 

Lastly, on the Maxim of manner Grice (1975) 

suggests that when you speak, the information 

should be perspicuous, thus you should: 

1) Avoid obscurity of expression. 

2) Avoid ambiguity. 

3) Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 

4) Be orderly.  

Example 4: (Adapted from Zhou 2009) 

A: Shall we get something for the kids? 

B: Yes. But I veto C-A-N-D-Y. 

Here B fails to observe the maxim of Manner by 

spelling out the word “candy”, thereby making 

his response obscured and ambiguous.  

In addition to the cooperative principle, 

Grice (1975) comes up with the notion of 

‘implicature’ for indirect and context-determined 

meanings which accounts for what speaker can 

imply, suggest or mean. Grice (1975) uses the 

term ‘conversational implicature’, to account for 

the inferences that the listener generates from the 

speaker’s expressions beyond the semantic 

content of the utterances uttered, which enables 

the listener to understand the speaker’s implied 

meaning, thereby accounting for the reason why a 

particular maxim is not observed. Based on this, 

Grice (1975) identifies five ways in which 

speakers may fail to observe these maxims in 
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conversation, they are:   Flouting: which occurs 

when a speaker fails to observe a maxim, without 

any intention of deceiving or misleading, 

Violation: where a speaker blatantly fails to 

observe a maxim with an intent to deceive or 

mislead the hearer, Opting out: which occurs 

when a speaker indicates the unwillingness to co-

operate or fulfil the maxim, Infringing: which is a 

result of a speaker’s imperfect linguistics 

performance and Suspension: which occurs when 

there is no expectation of the speaker to observe 

maxims under certain circumstances. 

3. Data Presentation and Analysis 

In this section, the interview data from 

The Guardian published February, March, April, 

May, November and December, 2017 is 

presented and analysed using Grice’s 

conversational principles or maxims with a prime 

view to find out if the interviewees observed all 

the maxims of conversation or not. Analysis also 

explains the maxims that are observed, and the 

maxims that are not observed, as well as the 

manner in which the observed maxims are 

observed. The analysis shall also explain how the 

interviewees fail to observe the maxims that are 

not observed.  

DATA 1 (The Guardian, Friday, February 3, 

2017, Pg 30) 

Context:  

General: Interview held with Mr. Olufemi 

Willaims, the managing director of CHAMS 

PLC, one of Nigeria’s leading company. He is 

being interviewed on the focus of a CEO. 

Specific: Interviewer sought to know from the 

interviewee, on ‘the challenges of entrepreneurs 

in 2016 and his expectations in the year 2017’.    

Interviewer: Last year was a very challenging 

year for entrepreneurs, what are your 

expectations in the New Year? 

Interviewee’s Response: As you rightly pointed 

out, the year 2016 was a very difficult and 

challenging year for Nigerian entrepreneurs, 

because we have a new government which did 

not get to work on time. You could rightly say 

that business in the public sector was completely 

shut down in 2016. I expect increased activity in 

the public sector area which forms part of our 

business. Apart from that, we experienced some 

challenges of depression, inflation and recession 

to which many of us (business managers) are 

trying to understand the real impact of what we 

could do and all our strategy are meant to take 

care of the seeming challenges. I’m much hopeful 

in the year 2017 as surviving the recession all 

depends on how well prepared you are as well as 

how well you understand the market. 

Analysis 

The information above shows that the 

maxims of quality, quantity and manner have not 

been observed by the interviewee. On the other 

hand, the maxim of relation was observed, since 

the responses given by the interviewee are 

relevant to the context of discussion, as he went 

ahead to say he is “much hopeful in the year 

2017…” However, the maxim of quality is said to 

be unobserved because the interviewee gave 

information that he has no evidence for when he 

said that “business in the public sector has been 

completely shut down in 2016”. This information 

is considered to be false because the interviewer 

has no prove or evidence as to whether business 

in the public sector was completely shut down or 

not. In the same vein, the maxim of quantity is 

not upheld as a result of the excess information 

provided by the interviewee. This can be seen 

from his response “…the year 2016 was a very 

difficult and challenging year for Nigerian 

entrepreneurs, because we have a new 

government which did not get to work on time.” 

He was not asked the reason why 2016 was a 

difficult and challenging year for entrepreneurs, 

but was rather asked what his expectations are for 

the New Year. Thus, this piece of information is 

too much. Similarly, it is evident from the 

interviewee’s response that the maxim of Manner 

is also not observed since his answer to the 

question was not brief and concise as required by 

this maxim; he rather gave lengthy, yet obscure 

and false information to the question asked.  

However, since it is not clear that the 

interviewee’s intention is to mislead or deceive 

his listeners (the interviewer and other readers); 

the interviewee has not violated the maxims. 

Also, there are expectations for him to fulfil the 

maxims, given the fact that his listeners would 

want the absolute truth said in a clear, concise, 

and informative way; it is not a case of maxim 

suspension. On the other hand the interviewee did 
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not indicate interest to opt out of the maxims, and 

since there is no evidence to say he lacks 

linguistic competence, the maxims are not 

infringed. Therefore, it can be seen that the 

unobserved maxims have been flouted by the 

interviewee. This can be seen in the fact that his 

response: “you could rightly say that business in 

the public sector was completely shut down in 

2016” clearly shows an attempt at exaggeration. 

In the same vein, his response: “we experienced 

some challenges of depression, inflation and 

recession to which many of us (business 

managers) are trying to understand the real 

impact of what we could do and all our strategy 

are meant to take care of the seeming 

challenges…” which also shows excess 

information as required, thereby breeching the 

maxim of quantity and consequently the maxim 

of manner, given that the excess information 

provided has made his response less brief. This 

response shows that he was only trying to infer 

how badly and challenging the year 2016 was for 

entrepreneurs. 

DATA 2 (The Guardian, Wednesday, March 

1, 2017, Pg: 37)  

Context: 

General: Interview held with the M.D. of United 

Capital Asset Management, Mr Jude Chiemeka, 

to find out ‘how innovative products can be 

beneficial to the average Nigerian considering the 

varied investment opportunities available in 

Nigeria’. 

Specific: The interviewer sought to know how 

much investors need to subscribe to Wealth for 

Women Fund (WWF) 

Interviewer: How much do investors need to 

subscribe to the WWF? 

Interviewee’s Response: The fund requires a 

minimum investment of N10000 which 

immediately contributes to creating opportunities 

for female inclusion, encourages small business 

owners and entrepreneurs across Africa and in 

Diaspora. We have deliberately made the entry 

point reasonable to allow a wide range of 

investors to partake in this opportunity.  

Analysis 

Here, the maxim of quantity and manner 

are clearly not observed.  The maxim of quantity 

is not observed because, instead of addressing the 

issue -the amount investors need to subscribe to 

WWf- the interviewee after stating the amount 

needed went ahead to state why the amount is 

needed and how they have “deliberately made an 

entry point reasonable to allow a wide range of 

investors to partake in the opportunity provided”. 

This extra information has made the 

interviewee’s response less brief as is required of 

the manner maxim. However, it can be seen that 

the information given is quite relevant, given the 

fact that he answered the questions asked, and 

there is no evidence that shows that the response 

is false, hence, the maxims of relation and quality 

are observed.  

Since one cannot tell what his intention 

was (i.e. whether he wanted to mislead/deceive 

the interviewer or not), the interviewee has not 

violated the maxims. It can also be seen that as an 

important fellow in the entrepreneurial world, 

there are expectations for him to fulfil the 

maxims, given the fact that his listeners would 

want the absolute truth said in a clear, concise, 

and informative way; it is not a case of maxim 

suspension. Also it is evident that the interviewee 

did not indicate interest to opt out of the maxims, 

and since there is no evidence to say he lacks 

linguistic competence, it is also not a case of 

infringement of the maxims or opting out. 

However, the interviewee’s response that 

indicates that the maxims of quantity and manner 

are not observed: “…which immediately 

contributes to creating opportunities for female 

inclusion… …encourages small business owners 

and entrepreneurs across Africa and in Diaspora” 

clearly shows that he was trying to explain what 

the funds are for, thereby given his audience 

reasons as well as encouraging them to invest and 

partake in the opportunity. Therefore, the maxims 

of quantity and manner in this case are 

considered flouted. 

DATA 3 (The Guardian, Sunday, April 23, 

2017, Pg: 44) 

Context 

General: An interview conducted by The 

Guardian’s correspondent with the Speaker of the 

House of Representatives, Rt. Hon, Yakubu, on 

‘The burning national issues as relationship with 

the executive, Fulani herdsmen, militancy, 
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National Assembly, finance and compliance with 

legislative resolutions, among others’.  

Specific: The interviewer sought to know if the 

interviewee would say his party has disappointed 

Nigerians or not.  

Interviewer: By May 2017, this government will 

be two years in power, and we are approaching 

election year. Would you say your party has not 

disappointed Nigerians? 

Interviewee’s Response: I wouldn’t say we have 

not disappointed Nigerians. Before coming to that 

kind of conclusion, there are certain factors that 

must be taken into consideration, what did we 

meet on ground? What have we improved upon 

as a government? What is it we are seeking to 

do? I think it is only after looking at the whole 

gamut of these issues that you can decide whether 

we have disappointed Nigerians or not. You can’t 

talk about disappointment in a case that has to do 

with value judgement, because it depends on the 

expectation. It’s only when you have an 

expectation that you can be disappointed. 

Personally I believe a lot has been achieved, even 

though unsung in most cases. In our society, 

people want to see first class roads and hospitals; 

they want to see the tangibles. But nobody places 

value on the intangibles. For those of us from the 

north east even some of us that live and work in 

Abuja... 

Analysis 

The interviewee’s response here indicates 

that the maxims of quantity, relation and manner 

have not been observed. The maxim of quantity 

here is not upheld because the interviewee gave 

more information than is required. This is seen 

where he began to talk about the things people 

want to see. His response “…people want to see 

first class roads and hospitals; they want to see 

the tangibles...” are clearly utterances that are too 

informative than required in the context of this 

conversation. This has thereby led to him giving 

some information that is irrelevant to the question 

asked. Example of such irrelevant information is 

seen where he said “for those of us from the north 

east, even some of us that live and work in 

Abuja…” This irrelevant and informative 

response has also made his response too lengthy, 

instead of being apt and precise as the maxim of 

manner requires. Although he answered the 

question been asked by saying “personally I 

believe a lot has been achieved…” and since 

there is no evidence to believe what he has said is 

false, he has upheld the maxim of quality.  

However, since there is no evidence to 

prove that he intended to mislead the interviewer, 

the interviewee has not violated the maxims. 

Also, as speaker of the house of representatives, 

so many people are looking up to him for the 

truth, hence there are expectations for him to 

fulfil the maxims, and as a result, the maxims 

cannot be said to be suspended. On the other 

hand the interviewee did not indicate interest to 

opt out of the maxims, and since there is no 

evidence to say he lacks linguistic competence, 

the maxims are neither infringed nor opted out of. 

Therefore, it can be said that the maxims have 

been flouted by the interviewee. This can be seen 

where he said “…before coming to that kind of 

conclusion, there are certain factors that must be 

taken into consideration…” This response only 

shows an attempt to imply the circumstances that 

could warrant Nigerians feeling disappointed at 

the government and also inferring the factors to 

be considered before deciding to say if they have 

disappointed Nigerians or not. 
 

DATA 4 (Same as in data 3 above) 

Context: 

General: Same as in 3 above 

Specific: The interviewer sought to know his 

view on the perception that the Executive and 

Legislative are not on the same page.  
 

Interviewer: What is your view on the perception 

that the Executive and Legislative are not on the 

same page? 

Interviewee’s Response: As politician, we 

sometimes don’t attack issues frontally. From the 

foundation of the principle of separation of 

powers, it was never anticipated that the 

legislative and Executive arms would work 

harmoniously on a continuous basis. There would 

always be frictions. Where you have human and 

individual factors, even in a family, which is the 

minute of unions expressed in humanity, there are 

bound to be conflicts. So, in the relationship 

between the executive and legislature, there will 

be conflicts as intricately bad. Conflicts may not 

be bad. Indeed, conflicts are sometimes necessary 
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for progress to be made. If you have a collection 

of conformists, chances are they will never make 

progress. For you to have innovation and 

progress, people must be free to disagree, and it is 

only in disagreeing that progress is made. When 

the legislature disagrees with the executive, it is 

viewed as conflict in most cases...   

Analysis 

The interviewee’s response above clearly 

flouts the maxim of quantity and manner. 

Obviously, the interviewee has provided more 

information than is required to answer the 

question he was asked. He also was not precise 

enough, but rather continues to talk so much 

about the question asked, thereby ended up not 

observing the maxim of quantity and manner 

which requires that his response be relevantly 

brief and precise. This is seen in the portion of his 

response where he said: “As politicians, we 

sometimes don’t attack issues frontally. From the 

foundation of the principles of separation of 

power… If you have a collection of conformists, 

chances are they will never make progress. For 

you to have innovation and progress, people must 

be free to disagree, and it is only in disagreeing 

that progress is made. When the legislature 

disagrees with the executive, it is viewed as 

conflict in most cases…” All of these responses 

made can be assumed to be made so as to 

elucidate the reasons for “the perception that the 

Executive and Legislative are not on the same 

page”, which is the question asked. However, the 

maxims of relation and quality are observed, 

since the interviewee’s response is relevant to the 

context of conversation, and there is no reason to 

assume that his response is false.  

Since there is no evidence to prove that 

he intended to mislead the interviewer, and there 

are expectations for him to fulfil the maxims, as a 

political public figure Nigerians are looking up 

to, it cannot be said that he violated or suspended 

the maxims. On the other hand the interviewee 

did not indicate interest to opt out of the maxims, 

and since there is no evidence to say he lacks 

linguistic competence, the maxims are neither 

infringed nor opted out of. Therefore, it can be 

said that the maxims have been flouted by the 

interviewee.  

DATA 5 (The Guardian, Tuesday, May 2, 

2017. Pg: 37) 

Context: 

General: The interviewee, Mr. Richard Mark 

Mbaram, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of 

AgroNigeria, spoke on the ‘Feed Nigeria Summit 

Scheduled to hold on May 2 and May 3 2017, at 

the Intercontinental Hotel, Lagos’. 

Specific: The interviewer sought to know from 

the interviewee how possible it is for him to assist 

Small and Medium Enterprises especially in 

terms of funding.  

Interviewer: How possible is it for you to assist 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) especially 

in terms of funding? 

Interviewee’s Response: While AgroNigeria is 

not really a financial institution, our longstanding 

presence in the agricultural sector has brought us 

into relationship with several financial 

institutions and other development partner 

assisted programmes. Thus, we can leverage this 

relationship to ensure that groups and 

organizations SMEs in particular as well as 

cooperatives are more robustly provided for 

within the contemplation of credit provision... 

Analysis 

The interviewee’s response indicates that 

the maxims of relation and quality are fulfilled 

while the maxim of manner and quantity are not 

fulfilled. The maxim of relation is said to be 

fulfilled since the interviewee’s response: “…we 

can leverage this relationship to ensure that 

groups and organizations, SMEs in particular as 

well as cooperatives are more robustly provided 

for…” answers the question asked: “how possible 

is it for you to assist Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs) especially in terms of 

funding?” given the fact that the response is 

relevant to the question. On the other hand, the 

maxim of quality is also considered to be fulfilled 

since there is no reason to assume that his 

response lacks truth and evidence. However, the 

maxim of quantity is not fulfilled because the 

interviewee made his response too informative 

than is required, this is seen in the extra 

information he added about “AgroNigeria not 

really being a financial institution…” He was not 

asked if AgroNigeria is a financial institution or 

not, therefore, this piece of information is 

considered more informative than required in this 
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context, consequently making the interviewee’s 

response less precise and brief, therefore making 

the maxim of manner not upheld. 

However, these maxims are considered 

flouted since from the interviewee’s response: 

“while AgroNigeria is not really a financial 

institution, our longstanding presence in the 

agricultural sector has brought us into 

relationship with several financial institutions and 

other development partner assisted 

programmes...” it can be deduced that he flouted 

the maxims of quantity and manner as a result of 

him trying to throw more light on “how possible 

it is for him to assist Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs) especially in terms of 

funding.” His response is therefore considered to 

elaborate and give reasons why he is capable 

enough to assist SMEs in terms of funding and 

not one made in other to mislead or deceive his 

listeners, thus he has not violated the maxims. It 

can also be seen that there are expectations for 

him to fulfil the maxims, given the fact that his 

listeners would want the absolute truth said in a 

clear, concise, and informative way, since he is 

an important stakeholder in the world of 

entrepreneurship; it is not a case of maxim 

suspension. Also, it can be seen that the 

interviewee did not indicate interest to opt out of 

the maxims, so it is also not a case of maxim 

opting. And obviously, there is no evidence to 

say he lacks linguistic competence, therefore, the 

maxims are not considered to be infringed.  

DATA 6 (Thursday, November 24, 2016, Pg: 

43) 

Context: 

General: Interview held with the Senate President 

Bukola Saraki, on “the Code of Conduct of 

Tribunal (CCT) and how much he is worth.” 

Specific: Interviewer sought to know how much 

the interviewee is worth 

Interviewer: Many Nigerians see a lot of 

politicians, including you, as wealthy individuals. 

How much are you worth? 

Interviewee’s Response: I don’t know. 

Analysis 

Here the maxim of relation and manner is 

fulfilled, since the interviewee’s response “I don’t 

know” is clear, brief and precise. The maxim of 

relation is also fulfilled here because his response 

is relevant to the question asked. On the other 

hand, the interviewee fails to fulfil the maxim of 

quantity and quality. However, the maxim of 

quantity is not fulfilled because his response is 

not informative enough, while the maxim of 

quality is not fulfilled because his response is 

untrue. He was asked how much he is worth, and 

he replied “I don’t know”. This statement is 

untrue because as a serving president of the 

senate, he had made a declaration of his asserts 

and for him to make a declaration of his assets he 

must know how much he is worth. The 

interviewee failed to fulfil these maxims by 

violating them. This is because it is clear that the 

interviewee’s response is to intentionally mislead 

his listeners into believing that he doesn’t know 

how much he is worth. Furthermore, since the 

interviewee’s response is not said to generate an 

implicature but to mislead his listeners into 

believing he does not know how much he is 

worth, the maxim is not flouted. It can also be 

seen that there are expectations for him to fulfil 

the maxims, given the fact that his listeners 

would want the absolute truth, with the 

appropriate amount of information required, 

hence, the maxim is also not considered to be 

suspended. Also, it can be seen that the 

interviewee did not indicate interest to opt out of 

the maxims, so it is also not a case of maxim 

opting. And obviously, there is no evidence to 

say he lacks linguistic competence, therefore, the 

maxims of quality and quantity not observed are 

also not considered to be infringed, but flouted. 

DATA 7 (Saturday, December 3, 2016, Pg: 51) 

Interview question 2 

Context: 

General: Interview held with Celestine Omehia, a 

former governor of the state, on “the Rivers state 

election”. 

Specific: Interviewer sought to know how Rivers 

state got to its present state of disunity. 

Interviewer: How did Rivers get to its present 

situation? 

Interviewee’s Response: It is all about politics, 

people who believe that it is their birthright to 

rule. Some people believe that they have been 

cheated in politics; some other people believe that 

they have not been fairly treated. To them, the 

fight must continue irrespective of the losses to 
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the state. 

Analysis 

Data here indicates that all the maxims 

are fulfilled by the interviewee. By saying: “it is 

all about politics” which means that politics is the 

reason Rivers is at its present situation, the 

interviewee answers the question asked: “how did 

Rivers get to its present situation?” The maxim of 

quantity is fulfilled here because the information 

provided is adequate enough to explain why he 

thinks politics is the reason Rivers is at its present 

situation and not too informative. This can be 

seen in his response: “…people who believe that 

it is their birth-right to rule. Some people believe 

that they have been cheated in politics; some 

other people believe that they have not been 

fairly treated…” The maxim of relation on the 

other hand is said to be fulfilled since the 

interviewee’s response is relevant to the question 

asked while the maxim of quality is fulfilled 

since there is no reason to assume that the 

interviewee’s response is untrue or lacks proof. 

Also, the interviewee was clear and precise in his 

response, hence fulfilling the maxim of manner. 

4. Summary and conclusion 

This study was designed to determine the 

applicability of Grice’s (1975) cooperative 

principles/maxims of conversation on media 

interviews. The study examined selected 

interviews from The Guardian and found that 

there are cases where the interviewees observed 

the maxims, as well as cases where they failed to 

observe the maxims in the data analysed. The 

prime focus of the study, however, was to find 

out if the interviewees failed to observe the 

maxims (quality, quantity, relation and manner) 

by flouting, violating, infringing, suspending, or 

opting out of the maxims in the conversations 

(with their interviewers).  

The results of data analysis indicate that, 

indeed, the Gricean theory of cooperative 

principle is quite a fruitful approach to studying 

discourses. One can thus, describe as being 

insightful, his ideas which led to the development 

of these conversational maxims to check how 

cooperative or not interlocutors can be in 

communication. The study finds that there are 

cases of non-observance of the Gricean 

conversational maxims; that the cases of maxims’ 

flouting are more recurrent than those of 

violation, as it is seen in the analysis that there is 

only one case of violation and no case of 

suspension, infringement, and opting out. It can 

also be seen that in a single discourse 

contribution, an interlocutor can flout or violate 

more than one conversational maxim. Based on 

the findings of the study, the researcher reaches 

to the conclusion that since there is no case of 

maxim infringement, it can be assumed that 

discourse participants are competent. However, 

the interviewee’s responses indicate that the 

maxims of quantity and manner are flouted the 

most, due to the fact that interviewees tend to 

want to either make some inferences, encourage 

their listeners, or give an elaborate explanation to 

the conversation, thereby, generating an 

implicature. More so, the participant who 

violated the maxims (quality and quantity) is 

cunning with a clear motive to mislead and 

deceive his audience. Thus, it can be objectively 

inferred and concluded that interviewees often 

fail to cooperate with their interviewers by either 

deviating or concealing the required information 

that are meant to answer certain questions with a 

view to in most cases, generate an implicature by 

giving responses that would imply their opinion 

on the matter that is being discussed, and in some 

case mislead media personnel and the general 

public who constitute their audience.  
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Résumé  

Jusqu'à présent, il est évident que la plupart des romans africains traduits en langues étrangères ont été faits 

par des européens qui manquent de compétences ethnographiques pour bien réexprimer les exigences 

socioculturelles qui s’imposent souvent aux textes littéraires. Un tel scenario aboutit souvent à la perte 

partielle ou totale des poids sémantiques des aspects culturels africains. De nombreux critiques en 

traduction ne cessent pas à lancer appel aux traducteurs africains de se plonger à la recherche des solutions 

incontournables afin de soulever le problème. Dans cette optique, cette étude vise d’une part, à faire une 

analyse justificative de la version  française d’Efuru, une œuvre romanesque africaine écrite en anglais par 

Flora Nwapa. Pour mener à bien notre analyse, nous allons nous servir de sept procédés techniques de 

Vinay et Darbelnet afin de justifier l’exactitude de la traduction. D’autre part, nous allons soulever des 

traductions fautives qui se présentent dans la version française afin d’améliorer la qualité de la traduction.  

Mots-clés: Traduction, œuvre romanesque, théorie comparatiste, culture, africaine, fidélité, sens 
 

Introduction 

La traduction littéraire est très importante 

pour franchir les barries linguistiques et 

culturelles. Par ce moyen, quelques problèmes 

socioculturels peuvent être soulevés et résolus. 

Nous allons donc entreprendre ce travail pour 

mettre au point l’importance de rester fidèle au 

vouloir dire de l’auteur tel qu’il se manifeste à la 

réexpression des réalités culturelles et 

socioculturelles du monde africaine. A travers 

cette étude, on constate que Marie-Jo Demoulin-

Astre a fait un travail louable dans la manière 

dont elle a déployée ses compétences 

linguistiques pour effectuer une traduction 

destinée au monde francophone. Contrairement, 

on constate en même temps que la traduction 

présente des cas d’infidélité qui se lient à la perte 

partielle ou totale de quelques aspects culturels 

du monde Igbo. Cela se justifie du fait que la 

traductrice manque de compétences 

ethnographiques nécessaires pour réexprimer ces 

exigences culturelles du monde Igbo dans la 

langue cible. Pour effectuer la traduction de ce 

genre, il serait nécessaire de pénétrer l’esprit et la 

culture de l’auteur original pendant la traduction. 

Par exemple, si on prend le cas des symboles, on 

constate que chez les Igbos l’agneau (aturu) 

designe la stupidité alors que dans la culture 

juive, le même animal designe la douceur et la 

pureté. Alors, face à une situation où on aurait 

une sorte de retraduction vers la langue et la 

culture nurissant la pensée de l’écrivaine, et 

l’accent est mis sur l’agneau comme signifiant la 

stupidité, le traducteur devrait, dans ce cas, 

chercher dans la langue d’arrivée, un autre animal 

qui représente la stupidité en tant qu’équivalence 

convenable. Alors, c’est l’âne qui signifie la 

stupidité en Europe. Voilà pourquoi nous sommes 

d’avis que la traduction littéraire n’ignore pas la 

dimension culturelle. Il existe toujours un lien 

étroit entre la langue et la culture.  

Si nous prenons la traduction d’etre un 

«processus cognitif de l’opération» linguistique 

entre deux ou plusieurs langues selon Delise 

(1980 :18), notre réflexion va porter sur 

l’évaluation du contenu du message réalisé par la 

traductrice. Ce faisant, nous allons examiner 

comment Marie-Jo Demoulin-Astre arrive à 

maitriser les sept procédés techniques de la 

théorie comparatiste pour aborder le vouloir dire 

de l’auteur dans le texte cible. D’autre part, notre 

évaluation vise aussi critiquer et résoudre les cas 

de l’infidélité dans la traduction afin d’améliorer 

la qualité de la traduction.  

Analyse de la version française d’Efuru par 

l’approche comparatiste  

Vinay et Darbelnet, dans leur ouvrage La 

stylistique comparée du français et de l’anglais, 

recommandent sept procédés techniques pour 

faciliter l’activité traduisante, à savoir l’emprunt, 

le calque, la traduction littérale, la transposition, 

la modulation, l’équivalence et l’adaptation. A ce 
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stade, on va examiner comment Marie-Jo 

Demoulin-Astre s’est servie de ces procédés de 

traduction afin d’effectuer avec succèss la 

traduction en français d’Efuru, une œuvre 

romanesque nigériane.  

L’emprunt 

Voyons quelques exemples de l’emploi 

de l’emprunt qui se présente dans la traduction 

faite par Marie-Jo Demoulin-Astre : 

Efuru (V.A:7/V.F:7); Adizua (V.A:7/V.F:7); 

Orisha (V.A:27/V.F:29); Owu(V.A:26/V.F:28); 

Ossai (V.A:19/V.F:20); aka (V.A:18/V.F:19); Ise 

(V.A:34/V.F:36) ; nchakirikpo (V.A:17/V.F:18); 

nsala (V.A:31/V.F:33); Ugwunwa 

(V.A:12/V.F:13); Mgbokworo (V.A:16/V.F:17); 

nkwu (V.A:29/V.F:31); ngwo (V.A:29/V.F:31); 

Nnoro (V.A:16/V.F:17); Nwabuzo 

(V.A:9/V.F:9). 

Le calque 

On constate que Marie-Jo Demoulin-

Astre s’est servi de calque pour reexprimer 

fidelement le vouoloir dire de l’auteur dans le 

texte cible. En voici quelques exemples: 

A tin of kerosene (V.A:110) 

Un bidon de kérosène (V.F:118) 

Full moon (V.A:105) 

 La pleine lune (V.F:113) 

The Church (V.A:84) 

 L’Eglise (V.F:91) 

Crocodile tears (V.A:161) 

 Des larmes de crocodile (V.F:172) 

Good luck! (V.A:213) 

  Bonne Chance! (V.F:233) 

La traduction littérale 

La traductrice s’est servie de ce procédé 

de traduction pour effectuer fidèlement le vouloir 

dire de l’auteur dans la langue cible. Par 

exemples: 

She is well, my sister. (V.A:16) 

 Elle est bien, ma soeur. (V.F:16)  

Life in the farm was becoming 

unbearable. (V.A:20)  

La vie à la ferme devenait intolérable. 

(V.F:21)  

She was even more beautiful now. 

(V.A:28)  

Elle était encore plus belle maintenant. 

(V.F:30)  

 

It was full moon. (V.A:105) 

 C’était pleine lune. (V.F:113) 

La transposition 

La traduction de Marie-Jo Demoulin-

Astre présente les cas où il y a du changement 

des catégories grammaticales de certaines 

expressions dans le texte cible. En voici quelques 

exemples : Les cas où les adjectifs se 

transforment aux catégories verbaux tout en 

gardant le sens original.  

Efuru’s father was not satisfied with what 

the men told him.(V.A: 10) 

Leur récit ne réjouit guère le père 

d’Efuru. (V.F: 10) 

But her mother-in-law was becoming 

anxious. (V.A: 24) 

Mais sa belle-mère commençait à 

s’inquieter. (V.F: 25) 

Les cas où les catégories verbaux sont rendues 

par les structures nominaux tout en gardant le 

sens original.  

She loved her daughter-in-law very 

much. She defended her anywhere she 

heard people   say unkind words about 

her. (V.A: 24) 

Elle aimait sa belle-fille. Elle prenait sa 

défense chaque fois qu’elle entendait 

quelqu’un dire des choses désagréables à 

son sujet. (V.F: 25) 

La modulation 

On constate également que la traductrice s’est 

servie de ce procédé pour changer le point de vue 

d’éclairage tout en gardant le sens inédit. En voici 

quelques exemples: 

They saw each other fairly often and 

after a fortnight’s courting she agreed to 

marry him. (V.A: 7) 

Ils se rencontrèrent fréquemment et, 

après quinze jours d’une cour assidue, 

elle accepta sa demande en mariage. 

(V.F: 7) 

Do you think there is a man in her life? 

(V.A: 8) 

Crois-tu qu’elle fréquente un homme? 

(V.F: 8) 

This young man is nobody. (V.A:9) 

 Ce jeune homme est un inconnu. (V.F:9) 

How the woman agreed to marry him still 

remains a mystery to everybody. 
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(V.A:11) 

Personne ne comprend comment une telle 

femme a accepté de  l’épouser. (V.F: 12) 

She said she was not cut out for farm 

work. And I don’t blame her, she is so 

beautiful. (V.A:12) 

Elle dit qu’elle n’est pas faite pour le 

travail de la ferme. Je la comprends, elle 

est si belle! (V.F:12) 

L’équivalence 

La traductrice s’est servie de ce procédé dans la 

traduction. Soutenant l’utilisation de 

l’équivalence en traduction littéraire dans des cas 

pareils, Marianne Lederer (1994 : 55) présente sa 

pertinence ainsi : 

L’équivalence est le résultat à la fois 

d’une méthode raisonnée (s’efforcer 

de voir et de ressentir) et de l’intuition 

(exprimer ce qu’on a vu et ressenti). 

Elle est l’avatar en une autre langue 

de la pensée singulière d’un auteur, 

réexprimée par le traducteur avec tout 

le savoir dont il dispose. 

En voici des cas précis: 

Then Emeka burst out crying. (V.A: 99) 

Puis Emeka a éclaté en sanglots. (V.F: 

107) 

Nwabata nodded. » (V.A: 177) 

 Nwabata hocha la tête.» (V.F: 190) 

I could see them, searching desperately in 

the nooks and crannies of the room…» 

(V.A: 178) 

Je les ai vus, cherchant désespérément 

dans les plus petits recoins de la pièce, 

…» (V.F: 191) 

 

L’adaptation 

On constate que la traductrice a adopté ce 

procédé pour traduire fidèlement le vouloir dire 

de l’auteur dans la langue cible. Voyons alors 

quelques exemples qui méritent notre attention.  

About thirty pounds debt is on his head 

now, through no fault of his own. 

(V.A;38) 

Une dette de près de trente livres est sur 

ses épaules maintenant, alors qu’il n’a 

commis aucune imprudence. (V.F:41) 

Leave it to me. She will have to vomit out 

that money. You don’t know how to 

collect debts. (V.A:45)  

Laisse-moi m’en occuper. Je lui ferai 

cracher cet argent. Tu ne sais pas 

comment récupérer des dettes. (V.F:49) 

Adizua is every inch like his father. 

(V.A:51)  

Adizua ressemble trait pour trait à son 

père. (V.F:56) 

Since buying M & B tablets from the 

market and discovering that they were 

white chalk, … (V.A: 113) 

Depuis que j’ai eu droit à la craie à la 

place de comprimés d’aspirine, … (V.F: 

121) 

Analyse justificative de la traduction 

Pour bien éclaircir notre analyse, le corpus est 

présenté en tableaux y compris à titre d’exemple, 

quelques extraits tirés de la langue de départ et 

ceux tirés du texte traduit en français par Marie-

Jo Demoulin-Astre. Dans cette partie, il nous faut 

l’appréciation de la traduction que nous avons 

jugée plus adéquates.  

S/N ANGLAIS FRANÇAIS TRADUCTIONS 

PROPOSÉES 

1. But during the rainy season, 

the mosquitoes came in 

hundreds. They did not only 

bite, they sang in men’s ears 

teasing them, trying their 

patience. (V.A:10) 

Par contre, pendant la saison 

sèche, les moustiques 

s’abattaient sur eux par 

centaines. Ils ne se 

contentaient pas de piquer 

mais s’appliquaient à miner 

la patience des homes par 

leur bourdonnement 

incessant. (V.F:10) 

Par contre, pendant la saison 

des pluies, les moustiques 

s’abattaient sur eux par 

centaines. Ils ne se 

contentaient pas de piquer 

mais s’appliquaient à miner la 

patience des homes par leur 

bourdonnement incessant.  

2. I give them only three years. 

By then the woman will 

Je ne leur donne pas trois 

ans... D’ici là, la femme aura 

Je ne leur donne que trois 

ans... D’ici là, la femme aura 
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know her husband too well 

to want to stay with him 

longer. (V.A:12) 

appris à connaître son mari 

et ne voudra pas rester avec 

lui une seconde de plus. 

(V.F:12) 

appris à connaître son mari et 

ne voudra pas rester avec lui 

une seconde de plus.  

3. You can’t see, you can’t 

even hear smell. Your 

daughter-in-law is pregnant. 

(V.A:27) 

Tu ne vois pas, tu n’entends 

même pas l’odeur. Ta belle-

fille est enceinte. (V.F:29) 

Tu ne vois pas, tu ne sens 

même pas l’odeur. Ta belle-

fille est enceinte. 

4.  Don’t you know that if you 

don’t lick your mouth, the 

harmattan will lick it for 

you. (V.A:33) 

Ne sais-tu que si tu 

n’assèches pas tes lèvres, 

l’harmattan se chargera de 

les assécher. (V.F:35)  

N’est-tu pas au courant du 

proverbe qui dit : Aides-toi et 

le ciel t’aidera.  

5. But as you know, you never 

go empty-handed to play 

masquerade. (V.A:35) 

Mais comme tu sais, on ne 

va jamais jouer une 

mascarade les mains vides. 

(V.F:35) 

Mais comme tu sais, qui ne 

risque rien ne gagne rien.  

6. We have to put our heads 

together because our fathers 

say that if you don’t think 

before you sleep, you break 

your head. (V.A:36) 

Nous devons nous y mettre à 

deux car, comme le disent 

nos pères, si tu ne réfléchis 

pas avant de dormir, ta tête 

se brise. (V.F:39) 

Nous devons nous y mettre à 

deux car, comme le disent nos 

pères, comme on fait son lit, 

on se couche. 

7. “Ewoo, I have broken 

Ajanapu’s pot. I am done 

for, I am done for. I am 

dead. Ajanapu will kill 

me,”she wept. (V.A:43) 

-Ewoo, j’ai casse la cruche 

d’Ajanapu. Je suis cuite. Je 

suis cuite. C’est ma mort. 

Ajanapu va me tuer, 

sanglota-t-elle. (V.F:46) 

«Ewoo, j’ai casse la cruche 

d’Ajanapu. Je suis vanné. Je 

suis vanné. C’est ma mort. 

Ajanapu va me tuer», 

sanglota-t-elle. 

8. God forbid.What is all this 

about? (V.A:48)   

Dieu merci. A quoi rimait 

tout cela? (V.F:51) 

A Dieu ne plaise! A quoi 

rimait tout cela? 

9.  The son of a gorilla must 

dance like the father gorilla. 

Our elders were quite right 

when they said this. Adizua 

is every inch like his father. 

(V.A:51) 

Le fils d’un gorille danse 

comme le père gorille. Nos 

aînés avaient raison de dire 

cela. Adizua ressemble trait 

pour trait à son père. 

(V.F:56) 

Tel père, tel fils. Nos aînés 

avaient raison de dire cela. 

Adizua ressemble trait pour 

trait à son père. 

10.  And what is more, no man 

has ever seen his back on the 

ground. Ogworo azu ngwere 

eru ani. (V.A:11) 

De plus, jamais un homme 

n’a vu ses épaules toucher 

terre. Ogworo azu ngwere 

eru ani. (V.A:12) 

De plus, il n’avait jamais 

souffert de défaite. Ogworo 

azu ngwere eru ani. 

11. Because if an old woman 

falls twice, we count all she 

has in her basket. (V.A:17) 

Rappelle-toi que si une 

vieille femme tombe deux 

fois, on peut compter ce qui 

reste dans son panier. 

(V.F:17)  

Rappelle-toi que le chat 

échaudé craint l’eau froide.  

12. If I take another glass, it will 

enter my eyes. (V.A:208) 

Si j’en prends un second 

verre, pénétrera mes yeux. 

(V.F:228) 

Si j’en prends un second 

verre, je vais me soûler. 

13. For eight Nkwos she did not 

pay anything and one day I 

went to her. She begged me 

Huit Nkwos se sont écoulés 

sans qu’elle paye quoi que 

ce soit, et un jour je suis 

Trente-deux jours se sont 

écoulés sans qu’elle paye 

quoi que ce soit, et un jour je 
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and told me to come after 

four Nkwos. (V.A:121) 

allée la voir. Elle m’a 

suppliée et m’a dit de revenir 

quatre Nkwos plus tard. (V.F 

:129) 

suis allée la voir. Elle m’a 

suppliée et m’a dit de revenir 

seize jours plus tard. 

14. She was the only one who 

had insisted on obtaining her 

standard six certificate ... 

Elle était la seule à avoir 

insisté pour obtenir son 

certificate de fin d’études 

secondaires … 

Elle était la seule à avoir 

insisté pour obtenir son 

certificate de fin d’études 

primaires … 

15. You remember that very 

beautiful girl called Agnes 

who was in standard four 

when we were in six? 

(V.A:188) 

Tu te souviens de cette treès 

belle fille prénommée Agnès 

qui était en troisième quand 

on était en première? 

(V.F:203) 

Tu te souviens de cette très 

belle fille prénommée Agnes 

qui était en quatrième année 

quand on était en sixième? 

16. Night takes kola only when 

one has no kola. (V.A:92) 

 

La nuit prend le cola 

seulement quand on n’a pas 

de cola. (V.F:100) 

 

La nuit prend le kola 

seulement quand on n’a pas 

de kola. 

17. Last night that broke into 

this morning. (V.A:176) 

 

La nuit dernière qui a fini de 

mourir ce matin. (V.F:189) 

La nuit dernière qui s’est 

levée dans ce matin.  

18. Efuru wept bitterly. She 

begged the tough boy to run 

after him and get her head-

tie, because if she went 

home without it, her mother 

would be so angry with her 

that she would not allow her 

to go to any more dances. 

(V.A:84) 

Efuru pleura amèrement. 

Elle supplia le solide garçon 

de lui courir après et de 

ramener son turban, car si 

elle rentrait sans son turban, 

sa mère serait tellement 

fachée contre elle qu’elle ne 

l’autoriserait plus à aller 

danser. (V.F:91)  

Efuru pleura amèrement. Elle 

supplia le solide garçon de lui 

courir après et de ramener son 

foulard, car si elle rentrait 

sans son foulard, sa mère 

serait tellement fachée contre 

elle qu’elle ne l’autoriserait 

plus à aller danser. 

19. Kernel oil was used to put 

down the fever, but her 

temperature continued to 

rise. (V.A:68)  

De l’huile d’amande fut 

utilisée pour faire tomber la 

fièvre, mais la température 

continuait à monter. 

(V.F:74) 

De l’huile d’amande fut 

utilisée pour soulager la 

fièvre, mais la température 

continuait à monter. 

 

 

Analyse des cas de l’infidélité dans la 

traduction du roman Efuru  

Extrait 2. 

Traduction contre-sens du texte original  

Selon Asadu et al (2019 :122), «une 

traduction qui n’est pas claire pour son 

destinateur ou qui présente des erreurs 

linguistiques n’est pas une bonne traduction 

fidèle au sens ». Dans cet extrait, l’expression «I 

give them only three years» rendue comme «Je 

ne leur donne pas trois ans» n’est pas passable car 

la perte partielle du sens original. On voit que la 

structure grammatical qui désigne la négation 

dans la grammaire française est remplace par la 

structure «ne … que». Cela a complètement 

étouffé le sens oiginal de l’expression. Pour avoir 

une traduction adéquate, on propose «Je ne leur 

donne que trois ans». 

Extrait 1.  

Dans l’extrait, on n’a constaté que 

l’expression « rainy season » est rendue comme 

«la saison sèche» dans la langue d’arrivée. C’est 
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qui révèle sans doute une traduction contre-sens 

parce que la saison des pluies «rainy season» ne 

porte pas le même poids sémantique que la saison 

sèche «dry season». C’est la raison pour laquelle, 

même si on maitrise bien la langue d’arrivée, on 

peut toujours avoir des cas des «belles infidèles» 

selon Albir (1990) dans son œuvre La notion de 

la fidélité en traduction.  

Extrait 17. 

Dans l’extrait, on constate que la 

traduction proposée par la traductrice ne porte 

pas le même sens que le texte original. Bien que 

la langue anglaise dispose négativement le sens 

du mot «daybreak», la traductrice l’a fautivement 

rendu de manière absurde. Elle a trahit la 

traduction tout en employant le sens négatif «la 

mort» qui n’a pas de collocation attributive du 

sens «la nuit ». Etant donné que l’expression col 

locative n’existe pas dans la langue française, la 

traductrice aurait fait une adaptation en se servant 

du mot «lever» au lieu du mot «mourir». Voila 

pourquoi nous proposons l’expression plus claire 

«La nuit dernière qui s’est levée dans ce matin». 

Extrait 18. 

 Concernant cette traduction, c’est 

nécessaire de souligner que le mot «head-tie» ne 

porte pas le même poids sémantique que le mot 

«turban». Bien que les deux mots portent le sens 

référenciel au vêtement portée sur la tète, il existe 

toujours une différence entre leur poids 

sémantique. Rappelons que l’histoire de head-tie 

se présente dans ce roman quand Efuru était une 

jeune fille sous la tutelle de sa mère. C’est 

normal qu’à cette époque-là, elle portrait un 

foulard juste comme les autres jeunes filles de 

son âge. De plus, selon Larousse dictionnaire de 

francais (2001:180), le foulard est un carré de 

soie ou de tissu léger porté autour du cou ou sur 

la tête. De l’autre côté, le Dictionnaire Hachette 

encyclopédique illustré (1997:1919) explique que 

« le turban » est une coiffure masculine faite 

d’une longue pièce d’étoffe enroulée autour de la 

tête, portée en Orient. Même d’après notre 

expérience ici au nord du Nigéria par rapport au 

turban, le turban est une sorte de coiffure qui 

signifie l’honneur et qui est destiné 

exclusivement aux hommes d’honneur dans un 

émirat. 

 

Extrait 19. 

L’application de la proposition «faire 

tomber» comme l’acception de la proposition 

anglaise «put down» a déformé l’idée originale 

de l’expression. D’après Larousse dictionnaire 

de français (2001:173), la fièvre veut dire 

«élévation anormale de la température du corps», 

pendant que soulager signifie «diminuer, 

supprimer une souffrance physique ou morale». 

De l’autre côté, selon Collins Gem Dictionary: 

Francais-Anglais, Anglais-Français (1992:292), 

faire tomber quelque chose implique «to make 

something fall». Alors, considérant cette 

illustration, on peut dire «faire tomber la 

température» mais non pas «faire tomber la 

fièvre». Voila pourquoi nous avons proposé le 

mot «soulager» comme plus convenable dans ce 

contexte ainsi: «De l’huile d’amande fut utilisée 

pour soulager la fièvre, mais la température 

continuait à monter». 

Extrait 16. 

Dans l’extrait, on constate un cas de 

trahison du sens de’un mot «kola» parce qu’il 

existe plusieurs fruits africains qui ne se trouvent 

pas en France y compris le kola. Alors, la 

traductrice a fait une traduction fautive en 

substituant «kola» avec «cola» dans le texte cible. 

C’est pourquoi nous proposons kola afin de 

retinir la couleur locale de la culture Igbo. Le mot 

«cola» selon Dictionary of Contemporary 

English: New Edition for Advanced Learners 

(2009:315) est défini comme: a brown sweet soft 

drink, or a bottle, can, or glass of this drink: a can 

of cola. Alors, pour retnir le sens original du mot, 

on propose la traduction «La nuit prend le kola 

seulement quand on n’a pas de kola». 

Abus de la littéralité 

Extrait 3. 

En se basant sur le sens contextuel d’un 

énonce, la traductrice a rendu l’expression «you 

can’t even hear smell» comme «tu n’entends 

même pas l’odeur». Cette faute provient du fait 

que la version anglaise est influencée par ses 

significations linguistiques dans la langue igbo, 

dont le verbe principal «inu» était litéralement 

traduit par erreur en se servant du verbe «to hear» 

au lieu de «to perceive». Donc, pour avoir une 

traduction adéquate, on propose en français le 

verbe «sentir» qui s’avère plus convenable dans 
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la traduction. 

Extrait 7. 

Dans l’extrait, l’expression «I am donne 

for» est une expression typiquement anglaise 

dont l’équivalence apte en français est «Je suis 

vanné». Alors, on a constaté que la traductrice est 

influencée par le style de l’auteur en proposant la 

traduction «Je suis cuite». Selon Harrap French 

Dictionary (2000:100), «être cuit» signifie «to be 

cooked» alors que dans la même dictionnaire, à la 

page 404, «être vanné» signifie «to be dead 

beat».  

Extrait 8. 

Dans l’extrait, on n’accepte pas la 

traduction de l’expression que la traductrice est 

fautivement calquée «Dieu merci» en français 

pour remplacer «God forbid». On constate 

également une traduction contre-sens qui 

provoque la trahison du sens chez le destinataire.   

Abus de la littéralité en trauduisant des 

expressions proverbiales  

Extrait 4. 

On constate que la faute qui se lie au 

manque de connaissance de la culture des Igbo. 

Dans la traduction, la traductrice a commis une 

erreur liée à l’abus de la littéralité. L’expression 

proverbiale, «If you don’t lick your mouth, the 

harmattan will lick it for you» se rélève de la 

réalité culturelle du monde Igbo. Dans le 

contexte, on retient l’équivalence française qui 

s’avère adéquate pour rendre fidèlement le 

proverbe est «Aides-toi et le ciel t’aidera». 

L’équivalence fait partie des sept procédés 

techniques de traduction, et on a espéré que la 

traductrice s’en servirait au cours de cette 

traduction. 

Extrait 5. 

Dans la traduction, cet énonce «You 

never go empty handed to play masquerade» est 

un proverbe chez les Igbos. Dans la langue 

française, ceci équivaut à «Qui ne risque rien ne 

gagne rien». Alors, au lieu de faire une traduction 

littérale, la traductrice aurait cherché son 

équivalence chez les français, si elle était au 

courant du fait que ceci porte sur la réalité 

culturelle du monde Igbo.  

Extrait 6. 

 La déclaration «Our fathers say that if 

you don’t think before you sleep, you break your 

head» est un proverbe du peuple igbo dont 

l’équivalence dans la langue française est 

«Comme on fait son lit, on se couche». 

D’ailleurs, la traductrice, Marie-Jo Demoulin-

Astre, ne pouvait pas capter le sens contextuel du 

message, et c’est pourquoi elle ne savait pas que 

c’était un proverbe chez les Igbos. Voilà 

pourquoi on est d’avis que le traducteur d’un 

roman littéraire venant d’une culture différente 

doit séjourner un peu dans cet endroit pour être 

capable de pénétrer l’esprit et la culture de ce 

peuple. Ceci est très important pour réaliser une 

bonne traduction. 

Extrait 9. 

 L’expression proverbiale «The son of a 

gorilla must dance like the father gorilla » est un 

proverbe de la tribu, et dispose d’une équivalence 

française ainsi: «Tel père, tel fils ». Donc, c’est 

clair que la traductrice, Marie-Jo Demoulin-

Astre, avait exhibié son ignorance par rapport aux 

proverbes de la tribu igbo tout en rendant cette 

réexpression comme « Le fils d’un gorille danse 

comme le père gorille ». 

Extrait 10. 

 En observant les deux textes qui 

expliquent le trait particulier du personnage, 

Nwashike Ogene, c’est évident que le sens capté 

par la traductrice se différencie du message que le 

sujet sur le tapis voulait communiquer. C’est 

pourquoi nous proposons une plus passable 

réexpression ainsi: «De plus, il n’avait jamais 

souffert de défaite. Ogworo azu ngwere eru ani». 

C’est à noter que l’expression, « No man has ever 

seen his back on the ground. Ogworo azu ngwere 

eru ani. » est une expression figée populaire 

parmi les Igbos du Nigéria. On utilise cette 

expression normalement pour indiquer qu’un 

lutteur traditionnel n’avait jamais été vaincu.  

Extrait 11. 

 On a des reproches à faire à cette 

traduction parce que chaque traduction 

d’allocution proverbiale qui ne restitue pas des 

aspects culturels dans la langue concernée est 

susceptible de perdre les éléments affectifs. Au 

lieu de traduire littéralement ce proverbe en « 

Rappelle-toi que si une vieille femme tombe deux 

fois, on peut compter ce qui reste dans ce 

panier.», la traductrice devrait chercher son 

équivalence figée. En effet, les effets que nous 
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fournit l’emploi de: «Chat échaudé craint l’eau 

froide.», qui implique « Once beaten twice shy » 

en anglais, pourraient aussi porter les mêmes 

poids sémantiques que la version igbo.    

Extrait 12. 

 L’expression, «If I take another glass, it 

will enter my eyes» rendue comme « Si j’en 

prends un second verre, il penetrera mes yeux » 

n’est pas passable. On se rappellera qu’Efuru et 

Ajanapu buvaient du vin de palme chez Ajanapu 

quand Efuru a prononcé ces paroles signifiant 

qu’elle va s’enivrer du vin de palme si elle prend 

un autre verre. 

 Donc, ches les Igbos, de telles substances 

qui enivrent quelqu’un comme l’alcool, le tabac 

(nicotine), la drogue (cocaine et héroïne) et le 

reste sont classées comme les substances qui 

pénètrent les yeux. Les Igbos pensent qu’une fois 

pris trop, ces substances ont la tendence 

d’affecter partiellement la vue et le cerveau.  

Vu que le peuple destinateur vient de la France, 

la traductrice aurait considéré le fait que le peuple 

français ne peut pas comprendre l’expression 

«pénétrer les yeux», par rapport à sa signification 

chez les Igbos. Elle aurait mieux cherché sa 

signification dans la langue française qui est 

simplement «se soûler» ou bien «s’enivrer de». 

C’est pourquoi nous proposons «Si j’en prends un 

second verre, je vais me soûler» comme plus 

valable traduction. 

Extrait 13. 

 Etant donné que les peuples destinateurs 

de cette traduction sont les gens venant des pays 

francophones auxquels la culture igbo est 

étrangère, le vouloir dire de l’auteur ne peut pas 

être compris par rapport à la culture de cette 

langue cible. Cette traduction semble un contre 

sens du vouloir dire de l’auteur du texte source. Il 

faut se rappeler que selon le roman, Efuru, 

Ajanapu a prononcé ces paroles quand elle 

racontait son épreuve dans les mains de sa 

débitrice. Cependant, dans la culture igbo, une 

semaine se compose de quatre jours, à savoir: 

Eke, Orie, Afor, Nkwo. Cela implique que «eight 

Nkwos» veut dire trente – deux jours (huit 

multiplié par quatre jours de la semaine locale 

Igbo) tandis que quatre Nkwos sera seize jours 

(quatre multiplié par quatre jours de la semaine 

locale).  

Alors, à la lumière de cette explication, nous 

proposons donc une plus valable réexpression 

ainsi: «Trente – deux jours se sont écoulés sans 

qu’elle paye quoi que ce soit, et un jour je suis 

allée la voir. Elle m’a suppliée et m’a dit de 

revenir seize jours plus tard».  

Extrait 14. 

 La traductrice revele manque de 

connaissance du milieu socioculturel nigerian. On 

constate une proposition de traduction qui 

manque de fidélité tout en rendant «standard six 

certificate» comme «certificat de fin d’études 

secondaires». Jadis au Nigéria, on obtenait 

«standard six certificate» après l’étude primaire, 

et on passe ensuite soit à l’école normale soit à 

l’école secondaire. Ce certificat sert d’une 

équivalence de «First School Leaving 

Certificate» qu’on obtient de nos jours comme 

«Certificat d’Etudes Primaires». En rendant 

«standard six certificate» comme «Certificat 

d’Etudes Primaires», on a déjà employé 

l’adaptation comme proposée par Vinay et 

Darbelnet. Cependant, la traductrice décrit par 

erreur ce certificat comme «certificat de fin 

d’études secondaires». Cette maladresse provient 

du fait que la traductrice n’est pas au courant du 

système d’enseignement anglophone d’antan. 

Alors, c’est pourquoi nous proposons cette 

meilleure réexpression: «Elle était la seule à avoir 

insisté pour obtenir son certificat de fin d’études 

primaires…». 

Extrait 15. 

 Faute de connaissance d’ancien système 

d’éducation au Nigéria, la traductrice avait rendu 

par erreur «standard four» et «standard six» 

comme «troisième» et «première» 

respectivement. A l’époque où l’on octroie 

«Standard Six Certificate» aux élèves de Nigéria 

après leurs études primaires, on passait six ans à 

l’école. Ceci implique que l’élève dans «standard 

four» faisait sa quatrième année d’étude et il lui 

faut deux ans pour finir ses études. Voilà 

pourquoi nous proposons la traduction: «Tu te 

souviens de cette très belle fille prénommée 

Agnes qui était en quatrième année quand on était 

en sixième?». 

Conclusion 

A travers cette étude, c’est évident que la 

traduction de Marie-Jo Demoulin-Astre révèle un 
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degré de la fidélité au vouloir dire de l’auteur. 

Elle a fait une traduction tout a fait louable dans 

la mesure où elle à recréée l’ambiance littéraire 

du roman dans la langue d’arrivée. En outre, la 

traduction révèle à la fois des cas de l’infidélité 

qui se lie au manque des connaissances 

ethnographiques nécessaires pour traduire 

certaines réalités du monde Igbo dans le roman. 

Étant donné que la traduction littéraire demeure 

une activité complexe ancrée dans le transfert des 

réalités culturelles d’une langue à une autre, la 

traductrice n’arrive pas à traduire fidèlement 

certaines expressions du texte original. Cela 

implique qu’il lui faut pénétrer l’esprit et la 

culture de l’auteur pour réaliser une traduction 

adéquate. Pour se faire, on propose que la 

traductrice aurait du se plonger dans la même 

ambiance socioculturelle que l’auteure pour 

s’inspirer de la même capacité de créativité qu’il 

faut pour être capable de rendre correctement les 

pensées de l’auteur. De l’analyse théorico-

méthodologique, la traductrice aurait du échapper 

le piège de la littéralité qui aboutit parfois au 

contre-sens. Au cours de l’analyse, on constate 

que les structures symboliques des mots et des 

phrases sont influencées par le style du texte 

original. Pour traduire les proverbes, la 

traductrice devrait avoir recourt à la littéralité afin 

de retenir la couleur locale qui s’y reside. Étant 

donné que les proverbes sont souvent 

métaphoriques et portent des images qui sont de 

nature exclusivement culturelle, on propose que 

la traductrice doive même rechercher des 

équivalences pour ne pas perdre complètement le 

poids sémantique des proverbes du texte source. 

C’est pourquoi on a employé cette dernière, l’un 

des procédés techniques de la théorie 

comparatiste. Tout au long de notre recherche, on 

a pu montrer sans doute la validité de la théorie 

comparatiste. Ces réflexions se justifient par le 

fait que ces procédés de traduction qui méritent 

notre attention, s’avèrent juste dans la traduction 

littéraire.   
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Résumé  

La critique consiste à faire prendre conscience de la nature délicate de la traduction et à vérifier si le 

traducteur a atteint son but or la critique ne doit pas seulement se baser sur les aspects négatifs du travail ou 

sur la découverte des défauts, mais aussi sur les aspects positifs du travail. Le critique est une personne qui 

analyse une œuvre visant à porter un jugement de valeur, positif ou négatif alors que la critique de la 

traduction peut être définie comme un examen exhaustif des différents aspects d'un ouvrage traduit. La 

critique est l'étude, l'évaluation et l'interprétation systématiques des différents aspects des ouvrages traduits. 

Il s'agit d'un domaine académique étroitement lié à la critique littéraire et à la théorie de la traduction. La 

théorie de la traduction ne peut être dissociée de la critique de la traduction parce qu'un critique doit 

comprendre pourquoi un traducteur a décidé de traduire d'une manière particulière. La critique se définit 

également comme une approche globale des différents aspects des œuvres traduites : vocabulaire, 

rhétorique, syntaxique, ainsi de suite. Cet article a pour but d'examiner ce que c'est la critique de la 

traduction et les étapes de base vers une évaluation efficace d’après  des critiques tel Antoine Berman. 

Mot clés : un critique, la critique, traduction, Berman 

 

Introduction  

La traduction est un processus mental qui 

vise à établir une communication entre des 

lecteurs appartenant à des langues différentes. 

D’après Paul Ricœur cité par Rougé (15) la 

traduction est une activité qui relève du « malgré 

tout ». « Elle est une tâche, non au sens d’une 

obligation contraignante, mais au sens de la chose 

à faire pour que l’action humaine puisse 

simplement continuer » (Ricœur 36, Rougé 15). 

L’opération traduisante consiste à comprendre 

pour faire comprendre. Traduire, selon le Petit 

Robert, c’est faire en sorte que ce qui était énoncé 

dans une langue le soit dans une autre, en tenant 

compte de l’équivalence sémantique et expressive 

des deux énoncés. (2592)  

Le traducteur d’après la méthode 

interprétative, n’est pas un simple ‘passeur’ d’une 

langue à l’autre, il doit pêle-mêle mettre en 

évidence les éléments logiques du texte original, 

comprendre la signification de l’énoncé en texte 

source, le déverbaliser, se référer à des 

informations extratextuelles, choisir une 

formulation adéquate en langue cible ayant le 

même niveau de performance fonctionnelle que 

celle du texte source.  

Larose (5) décrit la traduction comme 

l’établissement de la communication entre un 

auteur et un destinataire en faisant passer dans 

une langue une réalité ou une notion saisie par le 

truchement de son expression dans une autre 

langue. Pour que la communication s'établisse 

dans les meilleures conditions d'efficacités, il faut 

donc d’après lui : a) saisir la réalité ou la notion 

exprimée dans la langue de départ, y compris le 

point de vue adopté et l'objectif visé par l'auteur; 

b) exprimer cette réalité ou cette notion en langue 

d'arrivée, du même point de vue et en visant le 

même objectif. (Larose 5) 

Ce qui se dégage de cette définition d’après 

Larose c’est que la traduction s'inscrit dans un 

cadre communicatif; puis l'efficacité constitue le 

critère dominant; et, enfin, l'efficacité de la 

communication est soumise à la double 

allégeance. (5) 
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De l’autre coté un critique est celui qui 

analyse une œuvre visant à porter un jugement de 

valeur, positif ou négatif. Le rôle du critique donc 

n’est pas de remettre en cause le projet de 

traduction mais d’examiner de quelle façon il a 

été réalisé.  Berman cité par Simon affirme qu'il 

peut y avoir de nombreuses méthodes différentes 

pour la critique de la traduction car il existe de 

nombreuses théories de la traduction ; il a donc 

intitulé son propre modèle comme un chemin 

analytique, qui peut être modulé en fonction des 

objectifs spécifiques de chaque analyse et adapté 

à tous les types de textes normalisés. Il insiste en 

outre que chaque traducteur doit développer 

d'abord un projet de traduction, avant le 

processus de traduction lui-même. 

La critique de la traduction est l'étude, 

l'évaluation et l'interprétation systématiques des 

différents aspects des ouvrages traduits. Il s'agit 

d'un domaine académique étroitement lié à la 

critique littéraire et à la théorie de la traduction. 

Elle se définit également comme une approche 

globale des différents aspects des œuvres 

traduites : vocabulaire, rhétorique, syntaxique, 

etc.  D’après Berman cité par Simon, critique 

signifie « analyse rigoureuse d’une traduction, de 

ses traits fondamentaux, du projet qui lui a donné 

naissance, de l’horizon dans laquelle elle a surgi, 

de la position du traducteur. Critique veut dire 

fondamentalement le dégagement de la vérité 

d’une traduction »(283)  

La critique est une activité plus large qui 

comprend l'analyse détaillée, l'évaluation des 

traductions anciennes et nouvelles. Elle tient 

compte de tous les facteurs et éléments du 

processus de traduction en tant qu'acte de 

communication, c'est-à-dire,  l'intention, le 

registre des fonctions, les stratégies, les principes, 

les règles, les contraintes, le public, et les 

activités qui font partie du processus de 

traduction vis-à-vis l’analyse et interprétation du 

texte source. 

La critique n'est pas une simple identification 

d'erreurs, c’est une évaluation intuitive ou 

hautement subjective qui juge les traductions 

comme bonnes, mauvaises, fidèles sans qualifier 

ces adjectifs, mais elle est aussi fondée sur une 

analyse et une description approfondie tenant 

compte de la présence de l'idéologie dans la 

traduction. (House 1997:NP) 

Vers une évaluation efficace - l’apport de 

Berman et d’autres théoriciens 

Antoine Berman né le 24 juin 1942 et mort le 22 

novembre 1991, demeure dans le paysage 

intellectuel comme un des fondateurs de la 

traductologie. Il était Docteur en linguistique, 

théoricien de la traduction, directeur de 

programme au collège international de 

philosophie et directeur du centre Jacques Amyot. 

Selon Rougé (11), Berman possède aussi un 

bagage de traducteur parce qu’il a traduit trois 

langues à savoir l’allemand, l’anglais et 

l’espagnol. 

Antoine Berman prône la critique que ne se 

résume pas au jugement et à l’évaluation mais à 

une analyse rigoureuse.  Il insiste sur la parenté 

entre l’acte critique et l’acte de traduction en 

affirmant que la lecture du texte et son étude 

critique sont des étapes indispensables du 

processus de traduction. Simon (283) note que 

l’apport de Berman à la vie des idées, à la 

réflexion sur la culture et la traduction, était 

unique. « Il a inscrit la traduction au centre de la 

vie de la pensée, et son œuvre a eu un effet 

d’entraînement remarquable » dit-elle. (283) 

Berman en appelle à mener une critique des 

valeurs idéologiques et littéraires qui détournent 

la traduction de sa pure visée. En donnant son 

opinion sur ce qu’il conçoit comme une mauvaise 

traduction, d’après lui, la traduction opère une 

négation systématique de l’étrangeté de l’œuvre 

étrangère (Berman 17, Rougé 13). De toutes ses 

réflexions sur la traduction ethnocentrique et la 

traduction éthique, il dit qu’afin d’analyser les 

traductions il faut connaitre l’histoire de la 

traduction et que celle-ci doit tenir compte de 

l’histoire des langues, des cultures, des 

littératures voire des religions et des nations.  

Berman dans son ouvrage posthume propose une 

analyse des traductions productives. Pour lui, il 

faut aller à la rencontre du traducteur, le situer 

dans l’époque et l’espace où il vit et a vécu, 

connaitre ses œuvres diverses et l’idéologie qui le 

conditionne. De plus, il invite le critique 

d’examiner la position traductive du traducteur, 

laquelle il dit est un compromis entre sa pulsion 

de traduire et le discours dominant de son époque 
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sur la traduction. Ensuite, il demande un critique 

de s’attarder sur le projet de traduction implicite 

ou explicite et de comparer celui-ci avec le 

résultat de la traduction. Il conseille qu’il faut 

définir l’horizon du traducteur ; qu’il faut voir si 

le traducteur est conditionné par son époque, la 

façon d’écrire qui domine l’idée qu’on se fait de 

la traduction. L’horizon du traducteur signifie ce 

qui clôt, ce qui enferme le traducteur dans un 

cercle de possibilités limitées. (Rougé 14)  

La méthode d’analyses préconise en effet 

une succession d’actes de lecteurs différents, 

allant de la lecture du texte traduit à la lecture 

comparée avec le texte original, en passant par les 

lectures collatérales, la mise à jour des principes 

interprétatifs du traducteur et des premiers 

critiques de la traduction.  

D’après Berman la première étape de la 

critique des traductions consiste à effectuer une 

lecture de la traduction sans se référer à l’original 

puis à lire celui-ci en oubliant les traductions 

pour finir par une comparaison de l’original avec 

la traduction. « La première lecture reste encore, 

inévitablement celle d’une « œuvre étrangère» en 

français, la second la lit comme traduction ce qui 

implique une conversion du regard car comme il 

a été dit on n’est pas naturellement lecteur de 

traduction, on le devient. (Berman 65).  La 

deuxième étape,  la lecture de l’original, est un 

lieu de préanalyse textuelle qui est axée sur le 

repérage de certaines zones problématiques, des 

traits stylistiques, des rythmes, des mots-clefs. La 

troisième étape consiste à lire des œuvres de 

l’auteur, du traducteur, essais critiques, et prendre 

connaissance de l’étayage de la traduction dans le 

but de préparer la confrontation entre la 

traduction et l’original. Puis, il sélectionne des 

exemples stylistiques significatifs et à partir de sa 

propre interprétation de l’œuvre, identifie certains 

« passages de l’original qui sont les lieux où 

l’œuvre se condense, se représente, se signifie ou 

se symbolise. (70). 

L’analyse de la traduction, constitue l’étape la 

plus importante de la critique des traductions. 

Elle s’établit sur la base d’une confrontation entre 

le projet de traduction et la façon dont il est 

réalisé. Elle doit aussi tenir compte des autres 

traductions du texte qu’elles soient antérieures, 

contemporaines, ou encore effectuée dans une 

autre langue.  

Le traducteur lui-même fait l’objet de recherche 

selon Berman. L’interrogation porte sur son 

identité, sur sa position traductive, etc. Pour 

Berman il faut aller à la rencontre du traducteur, 

le situer dans l’époque et l’espace où il vit et a 

vécu, connaître ses œuvres diverses et l’idéologie 

qui le conditionne. 

L'un des objectifs de la critique de la 

traduction est de faire prendre conscience de la 

délicatesse de la traduction et de vérifier si le 

traducteur a atteint ses objectifs ou non. La 

question de savoir si la critique de la traduction 

doit ou non être considérée comme un domaine 

d'enquête distinct de la théorie de la traduction 

fait l'objet d'une certaine controverse.  

Considérons maintenant le point de vue d’autres 

théoriciens par rapport à la critique de la 

traduction. Cette liste, qui ne prétend pas être 

exhaustive, comporte les spécialistes suivants :   

Susan Bassnett, Katharina Reiss, Eugene Nida, 

Christine Nord : 

D’après Bassnett, il n'existe pas de canon 

universel permettant d'évaluer les textes, les 

changements constants des critères utilisés pour 

mesurer le succès ou la valeur des traductions 

rendent difficile l'identification de tendances et de 

modèles fixes. 

La critique objective de la traduction signifie 

vérifiable, contrairement à la critique arbitraire et 

inadéquate. Cela signifie que toute critique de la 

traduction doit être définie explicitement et 

vérifiée par des exemples.  Reiss  affirme que 

pour qu'un critique puisse porter un jugement 

équilibré sur une traduction, le travail du 

traducteur doit non seulement être défini, mais 

doit aussi être constamment comparé à l'original. 

Aucune critique ne doit être faite sans 

comparaison avec l'original ; le jugement d'une 

traduction ne doit jamais être unilatéral et doit se 

fonder exclusivement sur sa forme dans la langue 

cible. (Reiss 4)  

Un autre critère pour juger une traduction 

uniquement sur la base de sa langue cible est que 

la maîtrise des normes stylistiques et 

grammaticales doit être étayée par une 

connaissance de l'usage idiomatique.  

Reiss postule que les incohérences 
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internes peuvent également être utilisées comme 

de simples erreurs de traduction dues à une 

connaissance insuffisante du vocabulaire ou de la 

grammaire de la langue source. Les critères 

peuvent être de niveau sémantique, lexical, 

grammatical et stylistique.  Elle a préconisé que 

la critique doit être fondée sur la langue source et 

la langue cible ; il devrait y avoir une 

comparaison étroite avec l'original.  

Reiss a noté qu’avant qu'une évaluation globale 

puisse être faite, il faut l’examiner sous divers 

angles. La critique doit commencer par 

l'observation du type de texte. Une évaluation 

objective et pertinente doit tenir compte des 

caractéristiques de chaque type de texte, de ses 

éléments linguistiques et non des facteurs 

linguistiques affectant la forme linguistique du 

texte original.  

Lorsqu'un traducteur se rend compte du type de 

texte qu'il traite avant de commencer son travail, 

le critique doit également être clair quant au type 

de texte représenté par l'original.  

Reiss dans son livre Translation Criticism – The 

Potentials and Limitations traduit de l’allemand 

par Erroll F. Rhodes (2000 :24-42) donne les 

critères pour une critique efficace. Elle a noté que 

les types de textes jouent un rôle primordial dans 

la compréhension de ce qu'il faut critiquer. Nous 

vous présentons les types de textes comme suis: 

Texte axé sur le contenu 

Les textes axés sur le contenu comprennent des 

communiqués de presse et des commentaires, des 

reportages, des correspondances commerciales, 

etc. Les textes axés sur le contenu sont jugés en 

fonction de leurs caractéristiques sémantiques, 

grammaticales et stylistiques. Les textes axés sur 

le contenu exigent l'invariance dans le transfert de 

leur contenu. Le critique doit avant tout vérifier si 

leur contenu et leurs informations sont 

pleinement représentés dans la langue cible.  

Le deuxième critère est la rigueur de son 

orientation. La langue cible doit dominer, car 

dans ce type de texte, le contenu informationnel 

est le plus important et le lecteur a besoin de le 

présenter sous une forme linguistique familière.  

Le texte axé sur la forme 

Les textes centrés sur la forme sont des textes 

orientés vers la langue source. La forme 

s'intéresse à la façon dont un auteur s'exprime par 

opposition au "contenu" qui traite de ce que 

l'auteur dit. Les textes axés sur la forme sont 

jugés en fonction de leur esthétique, ainsi que de 

leurs caractéristiques stylistiques, sémantiques et 

grammaticales.  

Dans ces textes, l'auteur utilise des 

éléments formels consciemment ou 

inconsciemment pour un effet esthétique 

spécifique. Ces éléments formels n'exercent pas 

seulement une influence sur le sujet mais 

contribuent à une expression artistique 

particulière qui est contextuellement distinctive et 

ne peut être reproduite dans la langue cible que 

par une forme d'expression analogue. Par 

conséquent, la forme expressive du langage 

présent dans un texte axé sur la forme doit 

trouver une forme analogue dans la traduction 

pour créer une impression correspondante, afin 

que la traduction puisse devenir un véritable 

équivalent. Un seul son peut constituer un 

élément formel important et même des traits 

syntaxiques peuvent être utilisés comme formes 

d'art. Le tempo du style, ainsi que les formes 

stylistiques et les schémas de rimes, les manières 

comparatives et figuratives de parler, les 

proverbes et les métaphores doivent être 

observés.  

Un critique s'attend à ce que le traducteur 

crée des équivalents au moyen de nouvelles 

formes en raison des différences phonologiques 

entre les langues. On ne s'attend pas à ce qu'un 

traducteur imite servilement la forme de la langue 

source, mais plutôt qu'il apprécie la forme et qu'il 

s'en inspire pour découvrir une forme analogue 

dans la langue cible qui suscitera une réponse 

similaire chez le lecteur. Les textes axés sur la 

forme comprennent la prose littéraire (essai, 

biographies, belles lettres, etc.) et la poésie.   

Dans un texte axé sur le contenu, les langues de 

la traduction sont dictées par la langue cible 

tandis que le texte axé sur la forme est dicté par la 

langue source. 

La fonction principale des textes 

informatifs est de donner au lecteur des 

informations concernant les choses et les 

phénomènes du monde réel. Le choix des formes 

linguistiques et syntaxiques est subordonné à 

cette fonction. Dans une situation traductionnelle 

où les textes source et cible sont du type 
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informatif, le traducteur devra représenter de 

manière correcte et complète le contenu du texte 

source, en respectant les normes linguistiques 

dominantes de la langue et de la culture.  

Les textes expressifs sont dominés par une 

composante esthétique. Les choix stylistiques fait 

par l’auteur visent la production d’un effet 

esthétique sur le lecteur et si le texte cible doit 

appartenir à la même catégorie que le texte 

source, le traducteur devra produire un effet 

stylistique semblable et les choix stylistiques 

seront naturellement guidés par ceux du texte 

source.  

Dans les textes opératifs comme, modes 

d’emploi, guides d’utilisateur, recette de cuisine, 

etc. le contenu et la forme sont subordonnés à 

l’effet extralinguistique recherché par le texte. La 

traduction des textes opératifs poursuivra 

l’objectif de susciter chez les destinataires du 

texte cible une réaction identique à celle des 

destinataires du texte source, même si pour ce 

faire, il faudra modifier le contenu ou des 

éléments stylistiques du texte source.  

Eugene Albert Nida linguiste, anthropologue et 

traducteur de la Bible lui aussi a formulé 

explicitement dans sa théorie l´importance de 

l´objectif de communication de la traduction en 

fonction de récepteurs précis. Il disait que parmi 

les destinataires des traductions de la Bible, il y 

avait des groupes de locuteurs vivant dans un 

environnement polaire et d´autres vivant sous les 

tropiques, et que les références géographiques et 

culturelles de la société proche-orientale, 

abondantes dans les textes bibliques, risquaient 

de ne pas assurer une transmission efficace des 

messages. Il a défini deux concepts d´équivalence 

entre le texte de départ et le texte d´arrivée : 

l´équivalence formelle, qui cherche à reproduire 

la forme du texte de départ, et l´équivalence 

dynamique, qui cherche à répondre aux besoins 

du destinataire (Nida, Toward a Science of 

Translating, Leiden, 1964). L´innovation résidait 

non pas dans la prise de conscience de la 

nécessité d´une adaptation aux besoins de 

lecteurs, mais dans l´introduction de ces 

nouveaux concepts dans une théorisation formelle 

de la traduction.  

La théorie sociolinguistique étudie la 

variation linguistique comme manifestation de 

l’appartenance à une classe sociale, à un group, 

etc., D’après cette théorie, la compréhension d’un 

énoncé dépasse le cadre linguistique et englobe 

des facteurs sociaux. La théorie porte sur les 

rapports entre phénomènes linguistiques et 

sociaux. 

Selon Rakova (121), les notions clés de 

la théorie de Nida sont : la communication, la 

fonction, la situation communicationnelle, l´inter-

culturalité et la situation pragmatique du texte. 

Nida et Charles Taber admettent la possibilité de 

plusieurs traductions correctes d´un seul texte. 

Nida s´oriente sur le lecteur moyen ; il veut que 

le lecteur moyen saisisse le sens de la traduction. 

Ce qui est primordial dans sa conception, c’est 

que la traduction doit  fonctionner c’est-à-dire, la 

traduction doit produire un effet identique sur son 

lecteur comme celui du texte original. Il postule 

qu’un mot peut avoir plusieurs significations 

selon le contexte et peut engendrer plusieurs 

significations selon la culture. 

En ce qui concerne la théorie du sens, nous 

examinons aussi l’apport de Jean Delisle. Comme 

il postule dans son œuvre l’Analyse de discours 

comme méthode de traduction publié en 1984, un 

traducteur doit comprendre ou savoir les paliers 

de maniement de langage pour pouvoir bien 

traduire. Le maniement du langage exige une 

double compétence ; une compétence de 

compréhension et une compétence de 

réexpression dans une autre langue. Ces paliers 

font partie de la compétence linguistique et 

extralinguistique à la portée d’un traducteur qui 

veut bien faire son travail. Le critique à son tour 

analyse de près toutes les conventions de 

l’écriture et comment le traducteur a pu restituer.  

Cela veut dire que pour bien critiquer une 

traduction, Delisle nous exige de prendre en 

considération les mêmes critères qui ont régi 

l’activité traduisante. Nous reproduisons ici ces 

paliers selon Delisle :  

- Les conventions de l’écriture : C’est 

l’usage établi de rédaction d’une langue 

qui recouvre toutes les exigences de 

présentation formelle différent d’une 

langue à l’autre. On entend par là que 

chaque langue a ses propres règles 

d’écriture. Il comprend aussi les 

protocoles de la correspondance 
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administrative ou commerciale (titre de 

civilité, unité de propriété du style, 

mesure de temps, etc. 

- L’exégèse lexicale : C’est l’interprétation 

de lexique. Il y a des mots et des 

tournures grammaticales que le 

traducteur rend presque instantanément 

dans le texte sans faire un effort 

intellectuel particulier. En revanche, 

d’autres mots, d’autres phrases ou 

d’autres idiotismes exigent un surcroit de 

réflexion ; parfois même le sens résiste à 

toute formulation en langue d’arrivée. Il 

y a trois niveaux d’exégèse lexicale : 

o Report des vocables 

monosémiques  

o Réactivation des formes 

consignées 

o Recréation contextuelle 

- Interprétation de charge stylistique : Le 

style est une manière d’écrire. Il est tout 

ce qui se rajoute à la fonction purement 

dénotative d’un texte tout ce qui se 

superpose à l’information pure et simple. 

Il faut respecter un certain nombre de 

conformités stylistique afin d’assurer une 

communication efficace.  

- Organicité textuelle : Tout texte se 

déroule selon une logique interne qui le 

rend cohérent, et l’agencement des 

énoncés doit suivre le mouvement de la 

pensée génératrice du texte original. 

L’organicité textuelle est donc 

l’enchainement des énoncés, de la 

précision des rapports entretenus par les 

éléments d’information, de l’élan de la 

progression des idées ou des sentiments 

qu’un traducteur doit être conscient 

lorsqu’il entreprend une traduction. 

(Delisle ; ch. III) 

D’après Rakova (2014) Christiane Nord a 

proposé une typologie des traductions très 

élaborée, inspirée par celle de. Reiss, qui 

implique une distinction entre la fonction de 

l’acte de traduction et la fonction du texte cible 

qui en résulte. Elle identifie deux types 

fondamentaux de processus de traduction. « Le 

premier vise la production dans la langue cible 

d’une sorte de document qui témoigne de 

l’interaction communicative, dans laquelle un 

émetteur de culture source entre en 

communication avec un public de culture source 

au moyen du texte source, dans les conditions de 

cette culture. Le deuxième type vise la production 

dans la langue cible, en se servant de texte source 

comme modèle ou point de départ. Nord 

différencie alors traduction documentaire et 

traduction instrumentale (186). 

A travers son article intitulé « Translation quality 

assessment : linguistic description versus social 

evaluation » House (244) présente trois 

approches différentes de l’évaluation de la 

traduction. La première approche dite 

« conceptions mentalistes » (mentalist views) est 

intuitive et subjective, elle donne un jugement 

global sur la traduction. D’après House, l’ 

évaluation intuitive est propagée par ceux qui 

considèrent la traduction comme un acte créatif 

individuel qui dépend exclusivement de 

l'interprétation subjective, des compétences et 

connaissances interprétatives. Selon elle, les 

textes n'ont aucune signification fondamentale, 

mais leur signification varie en fonction de la 

position de chaque orateur.  

La deuxième école de pensée est celle 

des approches basées sur la réponse (response 

based). Ce point de vue vise à évaluer de manière 

plus scientifique les traductions en rejetant 

l'action mentale du traducteur comme appartenant 

à une boîte noire en principe inconnaissable. 

Cette tradition est surtout associée au travail de 

Nida qui a pris les réactions des lecteurs de 

traduction comme critère principal pour évaluer 

la qualité de celle-ci, en posant des critères 

globales tels que l'intelligibilité et l'information.  

Une bonne traduction d’après cette école 

de pensée est une traduction conduisant à 

l'équivalence de réponse. C’est un concept 

étroitement lié à son principe d'équivalence 

dynamique de traduction, c'est-à-dire que la 

manière dont les récepteurs d'une traduction 

répondent à la traduction doit être équivalente à 

la manière dont les récepteurs des textes sources 

répondent à l'original. Dans cette école de pensée 

se trouve l'approche skopos aussi où le but d'une 

traduction est d'une importance primordiale pour 

juger la qualité d'une traduction. La façon dont 

les normes de la culture cible sont respectées ou 
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bafouées par une traduction est le critère crucial 

pour évaluer la traduction. C'est le traducteur ou, 

plus fréquemment, le mandat qui lui est confié 

par la personne qui commande la traduction, qui 

décide la fonction que la traduction doit remplir 

dans son nouvel environnement.  

La troisième approche est l'approche 

fondée sur le texte et le discours. Cette approche 

s'oriente carrément vers le texte à traduire ; une 

traduction est évaluée principalement en fonction 

de ses formes et de sa fonction à l'intérieur du 

système de la culture et de la littérature 

réceptrices. L'original est d'importance 

secondaire, l'accent étant mis sur la traduction 

proprement dite et sur les phénomènes textuels 

qui sont connus dans la culture cible sous le nom 

de traductions.  

Les membres de ce groupe tentent 

d'examiner d'un œil critique les pratiques de 

traduction d'un point de vue psycho-

philosophique et sociopolitique afin de 

démasquer les relations de pouvoir inégales, qui 

peuvent apparaître comme un certain déséquilibre 

dans la traduction. Dans un plaidoyer en faveur 

de la visibilité des traductions et de la mise en 

évidence des manipulations idéologiques et 

institutionnelles, les partisans de cette approche 

visent à faire des déclarations politiquement 

pertinentes sur la relation entre les 

caractéristiques du texte original et le texte 

traduit. Ils se concentrent sur les forces cachées 

qui façonnent à la fois le processus de sélection 

de ce qui est traduit en premier lieu et les 

procédures qui résultent de la façon dont les 

textes originaux sont pliés et tordus dans l'intérêt 

des individus et des groupes puissants qui tirent 

des ficelles dans le choix des textes à traduire et 

qui adoptent des stratégies particulières de 

retextualisation. L'approche linguistique selon 

House (246) s'inscrit dans cette approche. 

L'approche linguistique prend au sérieux la 

relation entre le texte source et la traduction, mais 

elle se distingue par sa capacité à fournir des 

procédures détaillées pour l'analyse. 

House elle-même propose un modèle 

pragmatique et fonctionnel d'évaluation des 

traductions.  Son modèle d'évaluation est basé sur 

la théorie fonctionnelle systémique de 

Hallidayan, mais s'inspire aussi de manière 

éclectique de l'école de Prague, la théorie des 

actes de parole, de pragmatique, d’analyse du 

discours et des distinctions entre le langage parlé 

et écrit basées sur le corpus. Il permet l'analyse et 

la comparaison d'un original et sa traduction à 

trois niveaux différents : les niveaux de 

langue/texte, registre (champ, mode et ténor) et 

genre. L'un des concepts de base qui sous-tendent 

le modèle est l'équivalence de la traduction, un 

concept qui se reflète clairement dans la 

compréhension conventionnelle quotidienne de la 

traduction. Au-delà de son rôle en tant que 

concept constitutif de l'équivalence de traduction, 

c'est le critère fondamental de la qualité de la 

traduction. Selon House, l'équivalent ne peut être 

lié seulement aux similitudes formelles, 

syntaxiques et lexicales parce que deux éléments 

linguistiques dans deux langues différentes sont 

ambigus et parce que les langues perçoivent la 

réalité du monde différemment. C'est pourquoi 

l'équivalence fonctionnelle et pragmatique est le 

type d'équivalence le plus approprié pour décrire 

les relations entre l'original et la traduction. C'est 

ce type d'équivalence qui est adopté dans le 

modèle pragmatique fonctionnel suggéré par 

House où il est lié à la préservation du sens entre 

deux langues et cultures différentes. 

House fait également la distinction entre 

les traductions ouverte et fermée « Overt-

Covert ». Selon elle, puisque la traduction 

implique un transfert de texte à travers le temps et 

l'espace, et chaque fois que les textes bougent, ils 

déplacent aussi le cadre et le monde discursif. Un 

cadre fonctionne souvent inconsciemment 

comme un principe explicatif, c'est-à-dire que 

tout message qui définit un cadre donne au 

destinataire des instructions dans son 

interprétation du message inclus dans le cadre. 

De même, la notion de monde discursif renvoie à 

une structure super-ordonnée pour interpréter le 

sens d'une certaine manière tout comme un acte 

locuteur acquiert une valeur illocutoire par 

référence à un monde discursif opératif. House a 

noté que l'application des concepts de cadre et de 

monde du discours à la traduction ouverte et 

fermée signifie qu'un texte ouvertement traduit 

est intégré dans un nouvel événement de 

discours, ce qui lui donne aussi un nouveau 

cadre. De l’autre côté, une traduction ouverte est 
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un cas de mention de la langue par opposition à 

l'usage de langue.  En ce qui concerne le modèle 

analytique, on peut dire qu'un original et sa 

traduction ouverte doivent être équivalents au 

niveau de Langue/Texte et du Registre ainsi que 

du Genre. Comme cet accès doit être réalisé dans 

une langue différente et se déroule dans la 

communauté linguistique et culturelle cible, un 

changement de discours et de cadre devient 

nécessaire, c'est-à-dire que la traduction est 

formulée différemment. Elle opère dans son 

propre cadre et dans son propre monde discursif 

et peut ainsi atteindre au mieux un second niveau 

d'équivalence fonctionnelle. Dans le cas d'une 

traduction fermée, qui est un cas d'usage de 

langue, le traducteur doit essayer de recréer un 

événement de discours équivalent. Par 

conséquent, la fonction d'une traduction fermée 

est de reproduire dans le texte cible la fonction 

que l'original a dans son cadre et dans le monde 

du discours. Une traduction fermée fonctionne 

donc assez ouvertement dans le cadre et le monde 

du discours fournis par la culture cible, sans 

qu'aucune tentative pour activer le monde du 

discours dans lequel l'original s'est déployé. La 

traduction fermée est donc à la fois en terme 

psycholinguistique moins complexe et plus 

trompeuse que la traduction ouverte. (House 

244:247) 

Conclusion 

La critique objective de la traduction doit être 

vérifiable, contrairement à la critique arbitraire et 

inadéquate. Cela signifie que toute critique de la 

traduction doit être définie explicitement et 

vérifiée par des exemples. Cependant, l'absence 

de canons universels permettant d'évaluer les 

textes et les changements qui se produisent 

continuellement dans les critères utilisés pour 

mesurer le succès ou la valeur des traductions 

rendent difficile l'identification de modèles et de 

tendances fixes. Malgré les obstacles qui 

entravent l'évaluation, les traducteurs et les 

traductologues reconnaissent son importance en 

tant qu’une activité critique particulière et 

certains ont suggéré que les critiques de 

traduction soient considérées comme un domaine 

distinct des études de traduction appliquées, 

tandis que d'autres ont souligné son importance 

comme lien entre théorie et pratique de la 

traduction et une arme pour la défense de la 

profession. Notre conclusion est que la critique 

de la traduction n'est pas une simple identification 

d'erreurs ou une évaluation hautement subjective, 

mais une analyse et une description approfondie 

des œuvres traduites qui devraient tenir compte 

des présences de l'idéologie dans la traduction. 

 

Ouvrages consultés 
 

Bassnett-McGuire, Susan. Translation Studies. General Editor Terence Hawkes, Clays Ltd,  St Ives  

plc, England, 1992. 

Berman, Antoine. L’épreuve de l’étranger. Gallimard, Paris, 1984 

Berman, Antoine. « Pour une critique des traductions: John Donne ». Bibliothèque des idées,  

 Éditions Gallimard, Paris, 1995 

Bouvet, R. « Antoine Berman : Pour une critique des traductions : John Donne », Surfaces  

 Vol. V.04 (v.1.0F - 19/12/1995) https://pum.unmontreal.ca/review 

Delisle, Jean.  L’Analyse du discours comme méthode de traduction. L’Université d’Ottawa,  

Farrokhi, M. « Les œuvres complètes d’Antoine Berman ». Étude bibliographique  

 Equivalences, 2009 36-1-2 pp. 183-97 

Gunay, V. Dogan. « Le traducteur, un coauteur » dans Le Français Dans Le Monde, Hachette, Paris, No.314 

(Mars-Avril) 

House, Juliane. “Translation Quality Assessment: Linguistic Description versus Social  

 Evaluation” Meta: Journal des traducteurs. www.id.erudit.org/ideruit/00314lar 

- “Translation Quality Assessment: A model revisited” Tubnigen, Narr. 1997 

Larose, R. « Méthodologie de l'évaluation des traductions » Volume 43, numéro 2, juin 1998  URI : 

https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/003410ar  DOI : https://doi.org/10.7202/003410ar   

Lederer, Marianne. La traduction Aujourd’hui. Hachette, Paris, 1994. 

Nord, Christiane. Translating as a purposeful Activity: Functionalist approaches explained.  St.  

https://pum.unmontreal.ca/review
https://www.persee.fr/collection/equiv
https://www.persee.fr/issue/equiv_0751-9532_2009_num_36_1?sectionId=equiv_0751-9532_2009_num_36_1_1424
http://www.id.erudit.org/ideruit/00314lar
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/003410ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/003410ar


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                   Adedoyin K. & Marinus Y.  

 
 

46 

 

Jerome Publishing, 2001. 

Rakova, Zusana. « Théories de traduction ». Masarykova Univerzita,  Brno, 2014 

Reiss, Katharina. Translation Criticism – The Potentials & Limitations (categories and   Criteria  

for translation quality Assessment. Translated by Erroll F. Rhodes, St. Jerome  Publishing, 2001. 

Routledge Encyclopaedia of Translation Studies. Edited by Mona Baker Assisted by Kirsten  

 malonkjaer, Routledge, New York, 2004 

Rougé, Dominique. « Introduction  à l’œuvre théorique d’Antonio Berman, traductologie français », 

 Synergies, Pologne, 2015. pp 11-17 

Simon, Sherry. Antoine Berman, Pour une critique des traductions: John Donne,  Bibliothèque des idées”  

Paris Editions Gallimard 1995, 278 pages TTR: traduction,  terminologie,  rédaction 8, (1) 

pp. 282 -287, https://doi.org/10/7202/037207ar 1995 

Le Nouveau Petit Robert de la langue française, Dictionnaires Le Robert-SEJER, Paris 2008  

 

https://doi.org/10/7202/037207ar%201995


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                              Henry T.T  

  
 

47 

 

REVISITING POSTCOLONIALISM AND THE PLIGHT OF THE AFRICAN CHILD IN 

CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE’S PURPLE HIBISCUS AND HALF OF A YELLOW SUN 

Tarkpegher     Henry    Terngu 

Nasarawa State University Keffi. Nasarawa State 
 

Abstract 

This study examines the plight of African children with close reference to Chimamanda Adichie’s novels, 

Purple Hibiscus and Half of a Yellow Sun. The study maintains that child abuse is sometimes caused by 

parents. In Purple Hibiscus, Eugene Achike as a deviant father, subjects his children Jaja and Kambili to 

physical and mental torture. The plight of Jaja and his sister Kambili is neatly captured as their father beats 

them frequently, scalds their feet with hot water, breaks Jaja’s finger, and does not allow them to live a 

normal life since he has a strict schedule that they must adhere to. Their father has “imprisoned” them in 

their own home. In Half of a Yellow Sun, the children suffer as a result of poverty and war. Poverty is 

responsible for their plight as some are denied education and subjected to child marriage, child labour or 

sexual abuse. The Biafran Army rapes children at will. Little children are conscripted into the army and sent 

to the war front without formal military training. The plight of children in these novels is an indication of 

what children are passing through in Africa and only the adult world can alleviate their plight. Postcolonial 

criticism attributes Eugene’s deviant behaviour and the civil war (the main causes of child abuse in both 

novels) to colonialism and its aftermath.  

Keywords: African Children, Child Abuse, plight of children 

Introduction 

 Children deserve a descent upbringing so 

that the future of the society will be a promising 

one. Many African nations make effort to ensure 

that children grow up in a society that loves and 

cares for them but with modernity and attendant 

introduction of capitalist economic systems, child 

abuse has become a common phenomenon in 

some African countries as adults manhandle 

children. It is as a result of this that Michael 

Fleshman states that, “life for tens of millions of 

Africa’s youngest and most vulnerable 

inhabitants remain[s] difficult, dangerous and all 

too often, tragically short” (1). The plight of 

children is worst in African nations that are at 

war or have experienced war recently. In such 

countries, Fleshman observes that children are 

“trapped in a downward spiral of war, disease and 

deepening poverty” (1). The experiences of 

African children when a war takes place are 

demonstrated in this study when considering the 

experience of children in Half of a Yellow Sun, a 

Nigerian civil war story.  

Chimamanda Adichie’s first novel, 

Purple Hibiscus exposes religious fanaticism 

which makes some parents like Eugene to deny 

children their fundamental human rights. His own 

religion is a brand of religion that encourages the 

manhandling of his children in God’s name.  The 

children are denied love and care by their 

despotic father, Eugene. This analysis of 

Adichie’s novels uses postcolonial theory as a 

theoretical framework.  

Theoretical Framework   
 Postcolonialism is a theory that battles 

with colonialism and issues like the effects of the 

colonizers’ religion, language, and education on 

the culture and tradition of those who were once 

colonized. From the perspective of 

postcolonialism, Eugene is a product of the 

colonizer, having acquired the colonizer’s 

language, religion, culture and education. It is 

against this background that we can understand 

why he subjects his wife and children to physical 

and mental torture. 

Postcolonial theory is a literary theory 

that has been embraced by many critics (as well 

as theoreticians) and it dwells on colonialism as 

well as its aftermath. The theory seeks to explain 

the burning issues in postcolonial nations that 

have attained independence but are held back 

from development due largely to the influence 

neo-colonialism. Literary critics approach 

postcolonialism from different points of view, 

and as a result of this, a generally accepted 

definition is difficult to arrive at. According to 

Rasiah Sugirtharajah, this “field of inquiry is not 

monolithic but rather a field which provides and 

caters for a variety of concerns, oppositional 

stances.” (7). This being the case, the paper relies 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                              Henry T.T  

  
 

48 

 

on the definition of postcolonialism as conceived 

by Bill Ashcroft, Helen Tiffin and Gareth 

Griffiths. Postcolonialism as they have seen it,  

cover[s] all the cultures affected by 

the imperial process from the moment 

of colonialism to the present day. This 

is because there is continuity of pre-

occupation throughout the historical 

process initiated by the European 

imperial aggression. We also suggest 

that it is most appropriate as the term 

for the new cross-cultural criticism 

which has emerged in recent years 

and for the discourse through which 

this is continued. (Empire Writes Back 

2)   

This opinion on postcolonialism is a deliberate 

attempt at avoiding the argument on whether or 

not postcolonialism should be seen as referring to 

literary works emerging after independence only. 

Considering this opinion as put forward by 

Ashcroft, Grifiths and Tiffin, Shija observes that 

the definition is “simplistic as it merely 

chronicles all written literatures of the people 

who were once colonized regardless of its 

contents as post-colonial literatures” (3). Also 

commenting on the definition of Postcolonialism 

by Ashcroft above, Childs, Peter and Patrick 

Williams, state  that Ashcroft, Tiffin and Griffiths 

have provided “a definition  which has become 

somewhat notorious” (3). They see the definition 

as notorious since they notice that there are 

inconsistencies in the definition adding that it 

may not be easy to identify a “continuity of 

preoccupations” as claimed in this definition over 

such an expanse of time. However, an indication 

of why one may be inclined to accept the position 

of the trio is expressed by Stephen Slemon who 

holds the view that Postcolonialism ought not be 

restricted to the era after independence but should 

cover even the period of colonialism itself. He 

goes further to state that the, 

definitions of “postcolonial” of 

course vary widely, but for me, the 

concept proves most useful not 

when it is used synonymously with 

a post-independence historical 

period in once  colonized nations, 

but rather when it locates a 

specifically anti or postcolonial 

discursive purchase in culture, one 

which begins in the moment that 

colonial power inscribes itself onto 

the body and space of its Others 

[colonies] and which continues as 

an often occulted tradition into the 

modern theatre of neo-colonialist 

inter-national relations. (3) 

Slemon does not restrict the discourse to merely 

spatial considerations but to the content of the 

discourse, namely: the relationship between 

cultural production within neo-colonial nation 

state. In another text, Ashcroft, Tiffin and 

Griffiths state that postcolonialism is, “a way of 

reading and rereading texts of both metropolitan 

and colonial cultures to draw deliberate attention 

to the profound and inescapable effects of 

colonization on literary production; 

anthropological accounts; historical records; 

administrative and scientific writing” (Key 

Concepts192). In this particular instance, 

Ashcroft and Slemon’s views cohere. This is 

because they both emphasise literature in former 

colonies has always analysed the effect of 

colonialism on the culture of the colonized as 

well as other issues. The founder of Negritude, 

Aime Cesaire, in his criticism of colonialism 

maintains that contrary to the popular belief that 

colonizers were out to provide a culture and 

education to a cultureless set of Africans, 

colonization was “neither evangelization, nor a 

philanthropic enterprise, nor a desire to push back 

the frontiers of ignorance, disease and tyranny,  

nor a project undertaken for the greater glory of 

God, nor an attempt to extend the rule of law.” 

(32) He establishes the fact that the colonizers 

never had any pure motive since they acted 

hypocritically sometimes as barbarians towards 

the natives that they had colonized and made 

away with the resources of such nations to their 

own countries to enrich themselves.   

The colonizer used religion to further the 

process of colonization. Ana Clarissa Neneve 

adds that “the religions of the colonized subjects 

were frequently belittled and seen as irrational 

beliefs or paganism and therefore, used as a 

reason for what the colonizer claimed was their 

mission to civilize”(35). Aside from religion, the 
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colonial masters also had education to their 

advantage. Colonial education emphasized the 

superiority of the colonizer over the colonized 

and also promoted the language of the colonizer. 

Postcolonial literature is interested in identifying 

and condemning the impact of colonialism on the 

culture of the colonized and celebrating the 

culture of the postcolonial nations. Postcolonial 

criticism seeks to offer a voice to those who have 

been rendered voiceless by exposing the 

Eurocentric opinions that had been in existence 

during and after colonialism. The attempt to offer 

a voice to the voiceless and reject Eurocentric 

notions on the colonized is also stated by Jim 

Parson and Kelly Hardings that,  

postcolonial theory calls for justice 

and seeks to speak to social and 

psychological suffering, 

exploitation, violence and 

enslavement done to the powerless 

victims of colonisation around the 

world by challenging the superiority 

of dominant perspectives and 

seeking to reposition and empower 

the marginalized and subordinated. 

(1)  

This study upholds the opinion of Parson and 

Hardings that Postcolonialism actually seeks to 

give voice to those whose views were muted and 

calls for justice in the postcolonial nations. 

Adichie’s novels expose issues like the 

consequences of war, religious fanaticism, 

corruption, and the plight of women and children 

in the hands of despotic fathers. All these are 

serious issues in postcolonialism. Such an interest 

explains why Adichie’s novels are being 

approached from a postcolonial perspective.  

The Plight of the African Child in Purple 

Hibiscus 

 Purple Hibiscus tells the story of Kambili 

and her brother, Jaja as they grow up under the 

guidance of their parents. They grow up in a 

home where everything they need is available but 

they lack joy since they are harassed and pushed 

around by their father Eugene. This points to the 

fact that some children suffer much because their 

parents who are supposed to make life 

comfortable for them, choose to oppress them 

and this is the case in Purple Hibiscus. Adichie 

takes her time to portray Eugene as an abusive 

parent and the plight of his wife children. 

Commenting on the character of Eugene as an 

irresponsible parent, Corinne Lynette Sandwith 

observes that “Eugene subjects his own children 

to routine physical and emotional abuse” (97). 

Kambili explains that her father Eugene 

Achike does not allow her to interact with other 

students and has placed an order that she must 

run to the gate and be driven home immediately 

she hears the last bell in school. She tells us, 

“once Kevin told Papa I took a few minutes 

longer, and Papa slapped my left and right cheeks 

at the same time, so his huge palms left parallel 

marks on my face and ringing in my ears for 

days”(Purple Hibiscus,51) Kambili’s plight is 

neatly captured in her narrative as she explains 

the treatment meted to her and Jaja when their 

father decides to pour hot water on their legs for 

having committed the “sin” of sleeping in the 

same house with her grandfather who is a 

heathen: “Papa was holding me with one wide 

hand, pouring the hot water carefully with the 

other. I did not know that the sobbing voice “I’m 

sorry! I’m sorry!” was mine until the water 

stopped and I realized my mouth was moving and 

the words were coming out” (Purple Hibiscus, 

192). 

 Only a religious extremist like Eugene, 

blinded by those who colonized his senses, will 

say that staying in the same house with a 

grandfather who is not a Christian is a sin. He 

tells his children after scalding their feet with hot 

water that, “that is what you do to yourself when 

you walk into sin. You burn your feet” (Purple 

Hibiscus,192). Here, Eugene uses religion to 

justify child abuse. This is just one out of the 

many incidences of the harassment of Kambili 

and her brother by their father (Eugene) who has 

chosen to be their oppressor. Only a religious 

extremist will reason this way. Naomi Ofori adds 

that “Eugene Achike caught up in fanatic 

Catholicism, terrorizes the entire family and 

imposes a senseless order on the family” (72). 

Kambili also explains how her father dealt with 

her when he saw her with a painting of her 

grandfather’s image, “he started to kick me. The 

metal buckles on his slippers stung like bites 

from giant mosquitoes.” (Purple Hibiscus,206) 
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Commenting on this domestic violence in 

Eugene’s home,  Sadiya Abubakar notes that, “in 

Chimamanda Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus the 

extent of domestic violence that prevails in the 

patriarchal society of Nigeria is shown or 

projected through the character of  Eugene” 

(605). On the other hand, Edgar sees it as 

“parental cruelty towards children” (134). 

Another aspect of child abuse is when Eugene 

sees Kambili eating on Sunday before Mass. 

Kambili compares her father with Fulani nomads 

who beat their cattle mercilessly: “Papa was like 

a Fulani nomad although he did not have their 

spare, tall body as he swung his belt at mama, 

Jaja and me” (Purple Hibiscus,75). These words 

compare Eugene to illiterate herdsmen often 

considered wild, who would tie the children to 

their beasts.  It is telling that a father would treat 

his own children as animals. In his essay, Martin 

Shauna takes a close look at this pathetic 

situation and concludes that “Kambili and her 

brother have no other option than to put up with 

Eugene’s dictatorship” (14). Unfortunately, 

society and even the Church fails to protect the 

family from abuse.   

 The plight of children in contemporary 

African society in some cases, takes the form of 

children being denied love and parental care. In 

Purple Hibiscus, Kambili and Jaja are denied 

love by their father who is so domineering and 

despotic in his relationship with them. The only 

sign of love in Eugene’s home takes the form of 

inviting the children to come and sip hot tea. 

There is no love in this act as kambili tells us, 

“the tea was always hot, always burned my 

tongue and if lunch was something peppery, my 

tongue suffered” (Purple Hibiscus,8). This ‘love 

sip’ that burns the tongue is not the kind of love 

that the children need. The children need love 

that will make them relax and laugh happily. In 

addition to this, Eugene does not allow his 

children to sit and chat or play, as it is expected 

of all children. They are forced to remain silent in 

fear of their father Eugene. Kambili in her 

narrative comments on this silence that Eugene, 

their father has imposed on them 

our steps on the stairs were as 

measured and as silent as our 

Sundays. The silence of waiting until 

Papa was done with his siesta so we 

could have lunch; the silence of 

reflection time … the silence of 

evening rosary; the silence of driving 

to the church for benediction 

afterwards. Even our family time on 

Sunday was quiet. (Purple Hibiscus 

31)   

This silence is imposed on the children thereby, 

denying them the joy of childhood. Doris Ann Ike 

adds that Kambili describes Eugene’s home as 

“an inhibiting environment that restricts the 

inhabitant’s growth, development and freedom of 

movement” (51). Also reasoning along this line, 

Juliet Tenshak states that, Jaja and Kambili “are 

held within the confining walls of their family 

home by a father who exerts absolute, tyrannical 

control over them” (135). Eugene does not give 

his children the opportunity to go out and interact 

with their school mates. Aside from church and 

school, the children are not allowed to go 

anywhere. As a result of this Kambili expresses 

the extent to which they have become fed up with 

their (prison) home: “our furniture was lifeless; 

the glass tables did not shed twisted skin in 

harmattan, the leather sofas’ greeting was a 

clammy coldness, the Persian rugs were too lush 

to have any feeling” (Purple Hibiscus, 190). She 

also adds that in their house, “the silence was 

broken only by the whir of the ceiling fan as it 

sliced through the air. Although our spacious 

dining room gave way to an even wider living 

room, I felt suffocated”(Purple Hibiscus,7). As a 

matter of fact, this silence imposed on the 

children by Eugene continues till his death. 

Kambili expresses the joyful silence that now 

exists after Eugene’s death. She says, “it is a 

different kind of silence, one that lets me breathe” 

(Purple Hibiscus,297). This means that the 

silence that existed when Eugene was alive was 

suffocating. Ironically, it is only when he dies 

that she lives.  

 The novel neatly captures the plight of 

Eugene’s children based on the fact that they are 

not exposed. This is because Eugene has caged 

them and as a result of this they do not know how 

to relate with other children. Kambili becomes 

timid and cannot speak out when the need arises: 

“I cleared my throat, willed the words to come. I 
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knew them, thought them. But they would not 

come” (Purple Hibiscus,48). When Amaka’s 

friend `asks Kambili if her hair contains artificial 

hair or not, Kambili cannot even open her mouth 

to say if she is using artificial hair or not. She 

says, “I wanted to tell the girl that it was all my 

hair, that there were no attachments, but the 

words could not come.” (Purple Hibiscus,140). 

Kambili’s timidity surprises Amaka and she later 

tells her mother that, “she (Kambili) behaves 

funny. Even Jaja is strange. Something is not 

right with them” (Purple Hibiscus,141). This 

study agrees with Amaka that something is 

actually wrong with Kambili and Jaja. Their 

father has turned them into timid robots that 

cannot socialize. Reading their story makes us 

appreciate the plight of Kambili and Jaja who are 

a symbolic representation of many other children 

in Africa who are abused by their own parents.  

The plight of Kambili and Jaja can also 

be seen considering the fact that they are denied 

freedom and made to live regimented lives under 

strict schedules prepared by their father. These 

schedules of activities are written on paper and 

pasted in their rooms. They must adhere strictly 

to this daily schedules. Kambili reports this, 

I pushed my textbook aside, looked 

up, and stared at my daily schedule, 

posted on the wall above me. Kambili 

was written in bold letters on top of 

the sheet of paper, just as Jaja was 

written on the schedule above Jaja’s 

desk in his room. I wondered when 

Papa would draw up a schedule for 

the baby, my new brother, if he would 

do it right after the baby was born or 

wait until he was a toddler. Papa liked 

order. It showed even in the schedules 

themselves, the way his meticulously 

drawn lines in black ink. (Purple 

Hibiscus 23-24) 

These schedules spell out what the children will 

do and whatever is not in it is not allowed. This 

denies the children freedom to be involved in 

other useful activities. The children are left with 

no option than to remain silent, as Ade Coker the 

Newspaper Editor observes, Eugene’s children 

“are always so quiet” (Purple Hibiscus, 57). 

Considering the strict schedule of activities which 

Eugene has imposed on his helpless children, Eva 

Corneliussen observes that, 

the rigid schedules make the home 

into a prison where Eugene is the 

self-appointed executive and his 

family his obedient subjects. Their 

luxurious home reflects the feeling 

of entrapment where Kambili feels 

suffocated despite the spacious open 

rooms … Kambili’s family is 

physically as well as psychically 

excluded from the outside world 

living in their father’s unpredictable 

mercy.” (48) 

  On another occasion, Eugene breaks 

Jaja’s finger just because Jaja did not answer a 

question in the church correctly. Kambili tells us 

that “when he [Jaja] was ten, he had missed two 

questions on his catechism test and was not 

named the best in his first Holy Communion 

class. Papa took him upstairs and locked the door. 

Jaja in tears came out supporting his left hand 

with his right, and Papa drove him to St. Agness 

Hospital” (Purple Hibiscus 144). We may then 

ask the following rhetorical question: why will a 

parent maim a child because the child does not 

know an answer to a question asked in church? 

Though this question is rhetorical, it is answered 

by Dedre Engelbrecht, who explains that Eugene 

believes “that his actions are justified by his 

religion” (5). This leads us to another rhetorical 

question, if it is true that his actions are justified 

by God, why will a parent abuse his own children 

in the name of God? Ouno Victor Onyango, 

Kitche Magak and Muhoma Catherine provide an 

answer to this question. These three critics state 

that, Eugene behaves deviantly because he is 

mentally ill. They conclude that “Eugene’s 

mental ill-health generates fear in Kambili and 

her father’s house ceases to represent peace and 

comfort that a home offers, instead the presence 

of her father terrifies her” (465).  Such comments 

point to the fact that the society makes no 

provision for the treatment of mental illness. Jaja 

and Kambili suffer psychological trauma as they 

are harassed and oppressed in their own home. In 

addition to this, their father beats their mother 

and she loses her pregnancy. Thus, instead of the 

joy of childhood, what the children experience is 
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the abuse of childhood. This paints a clear picture 

of how children are terrorised in many African 

nations both within the home and outside the 

home.   

 It must be noted that Eugene was brought 

up as a house boy of white men in the colonial 

era. Through those white missionaries Eugene 

acquired the colonizer’s language, religion, 

culture and education. As a result of this, Eugene 

suffers from what postcolonial theory calls 

alienation. He becomes alienated as he no longer 

values Igbo language. Kambili tells us, “he hardly 

spoke Igbo” (Purple Hibiscus,13). He also insists 

that his children should speak English only so as 

“to sound civilized in public” (Purple Hibiscus, 

13). Western education and religion have made 

him see Igbo culture and tradition as fetish. When 

his father dies, he refuses to be present at the 

funeral because his father is not a Christian as he 

tells his sister on phone, “I cannot participate in a 

pagan funeral” (Purple Hibiscus, 186). Eugene 

also suffered in the hands of the colonial 

missionaries. He tells his children, the white man 

he served, “poured the hot water in a bowl and 

soaked my hands in it” (Purple Hibiscus,194). 

The concept of “mimicry” in postcolonialism is 

applicable here. Eugene simply mimics the white 

man’s inhuman way of punishing a child as we 

see him subject his children to different forms of 

child abuse.  Postcolonial theory appreciates the 

fact colonialism has ended but neo-colonialism 

has taken over. Corneliussen further explains that 

in such postcolonial nations undergoing neo-

colonialism, “the complexities of the colonial 

influence are explicitly displayed through the 

natives’ alienation or hybridity in terms of their 

religion, language and ethics” (70).  

Eugene is one of those who are 

experiencing neo-colonialism since his parish 

priest is a white man (Fr. Benedict) who frowns 

at the use of Igbo in church and insists on the use 

of English and Latin only. Kambili tells us, “Fr. 

Benedict had changed things in the parish, such 

as insisting that the credo and the kyrie be recited 

in Latin; Igbo was unacceptable” (Purple 

Hibiscus,4). The colonizer will always see the 

language of the colonized as “primitive” and the 

culture, “unenlightened.” The influence of Fr. 

Benedict on Eugene is neo-colonial. Eugene who 

was colonized by the white men has decided to be 

a colonizer also. His house becomes his colony 

and his wife and children are there for him to 

colonize. His wife eventually demands 

“independence” from her “colonizer” by 

poisoning Eugene. By killing her husband, 

Beatrice becomes a nationalist fighting for her 

independence and that of her children. A tyrant 

deserves no pity, neither does a deviant despotic 

father and husband deserve any. Kambili tells us 

that only Sisi the house girl cried, when Eugene 

died: “it was only Sisi who had cried in the 

household” (Purple Hibiscus,282). Indeed, 

Beatrice and her children have won 

independence.     

The Plight of the African Child in Half of a 

Yellow Sun 

The plight of the African child also 

features significantly in Adichie’s second novel, 

Half of a Yellow Sun. The plight of some of the 

children is as a result of poverty.  Ugwu, for 

instance, comes from a poor family that can 

hardly provide his needs. He and his younger 

ones drop out of school just because their father’s 

crops failed. One may observe that the crops did 

not fail every year. Ugwu’s parents should have 

sent him back to school the following year. 

Odenigbo who becomes his master rightly points 

out that, “your father should have borrowed” 

(HYS,11). However, in a village setting where 

most people live at subsistence level, it is not 

easy to borrow or even when one borrows, for 

how long and how many times? Children suffer 

when parents do not take their education 

seriously. Half of a Yellow Sun clearly points out 

the plight of children who come from such poor 

homes. The parents are forced by circumstances 

to send Ugwu out to anyone who wants him as a 

servant. Adichie’s brief description of Ugwu and 

his younger ones gives us a clear picture of what 

they are passing through. “Ugwu stood around 

while his little cousins and siblings, the younger 

ones naked and the older ones in oversized shirt” 

(HYS,120). Being a servant becomes the only 

option for him and his parents but this is another 

form of child abuse called child labour. The 

parents of Ugwu readily accept child labour as an 

option because they cannot provide his needs. 

The novel clearly captures the plight of these 
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child labourers as they serve different masters. 

Though Ugwu is fairly treated by his master, 

other servants are not. Adichie states this contrast 

clearly, “Ugwu came to realize other things. He 

was not a normal house-boy; Dr. Okeke’s 

houseboy next door did not sleep on a bed in a 

room, he slept on the kitchen floor. The houseboy 

at the end of the street with whom Ugwu went to 

the market did not decide what would be cooked” 

(HYS,17).  

The plight of African children is noticed 

among these child labourers who have been 

denied education and sent out to other homes as 

houseboys. Aside from the fact that they suffer in 

the hands of their masters, their future is not 

bright.  They have a very bleak future since they 

have no education and no certificate. 

Furthermore, such children are subjected to much 

abuse and traumatic experiences. In other African 

countries, children suffer much when war takes 

place. The plight of many other children in Half 

of a Yellow Sun, is vividly captured in the war 

which makes them suffer malnutrition. 

Malnutrition comes with many other medical and 

social implications. It is said that, “Baby’s hair 

was falling out, hunger was stealing the 

memories of the children” (HYS, 389). This 

establishes the poor living condition of children 

in the novel during war. Some children even die 

in the process.  

 This analysis of the plight of African 

children which manifests itself in various forms 

of child abuse will be incomplete if the fate of the 

girl-child is not mentioned. The plight of the girl 

child in poor homes is neatly captured in Half of 

a Yellow Sun. Ugwu comes from a poor family, 

and his younger sister (Anulika) is to be given out 

in marriage at the age of fifteen years. She has no 

other option than to accept her fate. Olanna 

expresses surprise at such early marriage, 

“Anulika? Is she not a little young?” (HYS,122). 

The only justification for this premature marriage 

is that, “her mates have started to marry” 

(HYS,122). This then means that the others that 

married before her may have married at 13 or 14 

years of age. This is a time when the girls are yet 

to be physically and psychologically mature. 

Victor Ifeanyi Ede and Dominic Zuoke Kalu take 

their time to explain that, “child marriage is the 

marriage whereby, minors are given in 

matrimony … such marriages are typically 

arranged and often forced; as young children are 

generally not capable of giving valid consent to 

enter into marriage” (47). This is the legal 

condition where parents consent to marry out 

their daughters.   

In Half of a Yellow Sun, the plight of the 

girl child does not end with early marriage which 

is also called child marriage. As the Biafran war 

goes on, some parents offer their daughters to 

“sugar dadies”  for survival. The girl-child 

becomes a gift item or an item used in exchange 

for food and other things lacking in such poor 

families. Adichie captures this in Half of a Yellow 

Sun through Eberechi who is given to a soldier 

unceremoniously at night, “the story was that her 

parents had given her to a visiting army officer, 

as one would give kola not to a guest. They had 

knocked on his door at night, opened it, and 

gently pushed her in. The next morning, the 

beaming officer thanked her beaming parents 

while Eberechi stood by” (HYS 200).  

The favour sought from the soldier is obtained as 

Eberechi later tells Ugwu, “he helped us. He put 

my brother in essential services, in the 

army”(294). It must be further stated the girl 

child’s plight does not only exist when parents 

begin to give them out as they did Eberechi. The 

plight of some children especially girls, begins 

when they are born. Some parents prefer male 

children to female ones. This is the case with 

Odenigbo’s mother who says she does not need a 

female child abandons her granddaughter at the 

hospital. To worsen the situation, the baby’s 

mother also rejects her because she too does not 

want a baby girl. This rejection is based on the 

fact that “she wanted a baby boy” (HYS, 250). 

Olanna decides to adopt her and become her 

guardian, now that she has been rejected by her 

mother and grandmother just because she is not a 

boy. In many African countries, female children 

pass through much humiliation because they are 

not valued.  

 One other form of child abuse that 

children in Half of a Yellow Sun encounter is 

child rape. During the Civil War, the soldiers 

decide to rape little girls. Ugwu sees his fellow 

soldiers raping a girl. There is a graphic 
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description of one of such incidents(s) as Ugwu 

recounts: “the bar girl was lying on her back on 

the floor, her wrapper bunched up at her waist, 

her shoulders held down by a soldier, her legs 

wide, wide ajar. She was sobbing, ‘please, biko’. 

Her blouse was still on. Between her legs, High-

Tech was moving” (HYS, 365).  

Besides rape, little children in a refugee 

camp experience sexual exploitation. The priest 

in charge of the refugee camp (Rev. Father 

Marcel) insists on having sex with those little 

children before giving them a little food to go 

back and eat with their parents in the camp. He 

even impregnates one of them. Kainene informs 

her sister, “can you believe who is responsible for 

that small girl, Urenwa’s pregnancy? Can you 

believe it is Rev. Father Marcel” (HYS, 398). 

Kainene also attacks the second priest Rev. 

Father Jude by asking him: “how could you stay 

here and let him spread the legs of starving girls? 

How will you account for this to your God” 

(HYS,398).  

Another instance in the plight of children 

in Half of a Yellow Sun is based on the fact that 

little boys are conscripted into the army and sent 

to the war front without formal military training.  

Ugwu finds himself conscripted into the Biafran 

Army at a tender age. He is not the only child 

conscripted into the army. He sees other children 

and observes that, “the other was a teenager of 

perhaps fifteen” (HYS,357). Ugwu also sees 

another teenager crying after being conscripted in 

to the army,  

The teenager was sobbing. He 

looked familiar; perhaps he was one 

of the neighborhood boys who had 

fetched water at the borehole before 

dawn. Ugwu felt sorry for him and 

yet angry, too because the teenager’s 

cry made the hopelessness of their 

situation stark and final. They really 

had been conscripted. They really 

would be sent to the war front with 

no training. (HYS,358) 

The plight of these children conscripted into the 

army can be better imagined based on the fact 

that their parents will not be there with them 

despite the fact that they are too young to be 

away from home and parental care. Furthermore, 

soldiering is not a genteel profession so they 

cannot expect any pampering from other soldiers. 

It is unfortunate that they have found themselves 

in this ravaged situation. Ugwu as a conscripted 

child soldier observes that “he was not living his 

life; life was living him” (HYS 364). Indeed most 

of the children seen in Purple Hibiscus and Half 

of a Yellow sun, are not living their lives, instead, 

they can be compared to the living dead, without 

hope.  

 The main concern of postcolonialism as a 

theory is to identify colonialism as a 

retrogressive, unrewarding and unwanted 

phenomenon that has a damaging effect on the 

culture, language, religion and progress of 

nations that have experienced colonisation. This 

is the reason why the theory is “committed to 

addressing the plague of colonialism” (Parson 

and Hardings,1). It calls for total decolonisation 

and eradication of all forms of injustice in Africa 

and other postcolonial nations. This includes the 

outright condemnation of child abuse and other 

anti-social conduct especially that which affects 

children and other vulnerable members of the 

society. Postcolonial theory has effectively, 

waged war against the coloniser and Western 

influence in Africa. With the untiring effort of 

postcolonial theorists and critics, African will 

experience socio-political and economic 

transformation.          

Conclusion  

 From the foregoing analysis, it can be 

concluded that Chimamanda Adichie’s two 

novels (Purple Hibiscus and Half of a Yellow 

Sun) dwell on different themes but they all 

portray the plight of helpless children who are not 

old enough to rise against their oppressors. In 

Purple Hibiscus, the children (Kambili and Jaja) 

suffer in the hands of a deviant father who, in the 

name of religion, becomes a tyrant. Half of a 

Yellow Sun also identifies children that are faced 

with forces that they are not grown up enough to 

fight. All African nations must take some steps to 

ensure that children are not abused by adults. 

Parents should appreciate the fact that children 

are a gift from God and should not be subjected 

to any form of abuse neither should they 

misinterpret church doctrines and abuse their 

children in God’s name as seen in Purple 
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Hibiscus. In addition to this, government and law 

enforcement agents should declare a total war on 

child abuse. Parents who are poor should be made 

to realise that they are not supposed to subject 

their children to child labour, child marriage and 

gender discrimination. The entire African 

continent must realise the negative consequences 

of child abuse and do all they can to love and care 

for children so that the future of the continent will 

be a brighter one.   
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Abstract 

Proverbs inherently have a feature of traditionality and are employed by speakers as communication tools in 

most cultures and languages of the world. They bear features that characterise them as meaning oriented 

and contextually peculiar. The study of rhetoric on the other hand, involves the study of ethical, logical, and 

emotional appeals as instruments of persuasion in speaking or writing. This study highlights the 

components of rhetoric and the metaphoric components at play in proverbs in a bid to underscore the 

viability of teaching proverbs (in schools) as a vehicle for enhancing rhetorical and argumentative skills in 

English among second language learners. The data for this research is a collection of twenty proverbs 

purposefully selected from a wide range of proverbs gathered during an interview session with two 

custodians of Afrike orature. The discussion is primarily centred on identifying the claims/meanings of the 

proverbs within varied contexts. In addition, the rhetorical appeals as well as the instruments of 

argumentation used are identified and discussed. This study is guided by the Aristotelian theory of rhetoric, 

Toulmin’s theory of argumentation and the sociolinguistic approach to language study. Because the 

effectiveness of proverbs in use does not only lie in the semantic or syntactic import of the proverbs 

themselves but also depends to a large extent on the linguistic context, speaker, nature of the audience and 

topic of discussion (these factors constitute aspects of the rhetorical appeals), this paper concludes that 

including them in course contents will add considerable local flavour and enhance learning of rhetorical 

skills in a more practical manner. 
 

Key words: Proverbs; Rhetoric; Language teaching; Argumentation; Sociolinguistic 

Introduction  

Proverbs are simple statements that are 

generally known and repeated within speech 

communities and which reflects values and truths 

that are based on common sense or the common 

experience of a people. Mieder (2004) defines 

them as “short, generally known sentences of the 

folk which contain wisdom, truth, morals, and 

traditional views in a metaphorical, fixed, and 

memorisable form and which is handed down 

from generation to generation” (p.5). Their 

source is usually unknown and sometimes these 

proverbs are found across languages, religions, 

and time. For example, the proverb “No fly enters 

a mouth that is shut” is used in Spain and many 

other countries around the world. And although it 

is found in various languages and times, the 

proverb can be traced back to ancient Babylonian 

origins (Pritchard, 1958, p. 146). The Bible 

(especially the Book of Proverbs), the internet 

and Medieval Latin have played considerable 

roles in spreading and entrenching proverbs 

across world cultures. In fact, according to 

Mieder (2004) societies that use the Bible as their 

major spiritual guide have hundreds of proverbs 

in their culture that originate from it. In spite of 

these influences, every culture has its own unique 

proverbs which portrays its essence and 

traditions. 

Closely related to proverbs are clichés, 

quotes, idioms and adages. These, though also 

being speaking forms, can be differentiated from 

proverbs. Norrick (1985) helpfully identifies the 

differences between clichés, quotes, idioms and 

adages; pointing that clichés are over-used 

phrases that have lost their meaning over time, 

while an adage is a well-known phrase that 

expresses a general truth about the world. He 

further submits that idioms are groups of words 

which when used together generate different 

meanings from their individual word meaning, 

and that quotes are the purposeful reiterations of 
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the exact words of another person. When 

juxtaposed with Zolfaghari and Ameri’s (2012) 

definition of a proverb as “a short sentence, 

which is well-known and at times rhythmic, 

includes advice, sage themes and ethnic 

experiences, comprising simile, metaphor or 

irony which is well-known among people for its 

fluent wording, clarity of expression, simplicity, 

expansiveness and generality and is used either 

with or without change" (p. 107), the differences 

become clearer. The major difference between 

the forms being that proverbs are highly 

traditional, culture specific utterances (sentences) 

whereas others may not have any feature of 

traditionality. They may also vary in syntactic 

length from single words to multiple sentences.  

Proverbs are usually employed more by 

adults than children in conversation, as their use 

requires skill and an understanding of their 

metaphoric nature. Children will most times 

interpret proverbs in a literal sense because 

proverbs are taught and learned literarily or by 

observation. And since they do not yet 

understand the cultural application and the 

stereotypical metaphor, they are likely to either 

avoid or misused (mis-interprete) them in 

conversation. They however learn this aspect of 

the language as they gradually evolve into 

adulthood (Kiang, 2007, pp. 653-663). In 

traditional African societies, proverbial constructs 

are useful in conflict resolution because they are 

an indirect way of speaking and therefore allow a 

speaker to disagree or give advice in a way that is 

diplomatic and less offensive.  

The study of proverbs is called 

paremiology. This study is, nevertheless, not 

without its difficulties. Consider that trying to 

understand proverbs outside their situations of 

use, on the one hand, may prove difficult because 

the actual messages embedded in them may not 

be clear. On the other hand, studying proverbs 

used in actual conversations again poses a 

challenge since the researcher must wait patiently 

for proverbs to be used live in conversations. For 

instance, a researcher working on Akan proverbs 

in Ghana, discovered that one proverb could have 

up to twelve distinct interpretations (Obeng, 

1996, p. 521). So to determine their true 

meanings, one must witness them being used 

within specific linguistic contexts. Although 

having twelve meanings is extreme, most 

proverbs give themselves over to multiple 

interpretations thus their elusive nature (Pam & 

Ekpang, 2016). Sometimes proverbs contradict 

themselves as is the case with the following 

proverbs: "A scorpion does not put to birth in 

public" and "A serious matter is not discussed 

inside the throat." These kinds of proverbs are 

referred to as "counter proverbs" (Doyle, 2012, 

p.32). In such cases, each of the proverbs is used 

in its own appropriate situation, and none of them 

is regarded as a universal truth because the 

success or effectiveness of the proverb depends 

on other factors such as speaker, audience type 

and the prevailing circumstances. 

Uses of proverbs today 

Proverbs are essentially didactic in nature 

and there is a growing interest in deliberately 

using them to support and promote changes in 

society. They are also sometimes used by stand-

up comedians for entertainment purposes too. In 

their more constructive applications, proverbs are 

used in political campaign speeches, teaching of 

foreign languages at deeper levels of meaning, 

combating social ills (Menser,2013), community 

development and in resolving intra and inter 

group conflicts. In the humanities, proverbs have 

been used extensively in character delineation in 

prose and drama like those of Achebe, Soyinka 

and Adichie; by poets and rap artistes in poems 

and songs; in films and books as titles and sub-

titles; for political and social commentaries in 

social media platforms like Facebook etc. A 

Facebook post, by Tony Adah on the 26
th
 of 

August, 2016 for instance, read: “Dog teeth does 

not bite dog- how many herdsmen have been 

prosecuted for killing Nigerians like the man 

naming dog?”  Also a pioneering proverb 

collection has been published by Luke Eyo to 

capture some proverbs, present them for 

pedagogical purposes and prevent them from 

going extinct. In the field of education, the 

concept of paremiological minimum has been 

introduced in some countries in a bid to educate 

children about their national and traditional 

heritage using proverbs. 

Paremiological minimum, developed by 

Grigori Permjakov (1979), refers to a 
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recommended set of proverbs that people who 

belong to a group should know. Permjakov 

observed that "every adult Russian language 

speaker (over 20 years of age) knows no fewer 

than 800 proverbs, proverbial expressions, 

popular literary quotations and other forms of 

clichés" (Vargha & Litovkina, 2007, p. 135). 

Studies of the paremiological minimum have 

been done for a number of languages. Hirsch, 

Kett, and Trefil (1988) and Haas (2008) are 

works in which attempts were made to draw up 

one in America although Hirsch et al’s attempt 

was more prescriptive than descriptive.  

In spite of these developments, there is 

no formal structure to guide the formulation of a 

paremiological minimum yet. This has been a 

major draw-back for researchers of many 

languages. The Nigerian situation may prove 

even more difficult because of the country’s 

multi-cultural nature. The United States Embassy 

in Nigeria puts the figure at 250 ethnicities in its 

Nigeria Facts sheet (January, 2012). Each one of 

these ethnicities has its own unique language and 

body of proverbs. But as is characteristic of 

proverbs, there are replications of these proverbs 

in different parts of the country. For instance, the 

proverb “Dog teeth does not eat dog” (Yoruba) 

has its equivalent in “Snakes do not swallow 

fellow snakes” (Igbo). A paremiological 

minimum in Nigeria will therefore have to reflect 

this multi-ethnic reality as much as possible and 

would probably be more flexible in the sense that 

where there are such replications, only the most 

indigenous in a particular language setting will be 

added. 

Theoretical framework 

The sociolinguistic approach to language 

study is the primary theoretical framework 

adopted for this study. In addition, the study will 

draw insights from the Aristotelian rhetorical 

theory and Toulmin’s theory of argumentation. 

Sociolinguistics is a discipline that connects the 

study of language (linguistics) to the society 

within which the language is found. In the words 

of Wardhaugh (2006), “Sociolinguistics is 

concerned with investigating the relationships 

between language and society with the goal being 

a better understanding of the structure of 

language and of how languages function in 

communication…” (p. 13). Although the name 

was first coined by Thomas E. Hudson (1939) in 

an article titled Sociolinguistics in India, it was 

only made popular in the 1960s by William 

Labov and Basil Bernstein. While Bernstein 

introduced the restricted and elaborated code 

theory to explain the sociolinguistic import of 

social class and family on language use, Labov 

explored the quantitative study of variation and 

change in language as determined by social 

indices. Sociolinguistics however has evolved 

over time into an interdisciplinary field of 

research which deals with all aspects of language 

as it applies to man in a society. Wardhaugh 

(2006) draws our attention to the distinction 

between sociolinguistics and the sociology of 

language. Downes (1998) states that 

“Sociolinguistics is that branch of linguistics 

which studies just those properties of language 

and languages which require reference to social, 

including contextual, factors in their explanation” 

(p.9) and Trudgill (2003) describes 

sociolinguistics to be; “work which is intended to 

achieve a better understanding of the nature of 

human language by studying language in its 

social context and/or to achieve a better 

understanding of the nature of the relationship 

and interaction between language and society” 

(p.123).   

Wardhaugh (2006) describes three 

possible relationships that could exist between 

language and society: firstly, the established 

social structure may determine or influence the 

language; secondly, the language may determine 

or influence the social structure; and thirdly, there 

may exist a symbiotic or bipolar relationship 

where both language and society influence each 

other. In the collection of proverbs analysed in 

this paper, it will be observed that the choice of 

metaphors reflect the people’s occupation, 

traditional values, and world view. The society is 

able to incorporate their essence into their 

proverbs thereby showing the possibility that 

both the language and society evolve over time 

with aspects of one influencing aspects of the 

other (p.10).  

With this study concerned with a form of 

speaking peculiar to the various speech 

communities, the sociolinguistic approach is very 
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important in achieving the aim of the study. The 

sociolinguistic approach to language study is also 

important to this study because there is a definite 

relationship between language and society and it 

is within a particular society that one acquires the 

language he/she uses. 

The Aristotelian rhetorical theory is 

based on Aristotle’s The Art of Rhetoric which is 

the earliest surviving text on the concept of 

rhetoric. In the second chapter of the text, 

Aristotle defines rhetoric as “the power to 

observe the persuasiveness of which any 

particular matter admits” (1991, p. 74). He 

further identifies three rhetorical appeals namely: 

ethos (persuasion by projecting the speaker’s 

credibility), pathos (persuasion through stirring 

the emotions of the listeners.) and logos 

(persuasion through logical argumentation). Neo-

Aristotelian positions on the scope of rhetoric are 

off-shoots of the Aristotelian theory. 

These above captured are by no means the only 

instruments of rhetorical analysis in the theory 

but they are the relevant ones as far as this study 

is concerned. The three: ethos, logos and pathos 

will be combined with some components of the 

theory of argumentation and applied in the 

analysis of the selected proverbs. 

Argumentation is a multi-disciplinary 

study of “the nature and structure of argument as 

it occurs in real, natural situations” (The 

Encyclopaedia Communication Research 

Methods). In Uses of Argument, Toulmin (1958) 

distinguishes between two types of arguments 

which he calls substantive and analytic or 

practical and theoretical arguments (Jonsen and 

Toulmin, 1988) respectively. A substantive 

argument involves an inference that is based on 

data or evidence while analytic arguments are 

based on static universal truths or principles. So 

that whereas substantive argument “grounds its 

claim on the context of a particular situation”, 

analytical arguments are based on “abstract” and 

“universal principles” (Foss, Foss & Trapp, p. 

90). Toulmin also elaborates on argument fields 

within the sphere of practical arguments. These 

include conversational argumentation, political 

argumentation, legal argumentation among 

others. Each field, he argues, uses distinct tools of 

argumentation. Toulmin in Foss, Foss & Trapp 

(1991) identifies six components of the structure 

of arguments, and they include: claim, grounds, 

warrant, backing, modal qualifier and rebuttal. 

The claim is the conclusion of an argument or the 

message the speaker wants to pass across; the 

‘grounds’ and the ‘warrant’ are the data, facts or 

proofs of the argument, and the generally 

acknowledged principle on which the speaker 

bases his/her argument respectively. The 

‘backing’ is a kind of reinforcement for the 

‘warrant’, the ‘modal’ reinforces the ‘grounds’ 

while the ‘rebuttal’ refutes the arguments of 

opponents. (p. 98).  

In summary, arguments involve premises 

or assumptions, a method of deductive or 

inductive reasoning and a subtle or forceful 

presentation of points. It is worth pointing out 

that arguments are sometimes explicit and at 

other times, implied. Both the Aristotelian 

rhetorical theory and Toulmin’s theory of 

argumentation deal with content analysis and are 

useful for the identification and understanding of 

arguments presented in proverbs. 

Method of data collection  
The data for this study consists of twenty 

proverbs purposefully selected from a wide range 

of proverbs gathered during an interview session 

with Ashu Ekpang and Ashu Odey- two 

custodians of Afrike orature. Afrike is an ethnic 

group located in the northern parts of Cross River 

State, Nigeria. It is a relatively small community 

which practices communal living. Although, 

there are few public schools in this community, 

the predominant social activities are cultural and 

traditional, presenting ample opportunities for the 

frequent display of oratorical skills in the various 

gatherings. These social activities include, but are 

not restricted to, naming and burial ceremonies, 

public prayers, marriages, and age-grade 

meetings. The proverbs analysed here have been 

selected because they cover a range of contexts 

among the Afrike people. Also the values they 

promote are not moribund or obsolete. These 

proverbs are still in use today and address issues 

that are contemporary within their linguistic 

space.  

The selected proverbs have been listed 

and discussed in the next section. The discussion 

is primarily centred on identifying the 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                     Ekpang J., Pam J., & Ekwok L.  

  
 

60 

 

claims/meanings of the proverbs within varied 

contexts. Also identified are the rhetorical 

appeals inherent in them, as well as the 

instruments of argumentation used. 

Data presentation and analysis 

Proverb 1: A one legged cricket starts its journey 

before day break. 

Claim: If one is handicapped in anyway, he will 

need to begin early and put in more effort to 

achieve his goals. The main stay of the Afrike 

people is farming and family members are the 

major source of labour. If a man has a relatively 

small number of family members, he may have to 

put in more days’ work or begin the cultivation 

exercise earlier than others. This proverb may be 

used on occasions where contributions are 

required from individuals, families, clans or other 

smaller units of the community social structure. 

Usually these units are taxed equally irrespective 

of numerical strength  or gender composition. If 

a unit fails to meet up to its responsibility 

(financial, material or otherwise), the proverb 

may be used to show that the society has zero 

tolerance for laziness or excuses. It is an example 

of logical appeal as its effectiveness is based on 

logical reasoning. It encourages members of the 

community to be proactive and creative when 

they have a lot of work to do. It is similar to the 

English proverb- “A stitch in time saves nine”. 

And because this argument is based on everyday 

reasoning, it is a substantive argument.  

Proverb 2: Rain does not fall in one area and 

cause slippery ground in another. 

Claim: The concept of cause and effect is 

highlighted here. The consequences of an action, 

they say, should be borne by the perpetrator of 

the action. It is usually used to flout an  appeal 

for mercy or to advice a younger person about the 

negative consequences of a  particular action. 

It can also be used to exonerate friends and 

family members from the  punishment of an 

offender when judgement is meted out. It is also 

an example of both  pathos and logos appeal. 

A similar proverb is “The fathers have eaten sour 

grapes and  the children’s teeth are set on 

edge?” found in the Biblical verse (Ezekiel 18:2 

KJV) or “The way you lay your bed is the way 

you will lie on it”. This argument is substantive. 

Proverb 3: The help rendered in Ogidi is repaid 

on Achanya. 

Claim: Kindness or wickedness is a seed which 

when sown, will be harvested in due time. To 

understand this proverb, a little background of the 

economic practices of the people is required. The 

people of Afrike have five traditional days of the 

week: Ogidi,  Achanya, Odama, Ogbada and 

Ochaga. Ogidi and Achanya are market days in 

the  community. So if a good deed is carried 

out by a person on one of these days (Ogidi), it is 

believed that similar good deeds would be 

received from others on another day. The proverb 

validates an individual’s right to draw from the 

bank of goodwill when it is deserving, and is 

used to explain why evil befalls those who 

themselves do evil.  It is similar to “One good 

turn deserves another” or “Evil begets evil.” It is 

also used to encourage members of the 

community to perform acts of kindness. The 

proverb is a warning and reminder that the 

actions or inactions of people usually results in 

actions  or inactions just like the law of Karma. 

Here, pathos is used because the proverb appeals 

to the emotion and is enforced by the fear of evil. 

There is also no fact or evidence on which this 

argument is based; rather it is founded on an 

abstract and natural or universal  law. It is analytic 

argument. 

Proverb 4: The oil only flows through soft hair. 

Claim: This proverb implies that a tough man 

cannot be oppressed or manipulated. It appears 

to be a recent creation because it derives its 

metaphor from “jerry curl” hairstyle which was a 

fashion trend in the 1970s and 1980s. This type 

of hair-do reduces the  elasticity of the average 

West African hair texture rendering it weak. The 

application of hair cream leaves the hair curly, 

softer, lax and more porous in density than the 

natural hair. As a result of this, any liquid applied 

on it would drip. The understanding here is that 

when hair is weakened or softened, it cannot hold 

firm. This proverb is used to encourage young 

boys to be tough and also to objurgate a man who 

cries fowl all the time or cannot defend himself. 

The proverb is also used to instruct younger ones 

on the importance of working together in unity 

because an enemy will most often target  the weak 

link in any group. Areas of weakness or weaker 

members of the community if left unattended, 
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become soft targets exposing the entire society to 

defeat. It is similar to the English proverb that 

says “One rotten apple spoils the broth”. This 

argument is a  substantive one, based on 

common experiences or truths. It also makes use 

of logos. 

Proverb 5: The stone is on the ground: the kernel 

is on the ground. 

Claim: This proverb implies that all the facts 

required are available, therefore the decision 

should be made. Stones are used to crack kernels. 

So if both stone and kernel are  available, what 

needs to be done, should be done without further 

delay. The proverb is used to discourage 

procrastination in deliberation or resolution of an 

imbroglio, especially when all the facts or parties 

involved are available. It can also be used to 

instruct members of the community to always 

make good use of available opportunities. It 

draws its effect from everyday reasoning and 

common experience. It  is therefore substantive 

and appeals to the logical faculties of the 

audience. 

Proverb 6: A crab does not preside over matters 

of blood. 

Claim: The meaning to be found in this proverb 

is that an outsider should have no hand in the 

decision making process that  takes place within a 

group or family. This proverb places emphasis on 

the speaker’s credibility, background or 

authority; situating itself firmly under the 

jurisdiction of ethos. Because crabs have no 

blood, they therefore cannot be  consulted on 

blood related matters. Secondly, it is used to 

advocate for deliberate  learning and acquisition 

of skills in relevant fields because a person can 

only give from  the fountain of what one has or 

knows. At other times, it is used sarcastically to 

explain  why an incidence of misfortune occurs 

when the misfortune is a product of ineptitude. 

Proverb 7: You cannot keep groundnut in the 

custody of a rat. 

Claim: This proverb emphasises the virtue of 

earned trust. A person who has a reputation, for 

example, of being a gossip should not be told 

anything in confidence because there is the 

possibility of the person telling someone else. 

Also, a known thief should not be placed in 

charge of the finance of any group. To fight 

sleaze therefore, persons of  questionable 

 character should not be kept in positions 

where there are opportunities  to commit 

pilferage. This proverb can be used as a form of 

defence as well as prosecution. As a form of 

defence, it may be used to question why certain 

responsibilities were given to persons who are 

irresponsible or who have the tendency  to abuse 

trust. For example, why would a drunk be asked 

to deliver a keg of palm wine  to his neighbour? 

In this situation, it could serve as a note of 

caution during times when decisions are to be 

made pertaining to delegating some 

responsibilities in the  community. The appeal 

here is ethical as the proverb foregrounds 

credibility as a tool  for argument. This 

proverb is used essentially to credit or discredit 

an individual. It constitutes a substantive 

argument. 

Proverb 8: An adult cannot sit still while a 

child’s cricket gets burnt. 

Claim: Adults have a moral responsibility to 

correct younger ones in most African  societies 

whether they are related to them or not. In fact, it 

is commonly said that, a child is raised by the 

entire community. This means that any member 

of the society has the moral obligation of 

correcting any child they find doing something 

wrong. The appeal here is ethos. It is most likely 

used to solicit the advice of the aged or older 

members of the community. It could also be used 

to rebuke an older person who is perceived to be 

nonchalant, selfish, or generally irresponsible. 

Proverb 9: (Even) a blind man cannot fry and 

burn beans twice.  

Claim: This proverb talks about wisdom and the 

ability to learn from one’s past mistakes. It could 

be used by a parent to encourage a child to learn 

some kind of skill, or to  encourage a child who 

has failed in an attempt at learning to try again. It 

can also be used to appeal for leniency when one 

is a first time offender. Conversely, and a second 

time offender can be convicted using this proverb 

by arguing that an action taken more than once 

can no longer be termed a mistake. This proverb 

appeals to the logical and emotional reasoning of 

the audience. It is also a substantive argument. A 

counter  proverb to this would probably be “You 

don’t give a crippled man a puppy as his guide.” 
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Here, the limitations of a cripple are recognised, 

unlike that of the blind. Both  proverbs, though 

conflicting, give a balanced perspective of 

expectation and reality.  And as stated earlier, 

because they are counter proverbs, they are 

unlikely to be used  within the same context.  

Proverb 10: Too much talk will quench the fire in 

a tobacco pipe. 

Claim: There are many possible interpretations of 

this proverb. One of them is that a person should 

concentrate on his/her work and avoid 

unnecessary distractions. Secondly, the actions of 

gossips are inimical to growth processes because 

they may reveal a person’s strategy prematurely 

thereby fore-warning enemies who would then, 

have ample time to hinder such  a person’s work 

etc. The vehicle here is a tobacco pipe. When it is 

being  smoked, there  is a need to fan it from 

time to time to keep the embers alive. If the 

smoker is distracted, the embers may go cold. It 

follows therefore that unnecessary words and 

actions break focus. This proverb could be further 

used to advise an initiator of a project to 

concentrate on the project and ignore multiple 

unsolicited advice that  may contradict each 

other, generate delay or hinder focus. This is a 

combination of  ethos and pathos and another 

instance of substantive argument.  

Proverb 11: “I will die with you” is just a kind of 

cry. 

Claim: When relatives mourn their dead, 

especially just before internment of the body, 

they often threaten to jump into the grave of the 

deceased in desperation and immense grief but 

the hardly ever do. In fact, it is seen as a bad 

omen if they enter the dug grave. The deceased at 

the end of the day is buried alone. This proverb 

means that people bear the consequences of their 

action and that this lamentation is just a way of 

expressing grief. Parents and elders often use this 

proverb to remind their children and the younger 

generation that physical injury and other 

consequences for misdemeanour are primarily 

borne by the recalcitrant child. Other members of 

the community will only be in  sympathy. It 

serves as a warning especially when previous 

pieces of advice have not been adhered to. This 

proverb makes use of ethos in its appeal. 

Proverb 12: You cannot bypass the mouth to feed 

the nose. 

Claim: This proverb is similar in meaning to 

“Charity begins at home.” It reiterates the 

concept  of brotherhood and the scope of 

concern is the immediate community as a unit. 

The proverb is used to promote unity and 

encourage members of the community to look out 

for one another. It is also closely related to: “You 

fetch water into your pot (not into a basket)”. The 

‘claim’ here is that what is given to a relative or 

fellow kinsmen is  preserved but what is done for 

others (outside the group) may be lost like water 

poured  into a basket.  It is pathos because it 

appeals to the emotions and feeds, not on facts, 

but on the common need for self/group 

preservation. It is also substantive. 

Proverb 13: The stone in a compound does not 

make fire. 

Claim: This proverb is similar to “A prophet is 

not honoured in his hometown” or “Grass always 

appears greener on the other side of the fence”. It 

is used when it is perceived  that value is 

placed on persons or matters outside the 

community to the detriment of the persons 

within. It sounds a note of warning or caution to a 

straying partner or child. Because there is a 

tendency for them to think that life is better 

outside one’s home. This proverb is therefore 

used to encourage such a person to appreciate 

what they have and nurture it into what they 

desire. It is substantive argument and also pathos 

because it appeals to the emotion rather than any 

verifiable fact or data.  

Proverb 14. The way you lay your bed is how 

you will lie on it.  

Claim: This proverb means that success or failure 

is a product of ones’ actions or in-actions; that 

nothing just happens. No matter the propinquity 

between yam and cassava, for example, if a 

woman plants yam, she can never reap cassava; 

no amount of prayers  or wishful thinking can 

change that, it is a natural law. This implies that, 

careful  preparation prevents poor performance 

while a lazy disposition will result in  shame 

and failure. It therefore follows that the 

development of an individual or society  is never 

accidental. No society has achieved 

developmental strides by mere wishful  thinking, 

but by careful planning and doing the things that 
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bring about such developments. Development is 

therefore comparable to a harvest from the seeds 

of hard  work. It emphasises cause and effect 

relationships which is a universal principle. 

Children are told that because people often bear 

the consequences of their actions, their  future is 

a product of the decisions they make today. This 

proverb will most likely be  used by parents 

to correct or advise their children on the need to 

refrain from certain  actions. It is an example 

of logical appeal and is also substantive. 

Proverb 15. Catch fowl for me: You start in the 

evening. 

Claim: Because domestic birds are allowed to 

roam and feed in any part of the rural community 

setting, it is difficult for the owner to find them 

within the compound during  the day. It is 

therefore expected that if the owner wants to 

make use of his birds, he must request that they 

be caught in the evening of the previous day 

when they return  to roost. This proverb is 

similar to the English proverb, “A stitch in time 

saves nine,”  and is used to emphasise the need 

for timeliness, and preparation or planning. It 

points  out that certain things would be 

ineffective or impossible if attempted at the 

wrong time  or in a hurry. It means that there 

is time for everything and instructions should be 

given  on time to enable proper planning or 

compliance. This is substantive argument and it is 

also an example of logical appeal.  

Proverb 16: You can’t drill a hole and find water 

in one day. 

Claim: Serious or grievous matters cannot be 

resolved in a hurry; there is usually a process 

involved in arriving at a solution. Sometimes 

when  meetings end in a deadlock or when 

further deliberations/consultations are required, 

this proverb is used to request the parties present 

to go back home and think more on it. Sometimes 

it is used during stages  prior to traditional 

marriage events especially if the suitor or his 

family members appear to be in too much of a 

hurry. It is also used by older members of the 

community to teach the virtue of patience. It is 

logical appeal and a substantive argument.  

Proverb 17: Dogs’ bites do not hurt each other. 

Claim: In-fighting among siblings ought not to 

be, or when it is inevitable, should be harmless. 

This proverb is used to reprimand members of the 

community to desist from harming themselves 

and rather look out for one another. It extols the 

virtue of peaceful co- existence. It concedes 

that members of the community will have areas 

of disagreement but encourages the feuding 

parties to be careful so as not to hurt each other 

irreparably. This proverb is used in 

reconciliations between members of the same 

community. It is emotional appeal and also 

substantive argument. 

Proverb 18: I am saved, I am saved; I am dead, I 

am dead. 

Claim: This proverb is used when assistance 

rendered does not meet the expectations of the 

receiver or when hope is dashed. It is a proverb of 

lamentation and sometimes, mourning. It is used 

to show disappointment in a thing or a person 

who was perceived to be helpful but turned out to 

be the opposite; or when an assistance is short 

lived. It is an example of emotional appeal. 

Proverb 19: It is the dog that wags the tail and 

not the other way round. 

Claim: This proverb talks about the power 

dynamics at play in the society in respect to the 

units that make up the community. The Afrike 

people have a clan head and some chiefs which 

make up the council or political leadership of the 

people, but the clan head does  not deal with the 

people directly. There are smaller units like age 

grade groupings which  report to him and 

through which instructions are given, complaints 

are heard, and  justice is done. The family is the 

smallest unit in the community and within it, 

there is  also a structure of leadership (essentially 

patriarchal). Every member of the society is 

taught from childhood to respect the hierarchy 

and obey leaders in these groups and  there are 

grave consequences for disrespecting them. This 

proverb reiterates that the flow of command, 

instruction, and directives is downward; and that 

just as it is an  abnormally for the tail to wag the 

dog, it is an aberration for members of the 

community to break the social and political chain 

of command. This proverb uses logos  as its 

appeal and is also a substantive argument. 

Proverb 20: The snake that will bite you will not 

show you its teeth. 

Claim: This proverb encourages the need to be 
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circumspect when it comes to trust. It urges care 

in arriving at conclusions, especially if they are 

based on possible incomplete  information. It 

brings to the front burner, the need for effective 

communication as against the easy temptation to 

rush into judgement against someone. In another 

context, its meaning is similar to the proverb: “A 

man’s enemy are those of his own household.” It 

is a substantive argument and it uses logos as its 

appeal.     

Conclusion 

Every proverb is didactic therefore all the 

proverbs identified in this paper have ‘claims’ 

which have been identified as the overriding 

message of the proverbs. The ‘grounds’ and the 

‘warrants’ discussed earlier, are either facts or 

generally acknowledged principles which have 

been identified in each proverb and expatiated. It 

can therefore be said that in arguments, proverbs 

can be used to present ‘claims’ embedded in 

‘grounds’ and ‘warrants’. It would be observed 

that ‘backing’ and ‘modal’ as tools of arguments, 

are not mentioned. This is because these 

components can only be found in extended 

arguments. On the other hand, sometimes 

proverbs that contradict themselves (counter 

proverbs) are used as ‘rebuttals’ in an extended 

argument. But again, this is rare because counter 

proverbs may not be applicable within the same 

linguistic/social setting. 

The fact that each proverb identified is subject to 

more than one interpretation proves that the 

meaning of a proverb is context related and to get 

the exact meaning in use, the researcher must 

take into account, the person speaking, the type 

of audience, the issues under deliberation as well 

as the prevailing circumstances. The impact of 

the proverb on any audience is largely dependent 

on the speaker’s credibility i.e. what he is 

perceived to be. Accordingly, when a message is 

to be delivered to neighbouring communities, 

only honest and courageous persons are chosen as 

emissaries. 

Also evident is the localised nature of the 

metaphors in the proverbs. Both their ‘tenors’ and 

‘vehicles’ are drawn from the immediate 

community. As such, even when proverbs are 

borrowed from other languages, they are 

indigenised by the use of contextually relevant 

metaphors. In the classroom, teaching of proverbs 

to pupils and students will help in developing 

their argumentative skills, and also provide an 

opportunity for them to enhance their verbal 

dexterity  using materials generated from the 

immediate community; materials to which they 

are accustomed. 

Furthermore, the introduction of proverbs 

into course outlines in universities and schemes 

of work in secondary schools will provide a 

platform for the introduction and development of 

a paremiological minimum for students in those 

communities where one is not yet in existence.  

It is pertinent to note, however, that the scope of 

proverbs in terms of the content of rhetorical 

studies is quite limiting. It is therefore expedient 

that the language teacher sees its inclusion as 

only foundational; needing to be complimented 

with other studies in rhetoric like oral and written 

political speeches, sermons, formal lectures and 

motivational speeches. 
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ANALYSE DES ELEMENTS DE L’ORALITE DANS QUAND ON REFUSE, ON  DIT NON 

D’AHMADOU KOUROUMA 
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Résumé  

Pendant longtemps, la littérature de certains groupes linguistique en Afrique resta dans une certaine mesure 

une orale par rapport à la littérature européenne qui jouissait déjà d’une orthographe. Par contre, l’oralité 

développa bien  grâce aux techniques par lesquelles la civilisation, la sagesse, et les valeurs du peuple furent 

transmises d’une génération à l’autre. Ces techniques ou ressources de la langue notamment des chansons, 

des mythes, des archétypes, des proverbes, la musique, la personnification, l’apostrophe etc., typiques de la 

littérature malinké figurent régulièrement dans Quand on refuse, on dit non d’Ahmadou Kourouma (2004). 

C’est l’analyse de ces éléments qui constitue le but de cette communication.  

Mots-clés : éléments,  linguistique, oralité, technique,  

 

Introduction 

L’oralité est l’un des patrimoines 

culturels africains, donc  il est une condition 

essentielle pour définir et conceptualiser 

l'évolution du genre romanesque africain. 

L’oralité se caractérise par la pluralité des 

critères. Avant qu’un récit littéraire  soit acclamé 

oralisé, il devrait avoir au moins un  de ces 

critères : contes et  légendes,  épopées, proverbes, 

chants et chansons et donsomana (ou récits de 

chasseurs malinké). D’ailleurs, la modernité 

impose aujourd’hui à l’Afrique une nouvelle 

tradition, celle de l’écriture. Comme un système 

de représentation graphique d’une langue, au 

moyen des signes inscrits ou dessinés sur un 

support et qui permet l’échange d’informations 

sans le support de la voie, l’écriture doit obéir à 

un nombre de critères de rédaction propre à elle. 

Cependant, l’Afrique est reconnue par sa tradition 

orale. 

     Chevrier (1986)  explique que : 

L’oralité est une mode 

d’expression  qui consiste à 

décrire par des métaphores, des 

contes, des mythes, des 

légendes etc, possède aussi, sa 

méthodologie qui est différente 

de celle de l’écriture. 

En nous appuyant sur l’explication de Jacques 

Chevrier, c’est clair que l’oralité est entièrement 

différente de l’écriture car comme l’écriture, 

l’oralité a aussi sa propre langue et ses langages. 

Bien que l’une ou l’autre permettre de recueillir 

les souvenirs, de garder la mémoire de la culture 

d’un peuple, la question reste à savoir comment 

passer du règne de l’oralité à l’écriture. Cette 

question rend à l’évidence la difficulté de passer 

de l’oralité à l’écriture, avec des principes et des 

méthodes de compositions différentes. 

Cependant, comment peut-on s’effectuer dans ce 

cas, le passage de l’oralité à l’écriture ? 

Autrement dit, le livre est-il garant de 

l’authenticité et de la survie de l’héritage culturel 

oral ? Ou encore est-ce que le travail du passage 

de l’oralité à l’écriture n’enlève pas, en 

substance, la richesse de l’oralité ? De même, 

l’oralité ne peut-elle pas compromettre 

l’originalité de l’écriture ? 

 En voulant traiter « De oralité à l’écriture 

dans Quand on refuse, on dit non d’Ahmadou 

Kourouma», nous entendons étudier la manière 

de concilier l’oralité et l’écriture dans leur 

différente méthodologie. Nous pensons en effet 

qu’Ahmadou Kourouma dans son œuvre 

posthume Quand on refuse, on dit non, est l’un de 

ces auteurs incontournables qui nous permet 

d’aborder cette problématique posée par 

l’inéquation entre l’oralité et l’écriture. 

Justement, Ahmadou Kourouma est l’un de ceux 

qui incarnait la pratique selon laquelle la langue 

française, pour s’enrichir, a besoin d’emprunter 

d’autres catégories linguistiques. Fortement ancré 

dans sa tradition, il pense, dans cette œuvre, 

apporter à la langue française la richesse de sa 

culture malinké. L’analyse d’une telle œuvre 

nous permettra de circuler librement dans les 

concepts et de cerner la problématique jusque la 

dégagée. 

Le concept de l’oralité en littérature africaine  

 Créée en 1881 par P. Sebillot, l’oralité est 
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l’expression de la littérature orale et désigne, sous 

formes diverses, les discours traditionnels tels 

que : contes, légendes, mythes etc. Mais la 

définition de l’oralité ne reçoit pas le 

consentement unanime des auteurs.  

       Demougin (1992) opine : 

L’oralité exprime dans un sens 

étroit, désigne une classe de 

discours à finalité, sapientielle ou 

ethnique (conte, proverbes etc.) 

et dans le sens large, toute espèce 

d’énoncés métaphoriques et 

fictionnels, dépassant la portée 

d’une dialogue entre les 

individus. 

A cela, il convient d’ajouter l’immense ensemble 

des chansons, y compris celle qui diffusent nos 

mass media auditifs (disques, radio, télévision) et 

qui forme dans la civilisation technologique 

contemporaine, la partie la plus vivante et 

créatrice de la littérature orale. Il convient de 

noter dans cette assertion la découverte, dans le 

discours oral, d’une certaine technicité et d’une 

diversité dont les vocabulaires imprécis ne 

permettent pas de relater toute la richesse 

scientifique. Les exemples montrent que les 

fameux poèmes d’Homère, découverts au IX 

siècle avant Jésus, avaient été chantés dans les 

opéra (salons animés par les artistes) et transmis 

de générations en générations avant d’être fixés 

par l’écriture. En somme, l’oralité ne couvre pas 

toute la signification de la littérature orale qui est 

technique et large. 

 Cette réflexion nous permet de confirmer 

l’acception selon laquelle, l’oralité désigne les 

différentes formes de discours traditionnels dont 

les caractéristiques ludiques et didactiques ne 

répondent pas  vraiment à un discours 

conceptuels rigoureux. Elle permet plutôt 

d’intérioriser les expériences historiques en 

suivant les normes de la pensée collective. Ainsi, 

l’oralité se réfère à une culture spécifique donnée 

que elle chercheur est appelé à découvrir et 

vulgarise, comme le témoigne Ricard  (1995)  

affirme : 

Toute forme d’art relève d’une 

poétique, toute performance fait 

appel à des systèmes de règles 

implicites que le chercheur doit 

mettre en évidence. L’effort de 

l’historien et du sociologue de 

la littérature est précisément 

d’en montrer la logique, d’en 

construire l’organisation, tout 

en signalant la présence dans 

toutes les langues et les 

cultures. 

Il est évident que l’art oral renferme un ensemble 

de genres littéraires qui constituent sa 

particularité que le chercheur est appelé à 

découvrir.   

Les proverbes et Quand on refuse, on dit non 

Les proverbes sont des affirmations 

concises, d’usage commun, exprimant des 

croyances répandues, des vérités empiriques et 

des conseils populaires. Ils s’enracinent dans le 

folklore et sont véhiculés par la tradition orale. 

Les proverbes sont pris pour des  vérités  

anonymes et indiscutables qui tirent leurs 

origines dans la nuit des temps. Ils sont d’une 

importance majeure dans la vie quotidienne des 

êtres humains en général et des africains en 

particulier.  

Dans le contexte africain, les proverbes 

servent souvent de références dans le règlement 

des contentieux sociaux, comme le certifie   Lisa 

(1997)   :  

Les proverbes ont du poids et 

inspirent du respect, car ils tirent 

leur origine des ancêtres. Ce sont 

les défunts qui parlent par ces 

adages et ceux là ne peuvent pas 

être contredits. Citer une 

sentence au moment propice peut 

apaiser la colère, mettre fin aux 

querelles, amener le méchant à se 

corriger et rendre calme celui qui 

est mécontent de la société. 

Les proverbes font toujours partie d’une tradition. 

Personne n’invente un proverbe; l’énoncé 

proverbial est souvent introduit par la formule 

« les vieux disent que ». Les proverbes sont les 

révélateurs des vérités et des valeurs de la 

tradition Africain. Les proverbes appartiennent à 

tout le monde : jeunes ou vieux, hommes ou 

femmes. Le proverbe peut se dire à tout moment 

de la journée, en saison sèche comme en saison 

de pluies. Par les proverbes, il est possible de 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                Igbonagwam C.  

  
 

68 

 

comprendre les coutumes d’un peuple, son 

caractère, sa manière de penser, sa philosophie. 

Les proverbes réfléchissent la vie religieuse, 

sociale et morale bref, tout ce qui appartient à la 

vie quotidienne. La grande sagesse des ancêtres 

est exprimée dans pas mal de proverbes. 

Dès le commencement du roman, on 

atteste à un proverbe dans le premier paragraphe, 

pour affirmer le style oral du texte: 

Le singe qui s’est échappé 

en abandonnant le bout de 

sa queue dans la gueule du 

chien n’a pas dans 

l’échappée la même allure 

que les autres de la bande. 

(p.1)  

Ce proverbe épigraphique, annonce la 

responsabilité discursive du narrateur. L’extrait 

fait référence à son échappe à la guerre au Libéria 

(on a suivi cette histoire dans son roman Allah 

n’est pas obligé) en pensant qu’il est libéré, mais, 

le voilà, une autre guerre tribale vient de 

s’annoncer en Côte d’ivoire, un pays où il se 

réfugie. 

Le roman est plein des proverbes pour le 

colorer. On a les suivants : « Quelque chose qui 

n’a pas de dents allait les mordes 

vigoureusement »p.22. Ce proverbe africain 

signifie que quelque chose terrible attendait les 

malfaiteurs,    

Ainsi, ce sont des proverbes qui servent 

de législation pour le comportement dans la 

société « la mort engloutit l’homme, elle 

n’engloutit pas son nom et sa réputation.»p87  

Dans cet extrait la mort est un phénomène que 

tout le monde goutera mais la réputation d’un 

homme survivrait son nom.   Dans cet énoncé, on 

met l’homme en garde contre la pratique des 

vices et les activités négatives.  Selon cet adage, 

les vices  emmènent à la mort et puis à la 

dépression du son nom après sa mort. 

Les chansons et Quand on refuse, on dit non  
 Tant au  passé qu’aujourd’hui, des 

chansons se font entendre toujours dans la vie 

folklorique des malinkés, étant partie intégrante 

de leur littérature. Elles sont employées lors des 

moments importants, par exemple au cours des 

contes au clair de lune pour instruire, divertir et 

informer les gens de  tout âge. On les emploie 

aussi lors des grandes cérémonies comme le 

mariage, le couronnement d’un roi et des 

funérailles.  Grâce à elles, on arrive à faire des 

louanges des gens tels que leurs 

accomplissements, leurs exploits, etc. 

 Ce qu’il faut noter par rapports à des 

chansons sont les instruments musicaux qui les 

accompagnent. Mais les soldats tardaient à arriver 

et le soleil aurait perdu l’espoir de leurs retour, si 

tout d’un coup, il n’avait pas  entendu de très 

loin, du tumulte mêle de chanson et de battements 

des tambours. (p.88). Parfois, il s’agit des flutes 

ou des répétitions des mots.  

Quand on refuse on dit non et la répétition  

La répétition d’un mot à bref intervalle, 

sauf s’il s’agit d’un actualisateur, du nom ou d’un 

auxiliaire du verbe, frappe toujours l’oreille» 

(Henri, 1989: 61), Dans Quand on refuse on dit 

non, l’on remarque la répétition de mots 

provoquant un tel déclic. C’est le cas de ces 

phrases: 

Le singe qui s’est échappé en 

abandonnant le bout de sa queue 

dans la gueule du chien n’a pas dans 

l’échappée la même allure que les 

autres de la  bande.  

Malgré l’homophonie d’échappé et d’échappée, 

une différence entre les deux termes se dégage en 

graphie et en fonction. À cet exemple s’ajoutent 

les répétitions de mots horrifiques peignant le 

drame ivoirien:  

Ils ont jeté le corps dans un charnier, 

ils ont fait des cadavres un immense 

charnier. Le charnier va pourrir, la 

pourriture va devenir de l’humus 

[...]. L’humus deviendra du terreau. 

Ça permet de terreauter le sol 

ivoirien (Pp. 20-21). 

L’habillement expressif confère à cet énoncé une 

configuration hétérogène sur le plan stylistique. 

En effet, de l’ironie détectable surgit 

l’hypotypose issue de la polyptote renchérie par 

la concaténation des anadiploses à la manière des 

rimes annexées qui produisent une allitération. 

L’épineux ou la palilalie au style binaire et 

ternaire remarquée ici et là dans le roman mérite 

aussi une attention. C’est le cas de cette réponse 

de Birahima à Sita la femme de son cousin : «je 

m’en fous, je m’en fous [...]» (p.12), ainsi que 
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celle de Vasoumalaye à son mari:  

C’est bien lui qui dirigeait le pays et 

jamais, jamais de jamais, il n’y a eu une 

enquête sérieuse pour arrêter les 

assassins » ( p.13). 

Par ailleurs, le génie de Kourouma met aussi en 

relief l’anaphore du complément antéposé :  

Avec un Kalach, je massacrerais, je protégerais. 

Avec un Kalach, je massacrerais  (p. 36) 

Quand j’ai su que la guerre tribale [...]. 

Quand j’ai su que la guerre tribale [...] 

(p.11) 

Cette récurrence des phrases à substance 

anaphorique et/ou analeptique confère au récit 

l’allure d’une narration kaléidoscopique 

 Il  y a la répétition excessif de 

« Walahé » qui donne des significations diverses 

en dépanadant du contexte. Par exemple, dans le 

page 31, on a « Walahé » qui signifie au nom 

dieu Tout-Puissant miséricordieux, 

« Walahé »p.32 qui signifie ‘elle est belle comme 

c’est pas permis. Il a également la répétition 

excessive de « quand on refuse, on dit non »p.22, 

28,78, 102 etc. 

Le roman et des mots à couleur locale 
Il faut noter ici que Kourouma a 

révolutionné l’écriture africaine depuis Les 

Soleils des indépendances (1970). Depuis lors, le 

style malinké est resté quasi permanent dans tous 

ses écrits, contraignant le lecteur à la quête d’un 

«archilecteur» . Ce roman posthume ne fait pas 

exception à cette norme «kouroumienne».  Cette 

phrase en témoigne : « Même au vautour aveugle, 

il accorde sa pitance journalière, son attiéké ». 

(p.14.). À ces mots malinkés, émaillant ici et là le 

roman, s’ajoutent des expressions savamment 

poétiques introduites par des digressions 

métalinguistiques dues à l’environnement social 

de Birahima (narrateur) et conférant au récit une 

coloration pittoresque :  

La République de Côte d’Ivoire 

est un État de la côte occidentale 

de l’Afrique. Elle est comme 

toutes les républiques foutues de 

cette zone, démocratique dans 

quelques domaines mais pourrie 

jusqu’aux os par la corruption 

dans les autres. (p. 11) 
 

La guerre tribale avait atterri 

l’occasion de démontrer que 

j’avais du solide entre les jambes. 

(p. 60). 

Outre ces formulations, notons les néologismes 

« ivoirité et gaullisme » (p. 70), créés par 

provignement et calqués sur le modèle d’autres 

termes en – « ité » et en  - « isme » tels que : 

nationalité, originalité, archaïsme, régionalisme, 

etc.  

Relevons aussi « Kalach » créé par 

apocope du nom de marque commerciale 

Kalachnikov. Dans cette kyrielle de formulations 

émouvantes, certaines cadrent avec les niveaux 

de langue du discours de Birahima, enfant soldat, 

de la bouche duquel on peut s’attendre à un 

langage relâché, voire familier : Elle était 

intelligente mais intelligente comme c’est pas 

permis. (p. 33), Mon regard fixé sur elle pour 

contempler comme Allah lui avait bien agencé le 

nez, la bouche [...] (p. 34), Je faisais pied la route 

avec Fanta. (p.37) 

Conclusion  

Nous avons vu comment Ahmadou 

Kourouma entre dans son univers conceptuel et 

socioculturel malinké, et dans une inspiration 

géniale de l’oralité pour introduire le lecteur dans 

un problème brûlant de la Côte-d’Ivoire. Notre 

romancier cherche à démontrer par là qu’il est 

possible de concilier l’oralité et l’écriture. Nous 

avons reconnu les mérites d’Ahmadou Kourouma 

de vouloir valoriser la culture orale et enrichir la 

langue d’expression écrite qui est le français. 

Toutefois, nous jugeons l’approche d’Ahmadou 

Kourouma très excellente car la couleur locale 

africaine reste protégée et encouragée.    
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LA LANGUE FRANÇAISE: UN OUTIL VERITABLE POUR LA LUTTE CONTRE 

L’INSECURITE, LE DEVELOPPEMENT ECONOMIQUE ET SOCIOCULTUREL AU NIGERIA 

Hounvenou Elizabeth Chinenye 

Federal College of Education, Kontagora. 

  

Résumé  

Aujourd’hui que le monde s’est rendu un village global grâce à la technologie, nul ne peut exister seul sans 

la collaboration d’autres.  Cette collaboration nationale et internationale est facilitée par l’emploie de la 

langue.  Partout au Nigéria et dans le monde entier, la langue représente un outil véritable de 

communication qui détermine le niveau non seulement d’entente parmi les peuples, mais aussi de 

coopération mutuelle entre eux. Notre objectif dans cette communication c’est d’analyser l’importance de la 

langue française et aussi faire sortir les rôles fondamentaux que la langue française comme langue 

internationale peut jouer dans la résolution des problèmes sociaux, économiques et sécuritaires au Nigéria. 

Mais la question qui se pose c’est, est-ce que l’enseignement et l’apprentissage de la langue française 

assument vraiment la formation des citoyens dont le Nigéria a besoin à tous ses niveaux 

développementaux?    

Mots clés:   La langue française, l’insécurité, le développement économique, le développement 

Socioculturels, le Nigéria 

 

L’introduction 

Elemba (2015) définit la langue comme 

“système d’expression et de communication 

commun à un groupe social ou une communauté 

linguistique”. La langue reste un attribut humain 

très important; comme c’est la langue qui 

démontre la différence entre l’homme et les 

animaux et c’est la langue aussi qui renforce la 

compréhension et la communication. Comme 

Abodurin (2016) explique “language is a 

significant part of what is human as it is only the 

human species that use language for 

communication and interaction”. 

Le Nigéria est peuplé de milliers d’ethnies. Dans 

la plupart de cas, chaque ethnie se distingue par 

sa langue distincte ou du moins par son dialecte.  

Malgré l’effet que plus de trois cents langues se 

trouvent au Nigéria, le gouvernement dans les 

années 1990 a introduit dans sa politique 

nationale d’éducation, la langue française comme 

sa deuxième langue internationale pour répondre 

aux objectifs des programmes au niveau du 

développement social et économique du pays.  

For smooth interaction with our 

neighbours, it is desirable for every 

Nigerian to speak French. 

Accordingly, French shall be the 

second official language in Nigeria 

and it shall be compulsory in 

primary and Junior Secondary 

Schools, but Non-Vocational 

Elective at the Senior Secondary 

School. (National Policy on 

Education, 2014 Edition). 

Cependant, au cours des années, les experts 

économiques et sociaux ont constaté que 

l’importance du français va au-delà des aspects 

économiques, politiques ou sociaux car la  langue 

française joue encore un rôle très important dans 

la lutte contre l’insécurité dans une  société ou un 

pays. L’intérêt de notre travail est donc d’essayer 

de voir les différents niveaux où le français 

contribue pour l’amélioration et l’évolution d’une 

société et met la lumière aussi sur les 

contributions de la langue française dans la lutte 

contre l’insécurité au Nigéria. 

L’insécurité au Nigéria: problèmes et les 

conséquences   

Aristote, le célèbre philosophe grec avait dit que: 

Poverty is the mother of all 

revolutions, and when and where 

there is hunger and the poor 

greatly exceeds in number, 

trouble sets in and the state soon 

comes to an end (Jones, TVC 

Journalist Hangout, 18 June, 

2020).  

Personne au Nigéria aujourd’hui ne dort la nuit 

avec les deux yeux fermés, puisque la situation 

sécuritaire dans le pays se détériore à un rythme 

alarmant. L’insécurité est “le manque ou 

l’absence de sécurité pour un lieu; c’est le fait de 
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ne pas être sûr, d’être soumis à différentes formes 

de dangers ou de délinquances”. 

(fr.m.wilipedia.org).  L’insécurité aussi c’est 

quand il y a le manque de sécurité ou la crainte 

du lendemain. Le sentiment d’insécurité est lié à 

la perception de la gravité de danger.   Ce 

sentiment de danger peut être individuel ou 

collectif.  Dans son livre ‘Criminalité et 

Insécurité’, Olivier Hassard présent six espaces 

ou s’organisent l’insécurité qui comprennent: 

domestique, collectif, public, professionnel, 

médiatique et transnational.   

 Les facteurs qui résultent à l’insécurité sont: 

L’intolérance, la corruption, le chômage, la 

pauvreté, les paroles provocatrices ou sans 

précautions, l’ignorance, l’analphabétisme, etc. 

Au Nigéria il y a des multiplications des activités 

scélérates qui mènent aux situations de 

l’insécurité.  Ces situations affamées incluent:  

 Les affrontements contre agriculteurs 

sédentaires et éleveurs qui restent 

aujourd’hui une activité journalière.  

 Les attentats à l’explosifs en 

particuliers dans le nord du pays: 
Parmi les cibles potentielles de tels 

attaques terroristes figurent les 

installations publiques et touristiques 

publiques ainsi que les grands 

rassemblements de foule comme les 

marchés animés, les centres 

commerciaux, les sites religieux, etc.  

 Le groupe insurgé de Boko Haram: Ce 

groupe avait leur domicile dans la forêt 

Sambisa trouvée dans l’état de Borno au 

nord du pays.  Mais actuellement ils se 

sont installés dans plusieurs villes au 

nord du  pays. Ce groupe est connu avec 

la prise d’otage contre demande de 

rançon qui était particulièrement courante 

dans la région du Niger Delta et les 

régions d’extraction pétrolière.  Ces 

prises d’otages ont coûté la vie des 

milliers de personnes. 

 La criminalité des gardiens de 

troupeaux Peuls est aussi très 

importante comme ces gens sont  

identifiés avec les vols à main armée 

dans les rues ou à domicile, la prise 

d’otage contre demande des grandes 

sommes d’argent et l’activité de viols 

chez eux sont répandues. Ils sont aussi 

associés avec la destruction des domiciles 

et les biens de la population. 

 Le trafic de faux médicaments et de 

drogues illicites: Le Nigéria est 

aujourd'hui impliqué à tous les niveaux 

dans le trafic de drogue, une véritable 

bombe sécuritaire potentielle. Selon le 

rapport mondial, l’Afrique occupe une 

place de plus en plus importante dans le 

trafic de drogue. Au Nigéria, la 

consommation de cannabis dépasse la 

moyenne de 12,4% en vigueur en Afrique 

centrale et de l’Ouest, et le pays compte 

le plus grand nombre de saisies de 

haschich de la région. Avec ses facilités 

de transport vers le reste de monde, le 

pays a longtemps été une place tournante 

du trafic de cocaïne et d’héroïne en 

provenance d’Amérique centrale et du 

Sud et d’Asie. (https:\\voyage.gc.ca 

˃destination ˃ nigéria). 

Aujourd’hui dans le pays il reste beaucoup de 

criminalités qui se passent dans la société que la 

Presse n’émettent pas ni les journaux n’écrivent 

pas. Le taux des vices au Nigéria est attribué tout 

d’abord du fait que la pauvreté et le chômage 

règnent dans le pays entier; une combinaison qui 

mène à une situation sans espoir. De plus le 

gouvernement Nigérian ne met pas d’importance 

sur la vie humaine. Même les gouverneurs au 

nord du pays où se trouve la recrudescence de la 

grande criminalité de Boko Haram n’ont pas pu 

pris des pars définitifs pour lutter contre 

l’insécurité. 

Aucune économie ne peut survivre dans 

une telle situation, pleine de dangers intérieurs 

car, il y aura le sentiment de mécontentement et 

de méfiance. L’insécurité va au-delà d’une 

situation de conflit ou de danger. L’insécurité 

oppose à la paix, le progrès et le développement. 

Au plan international, le Nigéria est parmi les 

pays qui restent toujours en arrière sur le plan 

politique, social, religieux et économique ; et 

dans plusieurs cas les citoyens proéminents 

quittent le pays pour aller s’installer à l’étranger.  

Langue française: un outil véritable pour le 

développement économique et social 

La langue française est une langue parlée 

dans plusieurs pays européens comme le Canada, 
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la  France, la Belgique, la Suisse et dans les pays 

francophones (le Bénin, le Togo, le Tchad,  le 

Niger), c’est reconnu comme langue officielle ou 

nationale. Le français est la deuxième  langue 

officielle du Nigéria.  Parlant du point de vue 

économique, le français à l’instar de l’anglais  est 

la seule langue parlée sur cinq continents qui le 

rendre la langue pour le tourisme, le  

développement le grand commerce, Saba (2015) 

voit le développement comme:   

a process of economic, social, 

political and cultural change 

engineered in a given society by 

the efforts of all stake holders both 

internal and external. 

La déclaration de l’éducation pour tous dans les 

années 1990 affirme que toute personne: les 

enfants, les jeunes et les adultes doivent 

bénéficier des opportunités éducatives conçues 

pour répondre à leurs besoins de base 

d’apprentissage. Cela signifie plus que 

l’éducation fait développer la personne, évolue 

l’individu et lui fait sortir de l’obscurité. 

Jusqu’aujourd’hui, il reste encore beaucoup 

d’enfants nigérians à l’âge d’école qui ne 

fréquentent pas l’école. Les enfants qui sont sur 

cette catégorie deviennent demain des problèmes 

sociétaux.  Il n’y a pas une société développée 

avec les citoyens analphabètes. Le but de 

l’adoption du français comme la deuxième langue 

officielle ne serait pas achever si beaucoup 

d’enfants nigérians restent dehors de l’école. 

Comment peuvent-ils apprendre les deux langues 

officielles?  D’où vont-ils trouver l’apprentissage 

et la connaissance dont ils ont besoin puisque 

beaucoup parmi eux vécurent toute leur vie dans 

la pauvreté? 

L’éducation change l’orientation des 

gens, ouvre la porte de l’avancement et change le 

grand public d’une façon très rapide.   

Aujourd’hui qu’il y a l’évolution de la nouvelle 

technologie, tout s’évolue: les idées se 

transforment, les économies se développent, les 

nouvelles façons de vie s’inventent tandis que les 

états se collaborent entre eux de plus en plus dans 

l’amélioration de leur niveau de vie. Il y a aussi 

l’établissement des relations diplomatiques et 

cordiales qui se font par le consentement mutuel 

parmi les pays en utilisant les langues communes 

qu’ils se comprennent. Mais cependant, il reste 

toujours des problèmes de compréhension comme 

tous les pays ne parlent pas une seule langue. 

Le français peut véritablement aider à la 

résolution des problèmes de chômage puisque “le 

français en contacte se fait sentir dans le 

commerce l’hôtellerie, l’industrie pétrolière” 

(Adesola 2015). Pareillement, le français sert 

comme l’outil important et une voire 

incontournable de l’ouverture sur le monde 

francophone et de l’accession aux connaissances, 

des recherches dans les nouvelles technologies. 

(Adesola 2015). Le français va initier les jeunes 

Nigérians à la recherche et aux études 

approfondies dans des autres langues 

internationales. 

Le français se démontre comme une clé 

qui ouvre à la grande porte de plusieurs 

opportunités pour les jeunes Nigérians. C’est 

avec cette notion que Elemba (2015) dit que: 

La politique scolaire en matière 

de l’enseignement du français 

au Nigéria exige que l’élève 

spécialise dans les deux langues 

officielles de l’Afrique pour 

maintenir sa suprématie 

diplomatique en Afrique et 

ailleurs. 

On constate encore que le Nigéria est aussi 

membre de plusieurs associations et organisations 

mondiales comme le FIFA, le CAF, Nations 

Unis, l’Union Africaine, l’Organisation Mondiale 

de la Santé (l’OMS), etc.  Nos dirigeants 

voyagent de temps en temps à l’extérieur, au sein 

desquels le français est la langue la plus parlée. 

La langue française: un outil véritable pour la 

lutte contre l’insécurité 

Le dictionnaire ‘le Petit Robert’ (1977) explique 

la sécurité comme “l’état d’esprit confident et 

tranquille de celui qui se croit à l’abri du danger; 

situation où état tranquille qui résulte de  

l’absence réelle de danger”. Cette situation 

implique la sureté de la vie et des biens des gens 

dans   un environnement ou un pays donné. 

Quand la sécurité n’est pas assurée dans une 

société, la population se sent en danger. Rien ne  

marche, tout serait bouleversé et il n’y aura pas la 

paix et la joie dans l’intérieur. La vraie paix serait 

donc assurée si les besoins nécessaires de la vie 

qui comprennent l’éducation, les logements, etc., 

sont sur place.  Umar (2016) dit qu’une société 
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qui cherche à promouvoir la sécurité et la paix  

c’est celle qui:  

embraces economic, political 

and social dimensions of 

individual, family, 

community, local and national 

life.  The security of a nation 

must be constructed in terms 

of the security of the 

individual citizen to live in 

peace with access to basic 

necessities of life while fully 

participating in the affairs of 

his/her society in freedom and 

enjoying all fundamental 

human rights. 

La nécessité de ce sentiment se voit aussi quand 

Kofi Annan (1998), l’ancien Secrétaire Général 

des États Unis cité par Genyi (2013) souligne 

que: 

Security means much more than 

the absence of conflict, but also 

that lasting peace, an inherent 

ingredient of security will 

encompass areas such as 

education, health, democracy, 

human rights, the protection 

against environmental 

degradation and the 

proliferation of deadly 

weapons. 

Au plan politique, le français, “en tant que langue 

d’intégration régionale, la coopération bilatérale 

en matière de sécurité et les relations 

internationales destinées à faciliter les échanges 

en matière de communication entre le Nigéria et 

les pays voisins seront un grand avantage’. 

Elemba (2015). Pareillement, si les douaniers et 

les policiers nigérians chargés de la sécurité ne 

sont pas fluents en français rien ne serait achevé 

en ce qui concerne le développement social et 

économique.  De plus, si les forces militaires et 

les forces paramilitaires sont bien fortes en 

français comme en anglais, le combat contre 

l’insécurité serait plus facile à accomplir comme 

dans plusieurs cas, des problèmes sécuritaires au 

Nigéria, viennent de l’extérieur. 

La langue française pour servir comme 

un instrument pour se défendre.  Emenanjo cité 

par Elemba (2015) voit la langue “comme 

‘n’importe quel code employé pour donner, 

recevoir, cacher et déformer l’information”. 

Donc, la langue reste un atout à la personne qui 

l’en parle parce qu’aucune information serait 

déformée ou cachée à la personne qui comprend 

bien la langue parlée dans une localité, comme 

Adesola insiste que “apprendre la langue, c’est se 

développer.  Puisque le Nigéria est connu avec 

les frontières poreux, la situation permet à des 

émigrants sans papiers ou documents et sans 

travail (qui ne parlent que leurs dialectes locaux 

et le français), entrent le pays. Ses gens se 

laissent recrutés par des groupes affamés comme 

les bandits et le Boko Haram.  Les forces 

militaires nigérians qui travaillent aux frontières 

vont trouver leurs tâches moins fatiguant à 

accomplir s’ils sont fluents dans la langue 

française parce qu’ils vont vite identifier les 

étrangers à partir des langues qu’ils parlent. La 

lutte contre l’opération de contrebande par 

exemple: le trafic de stupéfiants, le trafic de 

drogue et le trafic des êtres-humains seraient 

moins difficile pour les forces sécuritaires avec 

des collaborations nationales et internationales 

qui seront facilitées avec la langue française. 

Recommandations 

Dans ce travail nous avons discuté la situation 

sécuritaire au Nigéria et miroiter les rôles 

capitaux que le français joue dans le 

développement et la lutte contre l’insécurité. La 

réussite de ce défi marcherait si seulement les 

suivants sont mis en considération: 

- Comme une question de toute première 

importance, le gouvernement nigérian 

doit mettre l’accent sur l’enseignement 

et l’apprentissage du français et met 

aussi les méthodologies adéquates pour 

la maitriser.  

- La langue française doit être acceptée 

par tous les Nigérians et ceux qui sont 

chargés pour les soins des enfants 

doivent les encourager d’apprendre le 

français dès leur base âge. 

- La politique d’éducation nigérian doit 

rendre obligatoire, l’enseignement et 

l’apprentissage du français dans toutes 

les écoles et à tous les niveaux. 
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- L’école doit être gratuite et obligatoire 

pour tous les enfants nigérians. 

- Les ressources humaines et les 

ressources naturelles doivent être 

utilisées pour le bien-être de chaque 

citoyen. 

- Ceux qui chercher à travailler doivent 

trouver des travaux à faire. 

Conclusion 

Rien ne marche dans un environnement ou un 

pays sans sécurité. Dans ce travail nous avons 

discuté la situation sécuritaire au Nigéria et ses 

conséquences.  Nous avons essayé de voir 

comment le français peut servir dans la lutte 

contre l’insécurité et pour le promouvoir du 

développement économique et socio-culturel. La 

position de Nigéria dans l’Afrique et dans le 

monde entier rendre le français un outil bien 

nécessaire et important pour n’importe quel 

progrès que le Nigéria rêve d’achever. Cette lutte 

contre les vices au Nigéria sera une histoire du 

passée si le gouvernement découvre toutes les 

racines de ses problèmes sécuritaires et fait tout 

pour les déterrer.  Si le Nigéria veut vraiment la 

paix, le Nigéria doit tout faire pour attendre la 

paix car la responsabilité implique le devoir.  
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THE ROLE OF TRANSLATION IN REDUCING ROAD ACCIDENTS IN NIGERIA: THE IGBO 

EXAMPLE 
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Abstract 

Translation generally implies the transfer of meaning from one language to another. A lot has been done by 

different Nigerian governments and agencies to reduce road accidents in Nigerian roads but unfortunately 

most of the information and regulations are written in English Language which is of course, the official 

language. The irony of it all is that most road users are either illiterates or semi-illiterates who cannot read 

the information or fully understand the message in English Language. This paper has not only identified the 

problem of ignorance of traffic laws but has tried to translate SECTION D OF THE NIGERIAN 

HIGHWAY CODE CAPTIONED TRAFFIC OFFENCES AT A GLANCE into Igbo language. This will 

enable the illiterate and semi-illiterate Igbo road users to understand these offences in order to avoid them. 

Key-words: translation, traffic laws, Igbo language, illiterate and semi-illiterate road users, Nigerian 

highway code.   

Résumé:  

Généralement, la traduction implique le transfert du sens d’un message d’une langue à une autre. On 

constate beaucoup d’efforts fait par les différents gouvernements nigérians et agences pour réduire les 

accidents de la circulation dans les routes nigérianes. Malheureusement, ces informations et règlements 

pour éviter ou réduire les accidents au Nigéria sont rédigés en langue anglaise qui est la langue officielle du 

pays. La vérité c’est que la plupart des automobilistes sont illettrés ou demi-illettrés qui ne peuvent ni lire ni 

comprendre les informations en langue anglaise. Cet article a non seulement identifié le problème de 

l’ignorance des règlements de la circulation mais a essayé de traduire la SECTION D de THE NIGERIAN 

HIGHWAY CODE intitulé TRAFFIC OFFENCES AT A GLANCE en langue Igbo pour aider les 

automobilistes Igbo qui sont illettrés ou demi-illettrés afin de comprendre les offenses et d’éviter commettre 

un délit. 

Mots-Clés: Traduction, règlements de la circulation, langue igbo, automobilistes illettrés ou demi-illettrés, 

Nigeria Highway code. 

Introduction 

Road accidents have become a recurring decimal 

in Nigeria leading to lost of lives. In his preface 

in the NIGERIA HIGHWAY CODE 2017, the 

Corps Marshal, Dr. Boboye Onyeyemi stated 

thus:    

Road traffic crash (RTC) is a 

major cause of loss of lives and 

properties in Nigeria. 5121 

persons are killed as a result of 

road traffic crashes in 2017. 

This contributes to 3 percent of 

Gross Domestic Products 

(GDP) annual loss to RTC (v). 

According to him, the aim of the revised edition 

of the Highway code as stated: 

Road Traffic Crashes (RTCs) 

are actually preventable… to 

provide a more graphic 

handbook that simply enhances 

road users’ education on the 

best road safety practices, these 

practices when imbibed, would 

drastically curtail the ugly 

occurrence of avoidable deaths 

and other negative effects on 

the road (v).   

In addition, Nigerian government has been 

making efforts to put many Nigerian roads in 

order. A close observation shows that motorists 

themselves have contributed in no small measure 

to road mishaps. SECTION J of the NIGERIAN 

HIGHWAY CODE (2017:62) observed that 

researches conducted on Road traffic crashes 

have shown that there are three major 

contributing factors to these crashes… human 

factor constitutes about 85 percent of causal 

factors of road crashes while, mechanical and 

environmental factors contribute 15 percent.  

Mahmud (2008), has observed in his 
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FOREWORD in the 2008 edition of Nigeria 

Highway code that most faulty decisions that 

result in motor vehicle crashes are attributable to 

ignorance of traffic regulations and laws. 

Among factors responsible for road accidents in 

Nigerian roads are: 

(a) Bad condition of the roads. 

(b) Non-compliance to traffic laws. 

(c) Ignorance of traffic laws. 

(d) Abuse of alcohol. 

Problem    

It is true that efforts have been made by Nigerian 

Federal Road Safety to educate Nigerians on road 

safety matters. Chidoka (2008) stated this in his 

preface in the Nigeria Highway Code 2008. 

“The establishment of the 

FRSC in 1998 was aimed at 

enlightening, Nigerians on road 

safety matters and crash 

prevention matters… in order to 

further create an enabling 

environment for the 

enforcement of traffic 

regulations, the FRSC has 

adopted a strategy which is 

aimed at having aggressive 

public education and safety 

awareness campaigns. 

A major effort made by the FRSC was to publish 

the Nigeria Highway Code and most motorists 

have been forced to obtain them. Unfortunately, 

the truth remains that majority of the motorists do 

not understand the contents. This paper has 

identified among other factors the inability of 

motorists to understand the highway code 

because most of them are either illiterate or semi-

illiterates. They cannot read the document let 

alone understanding the content which of course 

is written in English Language. 

Therefore, the content of these codes 

need to be translated or even interpreted in the 

language which these illiterates and semi-

illiterates can understand which here is Igbo 

language. Infact this problem of illiteracy is the 

problem of multilingualism. This is a problem of 

Nigeria’s conglomeration of cultural and 

linguistically differing groups. Those groups have 

formed communal characteristics including 

language and culture. 

Olubumaai (219) observed that “the number of 

languages in Nigeria cannot be arrived at with 

mathematical accuracy due to the multi-ethnic 

nature of the nation”. 

It is even Gital (270) who seems to have a closer 

answer when he said this: 

Taking all these seemingly 

impressionistic suggestions and 

others not discovered and are 

recorded, one may not be 

exaggerating the number of 

languages spoken in Nigeria to 

be between 400 and 500.                 

Though the Federal Government of Nigeria has 

realized the importance of language in a 

multicultural setting like Nigeria, efforts have 

been made to make a policy statement 

encouraging ethnic groups to study at least one 

other Nigerian Language. This is expressed as 

part of the philosophy of Nigerian education in 

the National Policy on Education. This 

declaration sounds good but it’s implementation 

has been a problem. 

As a result of this situation, English Language, 

the official language of Nigeria has continued to 

be used and has remained the language of 

information, laws, codes of conduct and social 

interactions. 

For ethnic groups like the Igbos to understand 

laws, codes of conduct and other necessary 

information like the Nigeria Highway Code 

(traffic offences at a glance). There is the need for 

the translation of these information. This is 

because language is the primary means of cultural 

transmission, whereby behavioural options are 

typically referred and managed. 

Literature Review 

Translation consists of translating and 

transmitting an idea or a message from one 

language to another. In effect, it is an activity that 

involves the transfer of a message from a 

language to another through linguistic means. 

For Ballard (3) quoting cary, 

translation is an activity that 

tends to establish equivalences 

between two texts written in 

different languages, these 

equivalences are always and 

compulsory born out of the 

nature of the two texts. 
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Ladmiral (11) sees translation as a particular case 

of linguistic convergence. In other words, it 

signifies all forms of inter-linguistic mediation. 

For Haesergn (103), translation is “an activity 

that consists in producing in the receptor 

language (also called target language) the closed 

natural equivalent to the message of the source 

language, first meaning and in style”. 

For effective translation to take place, Lederer 

(45)  identified three stages. Firstly, the 

comprehension of the original text (source text), 

secondly, the dismantling of the linguistic form 

or component. Thirdly, the recreation of the 

source text message into the target text. These 

stages are also used in interpretation. To justify 

the act of translation, Prosser (93-94) observed 

that the existence of language universals in 

languages and the fact that language is an integral 

part of culture necessitates the act of translation. 

According to Lyons (433-434) cultures are not 

conterminous with languages, in fact many 

institutions, customs… can be found in several 

countries using different languages. Since 

language is not a closed system, it is possible to 

create and even recreate language elements. 

Buttressing the ability to translate into any 

language, House (166) has this to say; 

All cognitive experience and its 

classifications is conveyable in any 

existing language. Whenever there 

is a deficiency, terminology may 

be qualified and amplified by loan 

words or loan translations, 

neologisms or semantic stuffs and 

finally circumlocutions. 

Solution 

In view of the problems enumerated so far, 

translation becomes the only way out for illiterate 

and semi-illiterate motorists of the different 

ethnic groups in the country. 

This paper has therefore decided to translate 

SECTION D of the Nigerian Highway Code 

captioned TRAFFIC OFFENCES AT A 

GLANCE into Igbo language to acquaint the 

illiterate and semi-illiterate Igbo road users with 

what constitute traffic offences. 

Source Text 

Section D: TRAFFIC OFFENCES AT A 

GLANCE  

On every road there are road users such as 

motorists, pedestrians, cyclists, motorcyclists, 

passengers and animals. As a road user, it is 

expected that the road be used in accordance with 

the rules and regulations. Every road user should 

be disciplined, careful and considerate to others, 

to ensure safer roads, thereby avoiding road 

crashes and or arrest and prosecution. 

In the exercise of the functions offered by (S. 10 

(4) of the FRSC Act, 2007 establishment), 

members of Corps shall have right to arrest and 

prosecute any person reasonably suspected to 

have committed any traffic offence(s). It is 

therefore an offence to; 
 

1. Be on any road without lights or faulty lights, sign or reflector or wrongful use of signals. 

2. Obstruct any section of the road with vehicles or in any other way that may affect free flow of 

traffic. 

3. Use a restricted road where it is marked “one way” “no entry”. 

4. Not to obey speed limit erected at road construction areas or any other road. 

5. Drive a vehicle without a valid learner’s permit, driver’s license or any other permit required by 

law. 

6. Drive a vehicle without a valid license or identification mark being displayed. 

7. Over take another vehicle wrongfully. 

8. Not to obey traffic light signals 

9. Disobey or disregard road signs or pavement markings 

10. Drive a vehicle, a two or three wheel cycle on any road in a reckless or negligent manner that will 

be dangerous to other road users. 

11. Drive a vehicle or motorcycle with forged vehicle papers. 

12. Drive a vehicle or motorcycle under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
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13. Drive a vehicle or motorcycle or any mechanically propelled engine that would result in the damage 

to any public presence, street light, traffic light, road signs etc. 

14. Engage in any act of commission or omission by motorists which may constitute hazard to other 

road users. 

15. Remove from a vehicle, the sign, ”Do not move”        

16. Use a road that is under construction. 

17. Fail to move over to the slow lane to free up traffic flow. 

18. Not to cover gravel or other unstable materials with tarpaulin or strong plastics to stop it spilling on 

road. 

19. Not to display number plates at the front and rear sides of the vehicle. 

20. Load a vehicle above the weight or number or passengers required by law. 

21. Drive a vehicle with projected load. 

22. Obstruct a marshal in the performance of his duty 

23. Drive a vehicle with damaged or shattered windscreen. 

24. Drive a vehicle with worn out tyres or without fire extinguishers 

25. Drive a vehicle that is mechanically deficient. 

26. Drive a vehicle without fire extinguisher. 

27. Assault a marshal on duty. 

28. Corrupt marshal on duty.   

29. For traffic offender to fail to report at designated place. 

30. Drive a vehicle that emits excessive smoke. 

31. Drive a commercial vehicle without a passenger manifest. 

32. Use your GSM phone while driving. 

33. Driving under 18 years of age. 

34. For commercial drivers not to have drivers and conductors badge. 

35. For all vehicles not to be fitted with side and inner mirrors. 

36. Smoke or eat while driving. 

37. Drive a double-decker bus in Nigeria. 

38. Not to use your headlights during inclement weather. 

39. Fail to signal when changing lanes, making a turn or pulling in front of another vehicle. 

40. Not to properly secure under-aged children in an approved child safety seat or booster seat. 

41. For any person to travel in the bed of a pick-up truck. 

42. For the driver and the front-seat passenger not to wear safety belts while driving. 

43. Not to pay any prescribed fine or other fees under law. 

44. Not to provide your valid address under the law. 

45. For medical personnel or Hospital to reject accident victims. 

46. Not to ride a motorcycle with crash helmet properly strapped to the head and fastened under the 

chine. 

47. Drive with one hand. 

TARGET TEXT: SECTION D: IDA IWU IGBA N’OKPORO UZO   

Okpara uzo obula a na-ahu ngaghari ndi ogba motor, ndi na-aga n’ukwu, ndi igwe, ndi ogba tum-tum, ndi 

njem na umu a nu manu. A turu anya na onye-obula na-aga n’okporo uzp kwesiri I na-aso puru iwu na 

chekwa ya. Okwesiri na onye obula na-aga n’uzo ga-oso puru owe ya, kpachara onya ma sopurukwa ndi 
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ozo no n’okporo uzo iji gbochie nsogbu okporo uzo, ihe mberede okporo uzo na njide ma o bu nkpopu 

n’ulo ikpe. 

N’iru oru gbagidere ukwu n’iwu nhiwe Federal Road Safety Corps nke afo 2007, isi nke iri, ngalaba nke 

ano, ndi oru ejealo nwere ikikere ibagide ma kpopu n’ulo ikpe onye obula a hutara dara iwu okporo uzo 

obula. N’ihi ya, onye obula mere ihe ndia a daala iwu. 

1. Igba n’uzo na-ejighi oku ma ma o bu iji oku na-adighi mma, ejighi mgbama oku ma obu ihapu 

itinye ha nke oma. 

2. Iji ugbo ala dochie mpaghara uzo obula nke nwere ike igbochi ogiga njem. 

3. Igba n’uzo bu akara “UZO ADIGHI” ma o bu akara “NAANI OTU AHIRI”. 

4. Ihapu isoro nduzi oke oso nke di ebe a na-aru uzo ma o bu n’uzo ndi ozo. 

5. Inya ihe ogbugha o bula na-ejighi akwukwo mkwamike ma o bu akwukwo ndi ozo iwu kwagidere. 

6. Igba n’okporo uzo na-ejighi akwukwo ike inya ugboala ma o bu inya ughoala na-etinyeghi akara 

nke ugboala ahu. 

7. Igbafe ugboala n’uzo na-ezighi ezi. 

8. Ihapu Igbasoro oku nduzi. 

9. Inupu isi ma o bu ileghara okara okporo anya. 

10. Inya ugboala nke nwere ukwu abuo ma o bu ukwu ato n’udi nwere ike intinye ndi ozo n’onodu ujo. 

11. Iji akwukwo aligboroja na-anya ugboala ma o bu na-anya ogba tum tum. 

12. Iji anya mmaya ma o bu anya anwuru ike nya ugboala ma obu ogba tum tum. 

13. Inya ihe ogbugba o bula nwere injini nke nwere ike imebi onogu ndi mmadu, oku uzo, oku nduzi 

ma o bu akara okporo uzo. 

14. Ikpa udi agwa o bula nke nwere ike itinye ndi na-aga n’okporo uzo n’onodu nsogbu na ikpacha 

anya ma obu amaghi ama. 

15. Iwepu site n’ugboala akara edere “Ebupukwala”. 

16. Igba n’okporo uzo na-aruchabeghi. 

17. Ihapu igafe n’okporo uzo ije nwayoo iji gbochie mkpukata ugboala. 

18. Ihapu iji ihe kpuchie nkume ebu n’ugboala maka nghapusi. 

19. Ihapu iziputa akara ugboala n’ihi na n’azu ugboala. 

20. Ibu mmadu ma o bu ibu karia ihe iwu kwadoro. 

21. Iji ugboala buru ibu nuputara enuputa. 

22. Igbochi onye oru eje alo n’oru ya. 

23. Inya ugboala nke enyo ya gbawasiri agbawasi. 

24. Iji taya kpuchasiri akpuchasi nya ugboala ma o bu ihapu inwe taya onyenma. 

25. Inya ugboala na-adighi nma 

26. Inya ugboala na-ejighi ite nwunyu-oku. 

27. Ikpari onye oru ejealo n’ogbo oru. 

28. Inye onye oru ejealo aka azu. 

29. Iju izara onu gi ma I daa iwu okporo uzo ebe agwara gi. 

30. Inya ugboala na-akwu nnukwu anwuru oku. 

31. Ije ugboala buru ndi njem na-ejighi akwukwo ndekota ha. 

32. Ikpo ekwe nti na-anya ugboala. 

33. Inya ugboala mgbe irubeghi afo iri na asato. 

34. Onye okwo ugboala ma o bu nwa oru ya ihapu inyara ejirimara ha. 

35. Inya ugboala na-eweghi enyo ime na enyo akuku. 
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36. Ina-eri ma o bu I na-anu anwuru mgbe I na akwo ugboala. 

37. Inya ugboala kwo nwa n’elu n’obodo Naijiria. 

38. Ihapu igbanye oku ihu ugboala gi mgbe onodu chi na-adighi mma. 

39. Ihapu inye ntuzi mgbe I na-agafe n’okporo uzo ma o bu ime ntughari ma o bukwa igbafe ugboala 

ozo. 

40. Ihapu idota umu ntakiri n’akwa njide ha ma o bu ihapu iji eriri nkedo ha wee jide ha. 

41. Iji ugboala obuibu ebu mmadu. 

42. Onye okwo ugboala na onye no n’ihi ugboala ihapu iji eriri were kedo onwe ha. 

43. Iju ikwu nha o bula ma o bu ugwo o bula iwu kwadoro. 

44. Iju ikowaputa ebe ibi dika iwu kwadoro. 

45. Ulo ogwu ma o bu onye oru ahu ike iju inabata onye nwere ihe mberede okporo uzo. 

46. Ihapu iji okpu mgbochi isi ekegidere nke oma n’isi na-agba ma na-akwo oku tem tem. 

47. Iji otu aka na-anya ugboala. 

Commentary 

The writer has tried to translate the 

SECTION D of the Nigerian Highway Code 

captioned TRAFFIC OFFENCES AT A 

GLANCE. During the translation, consultations 

were made among Igbo language experts and 

translators.As a type of pragmatic text, efforts 

were made to arrive at an acceptable closest 

equivalent of the source text message. Different 

methods and approaches of translation were used. 

It was observed that direct literal translation was 

possible, where this did not work out, indirect 

methods of modulation, transposition and 

equivalence were used. 

We observed that some of the instructions which 

were in English language were in the imperative 

mood, and thus informative verbs were changed 

to gerunds to achieve the language structure of 

Igbo language and the cultural norms of the 

language. This is to carry the import of the source 

language message to the Igbo target audience. 

However the translator was guided by sensitivity, 

experience and cultural imagination. All these 

were manifested through style, flexibility, 

inventiveness and knowledge of Igbo culture. 

Conclusion 

This paper has tried to identify factors 

that are responsible for many road accidents in 

Nigeria. Also efforts made by Nigerian 

governments were also identified. Causes of 

many roads accidents were highlighted and 

among them was ignorance of traffic laws which 

is a result of not understanding the traffic rules 

due to illiteracy or semi-illiteracy. Translation 

was identified as a solution. In other words, 

translation of laws of conduct and other necessary 

information into indigenous languages will go a 

long way to help ethnic groups understand and 

respect codes and laws of the land thereby 

reducing accidents. 
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Abstract 

The challenge of leadership in Africa, and of course Nigeria, is a grave one. Unlike before when the 

problem of Africa’s underdevelopment was always blamed on the colonial experience, today it is usually 

traced to bad leadership. The view that bad leadership is the major bane of Nigeria’s development also finds 

expression in many creative writings. While these writings in the genre of prose and drama have attracted a 

lot of critical attention, this is not the case with poetry. This article examines the representation of 

postcolonial leadership in Hyginus Ekwuazi’s two poetry collections, Love Apart and Dawn into Moonlight, 

with a view to determining how political leadership in the country has failed its followership. From the 

analysis of the relevant poems in the collections, Nigeria’s postcolonial leadership is depicted as 

nightmarish and disastrous. It is particularly implicated in the ‘crime’ of poverty that is pervasive in the 

country. 
 

Keywords: Leadership in Literature, Hyginus Ekwuazi’s Poetry, Third Generation Nigerian Poetry  

 

Introduction 

Hyginus Ekwuazi belongs to the third 

generation of modern Nigerian poets. Some of 

the other poets with which he shares this 

generational grouping are Remi Raji, Afam 

Akeh, Lola Shoneyin, Olu Oluigbe, Ifowodo 

Ogaga,  Sesan Ajayi, Nnimmo Bassey, Obu 

Udeozo, Joe Ushie, Onookome Okome, Femi 

Oyebode, Kayode Aderinokun, Esiaba Irobi and 

Hyginus Ekwuazi. (Ushie, 2005; Egya, 2011; 

Adebiyi-Adelabu and Aguele, 2019). The poets 

of the generation share the same socio-political 

consciousness in their works, which reveal a deep 

sense of dissatisfaction at the abysmal manner of 

governance in Nigeria. These poets use their 

works as outlets for their frustration and despair 

at the disappointing state of affairs in the country. 

Their thematic preoccupations spin around 

societal dilemmas such as the widening chasm 

between the rich and the poor, due largely to 

cyclical maladministration, unemployment, 

insecurity and diverse forms of man’s inhumanity 

to man.  

The similarity in the themes of these 

poets shows collective anger at the fast decline of 

the nation. Egya (2011) is of the view that the 

symphony in thematic flow of the poems of these 

new generation poets is not unconnected to the 

fact that these same poets were children during 

the oil boom of the 1970s and witnessed the 

overflowing abundance. But when they became 

adults in the oil doom of the 1990s, and 

witnessed the inglorious downfall of their 

country, they therefore had to deal with 

disillusionment in every aspect of the Nigerian 

state, especially political. From Egya’s position, 

it is easy to understand the patriotic zeal that 

burns in the heart of many a new generation poet, 

who can simply not fathom the pace at which the 

Nigerian plane has taken a nosedive from its 

enviable height, given the abundance of resources 

bestowed on it by Mother Nature. This unified 

angst over the leadership of the country, dates as 

far back as the era of military dictatorship in 

Nigeria and yet continues in the democratic 

dispensation, where the government , meant to 

cater for the needs of the people, turns into a 

leech that sucks the nation dry. Hyginus Ekwuazi, 

also a third generation poet, shares this same 

socio-political burden of the nation. However, in 

a way that is markedly different from other poets 

of this age, he presents the nation as sick, 

traumatised and in need of healing (Adebiyi-

Adelabu and Aguele, 2017). As Egya rightly 

remarks about the poetry of the generation, “the 

new poems are concerned with the nightmarish 

political conditions in Nigeria especially in the 

1990s caused by military dictatorships…the new 

poetry emerges largely as a response to the 

specific military dictatorships” (50). 

Similarly, Adebiyi (2009 and 2015) 

implicates the military leaders of Nigeria in the 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                                        Aguele E. 

 
 

83 

 

frustration and gloom that characterised the 

country at some point in her history, which he 

blames on their inept leadership. According to 

him, this inept leadership by the military provides 

many poets with thematic engagements. Poets 

such as Joe Ushie, Remi Raji, Tayo Olafioye, 

Ogaga Ifowodo, and Ademola Dasylva are some 

examples of those cited in this respect. Ekwuazi’s 

engagement with the theme, however, goes 

beyond military dictatorship. 

Leadership Challenge in Nigeria  

The challenge of leadership in Africa, 

and of course Nigeria, is a grave one. Unlike 

before when the problem of Africa’s 

underdevelopment was always blamed on the 

colonial experience, today it is usually traced to 

bad leadership. In the words of Greg Mills, 

‘Africa’s poverty is not because of the lack of 

capital, access to world markets, technical 

experts, or the unfair global economic system, it 

is rather because African leaders have made poor 

choices and decided to keep the continent in 

abject poverty (Mills, 2011; Mills, 2010). 

Endorsing this view, Pocian and Mgaya 

(2015:106)  also note that ‘leadership and 

governance are some of the impediments to 

Africa’s quest for sustainable and equitable 

development.’ This perception of Africa 

leadership is mostly hinged on the fact that it has 

been decades since colonialism came to an end in 

the continent. Besides, there are other countries 

elsewhere around the world that equally went 

through colonial experience, but have since 

advanced economically and politically. Often 

cited in this respect are South Korea, Malaysia, 

India, Singapore and, recently, United Arab 

Emirate. 

Speaking specifically of Nigeria, 

Bolarinwa (2013) observes that ‘The country has 

experienced the woes of bad governance, 

massive corruption, human rights abuses and 

economic deprivation from greedy civilian 

political leaders and military dictators.’ Similarly, 

leadership, corruption and bad governance have 

also been pointed out by Anazodo et al. (2015) as 

the greatest challenges to the development of 

Nigeria. In his famous essay, The Trouble with 

Nigeria, Achebe also blames the country’s 

problems on leadership. With these and other 

similar comments about leadership in the country, 

little doubt is left about the gravity of the matter 

at hand. 

Perhaps this is why the problem has 

moved beyond its traditional disciplines in the 

social sciences to find imaginative expression in 

the poetic composition of writers like Hyginus 

Ekwuazi. As noted earlier, some other Nigerian 

poets have also engaged the subject in their 

poetry. However, Ekwuazi’s exploration of same 

is distinguished by its imbrication with poverty. 

Leadership Failure in Ekwuazi’s Poetic 

Imagination 

One of the motivating factors that led Nigerians 

to clamour for independence was the desire to 

have indigenous leaders who would lead the 

nation to achieve its highest potential given the 

abundant human and natural resources bestowed 

on the country. The jubilation and excitement that 

greeted the attainment of independence spoke 

volumes of the trust which Nigerians reposed in 

the new class of leaders. Sadly, however, almost 

sixty years after Nigeria gained her 

independence, the nation which held so much 

promise of a glorious future, has continued to 

grope in a dark tunnel, its progress, clogged by 

years of civilian and military misrule, 

monumental corruption, looting of the state 

treasury, electoral malpractice, ‘godfatherism’, 

insecurity of lives and property and moral 

atrophy. Chinua Achebe (1983:1), in his The 

Trouble with Nigeria, highlights this issue of 

failed leadership in Nigeria when he says that 

“the trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a 

failure of leadership”. 

In the poem “While you were away” 

(Love, 17), the poet persona laments the absence 

of the beloved. The poet persona’s experience of 

being without a “guardian angel” (Love, 17) 

connotes an absence of leadership. The leaders 

who are expected to manage the affairs of the 

nation get themselves very busy embezzling 

public funds at their disposal. This act causes the 

poet persona to “laugh”, an act which in trauma 

theory, is the body’s way of attempting to forget 

the pain which the conscious body is passing 

through (Pederson, 2014). The poet persona, in 

his heart-to-heart talk with the beloved, reveals 

how public office holders saddled with the 
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responsibility of public service convert the 

privilege to avenues to siphon state wealth. He 

says: “True, I laugh / when our Assemblymen / 

put their feet in their mouths / the same feet 

they’ve shod / at the expense of their 

constituencies” (Love, 17). In Lines 29 to 32 of 

the poem, again the poet persona laments, “True, 

I laugh / when our drunken pilots / steer this ship 

of ours / to the edge of the precipice…” (Love, 

18). Here, he likens the leaders to “drunken 

pilots” (Love, 18). 

In “forever, that part of me that loves 

you” (Love, 39), the poet persona relates his 

experience of witnessing how “grief stricken 

mourners”, haggled over coffins of different 

shades; “plain and ornamented / coarse and 

smooth, plebian and royal.” He recalls how his 

beloved once asked him whether he knows that 

“every coffin is made of soft wood” (Love, 39) 

and how his lover explained the reason why 

coffins are built with soft wood. She explains to 

him that coffins are made of soft wood so that 

termites can easily get to the corpse for easy 

decomposing. This realisation of the components 

of coffins makes the poet persona, out of dread, 

to feel the underside of his bed to see how soft 

the wood is. At such moments, he says, “a heavy 

worry” (Love, 40) attaches itself to him like his 

shadow. The image of the coffin beclouds his 

mind and reminds him of the vanity of life. This 

leads him to wonder whether political gladiators 

have this understanding of the emptiness and 

futility of life. He asks whether: 

…the eagle that denies the hawk 
a clawspace on the thousand branched iroko’ 

The ferret that bereaves the burrow 

              or separates the burrowed one from his winter stores 
…. 

Don’t they know about the underside of the coffin 

that it is made of softer wood? 
 

Have they never heard the eternal silence 
in which the termite sits to dinner?... (Love, 40). 

 

Eagles and hawks belong to the same family of 

birds called accipitridae. They are both predatory 

birds. These birds which deny themselves “a 

clawspace on the thousand branched iroko” 

represent the despotic and tyrannical military 

rulers in Nigeria who execute coups and counter-

coups in order to be in power. In a bid to satisfy 

their hunger for power, these rulers, crush one 

another or even annihilate any subaltern who 

dares cross their paths.  

Another image used in the description of 

the cruel dominance of the masses by the 

despotic rulers is the “ferret”. (Love, 40). The 

poet persona likens power-thirsty rulers who set 

out to enrich themselves at the expense of the 

people to ferrets. Ferrets are trained to hunt 

burrowing animals. The subjugated people 

“burrow” when they go about their businesses in 

order to make ends meet and put food on their 

tables, but these avaricious leaders continue to 

amass and pillage the resources of the state, 

leaving the masses in pitiable and miserable 

condition. He groans at the level of cunning of 

the political class who act as “sheep” before they 

are voted into office but are shockingly 

transmogrified into wolves preying on the “lambs 

and ewes” (Love, 40) — the exploited class. 

Overcome with paralysing bewilderment, the 

poet persona again asks a question with reference 

to these self-seeking leaders of his country. He 

wonders: “don’t they know about the underside 

of the coffin / that is made of softer wood? / have 

they never heard the eternal silence / in which the 

termite sits to dinner?” (Love, 40). He sounds a 

reminder to the leaders about the sheer emptiness 

of life. 

In the poem ”though I swore to 

you”(Love, 52), the poet persona recalls his 

pledge to his beloved but, at the same time, 

expresses his consternation at the treachery of 

leaders he had trusted with his future when he 

says, ‘But how was I to know/that he who 

suckled the same breast/with the mother that gave 

you life’ (Love, 52, 53). 

These same set of leaders who milk the 

country dry, are painfully, fellow countrymen, 

who for the love of money and power, would do 

everything in their power to oppress and exploit 

the masses so they can be in absolute control. 

They arrogate power to themselves through 

rigging. While they loot the treasury, the helpless 

masses, unable to speak, suffer greatly.  

“No solace on your side of the bed” (Love, 56), 

foregrounds the ineluctable fate of ruination and 
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desolation that befalls a nation bereft of good 

leaders. The poet persona laments the state of 

restlessness and sleeplessness he finds himself 

due to the excruciating pain which his nation is 

passing through in the hands of cruel and 

insensitive leaders. Bleary-eyed, he broods over 

the pitiable condition of his beloved nation as he 

groans:  

I thought about her   
all night long  

they had gorged out her eyes   
sliced off her pubescent breasts 

and crudely shaved her pubic  
a fresh sacrifice   

on the altar of power and wealth (Love, 56-57).  
 

The nation, in this poem, is metaphorically 

represented as a maiden whose body has been 

desecrated by politicians who are masterful in 

brutality and savagery. In a manner that carries an 

image of evil ritual, visionless politicians pluck 

out the eyes of the nation, causing a directionless 

and purposeless movement. By slicing off “her 

pubescent breasts” (Love, 56), these atrocious 

leaders have, through their lustful desire for 

wealth and power, turned a potentially glorious 

nation into one that is robed in abject ignominy. 

Not only have they emasculated the nation, they 

have also left her helpless with “all hands and 

feet widely spread out” (Love, 57). This exercise 

in despoliation of the land is carried out at three 

major levels of government which are the federal, 

state and local government, with the strategies for 

its execution often times perfected when elections 

draw near. Is it not paradoxically ironic that 

elections in Nigeria, which are meant to usher in 

good leaders who have been voted in by the 

generality of the public for the welfare of the 

citizens, are instead perfidiously employed by 

politicians as tables for fresh sacrifice to the gods 

of power and ill-gotten wealth? 
 

The Nigerian leadership situation is an 

impasse which is gradually evolving into a rat-

trap. One would expect that democracy, as 

against military dictatorship, will terminate the 

hydra-headed problems confronting the nation. 

On the contrary, even with the emergence of a 

democratic dispensation, which in its famously 

definitional term is a government of the people, 

by the people and for the people, the challenges 

persist. In Love Apart, the poem “why do they 

fear greatly, who greatly love?” (Love, 73) 

captures this dilemma. The poet persona in the 

first instance declares he is “riddled with fears” 

(Love, 73). And then in the following lines, he 

reveals the cause of his fears: 

I fear the godfather 

the stormy petrel 
the one whose self-interest 

is deeply cicatrized on our polity 
the same one to whom our democracy 

is the wind of a compost heap (Love, 73). 
 

The poet persona’s use of the word “godfather” 

reveals a similarity between the activities of bad 

political leader and those of a mafia gang leader. 

He also describes any such politician as a 

“stormy petrel” (Love, 73). A storm petrel is a sea 

bird whose appearance is said to foretell bad 

weather. These politicians, the poet persona 

points out, are only concerned about themselves 

and do not care about the people who voted them 

into power. It is this sole interest in self that leads 

them to “use the wealth of the pipelines” (Love, 

64) to build dynasties for themselves. These 

politicians make a mockery of democracy which 

is meant to be a government chosen by the people 

themselves, by engaging in gross electoral 

malpractice. Election results are doctored and the 

wish of the people upturned in order to bring to 

fruition all their selfish motives. And when this is 

achieved, they share among themselves, the 

“commonwealth” (Love, 73) of the people. “Men 

with forked tongues” (Love, 73) who are adept in 

the act of deceit are hired to ensure a hitch-free 

transition and administration. These tyrants 

mercilessly crush whoever stands in their way of 

building a hegemonic structure and, 

consequently, they “reach to the sky / on the 

rungs of human skulls” (Love, 73). In order to 

perpetuate this inhuman subjugation, the 

“godfather of godfathers / has built a huge 

umbrella / a huge umbrella for his minions / a 

huge umbrella for our godfather / and his brother 

godfathers across the land…” (Love, 73). 

“Umbrella” as used here represents the symbol of 

power of a political party in Nigeria, which is the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP). The godfather 

of godfathers represents the national leader of the 
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party who prioritises, oversees and ensures a 

replication of power and dominance across the 

states of the federation in Nigeria in order to 

maximise their exploitation.  The poet-persona is 

overwhelmed by fear due to the reign of despotic 

and dictatorial democrats. He, therefore, tells his 

beloved repeatedly, “I fear” (Love, 73). The 

modus operandi of these politicians during 

elections is clearly marked out in “the sun fell out 

of the sky” (Dawn, 96). The poet-persona 

uncovers the pattern of electoral fraud in Nigeria: 

 

         The sun fell out of the sky as the results trickled in 

          in ones and twos, like locusts in the advance guard 
          of a swarm 

 
       The cock stood on one foot to watch the sun fall out 

        of our sky as the results trickled in to arrange themselves 

        into our equation of rigging: 
 

         Incumbency = might = landslide = victory 
 

        That quadratic equation into which nothing is factored 
        that will reveal how many stuffed ballot boxes make up 

          one protest vote… (Dawn, 96). 
 

In the poem above, the “cock” represents the 

unpopular incumbent president, who arrogantly 

sits and monitors the results of the elections, 

desperately and anxiously waiting to manipulate 

the results in his favour, especially if there are 

indications that he may lose. As a result, he uses 

the privilege of incumbency to swing the 

pendulum his way against the collective wish of 

the people. And once victory is assured, the cycle 

of exploitation begins afresh. With reference to 

this, the poet persona painfully admits: “I know 

how it will be, these four years – with the lean 

cattle / eating up themselves and growing even 

leaner” (Dawn, 96). The lean cattle growing even 

leaner are the masses that are made to suffer 

hunger when there is before them a stretch of 

luxuriant pasture. 

In the poem “Though I waited a lifetime” 

(Dawn, 23), the poet persona laments over the 

empty promises of these treacherous leaders that 

“stretch a lifetime / into another lifetime” (Dawn, 

23). Due to the cyclic nature of the promises 

which are made by these leaders, the poet-

persona has decided to wait for another lifetime, 

signifying the endless chains of promises. He 

relates with his beloved and says that “…in this / 

season of anomie… / the giant umbrella planted 

on the Rock / has become the only shelter there is 

/ and they must master to scheme and cheat and 

kill / who seek shelter in it…” (Dawn, 23). 

Again, in this collection, there is reference made 

to the happenings around the seat of power in 

Nigeria. The “giant umbrella” (Dawn, 23), which 

is the same as the one mentioned in Love Apart, 

is firmly rooted on the “Rock” (Dawn, 23) which 

symbolises Aso Rock, the seat of power in 

Nigeria.  

In the poem “all night long I wrestled 

with an angel” (Dawn, 62), the poet-persona, in 

his characteristic interior monologue, but 

expressed in a dialogic form, tells of his night-

long wrestle with an angel, seeking for the way to 

his lover’s heart. But he quickly focuses on the 

crux of his message. He relates: 

All night long I wrestled 

the angel – 

 

       wish I could so wrestle them who cavort 

       in the big umbrella that blocks the sun and 
       the moon from our world— they who have 

      mortgaged our dawn & pawned our moonlight 
 

       -wish I could so wrestle them whose mighty 
      footsteps trespass all over my father’s land… 

 
        -wish I could so wrestle them whose Gordian 

         fingers tie-up my father’s land in legal knots… 

 
          The putrefying dreams of my father’s crumbling 

        home of many heirs pollute the early morning air…  
        (Dawn,   63). 

 

In the poem above, we feel the poet-persona’s 

unalloyed passion for his nation which is 

unfortunately shackled by political misrule. He 

tells his beloved that these rulers, through their 

unpatriotic actions, have mortgaged the hope for 

a better tomorrow. Not only do they rape the 

country, they also do so in a manner that suggests 

they are legally entitled to it; especially by the 

way they arrogate power to themselves. It is these 

“gordian fingers” with which they “tie-up” 
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(Dawn, 63) the fatherland that pushes many 

politicians to go to any length, even killing, in 

order to remain in power, when it is clearly 

against the wish of the people. As long as bad 

governance persists, the poet persona fears a 

complete putrefaction of the system.  
 

In “roses, you said, remind you of me” 

(Dawn, 71), the persona denies having any iota of 

vulnerability in him, having been betrayed by the 

leaders in his country who he describes as “day-

time friends” but suddenly turned into “night-

time enemies” (Dawn, 71). This sudden transition 

from friend to fiend in one day, reflects the 

traumatic effect which the abysmal level of 

governance has had on the poet persona. He again 

asks, “What vulnerability can he have left who / 

daily has been mauled by monsters?” (Dawn, 71) 

The absence of vulnerability despite the vicious 

and brutal attacks from rulers who have turned 

themselves into “monsters” reveals the deep-

seated psychological wound that has been 

inflicted on the poet persona. And then in 

“they’ve painted our roads black” (Dawn, 77), the 

trauma is captured in the following lines: 

      They’ve painted our roads black- 
       and dawn broadcasts the news… 

 
       Dawn… in the cold of the harmattan 

      the sun comes out all wrapped in a blanket 
       of clouds and trailing a cornucopia of odours 

       which brings me whiffs of our latest dividends 

       of democracy: the tingling smell of tar – (Dawn, 77). 
 

The nightmarish legacy of bad leadership is 

represented in the image of a sun wrapped in a 

blanket of clouds. It signifies an acute sense of 

despondence across the land. The masses bite 

their fingers, each day, in regret due to the 

insensate crop of leaders at the helm of affairs in 

the country. These leaders present one of the 

“dividends” of democracy to the masses by 

merely painting the roads black. And the paints, 

the poet persona laments, cannot survive the first 

rains owing to the substandard materials used in 

both the construction and repair of both new and 

existing roads. Whatever will benefit the people 

is handled with kid gloves but when it comes to 

looting the treasury, they are ever ready. The poet 

persona groans: 

     But all the wealth creamed off this road project 

     by cupped fingers flaunting a three-colour umbrella – 
     the exotic cars in the garage 

       the bulging bank accounts 

      the buildings standing tall and proud – 
      all the wealth creamed off the road project 

      will, as usual, survive all the rains 
      and the anger of an emasculated people… (Dawn,77). 

 

The funds released for the roads are promptly 

diverted by these greedy politicians and used to 

secure for themselves a fleet of exotic cars, 

luxurious houses in choice locations around the 

world and bank accounts in Swiss banks that 

reach high heavens, while they leave the masses 

in abject squalor and misery. Therefore, the poet 

persona laments, “the sun is muffled in a blanket 

of clouds” (Dawn, 77). 
 

Postcolonial Failure of Poverty in Ekwuazi’s 

Poetic Imagination 

There is no gainsaying the fact that 

postcolonial realities of bad governance are 

nightmarish experiences which the poet-persona 

would wish to forget. As though these were not 

enough troubles in themselves to deal with, he 

faces additional nightmares invoked by socio-

economic realities of his time. And one of such, 

which frightens him, is poverty. Poverty, by 

definition, is a condition or state of being poor. It 

is a condition of lacking the basic necessities of 

life, which are clothing, food and shelter.  

In spite of the claim that Nigeria has 

made significant economic progress in recent 

times, a claim often corroborated by the fact that 

the country has managed to sustain economic 

growth rate of about 6-7%, thereby making it one 

of the fastest growing economies of the world 

(Aina, 2014), the level of poverty in the country 

is still frightening. This inclines one to believe 

that there is a gordian nexus between poverty in 

Nigeria and the leadership mess in the country. 

Aina (2014), again, corroborates this when he 

posits that “corruption manifests in many forms 

of waste and misallocation of resources by 

government officials which deny the down-

trodden of vital social services and 

infrastructures, indirectly fueling poverty” (3-4). 
 

“What I’ll be taking with me” (Love, 42) 

presents the poet-persona’s face-to-face 
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encounter with the horrors of poverty in the 

country. The setting is a restaurant where he and 

his beloved had gone for a meal. Right outside 

the restaurant, through the “drawn shutters” 

(Love, 42) built to shut out the noise emanating 

from the neighbourhood urchins, they see the 

pitiable living condition of the poor in the 

society. They are pictured by the poet persona as 

having “ragtag distended bellies on spidery legs” 

(Love, 42). The appearance portrays the condition 

of those children suffering from kwashiorkor due 

to malnourishment. Consequently, they violently 

scramble for leftovers right outside the restaurant, 

despite the smell of roasted maize and plantain 

wafting in from the very street where they fight 

for leftovers. The “shutters” and “quiet music 

from the wallpapers / mingling with the clatter of 

well-heeled / cutlery” (Love, 42) is symbolic of 

the gap between the haves and the have-nots in 

the society. 
 

Part three of the poem “home is where 

mother is” (Love, 48) tells of a certain Pa 

Momodu in Abuja, as related to the poet persona 

by his late mother, who, “when he could no 

longer feed his family” (Love, 49) after his 

retirement, out of depression, goes paranoid. His 

psychological imbalance comes to a head and 

with help, as scarce as water in a desert, he 

commits suicide by setting himself ablaze. The 

inhuman nature of leaders, who are the cause of 

this tragedy, is hinted at in the following lines: 

         …for days 
        the smell hung o’er the whole street 

        like an overcast sky 
         but it didn’t get to the villa 

        not with the Zuma Rock of sycophants 
        screening the Villa from the sight 

       sound and smell of the multitude 
        who have remained poor 

         because they cannot eat cake 
        when they have no bread to eat (Love, 50). 

 

Again, the poor, as reflected in the poem above, 

are shielded away from government by self-

seeking sycophants who are only concerned 

about their pockets and no one else’s. Therefore, 

they choose to live in luxurious aloofness while 

the poor continue to swim in the still waters of 

poverty. 

“These pieces of my broken heart” (Love, 59) 

shows that poverty in the country is not only 

experienced by the large crowd of uneducated or 

unemployed people. Rather, and quite 

worryingly, even the employed are caught in the 

web of poverty. The poet persona explicates that 

once a man is unable to comfortably sustain 

himself with the money he gets from his job, then 

he is experiencing poverty. This condition, 

according to the persona, breaks his heart into 

smithereens. He says of himself: “I’m standing 

on a high platform / each of whose coach of solid 

bricks / has been hewn out of a year of my 

working life- / on tip-toe and with rolled 

parchment / I try, vainly, to touch the breadline / 

far above my head” (Love, 59). A mind-boggling 

image is evoked here. If the poet-persona, 

“decked in all the paraphernalia of academe” 

(Love, 59) cannot sustain himself, then one can 

only imagine the fate of millions of Nigerians 

who are unemployed and, as a result, have no 

money to feed. It is a grim and pathetic situation. 
 

In “the call came at dawn” (Dawn, 87), 

the poet persona is awoken by the realisation of 

the anniversary of his late mother’s death. He 

relives some of their many “long midnight walks” 

(Dawn, 87). He is jolted from the reverie by the 

realities of his day; the increasing poverty in the 

land, and he laments: 

      …surrounded by the rich who get richer and the poor who 
       get children who multiply poverty— how gracefully old 

      would she have been able to grow? 
 

    …our politics of sustainable hunger— the goad against which 
     we all, perforce, hit our heads – what marks would this not  

      have left on her? 

 
…would she have been able, finally, to make any sense of the 

   binding ties that disunite us?... 
 

   The pain of her sorrow rendered me speechless… (Dawn, 89). 
 

Through a defamiliarisation technique, there is a 

deliberate substitution of the word “development” 

for “hunger”, which ordinarily should collocate 

better with “sustainable” to portray the structure 

put firmly in place by the Nigerian government to 

subjugate the people further by impoverishing 

them. Hence, instead of organising schemes for 
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sustainable development, the government 

devotedly creates schemes for sustainable 

impoverishment, whittling down completely the 

power of the people. 

“How do I say good night” (Love, 80) marks out 

in bold reliefs, the increasing mortality rate in the 

country, a lamentable consequence of acute 

poverty and its attendant effect— low standard of 

living. In an apparent conversation with the 

beloved, the poet persona breaks the news that 

“the thrift & credit society has issued the 

circular”, revealing that “henceforth / seventy 

percent of loanable portfolio” is “to be reserved 

for deaths & funerals” (Love, 80). Cost of living, 

he says, is on the increase and likens it to the 

herculean task of “ascending a hill whose summit 

/ only the vulture and eagle can dare” (Love, 80). 

“Vulture” and “eagle” as used here connote the 

political predators whose bank accounts in both 

local and foreign banks are incredibly fat as a 

result of the money they have embezzled. 

Therefore, they are the only ones who have the 

capacity to ascend the summit of the hill. But the 

poet persona quickly expresses his gratitude to 

God who has ensured that water and oxygen are 

free and within the reach of the poor, though 

oxygen in a hospital environment costs a fortune. 

The marginalised class may not have the means 

to ascend the hill of sustenance, yet they attempt, 

each day, to climb it because therein lies their 

survival. The more they attempt to climb, the 

more the suffering.  
 

One of the major ways by which 

suffering is entrenched amongst the people is 

through neocolonialism. Neocolonialism, in 

postcolonial parlance, is a situation whereby 

countries from the developed world influence the 

internal affairs of countries in the developing 

world by using capitalism and business 

globalisation as opposed to direct political 

control. These colonial powers maintain colonial 

control even after the end of colonialism by 

working hand-in-hand with indigenous 

administrators in these developing countries for 

efficient penetration and exploitation. The poem, 

“How do you measure a distance to a heart?” 

(Dawn, 36) is a picture of the repercussions of 

neocolonialism. The poet persona depicts the 

distress the citizens undergo to purchase fuel. The 

queues to getting fuel are long and serpentine. 

Some persons leave their homes and sleep in their 

cars, lorries, motorcycles, both commercial and 

private, in order to get fuel, while some others 

remain awake all through the night monitoring 

the queue which, according to the poet persona, 

“keeps reshaping like an amoeba” (Dawn, 36). 

All of these build up frustration, anger and 

aggression among the people. In Part Two of the 

poem, the poet persona reveals the cause of this 

socio-economic anomaly as deregulation, open 

market and Structural Adjustment Programme 

policies of the government.  
 

One of the economic policies 

implemented which has adversely affected the 

Nigerian economy and populace is the Structural 

Adjustment Programme (SAP). Introduced under 

the regime of General Ibrahim Babangida, the 

scheme, designed as a reprieve by western 

countries under the aegis of IMF/ World Bank, 

was packaged and presented as the perfect 

antidote to the economic crisis in the country, 

particularly after the nosedive of international oil 

price in the eighties. The thrust of the programme 

was a deregulation of the economy, “a process by 

which government removes unnecessary control 

which tends to inhibit or prevent the effective and 

efficient programme of economic and business 

activities” (Abogan, Olajide and Oloba, 2014). 

Although the policies appeared appealing, it had 

devastating consequences on Nigerians. 

Nwagbara Nwabugo (2011) further corroborates 

this view when she writes that the policies ‘came 

with some negative consequences’ (31). 
 

Hence, it comes as no surprise when the 

poet persona says, “today, 10 pints of HIV-free 

blood / cannot buy a liter of unadulterated fuel” 

(37), a pointer to the dire scarcity of fuel in a 

country that is ranked as number one oil producer 

in Africa. The poet persona has no kind words for 

the imperialists who come with the ruse of 

lending a helping hand but end up causing untold 

hardship on the people. His anger and bitterness 

towards them is seen in the poem “two arms 

widely spread out” as he sarcastically calls them 

“grave diggers”, “touted as experts who can 

mend anything” (Dawn, 50). He blames them for 

deceiving those at the helm of affairs to believe 

privatisation is the only way to economic health. 
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It is pretty evident from the criticism levelled 

against the First World nations by the poet 

persona that any attempt to intervene in economic 

matters is not borne out of a genuine desire to 

assist but a vested interest. In “that bleak dawn” 

(Dawn, 73), the poet persona validates his 

position about the West as people who really do 

not care a wee bit about Nigeria or Nigerians but 

only feign care for strictly economic gains. 

Awaking from a sleep induced by a sea of 

trouble, he learns of yet another pipeline 

explosion from the news (indicating that it had 

become quite a regular item on the news). The 

explosion is reported to have claimed the lives of 

250 persons, leaving in its wake, a complete 

desolation of an entire settlement. The insensitive 

air that surrounds the manner in which such 

heartrending news is broken by America’s Cable 

News Network, popularly known as CNN, breaks 

the heart of the poet persona. He says, “CNN 

chewed the news with its early morning chewing 

stick / and spewed the chaff on our breakfast 

dishes and mugs” (Dawn, 73). The attitude by 

CNN shows a lack of empathy, characteristic of 

the attitude of those at the metropolis towards the 

marginalised at the periphery. What adds to the 

grief of the poet persona is the sorry situation 

surrounding the death of the 250 persons. He 

reveals how he had also been involved in life-

threatening tasks in order to eke out a living. He 

draws a parallel and insists that the victims of the 

explosion might have been pushed to do what 

they did in a desperate quest for survival. 

“It no longer matters” (Dawn, 84) also gives an 

insight into the exploitative mission of the 

neocolonialists. Exasperated, the poet persona 

admits that he wears “feelings of loss and despair 

and failure” (84). And one of the reasons for his 

frustration is the activities of multinational 

companies on the Niger Delta creek, Nigeria’s oil 

base. He groans:  

     It no longer matters what I think I see… 
     I accept them all … 

     like I accept   
     the rivers and streams and lagoons where a   

    floating carpet of black oil has eaten up all life   
     and the fish swim belly up (Dawn, 84).  

 

The poem paints a picture of the damage done by 

the imperialists via their multinational 

corporations to the aquatic life in the Niger Delta. 

As affirmed by Orabueze (2008), the Niger 

Delta’s contact with the Europeans is a 

catastrophic doom to the region, as the people’s 

land, water and air are polluted from oil spillage 

and gas flaring. It is this same exploitation that is 

hinted at in the second part of the poem, “in vain 

for me, today, will shine the risen sun” (Dawn, 

81). The poet persona cries out in pain when he 

says: 

      …my private hell   
       of Oloibiri, whose secondary fertility   

      has stretched into menopause -   
     Oloibiri of the exhausted loins, abandoned   

    on the rafters amidst leaking utensils, tattered   fishing nets,  
   broken paddles and the lost memory of a land no longer at 

peace with strangers (Dawn, 82). 
 

The images of desolation used in this poem, 

portray a painful exploitation of a land where 

Nigeria first discovered oil in 1956. “Tattered 

fishing nets and “broken paddles” (Dawn, 82) 

depict a land which is no longer how it used to be 

due to oil exploration and spillage. 
 

Conclusion 

The reality of leadership ineptitude of the 

political class in Nigeria continues to find 

expression in the country’s creative writings. As 

Ekwuazi partakes in the literary sublimation of 

this reality, he brings two things to bear. His 

rendering is particularly metaphorical, given the 

deployment of a lover’s figure that appears 

designed to underscore the love the poet has for 

his country. Secondly, Ekwuazi does not flinch 

from exposing the poverty that becomes the 

corollary of the ineptitude of the leaders; in fact, 

he links the ‘crime’ of poverty in the land to its 

perpetrators. One striking thing about the 

inscriptions of leadership and poverty in the 

collections examined here is the concern and 

empathy of the poet for the victims of the ‘crime’ 

and his unhidden opprobrium for the perpetrators.  
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VOWEL HARMONY IN UKWUANI 

Franca Okumo 

Federal University Otuoke, Bayelsa State 
 

Abstract  

This paper looks at vowel harmony system in Ukwuani (an Igboid language spoken in the Northern part of 

Delta State). Applying the descriptive and autosegmental approaches, the paper looks at the type of vowel 

harmony system that operates in the language showing the co-occurrence restrictions and peculiarities.  

Data were collected from competent native speaker collaborators using the Ibadan four hundred word list 

from which generalizations were made. The study reveals that Ukwuani has a nine vowel system which is 

neatly divided into two mutually exclusive sets: [+ATR] (Advance Tongue Root) and [-ATR] (Retracted 

Tongue Root) with /a/ partly neutral since it can co-occur with both sets, though more with the [-ATR] 

vowels. The infinitive, the past tense marker, gerund and the noun agent are formed by prefixing or 

suffixing either the [+ATR] or [-ATR] vowel based on the root vowel. /i/ or /ɪ/ is attached to the root of the 

infinitive and past tense marker, while /o/ or /ɔ/ is attached to the gerund and the noun agent. We can thus 

say that the language operates a root control vowel harmony system since the feature of the root vowel 

spreads over to the prefix and suffix vowels. It was also found out that the domain of harmony in the 

language is limited to monosyllabic and disyllabic words. In polysyllabic words, the harmony seems to 

break down since each root word has a mixture of vowels from the two harmonizing sets. From the 

analysis, we conclude that, Ukwuani operates a partial vowel harmony system because there are cases of 

co-occurrence from both sets. This work is significant because it fills the gap in the Ukwuani vowel 

harmony literature since much of the emphasis has been on the Standard Igbo language and its varieties.  
     

Keywords: vowel harmony, retracted, advance tongue root, partial harmony, mutually exclusive, Ukwuani 

 

Introduction 

Vowel harmony is a common 

phenomenon in African languages that restricts 

the occurrences of the sets of vowels that can 

occur in a string of utterance. The occurrence of 

one vowel excludes the possibilities of the other 

from occurring. Most languages group their 

vowels based on the activities of the tongue root. 

While for some sets of vowel, the tongue root is 

retracted, for others, it is not. Lindau (1975) 

divides them into [+Retracted] and [-Retracted]. 

Emenanjo (1978:6) however, classifies them into 

narrow and wide sets. These classifications often 

involve the root of the tongue being advanced ( 

[+ATR] ) or retracted ( [-ATR] ) and the larynx 

raised or lowered.  

Like most African languages, the vowels 

of Ukwuani are divided into two sets based on the 

principle of vowel harmony. This principle places 

restrictions on the co-occurrence of vowels, 

permitting or forbidding some vowels from co-

occurring within a word or at morpheme 

boundary. Ukwuani is a harmony language. It 

operates a nine vowel system. Both Williamson 

(1968) and Armstrong (1967) agree to this 

existing number.  The feature [ATR] divides 

Ukwuani vowels into two mutually exclusive 

sets: /i e o u/ are [+ATR] while, /ɪ ɜ ɔ ʊ / are [-

ATR], [a] is neutral hence, can co-occur with 

both sets but is closely connected to the non 

expanded vowels as shall be shown in the 

discussion. The neutral quality of this vowel 

according to Donwa (1982:24), may have 

resulted from the disappearance of a tenth vowel 

[ə] originally belonging to the [+ATR] sets. 

According to Williamson (1968), the [+ATR] 

vowels are the set 1 vowels. These vowels are 

articulated without tongue root retraction while 

the [-ATR] vowels are the set 2 vowels produced 

by the retraction of the tongue.  

Ukwuani is unlike standard Igbo that has 

eight vowel system divided neatly into two 

harmonic groups with the exclusion of the vowel 

/ɛ/. Although this sound occur in some variants of 

Igbo but as an allophonic vowel and it is 

restricted to itself, that is, it can only co-occur 

with itself. In this paper, we investigate the 

peculiarities of vowel harmony as it occurs in 

Ukwuani. 
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1.1 The Ukwuani People and the 

Language 

Ukwuani is an Igboid language spoken in 

the Northern part of Delta State. They are located 

in the Ukwuani, Ndokwa East, and Ndokwa West 

Local Government Areas. Divergent views have 

been given on the historical background of the 

people. According to oral traditions, there are 

basically two schools of thoughts. The first 

school of thought shares the view that the 

Ukwuani people descended from the Bini 

kingdom. This view is based on the proximity 

between the Ukwuani main lands and Bini 

villages. The second school of thought holds the 

view that the Ukwuani nation, migrated from the 

Igbo across the River Niger. Although the first 

view claimed to have descended from Edo, they 

speak a language that can be described as Igboid 

and share similarities in culture such as: 

marriages, festivals and belief systems (Okolugbo 

1982; Uti and Ilo 1989:4). 

 2. Review of Literature 

Vowel harmony constitutes a fascinating 

phenomenon in phonological representations. 

According to Hyman (1975:233-235), all vowels 

within a specified unit must agree in certain 

phonetic features. The common features that are 

often assimilated are the front-backness, the 

tense-laxness or roundness. In line with Welmers 

(1973), Hyman distinguishes between complete 

and partial harmony, where complete vowel 

harmony is seen as a kind of reduplication. In this 

case, the vowel of a morpheme completely 

assimilates to another vowel while in a partial 

harmony; vowel assimilates in certain features to 

another vowel. The feature ‘tense-laxness’ is 

treated as advanced vs retracted tongue root as 

seen in the Igboid vowel harmony system 

(Stewart 1967). In constructing words in a 

language, all vowels found within word 

boundaries are taken from one of the sets thus; 

vowel harmony can be blocked by a strong 

grammatical boundary. Illustrating with the 

example in Igbo below, Hyman shows how 

harmony can be blocked within word boundaries.  

Example 1. 

/gá/  ‘go’ and  /fè/ ‘cross’ resulting in [gáfè]  ‘go across’ not 

[gáfà] or [géfè]. 
In the example above, harmony is blocked by the 

underlying boundary in /gá # fè/ 

He however, notes that if the boundary weakens 

to a morpheme boundary, then harmony may 

penetrate hence we have such words as /búté/ 

‘bring’.  

In line with Hyman, Katamba (1989:211) 

notes that vowels within certain designated 

domain, usually the word, are required to share 

one or more phonological properties. The vowels 

of a language are divided into two mutually 

exclusive sets and all vowels within a stipulated 

domain must come from the same set.   

2.1 Review of Vowel Harmony in Igboid 

Languages. 

The area of vowel harmony is not a 

virgin one in Igboid language study. Extensive 

research has been done in this area. Welmers 

(1973: 34) states that in Igbo, vowels belong to 

either set A which is [+ATR] or set B which is [-

ATR]. He stresses that all vowels used in a word 

come from just one of the two sets as exemplified 

below:  

Example 2 

Set A [i e o u]   Set B [ɪ a ʊ ɔ] 

ó  rìrì   ‘he ate’   ɔ   pìrì   ‘he carved’ 

ó  mere  ‘he did’  ɔ   sàrà  ‘he washed’ 
Following this same classification, Hyman 

(1975:234) quoting Stewart (1967), agrees that 

two sets of four vowels are found. He notes that 

in constructing words in Igbo, all vowels found 

within word boundaries are chosen from one of 

these sets. Thus words such as /é ʹgó/ ‘money’ 

and /á ʹgú/ ‘leopard’ but not */é ʹgύ/ and */á ʹgó/. 

The verbal noun prefix is pronounced as [e] 

before the stem vowels [i e o u] and [a] before the 

stem vowels [ɪ a ɔ ʊ].  According to Emenanjo 

(1978:6), the eight vowels divide fairly neatly 

into harmonic groups in such a way that within 

any single (non compound) word, only vowels of 

one group may occur.  

Other authors such as (Ringen 1979, 

Smolek 2011, Nweke 2012) compared the vowel 

harmony system of Igbo and other languages. 

They all agree that Igbo has eight vowels with a 

high harmony indexes and that the vowels of the 

root determines the harmonic quality of the affix 

vowels.  

This present investigation is a modest 

attempt to contribute to the discussion by 
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highlighting features that are peculiar to 

Ukwuani. It is hoped that such provision of 

original data would be a useful complementary 

material in the analysis of Ukwuani vowels in 

particular and Igboid vowel harmony system in 

general. This work is significant because it fills 

the gap in the Ukwuani vowel harmony literature 

since much of the emphasis has been on the 

Standard Igbo language and its varieties.  

2.2 Vowel harmony in Ukwuani 

Unlike in other Igboid languages that 

have eight vowels, Ukwuani has a nine vowel 

system. According to (Armstrong 1967:10, 

Williamson 1968:2, Okumo 2015), Ukwuani 

differs from other Igboid languages in having 

nine vowels which divides into two harmonic sets 

as set 1, /i e o u/ and set 11, /ɪ ɛ ɔ ʊ / with /a/ 

partly neutral but closely related to set two 

vowels. This is why the language operates a 

partial harmony system. This is in line with 

Welmers (1973), who states that languages that 

operate a partial harmony system could have 

vowels that occur in both sets.  

The domain of vowel harmony in this language is 

within words and across morpheme boundaries. 

For multisyllabic words and across morpheme 

boundaries, the harmony is broken down. 

3. Methodology 

This paper employs a descriptive and 

autosegmental approaches in the analysis of the 

data. The data were collected from competent 

native speaker informants using words drawn 

from the Ibadan four hundred word list. The IPA 

symbols were used to represent the data. Words 

are tone marked for easy readership. 

4. Data Presentation and Discussion 

There are nine vowels in Ukwuani 

divided into two harmonic sets with /a/ neutral. 

The [+ ATR] set are /i e o u/ and [- ATR] are /ɪ ɛ 

ɔ ʊ /. The vowels in a word must belong to either 

of the sets except for /a/ that can co-occur with 

both sets.  

The examples below show the co-occurrence 

restriction of each set within words

.  

Example 3 

  [+ ATR]    [-ATR] 

i) /ífé/  ‘thing’   / ìfà /  ‘hoe’ 

ii) /éfí/  ‘cow’   / fɔ /  ‘stomach’ 

iii) /úté/  ‘mat’   /ʊ tá/  ‘arrow’ 

iv) /ófé/  ‘soup’   /ɔ kʊ /  ‘fire’ 

 

Example 4 

[+ATR]    [-ATR] 
a) /àkòdì/  ‘kite’   / ká/  ‘hand’ 

b) /ák n /  ‘bitter colla’  / fɔ /  ‘beard’ 

c) /t wá/  ‘break’   /ʊ lá/  ‘sleep’  

The data above illustrate how vowels from each 

set co-occur to the exclusion of vowels from the 

other sets. Observe also, that the vowel /a/ occurs 

with both sets as in (example 4).    

From the examples of the nouns above, the root 

cannot be separated from the affix since the 

vowel harmony is within a morpheme. It is not 

very clear what controls the other or whether one 

feature assimilates to the other. However, the 

verb root vowel controls the feature specification 

of the prefix and suffix vowels. This is what 

Katamba (1989: 215) calls ‘spreading’. The 

dominant vowels are restricted to the roots. The 

infinitive, the past tense marker, gerund and the 

noun agent are formed by prefixing or suffixing 

either the [+ATR] or the [-ATR] vowel based on 

the root vowel. While /i/ or /ɪ/ is attached to the 

root of the infinitive and past tense marker, /o/ or 

/ɔ/ is attached to the gerund and the noun agent as 

shown in example 5 below: 
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Example 5 

Nos. Root Infinitive Past tense 

i) -gʊ -                  ‘read’ 

read 

Vb. Root 

 ɔ   – gʊ              ‘to read’ 

to    read 

INF.PREF – root 

 gʊ   – nɪ              ‘ read’ 

read -ed 

root -PST.SUF. 

ii) -zú-                 ‘steal’ 

steal 

Vb. Root 

   –                  ‘to steal’ 

to  steal 

INF.PREF  -root 

zù  –  nì             ‘stole’ 

steal -ed 

root -PST.SUF.  

 

Nos. Root Gerund Noun agent 

iii) -gʊ -             ‘read’ 

read 

Vb. Root 

ɔ –gʊ  – gʊ         ‘reading’ 

act  read  read 

GND–root ~R 

   ɔ  –  gʊ  ‘one who reads’ 

Person  read 

AP –     root 

iv) -zú-             ‘steal’ 

steal 

Vb. Root 

ò  – zú – zú         

‘stealing’ 

act steal steal 

GND –root ~R 

     –                      ‘a thief’ 

person  steal 

AP  –    root 

 

From the example above, we see how the root 

vowels determine the feature specification of the 

affix vowels. If the root vowel is a [+ATR], it is 

obvious that the affix vowel would be a [+ATR] 

vowel. Same goes for the [-ATR] set. For the 

infinitive and past tense, the root vowels are /ʊ/ 

and /u/. Thus, the prefix in the infinitive and 

suffix in the past tense in (5i above), copy the 

feature of /ʊ/ with regards to the retraction of the 

tongue, that is, the [-ATR] feature. For the root 

word / ú/ ‘steal’, the root vowel /u/ is a [+ATR] 

vowel, hence the affix copies the [+ATR] feature. 

Observe the same pattern also in the gerund and 

noun agent.      

At the tonal level, the tone root vowel in isolation 

is a high tone but in context, it becomes a falling 

tone irrespective of the preceding tone whether 

high or low (cf. infinitive and noun agent). 

However, the rule has an exceptional implication 

in terms of reduplication. It is observed that 

whenever the stem is reduplicated, the basic tone 

of the stem is maintained regardless of the 

preceding tone. All high tone roots are realized as 

low before a following low tone. (cf. Past tense). 

Example 5 above can be represented 

autosegmentally below: 

 

Example 6 

(a)  [-ATR]  vowel harmony tier 

  gʊ- nɪ  segmental tier   ‘read’ 

(b)  [-ATR]  vowel harmony tier 

    ɔ-g ʊ  segmental tier   ‘to read’ 
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(c)  [+ATR]      harmony tier 

           ɔ-gʊ-gʊ   segmental tier   ‘reading’ 

(d)  [+ATR]      vowel harmony tier   

             zu-n i  segmental tier   ‘stole’ 

(e)  [+ATR]       vowel harmony tier 

  i - z  u  segmental tier   ‘to steal’ 

(f)  [+ATR]    vowel harmony tier 

            o- zu –zu   segmental tier   ‘stealing’ 

 

In example 6(a) the [-ATR] feature of the root vowel spreads rightward to the suffix vowel. Similarly, the 

[+ATR] feature of the root vowel in example 6(d) spreads to the suffix vowel. This shows that the language 

is a root controlled vowel harmony system and the spread is bidirectional. 

 

Exceptions to Vowel Harmony in Ukwuani 

Apart from the examples above that show complete harmony, there are some exceptions to these. 

Example 7 

(a)  [+ATR] [--ATR] harmony tier 

      e d u kɛ  segmental tier  ‘lion’ 

 

(b)  [-ATR]   [+ATR] harmony tier 

      ɔ f i g b o  segmental tier  ‘oil 

(c)  [-ATR]   [+ATR] harmony tier 

      ɛ k
w
 o  segmental tier  ‘door’  

(d)  [+ATR] [-ATR] harmony tier  

  o l o m ɛ  segmental tier  ‘orange’ 
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(e)  [+ATR] [-ATR]   harmony tier 

  o t u m ɛ  segmental tier  ‘navel’ 

(f)  [-ATR]   [+ATR] harmony tier 

   k e t  ɛ   segmental tier  ‘today’ 

Other examples include:  

Example 8.  

a) /ɛ ɲ k /    ‘axe’  b) /édúkɛ /   ‘lion’ c) /ógbómɛ /   ‘witch’ 

d) /ìt nɛ nì/   ‘nine’ e) /úkpɛ /   ‘light’ f) / gɛ gb /   ‘mirror’ 

g) /kégb mɛ /   ‘join’  

Example 9  

Nos. Demonstrative ‘This’ Demonstrative ‘That’ Negative marker 

i) 

[+ATR] 

 fé  nɛ   ‘this thing’ 

ó é nɛ   ‘this chair’ 

ésú nɛ    ‘this bead’ 

 fé  n   ‘that thing’ 

ó é  n   ‘that chair’ 

ésú  n   ‘that bead’ 

ó ʤé n /nὲ  ‘he/she  did 

not go’  

ó té n /nὲ  ‘he/she did 

not dance’ 

ó gó n /nὲ  ‘he/she did 

not buy’ 

ii) 

[-ATR] 

ὲsʊ  nɛ   ‘this body’ 

ɔjì nɛ    ‘this friend 

ὲsʊ  nʊ   ‘that body’ 

ɔ jì nʊ    ‘that friend 

 

ɔ  gɔ  nɛ   ‘he/she did not 

serve’ 

ɔ  tʊ  nɛ  ‘he/she did not 

contribute’  

 

We observe a partial vowel harmony from the 

examples above. Each root word has a mixture of 

vowel from the two harmonizing sets in example 

7 and 8. There is no conditioning factor to this 

neither is there any form of spreading. In example 

8, we observe that either the [+ATR] or [-ATR] 

can be affixed to the root. For the negative 

marker, the suffix vowel /e/ or /ɛ/ can be used for 

root words with [+ATR] feature while for the 

roots with [-ATR], only [-ATR] vowels can be 

suffixed. For the demonstrative ‘this’, both words 

with [+ATR] and [-ATR] use the affix vowel /ɛ/. 

By the data above and also based on the fact that 

the language is a nine vowel system language, we 

therefore conclude that, Ukwuani operates a 

partial vowel harmony system. Yul-Ifode 

(2003:2) in line with Welmers (1973) notes that, 

in a fully operative vowel harmony system, the 

[+ATR] vowels do not normally co-occur with 

the [-ATR] sets within a phonological word. This 

is not the case in Ukwuani as vowel harmony is 

not realized in all words.  
 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to identify the 

type of harmony that operates in Ukwuani, an 

Igboid language in Delta State. The study reveals 

that Ukwuani unlike the Standard Igbo, has a nine 

vowel system. Like the Standard Igbo, the vowels 

divide neatly into two harmonic sets of [+ATR] 

and [-ATR] with the vowel /a/ partly neutral 

because it can co-occur with both sets. The 

infinitive, the past tense marker, gerund and the 

noun agent are formed by prefixing or suffixing 

either the [+ATR] or [-ATR] vowel based on the 

root vowel. /i/ or /ɪ/ is attached to the root of the 

infinitive and past tense marker, while /o/ or /ɔ/ is 

attached to the gerund and the noun agent. We 

can thus say that the language operates a root 

control vowel harmony system since the feature 

of the root vowel spreads over to the prefix and 
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suffix vowels. This is not the case with the 

demonstrative ‘this’ and the negative marker 

since the suffix vowel does not copy the root 

vowel. This scenario however, is not unlikely in a 

harmony language as observed by Hyman (1975) 

that vowel harmony can be blocked by a strong 

grammatical boundary. We also observe that 

apart from the neutral vowel /a/, sounds from the 

two harmonizing sets can co-occur in a word. 

This shows that the language operate partial 

vowel harmony. This position is in line with 

Welmers (1973) and Yul-Ifode (2003) who note 

that, in a fully operative vowel harmony system, 

the [+ATR] vowels do not normally co-occur 

with the [-ATR] sets within a phonological word.  

 Unlike the Standard Igbo that has an eight vowel 

system and operate a complete harmony system, 

Ukwuani is peculiar in that it has nine vowels and 

operates a partial harmony.     
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THE PLACE OF THE GIRL-CHILD IN A PATRIARCHAL SOCIETY: A STUDY OF 

EVWIERHOMA’S SELECTED POEMS 
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Abstract 

Much importance is placed on the sex of a male child in African culture while the female is a subordinate. 

Africa is a patriarchal society in which identity reflects the importance of sex. Poems tell stories in peculiar 

ways and even explore life issues. This paper discusses the place of the girl-child in a patriarchal society 

and issues affecting women as portrayed by Mabel Evwierhoma in her selected poems from two different 

collections titled Out of Hiding: Poems and A Song as I am and Other Poems. This paper reveals that the 

thematic concerns treated by the poet in relation to women and the girl-child are interrelated issues an 

average indigene of Niger Delta area faces. Analytical and interpretative methods are adopted in the 

discourse. Feminist Literary Theory has been adopted as the relevant theoretical lens for this paper due to 

its focus on such thematic concerns as the Girl-Child; Patriarchal Challenges and African Women’s 

Experiences. Among the discoveries in this paper are an existence of undemocratic economy in Nigeria and 

a yawning for justice and equity in constraining circumstances that affect the girl-child and women 

precisely. As part of the findings in this paper is the fact that the patriarchal nature of African society 

enhances the feminist struggle for equity, peaceful co-existence and sustainable development. The 

contribution of this paper is that poems consist of diverse perspectives ranging from historical to 

contemporary issues in the society and solutions for sustenance and development that readers and critics 

should analyse, interpret and adopt so as to integrate females properly in the societies of the world to 

eradicate the oppression of women and girls.  

Keywords: Girl-Child, Culture, Women, Sexual Abuse, Marriage, Education. 

 

Introduction 

Africa upholds male superiority over the 

female gender being a patriarchal society. So is 

the Niger Delta area which produces the bulk of 

oil resources in Nigeria. Most often cultural 

norms place the girl-child in a kind of dilemma 

due to the happenings emanating from the 

patriarchal nature of the societies in which they 

find themselves. The need to survive the 

economic situations (poverty) in which they find 

themselves push the girls into hustling like 

prostitution. 

Literature is a mirror of life and Mabel 

Evwierhoma explored various issues in her 

collection of poems titled Out of Hiding: Poems 

and A Song as I am and Other Poems. 

Evwierhoma is a dramatist and a poet. She 

explores feminist ideals in most of her writings 

irrespective of the genre. Tanure Ojaide affirms 

Evwierhoma’s focus on feminist struggle in the 

Foreword of Nigerian Feminist Theatre: Essays 

on Female Axes in Contemporary Nigerian 

Drama. He said that she “has brought visibility, 

sensibility, relevance and timeliness to the 

struggle of Nigerian female dramatists and their 

works.” (Ojaide x). Evwierhoma’s writings reveal 

her positive stand and consistent agitation for 

female emancipation. She presents feminist 

ideology as a protest ideology which is “opposed 

to hem lining of women but desirous of their 

emancipation in all spheres of life.” (Evwierhoma 

15) Among the issues explored in the two 

collections under study are cultural, feminist and 

gender-based.  

The debt of Evwierhoma’s interest in 

feminine gender matters is further revealed in her 

exploration of “Feminisms”. She used the term 

with Lilian Bakare to encapsulate the diverse 

versions of feminism whose bottom line is that of 

“equality and justice for women or between the 

sexes.” (Evwierhoma and Bakare 107) 

Feminisms therefore acknowledge the diversity 

of motivation, methodology and even experiences 

among feminist academics in feminist struggle. 

However, the theoretical framework of the paper 

is Feminist Literary Theory, African Feminism to 

be precise especially Womanism, and Adichie’s 

Feminist Manifesto about the upbringing of the 
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girl-child.  

This paper examines certain notions 

about what a woman actually is since it focuses 

on how men perceive women and girls. Helena 

Hassan said that “women have been given 

specific roles, well defined as wife, mother, 

sister, co-wife, in-law, daughter, grandmother and 

widow, which are supposedly subordinate and 

inferior to the man’s, and they entail carrying out 

of all the daily burdens of life” (Hassan 5). This 

paper upholds Tonia Umoren’s description of a 

woman as “the other self” “an adult female of a 

human race, a wife, a mistress, a female sex, 

woman collectively” (Umoren 1).This paper 

explores the issues affecting women and the girl-

child as related issues in the two collections of 

poems under study. Evwierhoma’s commonest 

approach to writing is women centred. Her 

creative works as exemplified by the ones under 

study, her articles, etc. reveal her adoption of 

feminist approach in writing. Her creative focus 

lies on the means of addressing both natural 

things and their opposites. Thus, she opines that 

“poetry is located in spaces linked in particular to 

sorority, womanhood, matriarchy and humanity 

in general.” (Evwierhoma iv) 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of the paper is 

Feminist Literary Theory. Rosemarie Tong states 

that “feminism must be broadened to include all 

the factors (race, ethnicity, class, sexual identity, 

age, etc.) that oppress women in any one nation.” 

(Tong 215) Tong’s perception of women’s 

oppression is as a universal phenomenon of 

common experience. The implication of this is 

that the emancipation of women should be fought 

for in different parts of the world since the 

oppression of women is almost everywhere. This 

makes the Feminist Literary Theory an umbrella 

that houses diverse feminist theories propounded 

by different feminist theorists in their bid to 

eradicate female subjugation and oppression.  

Feminist Literary Theory strives to enforce 

women’s empowerment, self-actualization and 

emancipation. It promotes gender equality, 

human development as an instrument of poverty 

reduction, women’s empowerment, and youth 

development. Mary Eagleton is of the opinion 

that Literature should provide vital role models of 

female characters who are “self-actualizing” 

(Eagleton 215) rather than being dependent on 

man.  

One of the traditions in Feminist Literary 

Theory is African Feminist Theory whose major 

aim is to break the barriers of patriarchy; culture 

and tradition to enable the females utilize their 

full potentials. African Feminism is focused on in 

this discourse because the study is African based. 

Umoren defines feminism as “a worldwide 

cultural activity poised for the liberation of 

women from the bottle neck of tradition with a 

view to improving on their subordinate status in 

the society” (Umoren 3). By implication, since 

the roles and lives of women and men differ, 

there is therefore the need for strategies to bridge 

the gap of inequality between them. These are the 

socially constructed roles as well as learned 

behaviours which are associated with males and 

females.  

 Looking at the taxonomy or diverse 

theories propounded by African feminist 

theorists, one realizes that they all pursue the 

same goal of female liberation and 

empowerment. John Yeseibo presents the central 

issues in African feminist discourse as including 

“debased womanhood, exclusion from active 

participation in present political life, harmful 

traditional practices.” (Yeseibo 610) This claim 

places African Feminism within the cultural 

setting of a patriarchal society through which the 

woman and the girl-child are being marginalized. 

This explains why Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

suggests the inculcation of feminist ideals in the 

girl-child right from infanthood. The first of the 

feminist premises she suggested to her friend 

Ijeawele is “I matter.” (Adichie 6) Adichie’s 

suggestion is that the girl-child should be brought 

up as a feminist so as to avoid creating 

stereotypes of male subjugation.  

This paper equally adopts Mary 

Kolawole’s Womanism in its analysis. According 

to Kolawole, "Womanism is the totality of 

feminine self-expression, self-retrieval and self-

assertion in positive cultural ways” (Kolawole 

24) It promotes self-reliance, capability, 

seriousness and even love for culture the 

inculcation of which stems from childhood. 

Womanism upholds man as the head of the 
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family but emphasizes that women’s exploration 

of their potentials without any form of 

molestation from the male folk and this is where 

it differs significantly from the Western 

Feminism.  The discourse in this paper is 

therefore based on the primary focus of both 

Adichie’s feminist premise of girl-child 

upbringing and Kolawole’s position about 

women emancipation and empowerment in 

Womanism. 

Synopsis of Evwierhoma’s Out of Hiding: 

Poems and A Song as I am and Other Poems  

 Out of Hiding: Poems is Evwierhoma’s 

first collection of poems and it contains forty-four 

poems out of which sixteen poems are used in 

this paper. The collection presents an insight on 

womanhood in a patriarchal society as its 

thematic concerns. The collection presents 

African social system, traditions and various 

societal concerns. It commenced with the poem 

titled “Matriarchy” to reveal a social system that 

attributes authority to women rather than men. 

The collection therefore strikes a balance in its 

portrayal of matriarchy and patriarchy. 

 A Song as I am and Other Poems is her 

second collection of poems and it contains 

twenty-four poems and three of the poems are 

used in this paper. Evwierhoma’s poetry reveals 

that poetry, just like other aspects of creativity, 

has a lot to do with feminist struggle. As stated 

by Evwierhoma in her Fore Notes in A Song as I 

am and Other Poems, “poetry is located in spaces 

linked in particular to sonority, womanhood, 

matriarchy and humanity in general” 

(Evwierhoma iv) 

Analysis  

 As a norm, femaleness characterizes 

weakness in all spheres of life. The girl-child in 

the traditional setting has no say, no choice or 

perception and is often regarded as an economic 

tree of her family. She has no feelings either. The 

sex of the girl-child informs her placement, 

characteristic roles, and disempowerment within 

the African cultural milieu. Her father perceives 

things, feels and decides for her especially in the 

case of her choice of life partner. This 

disadvantaged position is presented by the poet in 

the following lines of the poem titled “Preying”: 

“I, the girl child; bedded for bread; by fathers 

who prey; praying as they prey; for the best to 

befall their own” (Evwierhoma 7). Men take 

advantage of girls sexually in spite of their age 

and status in life. They do to young girls what 

they wish other men should not do to their 

biological daughters. The poem portrays the level 

of decadence in the society. 

One major negative influence of tradition 

on the girl-child is early marriage. By implication 

this affects the girl’s education as the primary 

aim of marriage is child bearing. The cases of 

exploitation, abuse and circumcision of the girl-

child are portrayed in some of Evwierhoma’s 

poems. In “Preying”, she presents child-bearing 

as something heroic in Africa with gender 

specification of vital nature. The girl-child is 

shown as the prey meant to serve the purpose of 

the predator, the male icon and chauvinist in a 

patriarchal society. The poem reveals the 

discriminatory nature of fathers in traditional 

African society which manifest clearly in the 

upbringing of the male and female children, the 

differences in their roles, training and utilization 

of opportunities. Dishonesty among men 

discountenances age and love and lures girls into 

sexual destruction. The poet presents the male as 

a cheat. Modernity has ushered the girl-child out 

of her cocoon/bondage as shown in the later part 

of the poem “Preying”. This is achieved through 

enlightenment, empowerment and self-

realization. Such realization gives her hope and 

determination to surmount all obstacles in her 

life. She is determined to avenge her oppressors 

and even fight the cause of others who share 

similar experiences. Her target is self-

actualization which is propelled by a burning 

desire that reveals the feminist temper in the girl-

child of modern era, as manifested in her 

agitation for freedom and sustainability. 

African society upholds prudishness as a 

virtue and attributes high sexuality to the 

existence of the foreskin in the girl-child’s 

vagina. The poem “Clitoridectomy” is historical 

in nature as it captures traditionalism versus 

modernity. It discusses the act of circumcision of 

the female child. The poet presents the reason for 

circumcising the girl-child as being hypothetical 

and unfounded as the reverse is the case. The 

implied question then is: “What is the essence of 
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allowing the girl-child to pass through the 

horrible experience if libido prevails?” “Her 

thighs burn with pains” (Evwierhoma 41) 

because the hour of circumcision is an agonising 

moment as shown in these words: “when blades, 

furbished; and whetted metals; sliced skin 

protrusions” (Evwierhoma 41). She reveals the 

animalism and hard heartedness of men through 

their unwanted lust and inconsiderate behaviour. 

 The child in the poem “Child” is 

symbolic. In stanza one it is the youth that is 

being advised. In stanza two, the poet presents 

the child as the conscience within the speaker 

calling for recognition of the facts of life. The 

essence of the self-caution is historic. It is a heart 

rending experiential story that must form the 

foundation of the present and the future. It is a 

long term disappointment, betrayal, exploitation 

all expected and unexpected being the actions 

meted on the speaker by both enemies and 

friends. Such bitterness is unrivalled and not 

hidden. The poem is a call for revolution. Hence, 

the “child” in stanza three is no longer the mind 

of the speaker but the offspring that has to 

continue the already existing battle. The child 

above is non-sex specific and has been given the 

mandate to continue from where the predecessor 

stopped. But, with caution, patience and 

understanding, it must be progressive. This poem 

could be a replica of the generational struggle and 

suffering of an average indigene of the Niger 

Delta who has suffered so much in the hands of 

the oil war lords; the loss of fertility of the 

farmland, and purity of the streams and the 

accompanying economic disaster. Thus, the 

“child” in the last stanza is the youth that must 

resuscitate and sustain the society. The bitter 

experiences took different dimensions that must 

be clearly articulated by the youth for a strategic 

purpose. 

In Africa, as shown in “Nuptial 

Counsel,” the homestead is for the male child. 

The girl-child has no place in her father’s house. 

She only has a home when she comes of age and 

gets married. This is why she has to make her 

marriage work because its failure is a misfortune 

to her. She therefore becomes an intruder in her 

father’s house should her marriage fail. Looking 

at the feminist point of view in the discourse of 

this poem, silence is not golden to a girl-child in 

the modern era. To her, silence means being 

dumb, stupid and unintelligent. Hence, the girl’s 

response to her mother’s nuptial counsel in this 

aspect is, “Mother, to be tongue-tied when my 

man speaks; means I have no voice or language; 

or was born mute” (Evwierhoma 11). She 

believes that husband and wife should interact 

verbally, rubbing minds together, for example, 

seeking clarity in situations one does not 

understand. Just as the people in the eastern 

Nigeria believe that one who asks questions will 

never miss his way, the girl-child believes in 

probing into issues is life. The females in the 21
st
 

Century query the belief that silence is a virtue. 

To them, it could have been better understood if 

the virtue of silence encompasses all the family 

members. Hence, if a girl could talk to her father 

and brothers, she wonders why talking to her 

husband becomes a crime. The girl makes a 

resolution to be at liberty and never to be 

subjugated. She advocates for change as the 

society itself is not static. In the end, she is 

optimistic about her liberation. 

In Africa, roles are culturally assigned to 

both males and females. The poem “Gbagyi 

Woman” is a portrayal of womanhood and 

patriarchy. Gbagyi women are reduced to beast of 

burden. Their mode of dressing is ageless as it is 

almost the same in all weathers irrespective of the 

woman’s status in life. Motherhood is not a 

barrier to body exposure as the custom demands, 

a wrapper around the waist with naked breasts 

which the poet describes as “breasts that have 

sucked; swing from chests” (Evwierhoma 43). 

Such a description does not befit a woman of the 

21
st
 Century, not to talk of respect for 

womanhood. Gbagyi women suffer in silence. 

The load they carry has disfigured them as can be 

seen in the bent shoulders of most Gbagyi 

women. The burdens they bear affect their 

productivity negatively as several women have 

experienced unplanned abortion just as the last 

few lines of the poem reveal; here, the poet refers 

to shallow graves and  embryos that are aborted 

by the burdens no man could bear. Women in 

Gbagyi society are overused due to their 

economic condition. Gbagyi men are more or less 

passive and insensitive to the plight of the 
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women. It is to such insensitivity that the poet 

strives to create awareness with the general aim 

of freeing Gbagyi women of subjugation, 

exploitation, and burdens.  

Each society has its own values. The 

dynamic nature of the African society has 

tampered with such values, especially in the 

name of modernity. The poem “Matriarchy” 

bemoans cultural loss of aesthetic values. 

Matriarchs are mothers with esteem, aged but 

whose lives are characterized by wisdom. They 

are role models of motherhood hence the use of a 

possessive pronoun “our matriarchs” 

(Evwierhoma 1). Matriarchy is a social system 

that empowers women as authorities and heads of 

families. Such endowment of women with power 

and authority is the characteristic difference 

between matriarchal and patriarchal societies. 

Such matriarchs uphold the virtues in the society 

and pass these on to their daughters for 

generational continuity. These daughters frown at 

subversion of rights and indecent behaviours in 

the society. The poet explores the matriarchal 

system in three stages. First is the mourning era 

in which the matriarchs react to the destructive 

tendencies in the society. The second refers to the 

reasons or causes of their mourning which are 

essentially the patriarchal issues inherent in 

African society especially on the question of 

inheritance. In a society that operates matriarchy, 

womanhood/motherhood is a position of high 

repute and authority in which the societal 

aesthetic values are upheld. However, such 

matriarchies are in the minority in Africa. The in-

born patriarchal superiority evident in patriarchal 

societies is deemed a canker in Africa. Hence, 

seen as a reversal of fortune, patriarchy 

constitutes a source of mourning to the matriarchs 

who for generations have ensured the upholding 

of societal values.  

Thus, patriarchy is seen as being 

responsible for disorganising the peaceful flow or 

order in the matriarchal system. It promotes 

gender inequality through the attribution of 

superiority and authority to the male gender. The 

irony of the situation is that the first sons of the 

matriarchs are responsible for the sorrow that has 

overtaken mothers just because of their greed for 

inheritance of their late father’s property. Respect 

as a virtue in Africa is gender based irrespective 

of the kind of system in operation. The 

supremacy of motherhood attracts veneration 

especially in the use of words. Chinua Achebe 

rightly affirms this by emphasizing the 

supremacy of mothers due to their generous love 

and the acceptability their families show to their 

children even at trying times. Achebe also 

presents the enormity of act of disrespect and 

destruction of the societal legacy as seen in the 

aftermath of the first son’s action; he “suffered 

oral misfortune” (Achebe 1). It is an explosive 

verbal attack on the culprit for an ill-fated and 

unruly behaviour. The story narrated by Achebe 

is recaptured in what the poet describes thus: 

“and dubbed it an aura of mouthwash” 

(Evwierhoma 1). The poem “Matriarchy” digs 

into history to reveal the gradual decline of 

society into gender inequality which Womanists 

try to counter and at the same time maintain 

peaceful marriages and families. 

Going into the past to trace the depravity, 

humiliation and subjugation of the female gender 

exposes the steady but inevitable slide. The virtue 

of silence attributed to a virtuous woman in a 

patriarchal society is deemed a hard issue to 

confront. The poem “The Dumb” speaks of a 

female. It is used to clearly explain the virtue 

attached to femaleness in Africa, a completely 

dumb individual who should be receptive to all 

forms of oppressions in a patriarchal society. 

Silence is said to be golden but the heart houses 

longstanding fury emanating from unending 

dehumanizing attitudes of people. In her silent 

mood, she took decisions for her freedom such as 

being resolute about being denied or deprived of 

her rights. She is determined to dethrone her 

oppressors. In the poem “The Dumb”, a woman 

has diverse approaches to situations of which 

verbalization is just an aspect. In her subjugated 

position, she is seen as strange and harmless 

especially as she assumes the same position in the 

society. She does not, however, lose her focus as 

her “eyeless sockets; unfold words in timeless 

cycles; unending discourses; unending cycles 

repeating; cycles eccentric; still she choruses; 

with her silence; she comments with her gaze.” 

(Evwierhoma 6) 

The poem “To be a Woman” presents 
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womanhood as being biological, planned and 

well fortified for challenges ahead in life. 

Womanhood is critical to creation because of 

basic qualities inherent from birth. This explains 

Adichie’s position about the upbringing of the 

girl-child as a feminist who grows to know her 

importance in the society. A woman is made in 

the spirit realm before coming into the physical. 

It is a case of destination established, awaiting the 

accomplishment of biological roles. From 

childhood, the upbringing of the girl-child is pre-

determined in order to make her useful to herself, 

her family and to society at large. Such long term 

role of socialisation is seen as a lifetime venture. 

This can be seen in the poet’s use of the 

expression that to be a woman may take a 

lifetime. Life generally is dynamic and 

characterized by pleasant and unpleasant 

moments in the lives of individuals irrespective 

of sex. The experiential portraiture of 

womanhood is deeply embedded in her biological 

construct and the need to satisfy her expected 

roles in the society. Already declared as weak and 

second fiddle at birth and culturally, she is to be 

submissive to the core to her husband who 

custom describes as her crown. The virtue of 

silence in Africa is expected to make a woman a 

shock absorber – an attribute the feminist sees as 

subjugation, oppression and exploitative 

tendencies inherent in patriarchal society. The 

uniformity of experience and enormity of pain 

experienced by women all over inform the poet’s 

statement that “every woman has a need to 

sigh…Every woman has a reason for the pain she 

bears” (Evwierhoma 8).  

 In her discussion of women’s love life in 

“To be a Woman”, the poet establishes the fact 

that affection and disaffection come into play in 

love relationships. Most often, the women suffer 

more when relationships go sour, being mothers, 

wives, and the bearers of family burden. A 

woman is a child of destiny, fated to live a 

fulfilled life in spite of patriarchal oppression. 

The desire of most women to be mothers drives 

to the fore the involvement of both sexes in a 

marriage relation which regards women as 

subordinate to the male. Coming from Africa 

where fecundity is a woman’s primary 

accomplishment, it becomes “a reason for the 

pain she bears” (Evwierhoma 8).The poet, after 

exploring the case of womanhood and attendant 

pains, proffers patience, steadfastness, 

persistence, endurance and determination as 

strategic tools to successful womanhood. She also 

offers mentoring, awareness creation and 

knowledge as best modes for actualising 

womanhood within its given societal roles. Little 

wonder that the poet repeatedly advises people to 

look and learn. Having weighed the pros and cons 

of womanhood, Evwierhoma believes that it is 

best for every female child to attain the status of 

womanhood since womanhood is a worthy 

experience. By so doing, she counters radical 

feminists that marriage is demeaning and their 

advice that it should be avoided. 

The poem “Dreams” in is an expression 

of disappointment and determination to 

accomplish a set goal. It is an outburst from one 

whose partner (a male) is a cheat, a deceit, and an 

exploiter, “you approach my dreams; to steal 

unoccupied moments” (Evwierhoma 2). The 

speakers in “Dreams” refer to the empty promises 

of men. The exploitative nature of men is 

revealed in their treatment of the female gender 

especially in the aspect of exercising authority. 

Women don’t usually discover men’s tricks early 

as can be seen in the protagonist’s expression: 

“you dominate my dreams; make me float in seas 

of salty tears; reaching; no shore, no part; 

trembling at thresh-holds unavailing” 

(Evwierhoma 2).The disappointment or lack of 

fulfilment despite the promises is succinctly 

captured in the preceding lines. However, the 

consciousness gained from the awareness of 

deceitful promises of men is a step towards self-

realisation. The writer therefore proffers focus, 

determination and team work as solutions 

towards achieving life goals. Such determination 

to excel goes with careful planning. The poem 

“Assurance” conforms to the saying that once 

there is life, there is hope. This is illustrated by 

the poet with the phenomena of “rain” and “sun” 

Evwierhoma 12) with the earth as their meeting 

point in fruitful union. The rain and the sun have 

their unique potentials which could be productive 

or destructive as the case may be. It is a gender 

based poem which gives one assurance of self-

accomplishment at long run. The poem gives 
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hope to the hopeless as can be seen in the life of a 

barren woman who feels her case is hopeless. 

Evwierhoma is emphatic that problems are 

surmountable. This is an indication that self-

accomplishment when achieved, becomes 

constant. 

The poem “Tears” recounts the 

experiences of an enduring woman whose marital 

relationship is characterized by child deaths. She 

is a strong-willed woman who became, at a stage 

in her misfortune, conquered by her emotions and 

she let loose her tears which “escaped; from their 

jail ducts and; hurriedly; in liberty; spilled down; 

twin hollow; cheeks” (Evwierhoma 4). The use of 

‘sweater’ in the poem is symbolic of her husband. 

He seemed to have an understanding of the lack 

of children in their marital life hence the use of 

the expression “my starved Sweater” 

(Evwierhoma 4). He seemed unperturbed initially 

giving her room to cry out her sorrow. However, 

he became touched by the outpouring of his 

wife’s tears. In his controlled emotion, he 

cuddled his wife, showered love on her through 

suitable kisses and calmed her down. Several 

misfortunes have befallen the family in the same 

poem. The husband has equally inflicted pain on 

the wife severally but in her determined state of 

mind, she continued with the relationship as 

shown in this expression: “this sweater has seen 

tears; yet; I wear it” (Evwierhoma 4).The poem 

“History” is all about long term struggle of 

womanhood to free herself from the clutches of 

patriarchal oppression. The effort of the woman 

to sidetrack obnoxious cultures and the 

experienced stumbling blocks over the time is 

what the writer describes as “this war of; 

winsome wantonness” (Evwierhoma 5). The 

current struggle for attainment is made easy 

through women’s empowerment and 

modernization. It is a pointer to the dynamic 

nature of the African society, the transformations 

and people’s corresponding adaptation tendency 

which expunged them from yesterdays. The past 

is forgotten due to the accomplishment of the 

established goals of the woman and the new life 

style which is better than what it used to be. 

The poem “The Need” is historical in 

nature. It calls for onward movement in life 

through three basic methods: remembrance of the 

fallen heroes, resuscitation of the spirit to carry 

on with life; and creation of awareness that is 

motivational and success focused. This is in line 

with the adoption of the stories of the past 

heroines in Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s The Last 

of the Strong Ones. Evwierhoma presents the 

poem as a call to women to embrace the realities 

of life. For the remembrance of the past heroines, 

the custodians of history, the past women and 

their blessed memory, should be remembered. In 

their own little way, they made impact on the 

society. “The Need” presents man as having 

spiritual connection, hence the need arose to 

arouse “kindred spirits; still bound to regress” 

(Evwierhoma 13) through continuous song. The 

essence of such continuous nature of the song is 

to create awareness in people, especially of the 

need for a total revolution and warfare. The poet 

presents knowledge as power and action as 

resolution tool. 

 The poem “Call out my Name” talks 

about the intimacy/love relationship that exists 

between two people, the readiness to respond to a 

loved one irrespective of time and distance. The 

relationship is based on mutual agreement hence 

the memories shared. The poem “My Body” is a 

woman’s self-examination report necessitated by 

the designation of her by patriarchy as weak. This 

is her discovery, “me and my body are one 

whole; and no whole; My body and I are in unity; 

myself and my body are psychic twins; and my 

spirit fuses with my mind; with my soul in one 

body of cells” (Evwierhoma 20). She describes 

her body as a spiritual frame with the soul 

capable of dying and reincarnating. A woman is 

presented as a good absorber of shock. Her 

enduring and focused nature overcomes all 

marital obstacles. A confirmation is this: “It 

receives sundry treatment; battery, burdening and 

loving” (Evwierhoma 20). The burden patriarchy 

place on a woman is enormous but in her 

determination she never wavers hence the 

unifying self and sound psyche. The biological 

role of the woman in terms of fertility and 

productivity are equally accomplished. The non-

disintegration of the marriage as a result of 

“treatment battery and burden” (Evwierhoma 20) 

earns the compensation of loving whose 

manifestations are conception and new birth. This 
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cyclic nature of role of womanhood: from 

conception to birth and nurturing for growth 

emanate from mutual relationship and unity of 

self. The poet sums her message therefore in the 

biological construct of womanhood and the 

primary assignment whose accomplishment 

denounces the societal notion of a woman as a 

weaker vessel. 

The poem “Prayer” is a supplication to 

God for a better future where truth, justice and 

equity reign. It is prayer for the wind of justice to 

blow fast. It is a prayer for increase in one’s 

particular desire, a prayer for self-

accomplishment of a dear one. The poet says, 

“May you desire the best; and accomplish it 

through tidal waves of turbulence; through pools 

and streams of grace and means” (Evwierhoma 

29). “Prayer” is a prayer for fruitfulness to grace 

the life of an expectant woman, “through pools 

and streams; of grace and means” (Evwierhoma 

29). To Africans, a woman’s accomplishment is 

attaining the status of motherhood that is only 

when the woman is exonerated from the evil tag 

of barrenness. The last two lines indicate 

uprightness as a tool to success of oneself. The 

constant use of “you” in “Prayer” which is non-

sex definitive, also portrays the poem as gender-

based prayer for self-accomplishment. It could 

also be a prayer for fertility of the land and 

restoration of the economy of Niger Delta society 

which has posed many problems to the indigenes 

of Niger Delta area. The focus of the poem 

“Hawking” is on exploitation and sexuality. 

Evwierhoma uses hawk to qualify the intruders 

that feast on others without consent. They are full 

of deceit, cheats and their insensitivity is shown 

in their actions against themselves. Their actions 

are such that they are not proud of themselves. 

Hawk signifies evil just as the oil companies. 

They are very much aware of their activities and 

pray against the exposure or direct impact of their 

actions. 

 The poem “Promises” reflect the effect of 

habitual lie on an individual who is at the 

receiving end. It is a portrayal of both genders in 

the game of deceit emanating from empty and 

unfulfilled promises. The situation presented by 

the poet is what is commonly referred to as 

“experience is the best teacher”. Such situation 

has sharpened the feeling and reasoning of the 

sufferer who believes that only a fool yearns for 

the sun’s prolonged rays. It is an ageless attitude 

that only an insensitive person will fail to notice, 

hence the disenchantments of the receiver, “I” 

who is resolute because of the cracking of a 

mirror cracked to bits which in turn is as good as 

not having one at all. The assertive tone of the 

respondent is a clarion call to female folks on one 

hand, and the likes of her who strive for self-

reliance. There is need for everybody to explore 

his or her potentials and opportunities in life 

irrespective of the gender. The poem “The 

Search” focuses on women’s empowerment. It is 

a search for fulfilment, an expectation, support 

and easy passage to empowerment, especially 

education based type. Success is highly 

demanding and getting knowledge is inadequate 

for one who seeks emancipation, “the gulf of 

nonsense” (Evwierhoma 28) as expressed by the 

poet refers to the challenges faced by women in 

institutions of learning especially sexual 

harassment. However, continuous hard work 

seems to be the escapist route. Women’s 

responsibilities are intertwined with motherhood. 

Even after child-birth, the woman continues her 

feminine roles. The search for a better life is 

unending just as learning is a continuous process. 

However, the last three lines of the poem show 

the dilemma of the protagonist “Is this all I crave 

to hear? Is this why I am?” (Evwierhoma28). It is 

an affirmation of the failure of the expected. 

The “Returnee Sisi” is about a repatriated 

trafficked girl who came back to discover that her 

parents were dead. Sisi was forced to return from 

Italy “arrayed in dross fit to magnet no glory or 

pity; The last hut of her ancestors; gave way to 

the flood six seasons ago; only make-shift graves 

provide shelter; for parents she took flight from” 

(Evwierhoma 30). She is confronted with the 

challenge of poverty and the need to survive in 

life. Africa values chastity a lot and therefore 

frowns at any form of defilement on the part of 

the girl-child. This explains why “no home would 

have her when she returned” (Evwierhoma 30). 

The society sees trafficked girls as defiled and 

has no pity of any kind on them. Lack of 

empowerment characterizes suffering and it is a 

primary requirement that the girl-child should be 
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given basic requirement in life for sustainability. 

The commonest mode of empowerment is 

education. It is because the Returnee Sisi has 

nothing to fall back on and nobody to help her 

that she went back to prostitution; “Sisi tries yet 

again, a stowaway; to cross the same waters; that 

washed her back” (Evwierhoma 30).The poet 

presents prostitution as deadly and proffers faith, 

patience and hard work as solutions to survival 

problems. Sexual promiscuity is something that 

can never be acceptable to African society. 

Conclusion 

 The girl-child is an integral part of the 

future of any society. She is a future mother of 

generations. She is the first source of education of 

the child bearing the closest associate of the 

newly born baby. She is vital to the moulding of 

character of the new born and as such deserves to 

be knowledgeable, educated, civilized and well 

empowered in order to impact positively and for 

societal development. This is in tandem with the 

saying that one can only give what he/she as. The 

relevance of the girl-child is not only tied to 

marriage and child bearing but societal 

development, sustenance and peaceful 

coexistence of people around them.  

The exploration of Evwierhoma’s 

writings reveals her interest in feminist struggle. 

She explores socio-cultural, economic and 

political issues as it affects the woman and the 

girl-child in a patriarchal society. Her writings 

emphasize the need for female empowerment and 

emancipation to alleviate the oppressive 

tendencies of a patriarchal society. Alex Asigbo, 

a critic of Evwierhoma’s writings affirms that 

“Evwierhoma insists that a patriarchal society can 

only produce a subdued woman, hence, the call 

on women to take the battle cry by writing not 

only to liberate but also to empower women.” 

(Asigbo 67) Evwierhoma strongly believes that 

the nature of women’s writing will go a long way 

to create positive awareness of women’s 

suppressive experiences and a better society 

where freedom and rights of the females are 

upheld.   

The procreation ability/potentials make 

the girl-child indispensable due to the key 

contribution in the propagation of family and 

societal development. The girl-child is a nation 

builder just like the woman. While the woman is 

the first role model of the girl-child in most cases, 

the socio-cultural issues surrounding the girl-

child in a patriarchal society has influenced 

literary creativity in diverse ways especially in 

writers’ thematic concerns and portrayal of issues 

of marginalisation, denial, exploitation, violence, 

subjugation, maltreatment to name but a few.  

 The portrayal of the girl-child in 

contemporary African Literature has revealed the 

capability and intelligence of the girl-child. It 

also reveals the vulnerability of the girl-child to 

abuse as they exist within a socio-cultural setting 

in which the cultural construct has delimited 

them; thus, the upsurge of literary creativity 

especially by females to counter patriarchal 

oppression of the feminine gender. One 

significant finding is the dynamic nature of the 

society which seems to be carving a niche for the 

girl-child; for example, the extermination of 

female circumcision in diverse societies of the 

world. As part of the positive contribution of the 

contemporary literature is the re-shaping of the 

life of the girl-child towards modernity and 

globalization rather than being stooges of 

tradition. A good example is their quest for 

education.  

 The feminists trend of writing and the 

girl-child’s ability to read help in the 

development of a strong, competent, possible 

leader and life changer in the girl-child. The 

exposure of the girl-child to suitable models 

create positive pattern of thinking in them.  
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Abstract 

The study entitled ‘Nigerian Pidgin music and Social Reality’ examines social realities communicated in 

Nigerian Pidgin music. In order to achieve the aim, the researcher identified ten Pidgin songs. Through a 

purposive sampling method, one of the ten identified Pidgin songs was isolated for further study. The song 

selected is Fela Anikukpukpo Kuti’s “wen troubu slip yanga go wakam” sung by one of the pioneer 

Nigerian popular musician. The lexis of the song is the data for the study. The data collected is analysed 

using Halliday’s (2004) Systemic Functional Theory. Findings from the study reveal weighty political and 

social issues in the society. Such issues as political looting, bad governance, poverty, hunger amongst 

others.  

Key words: Pidgin, Music, Weighty, Issues, Society, Enlightenment, Language 

 

Introduction 

Language remains the most powerful tool 

for communication. In a multilingual and 

multiethnic society, there is need for effective 

communication among people who do not share 

common language. In Nigeria, for instance, 

Nigerian Pidgin breaks the linguistic barrier of 

persons from different ethnic or lingual groups. 

Nigerian Pidgin is used both by the educated and 

the uneducated in large segments of Nigerian 

society. It is used in advertising, entertainment, in 

music, in socialisation and in other linguistic 

situations. Despite the important role of Nigerian 

Pidgin it still has not gained national status. It is 

likened to “Pikin wen no get papa but evribodi de 

sen am mesej” meaning “a child who has no 

father but everyone sends him on errands” 

(Elugbe 285). It is looked down on by some 

educated people who regard it as a language of 

the uneducated and illiterates. Agheyisi (1984), 

Elugbe and Omamor (1991), Osoba (2000) and 

others have earlier suggested the adoption of 

Pidgin as an official language. A notable reason 

adduced is the fact that it is the fastest growing 

common language in Nigeria today. “Pidgin has 

made considerable roads into settings where 

Standard English was originally used”. 

Government and its agencies have become a bit 

relaxed on the use of Pidgin (Emenike and 

Asuzu, 165). In the music industry, Pidgin is used 

by musicians to make known their experience and 

ideas. Daddy Showkey, a popular Nigerian 

musician says that the use of Pidgin in music 

shows cultural connectivity. He says in an 

interview, “I myself decided I will use ‘broken 

English’ to sing reggae music, that is ‘galala’ 

because I want to sell my music to my people, I 

want to promote my culture, so I will say that 

broken English was the best thing that happened 

in our music. This informed the present study, 

whose aim is to examine the impact of Nigerian 

Pidgin music in revealing social realities. 

Music informs, entertains and it is also 

used for cultural transmission. Walker in 

Tochukwu captures the influence of music on 

human beings as follows; 

From earliest history, man has 

recognised the power of music to 

express feelings, stir emotions and 

influence thoughts and actions. By 

means of music, the primitive man 

communicated with others. He 

found delight in his work and 

exercise, he expressed love and fear, 

he grew in boldly strength, he went 

to war (7) 

The struggle for political freedom is often 

reflected in Pidgin music. In Osamuere Joseph’s 

‘lef us alo’ meaning leave us alone we hear how 

Pidgin is used to protest against political ills and 

inhuman leadership. Musicians creatively choose 

the medium suitable for upholding social values 

and exposing social vices as well. Nigerian 

Pidgin and music has attracted quite a number of 

scholarly works. Such works as: Motanya (2017), 

Mbachaga (2010), Olatunyi, Kong (1995), 

Olatunji (2009: 2001). The present study 

however, examines social realities communicated 
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in Nigerian Pidgin music, with a focus on Fela 

Anikulapo Kuti: “Trouble sleep yanga wakam”. 

The work is useful because it is one of the works 

of a pioneer Nigerian musician. Also, the content 

of the songs will help illustrate the aim of study. 

To this end, the present study hopes to contribute 

to the existing knowledge available in Nigerian 

Pidgin discourse. 

Pidgin and Music in Nigeria 
Nigeria music is one of the most active and 

vibrant music in the world. They often capture 

the intrinsic aspect of their life and culture in 

music. Sometimes, societal issues that they 

cannot handle with their bare hands are often 

expressed in music with aim of conscientising the 

people on the dangers of such life. Right from the 

past, music and poems have always been one of 

the means through which musicians and poets 

express their emotions and state of affairs of their 

society. Adegoju writing on this, submits that: 

Human beings have always used 

music to meet certain societal needs 

in different circumstances. 

Contemporary Nigerian musicians 

use their lyrics to reflect on 

happenings in the society. As such, 

they become chronicles of events 

recreating the history and culture of 

their people, commenting on aspects 

of societal values that have diverged 

from historical reports and 

suggesting ways by which society 

could be restored to the normal 

order. In so doing, the musical social 

critics cannot but resort to 

employing the tool of satire to 

decide the prevalence of social ill in 

a bid to correct them (4). 

Previously, the highly celebrated music in 

Nigeria was highlife and dance. However, in the 

1980s and 1990s, Fela Anikulapo Kuti 

completely changed the existing trends of high 

life music with his fusion that brought western 

instrumentation together with traditional lyrics 

and rhythmic elements to form what is known as 

Afro beat which uses political charged Nigeria 

Pidgin English that is combined with Yoruba 

language which several artistes of the present 

order have imbibed. This include the likes of 

Lagbaja, Sir Shina Peter, Nigga Raw, Timmaya, 

Style plus, P-Square, Tu-Face Idibia, The Native 

Six Foot Plus, Zulu Zoo, Face, Black Face, D 

banj and so many others (Mbachaga 4). 

Nigeria is a multi-ethnic and multi-

cultural society. Thus, the music in Nigeria is 

greatly influenced by a lot of traditions of 

different tribes. Music that carries a lot of Pidgin 

vocabulary such as Hip hop has gained 

worldwide popularity especially in the Nigeria 

music industry. Epega, Helen in an interview 

with Agency France present documented by 

Martell Peter, opines that the use of pidgin, which 

is understood across Nigeria, provides 

unaccustomed access to opera. She further added 

that more than just serving as a lingua franca, 

pidgin can also help to bring people together. In a 

similar opinion, Mbachaga in his study of pidgin 

lyrics and the social message of a Nigerian 

musician, submits that “the choice of explosive 

pidgin is deliberate and harnessed to creatively 

capture and present issues and events to the 

masses in a manner that they can easily identify 

with; and understand the socio-political 

agitations. This is because pidgin slogans used in 

the songs easily appeal to the emotions and 

feelings of the Nigerian audience who understand 

the language as such (the) choice of pidgin makes 

it easy to communicate at different social levels” 

(3). 

The influence of pidgin in Nigeria music 

world has not only been felt by Nigerians only 

but has also spread across West Africa countries. 

For example, Amoako noted that in Ghana, 

pidgin is not home grown but was imported from 

Nigeria and has existed in most popular highlife 

songs in Ghana (6). It also transcends highlife 

into popular dance music, African Western fusion 

style songs and palm wine highlife (Collins 4). 

Notable of Ghana pidgin songs according to 

Owusu et al are: King Bruce and Black Beats’ 

“The Queens’s Visit”, the Red Spots Band’s 

“Coffee and Tea”. They further identified some 

sociolinguistic factors that characterised highlife 

songs as code-switching, borrowing and gender 

(539). In Nigeria, music rendered in pidgin enjoy 

wider coverage. Music rendered in indigenous 

languages alone has a limited audience as such 

hardly goes beyond the native speakers of the 
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language of music. For instance, how many 

Hausa people play and enjoy music rendered in 

Igbo language and how many Igbo speakers play 

and enjoy music performed in Hausa language. 

The popularity of Nigerian Pidgin music has 

given a wider community of musicians, as young 

people from other different ethnic tribes of the 

nation often collaborate with each other to 

produce music delivered in pidgin. 

Nigerian Pidgin English Music and Satire 
The use of Nigeria Pidgin in music has 

attracted various views and opinions of many 

critics and scholars even musicians themselves. 

Some see Nigeria pidgin music as a creative style 

adopted by musicians to distinguish them from 

others. Ironically many Nigeria musicians 

including gospel music singers now use Nigerian 

Pidgin to enrich their music. Some however 

believe that the use of Nigerian Pidgin English in 

music promotes patronage as it is a language 

common to the people. Nigerian pidgin music is 

highly designed to satirise the socio-political 

vices that bedevil the survival and developments 

of Nigerians. This form of music has even 

attracted a common Pidgin nomenclature, ‘Yabis 

or Yab’ which means to tease a person or thing. 

Yabis music is a satirical song that is deliberately 

composed with the aim of correcting an atrocity, 

a misdemeanour or sacrilege committed by either 

an individual or a corporate body within a 

particular society (Olatunji 310). This agrees with 

what Afolabi described as ‘correction of vices 

(151). Fela Anikulapo Kuti is believed to have 

pioneered and spread the satirical music 

composed in Nigeria pidgin called ‘Yabis! Other 

musicians who used the satirical nature of yabis 

music in performance and content are Eedris 

Abdukareem, African China and Daddy 

Showkey. They use Yabis music to stir up people 

into action against oppressive rules, bribery and 

corruption, looting of the nation’s treasury, 

nepotism and favouritism amongst other things 

(Oji 11). 

Objective of Study 

Experience and ideas are often conjured 

in music by musicians in order to enlighten the 

listeners. The purpose of this study is to examine 

Nigeria pidgin in music and how it reveals 

Nigeria’s social realities and how musicians 

assume responsibilities in their pidgin music. 

Statement of problem 

Although the Pidgin English is a 

marginal language for people of uncommon 

languages, who are mutually unintelligible and 

also enhances effective communication but it is 

sometimes misconstrued by the elites who rather 

see it as a language of mediocrity, a bastard and a 

corruption of the standard. The problem is how 

the use of Nigerian pidgin in music influences the 

people and their social realities. 

Research Questions 
The following questions were raised to guide the 

researcher in this study 

1. What is the communicative event and 

function of Nigerian pidgin in music? 

2. How do musicians use Pidgin English to 

show social distance? 

3. How is the ideational function of 

language revealed in Nigerian Pidgin 

music? 

4. What choice of words reveals the 

interpersonal metafunctions and roles of 

musicians in the selected music? 

Literature Review 
This study of Pidgin English especially 

Nigeria pidgin has widely been investigated in 

different perspectives and different areas of 

human endeavour by various scholars. 

  Olatunji in his study on the use of Pidgin 

in contemporary Nigerian music: A new 

approach toward National identity, discovers that 

musical composition in Pidgin English is the 

answer to giving Nigerians a sense of shared 

heritage and common identity (42). He further 

buttresses that songs were written and rendered in 

Nigerian Pidgin English in the present society 

because it is “the language of the common man”. 

Many musicians have used it in their composition 

and performances to be able to reach a wide 

audience. 

Motanya carried out a study on Nigeria 

pidgin as a means of human development. He 

examined the place of Pidgin English in Nigeria 

music. He argues that music and jokes rendered 

in English alone always have limited listeners 

leading to limited patronage (186). He points out 

that Nigerian Pidgin is the language of the masses 

which cuts across ethnic and religious barriers in 
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the entertainment industry. Motanya notes ....if 

the music or joke had been rendered in Nigeria 

pidgin which captures Nigeria’s local colour, it 

will be something new in the international 

domain as original art from Nigeria. This will 

mark it out from other kind world over. And here 

in Nigeria the music or joke will also have wider 

listeners and patronage as Nigerians will 

appreciate it as their own (185-186). Findings 

from Motanya’s study reveals: that musicians and 

comedians, compete with millions of other on 

every level especially from lyrics in terms of 

content: Pidgin breeds aesthetics in Nigerian 

music and retains cultural values.  

Hudson and Todd believe that pidgin 

emerged to serve communication purposes 

among people of divergent language. In music, 

the use of Pidgin English makes it possible to 

incorporate cultural values and norms in songs. 

Although, the idea and focus of Nigeria 

musicians towards promoting cultural values has 

experienced a drastic decline in the contemporary 

musical era but songs in Pidgin English has 

revival strength. Writing in support of this, Akas 

states: 

Early Nigerian musical artists such 

as Fela, Oliver, Bright Chimezie, 

King Sunny Ade, Onyeka Onwenu 

and others, used their songs to 

mirror social and political issues in 

Nigeria and proffered solution 

when and where necessary. 

Among them too, prompted rich 

Nigerian cultural heritage both in 

feeding, dressing, dancing and 

marriage, which made them more 

famous, internationally acceptable 

and an embodiment of culture. 

Unfortunately, what we witness 

among some 21
st
 century musical 

artists such as; Flavour, Davido, 

Wizkid and others are massive 

exposure of nude women, use of 

crude language and immoral dance 

display, which are totally alien to 

the Nigerian culture (15). 

The above opinion of Akas suggests that Nigeria 

musical has the content of their music hinged on 

the people’s way of life. Popular culture seems 

rather abstract without its manifestation in hip 

hop music, television, the internet, radio, films 

and movies (Adegoke, 150). However, the 

younger generation musicians appear to have 

deviated from the norms. Akas states that “unless 

there is a musical messiah, our cultural norms are 

headed to degradation (24). 

It has been observed that the efficacy and 

power of Nigeria Pidgin in music especially ‘hip-

hop’ go beyond the shores of Nigeria boundaries 

and as a matter of fact none of the indigenous 

language can beat its track. Akande subscribes to 

this saying that Nigeria Pidgin gains more 

significance (when used in music) because non-

Nigerians understands it better than they would 

understand Igbo, Yoruba, Hausa or any other 

Nigerian language. The reason for this, according 

to Faraclas is that the vocabulary of Nigeria 

Pidgin English is drawn largely from English. He 

also points out that Nigeria pidgin can survive 

even when other Nigerian languages go into 

extinction. This is because Nigeria pidgin has the 

widest geographical spread and highest numerical 

strength. Akande and Salami therefore concludes 

about Nigeria pidgin as a language marginalised 

at home, not officially recognised but profits at 

the global level. Ezenwa-Ohaeto in his paper 

affirmed that Pidgin English sustains the works of 

literature and at the same time in a language that 

bridges orality; absorbs several cultural elements 

as it communicates, gives the Nigerian writer the 

ability to speak with the knowledge of an insider 

as well as making the writer a real nationalist 

(69). The implication of this is that, musicians or 

any literary artists are influenced by the cultural 

knowledge they have as such their performance is 

an expression of what they know and experience 

in the society. 

Martins underscores a practical impact of 

music on the success and development of a 

nation. He reiterates that music became germane 

for the success of the united state and the Soviet 

Union negotiation for culture exchanges during 

the 1950s, 60s and 70s to promote good will and 

cooperation because they both realised that global 

nuclear annihilation was undesirable. Specifically 

in how the participants autonomy on their tours, 

disregarded governmental goals, and reached out 

to the people to form strong bonds of diplomacy 
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and friendship through music. The success of 

music according to Martins, offers a key to 

dispersing future tension and conflict through the 

power of cultural interaction. Hence, the use of 

Pidgin in Nigeria music as a tool for correction 

and cultural relations. 

Olorunyomi approached the music of 

Fela from a linguistic discourse of aesthetics, 

particularly the theatrical elements and the 

dramaturgic modes of performance. Collins on 

his own study investigated the complete 

discography in Fela’s music. Ayu focused on the 

behavioural aspect of the musician’s work, 

especially on Fela’s deviant lifestyle, iconoclastic 

attitudes, and disrespect for constituent 

authorities particularly the military (55). 

In the foregoing review, the use of music 

for inciting, protest and correction to the social 

ills in the society have been considerably studied 

by many scholars. Some have contributed in 

listing music with polities and cultural practices. 

The cooperation of music into orientation of 

societal norms has also been treated by many 

scholars. However, none of these studies have 

focused on the in-depth study on the role of 

Nigerian Pidgin in music as a tool for revealing 

social realities, by examining in great details the 

lyrics of particular musicians especially, Fela 

Anikulapo Kuti which is the focus of this study. 

Hence, the present study is to further enrich the 

body of discourse available in Nigerian Pidgin 

and music. 

Theoretical framework 
In this study, the data collected will be 

subject to analysis using Systematic Functional 

Theory. This is because Pidgin or Nigeria Pidgin 

is functionally important and performs different 

communicative functions in literature, religion, 

business and entertainment industry. 

The theory of Systematic Function is an approach 

to language developed by Halliday. One of its 

cardinal concerns is the study of language based 

on function of context. Its concern is on 

contextualised practical uses of language. It also 

investigates language as a system of network that 

provides a set of interrelated option for making 

meaning. 

This study however is concerned with the 

meta-functions of language enshrined in 

systematic functional theory. Language is 

believed by Halliday to be an instrument used to 

organise, understand and represent our 

perceptions of the world and our consciousness. 

This is known as the ideational meta-function. 

This is further classified into experiential and 

logical meta-function. The experiential is 

concerned with ideas or content while the logical 

involves the relationship between ideas (Bloor & 

Bloor 13). The interpersonal meta-function which 

is communicative roles, feelings, attitude or 

judgement of participants who use language at a 

given context will also be explored in this study 

to see how Pidgin fulfils the social function of 

language in Nigerian music. 

Methodology 
In order to investigate the social realities 

of Nigeria in Pidgin music, this paper selected 

Fela Anikukpo Kuti’s “Trouble Sleep Yanga 

Waka am”. These lyrics of the song form the data 

for this study. Fela Kuti represents the older 

generational Afro beat cum hip hop singer and 

who is currently late. The study attempts to 

examine how Nigeria social realities are handled 

in the music using Nigerian Pidgin of the older 

generation. This paper employs the systematic 

function theory of language to investigate the use 

of Pidgin English in achieving a social function 

in music. 

Data Analysis and Discussion 
This section will analyse one track of songs from 

Fela Kuti,titled: “Trouble sleep yanga waka am” 

using systemic functional theory to identify the 

social realities of Nigeria in Pidgin English 

music. The communicative functions of the lyrics 

of the music under study will also be investigated 

in line with the situational use or context. The 

system or way in which the musician organise, 

understand and represent his perceptions and 

consciousness of Nigeria’s situations will also be 

investigated in this section. 
 

Communicative and Ideational Meta Function 
Fela Anikulapo Kuti who was obsessed with what happens around him and his country, especially, how 

things that are unjust happen to the innocent, captures such social situation in his song, “Trouble sleep 

yanga wake am” 
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When trouble sleep     When trouble is asleep 

Yanga go wake am     Yanga (problem) goes to wake him up 

Wetin im dey find      What is he looking for? 

Palaver, im dey find   Palaver (trouble) he is looking for 

Palaver, im get oo      Palaver (trouble) he will get. 

The musician, though employed a form of rhetorical question which he as well answered, was giving 

information about the state of his world. He was informing his audience/listeners using Pidgin English, a 

language peculiar to them, that what you give is what you will take; what you sow is what you will reap. If 

one intends trouble for another same trouble one will get. Thus, he used the expressive functional words in 

Pidgin, “Palaver he go find, palaver he go get”. In stanzas two, three and four, Fela went further to use the 

language to express the ideational meta-function that is his experience and idea of the happenings of his 

world as we can see below. 

When cat sleep                          when cat sleeps and 

Rat go bite im tail                      rat goes to bite his tail 

Wetin im dei find                      what is he looking for 

Palaver, e dei find                      he is looking for trouble and  

Palaver, im go get oo                 trouble he must get oo. 

Here, in stanza two, Fela brings into the thought of his listeners, the relationship that exist between cat and 

rat in relations to the innocent in the society. If the cat sleeps on his own and a rat goes to bite it by the tail, 

it is clear that the rat will not go scot-free. 

The use of ‘when’ in the sentence, when cat sleep, rat go bite him tail helps to realise the ideational meta-

function. Although there is a comma that comes in between the two clauses, ‘when cat sleep’, and ‘rat go 

bite him tail’ but the presence of ‘when’ helps to establish the logical relationship between the two main 

ideas string in one sentence. 
Communicative functions of ‘trouble’ as something that has human attributes of ‘walking’ and ‘sleeping’ 

indicates that human beings are carriers of troubles who transfer it to another to cause conflict and 

confusion in the world, which Fela refers to as ‘palava’ in the song. Again, in stanza three and four, there 

are other communicative functions of some Pidgin expression; 

Tenant lost im job                   Tenant lost his job 

Im sit down for house              he sits at home 

Im dey think of chop               he thinks of how to eat 

Mr. Landlord com wake am up        Mr. Landlord wakes him up 

Im say mister pay me your rent        tells him pay me your rent 

Wetin im dey find                            what is he looking for 

Palaver im dey find                          trouble he is looking for 

Palaver im go get ooo                       trouble he must get ooo 

 

Mister husband marry fo shosh        Mr. Husband wedded in the church 

Im mak big party                              he makes a big reception party 

Den e start to sprag                          he then brags about it 

Because im love im wife                  because he loves his wife 

Im sei wife come run away              he said wife ran away 

Bank manager run come                  bank manager comes 

Im say, mister pay mi yo debt         he says, Mr. pay me your debt 

Wetin im dey find for Lagos e-o      what is he looking for in Lagos 

Palaver, i dey find                           trouble he is looking for 

Palaver, i go get e-o                        trouble he will get oo 

The communicative function of the expression ‘im sit down for house’ im dey think of chop’ suggests that 

the tenant who lost his job was not relaxed nor enjoying at home. Again, thinking of what to eat does not 
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mean his immediate hunger but illustrate how he can feed his family, cloth and solve their basic needs that 

could keep them alive. To him, this is much more than paying a house rent with an empty stomach to the 

landlord. 

Fela also reveals his attitude and expresses his opinion by using the pronouns, ‘he’ and him predominantly 

in the music to show that he express the makers and receivers of trouble in his world to be men, thus the use 

of ‘landlord and not landlady’. Even in stanza four where he mentioned a woman, that is ‘wife’, he 

incooperates that the husband’s openly show of love and the tendency of bragging about a big wedding 

landed him into trouble as he borrowed perhaps to please his wife who eventually ran away. 

Findings and Conclusion 
Nigerian Pidgin has been extensively used by 

Fela Anikulapo Kuti in his music to articulate, 

frame and highlight the social reality of Nigeria: 

The indiscriminate abuse of power, corruption, 

personal aggrandisement and failed promises. 

The study employed Systematic Functional 

Theory of language to show how Nigerian Pidgin 

as a language performs some social function in 

the society. The study reveals that NP performs 

some communicative function of advising, 

correcting and satirising the social vices and ills 

in the society of Nigeria. Findings from the study 

also show that choice of words such as ‘small 

man’ and ‘big man’ reveals the social distance 

that exist at the level of interpersonal relationship 

between those in authority and those on the street. 

This social distinction also manifest in the way in 

which justice is administered. The musicians’ 

choice of some pidgin words such as ‘palava’, 

‘chow’ etc is to drive their message contextually 

home and to express their attitude and opinion on 

the happenings. 

Findings also show that the musician under study 

assumes direct responsibilities of his proposition 

and experience by the use of the first person 

pronouns ‘I’. He also negates and shifts the 

responsibilities and blames to the politicians 

through the use of Pidgin negational term, ‘No be 

me’, Na yu’. Some linguistic elements of Pidgin 

such as ‘shey’, ‘wey’, and adverb ‘when’ are 

used to show the relationship between one idea 

and the other in the music under study. 

This study therefore, concludes that Nigerian 

Pidgin English is a veritable tool in expressing 

ones feeling raw and genuinely, especially in 

music industry. The study also recommends that 

Nigerian Pidgin English should be further studied 

linguistically as a complete functional language. 
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NON-VERBAL CUES AS DISCOURSE STRATEGY IN SOYINKA’S DEATH AND THE KING’S 
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Abstract 

This article examined Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman from a non-verbal communication 

perspective. The purpose was to demonstrate how non-verbal elements have aided the conveyance of 

meanings in the dramatic text. Excerpts that had ample use of non-verbal cues were purposively selected. 

The analysis employed the conceptual framework of non-verbal communication. The non-verbal cues 

identified were kinesics, to indicate support, unveil mental state and reveal thought process; haptics, to 

depict relationships, express disapproval and assign task; proxemics, to accord reverence, symbolise 

acceptance and indicate diffidence; chronemics, to reveal characters’ roles, indicate urgency and highlight 

dominance in social relationships, and physical appearance, to determine cultural background, social status 

and ideological belief. These non-verbal cues reinforce verbal messages and communicate much non-verbal 

information about the characters and their roles. The study concluded that non-verbal communication is a 

powerful tool which the playwright manipulates successfully in achieving socio-cultural, ideological and 

contextual meanings in the dramatic piece. An appropriate interpretation of these non-verbal cues will aid 

the comprehension of meanings expressed in dramatic discourse.  
 

Keywords: chronemics, dramatic discourse, haptics, kinesics, proxemics      

 

1. Introduction   

      Wole Soyinka is, undoubtedly, one of the 

most renowned and revered literary icons in 

Nigeria and Africa who has traversed all genres 

of literature with creativity and innovation. His 

artistic productions, which have received 

scholarly attention globally, have been studied 

from varied standpoints by numerous scholars 

from diverse disciplines. Soyinka’s Death and the 

King’s Horseman (henceforth, DKH), a ritual 

dramatic discourse founded on oral tradition and 

the culture of the Yoruba antiquity, has been 

extensively studied over the years. It is 

conceivably the most polemical of all the 

theatrical works of his (Gibbs, 1977). This is 

perhaps so due to its complicated theatrical form, 

distinctive poetry and linguistic amalgam 

(Dasylva, 2004: 266). The central concerns of 

DKH include mystery and ritual of Yoruba life, 

clash of ideological belief, betrayal of trust, and 

death and transition. The mechanism for 

communication is both verbal and non-verbal and 

Soyinka exploits both media successfully to 

achieve socio-cultural, ideological and contextual 

meaning in the dramatic piece. This paper 

examines Soyinka’s DKH from non-verbal 

communication perspective with a view to 

demonstrating how non-verbal cues have aided 

the conveyance of meanings in the dramatic text.  

        Communication, as used above, involves the 

synchronised efforts of interlocutors. It is a 

dynamic and an interpersonal process which 

serves as the basis for our existence in life. We 

construct meaning by sharing our views and ideas 

with other people through the use of language. 

Atolagbe (2004: 180) observes that 

communication comprises the verbal and non-

verbal aspects, with the former being expressed 

through linguistic means and the latter through 

non-linguistic means. According to Knapp and 

Hall (2002), non-verbal communication, which is 

the focus of this article, involves the use of non-

linguistic cues in sending and receiving 

messages. Okesipe & Okolo (2013) classify non-

verbal communication into eight subcategories 

comprising kinesics, proxemics, paralinguistics, 

haptics, chronemics, artifacts, physical 

appearance, environment and color. We examine 

each of these non-verbal cues one after the other. 

        Kinesics, otherwise known as body 
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language, is the utilisation of body posture, body 

movement, gestures, facial expression, and eye 

contact in conveying messages (Okesipe & 

Okolo, 2013: 24). Facial expression conveys 

attitudes and feelings such as satisfaction, 

astonishment, fright, sorrow, resentment, 

revulsion or disapproval during social interaction 

(Argyle, 1988). The use of eye contact in 

conversation performs the function of accepting 

or disregarding the presence of others and can 

disclose information about attitudes and power 

relation in interpersonal relationships (Webbink, 

1986). As regard gesture and body posture, 

Goldman (1994) observes that both reveal a 

person’s cognition and regulate communication. 

To corroborate Goldman’s submission, Lewis 

(1998) opines that posture aids in conveying 

assurance, alertness, and interest. Also, it assists 

in determining the amount of attention or 

participation, the distinction in rank between 

speakers and the level of affection a speaker has 

for the other speaker. Finally, body language may 

uncover the state of mind of speakers in 

communication context.   

          Proxemics refers to the physical space and 

distance observed between communicators during 

conversation. Argyle (1988) categorises space 

into personal and territorial space. He notes that 

the former indicates the space a speaker retains 

on every side in a communication context while 

the latter refers to that which he maintains for 

confidentiality. Space in non-verbal 

communication may be divided into four main 

categories, namely: intimate, social, personal, and 

public space (Okesipe & Okolo, 2013: 24). It is 

important to state that the space or distance 

maintained by speakers and listeners during 

interactions can influence how a message is 

construed. 

          Next to proxemics is haptics. This refers to 

communication through the use of touch. As one 

of the elements of non-verbal communication, 

touch is employed in social relationships to 

convey physical intimacy between 

communicators. The sense of touch is vital to 

human communication as it indicates intimacy 

and conveys approval or disapproval. In fact, 

Harris (2002) notes that touch can be employed 

by communicators to indicate support and as well 

exchange compliments in social relationships. 

         However, paralanguage, otherwise known 

as, paralinguistic cues relate to the “qualities of 

voice such as pitch, rate, volume as well as pause 

and silence” (Okesipe & Okolo, 2013: 25). These 

paralinguisitc cues augment verbal messages, 

uncover the characteristics of the speaker or 

speech and disclose his disposition, social class 

and origin. They also indicate whether an 

utterance is a statement, a question, or a 

command or whether the speaker is being 

sarcastic; such clues also highlight emphasise, 

contrast, and focus. 

         Chronemics refers to the use of time in 

communication. Time perception plays an 

indispensable role in the non-verbal 

communication process. The way a person 

utilises time can convey much non-verbal 

message about him or her (Knap and Hall, 2002). 

Our perception of time regulates how we organise 

our programme and stick to it. Stringent 

observance of time in daily routine may depict a 

person as disciplined, methodical and 

experienced while the opposite may give a 

damaging image (Okesipe & Okolo, 2013: 25). 

From the foregoing, details of chronemics may 

give impressions about how people act or conduct 

themselves. 

       Physical appearance involves the use mien, 

dressing and bodily attractiveness for 

identification and evaluation (Richmond and 

McCrosky, 2004). It influences the impression 

we create about others and equally assists in 

assessing their trustworthiness (Hickson III and 

Stacks, 1999). A person’s garb can communicate 

much non-verbal message about his personality. 

Environment on the other hand can also 

communicate messages. For example, the 

neatness and ambience of one’s environment can 

convey a message to others about his or her social 

status in the society. 

      From the foregoing discussion, it is evident 

that non-verbal cues perform an array of 

functions in communication. They communicate 

feelings, build and sustain interpersonal 

relationships as well as assist in communication 

(Argyle, 1988). Also, non-verbal cues “reinforce 

speech, evaluate people, regulate behaviour, 

express emotions” and reveal aspects of 
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interpersonal relationship that speech may not 

appropriately reveal (Okesipe & Okolo, 2013: 

26).  

2. Literature Review 

      Many linguistic studies have been conducted 

on Soyinka’s DKH. Odebode (2005) examined 

Soyinka’s DKH from a Pragma-sociolinguistic 

perspective with a view to understanding the 

playwright’s use of names and nicknames. Aremu 

(2008) investigated the pragmatic presuppositions 

in the use of proverbs in the same text. Though 

both studies are germane to the present one, they, 

however, differ in that they focused on the 

playwright’s exploitation of verbal  means in 

conveying messages while ours is on the non-

verbal means.  

       The main thrust of Odebumi, Oloyede & 

Adetunji’s (2010) paper was to explore proverbs 

in Soyinka’s DKH from a pragmatic standpoint. 

The study, which adopted Mey’s (2001) 

pragmatic act theory, analysed fifty-seven 

proverbs purposively selected from the text. The 

findings revealed that proverbs used in the text 

contained eight practs, namely: encouraging, 

assuring, scolding, justifying, persuading, 

challenging, praising and warning. These practs 

were marked with the pragmatic tools of 

metaphor, shared situational knowledge, 

relevance, inference and establishing reference.            

       Melefa & Chukwumezie (2014) evoked 

proverbs as strategies of conveying meanings in 

Soyinka’s DKH. Their study found that Soyinka’s 

use of proverbs contained the pragmatic acts of 

counseling, cautioning, challenging, accusing and 

unveiling. These pragmatic acts were performed 

with crisis-motivated proverbs and employed by 

characters to reinforce the force of dramatic 

action.  

       Aremu (2015) made conscious effort to 

explore Nigerianisms in the English language 

usage in Soyinka’s DKH. The study employed 

Mey’s (2001) pragmatic acts in analysing 40 

utterances purposively selected from the text. The 

analysis indicated that Nigerianisms employed in 

the play fell with in the contexts of language 

transfer, lexical borrowing, proverbs, metaphors, 

pidgin, symbolism, reference, inference and 

shared situational knowledge.   

       Odebode (2016), in his own atempt to study 

Soyinka as a writer, explored DKH from an 

ethnography of communication’s point of view. 

The study showed that the playwright infuses his 

plays with onomastic sensibility such that the 

names reflect different sociocutural backgrounds. 

The paper further revealed that conversation 

genre is a major tool exploited by Soyinka to 

exercise his naming power over his characters. It 

submitted that names are identity markers that 

depend on established conventions.  

       The contributions of the foregoing literature 

are plausible and relevant to the present study 

because they offer us insights into the quality and 

depth of research that has been conducted on the 

text. While the reviewed studies were geared 

towards dissecting Soyinka’s DKH from the 

perspective of verbal communication, our focus is 

from the non-verbal aspect of communication. 

The choice of DKH as the data for this study is 

hinged on the strategic manner in which Soyinka 

employed non-linguistic cues in projecting his 

thematic preoccupations, characterisation, and 

events in the play. 

3. Methodology 

      Data for this study comprised excerpts 

sourced from Soyinka’s DKH. Excerpts that had 

sufficient use of non-verbal cues were 

purposively selected. The analysis employed the 

conceptual framework of non-verbal 

communication. The data were examined and 

subjected to analysis using non-verbal 

communication conventions which specified the 

subcategories of non-verbal communication as: 

kinesics, haptics, chronemics, proxemics, 

paralanguage, clothing, environment, physical 

appearance and color. The study examined the 

data via the subcategories of kinesics, haptics, 

proxemics, chronemics and physical appearance 

in order to determine how they have aided the 

conveyance of messages in the dramatic text.   

4. Discussion of Non-verbal Cues in 

Soyinka’s DKH 

      The categories of non-verbal communication 

studied are kinesics, haptics, proxemics, 

chronemics and physical appearance. They are 

examined in relation to the message they convey 

in the dramatic text. For emphasis, the non-verbal 

elements in the excerpts used for this discussion 
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are italicised.   

4.1 Kinesics 

      This is one of the prominent non-verbal cues 

used in DKH. Characters utilise various parts of 

the body to communicate messages during social 

interaction. Two aspects of kinesics examined 

here are: facial expressions and body language. 

4.1.1 Facial expressions 

         The facial expression of characters in DKH 

changes continuously during interaction and this 

helps to unveil their thoughts and feelings. One 

aspect of facial expression examined is the use of 

smile. As a vital part of kinesics, smiles are 

visible and also “representative of emotional 

reaction” (Adesina & Ruth, 2015: 16). An 

instance of the use of smile in the play is captured 

below: 

“PRAISE –SINGER: (smiling): 

Elesin’s riddles are not merely  the nut 

in the kernel that breaks the human 

teeth…” (DKH, p. 11) 

The excerpt above is a conversation between the 

Praise-singer and Elesin Oba. It occurs in Act 1 

of the play where the theme of mystery and ritual 

of Yoruba life is projected. The king has just 

passed on, and Elesin Oba, the king’s horseman 

and one of the high ranking chiefs, is expected by 

tradition to accompany him to the afterlife 

through a ritual sacrifice. Here, Elesin is at the 

marketplace to say goodbye to the women. He is 

accompanied by the Praise-Singer and a drumer. 

The Praise-Singer is a companion to Elesin. He is 

one of the characters who employ kinesic 

markers in interacting with other characters. 

Jenkins & Parra (2003) observe that smiling as a 

kinesic act is related to emotional feeling of 

happiness, interest and trust. Hence, the use of 

smiling in this excerpt is indicative of the Praise-

Singer’s delight and interest. He is delighted for 

being a companion to Elesin and also interested 

in supporting Elesin’s course which is to perform 

the ritual sacrifice. From the verbal exchanges 

between the duo, it can be maintained that both 

interlocutors are strongly in support of the 

tradition of ritual sacrifice. Another example 

which portrays the use of facial expression is 

cited below: 

“ELESIN (exasperated): Must you 

be so blunt? (Recovers.) 

 Well, weave your shrouds, but  let  

the fingers of my bride seal my 

eyelids with earth and wash my 

body” (p. 23). 

There is evidence of the use of kinesics to 

contribute to interaction in the above excerpt 

which is a rejoinder from Elesin Oba to Iyaloja. 

Elesin spots a beautiful damsel and desires to 

have her, despite the fact that she is engaged to 

another. Realising that this might cause 

distraction for him, he is reprimanded by Iyaloja 

to focus on the critical task ahead of him and 

avoid distraction in order not to fail in the 

performance of his duty to his race. Here, the 

word, exasperation, within the context of the text 

is suggestive of Elesin’s emotional state (Argyle, 

1988). It indicates that he is depressed and bitter 

towards Iyaloja owing to her advice. His 

depression and resentment is further captured in 

his response to her as seen in the verbal 

expression …must you be so blunt? Aside from 

revealing Elesin Oba’s mental state, the kinesic 

act also shows that the relationship between both 

interlocutors is no longer cordial.  

          Further use of kinesics markers is observed 

in Act 11 of the play where the District Officer, 

Simon Pilkings and his wife, Jane Pilkings are 

seen dancing vigorously. The following quoted 

piece is a conversation between Pilkings and 

Sergeant Amusa. 

 “PILKINGS (roars): Now! Amusa 

switches his gaze to the ceiling 

suddenly, remains mute” (p. 25). 

Pilkings and Sergeant Amusa perform some 

kinesic acts in the above dialogue. Amusa arrives 

at the residence of Simon Pilkings to deliver an 

important message. He is frightened seeing 

Pilkings and Jane in egungun costume, an 

ancestral mask belonging to a dead cult. 

Realising that the ancestral mask is being 

desecrated by the couple; Amusa withdraws his 

attention from their direction. He refuses to speak 

to them owing to their cultural insensitivity which 

is the reason for the ancestral mask being 

desecrated. For this reason, Pilkings roars at him. 

Roaring, as employed here is used to depict 

Pilkings’ mental state of frustration and 

displeasure in relation to Amusa’s refusal to state 

the purpose of his visit. However, another case of 



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 5 June 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                          Isaiah A. & Beatrice K. 

 
 

121 

 

kinesics is switching of gaze and is observed in 

the same text. It is indicative of Amusa’s 

disapproval and defiance. Despite Pilkings’ 

reaction, Amusa still maintains his stance not to 

reveal the purpose of his visit. This is seen in the 

way he withdrew his attention from Pilkings by 

gazing at the ceiling to avoid further 

communication between them. 

4.1.2 Body Language 

        In DKH, body language functions to 

complement the meaning that is communicated in 

verbal utterances. Consider the below excerpt: 

 “IYALOJA: It does not bear 

thinking. If we offend you now have 

mortified the gods. We offend heaven 

itself. Father of us all, tell us where  

we  went  astray. (She kneels, the 

other women follow” (p. 16).    

What is observable in this dialogue is the use of 

kneeling to express reverence and appeasement. 

The excerpt relays the theme of death and 

transition. Elesin speaks of his preparedness for 

death and adds that life is an honour which 

terminates when honour does. However, he is 

offended on hearing the women say that they 

know him for a man of honour. The kinesic 

marker of kneeling signifies Iyaloja’s and the 

women’s reverence for Elesin Oba. Also, it is 

indicative of their contrition and appeasement of 

Elesin Oba who they consider as one of the high 

ranking chiefs in the land.  

        The women in DKH are also seen to utilise 

body posture during their conversation 

exchanges. An example of this use is presented 

below where the theme of ideological clash is 

foregrounded: 

“Woman (makes a quick tug at the 

constable’s baton): That doesn’t fool 

anyone you know. It’s the one you 

carry under your government 

knickers that counts. (She bends low 

as if to peep under the baggy shorts. 

The embarrassed constable quickly 

puts his kneels together” (p. 34) 

This is an excerpt from Act 111 of the play. It is a 

conversation between the women and Sergeant 

Amusa. Both interlocutors represent two groups 

with differing ideological beliefs. Amusa and the 

constables arrive at the marketplace to disrupt the 

ritual sacrifice but are hindered by the women 

and girls who are disconcerted due to the efforts 

being made by the Sergeant and his two 

constables to preclude the ritual sacrifice. What is 

interesting in this text is the kinesic act of 

bending low. It conveys the women’s mockery 

and abhorrence for the constables, and by 

extension, the Western methods of disregarding 

African traditions. The next example illustrates 

Sergeant Amusa’s use of body posture in the 

play. 

“AMUSA: (Stammers badly and 

points a shaky finger at his dress): 

Mista Pirinkin… Mista Pirikin. (p. 

24) 

In this excerpt involving Sergeant Amusa and 

Simon Pilkings, the use of kinesics particularly 

enriched the discourse. Sergeant Amusa utilises 

kinesic marker of pointing a shaky finger at Mr. 

Pilkings’ dress to complement his verbal 

message. The use of this kinesic marker indicates 

that he is nervous and very frightened seeing 

Pilkings and Jane in Egungun costume. Thus, 

Sergeant Amusa expresses fright by pointing a 

shaky finger at the costume, considering that it is 

forbidden for non members of the cult to touch or 

wear it. This is a way of demonstrating that it is 

an abomination for non members of the cult to 

touch or wear the costume. From the analysis of 

kinesics, it evident that facial expression and 

body language are powerful tools utilised to 

unveil characters’ emotional state, interest, 

reverence, contrition and appeasement.  

4.2 Haptics 

      Characters in DKH employ haptics, that is, 

the use of touch to determine relationships, reveal 

culture, indicate pacification, approval or 

disapproval and assert authority. The following 

excepts illustrate these uses.  

 “Jane gets up and throws her arms 

around his neck. Kisses him” (p. 27). 

Haptics marker is evident in the above excerpt 

which features a dialogue between Mr. Simon 

Pilkings and his wife, Jane. The subject of 

discourse between both interlocutors centres on 

the content of Sergeant Amusa’s report. The 

divergent views advocated by both interlocutors 

resulted in a heated argument which made 

Pilkings upset. This necessitates the choice of the 
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haptics marker deployed by Jane to pacify 

Pilkings. The pacification is exemplified by Jane 

throwing her arms around Pilkings’ neck and 

kissing him. Through this act, the theme of 

Western values is projected. Besides this role, the 

use of haptics is symbolic of the familiarity or 

fondness that exists between both interlocutors 

who are marriage partners. It also reveals their 

culture and values. Another case of haptics is 

observed in the following excerpt where the 

theme of conflict between the Yoruba tradition 

and the Western methods is captured:  

“With a sudden movement they 

snatch the batons of the two 

constables… and knock off their hats”  

(p.37)          

Amusa and the constables are at the marketplace 

to apprehend Elesin for his intention to commit 

ritual suicide. Discerning the purpose of their 

visit, the women attempt to prevent them from 

having access to Elesin. While both parties pull 

each other forcefully, several young girls emerge 

and begin to intimidate Amusa and the 

constables. The girls perform some haptic acts in 

this text by snatching the batons of the two 

constables and knocking off their hats. The use of 

haptic here denotes clash between two opposing 

ideologies, that is, between Western methods and 

African tradition. More so, touch, as used by the 

girls, serves to humiliate and disapprove of the 

two constables who are representative of the 

Western methods. Aside from the use of haptics 

to project ideological clash, it also connotes 

acceptance and approval as cited below:  

“Jane: Welcome home. She holds out 

her hand. As he  takes it, footsteps are 

heard approaching the drive” (p.57). 

Olunde, who has just returned from England, 

visits Jane with the intention of speaking with 

Mr. Simon Pilkings regarding the incarceration of 

his father, Elesin Oba. The haptics marker can be 

seen in …Jane holds out her hand and Olunde 

takes it (57). This implies approval and 

acceptance. Having spent four years of study in 

England, Jane believes that Olunde must have 

been refined and thus, is free from the barbaric 

custom practised by his people. This is why she 

welcomes him here. Another significant use of 

haptics is noticeable in the following excerpt: 

“Pilkings: (takes him to one side): 

Listen Bob,  that  cellar in the disused 

annexe of the Residency, you know, 

where the slaves were stored before 

taken down to the coast (58).  

Here, Pilkings and Bob discuss an old storeroom 

where slaves were kept before they were shipped 

away. Pilkings performs a haptic act by taking 

Bob by the hand to another part of the house so as 

to pass information across to him. This type of 

touch is referred to as professional touch. It is 

employed by Pilkings to assign task to Bob who 

is one of the armed policemen. To this end, the 

touch initiated by Pilkings is task oriented. The 

next excerpt features the use of haptic marker to 

indicate disapproval: 

 “Elesin: Take your albino hands from 

me you… His voice chokes as he is 

gagged” (p. 60). 

In this excerpt, Elesin is seen roaring at Pilkings 

not to touch him. This is shown in the way 

Pilkings places his hand on him. The use of touch 

here indicates disapproval. Though initiated by 

Pilkings, it portrays Elesin’s disgust and 

contempt for Pilkings due to his disregard for the 

traditional custom which he (Elesin) cherishes. 

Haptics is also utilised to foreground the theme of 

betrayal of trust and also assert authority as 

exemplified in the excerpt below: 

“The two guards also leap forward 

and place safe- guarding hands on 

Elesin” (p. 70). 

Here, Elesin is incarcerated. Iyaloja visits the 

penitentiary to see Elesin but she was not granted 

access to him. However, after much conversation 

with Pilkings, she is granted access to the Elesin 

but ordered not to cross a particular line while 

discussing with him. Iyaloja accuses Elesin of 

betraying tradition but he tries to defend himself. 

While the conversation is on between them, 

Iyaloja violates the order given to her by Pilkings 

and is confronted by a guard. The use of a haptic 

marker is discernable in the expression “…place 

safeguarding hands on Elesin (70). It serves to 

assert authority. The type of touch employed here 

is also referred to as professional touch. By 

incarcerating Elesin Oba in order to prevent the 

ritual sacrifice, dominance and power in social 

relationships is hereby exemplified. Power 
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relation indicates the supremacy of the Western 

civilisation over African tradition.    

4.3 Proxemics 

      The distance maintained by interlocutors is 

worth examining in DKH. Interlocutors perceive 

and use distance to achieve communication goals. 

The following examples illustrate the different 

types of distance observed in the play.  

“Jane gets up and throws her arms 

around his neck. (p. 27). 

The dialogue above indicates intimate distance 

between Jane and Pilkings. It revolves around the 

disagreement between both characters over the 

content of Sergeant Amusa’s report which reveals 

Elesin Oba’s intention to commit ritual suicide. 

While Pilkings feels that Elesin should be 

apprehended in order to prevent this barbaric act, 

Jane is of a contrary opinion. The divergent views 

advocated by both interlocutors culminate into a 

disagreement which upset Pilkings. This is why 

Jane pacifies him in this discourse. The action of 

throwing her arms around Piklings’ neck and 

kissing him reveals the intimate relationship 

between them. Jane realises that their relationship 

is being marred on account of the disagreement 

and must be amended. Another example of 

proxemics is cited below. 

“The Bride emerges, stands shyly 

by the door. He turns to her”. (p. 

40) 

The excerpt above illustrates the use of personal 

distance. This is observed between the bride and 

Elesin Oba who had just consummated their 

marriage union. We see that the bride has a sense 

of personal space which she protects from the 

invasion of others after the consummation of their 

marriage union. Realising that the women and 

Iyaloja knew what had transpired between her 

and Elesin Oba, she becomes shy and uses this 

distance to protect her personal space. The next 

example which follows is an instance of the use 

of social distance.  

 “IYALOJA: We must have said 

something wrong. Comes forward a 

little. Elesin Oba, we ask for your 

forgiveness before you speak” 

(p.15).                                                                                                                   

The above dialogue centres on Elesin, Iyaloja, 

and the women. The women probe the possibility 

of him being prevented from fulfilling the onus 

vested on him by his race but he replies in the 

negative. He suddenly flairs up on hearing the 

women say that they know him as a man of 

honour. This is why Iyaloja steps forward to 

apologise on behalf of the women. In the above 

communicative situation, we observe social 

distance between Iyaloja and Elesin Oba. Social 

distance as seen in this dialogue is employed by 

Iyaloja to accord reverence and loyalty to Elesin 

Oba by virtue of his position as the King’s 

Horseman. Also, the distance gives us insight into 

Iyaloja’s characteristic role as the mouth-piece of 

the market people and representing their universe. 

4.4 Chronemics 

      This plays a vital role in the dramatic text by 

influencing the way characters perform their 

activities. In DKH, time has been used to indicate 

characters’ status and to exemplify dominance 

and power in social relationships. The excerpts 

below reveal this: 

 “PILKINGS: Alright, let go. You 

are relieved of all further duty. 

Amusa  report  to  me  first  thing  in 

the morning (p.49) 

What is significant in the above dialogue is the 

manner in which time is employed and the 

message it conveys. Pilkings performs a 

chronemic act such as relieving Amusa of all his 

duties and instructing him to report to him 

(Pilkings) first thing in the morning of the next 

day. Here, the chronemic marker is observed in 

the expression, report to me first thing in the 

morning. This conveys Pilkings’ perception of 

time and his status. He is portrayed as a 

monochromic time user who believes that time is 

a precious resource that should not be wasted or 

taken lightly. For this reason, he places 

paramount value on schedules and tasks and 

ensures that they are executed promptly. His 

perception of time and the urgency required to 

get task executed influences his directive to 

Sergeant Amusa. Aside from indicating time 

perception, the chronemic marker is indicative of 

dominance and power in social relationships as it 

portrays Pilkings as one who exerts authority 

over Amusa. The directive issued to Amusa is an 

evidence to corroborate power relations between 

both characters. Another case of chronemic is 
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cited below: 

 “Pilkings: I am…not so sure. He turns 

and breaks into a sudden run.  The  two  

constables follow, also at a run” (p. 

49). 

In this dialogue, Pilkings and Jane converse in the 

presence of Sergeant Amusa and two other 

constables. On hearing the clock strikes, they 

both observe each other in shock and wonder if 

the ritual sacrifice had been performed. This 

informs the above dialogue where Pilkings and 

the two constables hurry to the venue of the ritual 

sacrifice. The first chronemic act is performed by 

Pilkings and it is observed in the expression, he 

turns and breaks into a sudden run. However, the 

second, initiated by the two constables, is 

captured in the expression …also at a run. A 

close study of the dialogue reveals that whatever 

it is that prompted Pilkings and the two 

constables to hurry is something that calls for 

urgency. Besides, the adverb sudden suggests that 

time is limited and a level of promptness is 

required. Time as used in this discourse 

communicates much non-verbal information 

about Pilkings and the two constables.  

         Further use of chronemic marker by 

characters is observed in the following excerpt 

where Olunde speaks about the telegram he 

received informing him about the demise of the 

king. 

“OLUNDE: A  relation  sent it 

weeks ago, and it said nothing 

about my father. All it said was, 

our king is dead. But I knew I  had  

to  return  home  at  once so as to 

bury my father” (p.52)                            

The chronemic markers in the above discourse 

are the adverbial phrases weeks ago and at once. 

Whereas the first alludes to the period Olunde 

receives the telegram; the second describes his 

response on hearing that the king is dead. The 

chronemic markers employed in the dialogue 

portrays Olunde as a monochromic time user. 

This is because of the high premium he attaches 

to time. Realising that the king is dead, he is 

obliged to return home in order to bury his father. 

The action of promptness as conveyed with the 

adverbial phrase at once is indicative of his 

perception of time.  

4.5 Physical Appearance 

       The physical appearance of characters in 

DKH uncovers their cultural background, social 

status and ideological posturing. The following 

texts contain this: 

 “Elesin stands up resplendent in 

rich clothes, cap, shawl, etc. His 

sash is of bright red alari cloth (p. 

17). 

The physical appearance of Elesin Oba as 

portrayed above is symbolic of affluence, nobility 

and royalty. This description corroborates 

Richmond & McCroskey’s (2004) submission 

that physical appearance is generally the first 

non-verbal message received and can be used to 

develop judgments about people based on how 

they look, what they wear and their level of 

attractiveness. Thus, for Elesin Oba to be garbed 

in such manner is indicative of his social status as 

the king’s horseman and one of the high ranking 

chiefs in land. Also, it unveils his cultural 

background and presents him as one who is set 

out to perform a dignified role.  

          Further use of physical appearance to 

convey message in DKH is observed in the below 

text: 

 “That doesn’t fool anyone you 

know. It’s the one you carry under 

your government knickers that 

counts. She bends low as if to peep 

under the baggy shorts” (p. 34). 

The garb of the constables is what is significant 

in the above excerpt. It is captured with the 

phrases, government knickers and baggy shorts 

and is indicative of the kind of uniform worn by 

corps officers during the British colonial era. 

Therefore, the garb of the constables suggests 

that they are representatives of the British 

government. Consider the next excerpt which 

equally captures the use of physical appearance in 

the play:     

 Elesin appeared in wrapper only. In 

his hands a white velvet cloth folded 

loosely as if it held some delicate 

object (p. 40) 

Here, Elesin Oba is seen in a wrapper with a 

white velvet cloth in his hands. The cloth worn 

by the Elesin communicates much non-verbal 

information about him. It is indicative of the 
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consummation of his marriage union with his 

bride. However, the white velvet cloth in his 

hands is symbolic in that it signifies the virginity 

of the bride.  

5. Conclusion 

       This study has investigated Soyinka’s DKH 

from a non-verbal communication perspective 

with a view to bringing to the fore how non-

verbal cues serve as tools for conveying messages 

in the dramatic discourse. It is established that the 

playwright has employed kinesics, haptics, 

proxemics, chronemics and physical appearance 

to describe characters and their roles, elucidate 

significant points, and represent certain subject 

matters relevant to the African cultural context 

and content. The playwright has infused his 

dramatic piece with different non-verbal cues 

which have helped in achieving socio-cultural, 

ideological and contextual meanings in the 

dramatic piece. A proper decoding of these non-

verbal codes will contribute to the understanding 

of meanings expressed in the dramatic text.  
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