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AN ANALYSIS OF AMPHIBOLOGY AND SYNTACTIC AMBIGUITY IN TIV 
 

Akase, Tiav Thomas, Ishima, Jighjigh Leo Justus & Kwarpo, Matthew Sylvanus 

Nasarawa State University, Keffi 
Benue State University, Makurdi 

Plateau State College of Health Technology, Zawan, Jos 

Abstract 

There are a number of grammatical or syntactic structures in sentences that are ambiguous in Tiv that make 
the interpretation of such sentences difficult to the listeners or readers. These grammatical or syntactic 
structures are a model of language discovery distribution of words that are both semantically and syntactically 
coherent; but the distributions sometimes create more problems semantically for they give room for dual 
interpretations. The result of this is that it affects effective communication since the meaning is not clearly 
brought out at a glance, thereby resulting into semantic complexity. This study therefore, examines syntactic 
ambiguity in particular and amphibology in Tiv and how they impede communication in the language. The 

causes of such semantic complexities and the strategies to be adopted to overcome those problems are also 
examined. Data for this study were gathered from Tiv speaking area of Benue state through conversation with 
the native speakers of the language and through participant observations. The findings of the study reveal that 
syntactic ambiguity and amphibology can be eliminated if there is a clear structural relationship between the 
various syntactic units in the grammatical structure of a phrase, or sentence and the phrases selected in our 
conversations are used denotatively rather than connotative  in the sentence structures to avoid confusion to 
readers and listeners.      
Keywords: Ambiguity, Syntactic ambiguity, Amphibology and Tiv. 
 

Introduction  

There are instances in Tiv language where 
sentences are interpreted in two or more different 

ways due to the ambiguity in the grammatical or 
syntactic structure of the sentence or, phrase. This 
ambiguity is occasioned by the structural relations 
among the syntactic constituents, and so creates 
room for two or more interpretations in context. 
This usually affects communication because in a 
situation where the language user does not know 

the possible interpretations of a given sentence due 
to its syntactic or grammatical structure, his 
understanding may be hampered and 
consequently, communication is hindered and the 
purpose of language is defeated. It is in view of 
this that amphibology and syntactic ambiguity in 
Tiv are examined here to identify their roles in 
hampering the understanding of the language and 

how these problems can be overcome in Tiv. 
Data for this study were sourced from the 

Tiv speaking area of Benue state. The techniques 
for sourcing the data included interviews, 
participant observation and metalinguistic 
conversations. We had discussions with some 
native speakers who were randomly sampled from 

the Tiv speaking area and ten of them participated 

in this study.  The researchers also observed the 
speech of competent native speakers in natural 
conversational settings. The socio-biographical 

data such as age, occupation and education were 
taken into consideration. Questions were asked on 
the causes of amphibology and syntactic 
ambiguity, their possible interpretations and 
disambiguation in Tiv language. Several 
expressions in Tiv that have amphibology and 
syntactic ambiguities were identified, discussed 

and analyzed by the researchers, bringing out their 
several interpretations, and how to disambiguate 
them.  
Ethnographic Information on Tiv 

The word Tiv refers both to the ethnic and 
linguistic group as well as the language spoken by 
the ethnic group. According to Ngutswen 
(2013:2), the word Tiv has a Bantu origin meaning 

‘a beloved child’. Akase (2017:16) on the other 
hand claims that the word Tiv is derived from 
‘Tive’ meaning ‘their name’. This means that, it is 
a name for the Tiv race. 
Tiv language is classified as a Southern Bantoid 
language of the Benue – Congo family which is a 
subgroup of the Niger – Congo phylum. The 

language is dominantly spoken in Benue state and 
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other parts of Nigeria such as Nasarawa and 

Taraba States. The Tiv number about five (5) 
million based on Nigeria’s 2006 census population 
data (Ibrahim, 2012). 
Explorations in the Study of Amphibology and 

Syntactic Ambiguity 
Amphibology 

Amphibology is a situation where a 

sentence may be interpreted in more than one way 
due to its grammatical ordering in the structure. It 
is similar to syntactic ambiguity for both of them 
have dual or multiple interpretations. 
Amphibology arises when the grammatical 
relations of the constituents in the phrase or 
sentence give room for more than one 
interpretation. 

Reidel (1992) explains amphibology as a phrase or 
sentence that is grammatically ambiguous. It is an 
ambiguous grammatical structure in a sentence or 
within a very short discourse such as two 
sentences. It is susceptible to two interpretations, 
and hence of uncertain meaning. it may occur by 
accident and it could be used for deliberate effect.  

Amphibology and syntactic ambiguity 
generally result from the arrangement in grammar; 
that is, the linear relationship among the 
constituents that enable for the interpretation and 
comprehension of the intended meaning. When 
such situations occur in the grammar, the 
participant is faced with the choice of 

interpretation since the arrangement offers more 
than one option for interpretation. 
Ambiguity 

Ambiguity is one of the concepts in the 
study of meaning (semantics) in particular and 
linguistics in general. It is an expression that can 
be given more than one interpretation in language. 
An expression is said to be ambiguous if it is 

assigned more than one meaning by the grammar 
of the language, due to the linear relationship 
among the constituents in that sentence’s structure. 

Fromkin and Rodman (1993) explain 
ambiguity as a term used to describe a word, 
phrase or sentence with multiple meanings. They 
emphasize that ambiguity refers to two or more 

meanings traced to one source. This explains the 
fact that two meanings could be expressed by one 
word or sentence. They have identified two types 
of ambiguity: lexical and grammatical or structural 

ambiguity. Kempson (1999) argues that ambiguity 

is the state of having two possible interpretations. 
Yule (2010) explains ambiguity to mean the 
quality of being able to be interpreted in more than 
one way. Ambiguity therefore, intrudes into 
communication by introducing multiple 
interpretations leading to semantic complexity and 
misinterpretation.  

The descriptions of ambiguity above have 
revealed the fact that ambiguity is associated with 
a lexical item, sentence, or phrase with multiple 
interpretations. Consequently, it is seen as obstacle 
to language communication, since a word or 
sentence could mean several things. Successful 
communication occurs only when the reader 
correctly interprets the symbols used by the writer 

of which ambiguous words or sentences pose 
obstacles to this process, thereby frustrating 
communication. Leech (1981) also emphasizes 
that, ambiguity at whatever level is an obstacle to 
communication. Meaning is essential to the study 
of communication and as communication becomes 
a more critical factor in social organization, the 

need to understand it becomes more pressing. This 
is because ambiguity disrupts communication of 
the intended meaning. Pushpinder and Jindal 
(2010) hold similar view that meaning is 
threatened in the domain of language by the 
presence of ambiguity. They point out that rarely 
does language convey to the hearer the meaning 

the speaker intends if it is ambiguous. This has 
therefore, attracted the attention of this work or 
study with emphasis on amphibology and 
syntactic or grammatical ambiguity in Tiv.  
Syntactic Ambiguity 

Syntactic ambiguity or grammatical 
ambiguity comes about due to the ordering of a 
constituent in relation to other constituents in the 

phrase, or sentence. It is a structural or 
grammatical ambiguity of a whole sentence that 
occurs in a sub-part of a sentence. Structural 
ambiguity arises from the grammatical analysis of 
a sentence. It arises not from the range of single 
words but from the relationship between the words 
and clauses of a sentence, and the sentence 

structure underlying the word order. In other 
words, a sentence is syntactically ambiguous when 
a reader or listener can reasonably interpret one 
sentence as having more than one possible 
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structure.  

Dallin (2010) points out that structural 
ambiguity may be created by design when one 
understands the kinds of syntactic structures that 
will lead to ambiguity. However, for the respective 
interpretations to work, they must be compatible 
with semantic and pragmatic contextual factors. 
MacDonald, Mayellen, Neal and Mark (2016) 

explain that syntactic ambiguity is the presence of 
two or more possible meanings within a single 
sentence or sequence of words as opposed to the 
lexical ambiguity, which is the presence of two or 
more possible meanings within a single word. The 
intended meaning of a syntactically ambiguous 
sentence may be determined by the context of its 
use. Richard (2010) adds that when dealing with 

syntactic ambiguity, it is helpful to use your 
context clues to uncover the true meaning of the 
sentence.  

Basically, syntactic ambiguity 
demonstrates confusion in the meaning of a 
sentence. If there is more than one possible 
meaning of a sentence, then the sentence is 

syntactically ambiguous. Fromkin and Rodman 
(1993) argue that two or more meanings may not 
be as a result of lexical ambiguity but two or more 
structures underlying the same string of words. 
This is ambiguity as a result of different structures, 
permitted by the rules of syntax rather than an 
ambiguous word. Structural ambiguity therefore, 

entails sentences which are syntactically 
ambiguous and are not dependent on any word; 
rather it is their grammatical structure which 
causes the ambiguity. This type of ambiguity can 
also be explained in terms of deep and surface 
structures. When a sentence is structurally 
ambiguous, it has two underlying interpretations 
which would be represented in the deep structure; 

that is, one surface structure can express those two 
deep structures (Yule, 2007).  
Causes of Syntactic Ambiguity and Semantic 

Complexities 

Syntactic ambiguity and amphibology 
intrude into communication by presenting multiple 
interpretations, thereby, leading to semantic 

complexity and misinterpretation in the study of 
language. A number of causes responsible for this 
are identified and discussed below:  
The use of double or multiple referent 

pronouns 

This comes into play when a speaker uses 
pronoun that can go with two or more nouns 
mentioned in an expression. This clearly shows 
that such a pronoun has double or multiple 
nominal referents and it causes semantic 
multiplicity or complexity. For example:  

Aker told Jeyol that he is given the job 

The ambiguity here is caused by the use of double 
or multiple referent pronouns.  
The use of ambiguous expressions 

The use of ambiguous lexemes occurs 
when communicators use expressions that are 
inherently ambiguous which are capable of 
conveying hidden meanings, in addition to the 
superficial meanings, and this is fundamental to 

semantic complexity, for example:  
I want to see my old friends 

This expression is ambiguous since old friends can 
mean friends that have been known for a long time. 
It could also mean friends who are no longer 
young.  
Omission of vital punctuations 

This is another cause of structural 
ambiguity. Accurate use of punctuation marks 
makes it easier to understand the speaker or writers 
intended meaning. The omission of vital 
punctuation will subject the expression to multiple 
semantic interpretations. For example:  
If you need a good car at the end of the month 

bring your money 
This example has dual semantic interpretations 
because it is not properly punctuated to indicate 
the intended meaning. The expression could mean 
that the money should be brought at the end of the 
month, if the good car is needed. It could also 
mean that the money should be brought if the car 
is needed at the end of the month. 

The use of non-restrictive adjectives 

This is peculiar to the pre-modifying 
adjectives that usually have unique reference and 
therefore, cannot be further limited or restricted by 
such pre-modifying adjectives. The result of this is 
that double or multiple semantic interpretations 
can be possible due to the fact that such pre-

modifying non-restrictive adjectives are not 
usually marked either by punctuation or intonation 
in written or verbal communication as seen below: 
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Children who listen to their parents always obey 

the commands 
The multiple interpretations here include: all 
children always obey the commands. It could also 
mean that only children who listen to their parents 
(not all children) obey the commands. The use of 
non-restrictive adjectives is therefore, responsible 
for the structural ambiguity here.  

The above factors have shown that structural or 
syntactic ambiguity impedes effective 
communication for it decodes more than one 
message and this leads to misinterpretation and 
misunderstanding. From this, we can see that 
structural ambiguity and amphibology can 
negatively affect the response to the message 
communicated and received. This will be the case 

where the receiver takes for granted one of the 
meanings of the ambiguous expressions 
communicated to him or her. The consequence of 
this is that it will affect his or her reaction or 
response to the communicated message and the 
feedback will not be as expected.  
Disambiguation of Structural Ambiguities  

Disambiguation is a process and result of 
clarifying structural ambiguity of linguistic 
expression by the linguistic or extra linguistic 
context. This process of resolving syntactic 
ambiguity is also known as syntactic 
disambiguation. Theda-Obiora (2012) emphasis 
that disambiguation through extra linguistic 

context depends on the particular situation or prior 
knowledge, attitudes and expectations of the 
speakers or listeners. This has to do with the 

mental process of existing discourse. This is why 

Akmaijian, Richard, Ann and Robert (2006) say 
that in order to determine the meaning of 
expression; the hearer must be able to mentally 
process sentences that reflect complex structural 
properties of human languages. Since many 
expressions are linguistically ambiguous, the 
hearer must determine which of the possible 

meaning of an expression convey the intended 
meaning or message of the speaker.  
Content analysis helps in resolving structural 
ambiguity created by sentence structure. Context 
is the linguistic environment in which the physical 
or extra linguistic factors provide specific meaning 
of a structure. This is based on the communicative 
competence of a native speaker to deduce various 

kinds of meanings from sentences, or related 
physical influence of extra linguistic features in 
meaning interpretation. Context therefore, plays 
key role in determining meaning for it determines 
which interpretations is possible. This means that 
the greater part of the ambiguous sentences used 
in conversation are worked out by referring to the 

context of speech acts. Context helps to limit the 
range of possible interpretations.  
Ohiga (2016) identifies prosodic features such as 
stress, tone, intonation and pause in resolving 
ambiguities or disambiguation in speech 
communication. This is because when such 
prosodic features or elements are properly used 

will easily make the intended meaning known.  
 

 

Data Presentation and Analysis 

The data for this work are presented and analyzed to reveal instances of amphibology and syntactic ambiguity 
in Tiv as follows: 
1.  

 Ìkyéghnékúmàì-yàn 
 Chicken this ready  it eat  
 ‘This chicken is ready to eat’  
The expression in the above example has two distinct meanings which arise from two different grammatical 
ways of combining the words in the sentence. The semantic interpretations of the sentence include the 
following:  

i. The chicken is ready to be fed (so feed it)  

ii. The chicken is ready to be fed to someone (so serve it)  
This however, depends on the thematic assignment. This is because the chicken is assigned agent on one 
reading and patient on another. This is a syntactic phenomenon assuming principles that align thematic role 
and syntactic position.  
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The above ambiguity can be eliminated by reconstructing the sentence with a single meaning or interpretation 

as follow: 
2.   

Ìkyéghné  kúmà-ì yàn, náì kwàgh-yán 
Chicken this ready it eat give it thing- eat 
‘This chicken is ready to eat, give it food’ 

From this example, the ambiguity is completely eliminated.  
  

3. 
Ákómbógbàí-wànsháávè 

      N- Ákómbófall  SG-cripple on PL-hands 
‘Ákómbó is crippled on the hands’ 

This sentence has multiple interpretations and meanings as seen below:  
i. ÁkómbócatchÍwàn on the hands  
ii. Ákómbó carved Íwàn using hands  
iii. Ákómbó has fallen on Íwàn’s hands  

iv. Ákómbó is crippled on the hands  
Any of the above interpretations is acceptable. Ambiguity here is occasioned by the semantic nature of the 
verb gba, which can be interpreted in more than one meaning sense to mean ‘catch’, ‘carve’, ‘fall’ and 
‘become’. However, the ambiguity here can be eliminated by restructuring the sentence as follow:  
4. 

Ákómbókáór-               í-wán 
      N-ÁkómbóFOC-it   SG-human SG-cripple  

‘Ákómbó is a cripple’  
The meaning of the above sentence is straightforward and cannot be misinterpreted. 
5.   

 Iorvihikpàngùmômkémbà-vé-pér-yô 
N-         also V-be  one     in  PL-  3PL  cross  EMP 
‘Iorvihi is also among those that have crossed’ 

This expression could mean any of the following:  

i. Iorvihi has passed an examination or test 
ii. Iorvihi has crossed over a stream  
iii. Iorvihi has also come (to a place)  

All the interpretations above are possibly correct and the ambiguity can be disambiguated by restructuring 
the sentence as follows: 
6. 

Iorvihikpàngùmômkémbàvépérḿngérèmyô 
N-        alsois    one    in     those they cross water     EMP 

 ‘Iorvihi is also among those who have crossed the water’  
There is no ambiguity from the above example since it has a single interpretation now.  
7. 

Ingyôr-yòúngùáòr-jìmédòò 
Sister 2SG   V-be with   SG-human-back good 
‘Your sister has a good person behind her’ 

The above expression could mean any of the following:  

i. Your sister has good buttocks  
ii. Your sister has a good supporter 

Any of the interpretations above could be acceptable depending on the context. The ambiguity can however 
be eliminated if the sentence is restructured as follows:  
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8.  

Á-lú- èrìngyôr -yòúngùá òr-jìméù ḿféáyénnànyô, mànáwárgá 
If.V-be-like   sister -your be with SG-humanthat wisdom less pro-INDF and save not 
‘If your sister has a person that has no wisdom behind her, she wouldn’t have been saved’  

The sentence is therefore, disambiguated and is free from multiple interpretations that will hinder 
communication.  
9. 

Kwàghùázè-miyòl-yô, á-              yèm shin-ìnyá 

Something that PRST-worry me, body-EMPH pro-INDF  go  under ground 
‘My worry is that he has gone down to the ground’  

This example has multiple interpretations as seen below:  
i. He has gone downstairs  
ii. He is dead 

The ambiguity here can be removed if the sentence is restructured as seen below:  
10.  

 Kwàghù ázè-    miyòl-yô, á  yèmshin gùmá 

 Something thatworry me, body-EMPpro-INDFgo   under soil 
 ‘My worry is that he has gone to the red soil (grave)’  
There is no ambiguity in the above sentence since it is reconstructed to resolve the ambiguity. 
11. 

Ángbìán-  évávkárìnyàmlàsháàtsé 
         PL-brother-PL 1SG share meat   that on   alter 

‘My brothers shared the meat while still on fire’  

This example too is ambiguous and it has multiple interpretations which include the following: 
i. They shared the meat while it was still on fire  
ii. They shared the meat among the old homesteads.  

Here too, the ambiguity can be eliminated if the sentence is reconstructed to take this form:  
12. 

Ángbìánévávkárìnyàmlàsháhanematsé 
Brothers my share meat the for each old homestead 

      ‘My brothers shared the meat according to homesteads’  
The meaning is very clear from this sentence and there is no misinterpretation since ambiguity is eliminated.  
13.  

Shíèkápùrúghèrkáìváányô 
Time is fly          like itarrowEMPH 
‘Time flies like an arrow’ 

This is another example of syntactic ambiguity and has the following interpretations:  
i. The sentence literally means that time passes fast, as fast as an arrow travels. This means that 

you can measure the speed of an arrow; that is, time flies in the same manner that an arrow would 
or does.  

ii. The sentence could also mean that you can measure the speed of flies with qualities resembling 
those of arrows; that is, you should time those flies that are like an arrow.  

iii. It could also mean that time moves in a way an arrow does.  
In addition, the sentence contains semantic ambiguity. This is because, the noun phrase ‘time flies’ could 
refer to all time flies or a particular flies and ‘an arrow’ to all arrows, a particular arrow or different arrows 

for different flies.  
The ambiguity above could however be eliminated, if the sentence is restructured as follows:  
14. 

Shíèngùáyèmfèlé 
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Time be1SGmove fast 

‘Time moves fast’  
There are no multiple interpretations for this example because the ambiguity is eliminated. 
 

Conclusion 
This work has discussed amphibology and 
syntactic ambiguity in Tiv, its causes and semantic 
complexities that arise and how the structural 

ambiguity can be disambiguated or eliminated in 
the language. It is observed that amphibology and 
syntactic ambiguity contribute to semantic 
complexities in Tiv and they affect 
communication unless context is introduced to 
address the different meanings attached to the 
sentence. To resolve ambiguity, there should be 
explicit use of sentences, and appropriate use of 

prosodic features especially for tonal languages as 

is the case with Tiv, in order to avoid ambiguity. 
If this is done, effective communication and 
development of the language will be guarantee. 
Moreover, the result of the study provides the 

readers the opportunity to improve their ability and 
understanding of ambiguous sentences and 
phrases in Tiv language. The research will 
contribute as the reference for the study of 
semantics and syntax in teaching and learning 
activity in general and Tiv language in particular. 
It will also be useful to those who are interested in 
structural ambiguity for their research.  
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L’INCOHERENCE DES POLITIQUES LINGUISTIQUES AU NIGERIA : QUELQUES 

IMPLICATIONS POUR LES LANGUES AUTOCHTONES 

 

Isa, Bayo 

University of Ilorin 
Résumé 

Il y a plus en plus d'accent, mais souvent mal placé, sur la modernisation et la mondialisation. Cet effort se 
traduit à peu près à l’occidentalisation et l'adoption d'une langue de communication plus large, notamment 

les langues anglaise et française. Pour entrer dans cet agenda, le gouvernement nigérian, par le biais des 
politiques linguistiques, contribue par ignorance au déclin ou à la mort de nombreuses langues minoritaires 
en restreignant directement et indirectement leur utilisation. C'est dans ce contexte que cet article de recherche 
se concentre principalement sur certaines des politiques linguistiques nigérianes telles que documentées dans 
les politiques nationales sur l'éducation, les langues indigènes nigérianes et la façon dont elles ont tendance à 
être menacées par les langues officielles et dominantes du pays. La recherche souligne en outre certains 
avantages des langues autochtones pour le pays et examine certains des effets négatifs des politiques 
(éducatives) du gouvernement sur les langues nigérianes en général. Elle se présente comme une conclusion 

en disant que le gouvernement, les parents, les écoles, le secteur privé et les citoyens ordinaires ont tous un 
rôle à jouer dans la tâche de revitaliser et de préserver les langues autochtones du pays. 
Mots-clés : politique linguistique, langue autochtone, langue saine, langue en danger, et langue 

moribonde 

 

Introduction 

C'est une croyance populaire qu'une 

grande partie de ce qui est connu sur le mouvement 
historique des êtres humains provient de l'étude 
des langues qui étaient parlées par les anciens 
peuples de la terre. On pense également qu’une 
grande partie de l’histoire et de la culture d’une 
société est contenue dans sa langue ; par 
conséquence, perdre sa langue ancestrale revient à 

affaiblir les liens avec les ancêtres eux-mêmes. 
Cela implique que quand une langue meurt, ses 
usagers/locuteurs perdent une partie importante de 
leur identité, une richesse de leur culture, de leur 
art et de leurs connaissances disparaissent avec 
elle. Très récemment, les nouvelles de l'ONU 
(2019) ont rapporté que « toutes les deux 
semaines, au moins une langue autochtone 

disparaît de la surface de la terre », ce qui se traduit 
à la mort de deux langues autochtones chaque 
mois. Cependant, les questions qui se posent sont 
les suivantes : est-ce que la plupart des gens et le 
gouvernement ignorent ces faits ? Ou bien, sont-
ils simplement insensibles au rôle inestimable que 
jouent les langues autochtones dans la société ? 

Des experts comme Akinnanso (1989), 
Akinnanso (1991), Okebukola et al (2013), 
Senayon (2018) et Adeniran (1979) se sont 
souvent prononcé de manière à défendre nos 

langues autochtones ; tandis que Ajiboye (2002), 
Ajiboye (2010), Igboanusi (2008) et bien d'autres 

ont soutenu la promotion des langues étrangères 
dans le contexte des politiques linguistiques 
éducatives au Nigéria. Il reste cependant à voir si 
un pays comme le Nigéria pourra maintenir sa 
diversité linguistique et culturelle dans les années 
à venir. Cela semble être un sujet de préoccupation 
car, depuis la période coloniale, le Nigéria est 

confronté au problème de forger l'unité nationale à 
partir de la diversité. Et depuis ce temps-là, il est 
généralement reconnu que les facteurs 
linguistiques sont au cœur de cette diversité. Le 
Nigéria d'aujourd'hui n'est pas différent des autres 
pays de l'ancien empire britannique où des 
frontières artificielles ont été imposées à travers 
diverses cultures, langues, religions et réformes 

sociales qui ont été regroupées sous des 
administrateurs coloniaux. 

Le contexte dans lequel la planification 
linguistique a été effectuée, surtout quand le 
Nigéria était nouvellement indépendant, présentait 
des défis de gestion des langues dans sa situation 
multilingue, en particulier, la politique 

linguistique dans l'éducation. Avec le temps, 
Bamgbose (2004) observe que les gouvernements 
se sont tournés vers des questions plus urgentes 
liées à l'économie et aux programmes de 
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protection sociale, sans se soucier du fait que la 

langue était tout aussi importante pour la bonne 
exécution de ces programmes. 

Selon Akinnaso (op.cit.), aucune 
constitution n'a été rédigée et, en fait, aucune 
politique gouvernementale majeure n'a été 
formulée, qui ne reconnaît pas le problème de la 
diversité linguistique et ses effets sur le 

développement national. Pourtant, le Nigéria lutte 
depuis son indépendance pour survivre en tant 
qu’une nation unie, forte et autonome, tout en 
essayant de préserver ses multiples groupes 
ethnolinguistiques et de fournir « des brillantes et 
complètes opportunités à tous les citoyens » voir: 
Constitution de la République Fédérale de Nigéria, 
(1979: 4) (désormais, FRN). 

Toutes ces préoccupations ne sont peut-
être pas sans rapport avec la nécessité d'une 
politique linguistique plus pratique qui serait 
fondée sur une consultation générale des citoyens 
et une large acceptation de leur part. Des 
chercheurs comme Dada (1981), Alfa-Olasunkade 
et Adewuyi (2008), et Isa (2019) sont déjà d'avis 

que la voie la plus facile à suivre serait de 
continuer à utiliser l'anglais et le français dans 
toutes les situations qui rassemblent les différents 
groupes ethniques au niveau national. Ces deux 
langues et quelques autres principales sont 
devenues des langues mondiales du commerce et 
de la communication. Pour de nombreux peuples 

du monde, l'apprentissage d'une de ces langues est 
considéré comme la clé de l'éducation, des 
opportunités économiques et d'un meilleur mode 
de vie. Malheureusement, ces mêmes langues de 
communication plus large qui ont pu être 
considérées comme une grâce salvatrice peuvent 
nous avoir fait plus de mal que de bien. C'est à la 
suite de cela que cette recherche a l'intention 

d'examiner comment les politiques autrement 
connues comme l'ensemble d'idées, de lois, de 
règlements, et de pratiques visant à réaliser un 
changement de langue planifié ont entraîné des 
changements défavorables dans les langues 
indigènes au Nigéria. 
Problématique de l’étude 

Un examen plus critique des politiques 
gouvernementales en matière de langue révèle que 
l’attention s'est davantage portée sur le rôle de la 
langue dans l’éducation, qui inclut inévitablement 

la langue maternelle de l’enfant ou la langue de sa 

communauté immédiate. Par conséquent, on parle 
de moins en moins de langues nationales en raison 
de l'accent croissant (souvent mal placé) sur la 
modernisation et la mondialisation, qui se traduit 
en gros à l'occidentalisation et à l'adoption d'une 
langue de communication plus large, notamment 
les langues anglaise et française. 

Le Nigéria, étant une grande entité 
anglophone et plurilingue où aucun des trois 
groupes ethniques majeurs ne veut se laisser 
dominer par l'autre dans tous les domaines y 
compris la langue, échoue progressivement dans 
sa capacité à produire des locuteurs purs de ses 
langues autochtones. Et de nos jours, nous avons 
plutôt ceux qui ont été décrits par Mufwene (2004) 

comme « semi-speakers » des quasi-locuteurs 
(notre traduction) ; c'est-à-dire, des individus qui 
prétendent parler leur langue mais qui mélangent 
son vocabulaire et sa grammaire avec un autre 
système linguistique. Aujourd'hui, l'augmentation 
de l'abandon de la langue maternelle 
principalement par des locuteurs natifs instruits 

dans les villes et les villages est palpable. En 
particulier, la génération Z ou Gen-Z (décrite par 
Francis & Hoefel (2018) comme toute personne 
née entre 1995 et 2010) représente une génération 
qui peut difficilement communiquer dans sa 
langue maternelle. 

La majorité des milléniaux nigérians, 

c'est-à-dire la génération avant la génération Z, 
sont également incapables de parler leur langue 
maternelle. La seule différence est que les 
premiers sont généralement apathiques ; pour eux, 
si ce n'est pas la technologie ou les médias sociaux, 
cela ne vaut pas leur temps (voir : Sidang (2020)) 
dans un article récent sur les langues indigènes. 

Bien que ce problème ne nous soit peut-

être pas uniquement propre au Nigéria, 
l'implication globale est le déclin progressif et la 
mort éventuelle de nombreuses langues 
minoritaires parce que leur utilisation est restreinte 
d'une manière ou d'une autre. 
Les politiques linguistiques et les langues 

autochtones au Nigéria 

Avant le 20e siècle, de nombreuses 
langues avec un petit nombre de locuteurs ont 
survécu pendant des siècles. Mais en raison de son 
interconnexion croissante, le monde moderne rend 
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beaucoup plus difficile pour les petites 

communautés linguistiques de vivre dans un 
isolement relatif (voir Whalen et Harrison (2009). 
Les langues sont les instruments les plus puissants 
pour préserver et développer le patrimoine 
matériel et immatériel (Thisday (2018). La langue 
est une partie intégrante de la culture et un reflet 
de la culture. Comme la culture, c'est un 

comportement appris, qui peut être amélioré par 
contact direct ou indirect. 

Les langues sont connues de différentes 
manières. On parle de langues vivantes, pour 
celles toujours en usage comme langue anglaise et 
le français, de langues mortes, pour celles qui ne 
se parlent plus comme la langue Kasabe ou la 
langue Yeni de la région de Mambila au nord du 

Nigéria, de langue maternelle ou de première 
langue pour décrire la première langue acquise par 
une personne, de langue nationale pour celle d'une 
nation ou d'une partie de la nation. Bien qu'une 
politique linguistique puisse être expliquée comme 
une déclaration d'intentions, d'attentes, d'objectifs, 
de prescriptions, de normes et d'exigences pour 

une éducation linguistique de qualité. Les 
politiques éducatives au Nigéria sont documentées 
dans la Politique nationale sur l’éducation ; il s'agit 
de l'un de nos points focaux dans cette étude car il 
fournit une ligne directrice nationale pour 
l'administration, la gestion et la mise en œuvre 
efficaces de l'éducation à tous les niveaux 

d’administration. 
Généralement, le tout ou une partie des 

exemples de langues citées ci-dessus pourraient 
également être qualifiées d’autochtones, en 
particulier si elles appartiennent ou proviennent 
d’un peuple particulier. Par exemple, le français 
est étranger au Nigéria mais indigène à la France ; 
tout comme les langues Yoruba, les Hausa ou les 

Igbo seront étrangères à la France mais indigènes 
au Nigeria. Dans un autre sens, mais plus 
spécifique à cette étude, Wolff (2019) décrit la 
langue indigène comme les langues parlées par des 
groupes politiquement marginalisés dont les 
nations ont été historiquement colonisées et leurs 
langues mises à l'écart en faveur des colonisateurs. 

Selon lui, il existe plus de 7 000 langues vivantes 
et environ un tiers d'entre elles se trouvent en 
Afrique. Alors qu'un rapport de l'ONU (2019) 
indique qu'il n'y a que 4000 langues autochtones 

survivantes parlées par seulement 6% de la 

population mondiale. Mais plus important encore, 
les données ethnologiques (2005) citées par Dada 
(2011) indiquent que le Nigéria compte à lui seul 
521 langues. Parmi celles-ci, 510 sont vivantes, 
deux sont des langues secondes sans locuteurs de 
langue maternelle et neuf 9 sont éteintes. 
L’implication en est que de nombreux enfants 

nigérians comme la plupart de leurs homologues 
africains grandissent dans des environnements 
multilingues et connaissent souvent plus d'une 
langue avant d'entrer à l'école. 

Il est largement admis que les langues 
autochtones ; plus particulièrement à travers les 
traditions autochtones jouent un rôle crucial dans 
la vie quotidienne de leurs locuteurs. Il s'agit d'un 

moyen fiable d'acquérir des connaissances qui 
peuvent être transmises d'une génération à l'autre. 
Les exemples sont : la phytothérapie, la 
transformation des aliments et le règlement des 
controverses au sein des communautés. 
Ainsi, c'est un fait bien documenté dans les 
différentes politiques nationales sur l'éducation 

(désormais : NPE) et dans la constitution de la 
République Fédérale du Nigéria que le 
gouvernement fédéral se préoccupe du sort des 
langues nigérianes en encourageant leur 
enseignement et leur apprentissage dans nos 
écoles. Pour harmoniser les actions linguistiques 
du pays, le Nigéria, comme plusieurs autres 

nations en voie de développement, formule des 
politiques linguistiques pertinentes dans le but 
d’ouvrir une nouvelle voie pour l’enseignement 
des langues.  Cette action se manifeste dans la 
formulation et la révision de la politique 
dynamique, cohérente et nationale sur l’éducation 
comme celles de 1977, 1989, 1998, 2004 et 2013. 
Par exemple, en vertu de la « philosophie et 

objectifs de l'éducation au Nigéria », l'article 1 
(10) (a) du NPE 2004 stipule que: « Le 
gouvernement reconnaît l'importance de la langue 
comme moyen de promouvoir l'interaction sociale 
et la cohésion nationale; et préserver les cultures. 
Ainsi, chaque enfant doit apprendre la langue de 
l'environnement immédiat. De plus, dans l'intérêt 

de l'unité nationale, il est expédient que chaque 
enfant soit obligé d'apprendre l'une des trois 
langues nigérianes: le Haoussa, le Igbo et le 
Yorouba » (Notre traduction) voir aussi : NPE : 
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(1977, 1989, 1998, 2004 et 2013). 

De même, l'article 2 (14) (C), qui relève 
de « l'éducation préscolaire / pré primaire », a 
également ajouté que le gouvernement doit: « 
veiller à ce que le moyen d'enseignement soit 
principalement la langue maternelle ou la langue 
de la communauté immédiate; et à cette fin, le 
gouvernement doit: 

i. développer l'orthographe de nombreuses autres 
langues nigérianes, et 
ii. produire des manuels en langues nigérianes » 
(NPE, 2004) (Notre traduction) voir aussi : NPE : 
(1977, 1989, 1998, 2004 et 2013). 

Cependant, il peut sembler étrange 
d'observer dans les mêmes documents de politique 
que le même gouvernement a introduit une 

limitation claire à ces belles politiques ci-dessus à 
l'appui des langues étrangères. Et cela pourrait être 
dû au fait que “…policies are made to fail or 
designed in such a way to make implementation 
difficult because of some obvious pitfalls built into 
them” Oyetade (2002:53).  (… les politiques 
échouent ou sont conçues de manière à rendre la 

mise en œuvre difficile en raison de certains pièges 
évidents qui y sont intégrés) (Notre traduction). 
Voici quelques exemples: « Pour une interaction 
fluide avec nos voisins, il est souhaitable que 
chaque Nigérian parle français. Par conséquence, 
le français sera la deuxième langue officielle au 
Nigéria et il sera obligatoire dans les écoles 

primaires et secondaires mais non électif au lycée. 
» (Notre traduction) Section 1 (10) b): NPE (2004) 
« Le moyen d'enseignement à l'école primaire est 
la langue de l'environnement pendant les trois 
premières années. Pendant cette période, l'anglais 
sera enseigné comme matière ». (Notre traduction) 
Section 4 (19) e) : NPE (2004)  « À partir de la 
quatrième année, l'anglais sera progressivement 

utilisé comme moyen d'instruction et la langue de 
l'environnement immédiat et le français seront 
enseignés comme matières ». (Notre traduction) 
Section 4 (19) f): NPE (2004) 
 Les déclarations de 
politique ci-dessus sont des cas évidents de recul 
et leurs implications pourraient être plus profondes 

que nous pouvons facilement l'imaginer. La plus 
importante d'entre elles est que nos langues 
autochtones sont déjà menacées et que notre riche 
culture, notre histoire, nos traditions et nos valeurs 

sont menacées. Une manifestation claire mais 

souvent négligée du risque en jeu est la perte 
progressive de nos arts riches comme la danse, la 
mode et la musique que les jeunes abandonnent 
rapidement pour les versions occidentales. La 
rubrique suivante (ci-dessous) examine certaines 
autres implications de l'incohérence du 
gouvernement dans la formulation des politiques 

qui pourraient être liées aux langues autochtones: 
Quelques effets des politiques linguistiques sur 

les langues nigérianes 

Bien que nous croyions que les politiques 
examinées ci-dessus aient contribué dans une large 
mesure à la catégorisation des différents statuts 
linguistiques que nous avons actuellement dans le 
pays, nous examinons également certaines de ses 

implications pour les langues autochtones du pays. 
Les linguistes divisent les langues en trois 
catégories par statut : la langue saine, la langue en 
danger (ou en voie de disparition) et la langue 
éteinte (voir : Whalen et Harrison: 2009). 
Les langues saines 

Une langue saine est une langue 

actuellement apprise par les enfants comme 
première langue. Les langues saines sont 
généralement utilisées dans tous les domaines de 
la vie : à la maison, à l'école, au travail et dans 
d'autres environnements privés et publics. Sans 
préjudice des autres langues autochtones du 
Nigéria, le Yorouba, l’Haoussa et le Igbo, qui sont 

souvent considérées comme les trois langues les 
plus populaires du pays, peuvent être considérées 
comme saines car elles ne sont pas seulement 
apprises, mais également utilisées dans des 
situations privées et publiques. L'ironie est que, 
plus elles deviennent saines en raison de politiques 
gouvernementales favorables, plus les autres 
langues qui les entourent s’affaiblissent en raison 

du danger. 
Les langues en danger (ou en voie de 

disparition) 

Une langue dont les locuteurs sont si peu 
nombreux ou en déclin si rapidement qu'elle 
pouvait bientôt disparaître pourrait être considérée 
comme menacée. Les langues menacées 

d’extinction peuvent être divisées en fonction de 
leur niveau de menace. Dans le premier niveau de 
danger, dans lequel une langue est toujours 
considérée comme saine, le pourcentage d'enfants 
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qui parlent la langue décroît généralement par 

rapport au pourcentage des adultes. Si les parents 
arrêtent, ou sont contraints de cesser d'enseigner à 
leurs enfants leur langue maternelle, la langue 
pourrait rapidement devenir gravement menacée, 
et elle pourrait se diriger vers une forme plus 
sérieuse du danger. Nous avons déjà cette situation 
dans la plupart des foyers nigérians où les parents 

sont directement responsables de la mise en danger 
des langues en encourageant les jeunes enfants à 
ne pas parler leur langue maternelle à la maison et 
dans les lieux publics. Malheureusement pour les 
langues impopulaires, les écoles et le 
gouvernement n'aident pas non plus la situation à 
travers leurs politiques linguistiques officielles et 
non officielles. Alors que le premier décourage 

l'utilisation de la langue vernaculaire, le second, 
qui peut sembler encourager les langues 
autochtones, s'intéresse davantage à la langue de 
l'environnement immédiat dans les écoles. 

Le prochain niveau de menace est un 
changement soudain vers une mise en danger 
grave. En raison de la stipulation du NPE selon 

laquelle chaque enfant devrait être enseigné dans 
la langue de l'environnement immédiat au cours 
des trois premières années d'éducation primaire, 
ceci se produit actuellement dans les différentes 
parties du Nigéria (voir NPE, 1998). Un exemple 
typique est le peuple Ogu dans les régions des 
États de Lagos et Ogun, au Nigéria. Selon Senayon 

(2018), la langue Yoruba reste le moyen 
d'enseignement dans ces communautés car le NPE 
n'est pas correctement mis en œuvre. Elle a fait 

valoir que, plutôt que de faciliter la vitalité de Ogu, 

la politique a eu des implications négatives pour 
cette langue car ses locuteurs continuent de se 
débrouiller largement en yoruba. C’est parce que 
les enfants Ogu sont obligés d’acquérir un certain 
degré de compétence en yoruba avant même d’être 
admis dans les écoles élémentaires de leur propre 
communauté. Ce type de changement est très 

répandu au Nigéria, en particulier si l'on considère 
une autre section du NPE qui dit: « dans l'intérêt 
de l'unité nationale, il est opportun que chaque 
enfant soit obligé d'apprendre l'une des trois 
langues nigérianes: le Haoussa, le Igbo et le 
Yorouba » (NPE, 2004). Le résultat évident est 
que la présence de ces langues est souvent si 
écrasante dans la mesure où elles sont plus ou 

moins considérées comme des langues régionales 
au Nigéria d'aujourd'hui. 

À une échelle générale et plus populaire, 
de nombreux Nigérians ont dû mélanger leur 
langue maternelle avec l'anglais, ce qui a 
également conduit à la naissance du Pidgin (une 
version d'anglais nigérian). Ce contact linguistique 

a finalement donné naissance à différentes variétés 
de Pidgin selon chaque région et l'article 4 (19) (f): 
NPE (2004) qui encourage l'utilisation de l'anglais 
(comme moyen d'instruction) et l'enseignement du 
français (comme une matière scolaire) nous vient 
constamment à l’esprit. 
Aujourd'hui, un simple clic sur le moteur de 

recherche Google via n'importe quel appareil 
depuis le Nigéria afficherait le type d'image que 
nous avons ci-dessous : 
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Source: www.google.com (2021) 
L’on peut observer que les informations de base 
sont affichées en anglais avec une indication claire 
que des services peuvent être offerts en Haoussa, 
en Igbo, en Yoruba et en Pidgin nigérian. À notre 

avis, rien n'aurait pu empêcher Google d'ajouter 
une cinquième option linguistique intitulée « other 
Nigerian languages » (autres langues nigérianes). 
L'option proposée aurait pris en compte plus de 
500 autres langues, à l'exception du fait qu'elles 
pourraient avoir été contraintes par les politiques 
linguistiques nigérianes et que les locuteurs 

autochtones de ces langues elles-mêmes auraient 
pu renoncer au développement de leurs langues. 
Les langues moribondes 

Les langues les plus menacées peuvent 
être décrites comme moribondes. Une langue 
moribonde a encore des locuteurs natifs, mais elle 
n'est pas apprise par les enfants; il ne reste souvent 

que quelques locuteurs âgés (voir: Connell (1997). 
D'après Whalen et Harrison (2009), il existe 
probablement environ 400 langues moribondes 
dans le monde. En nous servant de la frontière 

comme une zone de plus grande menace 
linguistique que d'autres parties du Nigéria, nous 
considérons les langues: Cambap, Somyev, 
Njanga, Njerep, Bung, Kasabe et Yeni, dans la 
région de Mambila au Nigéria, comme des langues 
gravement menacées (voir Connell (1997). Ces 
langues sont moribondes dans le sens où leur plus 

jeune locuteur (là où il y en avait) est âgé d'une 
quarantaine d'années et c'est en dehors du fait 
qu'elles sont mêmes en dessous de 1000 locuteurs 
que Connell considère comme un marqueur de 
mise en danger. Voici un tableau adapté montrant 
la situation des langues nigérianes pendant 3 ans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

La mise à jour sur 3 ans de la situation des langues nigérianes  
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Année Vivantes  Eteintes  Indigènes  Non- 
indigènes 

                        Status of Nigerian languages 

Institution
nelle  

                 Stable  En danger 

En 
développement  

Vigoureuse  En 
difficulté  

En voie de 
disparition 
 

2018 519 7 509 10 19 78 348 30 44 

2019 517 8 507 10 19 76 299 81 42 

2020 515 9 505 10 19 76 299 82 39 

Source: Simons & Charles (2018); Eberhard, Gary & Charles (2019); Eberhard, Gary & Charles (2020), Cité 
par: Ugwu (2020) 
La réactivation d'une langue moribonde peut 
nécessiter des efforts extraordinaires, notamment 
de la documentation, une analyse et un 
enseignement linguistique intensif. 
Quelques moyens de revitaliser et de préserver 

les langues autochtones (au Nigéria) 

Que nous soyons prêts à l’accepter ou non, 
la vérité est que les langues africaines meurent 
régulièrement et nos langues autochtones ne font 
pas exception. L'UNESCO observe sur son site 
Internet que l'Afrique subsaharienne est l'une des 
trois régions avec les langues les plus menacées, 
les deux autres étant la Mélanésie et l'Amérique du 

Sud. Dans son Atlas of the World’s Languages in 
Danger (2010), l'UNESCO a indiqué que le 
Soudan avait le plus grand nombre de langues en 
danger, étant 65 au total; Le Cameroun était 
deuxième avec 36; et le Nigéria est en ex aequo 
avec le Tchad au troisième rang avec 29 langues 
en danger. Si un rapport vieux de dix ans nous 

classe au troisième rang sans marge significative 
entre nous et le pays en deuxième position, la 
question de savoir où nous en sommes aujourd'hui 
et où nous serions dans dix ans devrait maintenant 
nous préoccuper. C'est soit que nous commencions 
à ressusciter les langues moribondes, soit que nous 
faisions tout pour protéger toutes les langues quel 

que soit leur statut. Vous trouverez ci-dessous 
quelques acteurs suggérés et les façons dont ils 
peuvent aider à revitaliser nos langues 
autochtones. 
Le Gouvernement 

Comme pour toute autre question 
d'importance nationale, le gouvernement est un 
acteur majeur en matière de revitalisation 

linguistique. Les efforts du gouvernement se 
manifestent dans la formulation de politiques et de 
législations en faveur des langues autochtones. Le 
problème majeur, comme souligné précédemment, 

est l’auto-contradiction du Gouvernement et sa 
faiblesse dans le domaine du suivi. 

Pour réussir à toute politique linguistique 
au pays, le gouvernement doit non seulement 
assurer la promotion des langues nigérianes, mais 

également leur donner une plus grande valeur 
marchande dans les secteurs cruciaux comme la 
vie publique et les transactions officielles 
(administration, politique et économie). Nous 
pensons que toute stratégie viable de promotion 
des langues nigérianes devrait, entre autres, 
prévoir l'intégration de la planification et des 
politiques linguistiques dans les projets de 

développement considérés comme cruciaux au 
pays: Politique linguistique et développement 
politique, administratif, judiciaire, agricole, 
industriel, commercial, socioculturel et éducatif et 
développement éducatif. 

Le gouvernement doit faire preuve de sa 
volonté politique en plaçant les langues 

autochtones au même niveau que les langues 
étrangères ou nos soi-disant langues officielles. Si, 
dès 1979, la constitution stipule que : « Les travaux 
de l'Assemblée nationale doivent être menés en 
anglais et en Haoussa, Ibo et Yorouba lorsque des 
dispositions adéquates ont été prises en 
conséquence » FRN (1979: 51), le moins que l'on 

puisse attendre voir maintenant est la traduction de 
la constitution du pays dans ces trois langues 
principales pour commencer. Ensuite, le même 
effort devrait être canalisé vers d'autres documents 
nationaux essentiels tels que: chartes nationales et 
déclarations des droits, registres des actes: de 
naissance, de mariage ou de décès, code de 
procédure pénale, lois électorales, lois pénales, 

principales chartes régionales et internationales , 
documents de voyage, passeports et cartes 
d'identité, etc. Le gouvernement devrait aider à les 
concevoir de manière à les rendre disponibles en 
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anglais (la principale langue officielle) et dans la 

langue de la région où les documents seraient 
utilisés. 
Les Parents 

Il ne faut pas oublier que le manque de 
prestige n'est pas synonyme de manque de vitalité. 
Les parents devraient garder leur langue vivante en 
l'utilisant tout le temps à l'intérieur et à l'extérieur 

de leur maison. Ils devraient parler à leurs enfants 
dans leur langue et les encourager à faire de même. 
Ils ne doivent pas oublier leur identité, ou leur 
origine, ou bien cacher leur langue pour protéger 
leurs enfants d'une société qui stéréotype et limite 
toutes sortes d'opportunités. 
Les Écoles 

Elles ont un rôle majeur à jouer dans la 

revitalisation et la préservation de la langue car; 
l'extinction de nombreuses langues nigérianes 
pourrait également être liée à l'absence de matériel 
d'écriture en elles. Cependant, il est important de 
noter que, la revitalisation qui promeut l'utilisation 
d'une langue dans sa communauté n'est pas la 
même chose que la préservation, qui ne fait rien de 

plus que de conserver des textes dans une langue 
ou de la rendre fondamentalement comme des 
artefacts de musée. De bons exemples sont le latin 
classique et le grec ancien, entre autres, qui sont 
cités comme langues mortes malgré l'abondante 
littérature disponible en eux (voir: Mufwene 
(2004). 

Grâce au soutien privé et gouvernemental, 
les institutions devraient consacrer l'essentiel de 
leurs efforts au développement d'un système 
d'écriture et à la production de littérature pour les 
langues en danger. En intégrant les langues 
autochtones dans leurs programmes, ils auraient 
rempli une mission vitale de protéger les langues 
des agressions extérieures et de la dégradation 

interne. 
Les secteurs privés 

Depuis des décennies, les organisations 
non gouvernementales et d'autres bénévoles, en 
particulier les chercheurs, ont pris sur eux la 
responsabilité d'attirer l'attention de l'état sur des 
langues autochtones à travers leurs diverses 

activités comme la recherche, les programmes de 
sensibilisation et les publications (comme celle-
ci). Maintenant qu'il est urgent de préserver et de 
revitaliser nos langues, elles doivent plus que ne 

jamais redoubler d'efforts. Alors que les 

chercheurs déploieront des publications comme 
moyen de sensibilisation, les organismes non 
gouvernementaux devraient s’efforcer d’obtenir 
l’engagement des gouvernements à revitaliser et à 
préserver la langue par un lobby constant et des 
agitations pacifiques. Tout comme le First 
People's Cultural Council au Canada, (voir : 

Report (2017), ils devraient veiller à ce que le 
gouvernement nigérian mette en œuvre la 
déclaration des Nations Unies sur les droits des 
peuples autochtones, qui contient plusieurs articles 
qui soutiennent le rétablissement, la revitalisation 
et l'éducation en langues indigènes du Nigéria. 
Les individus  

En tant qu'individus, nous devons constamment 

nous rappeler que le changement dont nous rêvons 
commence avec chacun d'entre nous. Le 
gouvernement, les parents, les écoles et les parties 
prenantes ne peuvent pas tout faire. Ainsi, notre 
modeste contribution aux efforts de préservation et 
de revitalisation sera d'utiliser nos langues en les 
parlant tout le temps. Plus une langue est utilisée, 

plus elle devient populaire et forte. 
Conclusion et recommandations 

Après avoir jeté un regard critique sur certaines de 
nos politiques linguistiques et leurs implications 
désagréables sur nos langues autochtones, il est 
très évident que la langue et le développement sont 
les deux faces d'une même médaille, comme cela 

peut être vu dans le cas des pays comme la Grande-
Bretagne, France, Chine, Iran, Allemagne, etc. Ces 
pays sont avancés et leur avancement pourrait être 
lié à leur utilisation des langues autochtones 
appelées langue maternelle, comme leur lingua 
franca. 
Alors que notre pays vieillit au sein du comité des 
nations, il devient plus impératif pour les parties 

prenantes de prêter attention à l'extinction 
croissante des langues autochtones et aux 
implications pour l'avenir de notre pays. Le 
gouvernement devrait tenir compte du fait que nos 
langues autochtones ont depuis des temps 
immémoriaux servi de moyen fiable d'acquérir des 
connaissances qui se sont transmises de génération 

en génération dans les domaines de la 
phytothérapie, de la transformation des aliments et 
du règlement des disputes au sein des 
communautés. À ce titre, les éléments suivants 
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peuvent être envisagés de toute urgence: 

• Le gouvernement doit prendre des mesures 
concrètes pour protéger les langues 
autochtones en appliquant la politique 
nationale de l'éducation. 

• Plus d'enseignants de langues autochtones 
devraient être recrutés afin de stimuler la 
croissance des langues locales. 

• La traduction de la constitution du pays dans 
les trois langues principales et la canalisation 
du même effort vers d'autres documents 

nationaux essentiels tels que: chartes 

nationales et déclarations des droits, registres 

des actes: de naissance, de mariage ou de 
décès, code de procédure pénale, lois 
électorales, lois pénales, principales chartes 
régionales et internationales , documents de 

voyage, passeports et cartes d'identité, etc.  

Il est maintenant temps de raconter nos propres 
histoires nous-mêmes et dans nos propres langues! 
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THE UNIVERSALITY OF SILENCE PHENOMENON: A PRAGMATICIST STUDY OF 

CHUKWUEMEKA IKE’S CONSPIRACY OF SILENCE 
 

Augustine N. Nkume 

Bingham University 
New – Karu, Nasawara 

Abstract 

This paper takes a look at how the linguistic phenomenon, ‘silence’, is practiced in societies worldwide in 
relation to another social phenomenon, ‘fatherlessness’, which is practiced in parts of Igboland. The author 

of the novel, Conspiracy of Silence, noticed that the social malaise, ‘fatherlessness’ exists in Igboland and 
nobody says anything about it, or seems to take note of its existence. His novel therefore gives the primary 
voice to the ‘silence’ and serves as a protest for its abolition. This paper gives the nature of ‘fatherlessness’ 
as indicated in the novel, as well as in the world in general. It also shows some of the manifestations of the 
evil phenomenon as illustrated in the novel. The partners who are participants or supporters of the evil act are 
identified in the paper. Through the paper much of the social evil have been brought to light. This paper serves 
as a secondary step in the protest for the abolition of the social menace.  
Keywords: Fatherlessness, silence, protest, trauma, abolition 
 

 
Introduction  

Pragmatics is concerned with the study of 
linguistic phenomena involving participants in the 
speech acts and the contexts in which the 
phenomena take place. Verschueren (1999: 7) has 

characterized it as ‘a general cognitive, social and 
cultural perspective on linguistic phenomena in 
relation to their usage in form of behavior.’ 
Conspiracy of Silence is a novel reflecting on the 
incidence of ‘fatherlessness’ in some communities 
in Igbo land in the Eastern part of Nigeria. The 
novel is a project on how to break the ‘silence’ 

over the existence of the phenomenon, and hence 
stop the practice. The plot of Conspiracy of Silence 
is founded on how the life of some of the 
characters could serve as a mirror of the trauma 
some traditions inflict on innocent young people, 
and which could create something positive for 
posterity out of bitter life experience. The present 

study is on the world-wide silence over the 
identical phenomena. 
Synopsis of the Novel  

The novelist, Chukwuemeka Ike has 
written Conspiracy of Silence to draw the attention 
of the world to the existence of the societal evil, 
‘fatherlessness’, which exists in parts of the 
Igboland and the world at large. He uses the 

medium of the novel to break the ‘silence’ over its 
prevalence in the society. The vast majority of the 
people who suffer the evil effects of this social 
malaise have no means of venting their grief 

which, it appears no one recognizes; hence ‘the 
conspiracy’. 
        Ike uses the strategy of ringing up characters 
that are victims of the phenomenon who narrate 
their traumatic experiences as if some other 

people’s biographies. The major character, the 
heroine of Conspiracy of silence is Nwanneka 
Ofoma, a single thirty-three-year-old lady, who is 
a consultant paediatrician at the University 
Teaching Hospital. The birth of Nwanneka was the 
result of incest committed by her mother, Aunty 
Ukamaka with her elder brother, Brother IK. 

Aunty Ukamaka was in her fourth year (the 
penultimate year) in the secondary school when 
the incident took place. At that age she was a 
virgin but was enamoured to her elder brother who 
had just been bereaved of his wife. Ukamaka took 
advantage of her brother’s despondency and 
drugged him; and adopting the strategy of the 

daughters of Lot narrated in the Genesis book of 
the Bible, she ravished her sleeping brother.  

The act took place in Brother IK’s 
bedroom. When he was abruptly woken up and 
recognized what had happened, weeping, he 
angrily, mercilessly thrashed his erring sister; and 
fearing the negative consequences of the shameful 
event, brother and sister conspired not to leak the 

taboo to a third ear. When some immediate family 
members became aware of Ukamaka’s pregnant 
state, she obstinately had sealed lips as to the man 
who owned the pregnancy. Partly to protect her 
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from her shameful condition, and partly to protect 

the family form embarrassment, she was 
temporarily withdrawn from school and sent to 
some distant place where she stayed and had the 
baby privately. After Nwanneka was born, she was 
handed over to Ukamaka’s married elder sister, 
Mrs. Uche Obioha who both suckled her and 
brought her up like one of her children up to the 

time she was applying for the common entrance 
examination for secondary school admission. 

It was at this point that the crisis of 
‘fatherlessness’ started. Ukamaka, now married 
after completing her secondary school education, 
had been known as Aunty Ukamaka to Nwanneka. 
She now turned up to reveal herself to Nwanneka 
as her actual mother. Not only that, she also 

demanded that the girl’s surname, which had 
hitherto been that of her foster parents, be 
inexplicably changed to her maiden surname, 
Ofoma; that is her father’s name. Their-father, of 
course, had long been dead. So, who was the father 
of Nwanneka? 

There was no strategy left unused to make 

Ukamaka tell her daughter (or anyone else) the 
man who fathered her; but Ukamaka would not 
budge. Nwanneka went ahead with her education. 
First, she attended the Federal Government Girls’ 
College, Benin; and subsequently went and 
studied medicine, and qualified as a consultant 
paediatrician at a record age of thirty years. This 

was the point at which the project of this novel, 
Conspiracy of Silence (henceforth initialled COS), 
got initiated in what may be styled ‘in medias res.’ 
Nwanneka approaches the author of the novel, The 
Orphan, which she had read. Mr. Ayo Femi’s 
novel had made a very great impression on her so 
much that ‘she wants him to write a novel 
centering on her life, to use her unpleasant 

experience to draw public attention to the 
problems of fatherlessness’ (COS 7). Gozie, 
Nwanneka’s friend who has accompanied her to 
the novelist’s office adds that a novel woven 
around her fatherless life could serve as a mirror 
of the trauma some traditions inflict on innocent 
young people, and ‘could create something 

positive for posterity out of a bitter life experience’ 
(COS 11). She continued, that granting 
Nwanneka’s request to write the novel would be 

helping many people who were suffering in 

silence. 
In the course of the narrative the author 

gives some illustrations of the phenomenon such 
as – fatherlessness y design, results of unwanted 
pregnancy, products of illegal marriages and 
others. Some of the victims own their narrative of 
their bitter life experiences, which ring to an end 

the voicing of the universal social menace.  
Aim and Objectives of the Study 

The aim of this study is to campaign for 
the abolition of the abnormal practice of 
fatherlessness in parts of Igboland. The first 
objective is to show the aspects of what is regarded 
as fatherlessness in Igboland as spelt out in the 
novel, Conspiracy of Silence. The second is to 

point out those that are regarded as participants in 
the silence and ‘fatherlessness’ phenomena. 
Finally, the study tries to find out if the 
phenomenon of fatherlessness exists world-wide, 
and if there is universal silence over it. 
Theoretical Basis for Silence as a Linguistic 

Phenomenon for Pragmatic Study 

Writing on the subject of speech acts 
across cultures, Mey (2001: 277) says that 
‘Silence’ or the absence of spoken language, can 
be used in a variety of ways, and is given varying 
values across cultures. He says (276) that many 
researchers have worked on the problem of 
‘speech acts across cultures’ trying to find out how 

speech acting is carried out in different cultures by 
people using different languages. The study of 
Scollom and Scollom (1981: 25) show that silence 
is not interpreted the same way in different 
cultures. Gumperz (1998) has illustrated this with 
what Mey (2001: 278) refers to as a ‘famous early 
eighties’ court case in Northern California. In the 
case, a Native American was indicted on a charge 

of murder. The charges against him were 
compounded by an accusation of ‘conspiracy to 
murder.’ And when the Native American was 
brought to court for trial, his silence was construed 
as admission of guilt. Mey (279) says that the act 
of silence is labeled in different ways in different 
cultural contexts. For instance, the Native 

American’s culture recognizes silence as a way of 
stating that one is busy preparing an answer to a 
question. In his culture silence is no assent, even 
though in some other cultures silence can 
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popularly be interpreted as consent. This is 

illustrated with the Japanese example, when the 
bride’s remaining silent is interpreted as consent 
when the man proposing to her holds her hand and 
asks her, ‘will you marry me?’ What these 
examples show is that the act of keeping silent is 
highly dependent, as to its interpretation on 
cultural contexts in which it is performed or 

“uttered.” 
Pragmatic analysis of ‘fatherlessness’ as a 

linguistic phenomenon: 
Mey (2001:28) says that most of the time 

neither a purely logical account based solely on the 
truth or falsity of sentences in isolation nor an 
exclusively semantic account based on the value 
of individual lexical items will be satisfactory. He 

avers, ‘we must appeal to pragmatic explanations 
based on the particular context of a particular 
uterer. 

“I am fatherless!” …...she sat down again, 
her head bowed, her face blank. 
“Come on; how can a medical consultant 
make such a statement?” “I know  

 what you mean, Sir, I obviously must 
have a biological father. My problem, 
 Sir, is that he does not appear to exist in 
flesh and blood” (COS, 3). 

This is part of the introductory dialogue between 
Ayo, the purported novelist and Nwanneka, the 
heroine in Conspiracy of Silence. The extract 

above goes to show that ‘fatherlessness’ is an 
aberrant linguistic social phenomenon. This is to 
say that even the test-tube baby must have a male 
parent – a father – even if a sperm donor. So, 
‘fatherlessness’ concept as the various groups of 
the society see it depends on the perspectives of 
individuals and relationships ideologies of various 
peoples and societies. 

Nature of ‘fatherlessness’ in Igboland as shown 

in Conspiracy of Silence. 
Haberland and Mey (1977:5) say that 

since users and their language are the core of all 
things pragmatic, ‘the world of users is the very 
condition for doing any pragmatics.’ In the first 
place, ‘fatherlessness’ is a social concept which 

does not seem to exist in Igbo society. Here, every 
person, even a mad-man, is seen to come from a 
family; and so, must have a father. In the second 
place, ‘fatherlessness’ as envisaged in this novel, 

is not an entire Igbo society phenomenon. It relates 

to some communities in and around Ideato Local 
Government Area of Imo State, Nigeria, 
mentioned in the novel (COS, 130). This area is a 
minuscule part of the Igbo society. To say that the 
phenomenon is an entire Igbo society affair (COS, 
18) would be akin to saying that same sex marriage 
is now the practice in America or even in Europe. 

 
In other parts of Igboland the nuclear family 
structure holds just as in the Christian Western 
society except with modifications in the extended 
family patterns. It is notable that the Igbo family 
structure does not discriminate in the status of 
children in the family. The tradition is, every child 
born by a wife after her husband has paid the bride 

price on her account is a legitimate child of the 
man (COS 32). 
 
It is also Igbo tradition that children born of a 
man’s daughter do not belong to the man’s family, 
but to the lady’s husband. But unfortunately, there 
is an infraction of this tradition in the communities 

involved in this ‘fatherlessness’ cases. Because of 
some selfish considerations of parents involved in 
the cases, those parents make some of the children 
of their daughters to remain as members of their 
families (COS 32). This infraction of the tradition 
has led to diverse, regrettable cases which have 
given rise to what is now seen as fatherlessness’ 

with its attendant problems. 
 
There is a primary cultural tenet of the Igbo society 
which has caused this breaking of the tradition in 
some communities. The Igbo society is mostly 
patrilineal. This is to say that inheritance in the 
family is through male children. The implication 
is that if a man does not have a male child, at his 

death that family lineage closes.  (COS 83). This 
is one thing the Igbo family does not want to 
happen. 
This tradition has originated from both the religion 
and ideology of the Igbo ancestors. In Chinua 
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958:108), for 
instance, the hero, Okonkwo, deplored his son’s 

embracing the Western Christian religion because 
he, Okonkwo, ruminates that at his death there 
would be no male inheritor to offer sacrifices of 
food, chicken and wine to him and his ancestral 
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spirits. They would be starving while the sacrifices 

go to foreign gods. And so, with the passage of 
time, the maintenance of the family lineage 
through male inheritance has become the tradition 
– feeding ancestral spirit or no feeding ancestral 
spirit. 

Aside from this, there are other 
considerations why the Igbo family very much 

wants male children. Ugochukwu, one of the 
participants in the provision of evidence of the 
incidence of fatherlessness has this to say. 

 
The incidence of fatherless children is on 
the increase because ……….. Igbo 
society attaches undue importance to 
children. A child is seen as a priceless 

asset, always welcome, no matter from 
what source. The Igbo man is happy to 
litter his compound with children, 
regardless of whether or not he can take 
adequate care of them. We have a saying 
at ndiagu that the ruler or the great man 
derives his prestige from the number of 

children he fathers. How he fathers them 
is of little consequence. The absence of 
the concept of an illegitimate child in Igbo 
culture, is a reflection of the importance 
attached to the child (COS 130). 

This statement is true of the Igbo traditional family 
albeit the derogatory undertone. In addition, 

history has it that the occupation of Igbo ancestors 
prior to the coming of the Europeans was primarily 
farming. And a rich man was a farmer who had 
many hands-on deck – children – from as many 
wives as he could marry. Igbo ancestors were no 
Christians, but chapter 127 of the book of Psalms 
of the Bible clearly vindicates the ideology of 
those ancestors.  

Lo, children  are  an  heritage  of the 
Lord: and the fruit of the womb is his 
reward. As arrows are in the hands of a 
mighty man; so are the children of the 
youth. Happy is the man that hath his 
quiver full of them: they shall not be 
ashamed, but they shall speak with the 

enemies in the gate (Psalm 127:3-5) 
 

Some examples of the manifestations of 

‘fatherlessness’ as illustrated in Conspiracy of 
Silence 
Bilmes (1986:127) says that ‘the meaning of an 

utterance is determined in large part by how it 
responds, and how it is responded to by its place 
in an interactional sequence’ –that is a context of 
use. The several cases of fatherlessness’ narrated 

in this novel have different causes. 
1. Fatherless by design:  
This is the case of a man, whose wife, legally 
wedded in church, had all six children female. 
The man went and married a second wife, for her 
to bear a male child for him. By the time he died 
he had got male children by this second wife. His 
first wife who had become wealthy was jealous, 

that her name would be obliterated from the 
family at her own death, and so, went off with her 
daughters and sons-in-law to arrange for a wife 
who made male children in her own name (COS, 
46). 
2. The case of unwanted pregnancy:  
When a girl’s pregnancy involves a man whose 

identity, she refuses to disclose either because she 
does not want to marry him or cannot marry him 
under any circumstance, the child that is born as 
a result becomes ‘fatherless.’ This is the case in 
the plot of the story of this project. (COS, 32). 
The child so born remains a member of the family 
of its mother, hence fatherless because the 

biological father is not identified. 
3. In the case of misunderstanding between 

husband and wife: 
The case in view is a story from “Vanguard 
Newspaper for the day.” In the story, a man who 
was impotent, discreetly consents to his wife’s 
getting children from other men of her choice. 
When the marriage relationship went sour the 

woman told the children that the man was not their 
father; another case of fatherlessness. (COS, 20). 
4. Product of an illegal marriage: 

In this story, a woman had a son for her husband 
before the man died. She was allowed by members 
of her late husband’s extended family to remain in 
the family. But subsequently she was taken over 

by an influential traditional ruler; and she had a 
daughter by him. At the death of the traditional 
ruler the woman was thrown out with her daughter 
who becomes ‘fatherless’ (COS, 21). 
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5. Even, highly – placed church people are 

involved: 
At the burial of the woman who had married 
another woman to make male children to keep her 
name alive after her own death, a man pointed at a 
reverend Canon. It was said that after ten years of 
marriage the Canon and his wife could not have a 
child. Thereafter the Canon’s mother had married 

a wife, who had given birth to seven sons. It is 
understood that his mother’s so called marriage 
was a clever device to enable her Reverend Canon 
son to have a wife without being accused of taking 
a second wife (COS, 46). 
6. A handful of other cases of the manifestation 

of fatherlessness exist in the novel, 
Conspiracy of Silence, including Barrister 

Ejindu who declined giving the 
circumstances that gave rise to his 
fatherlessness. 

Partners involved in the phenomenon of silence 

in Conspiracy of Silence 
Mey (2001:30) specifies context as ‘one in 

which the users are of paramount interest 

inasmuch as they represent the driving force 
behind the linguistic enterprise both in its 
theoretical and its practical aspect.’ A major issue 
identified in the novel is the matter of partners in 
the Conspiracy of Silence. In the first instance, 
individuals are the first people involved in the 
phenomenon. This is illustrated with the incident 

of incest between Ukamaka and her elder brother, 
Brother IK, after which brother and sister 
conspired not to mention the shameful episode to 
a third person (COS, 181). The second participants 
in the conspiracy are the society. The communities 
in which this heinous social act of fatherlessness is 
propagated are also responsible for its continuity. 
Thirdly, the church is accused of turning a blind 

eye to the practice of fatherlessness of which its 
principal members are also perpetrators. Take the 
case of Ayo, the project writer, speaking to his 
other project participants: 

Not long ago I discussed with the 
Madus the role of the church in this 
matter, and what emerged was that the 

church was shirking its responsibility 
(COS, 130). 

Note the instance of the Rev. Canon already 
reported (COS, 46). The impression of Nduka is 

that the church finds it convenient to maintain 

silence over the matter (COS, 49). 
The Effects of Fatherlessness in COS 

The commission by Nwanneka to Ayo to write this 
novel, Conspiracy of Silence, on her life is to show 
the horrible effects of ‘fatherlessness’ not only on 
her life, but also on all the people who suffer the 
same or are indirectly affected by the 

phenomenon. The narrator explains: 
A novel woven around her fatherless 
life, could serve as a mirror of the 
trauma some traditions inflict on 
innocent young people, and could 
create something positive for 
posterity out of a bitter life 
experience (COS, 11). 

In the course of his interaction with one of the 
sufferers of this phenomenon Ayo notes: 

 It must be a harrowing experience for 
all concerned; for the man who  
parades  himself  as  the  father  and  
grandfather, but knows he is not; for 
the biological father who cannot assert 

paternity over his offspring;  for the  
mothers  who  live  double  lives;  and 
for the children who are forced  to  call  
the  wrong  man  their  father  when  
they  know  their biological father is 
alive and well (COS, 41). 

When Ukamaka eventually unveils to her 

daughter, Nwanneka, who has suffered the effects 
of fatherlessness until the age of thirty-three, how 
she gave birth to her, she exposes the effects of this 
act on herself: 

From that night, thirty four years ago 
when I committed the abominable act  
which  gave  me  the  pregnancy  that  
resulted in your birth, I have cursed  

myself  and suffered hell on earth for 
my misdeed. You see how flat-chested  
and  gaunt I have become? You see the 
plateful of tablets I consume everyday 
to fight migraine? This is because I 
realized when it was too late, how what 
began as a demonstration of intense 

love, ended up as a source of perpetual 
punishment, not only for me but for the 
two persons who were dearest to me, 
Brother IK, and you, my daughter  
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           (COS, 178). 

For Nwanneka, her fatherlessness and its secrecy 
weighed her down all through her secondary 
school days. For a girl of her age she could not 
express the type of pride her peers enjoyed in the 
discussion of their families among their friends in 
the school. For instance, she could not think of 
what to write when they were given an assignment 

to write an essay on “My father” (COS, 56). When 
she came back on holidays the situation was even 
worse. She stated: 

Each time I returned on holidays I felt 
like Tantalus of Greek mythology, 
with my dream family and father 
figure dangling before my nose only 
to vanish into thin air each time I 

stretched out to grab them (COS, 55). 
The Editor of The Vanguard Newspaper who was 
helping the group collate people’s responses to the 
request for their experiences on this phenomenon 
had this interaction with Ayo. 

To assist you with your work, I thought 
I should whisper to you, in the strictest 

confidence, my own experience as a 
fatherless child (COS, 74). 

This statement shows how people who are 
fatherless have no pride of showing off their status 
in their families within the society. Gozie, the 
friend of Nwanneka, who had gone with her the 
first time to the novelist’s office to apply for the 

case of the project, happens also to be a secret 
fatherless person. Ayo has paid them a visit (she 
and Chijioke, her husband) in their family house. 
Later that night, when in bed, Gozie and her 
husband started making confessions and asking for 
forgiveness of each other. Each of them is a 
fatherless person but had deliberately concealed 
the fact from each other in the course of their 

marriage arrangements for fear that each would be 
discredited before the intending spouse. Each had 
earlier narrated their fatherlessness story as if it 
was about someone else. (COS, 108-110). From 
these, it would seem that all the participants 
championing the abolition of fatherlessness in this 
project are all fatherless people. 

Fatherlessness Worldwide 

The project novelist has requested the 
features Editor of the popular newspaper, ‘The 
Voice of the People’, to invite comments on the 

issue of fatherlessness from readers who had 

experienced the phenomenon, and to devote one 
page of the paper to the responses received (COS, 
66). A letter came from a ‘Professional woman’ 
who argued that from her experiences on the 
matter, ‘the issue of fatherlessness was being over 
flogged.’ She had lived in London, was thrice 
engaged in marriage relationships, and had thrice 

been tragically disappointed. She was put in a 
family way and had a fatherless child (COS, 69). 
She advised the editor to stop wasting his time and 
valuable space on the issue of fatherlessness as the 
‘Igbo society has evolved successful methods of 
playing the role of father without the natural 
father’ (COS, 70). The fatherlessness project 
writer, Ayo, wants to know from Barrister Ejindu, 

who is also a fatherless case if the heroine, 
Nwanneka, was not ‘hypersensitive’ over wanting 
to know her father. Barrister Ejindu’s response 
was in the affirmative; the phenomenon did not 
start with her and most likely would not stop with 
her, he maintains (COS, 81). He concludes his 
dialogue with Ayo: 

I see this hullabaloo about 
fatherless children as a storm in a 
teacup. It is a non-issue. If you were 
to eliminate all Igbo men and 
women classified as fatherless by 
your definition, how many would 
be left? (COS, 85). 

Ayo had recently had a discussion with an 
American friend who told him that homosexuals 
did have children. The female homosexuals 
(lesbians) would go to sperm banks and arrange to 
be inseminated with the sperm from some 
specified homosexual donors.  If a baby is born it 
would be fatherless. (COS, 156). Same sex 
marriage has been legalized in some countries both 

in the United States of America and in Europe. 
The Universality of Silence in the fatherlessness 

phenomenon 
These two linguistic phenomena are 

related, in that it is the one, ‘fatherlessness,’ which 
gives rise to the other, silence, in this context. 
Fatherlessness in all its ramifications is a cultural 

creation arising from the ideological 
considerations of the people in the community 
where the phenomenon is practiced in the contexts 
under consideration. Looking back to what had 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

25 

 

been stated on the matter, it is the issue of the 

maintenance of family lineage in Igboland which 
has given rise to the procreation of children whose 
fathers could either not be traced or legitimized. 

The project writer, Ayo, is a Yoruba; and 
he argues that in his culture, biologically fathering 
a child legitimizes ownership of the child to its 
biological father. In the Igbo communities under 

study, this is not necessarily the case. Children are 
owned by the person who has traditionally married 
their mother; otherwise they belong to the family 
of their mother’s father (COS, 32). This is not to 
state that in the Yoruba society men do not father 
children who are not given recognition in their 
father’s family. This is attested to by the fact that 
it is a common occurrence in the Yoruba society 

that at the death of some men you often see 
children who turn up to claim that they were 
fathered by the deceased. This hardly happens in 
the Igboland society. So, in the Yoruba society, 
there is also silence at times over fatherlessness.  

The phenomenon is understood according 
to the meaning attributed to it in the community, 

or by the individuals affected. In the Igbo 
communities under this study, the children who 
are made to remain in the family of their mother’s 
parents are not regarded as fatherless by that 
family. They are some of such children who want 
to see themselves in the light of Western tradition 
who start considering themselves as fatherless, as 

in the case of Nwanneka, the heroine of this 
project. Also, when some of such persons make 
phenomenal progress in the community and start 
flaunting their personality, their jealous 
counterparts cast derogatory aspersions on their 
offspring legitimacy to deflate their ego (COS, 
110-120). 
In a global context we had the 1994 WHO news 

release on the changing pattern of the family 
world-wide. It had stated that single parent 
families were changing the structure of the family 
world-wide. It revealed also that ninety percent of 
single parent families were headed by women. 
Although it did not indicate how those female 
family heads came by their children, a research 

into the matter would reveal that many of such 
children are extramarital products (COS, 172). 

Those children, obviously, would be first 
– rate ‘fatherless.’ Of the ‘fatherless’ ones who 

recognize their mother’s father as their father, they 

would be second-rate ‘fatherless.’ The test-tube 
babies of lesbian homo-sexual and products of 
same-sex marriages of western societies would e 
the highest rated fatherless children. Of course, 
fatherless by all considerations. So, if a census was 
taken of the world with regard to the legitimacy of 
their offspring status, the result would reveal a 

staggering rate of fatherlessness as considered 
here. 
Conclusion 

Now, our study is on the universality of 
silence phenomenon. But we had stated at the 
beginning of this section that fatherlessness and 
silence phenomena are related, and that the latter – 
silence – results from the former. Fatherlessness is 

an unhealthy family, social phenomenon, and it 
thrives under silence. So, the conclusion is that 
silence is universal alongside fatherlessness which 
it protects, and consequently promotes. 
Recommendation 

The Igbo traditional society which does 
not acknowledge ‘fatherlessness’ in its family set-

up does not seem to have serious social problem 
with this phenomenon since the father in the 
family does not question ‘from where the child 
comes’ and other members of the family do not 
other about it. Also, barrister Ejindu cited in the 
study under the section: fatherlessness worldwide 
has referred to this issue as ‘a storm in a tea cup’, 

and had gone on to ask that ‘if we were to 
eliminate all men and women classified as 
‘fatherless’ by our definition, how many would be 
left?”  
         Then there is society cultural family set-up 
and western religious adherence. These are the rest 
who are bothered by the effects of ‘fatherlessness’. 
This should be so because of the universally 

acknowledged social menace and aberrance in the 
character of many children brought up without a 
father or in a natural family set-up. Ut more 
worrying is the trauma suffered by the victims of 
the social menace.  
          This paper gives a voice to the ‘silence’ over 
the ‘fatherlessness’ phenomenon and hopes that 

others would hear and continue from here.   
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Abstract 

The Nigeria polity, in recent years, has been threatened by unceasing insurrections that have continued to 
pose contemporary challenges to her political stability. This loathsome situation is shaped by the complicity 

of some complex social factors.  To this end, this study, from a linguistic perspective examines Ahmed 
Yerima’s Pari, a prism through which these complex factors are conveyed. The text illustrates how a Northern 
Nigerian family is thrown into utter anguish by the loss of their only daughter via the Boko Haram insurgency. 
Consequently, the study aims at achieving three goals. First, it showcases the despicable complicity of the 
government, individuals, and religion as social factors inducing insurrection. Furthermore, it showcases how 
these factors through language are enacted and shaped in the discourse. Such literary inclination establishes 
the ideology of the discourse through the motives in public power; and also, it conveys the writer’s ideological 

perspective on a ‘restorative approach’ as an alternative means of quelling insurgency rather than an obdurate 
approach that may compound it. Thirteen excerpts are purposively selected from the text and the language 
patterns and functions are examined through Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics. The study intends 
to enhance not only the understanding of readers’ conception of the influence of these complex factors but 
also the ideological role of the text in resolving the crisis. 
Keywords: Nigerian polity, Boko Haram insurgency, Complex social factors, ideology, Restorative 
approach, Systemic Functional Linguistics 
 

Introduction 

Currently, Nigeria is at war against 
irrational escalations of diverse discontents 
ranging from youth militancy to religious uprising, 
ethnic hostility to the Boko Haram insurgency as 
the most perturbing and threatening. These 
disheartening situations have continued to pose 

contemporary challenges to Nigerian’s political 
stability.  The bane anchors on the despicable 
complicity of  factors such as the government, 
individuals, and religion as this study intends to 
enunciate.  As dynamics of concern, the study, 
through Yerima’s Pari unveils that the impact of 
these social factors in the present insurgency 

ravaging Nigeria is a clear cut indicator that the 
country is at war with itself.  

This literal disposition is also elaborated 
by a former Chief Justice of Nigeria, retired Justice 
Dahiru Musdapher, in an article ‘Media and 
democracy’ in National Mirror 21 December 2012 
cited in Muzan (2014, p. 218) where he indicates 
his concern for the nation as a result of the path it 

is treading.  To him, the path threatens the unity 
and continued peace of the country. To show the 
severity and consequence of the situation, he 
laments thus: 

Boko Haram insurgency, political 
violence, corruption, nepotism, tribalism, 
indiscipline, abduction and kidnappings, 
armed robbery, murder and extortion, 
bombings of places of worship and 
innocent Nigerians are all the indicators of 
a failing state. 

The sudden emergence of the Jama’atu Ahlil 
Sunna Lidawati wal Jihad consortium (Boko 
Haram--- meaning ‘Western education is sinful’) 
in Nigeria is bizarre.  The continuous expansion of 
the group has chiselled in severe tension, fear and 
suffering as well a sense of insecurity to the entire 
nation. The group’s weaponry includes bombs, 

arms and ammunitions of various intensity of 
deadly capacity.  The havoc wrought so far by the 
group has been labelled the profanest insurrection 
or insurgency that has ever plagued the country 
since the history of the Nigerian nation. The sect 
has been characterized as the greatest threat to 
Nigeria’s peaceful co-existence and territorial 
integrity since the 1967-1970 conflict. Their 

targets or attacks have  concentrated on both the 
police and military, churches and other places of 
worship, schools, international agencies, market 
squares and other highly-public places leading to 
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the destruction of lives and properties as well as 

the huge displacements of thousands of Nigerians. 
They are also connoisseur in massive raiding and 
kidnappings. A typical example is the Chibok 
girls; which forms the central concern or onus of 
the discourse under study. The level of terror and 
destruction unleashed by this group is vicious, 
hence, the need to bring back the peace that once 

characterized not just the northern state but the 
entire nation becomes everybody’s interest. This is 
where Yerima’s Pari comes to the rescue by 
conveying not just some of the contributing factors 
to the problem, but also instantiating possible 
means of stemming the tide. 
A Brief Summary of Pari 

The text is about Pari, one of the 

kidnapped Chibok girls by the Islamic extremists, 
Boko Haram in 2014 who returns home,  having 
had a child for Ibrahim, a member of the sect. The 
text begins with Ama, a desperate Christian 
mother who converts to Islam all in a bit to impel 
her daughter’s return. While amid an oblation, the 
husband, Tada comes in, and on seeing her startles 

with disbelief.  A discussion ensues between both 
parties on this new development. Conversely, 
Tada’s concern is how the members of the church 
will respond to the wife’s sudden change from 
Christianity to Islam when they come to the house 
for prayers.  Her insistence, nonetheless, to her 
newfound faith is another distressing situation for 

Tada.  Not too long, some members of the church 
arrive for the prayer meeting bringing with them 
heartrending news on a recent attack in Mubi and 
Uba provinces where some of their branches are 
located. They narrate how churches were burnt as 
well as the butchery of members, including 
Reverend John, Tada’s little cousin for refusing to 
say their Fatiha. 

Ama, in her usual pursuit, invites Shaagu 
a witch doctor and a seer through Cheche her sister 
to unravel the dream she had and to tell her what 
the future holds for her concerning her kidnapped 
daughter. Through a magic mirror, Shaagu 
predicts her daughter’s return, but when she 
returns, she should be cautious not to allow the joy 

of her heart to mingle too much with the thought 
of her pain. Such remark underscores the writer’s 
restorative approach, a viable aspect of the text or 
discourse, projected as tenable means of stemming 

the surge of insurgency. Suddenly, Pari returns 

masked in the usual Islamic hijab and with a baby 
in her hand. She is accompanied by the new Local 
Government Chairman, the soldier and the police. 
Ama, on seeing her daughter overwhelms with joy, 
so does Tada the husband.  Tada, having heard the 
sad narratives from his daughter Pari, ranging 
from the carting away of the girls at the hostels to 

the sufferings, the forced marriages and to how she 
escaped from the Sambisa forest, decides to get 
medicines for her in a nearby pharmacy only to 
come back injured alongside a young man who 
later unveils himself as Ibrahim, the husband of 
Pari and a member of the sect.  Pari is gleeful to 
see Ibrahim, but Ama, her mother is furious at his 
sight. Ibrahim narrates how frustrated anticipation 

pushed him into the group as well as the internal 
forces behind the group, Ama has no option but to 
let go of her anger on Ibrahim and embraces a kind 
of reconciliation which is one of the prime interest 
of the text or discourse. 
Methodology 

Thirteen extracts were purposively 

selected and Halliday’s Systemic Functional 
Linguistics (henceforth SFL) is deployed as an 
analytical model. With the aid of the model, one 
conceives how the narrative of the text articulates 
meaning by disclosing the collusion of complex 
issues or factors in the current insurrection 
plaguing Northern Nigeria. These issues or factors 

are described or represented by the attitudes and 
conversations of the characters.  
Theoretical Model 

This study employs Halliday’s SFL as an 
analytical tool for the analysis of thirteen texts. To 
Halliday (1978:112), SFL describes how social 
reality is encoded in language through diverse 
metafunctional or linguistic features that initiate 

the creation of diverse meanings in discourse. 
They range from ideational to interpersonal and 
textual, semantically linked to three contextual 
variables such as field, tenor and mode 
respectively. The ideational, which relates to the 
field or the activity taking place in the discourse, 
conveys a text or clause as experience 

(experiential meaning) and the sequences of 
experiences (logical meaning).  The interpersonal, 
which also relates to the tenor, conveys the 
creation of a text or clause as an exchange. In other 
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words, it establishes the discourse role and status 

relationships among participants. Finally,  the 
textual is concerned with the mode, that is, how 
the text or clause is organized as a message via 
context. It is at this level that ideas and interactions 
are patterned into meaningful texts per contextual 
relevance. With this configuration, one can 

perceive the semantic connection between the 

contextual variables and linguistic features or 
metafunctions. Consequently, one can ascertain 
the linguistic features of any discourse text like the 
present study, through the contextual information 
offered by these variables. 

 

Textual Analysis and Discussion. 

To comprehend the world of excerpt 1, one needs to pay attention to the interface between the linguistic 
features and contextual variables deployed in the discourse. These discourse configurations influence the 
semantic cognition of the issue or situation discussed. The table below, which is a modified version of Caffarel 
(2006) illustrates briefly how excerpt 1 is comprehended through these configurations. 
 

1. TADA: And the government? They deny knowing about you. The former local   
     government chairman says you even  killed four of his brothers. 

 

         IBRAHIM: Did he really say that? Well, this is a different story from what really 
     happened… they created us, nurtured us for their  own good at first …. 
     and after, they dumped us. Where did we get the arms? Where? From  

    them, the military and black market. Where did we get the money we 
    spend? Who fuelled our anger? Who? See how well they lie now that  

    they do not know how to quench the fire they selfishly lit.  Pity       (p. 48) 
 
Table 1: Indicates the interface between contextual variables and metafunctions (A modified version 

of Caffarel (2006: 211) 

Contextual Variables  Linguistic Features 

Tenor: [indicates Tada and Ibrahim as 
participants involved or taking part in the 
discourse].  Information is elicited from Ibrahim by 
Tada, hence, Tada takes the speech role of the 

listener while Ibrahim, the informer or informant.
    

Interpersonal choices: Mood 

Indicative:  interrogative and declarative. 
Speech roles:  Tada: demander of information. e.g   
‘And the government?’ 

Ibrahim, giver of information. e.g ‘The irony is, they 
created us, nurtured us for their   own good’ (the 
information unveils that the government is involved 
in the whole crisis) 

Field:  [indicates what is happening or taking 

place”] Tada enquires concerning the complicity 
of the government in  the whole insurgency or 
crisis. 
Ibrahim substantiates the government as  
participant in the crisis through the ideational 
content.   

Ideational choices: 

Transitivity: Material clauses:    e.g 
They       /   created             /    us,  
They     /      nurtured        /       us 
They     /       dump          /        us 
Actor   /  Mat. Process /   Goal 

 

Mode: [indicates the role language is playing] 
Textual choices:   The function of the text is to 
offer and describe how the government is deeply 

involved in the crisis.  

From the textual choices, the themes are mostly 
marked with a Constant Theme Pattern (CTP) as 
conveyed by the material clauses. They ascertain the 

descriptiveness of the text  
 

With the description of the table, the reader garners an expository knowledge on the relationship between the 
sect and the government through the interface of the contextual variables and linguistic features.  For instance, 
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the pragmatic adroitness of the indicatives lends credence to the interpretation of the contextual situation. The 

indicative serves as trajectories to pursue knowledge on the complexity of the whole crisis. With it, the reader 
understands the conspiracy in public power, how it is misused for private gain through the spate of corruption. 
Unfortunately, it is the citizens that are caught in this web because those who are assumed to protect their 
lives and property trade with them.   In addition to the table, there is a piece of new information considered 
striking and expository to the entire ground conspiracy foregrounded by the indicatives e.g  ‘Where did we 
get the arms?/ from them, the military and black market’,  ‘Where did we get the money we spend?’, ‘Who 
fuelled our anger?’ and ‘see how well they lie now that they do not know how to quench the fire they selfishly 

lit.’ The semantic implication establishes the role of the government in the insurrection or bout. This 
conspiracy of silence is further substantiated by the declarative ‘pity’ meaning that the entire game is a ruse.   
To digress a bit, this position of the text expounds the undertone behind the ugly kidnapping of  the Dapchi 
Girls School of Science and Technical College Yobe on the 19 th of February 2018. The irony behind their 
release and the stealthy treaty between the sect and the government are  all disturbing issues of concern. See 
the following excerpt reported by Ruth Maclean and Isaac Abrak, March 21, 2018 in The Guardian extracted 
online :  

”Witnesses said the militants pulled up near Dapchi police station on 

Wednesday and shouted that parents should pick up their daughters. 
Initially, villagers ran away fearing another attack. But when they realised 
what was happening, they began to cheer and wave at the militants, chasing 
after their pickup trucks, some recording videos on their phones.”  

The snippet certainly gives one a better interpretation of Ibrahim’s declarative ‘pity’. It shows how the 
government is a complete letdown.  Excerpt 2  also conveys the ugly role of individuals’ collusion in the 
entire insurrection bedevilling the Nigerian nation. It is another dimension of grand corruption where some 

who are supposed to pity the situation take advantage of the turmoil, trauma and bloodshed to heartlessly 
make money. The excerpt is illustrated through the table labelled ‘table 2’.  
 

2. KALAGU: I want to see the mother of this house. We received a paper from Chibok   
      Local Government that your daughter Hyelapari Shettima was one of the  

      girls kidnapped….. on the night of the April 14th 2014.  Is it true? 

AMA: Yes I am Agnes Shettima. My husband is Deacon Jacob Shettima. Our daughter  
            whose name you just called has been missing for two years. And your government  
            has done nothing about it.  The last local government chairman was useless to our      

            cause… until he was removed disgracefully from office. His wife was a bigger  
            clown. She invited all of us … in  order to share blood money to us. How much is  

my   daughter worth? We hear that even some who do not know how we feel, who  
never stepped one foot here, afraid of being kidnapped, go all over the world  
taking photographs and begging for money in the name of our daughters (close to  
tears). I swear …they will not live to enjoy the blood money they had made  
through the false search of our children.  (Pp 29- 30)  

Table 2 

Contextual Variables  Linguistic Features 

Tenor:  conveys Ama and kalagu, the 
new local government chairman who 
tries to demand information from Ama, 
concerning her kidnapped daughter.
    

Interpersonal choices: Mood 

Indicative:  interrogative and declarative. 
Speech roles: Kalagu is the demander of information through 
the interrogative., e.g (Your daughter Hyelapari Shettima was 
one of the girls kidnapped … is it true? )    
   
 Ama, giver of information through the declarative e.g (Our 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

31 

 

daughter whose name you just called has been missing for two 
years)          

Field: Kalagu  asks Ama if she is the 
mother  of Hyelapari.  He wants to be 
certain of the information received from 
the Local Government. 
 

Ama  validates her answer via narrative 
description and precision of  events 
captured by ideational choices     

                                            
 

Ideational choices on Transitivity: 
Material clauses—e.g (‘We received a paper’), (’Your 
government has done nothing ),  (‘She invited us’) etc  
 
Relational clauses: accomplished through defining, naming, 
e.g ( ‘I am Agnes Shettima’, ‘My husband is…’),  and  then,  
describing, e.g    (‘the last local government chairman was 
useless’, ‘His wife was a bigger clown’ )   etc. 

 
Mental clauses e.g ( ‘We hear that even some who do not know 
how we feel..’, ‘ who <are> afraid of being kidnapped, go all 
over the world…) 
  
Behavioural clause e.g  ‘I swear… they will not live to enjoy 
the blood money they had made..’ 

Mode: 
Textual choices:   The function of the 
text affords the reader cognitive insight 
into how individuals are involved in the 
event of  insurrection.  

The discourse conveys a thematic progression (TP) (one theme 
progresses into another clause to clause) that is insightful to 
readers unveiling the nonchalance of the government and the 
complicity of some individuals as enunciated by the material 
clauses. They establish the descriptiveness of the text  

A close study of the table indicates not just the nonchalance of the government to the insurrection, but also 
some individuals’ uncanny partnership with the situation. This is uncovered by the multiplicity of linguistic 
choices. The context informs and exposes how corruption has evolved or metamorphosed from the 
government to the individual. As such, communicative acts such as ‘and your government has done nothing 

about it’, ‘The last local government chairman was useless to our cause’, ‘His wife was a bigger clown’, she 
invited us… to share blood money to us’,  and  ‘We hear that even some who do not know how we feel…go 
all over the world taking photographs and begging for money in the name of our daughter’   are all diverse  
structural properties that refer to corruption and its trends in the polity.  Thus, Ama in her psycho distressed 
and painful state vents her anger through what Austin (1962) calls ‘Verdictive’ and Searle’s (1969) calls 
‘Declaration’  --‘I swear …they will not live to enjoy the blood money they had made through the false search 
of our children.’ This has a serious implication on those involved to either desist from the course or bear the 

bitter brunt and agonies of mothers.   Excerpt 3 below unveils a prominent weapon deployed by the system 
to further intensify the present insurrection at hand.  The narrative of the character makes the issues of no less 
importance and showcases the dimension in which it aids the insurrection. 
  

3. IBRAHIM: It all started the night my mother was buried. I regretted her death more. I  
                     blamed myself for her death because it wasn’t that I was away when she   

         died. I was there …. useless….but I was just a dead person there. She      
         needed food and medicine… and none was there within my reach…so I   

         watched her…with tear-filled eyes, I watched life ebb out of her veins…and     
         she was gone. After her burial, I tried to find a taste to my mouth …My     
         friend Zaki and Yakubu  had begged me to join them.    

TADA:      Join who? 
IBRAHIM: The jihad. The Sunna Lidda’ Awah Wal-Jihad. 
 

TADA:       Boko Haram? 

IBRAHIM: Yes. Young men living in hopelessness, angry at nothing in particular. All  
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                     smoking and drinking….     (p. 46) 

 

Table 3 

Contextual Variables  Linguistic Features 

Tenor: Tada and Ibrahim are captured as 
the discussants.  However, Ibrahim takes 
the speech role of the supplier of 
information, while Tada, the demander of 
the information.   

Interpersonal choices: Mood 

Indicative:  interrogative and declarative. 
Speech roles:  Tada, listener/demander of information. e.g   
(‘Join who?’), (‘Boko Haram?’) 
 

Ibrahim, supplier of information. e.g (‘The jihad. The Sunna 

Lidda’ Awah Wal-Jihad.) 
            

Field: Ibrahim narrates to Tada how he 
joined the group. This is conveyed through 

the description of events that are 
ideationally captured.                   

Ideational choices:     Transitivity  
Material clauses—e.g (‘My friend Zaki and Yakubu  had 

begged me to join them’) , ( ‘Young men living in 
hopelessness,’ ) , (‘young men angry at nothing in particular 
) , (‘All smoking and drinking….’ ) 
 

Mental clauses e.g (‘She needed food and medicine… and 
none was there within my reach’) 
 
Behavioural clauses that are mentally depicted e.g ( ‘I 

regretted her death’ ) , (‘I blamed myself for her death), (‘so 
I watched her…with tear-filled eyes’),  (‘I watched life ebb 
out of her veins’) etc.  
  
Existential clauses: e.g  (‘It all started the night my mother 
was buried’) , (‘I was there …. useless ) etc. 

Mode:(the functionality of the text ) 
Textual choices: The thematic structure  
unveils to readers how Ibrahim  through 
frustrated anticipation becomes a member 
of the gang  

The discourse conveys more of a CTP through the 
pronominal ‘I’ describing the events as well as  making the 
whole narrative biographically informative  

 
The exchange between Tada and Ibrahim accentuates poverty and unemployment as the excellent leeway to 
the ideas of fundamentalists. The retrospective approach evidently and existentially assists the cognition of 
the reader in getting what happened, how it happened and why it happened to the speaker. The use of the 
indicative, especially, contemptible declarative ascertains the speaker’s vulnerability due to poverty and 

unemployed. One needs to know the characteristics of poverty to appreciate its intensity in the context as a 
social factor in the present insurrections disquieting the nation.  Poverty, in a jiffy, can be inferred as a lack 
of command over basic consumption needs. Here, Ibrahim conveys his regret due to his inability to procure 
food and drug for his sick mother. This inability is occasioned by unemployment. It can also be inferred that 
the death of the mother created a serious gap here.  Excerpts 4, 5, 6 and 7 convey an interesting area that is 
relatively absurd where the linguistic choices deployed convey to us that religion is sometimes politicized for 
gain and interest instead of playing the role of unification, and when it does, it triggers calamity.  The  

transaction below is illuminating.  
 

4. AMA:        What about Allah? 
 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

33 

 

IBRAHIM: What about him?  Him too. We had predicaments strewn all over… and God  

                stood silently by. We were ready to burn and blow up the sky where we  
                believed he lived in smugness and allowed life to pass us by. Even after a  
                  while, the promise that we would go straight to aljana faded. With time, the  

                  aljana we believed was  what we created, it was nowhere but where we stood.  
                  We were  the gods in the aljana  we created. With guns and bombs, even Allah  
                 was afraid of us…        (p. 47) 

Table 4 

Contextual Variables  Linguistic Features 

Tenor: Ama and Ibrahim are captured as 

the discussants. Ibrahim takes the speech 
role of the supplier of information, while 
Ama, the requester of the information. 
  

Interpersonal choices: Mood 

Indicative:  interrogative and declarative. 
Speech roles:  Ama, the requester of information. 
 

Ibrahim, supplier of information.  
            

Field: Ibrahim narrates to  Ama the 
predicaments surrounding the adventure of 
joining the group which is  ideationally 
illustrative                  

Ideational choices: Transitivity  
 
Relational clause: e.g (‘We were  the gods in the aljana  we 
created’) 
 

Verbal clause: e.g (‘With guns and bombs, even Allah was 
afraid of us…)’  (‘We were ready to burn and blow up the 

sky’) etc 

Mode:(the functionality of the text ) 
Textual choices: The thematic structure 
typically unveils to readers how Ibrahim  

and  members of the gang are frustrated. 

The discourse conveys two basic theme patterns (TP) 
deployed for emphasis. The first is a CTP through the 
pronominal ‘we’. This  has been boldly italicized  to show 

the constant placement; and  second, a linear theme pattern 

(LTP), also boldly italicized to show how a rheme is taken 
up as a theme in a subsequent clause. 

 
The exchange by the participants indicates the influence or impact of religion in the entire crisis. The context 

unveils its obsession with those involved. However, the italicized words substantiate the subterfuge in the 
whole process as well as their ruthlessness with no regard for God.   Ama’s use of the interrogative in the 
context reminds one of the same dilemmas facing many Nigerians today. The tenacity of her question is to 
elicit information and clarification concerning the faith of this sect. She wants to know their stake, what it 
portends to be a Muslim, to know if the act of kidnappings, killings and bombing as well as putting the entire 
nation into a trail of blood is what it takes to be a Muslim or to be close to Allah. On the other hand, Ibrahim’s 
lexical choices, by implication, convey, that the activities and ideology of the religious sect are political.  

Even after a while, the promise that we would go straight to aljana 
faded. With time, the aljana we believed was what we created, it was 
nowhere but where we stood. We were the gods in the aljana  we 
created. With guns and bombs, even Allah was afraid of us or so we 
thought. 

A close study of the communicative piece above clarifies the confusions confronting Ama from inception 
concerning the relationship between the activities of this sect and their professed religion. In excerpts 5, 6 

and 7, the complicity of religion in the whole crisis is furtively x-rayed or conveyed by Ama’s psychological 
torture or distress. 
 

5. AMA: … those who took my daughter have plunged a spear of painful fear into my soul  
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 forever. (p. 8) 

6. AMA: I know that the dreaded village of Mbalala dances only to the sounds of the drums his 
followers play. From now on I swear by Allah this is what I want to do….If you take what is mine 
forcefully, and you claim that it  is right in the sight of a god… your god… and you get away with it, 
then I  want to know why? I want to know what language your god understands… when he sleeps… 
what he eats. I just want to know what humanity they  stand for…(p.9)   

7. AMA: There must be a God out there. Their God. He must be alive and well  He must … because he 
must have been, when he guided them to where they took those girls… I just need to find a way to 

talk to him. Reach him: speak his language like they do. Wear his hijab like their women do… (p. 
14-15) 

Through the following structural properties or words, one can easily deduce Ama’s psycho behavioural 
distress: (a) ‘Those who took my daughter have plunged a spear of painful fear into my soul..’. The language 
unveils the fear she has concerning the sect and the religion they profess (b) ‘What humanity they stand for’. 
The language intensifies her quest as well as her confusion about this sect. To her, the whole phenomenon is 
cagey. ( c)‘There must be a God out there, ‘Their God’, ‘…when he guided them to where they took those 
girls’. The language heightens her confusion about religion. To Ama, this god’ is somewhat different from 

the one she serves.  Hence, this sect causes mayhem under the instructions of this god. Her cognitive 
disposition may not be wrong after all when juxtaposed with the report of the kidnapping in the Dapchi Girls 
School of Science and Technical College Yobe on the 19 th of February 2018 reported by Ruth Maclean and 
Isaac Abrak March 21, 2018 in The Guardian : 

Dapchi is full of joy,” said Mohammed Mdada, who saw the girls being whipped 
as they have driven away a month previously. He said the militants apologized to 
some of the girls’ parents in their language, Kanuri, and shook their hands before 

driving off.  They said that if they knew they were Muslim girls they wouldn’t 

have abducted them, Mdada said. They warned the girls that they should stay away 
from school and swore that if they came back and found any girl in school, they’d 
abduct them again and never give them back.    

The entire text sums up the politics in religion as some deploy it for their selfish interest in destabilizing the 
nation rather than unifying it.  Excerpts 8, 9 and 10 indicate the ideological content of the text or discourse. 
The excerpts show the resolve of the writer in the insurrection. Rather than commit to paying back, the text 

adumbrates the concept of a restorative approach.  Concepts or ideologies are fundamental aspects in the 
analysis and interpretation of any social phenomenon. A look at the language of the text, presumably conveys 
to the reader that understanding motivations for grievances and addressing them is a wise way of handling 
any issue of violence. Hence, we find the restorative approach as a concept practised by Tada and Ama having 
patiently listened to Ibrahim’s narrative on how frustrated anticipation leads him into the Boko Haram 
consortium turning him into what he is at present. The question is, will his narrative pacify anger after all the 
crimes committed against this family and the nation at large? The text employs some scenes and conversations 
to answer these intricate questions and to ascertain that this approach can to an extent pacify the situation if 

adopted by all stakeholders involved. This is illustrated below  
8. AMA: I swallowed a lump of tears that flow down my dry throat and hurry home  

to the emptiness of my soul  
IBRAHIM: Pity. I am sorry….. I became the harbinger of death…but with each passing  
                   day, it slowly dawns on me that I was the fool. A wild murderous joker…  
                   stupid fool. ( p. 51  )   
 

 
     

Table 5 

Contextual Variables  Linguistic Features 
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Tenor: Ama  and Ibrahim are captured as 
discussants. Ibrahim takes the speech role of 
the offender while Ama assumes the role of 
the pardoner     

Interpersonal choices: Mood 

Indicative:  declarative. 
 
Ibrahim, the  offender  begs for leniency. e,g (‘Pity. I am 
sorry) 

Ama, takes the speech role of  the pardoner, but her 
statement shows one that is in pain due to the offence 
committed against her (I swallowed a lump of tears..) 
            

Field: Ibrahim narrates to  Ama the 

predicaments surrounding the adventure of 
joining the group. This is ideationally 
captured                   

Ideational choices: Transitivity  

Material clause(s) e.g (‘I swallowed a lump of tears…’) 
 
Relational clauses: e.g (‘I became the harbinger of death’),  
(‘I was the fool.’), (‘A wild murderous joker’) (‘… stupid 
fool’) . 

Mode:(the functionality of the text ) 
Textual choices: The thematic structure  
unveils to readers Ibrahim’s regrets and  
frustrations.  

There are two theme patterns in the discourse. The first is a  
CTP conveyed by the pronominal ‘I’ and the Derived Theme 
Pattern (DTP) conveyed by the relational clauses- ‘I was the 

fool’, ‘A wild murderous joker’… stupid fool 

 
The structural properties of excerpts 9-12 underscore the writer’s ideology of the restorative approach as a 
means of managing conflict or ascertaining peace resolution pacifying as well as grievances. 

 
9. AMA: The fool reminded me of the boy at the market who blew himself up with  

ten other children. I still see the day in my dreams 
 

    BRAHIM: I am sorry. I was only showing… (p. 50) 
10. IBRAHIM: I am grateful, father. Can I call you father? 

TADA: Yes, why not …...   (p. 65) 
11. AMA: Never mind, we have something to tell you. My sister, Kwacheche has found a  

           way out for you….and us. If the police or army come for you, heaven knows what  
           will happen to you… (p. 62) 

TADA: Yes, son. Do you remember Darak? 
IBRAHIM: Darak? Yes. My mother’s sister stays there. I grew up there. Border town to  
                   Chad. Five-forty square metres….Easy bombing target. Radius…. (p. 62) 

12. IBRAHIM : Can I call you father? 
TADA: Yes, why not …... (P. 65)  

Considering the linguistic properties, the reader arrives at the following inference: Text 9 gives the reader a 
glimpse of the frustration on the affected spurred by the offender; the atrocity committed is also acknowledged 

by the offender and pardon is equally sought through an apology.  Excerpts 10- 12 unveil how the relationship 
is rebuilt as well as the constructive steps taken to ensure that further atrocities are prevented. In a simple 
summation, excerpts 9- 12 capture a practical context of what the restorative approach is all about.  Excerpt 
13 below conveys a significant context that espouses or validates the writer’s ideology of the restorative 
approach as a means of managing conflict. It is also used by the writer, implicitly, to necessitate what religion 
should advocate rather than bigotry and discontent. Shaagu, a witch doctor and a religious man in his own 
right, uses his prophetic divination contentedly to advocate for peace and harmony, implicitly advancing the 

ideology of the restorative approach via forgiveness.  
 

13. AMA: No, Prophet, there is more to tell and more to listen to. 
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SHAAGU: I am not the kind of prophet you desire. I walk only within the given light of the  

                  spirit. My eyes open only when the eyes of the mirror open… Woman, you shall      
                  smile soon and when you do, do not let the joy of your  heart mingle too much in  
                your  thoughts of pain (p. 27) 

 A close study of the excerpt discloses Shaagu’s use of a declarative mood structure that is commissively 
significant in the context etched in ‘Woman you shall smile soon’. Nonetheless, the promise is with a condition 
grounded in the directive act that warns ‘…and when you do, do not let the joy of your heart mingle too much 
in your thoughts of pain’.  The warning, though metaphorical couched, advocates for clemency. The metaphor 

‘thoughts of pain’ inherently discloses that the discourse advances a natural law that is governed by 
forgiveness.  Sometimes in life, some things do elude us just because we fall short of the natural principles 
that govern them. In a nutshell, Shaagu admonishes Ama to sue for peace and harmony rather than allowing 
the bitterness of the past to ruin her expected joy. It is a warning to desist from retaliation or vengeance.  In 
addition, excerpt 14, also showcases how religion should constitute a leeway of forgiveness and a means of 
managing conflict, thus, enunciating on the ideology of the restorative approach  
 

14. LUKE: Right there, he was killed  

AMA:   I swear the whole world has gone mad. 
TADA: When will Christian fight back?  
HANNA: God is our strength  
TADA: Like Agnes always ask these days, which one? The one that allows people to  
              kill? Or the one that smites the meek with a muteness to die? Which one? 
AMA: Yes. 
LUKE: The one and same God. His blood protects us ‘ Have faith,  Deacon.  I can feel  

            the burden of your pain. I even heard that a father lost two daughters of the same  
            night yours was kidnapped   AMA:  two? Jesus! 
LUKE:  Deacon, the church president has ordered all members to leave for Mubi and  
             Uba…                                                     (p. 19-20) 

The discourse or excerpt, first, communicates the level of destruction and devastation levelled by Boko Haram 
insurgents in Mubi and Uba. The textual suggestion is that, despite the sight of destruction, it is unwise for 
Christians to retaliate. This is implied by the relational clause ‘God is our strength’.  The relational structure 

enjoins Christians to seek peace since the profession is built on Jesus the peace giver. So Christians are  to 
always tread on the path of peace and harmony and pray that God, the restorer of peace should reinstate peace 
in the nation.  
 

Conclusion 

Ahmed Yerima’s  Pari is indeed a grand text that 
conveys the complicity of social factors such as 
the government, religion, individuals and so on in 

the present insurrection or insurgency 
destabilizing the Nigerian nation. Through the 
prism of the text, one is drawn not just to the 
complicity of these social factors in the crisis, but 
also to how the crisis can be managed through a 
restorative approach. With this, the attention of all 
stakeholders is drawn via the discourse to build 

and reconstruct new and positive dispositions 
towards the insurrections in other to have our 
peaceful nation back from all forms of 
environmental crises.  The measures implemented 

so far by the Nigerian Government, to an extent, 
have been slightly effective and far from 
establishing peace in the affected regions and 
Nigeria at large. For instance, the Killings of 

members of the sect through military incursions or 
strikes as a counter-terrorism strategy have 
engendered side effects. Such effects include 
ascetic counter-attacks by the group on innocent 
villages and people. More worrisome is the 
increase in the numbers of the group despite the 
attacks (Egbue, Nwankwo and Alichie 2015:24). 

Thus, there is the need for the government to 
incorporate order amiably strategies to help 
alleviate the problem for the sake of sanity and 
peace.  
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Résumé 
Nous avons étudié l’apport de l’organicité textuelle en traduction en utilisant le roman, Toads for Supper, de 
Chukwuemeka Ike comme notre roman de travail. Parfois, les traducteurs non avertis, et surtout les 

traducteurs apprenants, ne se rendent pas compte du fait que la traduction ressemble à une maison dont la 
totalité compte à la fin de la construction. Les auteurs tels que Delisle dont le travail, Analyse du discours 
comme méthode de traduction, nous a guidés, et nous fait savoir qu’un texte à traduire est comparé à une 
maison dont la totalité doit être prise en compte. Notre objectif est d’étudier et traduire Toads for Supper de 
Chukwuemeka Ike afin de mettre à jour combien l’organicité textuelle est importante en traduction et de 
montrer la manière d’y arriver. A la fin de notre étude, nous avons découvert que l’emploi des charnières, des 
implicitations et explicitations, des reconstructions des phrases, des dilutions et économies, a maintenu 
l’organicité textuelle du roman dans la version traduite. 

Mots-clés : traduction, organicité textuelle, charnières, implicitations, explicitations, reconstructions, 
dilutions, économies 
 
Introduction 

Dire que la traduction est importante dans 
la vie humaine, c’est répéter une vérité évidente. 
Dire aussi que l’activité de la traduction se fait par 

ceux qui se croient capable de traduire, quelque 
mauvaise que soit leur traduction, est aussi une 
vérité évidente. A part le sens individuel des unités 
de traduction dont la totalité fait le texte, il y a 
aussi l’aspect de l’organicité textuelle. Une 
traduction est comme une maison. La maison ne se 
reconnaît pas en considérant les parties différentes 

de la maison. On voit la maison en totalité. Et c’est 
la totalité qui détermine le type de maison qu’on a 
construite. Cette totalité c’est ce que nous 
appelons l’organicité textuelle. Ici, il nous faut une 
étude brève du terme de la traduction et son 
objectif. 

La traduction peut être décrite comme un 
processus de réexprimer le message rédigé dans 

une langue à une autre, avec le fond et la forme. 
Il existe beaucoup de réflexions académiques dans 
l’effort de donner précisément en quoi consiste la 
traduction. Tous semblent se diriger vers le même 
objectif. La traduction, d’après Asobele, « …est 
un véhicule exceptionnel de l’information 
littéraire, de communication, de la connaissance et 

du savoir, et cela depuis les antiquités grèco-
latines » (1). 

Vinay et Darbelnet voient la traduction 
comme étant : 

Le passage d’une langue A à une 
langue B, pour exprimer une même 
réalité X, passage que l’on dénomme 
habituellement traduction, relève 

d’une discipline particulière de nature 
comparative dont le but est d’en 
expliquer le mécanisme et d’en 
faciliter la réalisation par la mise en 
relief des lois valables pour les deux 
langues considérées (20). 

Albir montre que Catford définit la traduction 

comme « the replacement of textual matérial in 
one language (source language) by équivalent 
textual matérial in another language (target 
language)» (23). On dirait que Vinay et Darbelnet 
aussi bien que Catford voient la traduction comme 
étant une affaire linguistique. Ici nous devons jeter 
un coup d’œil sur l’objectif de la traduction avant 
d’aller dire un mot sur les deux théories 

principales de la traduction. 
L’objectif de la traduction est tout 

simplement de donner le message du texte original 
dans la langue d’arrivée. Arriver à ce message 
surtout quand il s’agit de la traduction littéraire est 
tout une autre histoire. Fortunato dans Marian 
Lederer et Fortunato commence sa communication 

avec les mots de Gérard Genette dans son ouvrage 
Palimpsestes. La littérature au second, paru aux 
éditions du seuil en 1982, qui consacre quelques 
pages désabusées au problème de la traduction 
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littéraire où il déclare : « Le plus sage pour le 

traducteur, serait sans doute d’admettre qu’il ne 
peut faire que mal, et de s’efforcer pourtant de le 
faire aussi bien que possible, ce qui signifie 
souvent faire autre chose » (17). 
     D’après Albir, citant Ladmiral : 

Toute théorie de la traduction est 
confrontée au vieux problème 

philosophique du Même et de l’Autre : 
à strictement parler, le texte-cible n’est 
pas le même que le texte original, mais 
il n’est pas non plus tout à fait un 
autre ». Il en est de même pour la 
fidélité : «le concept même de la 
fidélité au texte original traduit cette 
ambiguïté, selon qu’il s’agit de fidélité 

à la lettre ou à l’esprit (35). 
Fortunato  dans Lederer et Fortunato, signale qu’ 
« En effet, trop souvent l’œuvre littéraire est jugée 
souvent intraduisible sous prétexte qu’il est 
souvent impossible d’en établir le double exact, de 
la reproduire en préservant toute la complexité de 
son choix initiaux » (17).   On voit déjà que si l’on 

suit les spécialistes de la traduction déjà cités, on 
sera induit à admettre qu’une traduction fidèle est 
impossible. Les mots de Nida dans Lederer: 
« …toute idée qui peut s’exprimer dans une langue 
peut s’exprimer dans une autre à moins que la 
forme même fasse partie intégrante du message » 
(338), nous donnent l’espoir. Fortunato parle de 

l’appropriation du texte comme étant un moyen 
d’arriver à l’objectif de la traduction. D’après 
Fortunato dans Lederer et Fortunato: 

Selon Le Petit Robert, Il dérive en effet 
soit du verbe « s’approprier » qui signifie non 
seulement « faire sien » mais « usurper le bien 
d’autrui », soit du verbe approprier, qui, lui, veut 
dire « rendre propre à un usage, à une destination, 

accorder, adapter, conformer. Il y a, on le voit, 
matière à réflexion pour le traductologue et, en 
l’occurrence, il n’est pas indifférent que le même 
vocable serve à désigner les divers pôles de 
l’opération traduisante (18). 

Voyons brièvement le processus de 
traduction proposé par Delisle où il nous parle de 

ses quatre paliers de maniement du langage. 
1 Les conventions de l’écriture 
2 L’exégèse lexicale 
a) Le report des vocables monosémiques 

b) La réactivation des formes consignées dans les 

systèmes linguistiques 
c) La recréation contextuelle 
3 L’interprétation de la charge stylistique 
4 L’organicité textuelle 

Delisle résume l’organicité textuelle ainsi : 
Tout texte se déroule selon une 
logique interne qui le rend 

cohérent. Cette logique a un effet 
analogue aux poutres et aux 
poutrelles invisibles d’une 
charpente d’acier assurant la 
solidité d’une construction. De 
même, l’agencement des énoncés 
dans une version traduite, doit 
suivre le mouvement de la pensée 

génératrice du texte original. Ce 
que nous appelons l’organicité 
textuelle correspond à l’armature 
de l’édifice textuel, tandis que le 
style en serait l’apparence externe 
(119). 

Ces éléments sont à considérer comme étant les 

aspects qui constituent ce palier. 
A. La redistribution des éléments  

d’information 
B. La concentration de plusieurs signifiées  

sur un plus petit nombre de signifiants 
C. L’implicitation ou l’explicitation  

d’éléments de l’information. 

D. Les charnières articulant les énoncés. 
Nous avons aussi obéi à la théorie de traduction 
littéraire d’Etienne Dolet, le premier traducteur 
français à écrire un traité sur la traduction. Nous 
avons résumé sa théorie ci-dessous. Étienne Dolet, 
né en 1509, est mort en 1546 ; écrivain, poète, 
imprimeur et humaniste français, qui serait, 
notamment, selon Edmond Cary, le père fondateur 

de la traductologie française. L´un des théoriciens 
majeurs de la Renaissance, il forge les mots 
traducteur et traduction. Il écrit le premier traité 
sur la traduction : La manière de bien traduire 
d´une langue en l´autre (1540).   
Le résumé des principes de Dolet se présentent ci-
dessous. 

1. Comprendre bien le sens et l´intention de  
l´auteur de l´original, tout en ayant la liberté 
d´éclaircir les passages obscurs. 
2. Posséder une connaissance parfaite de la langue 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

40 

 

de départ et de la langue d’arrivée 

3. Éviter de rendre mot pour mot. 
4. Employer des expressions d´usage commun. 
5. Choisir et organiser les mots de manière 
appropriée pour obtenir la tonalité optimale 
 

D’après Bassnet-Mcguire, les principes de 
Dolet soulignent l ímportance de la 
compréhension du texte de départ. Le traducteur 
est plus qu´un linguiste compétent : la traduction 
exige une évaluation culturelle et intuitive du texte 
de départ et la prise en compte de la position que 

celle-ci devra occuper dans le système d´arrivée 
(80). 

Le problème qui se pose est que parfois, 
les traducteurs non avertis ignorent cet aspect de 
l’organicité textuelle et finissent par produire une 
« maison » qui ne ressemble pas à une « maison » 
originale. Nous disons tout simplement que 
l’original, malgré l’effort du traducteur, sera trahi 

s’il ne fait pas attention à l’organicité textuelle. 
Avant d’aller à l’objectif et la méthodologie de 
cette étude, il importe qu’on donne un petit résumé 
du texte de travail. 

Le roman, nous présente un jeune garçon 
appelé Amadi, qui a eu la chance de gagner une 
bourse d’étude de la part d’une Progressive Union 

de sa ville à laquelle son père appartient, espérant 
qu’il revient médecin pour aider sa communauté. 
Son père lui trouve une fiancée, une jeune fille 
collégienne et bien élevée mais naïve, qu’il devrait 
prendre comme sa femme à la fin de son étude. La 
vie universitaire le pousse à courir après d’autres 
filles qu’il croyait être de son rang social. Aduke 

était la fille qu’il aimait tant mais son aventure 
amoureuse avec  Sweetie lui détruit l’avenir. En 
fin de compte, il perd son père et se retrouve dans 
une confusion désastreuse. 

Notre objectif est d’étudier, traduire et 
montrer l’importance de l’organicité textuelle dans 
un texte littéraire et on veut démontrer la manière 
dont on peut arriver à l’organicité textuelle qui 

contribue à l’exactitude de la traduction de Toads 
for Supper de Chukwuemeka Ike. Le gain de cette 
étude est qu’elle aidera les traducteurs apprentis et 
les étudiants de la traduction à connaître et 
comprendre le concept de l’organicité textuelle et 
voir combien elle importe en traduction, que cela 
soit pragmatique ou littéraire. 

Les questions auxquelles nous devons trouver 

réponse sont ;  

1. Quels sont les éléments employés pour assurer 
l’organicité textuelle dans la traduction de ce 
roman ? 

2. Comment sommes-nous arrivés à la traduction du 
titre pour refléter l’organicité textuelle? 
 

La méthodologie 
Chaque recherche a sa façon d'enquêter. 

Nous avons à faire avec une étude littéraire. Notre 
sujet de recherche est l’organicité textuelle en 
traduction : une étude de Toads for Supper de 

Chukwuemeka Ike. Nous avons à faire ici avec 
une étude textuelle d’un roman rédigé en anglais 
et traduit en français. Puisque nous étudions une 
œuvre littéraire, notre domaine d’étude est la 
traduction littéraire. Nous avons étudié 
soigneusement le roman et sa traduction que nous 
avons faite. Nous avons relevé tous les éléments 
concernant l’organicité textuelle dans la version 

traduite. Les données ont été organisées autour de 
la question de recherche. Nous n’avons pas pu 
présenter toutes les données recueillies. Nous 
avons présenté des exemples que nous avons 
considérés comme étant représentatifs des 
éléments de l’organicité textuelle. 
 

Présentation, analyse et discussion des données 

et la conclusion 
Nos questions de recherche et les données à 
l’appui se présentent ci-dessus. 

1. Quel sont les éléments employés pour assurer 
l’organicité textuelle dans la traduction de ce 
roman ?  
Les techniques employées pour maintenir 
l’organicité textuelle sont : 
a. Implicitation. Un procédé qui consiste à  

laisser au contexte ou à la situation le soin 

de présenter certains détails explicites 
dans LD. 

b. Explicitation. Un procédé qui consiste à  
introduire dans la LA des précisions qui  
restent implicites dans LD, mais qui se 
dégagent du contexte ou de la situation. 

c. Economie. Une langue possède avec  
économie quand elle réussit à exprimer la 

même chose qu’une autre langue avec des 
moyens plus réduits. 

d. Dilution. C’est une répartition d’un  
signifié sur plusieurs signifiants. 
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e. Charnière. Mot ou groupe de mots qui  

marquent l’articulation de l’énoncé. 

f. Reconstruction. La redistribution de la  

phrase dans LA. 
 

-A big crisis looms over the Union, and you are the 

only authority capable of solving it. (p 104)  

-Une grande crise menace l'Union, et il vous 

incombe de la résoudre (Implicitation)  
 
Dans cette traduction, par exemple, il y a une implicitation. L’expression anglaise « you are the only 

authority capable to » est rendue simplement par « il vous incombe» 
 

-Come on, Amadi, don't sound so 

mysterious. (p 1)  

-«Dis donc, Amadi, ne parle pas comme si il s’agit d’une affaire 

mystérieuse.’(Explicitation)  
 
Dans la traduction ci-dessus, on voit l’explicitation. L’expression anglaise « don’t sound so mysterious » 
est traduite par «ne parle pas comme s’il s’agit d’une affaire mystérieuse». 

-One other thought bothered him and that was 

whether the child would be a boy or a girl (p 186)  

-Une autre pensée le dérangeait et c'était la 

question du sexe de l’enfant. (Economie)  
 
Ici, l’expression “and that was whether the child would be a boy or a girl (p 186)” tombe dans une économie 
en français; «c'était la question du sexe de l’enfant ». 

-As Amadi was still a student, he knew 
Okeke would not expect any money from 

him. (p 43)  

-Comme Amadi était encore étudiant, il savait qu'Okeke ne 

s’attendrait pas à ce que Amadi lui donne de l’argent’. 

(Dilution).  
Dans ce cas, nous parlerons de la dilution, une expression obligatoire d’une idée avec plus de mots que 
l’original. 
 

-So we told him we would try our hands 
and report back to him. ( p 108)  

-Nous lui avons donc dit que nous allions nous débrouiller et 

ensuite, lui en rendre compte. (Charnière).  
 
L’ajout de la charnière “et ensuite” est naturel en français parce que le rapport n’arriverait pas tout de suite. 
Cela prendrait du temps et aura lieu après, due à la charnière «et ensuite» 
 

-Could that be his reason for wanting 

Aduke? Nwakaego, his bride-to-be, had 

been won for him by his parents, and not 

through his proficiency in the technique of 

courtship. (p 5)   

-Cela pourrait-il être sa raison de tomber amoureux 

d’Aduke? Ses parents avaient gagné pour lui la main 

de Nwakaego, sa future épouse, et non pas parce que 

lui, il savait faire la cour (Reconstruction). 

 
 

Dans la traduction, la phrase est reconstruite, non seulement pour faire sortir le message mais aussi pour 

respecter le génie de la langue cible et pour maintenir l’organicité textuelle. Venons alors à la question du 
titre. C’est ici que nous pouvons voir le rôle majeur de l’organicité textuelle. Le titre bien traduit, résume 
tout.  
2. Comment sommes-nous arrivés à la traduction du titre pour refléter l’organicité  

textuelle? 
 

La traduction du titre 

Toads for Supper (title)  Les crapauds pour le diner (titre)  
 

Normalement en traduction, le titre d’un 
texte est le dernier élément à régler. C’est, parce 
qu’il est possible qu’un mot ou une expression qui 

se trouvent à la fin du texte nous donne la raison 
d’être du texte et ainsi contribue à la traduction du 
titre. Parfois ce qui explique un titre peut se trouver 
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dans un contexte particulier. A première vue, on 

peut avoir du mal à comprendre la raison pour 
laquelle l’auteur a choisi le titre particulier. Cette 
recherche de la raison pour laquelle l’auteur a 
choisi le titre nous éclaire la voie pour comprendre 
comment nous sommes arrivés à notre traduction 
du titre. Nous avions déjà pensé à une possibilité 
de l’emploi de la recréation contextuelle pour la 

traduction du titre. Si nous faisons ceci, nous 
perdrons le contenu culturel et l’idée principale 
que l’auteur veut transmettre. Dans notre roman de 
travail, on n’a fait référence au crapaud, en tant 
que tel, que deux fois dans le roman. La première 
fois est dans la page 145 où le père d’Amadi lui 
donnait des conseils comme quoi c’est mieux de 
manger un grand crapaud s’il est, malgré lui, 

obligé d’en manger. Nous devons savoir que le 
crapaud ne se mange pas dans la culture Igbo, la 
culture du roman. La page 175 nous révèle une 
autre allusion au crapaud. Toujours le père 
d’Amadi le gronde. Amadi qui est apparemment 
obligé de manger un crapaud (faire l’amour et 
féconder une fille inconnue), a mangé un grand 

crapaud très maigre (l’obligation d’accepter un 
mariage avec une fille adultère et inconnue au lieu 
d’épouser une fille bien élevée, belle et réservée 
pour lui assurer un avenir paisible). Dans la culture 
igbo, on sait que le diner est le plat le plus 

important parce qu’on doit bien manger pour 

supporter le long jeûne de toute la nuit ; ce qui 
implique toute la vie. Donc le diner d’Amadi, qui 
aurait été une belle fille bien élevée se 
métamorphose en une sale fille adultère et 
inconnue avec qui il allait passer sa vie. Voilà 
grosso modo la raison d’être du titre, ce que nous 
avons décidé de soutenir «Les crapauds pour le 

diner». 
Conclusion et Recommandations 

Les résultats de notre travail nous 
poussent à conclure que l’emploi des charnières, 
des implicitations et explicitations, des 
reconstitutions des phrases, des dilutions et 
économies, a maintenu l’organicité textuelle du 
roman et la prise en compte du noyau culturel et 

historique du roman nous a convaincus de choisir 
le titre « Les crapauds pour le dîner » pour 
traduire Toads for Supper. Nous devons tout faire 
pour inclure dans le programme de traduction dans 
nos universités, l’enseignement des stylistiques 
des langues concernées. En plus, le processus de 
maniement du langage préconisé par Delisle doit 

obligatoirement constituer une partie importante 
de l’enseignement de la traduction surtout au 
niveau de Post-graduate 
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POETIC ELEMENTS AND THE CRITIQUE OF MORALITY IN TWO ADAMU DANMARAYA’S 

SONGS ON MARRIAGE 
 

DIKKO MU’AZU 
Umaru Musa Yar’adua University, Katsina 

 

Abstract 
This paper studies the effect of poetic elements in the development of themes that revolve around morality 

in Adamu Danmaraya’s marriage songs. The two songs from Danmaraya’s collection are “Auren Dole” (A 
Forced Marriage) and “Jawabin Aure” (A Discourse on Marriage). The paper explores how various elements 
of poetry abound in the songs and help in making the thematic expostulation of issues concerning marriage 
possible. The assessment of moral instruction in the marriage songs is drawn upon the ideas of Russian 
Formalism propounded by Roman Jakobson and Rene Wellek in 1930s. The research findings show that oral 
song is a grand antidote or panacea for numerous problems and challenges confronting the institution of 
marriage in Hausa society. The research further uncovers that Hausa oral songs entail some meaningful 

messages that, if carefully examined, they can lead to sound union of the couple. 
Keywords: morality, poetry, Hausa society, songs 
 

Introduction 

Most African societies have great 
attachment to oral songs. As a matter of fact, 
folksong, as an integral part of Africa’s cultures 
and traditions, are veritable medium of 
expressions in African communities. Important 
moral messages, traditional norms and values are 
typically passed through oral songs especially 

during traditional rituals. In Hausaland, for 
example, oralsingers play the role of peace keepers 
and promoters of cultural heritage of theirsociety 
(Fennigan, 140). Abdulkadir posits that, “Various 
aspects of Hausa/Fulani society can be discerned 
through singer’s functions” (50). Similarly, 
Ojukwu and Esimonye assert that folksongs are 

used for “expression of the totality of a people’s 
way of life, their traditions, indigenous practices 
which are peculiar to them without the interference 
of other cultures” (165). 

It can therefore be observed that no artists 
– oral singers exude – operate in a vacuum. 
Literary works in any form are made by the people 
(the performers) and for the people (the audience). 

Through this communication channel, oral singers 
address issues concerning a society as Okiche 
notes that “The writer’s environment constitutes a 
major determining factor that influences what and 
who he/she writes for…” (7). It is against this 
backdrop, marriage becomes a recurring topic that 
predominantly envisaged in Hausa literary 

outputs. Marital issues have for long been 
capturedin Hausa tales and songs. One outstanding 

Hausa singer whose songs have great impact on 
the social life of Hausa people, and whose oral 
songs address the social phenomenon of marriage, 
is Adamu Danmaraya. His two selected marriage 
songs that will be subjected to textual analysis in 

this paper include “Auren Dole” (A Forced 
Marriage) and “Jawabin Aure” (A Discourse on 
Marriage).  
Theoretical Framework 

A theory adopted in this study is Russian 
Formalism. It is a theory that has a “focus on the 
patterns and technical devices of literature…” 

(Abrams and Harpham, 126). Developed in Russia 
in the early twentieth century, Russian Formalism 
is a literary movement that informed the ideas of 
American New Criticism and French Structuralism 
in 1960s. Its practice followed the founding of the 
Moscow Linguistic Circle in 1915, the Petrograd 
Society for the Study of Poetic Language in 1916 
and the Prague Linguistic Circle by Rene Wellek 

and Roman Jacobson in 1930s (Baburajan, 8). 
According to Roman Jakobson (cited in Abrams 
and Harpham, 127) “The object of study in literary 
science is not literature but literariness; that is, what 
makes a given work a literary work.” Therefore, in 
their attempt to evaluate or interpret the meaning of 
a text, formalist scholars do not consider the 

author’s cultural and social background or 
ideologies as significance to its understaning. 
Rather, they take into account the literary elements 
such as poetic language, imagery, rhyme, rhythm, 
point of view and other technical devices and 
formal pattens a work of art is enriched with 
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(Baburajan, 8).  

 One important feature of formalism is the 
idea of ‘defamailiarisation’ formulated by Victor 
Shlovsky (1893-1984) in his essay, “Art as 
Technique”. Babujana describes it as, “the process 
of making strange” (9). He further added that, “Art, 
however, can recover the ‘sensation’ of life which 
has been lost to habit and abstraction. Artist 

exchange or make objects unfamiliar by using 
literary convention” (ibid). This implies that a 
literary writer or artist does not communicate with 
his audience in a plain or an ordinary language; 
rather, he enriches his art with a poetic language 
illuminated by various literary devices. Therefore, 
understanding an artistic work depends entirely on 
the reader’s familiarity with the devices as 

Baumgaten (cited in Mautner, 32) observes that, “a 
realm of poetry, a realm of concrete knowledge in 
which content is communicated in sensory form”. 
Poetic Elements 

In poetic composition, poets/singers make 
careful selection of words to express their deepest 
thoughts, feelings and emotions. Basically, their 

messages are conveyed to their audience in a 
figurative language, which is “a conspicuous 
departure from what competent users of a 
language apprehend as the standard meaning of 
words, or else the standard order of words, in order 
to achieve some special meaning or effect” 
(Abram and Harphan, 118). Murphy points out 

that, “When a poet writes a poem, he uses the 
English words that are available to all speakers of 
English. What makes him a poet, however, is that 
he uses them with greater awareness, sensibility 
and greater artistry” (22). Therefore, poets and 
singers employ a special tone and language 
devices relevant in his craft. These devices are like 
bricks that erect and decorate the internal structure 

of a poetic genre. In other words, the devices do 
not only bring beauty to his art, but also they make 
it possible for him to effectively communicate 
with his intended audience. 

Although most oral poetry is a freeverse 
(Habib, 26) that does not follow strict conventions 
or a specific fixed pattern like a written poetry, yet 

it compensates its inconsistencies with unique 
poetic elements. Some of the elements common to 
Hausa oral songs are devices of meaning, sound 
and comparison. Whitla writes that, “perhaps the 

most common observation made by readers is that 

poetry is a highly charged language, made up of 
figures of speech that twist and turn language out 
of the commonplace to produce meanings and new 
associations” (177). In their artistry, Hausa oral 
singers utilize such devices to conveniently 
convey their convincing moral messages to their 
audience.  

The Concept of Morality 
Anwuluorah and Asike postulate that, 

“Generally, morality originates from religious 
considerations, and so pervasive in religion in 
Nigerian culture that the two cannot be separated” 
(192). However, this assertion has been disputed 
by many scholars in the fields of sociology and 
psychology such as Jean Piaget (1965), Lawrence 

Kohlberg (1975) to mention but few. While the 
role of religion in promoting morality cannot be 
denied, scholars like Haidt opines that, “… 
prosocial religions have been important cultural 
solutions that contributed to the creation of 
anonymous, moral communities, but clearly they 
are not necessary for morality” (380). In view to 

the latter assertion, Piagent defines morality as 
“the understanding of and adherence to rules 
through one’s own volition” (Berns, 522). To 
Haidt, morality is an “interlocking set of values, 
virtues, norms, practices and identities, 
institutions, technologies, and evolved 
psychological mechanisms that work together to 

regulate self-interest and make cooperative 
societies possible” (270). 

From time immomerial, man as a social 
being lives in accordance with certain social cords 
or set of rules that guide his dealings with other 
human beings in his natural environment 
(Anwuluorah and Asike, 190). The set of rules or 
standards that regulate the activities of a man 

living in a geographical entity is known as 
morality. Even though morality is not codified 
anywhere in the society, the set of values and 
norms that underline goodness or wrongness in the 
society are known and respected by all members 
of a community. Violating or breaking the moral 
standards in the community is regarded as an 

offence which may account for punishment by 
facial expresison or capital punishment like 
charging a fine or caning or subjecting the law 
breaker to hard labour like farming or serving a jail 
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term. Berns posits that, “Morality involves 

obeying society’s rules for daily living such as not 
stealing, not assaulting, maligning another’s 
character and so on. It also involves one’s 
conscience or personal rules for interacting with 
others, such as being kind, cooperative, and 
helpful” (521). 

Morality, as a concept, encompasses a 

wide range of human activities and chief among 
them is dress cords, modes of talking, walking and 
greeting. Failure to live in accordance with these 
principles agreed or accepted in the society will 
identify one as corruptibly immoral since he fails 
to adhere strictly to the ways of ancestors. It is a 
well-known fact that literary compositions are one 
of the vital outlets where moralityis addressed. A 

popular adage goes that, “a pen is more powerful 
than a word”. A song or tale is used to preserve 
and transmit people’s norms and to criticize those 
who lost track or violate the principles. Even 
where the society is upright, a singer can use his 
craft to urge people to maintain social decorum. 
Therefore, when effectively used, a work of art can 

serve as a vehicle of restoring morality in the 
society. 
Textual Analysis of Danmaraya’s Songs 

Oral song is an instrument of combating 
social malady and teaching morals in the society. 
Furniss expatiates that singers “are constantly 
telling people what to do, how to behave, how to 

not behave, what to think and quiet often how to 
vote” (214). In spite of the efforts to integrate 
Africans with literacy, folksong remains intact 
and, to present day, maintains its role of imparting 
social mores. Although oral poetry and written 

poetry are distinct in rendition and that the latter 

was emanated from the former, Furniss postulates 
that they both: “formed a key weapon in the battle 
for hearts and minds of the ordinary people” (197).  

The important literary aspects that greatly 
enhance the meaning of the singers are poetic 

elements. Danmaraya, like the rest of Hausa oral 
singers, uses his craft that is sufficiently embedded 
with poetic elements to critique social vices and 
maladies. Daba testifies that, “… most of 

Danmaraya’ssongs are not praise for individual, 
but about social phenomenon; things like death, 
wealth and poverty, and work and profession and 

social criticism” (49). In so doing, he deploys 
various poetic elements that include imagery, 
simile, repetition, etc. to convey his “ideas and 
philosophy” (Daba, 37), as well as to comment on 
issues that affect his society negatively.  
“Auren Dole” (A Forced Marriage) 

In “Auren Dole” (A Forced Marriage), 

Danmarayaspeaks against forced marriage which 
has for long posed an imminent danger in 

Hausaland. He, in the song, warns parents to stop 
choosing marriage partners for their children. 
Schuh posits that, “Auren Dole is an admonition to 
parents to allow their daughters to marry the men 
of their choice rather than to marry someone that 
the family chooses. The song warns that a girl 
forced to live with a man she dislikes will leave 
home and return to loose living” (2). The success 

of this message is realized through effective use of 
figurative language. The chief among them is 
repetition which is evident in the opening stanza:   

“Uwa da uba ga gargadi: Here is a warning for the parents: 
Auren tilas babu kyau,  Forced marriage is unfair, 
Shi ya kan saka yara gantali; It drives children out of home; 

Uwa da uba ga gargadi:  Here is a warning for the parents: 
Kun ga auren tilas babu kyau, Forced marriage is unfair, 
Ya kan saka yara gantali, It drives children out of home, 
Domin Allah baya so;  God is disapproved of it; 
Annabin Allah ma baya so, His messenger, too, abhors  
Domin ya yi hani a yi.“  And preached against it. 

 

 
Repetition, as Nwokeye and Oraegbunam assert, “can be used to intensify emotion” (263). Thus, the 

repetition of the first three lines of the above stanza indicates that the lines are not only important but central 
to the singer as they vividly capture the challenges around a forced marriage. In fact, the repetition emphasizes 
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Danmaraya’s concern for the wellbeing of his people as it points out to the wrongness that has been stranding 

Hausa society for long. It thus makes it implicit that the message (warning against a forced marriage) and the 
decorder (the audience) are backbone of the discourse and, without anyone of one, the encorder (the singer) 
is nonessential.  

Another significant figure of speech used in the stanza to stress the danger of the forced marriage is 
personification. Personifiying the forced marriage with human action “drives”, enables us to see the havoc it 

inflicts after the break up. Danmaraya depicts this phenomenon in stanza two and three. He tells us how this 
problem which is often conceived as insignificant grows to become a serious threat that, if neglected, it 
becomes an epidemic in the society. Below are his words: 
  “Mallam, wannan ‘yar ka ce,      Mister man, tend to your daughter,  

Mallam, wannan ‘yar ka ce,      Mister man, tend to your daughter, 
Da wanda ta ke so tun tuni,      She’s been in love with someone 

Tun sunayara ‘yankankana,      Since their childhood, 
Domin ta saba da shi,       She is pleased with him, 
Shi ma ya saba da ita,        Likewise the boy with her, 
Mutumin da ta saba da shi,       So, expect an insoluble trouble 
Don yana da wuya a rabakuwa.       If you attempt to end their relationship. 

 
Sai ka ce ma ta ba ka batashi,       You set out to marry her to someone, 
Sai wanda ka ke so za ka ba,       Other than the man of her choice, 

In kai auren ka jiya,         If you proceed 
Kai mata auren dole wai,        And do what pleases you, 

Sai ka ji ‘yar kuma ta fadi:        Your daughter will respond meanly: 
‘An man auren dole ne,            “Since I am forcefully married, 
Tun da an man auren dole kuma,       You’ll see the outcome of your action, 
To zama a gidan ba dole ai’”.         I won’t make an obedient wife”. 

 
Looking closely at the above stanzas, it is obvious that the singer uses a lot of poetic devices to illustrate the 
bizarre reaction of the obedient girl who is being forced to marry a man of her parent’s choice. The most 
obvious among these devices is ‘point of view’. The poet shifts from the initial omniscient persona to a 

dramatic persona towards the end of the third stanza. This is to overtly present the reaction of the young girl 
whose right to choose a suitor is denied by her parents. Thus, her response creates a tension that keeps listeners 
alert to the next phase of action to be taken by the girl. Consequently, at the height of this conflict, the marriage 
breaks and the parents take the blame of their daughter’s change of character which she has already 
forewarned. This situation becomes rampant in modern African communities and it always affect young girls 
as Abdulhamid and Sanusi observe that, “…the challenges and negative affections of divorce are usually 
much stronger on the women and her offspring than a man. These ranges from psychological trauma, immoral 

behaviour, economic hardship, denial of custody, etc.” (13).  
 The use of another repetition in stanza four contributes to the development of the song. Repeating the 
expression “She travels to…” in some of the lines of the stanza signifies the frequency of trips embarked by 
the divorced young woman, which happen in rapid successions. As a poetic composer, the singer uses the 
repetition to save his time and energy by making his narrative of the travels very brief and concise. As so, the 
sum of the changed girl’s trips are hereby summarily presented in a sort of a passing way, signifying how 
easily are those distances between the mentioned cities are covered within a short time by the girl who is 

expected to obediently stay with her husband at home. Sensitive about the happenings in his society, 
Danmaraya embodies the predictable consequency of the marriage break up as follows:  
  “Sai ka ga ‘yar kuma ta fita, She then departs for a new lifestyle, 

Ta je gantali,    She wanders around the world, 
Kan a jima ta je Kano,  She travels to Kano,  
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Sai ka ji ta je Samaru,  She travels to Samaru, 

Sai ka ji ta je nan Gusau, And then comes down to Gusau 
Kan a jima, in ka tuna,  Not any longer, 
Sai ka ji ta ce, “Na fita”,  You’ll hear her say, “I’ll travel”, 

Ko da kudin mota,  Lack of transport fare, 

Ko babu kudin mota ta je.” Won’t impede her trips.  
Here, the woman who vacates her husband’s house has fully taken the street life in order to make ends meet. 
This disgusting habit which is attributed to modernisation is utterly condemned even in the ‘civilized’ Hausa 

communities. In The Stillborn, Zainab Alkali depicts similar situation with the character of Faku who is 
rumoured in the village to have joined the company of independent women in the city (93).  
 Towards the end of the song, the artist makes a sudden turn-over by directly ‘addressing’ the parents 
who think the unbefitting forced marriage still has a place in this changing world. This has effectively served 
as a warning to all parents who think the future of their children is in their hand. Using the tone of 
disappointment, the singer states that they are totally wrong. Thorne states that, tone is a “reflection of the 
poet’s attitude to his or her subject created by the choice of words” (422). The punctuated ‘exclamation mark’ 

at the end of the stanza below suggests the singer’s concern about the incident: 
“Uwa da uba, in kun tuna,   O parents, do not forget,  
Wannan abu ku ku ka haddasa,  You’re responsible of her fate, 

In da kudin mota ta je,   With or without transport fare, 

In babu kudin mota ta je,  She still travels, 
Toh, uwa da uba in kun tuna   So, the parents can recall vividly 
Wannan abu ku ku ka haddasa,  How you muddle your daughter’s life, 
Kun san wannan laifin kune!”  You must take a blame of that! 

 

“Jawabin Aure” (A Discourse on Marriage) 

“Jawabin Aure” (A Discourse on Marriage) is one of the masterpiece of Danmaraya (Furniss, 158), 
which a listener can easily conceive as a song for mere entertainment. However, doing the formalist reading 
of the song, an astude listener can discover that the song is didactic. It is mainly composed to show that 
couples can overcome the challenges facing their marriages as Daba notes that, “The singer is worried about 
the rate of divorce in the society” (73). Schuh comments that, “Jawabin Aure is an admonition to married 
couples to try to see through their differences and not to be influenced by gossip. The song describes the 
problems and indignities which await the wife who leaves her husband and returns to her family home and 
the husband whose wife leaves home” (1).  

 Structurally, the song consists of fourteen stanzas. It is a freeverse although the artist roughly tries 
to make some of the lines rhyme. One important figure of speech that resonates throughout the song is 
‘apostrophe’. It is a device with which the singer assumes the presence of a person (real or imaginary) and 
speaks to him or her directly. Murphy asserts that, “A poet can address other people besides the reader” 

(49). In “Jawabin Aure”, Danmaraya softly entices the value of marriage by appealing to the spouses to 
settle down their disputes without inviting a third party in their affairs. The singer does this in the following 
stanzas:  

“Mai-gida da uwar-gida,  O you husband and wife, 

In an yi fada don Annabi,  When you have a misunderstanding, 
Don Allah a bar saurin fita,  Please, don’t vacate the house, 
Amma in aka bibiya   A careful investigation of the case 

Wata kila gidan da munafikai,  May prove that hypocrites butt in, 
Abin da mai gida iyi   Whatever the husband does 

A zo a fada ma uwar-gida,  Is secretly told to the wife, 
Sannan ke ba kya bincike,  Who doesn’t bother to check the matter, 
Abin da uwar-gida ta yi,   And whatever the wife does 

A zo a fada ma ka mai-gida,  Is secretly told to the husband, 
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Sannan kai ba ka bincike.  Who doesn’t bother to check the matter. 

Kun san ba a kwana bakwai,  Within seven days, 

Toh sai kun ga hu suma ta hadu, Discord will flare up, 
Toh daga nan kuma sai rabuwa ta zo.” And then the marriage breaks. 

 

The effect of apostrophe in the above stanza is justifiable. It gives a sense of reality as the singer refers to the 
imaginary human being who a listener might literally assume to be himself or herself. Couples who heed the 
artist’s words will discern how seed of discord is implanted by petty talkers, and in the background of their 
mind, realise that the singer is referring to nobody but them. He admonishes them to be cautious of hearsayers 
and when certain issue is brought to them, they should listen to both sides before they take a hasty decision. 

According to Danmaraya, in such a way the activities of hypocrites and gossipers will be eliminated and the 
divine institution of marriage will be protected in Hausa society. 

There is also the instance of symbolism in the song. According to Dobie, “the term ‘symbolism’ is 
applied only to a word or phrase that signifies an object or event which in its turns signifies something or 
suggests a range of reference, beyond itself” (358). Going by Dobie’s assertions of what symbolism is, the 
phrase “a small room” presented in the song symbolizes the hard life waiting for the divorcee. Verbs of action 
such as “weighed in”, “bend” and “break” describing the state of her furniture literarily bolden the meaning 
of the singer in stanza four: 

“Bayan in rabuwa ta zo,   When the marriage breaks, 
Ke kiran amalenke fa naki ne,  You, the woman, have to call a cart-pusher, 

Ki sa kaya a ciki kuma,   And load your furniture on the cart, 

Ki biya su kudi a rigirgide,  Pay for the services of the cart-pusher, 
Ki kai kayan ko gidan ku can,  The property is taken to your parents’ house, 

A sammaki daki dan kadan,  There, you’ll be given a small room 
Ki sa kayan sun kwarmade  Wherein to lodge your furniture 
Sannan wasu ma sun karkare,  Where some of them will break, 

Kana wasu ko sun lakwashe.  And others will bend. 
Mai-gida, ba laifin sa ba,  It is not the man’s fault, 
Ke ma ba laifin ki ba,   It is also not the woman’s fault, 

‘Yan gulma da makircin tsiya  Gossipers and slanders are the cause, 
Masu raba Sunnar Rabbana,  Who find fancy in breaking of marriages, 
To mu taru mu tsuttsine ma su,  So let’s all together curse them, 
To mu ce ma su Allah ya isa.”  And say may God punish them. 

 

In the foregoing stanza, house wives are made to realize that they are, by and large, the most vulnerable 
victims of divorce. Thus, after their marriages break, they end up without shelter to dwell in and their financial 

state becomes weak, unable to support their material needs. Abdulhamid and Sanusi note that, “when such 
happened, the women are left to fend for themselves without any preparation” (14). The singer then recalls 
the conjugal bliss the divorcee will miss. This technique of recalling the past is called ‘flashback’. Niazi and 
Gautam define it as “a sudden, vivid reversion to a past event and is used to surprise the reader with previously 
unknown information that provides the answer to a mystery, places a character in a different light, or reveals 
the reason for a previously inexplicable action” (142). 

 In stanza seven, the singer recounts: 

“Dubban jama’a sun tabbata, Thousands of people have testified that, 
Da can kina ko gidan miji, When you stayed with your husband, 

Dan kwali shi za ya yi,  He provided for you a headscarf, 
Sarkar-wuya shi ne za ya yi, He provided for you a necklace,   
Rigar sawa duk sai ya yi, He provided for you wears, 

Sarkar hannu sai ya yi, He provided for you bangles, 
Takalma duk sai ya yi, He provided for you shoes, 

Zanen daurawa sai ya yi.” He provided for you wrappers. 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

50 

 

 

The significance of flashback in the above extract cannot be over emphasized. It helps a divorcee to 
reminiscence her past life, appreciate her present conditions and prepare for her future. By recalling the past 

of the remorseful divorcee, many young couples who think break-up is the finest solution to their marital 
problems are made to rethink. The singer laments the divorcee’s plight after the breakup. He says that, when 
the woman vacates her matrimonial home, where she used to have a room of her own, and moves to her 
parents’ home, she is going to loss all the rights and privileges which her husband protected for her. And 
when worries of such loses accumulate, frustration and depression come in and lead to insanity (or misdeeds). 
In the light of this, Abdulhamid and Sanusi state that, “Divorce leads to un-Islamic behaviour on the part of 
some women” (22). 
 The most striking literary feature that makes this song unique in the singers’s collections is its 

dramatic quality. The singer succeeds in making it possible for his audience to open their ears to the 
dialogue of the characters and to open their eyes to their actions. Presented below is a lengthy conversation 
between the divorced woman and a ‘boka’ (a Juju charmer), who she thinks can bring solution to her 
problem: 

“‘Assalamu Alaikum, Mallami,   ‘Peace be upon you, priest, 
Boka kai ma ni magani,   Boka, solve my problem, 
Ai da ni da miji na mun rabu’.   My husband and I are divorced’. 

Boka i zana kasar shi a hankali,  Boka draws gently on a sandy soil, 
‘Zainabu ko ko Aisha’.              ‘The name is Zainabu or Aisha?’ 

‘A’a, suna na A’i dai’.                         ‘No, my name is A’i.’ 
‘Lallai kasar nan ta nuna ma ni,  ‘Yes, this soil has shown me that, 

Kasa ba ta karya kuwa.   And the soil doesn’t tell a lie, 
Hahhahaha! Aisha,   Hahhaha! Aisha, 
Kishiya ce tai ma ki magani,   It’s your co-wife that caused your divorce, 

A ruwan randa kuma an kasa,  In the pot, she put a mystical charm, 
Idan ke kin sha ruwan,   If you drink the water in there 
Idan shi ma ya sha ruwan,  Andyour husband drinks the water, 
Yarinya shi da ke kun rabu,  You’ll be divorced, 
Rabbaci ga shi ko kun rabun.’”  Now, you’re divorced.’ 

In the above stanza, the singer presents to us a humorous dialogue between the divorced woman and the 
boka, who claims to have a magical power to change her fate. The singer makes it clear that consulting 

soothsayers is not only waste of resources, but also it worsens the existing problem as the wicked potency 
or evil machinations of the boka is revealed in the stanza when he accuses the woman’s co-wife of causing 
her fate. Such falsehood is capable of destroying the women’s relationship and even the relationship of their 
misleading offsprings.  

Another grand poetic device the singer employs in this song is the blatant use of satire. In fact, we 
can rightly say that the song is satirical. Satire, as defined by Thorne, is “A form of writing in which the 
follies and vices of society are censured and ridiculed in order to bring contempt and derision upon those 
who display such behaviour” (419). When used effectively, satire begets sarcasm. Usually, a person 

mocked is expected to make amend. In this song, the divorced woman who goes to a soothsayer seeking for 
his help appears to be an object of mockery. In order to get away with her money, the deceptive boka 
assures her that he can make the impossible possible. Her foolishness which is reinforced by her desperate 

desire to regain her lost status is clear when she believes in boka’s fairy tale. Danmaraya sarcastistically 
presents this comic incident in ninth stanza: 

“Toh sai ka ji mata ta ce mai,  She then shockingly asks him, 
‘Toh, Mallam, ya ya za a yi?’  ‘O priest, what can we do now?’ 
Take sai boka i gaya mata,  He replies to her,  
‘A kwai ko yadda za a yi:  ‘There is a way out: 

Ki ba ni farin rago biyar,  You have to offer five white rams, 
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Turmin alawayya guda biyar,  Five bundles of white wrappers, 

Ke ki ba ni dan taure guda biyar, Five she-goats for rituals, 

Kuma ki ba ni kudin ki sule dari.’ And one hundred shilling.’ 
Take sai ka ji mata ta ce,  Suddenly, the woman says,  
‘O, um’uhmn!    ‘O, um’uhmn! 

Wannan abu mai sauki kuwa,  This is a simple deal, 
Ai, Mallam, tun tuni an gama.’  Just consider it done.’ 
Ta kawo kayan da ya zaiyana,  She presents what Boka enumerated, 

Boka ya tattare, boka ya handame, And he greedily takes them and says,  
‘Toh, je ki Allah yai magani.’”           ‘Go home, God will solve your problem.’    

The singer’s objective here is not mainly to make fun of the woman who goes to boka. His intent is to correct 

her worrisome behaviour. More essentially, the oral singer gives the situation awhim of universality as the 
message goes beyond the specific context of the woman but to all members of the public who seek for boka’s 
solicitation in their affairs. The singer then turns to the divorced man who also has his own share of blame. 
He objectively enumerates some of the duties of the wife such as cooking, sweeping, looking after the children 
and the husband himself. The singer laments that the good side of the divorcee is so often been ignored by 

the husband. He drops a rhetorical question at the end in order to heighten the state of confusion:  

“Mai-gida, kai zan maka gargadi, O Mr. Husband, I warn you, 
Kai ma wannan matar ka ce,  Behold your wife, 
Ruwan wanka ita za ta kai,  She prepares your bathing water, 

Ta tuka abinci, ka zo ka ci,  Cooks your food, 

Sharar daki ita za ta yi,   Sweeps your room, 

In kai baki ta kula da su,  Caters for the guests, 
Ta lura da yara ‘yan kankana,  Nurtures the children, 
Shin, Mallam, ko ‘boyin’ ka ne,  If it’s your houseboy,    

A wata nawa za ka biya shi ne?”  What would be his monthly wages? 
 
 As Shamdama and Suleiman write, rhetorical questionsare used “for making emphasis, drawing the 

attention of the audience to a fact, and at the time evoking emotion” (170). In the above stanza, the rhetorical 
question stirs emotion and makes the audience to recognise the significant roles of women (especially, the 
married women) in the sociey. Although the answer to the question “If it’s your houseboy/What would be his 
monthly wages?” is not needed, the effect of the question is obviously clear. It evokes to the memory all the 
good things about women that men hardly apprectiate. In other words, the rhetorical question is emphasizing 
the truth about women that men cannot dare to deny. 

Conclusion 
Oral songs, as they have been, are useful 

vehicle of extending messages in both literate and 
preliterate societies. They are used for 
entertaining, sentisizing, ridiculing, protesting, 
educating and encouraging positive behaviours. 

From the textual analysis of Danmaraya’s 
marriage songs rendered in this study, it is 
evidently clear that poetic elements such as 
metaphor, personification, repetition, address, etc. 

are employed in the songs to achieve certain 
effects. First and foremost, the various literary 
devices incorporated in the songs do not only add 

beauty to the artistic work but also make the 
meanings of the singer clearer. In fact, issues 
related to dos and don’ts in the marital institution 
are indelibly discussed in the songs. And in so 
doing, the significance of poetic elements cannot 
be undersold. The outcome of this study has 
established that the array of literary devices serve 
as colourful ornaments with which the artist’s 

feelings are dressed up. And to fully understand 
the meanings entailed in the songs, there is every 
need to understand the literary substances that go 
into the crafts and how they work within a poetic 
genre.  
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A GRAMMATICAL STUDY OF TENSE AND SENTENCE IN FIVE SECONDARY SCHOOLS IN 

NASARAWA METROPOLIS 
 

AGBO JOSEPH ODO 

The Federal Polytechnic Nasarawa 
Abstract 

Most students of secondary schools in Nigeria are assumed to have deficiency in the use of English Language 
probably because English is learnt as a second Language (L2). But English Language has come to stay at least 

for now as the national language in Nigeria. Therefore, effort should be made to encourage students in our 
schools to learn it effectively. The aim of this paper is to discuss students’ weaknesses in the use of tense of 
verb in sentences. The paper investigated the students’ use of tense of verb in sentences by administering tests 
on the students as an instrument of research. The data collected from the tests were analysed based on the 
Theory of Error Analysis. The results of the data analysis revealed that secondary school students lack 
efficient use of tense of verb in sentences. The paper suggests some measures that could help students improve 
on their skills in the use of tenses of verb in sentences and English Grammar generally. 

Keywords:   Grammar, Verb, Tenses and Sentence. 
 

Introduction 

Secondary school students need to 

communicate in both written and spoken English 
in the course of the study. Moreover, it is not just 
communication in English but communication 
using Standard English grammar. More 
importantly, a credit pass in English language at 
WAEC, SSCE, NECO, etc is a requisite condition 
for entry into any tertiary institution in Nigeria. 
Therefore, secondary school students need 

effective skills in English Grammar, especially 
verb tenses and sentence. This is because sentence 
is the longest unit of grammar and verb is its 
indispensable component. 

Verb is an indispensable and complex 
aspect of English sentence and grammar. Fromkin 
(2006:30) attest to this when she contends that 

verb has complicated forms: it has a singular 
present tense with -s, past tense with -ed, present 
participle/progressive with -ing, past participate 
with -en, etc. This implies that tense is a complex 
aspect of verb that often give secondary school 
students problem in grammatical construction of 
sentences specifically. Therefore, it behooves on 

this paper to focus mainly on tense of verb and 
sentence. The paper seeks to investigate the 
students’ weaknesses in the use of tenses of verb 
in sentence construction so as to proffer solution 
to the challenge. 
Aim and Objectives  

The aim of the paper is to discuss the 
weakness of students’ use of tense of verb in 

sentence construction. The objectives include: 
1. to identify the different tenses of verb. 

2. to discuss the grammatical 

relationship between the tenses of 
verb and time. 

3. to discuss the past, present and future 
tenses. 

4. to describe the various perspectives of 
tenses in sentence construction. 

5. to demonstrate in practical terms the 
use of tense in sentence construction. 

Methodology 

Data Sampling Procedure 

Five schools within the Nasarawa 
metropolis were selected for the paper. The 
schools are (1) Foundation Secondary School (2) 
Government Secondary School, Tammah, (3) 
Government Secondary School, Nasarawa, (4) 

Government Day Secondary School and (5) 
EWCA College. 100 SSII students were selected 
from each of the schools with the assistance of the 
Form Master. Their age bracket falls within 17-22 
years. Two tests were conducted separately on the 
tense of verb. Each test was scored over 100%. 
The pass mark range from 40 marks and above.  

The researcher conducted impromptus 
tests to avoid data being compromised. The tests 
were conducted separately in each school since 
there is no 500 capacity hall in any of the schools. 
This is also to avoid transportation and other 
logistics cost. Immediately after the test 1, ten 
teachers were chosen to assist the researcher in 
marking Test I while the researcher read the 

answer to them. This is to hasten the process of 
data collection and analysis. This process was 
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repeated in all the schools. The raw data were 

taken home where the researcher personally 
marked Test II and sort the scripts into pass and 
fail groups. In test 11, any student that is able to 
construct a minimum of four sentences with 
correct tenses of verb within the limit of the essay 
is considered for a pass mark. The data were 
analysed in a tabulated form. The results of the 

tests and data analysis are presented in the data 
presentation and analysis below.  
Theoretical Framework  

This paper is guided by the Error Analysis 
Theory. The theory was propounded in the 1970s 
by Stephen Pit Corder for use in the description of 
L2 errors. Corder, (1974) classifies errors into four 
categories: omission, selection, addition, or 

misordering of some elements. The theory focuses 
on those errors committed by second language (L2) 
learners. Mahmoodzadeh (2012) describes Error 
Analysis as a means for identifying, categorizing 
and explaining errors committed by foreign 
language (FL) and second language(L2) learners. 
A-Khresheh (2016:82) observes that EA helps the 

teachers to pinpoint the students’ weaknesses and 
to make teachers revise their teaching 
methodology. This informs the adoption of this 
theoretical framework in the paper to figure out the 
weaknesses of secondary school students in the 
use of tenses of verb in sentences. The essence is 
to seek improvement on students’ skills in the use 

of tense of verb in sentences. 
Literature Review 

A verb is a word or group of words that 
denote action. Therefore, the tense of a verb 
indicates the time the action takes place. This 
means that tense of verb points out the time a 
particular event or action spoken about actually 
occurred. Quirk and Greenbaum (2000:40) lay 

credence to the motion of tense and time when 
they argue that “a tense is a universal non-
linguistic concept with three divisions of past, 
present and future. Tomori (1977) describes tense 
as the feature of the clause that relates the 
organisation of the clause to the non-linguistic 
concept of time.  

It is important to clarify that a clause in 

this context is the same as a simple sentence. This 
justifies the relationship among the tense of verb, 
the actions performed and the actual time of the 
occurrence of event. However, the structural 
grammarians argue that there are only two tenses 
of verb in English sentence. Consequently, there is 
no obvious structural form of change in English 

verb to show the future tense as obtained in (v-o) 
and (v-s) used for the present tense and (V-d) for 
the past tense, rather; it the modal auxiliary verb 
‘’shall’’ and “will” that are used as the future 
makers.   For example,  

i. I shall travel tomorrow  

ii. We will run next week. 

In i, the verb travel is the (V-o) present tense. In ii 
also run is the (V-o) present tense. Therefore, there 
is no obvious future tense but the addition of 
modal auxiliary to the present tense (V-o)  

 
However, modern grammarians recognise 
the future tense in verb. For instance, Muir 
(1972:132), Shaw (1975:xx),  Osisanwo 
(2008:109) Ibe (2010:19), Adejare (1996), 
Halliday (1985:177) ,etc. all agree that the 
tense in English has three forms: the 

present, the past and the future. These 
three terms represent the simple tenses of 
verb. Simple in the sense that these tenses 
are indicated by one-word verb as 
opposed to the complex tense which may 
be in phrase comprising of at least a 
minimum of two words and a maximum 
of five words. 

The three terms of the simple tenses of 
verb are presented on the table below: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  
                                                   
Present Tense   

Simple Past 
Tense.V-d 

Simple 
Future 
Tense 
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Simple Present 

Tense (V-O) 

Simple Present Tense 3rd Per 

Singular (V-S)     

1 Go Goes went  
shall/will 
go 

2 Run Runs Ran 
shall/will 
run 

3 Take Takes Took 

shall/will 

take 

4 Speak Speaks Spoke 
shall/will 
speak 

5 Call Calls Called 
shall/will 
call 

 

The table above indicates that the simple present tense is the base form (v-o) the simple present tense 3rd 
person personal pronoun is (v-s) and the simple past used for all persons is (v-d).  The simple present tense 
is the base form without s. For example, I go to school. The simple present-3rd person personal pronoun 
singular form has s. For example, He/ She/John/Mary goes to school. Simple past is used for all persons – 
They/She/I/He/went to school. In the simple future tense, the British English uses “shall” for the first person 
personal pronoun and “will” for the second and third persons to express simple futurity.  However, to express 
determination, threat and a promise, the reverse is the case. For example, I/we/shall travel tomorrow. 

They/He/You/ will travel tomorrow. The complex tense of verb is referred to as the verbal group, which 
contains two or more verb in form of a phrase. For example,  

i. John is cooking rice 
ii. John had been cooking rice 
iii. John was going to have cooked rice 

 

Tenses of Verb and its Use in the Sentence Structure 

Tense of a verb refers to the action that takes place. Action could take place in the present, past and future. 
These three basic tenses are sub-divided into different types. In fact, there are thirty-six (36) tense description 
of verb. Suffice here to demonstrate with a few illustrations. 
1. Simple present tense: This tense is used to describe action that take place in the  present time 

without relation to past or future. 

e.g.  (a) I buy a car today. 
 (b) He eats rice today. 

2. Present Continuous (progressive) Tense: This tense is used to describe action  or event that is in 
progress at the time the statement is being made. 
e.g. (a) I am buying a car (now) 

(b) He is eating rice (right now) 
3. Present Perfect Tense: This tense is used to describe action or event that has     taken place 

immediately before the statement is made. 
e.g. (a) I have bought a car (just now) 

(b) He has eaten rice (“) or Progressive 

4. Present Perfect Continuous (progressive) Tense: This tense is used to  describe action or event 
that took place in the past and is still continuing in the present time. 

e.g. (a)   I have been buying cars (and I am still buying) 
        (b)  He has been eating rice (“ “        “     “) 

5. Simple Past Tense: This tense is used to describe action that took place in the past  without 
relationship to the present. 
e.g  (a) I bought a car (yesterday) 
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  (b) He ate rice (yesterday) 

6. Past Continuous (progressive) Tense: This type tense is used to describe action that  was 
continuing in the past time. 
e.g (a) I was buying a car  {when you} 

(b) He was eating rice {called me} 
7. Past Perfect Simple Tense: This tense is used to describe action or event that was 

 completed in the specific past time. 
e.g. (a) I had bought a car (before we wedded) 

(b) He had eaten rice (before. I came in) 
8. Past Perfect Continuous (progressive) Tense: This tense is used to describe  continuous action 

that was completed in the past time. 
e.g (a) I had been buying a car {before 

(b) He had been eating rice {I stopped} 
9. Simple Future Tense: This tense is used to describe future event or action  generally. 
      e.g (a) I shall buy a car (next year) 

(b) He will eat rice (tomorrow) 

10. Future continuous (progressive) Tense: This tense is used to describe action  that will be 
continuing in a known future time. 

 e.g  (a) I shall be buying cars next year. 
(b)  He will be eating rice (tomorrow morning). 

11. Future Perfect Tense: This tense is used to describe action or event that will be  completed in a 
specific known future time. 
e.g. (a) I shall have bought  a car by January 2022. 

(b) He will have eaten a bag of rice by January 2022. 
12. Future Perfect Continuous (progressive) Tense: This tense is used to describe action or event that 

will be continuing in a specific known future time. 
e.g (a) I shall have been buying cars in January 2022 

(b) He will have been eating rice in January, 2022. 
 
List of the complete 36 tenses of verb is attached here for references. 

 Verbal Group  Tense Description 

1 breaks / does break Present 

2 broke / did break past  

3 will break Future 

4 has broken past in present 

5 had broken past in past 

6 will have broken  past in future 

7 is breaking  present in present 

8 was breaking  present in past  

9 will be breaking  present in future 

10 is going to break future in present 

11 was going to break future in past 

12 will be going to break future in future 

13 is going to have broken past in future in present  

14 was going to have broken past in future in past  

15 will be going to have broken past in future in future  
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16 has been breaking  present in past in present  

17 had been breaking  present in past in past  

18 will have been breaking  present in past in future 

19 is going to be breaking  present in future in present  

20 was going to be breaking  present in future in past  

21 will be going to be breaking  present in future in present 

22 has been going to break  future in past in present 

23 had been going to break  future in past in past 

24 will have been going to break  future in past in future 

25 has been going to have broken past in future in past in present 

26 had been going to have broken past in future in past in past 

27 will have been going to have broken past in future in past in future 

28 is going to have been breaking present in past in future in present 

29 was going to have been breaking present in past in future in past 

30 will be going to have been breaking present in past in future in future 

31 has been going to be breaking  present future in past in present 

32 had been going to be breaking present in future in past in present  

33 will have been going to be breaking present in future in past in future 

34 has been going to have been breaking  present in past in future in past in present' 

35 had been going to have been breaking  present in past in future in past in past 

36 will have been going to have been breaking  present in past in future in past in future 
 

(Culled from: Use of English: Centre for Remedial Studies, University of Calabar1992). 
It is true that many of these tenses are not commonly used, it is however necessary for the analyst to 

be able to account for the selection of tense in simple and complex verbal groups.  
 

Sentence  

A sentence is the unit of meaningful thought expressed in spoken or written form. Aliyu (2006:180) defines 
a sentence as a grammatical form which can be analysed into constituents such as noun and verb phrases (NP, 

VP). This definition points to a sentence as a combination of the subject and the predicate. Adejare (1996:57) 
sees a sentence as the largest grammatical unit that provides the basis for grammatical description of the 
smaller units below it; while Osisanwo (2008:18) who approaches the meaning of a sentence from the 
orthographic perspective sees sentence as a stretch of language which begins with a capital letter and ends 
with a full-stop, a question mark or an exclamation mark. 
 
 In the traditional sense, a sentence is a complete utterance which is the largest structure within which a full 
grammatical analysis is possible (Quirk and Greenbaum, 2008:52; Ojo 2011:18). Tomori argues that, two 

constituents stand side by side in a simple sentence structure. The two constituents represent the subject and 
the predicate, Lamidi (2008:12) buttresses the relevance of verb in the agreement of the two constituents and 
assets that the quality of the knowledge of the two constituents of the sentence the speaker possesses 
determines his skills in grammatical construction. In the sentence construction, the subject and the predicate 
must agree in tense. 
 
Grammatical Analysis of a Sentence 

A sentence is the highest level of grammatical unit. It is analysed into its grammatical elements as: 
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1. The Subject element: John bought a car 

2. The Verb element: John bought a car 
3. The Direct object element: John wrote a car 
4. The Indirect object element: John gave Mary a pen 
5. The subject complement element: John is a teacher 
6. The object complement element: The villagers made John a king 
7. Adjunct element: The man is behind the car. 

In all these sentences, the verb and its tenses are involved in the construction. 

 

Data Presentation and Analysis  

One hundred (100) Senior Secondary two students were selected from each of the schools. This brings the 
total number of students for the tests to 500. Two separate tests on tense of verb were administered on the 
students as the instrument of research below: 
TEST I  

" I am eating rice" This sentence is in present continuous (Progressive) tense.  
The question is," Re-write the same sentence in the following tenses. 

Q1.  Simple present tense 
Q2. Simple past tense 
Q3.  Simple future tense 
Q4.  Present perfect tense 
Q5.  Past perfect tense 
 

ANSWERS: 

Q1.   I eat rice. 
Q2.   I ate rice. 
Q3.   I shall eat rice. 
Q4    I have eaten rice. 
Q5.   I had eaten rice. 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Data analysis on test I 

Using the simple percentage formula the data are analyses as: 

 

  SCHOOLS 

NO OF 

STUDENTS Q1  Q2  Q3  Q4  Q5  
      Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass  Fail 

1 Foundation  100 15 75 20 80 15 75 40 60 10 90 

2 GSS Tammah 100 30 80 40 60 20 80 30 70 20 80 

3 Govt sci school 100 40 60 30 70 40 60 10 90 40 60 

4 Destiny Kings 100 10 90 20 80 30 70 15 85 50 50 

5 ECWA College 100 30 70 40 60 20 80 40 60 20 80 

  5 Table I 500 125 375 150 350 125 3[75 150 350 140 360 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

59 

 

 

 

TEST II     

For Test II, students were asked to write an essay on any topic of their choice within 50 minutes. The scripts 

were marked and errors sorted out and the results analysed in a table. 

 
 

SN SCHOOLS 

TOTAL NO 

OF 

STUDENTS                 

      Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass Fail Pass  Fail 

1 Foundation  100 15 85 20 80 30 70 40 60 40 60 

2 
GSS 
Tammah 100 10 90 30 70 40 60 30 70 30 70 

3 
Govt sci 
school 100 40 60 50 50 10 90 45 55 10 90 

4 
Destiny 
Kings 100 50 50 10 90 20 80 40 60 25 75 

5 
ECWA 
College 100 40 60 20 80 30 70 20 80 50 50 

  5 Table I 500 155 345 130 370 130 370 175 265 155 345 

125 100
1 25%

500 1

375 100
75%

500 1

150 100
2 30%

500 1

350 100
70%

500 1

125 100
3 25%

500 1

375 100
75%

500 1

150 100
4 30%

500 1

355 100
70%

500 1

140 100
5 28%

500 1

360 100
72%

500 1

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =
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Data analysis on test II 

Using the simple percentage formula that data are analyzed as: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of Tests   I and II 

 

Findings 

The paper identifies errors of wrong selection of tenses of verb in the tests scripts. This type of error is usually 

SN SCHOOLS 

NO OF 

STUDENTS  QUESTIONS  TEST I   TEST II 

        % Pass 

% 

Fail % Pass 

% 

Fail 

1 Foundation  100  25 75 31 69 

2 GSS Tammah 100  30 70 26 74 

3 Government Sci school 100  25 75 26 74 

4 Destiny Kings 100  30 70 35 65 

5 ECWA College 100  28 72 31 69 

  5 500  138 362 149 351 

    

TOTAL % PASS 
29% 

TOTAL % FAIL 
71% 

155 100
1 31%

500 1

345 100
69%

500 1

130 100
2 26%

500 1

370 100
74%

500 1

130 100
3 26%

500 1

370 100
74%

500 1

175 100
4 35%

500 1

265 100
65%

500 1

155 100
5 31%

500 1

345 100
69%

500 1

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

Q Pass

Fail

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =

 =
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committed by learners of second language (L2). This is because the learners lack adequate knowledge of the 

target language (TL) to enable them select appropriate tenses. 
There were several other grammatical errors such as errors of omission, concord, spelling, wrong syntactic 
order, etc. found in the written scripts. However, the focus of the paper is on errors of tenses. In the regard 
such errors as: I go to school yesterday instead of I went, I have ate instead of eaten, they has finished the test 
before we arrived instead of had, etc. were identified in the marked scripts. 
 
 These are errors of wrong selection of tenses of verb. Students need consistent drilling on the tenses of verb 

to overcome this challenge. From table III above, the summary of data shows that 138 + 149 ÷ 10 = 29% 

passed the tests while 362 + 351 ÷ 10 = 71% failed the tests. The highest percentage score was
031

%
100

. This 

is less than the fixed 40% mark for the tests. This shows that the students actually have difficulties in the use 
of tenses of verb in sentence construction. 
Conclusion 

The data analysis revealed that secondary school students have problem with the use of tenses of verb in their 
communication. The poor performance in the tests conducted is not unconnected with the general low 
competence in the use of English as often ascribe to, or associated with the scarcity of teachers of English 
Language generally. Other issues often associated with poor students’ performance are lack of functional 
textbooks, especially on English grammar and poor remuneration for teachers. There is also the issue of 
laziness on the part of the students who concentrate more on social media rather than reading books. The 
complex nature of the verbal group is also a major challenge. 
Recommendations 

1. There is need for all tiers of government to take the issue of teachers’ salaries seriously. Teachers 
should be paid as at when due. 

2. Related to this is the quality of teachers of English language. Teachers must be employed on the basis 
of qualification and experience rather than on sentiments of state of origin, religion and tribe. 

3. Parents should endeavor to monitor their children/wards’ use of the cell phones. The phone should 
be used more for educational purposes. 

4. Functional library should be provided in all the schools to afford the students the opportunity to read 

hard.  
5. Teachers of English language should make effort at developing new methodology for teaching 

grammar of English Language. 
6  Schools should adopt student’s improvement programme (SIP), where students are made to receive 

extra lesson after school. The SIP should focus more on teaching English grammar. 
If all the suggestions are adequately addressed in our schools, it is hoped the students would improve 
on the correct use of tenses of verb and other aspects of the English grammar. 
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EXPLORING WH-QUESTIONS IN GOKANA: A PRINCIPLES AND PARAMETERS 

APPROACH 
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Abstract 

WH-Parameter is a major parameter that defines the setting of switches in Universal Grammar. This paper 
seeks to provide a principled analysis of the syntactic structure and thematic features of WH-questions in 
Gokana with insights from Principles and Parameters Theory. The paper claims that although base-generated 
and fronted WH-questions occur in Gokana; the parametric variation attested for the language in terms of 
switches in Universal Grammar for WH-question formation is that Gokana belongs to languages where WH-

phrases remain in their base-generated position. The study shows that the movement of the WH-phrase to the 
left-most periphery of the clause at S-structure in Gokana is triggered by the thematic features of focus 
marking. The paper argued that any construction with a fronted WH-phrase in Gokana does not only function 
as a question but it is also a focus construction since the fronting is a direct response to focus summon. The 
study also claims that there is no vacuous movement in the fronting of a WH-phrase in SPEC-I’ position and 
observes that every WH-phrase in any structural position within the minimal clause can either be fronted to 
achieve emphasis or left in its base-generated position in the formation of WH-questions in Gokana.  
 

Keywords: Gokana, WH-Questions, In-Situ, Base-Generated, Left-Periphery, Fronting, Principles And 

Parameters, Thematic Features, Subjacency. 
 
Introduction 

Gokana is spoken in Gokana Local 
Government Area of Rivers State, Nigeria by 
approximately 200,000 people. It is closely related 
to Baan, Eleme, Tee and Kana. These languages 

form a genetic unity and Williamson and Blench 
(2000:33) classify them in Delta-Cross of Cross 
River within Bantoid-Cross of the East Benue-
Congo branch of Benue-Congo. 
This paper seeks to provide a principled analysis 
of the syntactic structure and thematic features of 
WH-questions in Gokana with insights from 
Principles and Parameters Theory. 

Methodology 

The researcher collected data from fluent 
native speakers of Gokana with the help of field 
assistants. The researcher also relied on his 
intuition as a native speaker of the language but 
where any given set of data contradicted his 
intuition, direct oral interview was used to elicit 

comparative data from other native speakers of the 
language. Secondary sources of data such as texts 
and library materials were also utilized. The data 
were analyzed within the framework of Principles 
and Parameters Theory. 
 
The Phenomenon of WH-Questions 

Questions constitute a universal linguistic 
phenomenon as they are attested in all human 
languages but the classification of questions may 
differ among analysts. Following Salawu 
(2007:916) questions can be classified into two 
categories: 

 “Polar questions and non-polar 
questions. Polar questions are the 
ones that do not have their 
responses bordering on affirmation 
or denial. They are commonly 
called Yes/No questions; while the 
non-polar questions are 
information seeking questions. The 

responses to such questions offer a 
detailed and comprehensive 
explanation on the issue”. 

WH-Questions belong to the sub-group of non-
polar questions. And like the Head-Parameter, it is 
a major parameter that defines the setting of 
switches in Universal Grammar. According to 

Ndimele and Efere (2003:525) 
 “…languages of the world are 
distinguished in terms of those 
where WH-movement is obligatory 
or where WH-phrases may remain 
at their base-generated position”. 

There has been a strong debate on the WH-
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phenomenon among generative grammarians, and 

there seems to be a consensus of opinion that the 
WH-phrase found in sentence initial position in 
most languages is not in its source position. A 
number of analysts have explained the occurrence 
of WH-phrases in pre-subject position in terms of 
WH-movement. According to Radford 
(1988:466):  

“…clause-initial WH-phrase, 
cannot originate outside S… WH-
phrase cannot originate in their 
superficial position as the left-most 
constituent of S-bar, but rather must 
originate inside S”. 

Ndimele (1992:66) agrees that a WH-phrase is 
fronted and claims that “there is a general belief 

that the home of a WH-word is in SPEC C’ 
position corresponding to the position of the 
quantifier”. 
It is also evident in the literature that there are 
languages in which WH-phrases are not fronted in 

the formation of WH-Questions. Chomsky (1986 

b) admits that some languages have both fronted 
and in-situ constructions in WH-Question 
formation. But noted that the predominant 
structure marks the WH-Parameter for such 
languages. 

A number of analysts Including Essien 
(1990) and Emenanjo (1978) have refuted the use 

of the term WH-Questions in African languages 
and have proposed terms such as ‘Question-Word 
Question (QWQ)’, ‘Lexical Marker Question 
(LMQ)’, ‘Content Word Question (CWQ)’ etc. 
But, this paper is not interested in the 
nomenclature debate but simply retains the term 
WH-Question in this study to refer to questions 
that require information about some entity and 

phenomenon in the same sense that the term is 
used in English. In what follows, we analyze the 
syntactic structure and thematic features of WH-
Questions in Gokana. 

 

WH-Questions in Gokana 

WH-Questions in Gokana can be classified into two sub-types: Base-generated WH-Questions (in-situ) and 
Fronted WH-Questions. The base-generated WH-questions are a sub-type of WH-questions that occur within 
a minimal clause in which the WH-phrase is questioned in its source position. Consider the following data: 

1) mee        beè            iri            ni-        ẽ? 

who         PST           marry     you      EM 

        ‘who married you?’ 
2) O             beè       zarí       ee-e 

You         PST       buy       what EM 

‘What did you buy?’ 

The subject NP mee ‘who’ is questioned at source in (1) while in (2), the object NP ee ‘what’ is also 

questioned in its source position. This type of WH-question does not involve any movement rule as the 
questions are clearly base-generated. 
The fronted WH-questions involve movement of the WH-phrase from the source position to the left-most 
periphery of the clause. Consider this data: 

3) Mée        ní         e           a      beè      irí             ni      -ẽ? 
Who       FOC     RCM     t       PST      marry      you   EM 
‘WHO married you?’ 

 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

65 

 

FP

SPEC F
I

F CP

SPEC C
I

COMP IP

SPEC I
I

I

VP

V NP

ni t I e beè -a iri

PRO

ni ẽI
mee I  

 

Observe that in (3) the subject NP is fronted. The focus marker ní attracts mee ‘who’ the WH-phrase in SPEC-
I’ position into SPEC-C’ position which leaves behind an overt trace a in SPEC-C’ position. When mee ‘who’ 
moves from SPEC-I’ to SPEC-C’ position, a complementizer e surfaces to introduce the next clause (i.e the 
relative clause). The complementizer e occurs as the head of the CP. 
The movement of mee ‘who’ from SPEC-I’ position to SPEC-C’ position is to avoid long jump which is a 
threat to subjacency. Subjacency states that “any application of the rule –α may not cross more than one 
‘bounding node’ “ (Ndimele 1992:41). But mee ‘who’ later moves into SPEC-F’ position, living behind a 

null trace that is coindexed with the moved item. 
The trace in SPEC-I’ position and SPEC-C’ position (i.e the overt pronominal trace a and the null trace) 
assumes all the grammatical features of the preposed constituent mee ‘who’ because it was left behind by the 
rule –α. The trace is co-indexed with the moved item, so that we can have a complete record of what has been 
moved and where it originated.  
It is interesting to note that, the movement of the subject WH-phrase mee ‘who’ in Gokana does not involve 
‘vacuous’ movement as Chomsky (1986 a) observes in English. Rather, movement is explicit. This is a major 
contrast in the syntactic structure of English and Gokana. According to Ndimele (1992:65) Chomsky asserts 

that WH-movement takes place except for the subject which he calls a case of ‘vacuous’ movement.  
 
 
In the following construction in (4), the object NP is fronted: 

4) ee           ni         e             o          beè     zarí   t  –é? 
What      FOC    RCM        you     PST     buy   t  EM 
‘WHAT did you buy?’ 
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I

I
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V
NP

ee ni tI e o beѐ Zarí t
I é-  

The question constituent ee ‘what’ moves from its base-generated position into sentence-initial position. The 
first instance of movement is into SPEC-C’ position. It moves here to avoid long jump, which is a threat to 

subjacency. It subsequently moves from SPEC-C’ into SPEC-F’ position in response to focus. The moved 
item leaves behind a trace. The trace and the moved item are also co-indexed in order to establish a link 
between the moved constituent and its original position. Apart from crossing a single barrier node (one IP), a 
fronted WH-phrase in Gokana can cross three or more barrier nodes without losing the logic of the question 
preposition, as long as movement obeys the subjacency condition as shown in the data in (5): 

5) mee   ni   ti     e         o      bee   kϙ    ti   kϙϙ   John  bee   ziga    ti      kϙϙ   o     bee   mon     ti -ẽ 
who   FOC  RCM   you  PST    say  that  PN      PST   believe  that  you  PST   see      EM  

‘who did you say that John believed that you saw’ 
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- ẽ  
 

Scope of WH-Movement 

Ndimele (1992:67) asserts that “the minimal clause from which a WH-phrase is extracted is the scope 
of WH-movement”. The implication of this assertion is that any WH-phrase occupying any syntactic position 
within the minimal clause can be fronted.  
In Gokana, it is possible to find a WH-phrase in the subject position, object position or adjunct position of 
the minimal clause. The entire WH-phrase occupying a given grammatical position in the minimal clause can 
be fronted from the source position. When such fronting occurs, a trace is left behind at the extraction site of 
the moved WH-phrase. The trace shares the same grammatical features with the moved constituent. Thus, 
like the WH-phrase, a WH-trace can be found either in the subject position, object position or adjunct position 

of the minimal clause. 
It is observed that when a WH-phrase moves from either the subject or object position of a minimal clause, 
it moves with its entire referential content and leaves behind a trace. But when a WH-phrase moves from an 
adjunct position, it can either move with the entire referential content of the constituent or leave a category 
of the constituent stranded at the source position to co-occur with the trace and only the WH-word will be 
fronted. Consider this data: 
 6a)  John     beè    fé    ból     á        ló     éé 

                     PN        PST    kill   goat   the    for   what 
                       ‘For what did John kill the goat’ 
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John beѐ fé ból á ló éé  
  

b)  éé       ní       e          John   beè    fé     ból     á      ló    t –e 
          what   FOC   RCM   PN       PST    kill   goat   the  for  t  EM  

     ‘For what did John kill the goat’  
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I

F CP

SPEC C
I

COMP IP

SPEC I
I

I

VP

V
I

PP
V NP

N Det
P NP

eé ni t I e John bee fé ból á ló tI - e  
c)  ló   ee       ni       e          John   beè  fé     ból     á      t –é 

     for  what   FOC   RCM   PN       PST  kill   goat   the  t EM 
     ‘For what did John kill the goat ’ 
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Observe that in (6a) the WH-phrase ló éé ‘for what’ is in the source position of the minimal clause. In (6b), 
the WH-word éé ‘what’ is fronted to the left-most periphery of the clause without ló ‘for’. Thus, the 
preposition is stranded without the NP but the construction is grammatical and acceptable. A trace appears in 
the base-generated position of the NP to indicate that the NP has been fronted. But in (6c), the entire content 
of the WH-phrase, the whole PP is fronted leaving behind a trace in the PP to indicate that it is the base-
generated position of the moved WH-phrase ló éé ‘for what’. 
Whereas it is grammatical to move only a part of a WH-phrase contained within a PP in adjunct position; it 
is not possible to move only a part from a WH-phrase contained in an NP occupying either the subject or 

object position of the minimal clause. 
 

Free Variation in WH-Questions 
The in-situ and fronted WH-questions in the language are grammatical and acceptable to all speakers 

of the language. This means that the speakers have two distinct ways of forming WH-questions in the 
language since they can freely use both as alternative forms. In other words, both forms occur in free variation. 

This study therefore argues for the occurrence of both Syntactic WH-movement and LF WH-
movement in Gokana in agreement with Chomsky (1986 b) that recognizes two types of WH-movement, 
Syntactic WH-movement (English) and LF WH-movement (Chinese and Japanese) or both (French). 
Thus, unlike English where WH-movement is obligatory and allows only categories in SPEC-C’ position to 

be questioned; in Gokana a WH-phrase can also be questioned in its base generated or source position without 
necessarily moving it into SPEC-C’ position. But the alternative fronting that occurs in the language is a 
stylistic choice triggered by the thematic features of focus marking. We claim that this is a syntactic WH-
movement since the WH-phrase must be fronted with a syntactic strategy. 
The language users, however, are not usually conscious of the thematic difference between the in-situ WH-
question and the fronted WH-question and would simply assume both to be alternate WH-question structures.  
 Thematization in WH-Questions 

The fronted WH-question in Gokana is a syntactic WH-movement which is a response to focus 
summon. The movement of the WH-phrase to the left-most periphery of the clause at S-Structure is triggered 
by the thematic features of focus marking. We argue here that the alternative fronting of a WH-phrase in the 
language is an S-Structure requirement motivated by focus at LF which means WH-fronting in Gokana syntax 
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is a combination of focus marking and WH-question. Hence, no WH-phrase can be fronted in Gokana without 

focus marking. Consider this data: 
7) mógà      kpá      ní       e           o        beè   bugi    t –é 

which     book    FOC   RCM     you   PST    read   t EM 
‘which book did you read?’ 
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Det N
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I  

 8) *  mógà      kpá      –o    beè   bugi   t  
        Which    book   you   PST   read   t 

The data in (7) shows that a fronted WH-phrase is a response to focus summon. The WH-phrase mógà kpá 
‘which book’ that occurs as the right-most internal constituent of the clause is raised to the left-most periphery 
of the clause by focus marking. Once there is a focus marker ní  in the clause, the WH-phrase must move 
from sentence internal position to SPEC-C’ position and finally to SPEC-F’ position since the construction 
ultimately is a maximal projection of focus. 

The movement of the WH-phrase mógà kpá ‘which book’ is first into SPEC-C’ position in order not 
to violate the subjacency principle since both IP and CP are bounding nodes, and movement is prohibited 
from crossing two barrier nodes in one fell swoop. The moved constituent leaves behind a trace in its source 

position and the first landing site, SPEC-C’ position, before it moves to its fixed destination SPEC-F’ position. 
Once the syntactic strategy of focus is generated within the clause-structure, the WH-phrase must 

obligatorily respond to the summon and move to the left-most periphery of the clause through successively 
cyclic movement, where it acquires emphasis in addition to being a question. This movement is therefore 
obligatory because of the emphasis requirement. 

Observe that the construction in (8) is similar to the construction in (7); but (8) is ungrammatical 
because there is no focus marking in the syntax of the construction. The fronting of the WH-phrase mógà kpá 

‘which book’ failed because there is no focus summon, and the construction crashes since there is no landing 
site. This shows that movement of the WH-phrase is triggered by focus marking and every fronted WH-
question is as well a focus construction in Gokana because there can be no fronting without focus. 
The ungrammatical construction in (8) can regain its grammaticality if the fronted WH-phrase mógà kpá 
‘which book’ is returned to its base-generated position as in (9): 

9) O       beè    búgi     mógà    kpá 
You   PST    read     which   book 

‘Which book did you read?’ 
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This shows that WH-question without focus is also attested in Gokana which confirms our free variation 

argument. 
Co-occurrence of WH-Phrases in Clause Structure 

Ndimele (1992:68) claims that “there is no upper limit to the number of WH-phrases that can occur 
in a sentence”. It is possible to find questions with two or more WH-phrases in a single clause. Such questions 
are referred to in the linguistic literature as Multiple WH-questions (MWHQs). 
Karttunen (1978) posits that: 

“The syntactic distribution of Multiple WH-questions is the same as that of a single WH-

question. There is no justification for creating a special syntactic category for them” 
These assertions dismiss the claims of scholars like Bolinger (1978) and Hiz (1978) who observe that multiple 
WH-questions were heavily loaded questions that could remain a hard topic for grammarians to tackle. 
Multiple WH-questions are attested in Gokana and we analyze their syntactic structure in what follows. Let 
us consider this data: 

10)  Mée     beè    zarí     éé       ne       mée -ẽ? 
Who      PST    buy    what   give    whom 
‘Who bought what for whom?’ 

11)  Mée    beè    zarí   éé         ne        mee       ló      éé      –e 
Who     PST    buy   what    give     whom   for     what EM 

‘For what reason did who buy what for whom?’ 

Observe that in (10), there are three WH-phrases in a single clause, while in (11), there are four WH-phrases 
in a single clause. Also note that the clauses convert into serial verb constructions in order to accommodate 
the multiple WH-words. There are two verbs predicted on a single subject in both structures. All the WH-
phrases are in their source positions as there is no application of the movement rule. 
 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we have described WH-
questions in Gokana and also analyzed their 
syntactic peculiarities. The paper claimed that 
there are two distinct ways of forming WH-
questions in Gokana but noted that every fronted 
WH-question in the language is a focus 
construction as no WH-phrase can be fronted in 

Gokana without focus marking. The paper found 
that the landing site of the Gokana fronted WH-
phrase is SPEC-F’ position instead of SPEC-C’ 
position which means that movement of the WH-
phrase is triggered by the focus marker ní. Thus if 
ní is deleted, the WH-phrase cannot be fronted. 
The study found that the main reason for fronting 

the WH-phrase in the language is to focus the 
questioned proposition. It appears that an emphatic 
question is clearer to the addressee and likely to 

elicit a quicker response than a non-emphatic one. 
Thus, the pre-dominant and unmarked WH-
parameter in the language is the base-generated 
WH-question. 

The paper found that there is no vacuous 
movement in the fronting of a WH-phrase in 
SPEC-I’ position in Gokana as movement is 
explicit and the moved constituent leaves behind a 

resumptive pronominal trace a in the extraction 
site which is co-indexed with the fronted WH-
phrase. In terms of scope, we observed that every 
WH-phrase in any structural position within the 
minimal clause can be fronted or left in-situ in the 
formation of WH-questions in Gokana. The paper 
also showed that multiple WH-phrases can occur 

within the minimal clause-structure of the 
language. 
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Abstract 

The study adopts the Formalist literary theory as its tool of analysis with the aim to investigate the effects of 

the supernatural, the magical, the talking animals and journey quest as fundamental elements of narrative 
techniques in Adimora-Ezeigbo’s The Adventure of Anum the Tortoise (2006), Whisker the Brave Cat 
(2005), Snake Child and Star Baby (2005), Ezezemale and the Tree Spirits (2006), and Red One and the 
Wizard of Mula (2005). The work also adopts the qualitative research methodology in which non-statistical 
mode of data collection and analysis is applied. The study analyses elements of oral narrative techniques 
deployed in Adimora-Ezeigbo’s children’s narratives to achieve thematic, didactic, structural, and aesthetic 
purpose(s), not only in Nigerian children’s narratives but also in all other forms of literary works. Thus, the 
study finds that the supernatural, magical, talking animals and journey quest are oral narrative techniques 

deployed in examined texts. 
Key words: Orature, Oral Narrative Techniques, Children’s Literature 

Introduction 

The term orature was coined by the 
Ugandan linguist Pio Zirimu in the early seventies 
of the last century to counter the tendency to see 
the arts communicated orally and received aurally 

as inferior (Wa Thiongo, 2007:4). This brief 
definition of orature as the use of utterance, as an 
aesthetic means of expression remains 
tantalizingly out there, pointing to an oral system 
of aesthetics that did not need validity from the 
literary. Whatever the case, in a clearer and lucid 
manner, Abraham (2013:2) upholds that “oral 

literature refers to any form of verbal art, which is 
transmitted orally or delivered by word of mouth”. 
Abraham maintains that today, these two terms are 
used interchangeably. Thus, orature of a 
community remains a window to their traditions 
while playing the pivotal role of binding the 
different cultural aspects. 

For Liman (2010:132) “Orature in Africa 

is diverse because of the wealth of its genres and 
sub-genres.” Ogundokun (2015:181) asserts that 
proverbs, oral poetry, myths, legends, folktales, 
music, songs, chants and invocations also form 
parts of daily life of the African people in which 
their culture is expressed. Similarly, Wa Thiongo 
(2007:6) identifies the major generic elements of 

orature as “riddle, proverb, story, song, poetry, 
drama and dance - are an imaginative attempt to 
explain the universe.” Unlike the postulations of 
Liman, Ogundokun and Wa Thiongo, orature can 

be categorized into three broad genres: the spoken 
form (oral narratives), the sung form (poetry), and 
the performance [drama] (National Open, 
2009:18). Oral narratives (the spoken form) is 
divided into: myths, fables, legends, folktales, 

anecdotes, riddles, proverbs and tongue twisters. 
This is supported by Liman (2010:132) who posits 
that “in narrative forms, for example, there are 
various types of tales, classes of proverbs, riddles, 
wise sayings and oratory skills.” In Nigeria, the 
first two titles to be published were children's 
books: First Book of Spelling and Reading Lessons 

for the Old Calabar Mission Schools by Reverend 
Hope Waddell and Miqua Usuana Esup Nwed by 
Samuel Edgerley. Both books were published in 
Calabar in 1846 (Apeji, 1991:13).  

Akuso (2014:13) posits that “subjecting it 
to a single definition is preposterous” because the 
problematic of defining children’s literature could 
be traced to the fact that some books meant for 

adult literature are read by children and vice versa. 
Some authorities are of the view that children’s 
literature is that which appeals only to the 
sensibilities of a child (Smith, 1967; Nikolajera, 
2005; Hunt, 1995; Mickenberg & Ray, 2003). One 
major issue with this definition is that it seems to 
uphold the notion that children’s literature can 

only make sense to no other audience than 
children. For Onukaogu and Onyerionwu 
(2009:235), “Children’s literature is designed with 
children in mind as the primary consumers”. This 
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outlook is fair enough because it focuses on 

children as the primary audience of the texts in 
question. Akuso (2014:13) defines children’s 
literature, from African perspective, as: 

That piece of literary creation 
which draws its matter from the 
African world view and which is 
written in a language and style the 

African child can comprehend. It 
must be seen as promoting 
African culture and enables the 
child or the young adult to 
understand and appreciate his or 
her environment better and it must 
give him or her some pleasure.  

The problem with this view is that it excludes the 

non-African child and it is mainly focused on the 
African world view (philosophy or belief system), 
language, style, culture, setting, and delight. 
Another broader definition of children’s literature 
is the one given by Encarta Kid Dictionary (2009) 
as cited in Akuso (2014:13): 

The writings that are specifically 

fashioned to appeal to the interest 
of children. They are meant to be 
read to them. They include 
fiction, poetry, biography and 
history. It also includes: riddles, 
precepts, fables, legends, myths, 
folk poems and folktales based on 

spoken tradition. 
This definition, in a way, is holistic in the sense 
that it covers both the spoken (oral narrative 
techniques) and written literature with the intent to 
capture the interest of its primary audience: 
children. All together these conceptualizations of 
children’s literature point to the fact that 
whichever angle one may define children’s 

literature, it must come from three broad 
perspectives which are that of the intended 
audience; purpose; and style/quality: and the 
purpose of children’s literature cannot be far from 
entertainment, information, and empathy. The 
implication of this is that children’s literature is 
not a watered-down version of adult literature 

neither is it a nostalgic reminiscence of childhood. 
For Fayose (1988:6) children’s literature 

is a distinct form of literature written with a 
specific audience in mind. It comprises essentially 

those books that children would want to read or 

books that they enjoy reading. “Children” is used 
in this context to mean school boys and girls 
between the ages of four and fourteen years. They 
are usually in primary and lower secondary school 
and are still under the care and control of their 
parents or other adults. However, some scholars 
including Fayose, put the age between six and 

fourteen although most urban children are already 
in primary school at the age of four. This study is 
not only interested in the nature of children’s 
literature as a genre in its own right, but it also 
examines the oral narrative techniques in Nigerian 
children’s literature, with special focus on Akachi 
Ezeigbo’s children narratives: The Adventure of 
Anum the Tortoise (2006), Whisker the Brave Cat 

(2005), Snake Child and Star Baby (2005), 
Ezezemale and the Tree Spirits (2006), and Red 
One and the Wizard of Mula (2005) 
Oral Narrative Techniques 

Formalism is acclaimed to have established 
the scientific basis for the study of literature. 
Therefore, form, structure, technique and the use 

of language forms part of the basics in formalism 
as a literary theory (Carter 2006:31). It is in this 
regard that the present work is focused on oral 
narrative techniques in selected children’s 
narrative by Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s. Thus, 
narrative technique, as a concept, is seen as “[…] 
the means by which the novelist chooses to tell 

his/her story” (Schore, 2003:251). Narratively, 
technique is some form of “craftsmanship” 
because it is through it that a writer can translate 
his experiences, thoughts and emotions into art. 
Narrative technique does not only make difference 
and distinguishes the early writers from the present 
writers but it also distinguishes the oral narrative 
from any other form of narrative.  

Analysis 

Talking animals as a narrative strategy has 
its root in the oral tradition “in the form of fables” 
(Livingston & Brown, 2017:18) in which “animals 
talk and act like human types they represent” 
(Abrams & Harpham, 2012:9), while the journey 
quest, an essentially part of the West African oral 

tradition, is a prevalent motif in orature 
(Chinweizu, 1988 as cited in McINTOSH, 
2015:31).Okpiliya & Akpan (2016), sees the 
journey quest as a situation in literary texts where 
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“A character either by compulsion, necessity or 

election, embarks on a journey, most of the time 
perilous, which is meant to bring about a 
significant change either in the condition of the 
person, or his society or his personality” (p.29). 
Okpiliya & Akpan are of the view that “In 
children’s fiction, the journey basically serves 
structural and introductive rules most especially in 

stories having both human and animal character” 
(p. 29). This motif, according to Okpiliya & 
Akpan, draw the attention of children to the fact 
that “the journey of life is extremely difficult and 
the time for life’s unpredictability is now”. The 
journey quest motif, according to McINTOSH, is 
not only prevalent in West African orature, but it 
also “permeates the culture by influencing 

religion, dance, music and various aspects of 
socioeconomic realms of life” (2015:31). 

It is in the light of the above that this paper 
examines the deployment of talking animals and 
journey quest in Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s 
children’s narratives as elements of oral narrative 
techniques. The paper aims to survey the relevant 

application of, and how these elements of oral 
tradition contribute to the configuration of 
meaning and representation in Akachi Adimora-
Ezeigbo’s Snake Child and Star Baby, Fire from 
the Holy Mountain, The Adventures of Anum the 
Tortoise, Ezezemale and the Tree Spirits, Whisker 
the Brave Cat, Asa and the Little Stream and Red 

One and the Wizard of Mula.  
Talking Animals as Oral Technique in Snake 

Child and Star Baby, The Adventures of Anum 

the Tortoise, and Whisker the Brave Cat 

As stated in the preamble, talking animals 
in literature, generally, has its beginning in the oral 
tradition in myth and folktales that invoke animal 
characters which “is so universal a convention that 

we hardly notice” (Le Guin, 2004:22; Jaeger, 
2018:19). An instance of this can be realized in 
Aesop’s Fables where animals are imbued with the 
capability to talk. Viewing this from the formalist 
perspective, Granata (n.d:3) points out that “[…] 
the talking animals are only a fictional device 
[…]” that authors choose to adopt as a narrative 

device. In this regard, therefore, the present 
research is of the view that talking animals is an 
oral narrative device or technique (i.e. a structural 
device) deployed in children’s texts to achieve 

certain purpose(s). Thus, this segment of the study 

is meant to unravel the purpose(s) for which 
talking animals are used in Akachi Adimora-
Ezeigbo’s Snake Child and Star Baby, The 
Adventures of Anum the Tortoise, and Whisker the 
Brave Cat. 

In Snake Child and Star Baby a child 
(Udude) who is, in a way, an animal is featured. 

The narrative reveals that Udude’s parents, Afa 
and Ufu “[…] did not know that Udude was a 
snake. This was the reason he could not walk. He 
could change into the shape of a snake when he 
wanted” (pp. 21-21). Here Udude is depicted as a 
shape shifting character (a human character who 
can turn into an animal). In literature, typically, a 
shapeshifting character (in this regard a talking 

animal) plays the trickster role (Jaeger, 2018:21). 
Udude who is, here, a talking animal that has a 
shapeshifting nature in the text always tricks his 
parents because they do not know his nature. At 
night when his parents are asleep, he would turn 
into a snake to swallow the eggs, the hens and the 
cocks. In fact, he is the one who eats up the two 

female babies earlier born in the family. The 
omniscient narrator states that: 

When the second daughter 
disappeared after three months, 
Ufu and Afa became worried and 
afraid. Afa had left the baby 
sleeping in its cot for about 

twenty minutes to take some 
vegetables from the garden. She 
came back to find the baby gone. 
There was evil around them, but 
they did not know who or what it 
was. Could it be one of their 
neighbours who was doing this? 
Was is it an evil spirit? Not for 

one moment did they suspect that 
Udude was responsible for what 
was happening (p. 24) 

Thus, in Snake Child and Star Baby, 

Udude, as shapeshifting character, becomes an 
oral narrative device deployed not only to play the 
role of an animal trickster, but also as a device that 
allows the child character to blur the boundaries of 
good and evil, human and animal. This kind of 
narrative device and technique, according to 
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Jaeger (2018), helps the child readers to learn 

“[…] to negotiate their identities and their place in 
the world” (p. 21). Thus, metaphorically, 
“Identifying the animal in us all allows us the 
opportunity to explore these expectations, 
shapeshift our identities, and rise to meet them” (p. 
21). 

As an oral narrative technique, talking 

animals can be deployed as a device to show that 
“[…] the civilization of animals mirrors the 
desired western civilization of people” (Jaeger, 
2018:20). The instance of this is demonstrated in 
Whisker the Brave Cat which is centered on how 
the eponymous Whisker the Brave Cat discovers 
and exposes the evil perpetrated by the lion and his 
kinsmen who eat up the weaker animals. At the 

end of the story other weaker animals decide to 
leave the forest to live with the civilized humans 
for fear of being attacked and eaten up by the most 
savage and uncivilized bullying lions and the other 
cat family animals. The movement of the weaker 
animals from the jungle to the city to live with the 
human symbolizes a journey from an uncivilized 

and anarchical society to a descent, civilized and 
well-ordered society. The text, thus features jungle 
characters who must in a way integrate into human 
society in order to find peace and success. By this, 
the text also demonstrates and juxtaposes the 
dualism of good and evil inherent in the world that 
the child readers are being exposed to gradually. 

Again, talking animals as an oral narrative 
technique can be adopted by writers to humanize, 
socialize, and educate the child readers. That is 
why Jaeger (2018:19) notes that in children’s 
literature, “[…] no matter how animalistic the 
animal character behaved, the narrative point was 
directed towards educating or humanizing child 
readers” (Jaeger, 2018:19).  This is demonstrated 

in “Tortoise, Man and Leopard” one of the story 
cycle in The Adventures of Anum the Tortoise. In 
the first part of the narrative, Anum the Tortoise, 
who embarks on a journey quest, is helped to cross 
a river by a human named Jaga, a farmer. And at 
the end of the story, Anum the Tortoise uses his 
wisdom to rescue Jaga from a leopard that intends 

to eat up the man. This is meant to teach the child 
reader that “One good turn deserves another” (p. 
18). 

In “Tortoise and Snail”, another story 

cycle in The Adventures of Anum the Tortoise, 

Anum is depicted as a fraudster and an imposter 
who is recognized as the best singer at a funeral of 
a big chief in Zompi village. What the human 
audience at the funeral does not realize is that 
Anum has hired snail to sing on his behalf while 
hidden in his bag which he always wears like a 
necklace. The narrator relates that, “Anum 

promised to share with Snail everything he would 
receive at the funeral. In fact, he said that if he won 
the singing contest, he would share the prize with 
Snail” (p. 59). Anum and the Snail agree that Snail 
would hide inside Anum’s bag and sing from 
inside there. Well, at the end of the day Anum won 
the singing competition but he refuses to fulfill his 
own part of the bargain. This is indicative of 

Anum’s level of dubiousness, deceit, and greed all 
rolled into one. Such thematic issues as these have 
led Jaeger (2018:20) to argue that, “Humanizing 
animal characters simultaneously socializes 
children and teaches them to put aside childish and 
thus animalistic behaviour”. The story is, by 
implication, discouraging fraudulent acts and 

greed which can be categorize as childish and 
animalistic. 

There are times that the talking animals in 
children’s literature are deployed to “[…] 
racialized animals, where the animals themselves 
take on stereotypical traits of marginalized groups 
of people” (Jaeger, 2018:20). This thematic 

concern is echoed in Whisker the Brave Cat, where 
in the forest community there is a “[…] 
disagreement and quarrel between the Lion-led 
group and the rest of the animals […]” (p. 77). 
Consequently, the animal community breaks-up 
because the weaker animals feel marginalized by 
Lion-led group (i.e. the cat family and other flesh 
eating animals). Thus, the reader of the texts 

realizes that, “The peace the community had once 
enjoyed was shattered forever. Hatred and 
suspicion crept into relationships. Fear ruled the 
forest. Animals, especially the smaller and weaker 
ones, were afraid to leave their homes. Danger 
lurked everywhere” (p. 78). This feeling of 
marginalization is that which leads the weaker 

animals in the text to desire integration into human 
society for peaceful co-existence and success. 
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Journey Quest in Snake Child and Star Baby, 

Fire from the Holy Mountain, The Adventure of 

Anum the Tortoise, Whisker the Brave Cat, Asa 

and The Little Stream, and Red One and the 

Wizard of Mula 

One of the outstanding recurrent motif of 
oral narrative technique is the journey quest. This, 
as earlier said, is an essential part of the oral 

tradition of West Africa. This study aligns itself 
with view that the journey quest, aside its thematic 
leaning, governs the structure of a narrative text 
because it is through their journeys that characters 
“[…] go through different experiences that help in 
broadening their horizons and transforming their 
character and personalities. Therefore, the 
journeys the characters embark on are linked to 

their inner search for their own identities (Ulayyan 
& Awad, 2016:27). It is in this regard that this 
research considers journey quest as an oral 
narrative technique deployed in the selected 
Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s children’s texts. 

Okpiliya & Akpan (2016:29) are of the 
view that “In children’s fiction, the journey 

basically serves structural and instructive roles 
most especially in stories having both human and 
animal characters”. For example, in Snake Child 
and Star Baby, Ufu and Afa are troubled when 
their first and second children mysteriously 
disappear from their cots soon after they were 
born. Ufu does not give up his quest for a native 

doctor or seer who can tell him what to do to 
destroy the power of the evil around his home. One 
day he meets a seer in a town called Zunga, who 
tells him that there is only one man who could help 
him. His name is Mazuo, “the one who knew 
things others did not know” (p. 34). Ufu feels his 
trouble has come to an end, but the seer tells him 
that it is not easy to find Mazuo because he has no 

fixed address, he does not stay in one place, and he 
is not always visible to people. He could only be 
seen on rare occasions when he chooses to reveal 
himself to a seeker. Thus, Ufu embarks on a long 
journey in search of the man who will help them 
solve the mystery. At the end of Ufu’s journey, he 
meets Mazuo who, in an antithesis, tells him that 

“The cause of the problem is in your house. The 
solution of the problem is also in your house” (p. 
53). 

As an oral narrative device patterned in 

almost all oral journey quest, structurally, Ufu’s 

journey, after facing challenges, results in an 
epiphany that can be “used to improve the world” 
of the hero (Gabriel, 2017:66). Thus the solution 
to Ufu’s trouble is wrapped in oral rhetorics 
(riddle), however, when he arrives home he is able 
to understand it better. 
There are instances in which journey quest as oral 

narrative technique is deployed in children’s text 
to help the child readers understand “[…] that their 
lives are a series of journeys, and they can have 
some control over their own destinies” (Hall, 
n.d:1). For example, in Fire from the Holy 
Mountain, Nwakannaya, the son of Oseka, the 
unloved wife of the king of Goshe is told to “go to 
the Holy Mountain and bring fire from there to 

Goshe” to prove his sonship to the king. 
Nwakannaya prepares for his journey. The 
narrative submits that: 

He polished his silver sword and 
it shone even brighter. He knew it 
would not be easy to reach the 
Holy Mountain, but he was not 

afraid. Ugele had told him about 
his destiny, so he knew all along 
that he would return to Goshe 
when the time was ripe. He also 
knew he had to face a difficult 
task before he could claim his 
birthright in Goshe. Nwakannaya 

understood that the time was near. 
He was ready. He was glad (p. 
27).  

It is in this spirit that Nwakannaya takes leave of 
his mother, the king and the people of Goshe and 
leaves the palace all alone to journey to the Holy 
Mountain. As the structural motif of journey quest 
in all oral narratives, Nwakannaya undergoes 

trials, receives aid from Ugele who shows him the 
way he is to go, he fights his enemy (a three-
headed bulldog at the top of the Holy Mountain), 
he succeeds in acquiring the treasure sought (the 
golden bowl of fire) and returns to Goshe 
unharmed (Howard, n.d:2). This kind of journey 
quest, as an oral narrative technique is meant to 

assist the child readers, according to Hall, to 
connect the journey to their lives and to parallel 
the hero’s steps in the text “[…] to the heroic 
nature in their own individual journeys, no matter 
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how mundane they may consider their daily lives 

to be” (p. 1). 
It should be noted that most of the journey 

quest begins with “the call to adventure”. It is that 
device that “[…] sets the story rolling by 
disrupting the comfort of the Hero’s Ordinary 
World, presenting a challenge or quest that must 
be undertaken” (Vogler, n.d:3). This is evident in 

all the selected texts of this paper. For instance, in 
“Tortoise, Man and Leopard”, one of the stories in 
The Adventure of Anum the Tortoise, the 
eponymous character, Anum the Tortoise has a 
daughter called  Little Tortoise who coughs all the 
time. She is so ill that Anum is sure she will die 
soon if a cure is not found for her strange disease, 
for “No one knew how to treat the disease” (p. 5). 

Anum is told of a herbalist who lives on the other 
side of the forest. He learns that the herbalist can 
cure his daughter, Little Tortoise. Thus, the next 
day Anum the Tortoise sets out on a journey in 
search of a cure for his only daughter. The call to 
adventure is Anum’s daughter’s incurable ailment.  

In yet another story from the same text, 

The Adventure of Anum the Tortoise: “Tortoise 
and the Blacksmith’s Daughter”, the chief of Jaga 
gives Anum a small bag of maize and asks him to 
use the bag to get him (the chief) a beautiful 
woman to marry, to prove the cleverness of Anum 
the Tortoise. “Early in the morning” the reader is 
told, “Anum set out on his search for a beautiful 

girl” (p. 28). Here, the call to adventure is the 
challenge thrown at the Anum by the king. 

The call to adventure is also evident in 
Whisker the Brave Cat. One of such is when the 
young antelope is killed by the young lion and later 
eaten by the lion family. The narrative has it that: 

Mother Antelope and Father 
Antelope went around looking for 

their young one. They went from 
one family to another, but did not 
find him. They also went into the 
forest to search for him. They did 
not find him. They came to Father 
Lion’s house because they knew 
the young lion was his friend (p. 

41).   
The search continues everywhere but the young 
antelope is not found. All the animals are puzzled. 
In fact, Father and Mother Lion join in the search. 

Even Mother lion weeps with the other mothers. 

Her eyes are red from weeping. As the story 
progresses, more animals disappear, most of 
whom are young. The eponymous Whisker the 
Brave Cat wonders why no mother or father has 
been lost, and so he determines to find out what 
causes the disappearances.  

In Asa and the Little Stream the call to 

adventure is also evident. Chief Igunu of 
Lubeluland is informed by a magician of a river 
that has curative powers. His adventurous 
daughter, Princess Akudu shows her interest to go 
to the river. Initially, he refuses but he later allows 
her to “embark upon a search for the Beautiful 
River. He insists that she should go with some 
guards who would protect her on the way. Asa was 

also to go with her” (p. 23). At times, the journey 
that is undertaken by these characters take them 
from the physical world to the land of the spirits. 
This happens when Asa jumps into the river and 
soon disappears as Princess Akudu. After that Asa 
is “[…] astonished to find herself in a big mansion, 
at the bottom of the river” (p. 103). This aspect of 

style, according to Okpiliya & Akpan (2016:29-
30), is exploited to educate the children on 
“Africa’s acceptance of the trinity of the dead, the 
living and the yet unborn”. 

Red One and the Wizard of Mula 
demonstrates an instance of journey quest in 
Adimora-Ezeigbo’s children’s narratives. When 

“a mighty bird with wings more powerful than an 
eagle” swoops, takes away the Red One and shoots 
into the air like an arrow, the entire kingdom of 
Ubungo is shocked. This is one of the 
characteristics of Nigerian children’s literature in 
which there is “[…] heavy reliance on the folk 
tradition of the Nigerian people which […] 
ascribes to the ethics of magical realism – the 

suspension of concrete reality and the 
approximation of the fantasy of the cosmological 
backgrounds of the African existential equation” 
Okpiliya & Akpan, 2016:30). This triggers a call 
to adventure.   

Thus, King Opoko, hurries into the palace 
and prepares for the search for the Princess. The 

mandate is that “The heiress of Ubungu must be 
found” (p. 29). Ubungu young men and warriors 
volunteer to join in the search. After six months, 
the first batch of the young men and warriors 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 10. No. 3. June 2021                                                                              ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                      

 
 

79 

 

including General Osebo who went for the search 

did not return. The king again sends out another 
search party to look for them and for Red One. The 
warriors also seem “to have suffered the same fate, 
[t]hey did not return” (p. 39). 

On the whole, as can be seen from the 
instances given above, journey quest as an oral 
narrative technique is more than the “[…] concept 

of transport, or being transported from A to B” 
(Letherby & Reynolds, 2009:xviii). It is a 
structural device that helps both the character in 
the text and the reader outside the text to learn; it 
is indeed a narrative device that does not only 
advance the narrative process, but it also shapes 
both the characters’ and the child readers’ 
personalities. 

Conclusion 

This study has, through sufficient textual 
analysis surveyed the deployment of talking 
animals and journey motif as elements of oral 
narrative technique in Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo’s 
children’s narratives. It has amply illustrated the 
relevant application of, and how these elements of 

oral tradition contribute in the configuration of 
meaning and representation in Akachi Adimora-
Ezeigbo’s selected children’s narratives. In 
analyzing talking animals as an element of oral 

narrative in the texts concerned, it can be noticed 

that talking animals has become a structural and 
narrative device deployed for the following 
reasons: to allow the child character to negotiate 
the boundaries of good and evil, human and 
animal; to humanize, socialize, and educate the 
child readers; and to marginalize animals, where 
the animals themselves take on stereotypical traits 

of marginalized groups of people. Also, in 
analyzing journey motif as an element of oral 
narrative technique, the study has demonstrated 
that journey quest is a textual structural site that 
allows children’s narratives to help the child 
readers understand that their lives are a series of 
journeys, and they can also have some control over 
their own destinies; it can also be deployed to 

assist the child readers to connect the journey to 
their lives and to parallel the hero’s steps in the text 
to the heroic nature in their own individual 
journeys, no matter how mundane they may 
consider their daily lives to be; it is also used to 
help the child readers appreciate Africa’s 
acceptance of the connection of the dead, the 

living and the yet unborn especially when the 
journey that is undertaken by these characters 
takes them from the physical world to the land of 
the spirits. 
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A RELEVANCE THEORY ACCOUNT OF PROVERBS IN OVIM DIALECT OF IGBO, ABIA 

STATE, NIGERIA. 
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Abstract 
The study is a relevance theory account of proverbs in Ovim dialect of Igbo in Abia State, Nigeria. The study 
seeks to categorize Ovim proverbs into the male and female perspectives. Thus, it establishes the contexts of 

use and explains how the proverbs are understood by the hearer within the parameters of relevance theory 
propounded by Sperber and Wilson (1986). The study as a qualitative research is a survey research design, 
where data were collected through face-to-face interview and participant observation. A total of six elderly 
men and four elderly women were the informants used for the study. The data collected were categorized and 
analyzed using relevance theoretical model. The findings of the study revealed that there are proverbs that 
are targeted towards men and women respectively. Ovim proverbs function as an artistic expression of the 
people and cultural contexts are the right cognitive environment needed to process the proverbs. 

Key Words: Proverb, pragmatics, language, relevance theory and context. 

Introduction 
An enormous and appreciable work has 

been carried out by different scholars on the 
concept of Igbo proverbs which form part of Igbo 
folklore traditions. One such is Nworga  (1975) 
who states that proverb has been variously defined 

as “the wisdom of many and wit of one, the 
experience and wisdom of several ages gathered 
and summed up in one expression”. He further 
defines proverb as “a terse statement which 
figuratively gives expression to the point of 
traditional wisdom relevant to a given situation”. 

The Igbo people cherish proverbs because 
it is one of their folklore traditions. Thus, proverbs 

are seen to be crucial in their discourses because 
of its literal attributes of figurativeness and 
wittiness and the fact that it points to the socio-
cultural and historical dignity and nobility of the 
Igbo. This work is based on the Ovim dialect of 
Igbo which belongs to the kwa group of languages, 
a member of the Niger-kordofanian family of 

languages (Greenberg, 1963). The dialect is 
spoken by the people of Ovim, Isuikwuato Local 
Government Area of Abia State.  

Dabaghi (2011) defines proverb as “a 
short generally known sentence of the folk which 
contains wisdom, truth, morals and traditional 
views in a metaphorical, fixed and memorizable 
form which is handed down from generation to 

generation”. This definition concentrated on two 
important aspects of the proverb; its economy of 
words and its being a vehicle of traditional 
wisdom.  

 Nwoga (1975) opines that there are three 

elements which proverbs contain; they are – 
imaginative economy of words, traditional 
wisdom, and usage which calls for interpretation. 
Thus, Echeruo (1971:66) avers “to understand 
Igbo thought, even to know what Igbo proverbs 
mean, one has first to understand the Igbo 

language. There is absolutely no other way”. 
Achebe (1958:32) says that “proverbs are palm oil 
with which words are eaten”. This can explain why 
even though proverbs may be put in groups in their 
occurrence to point to the same idea; they are like 
synonyms, particular in their connotation. 
Essentially, proverbs reveal the cultural attributes 
and the system of values of the society in which 

they exist. In the Igbo society for example, mutual 
co-existence is the core of its value system, hence 
the proverb: 
“Egbe bere, ugo bere, nke si ibe ya ebela, nku 
kwakwa ya” 
(Let the hawk perch, let the eagle perch, any that 
wishes another the contrary, let its wings break). 

At this point, we would like to make 
mention of the fact that every Igbo proverb has a 
particular function which it performs, its folkloric 
wisdom not just cited in isolation of one life event 
or the other, so, whenever the Igbo proverb is used, 
it points to a specific thing. Some of the functions 
range from encouragement, admonition, caution, 
dissuasion, praise, etc. Proverbs have a fixed word 

order and are equally expressed or rendered in a 
definite form such as: “it is said…”. “Our fathers 
said…”, the Igbo people said…”, etc. Also, more 
often than not, those folkloric wisdom are used by 
the elderly male folks in Ovim community in 
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particular and the Igbo society in general as it is 

only on rare occasions would the elderly female 
use proverbs, hence it is considered not just 
disrespectful but a social degradation for the 
younger ones (both male and females) to speak in 
proverbs before the elders, such that when such 
occurs, these proverbs can be used to caution 
them: 

“Nwanta tụọ ilu nna ya tụrụ, ya kwụọkwa ụgwọ 
nna ya ji” 
(If a child cites the proverbs his father cited, let 
him pay the debts his father owes).  
 

“Nwa atụrụ ga-epu mpi, ekwo kwakwa ya” 
(The lamb that will develop horns should first 

develop stiff neck). 
Therefore, proverbs are statement of facts 

which draws largely from the cultural attitudes and 
values of the society for their potency; either they 
are put in the mouths of animals or humans. 
Previous Studies on Proverbs  

According to Okolo (1985), the use of 

proverbs is seen as an embodiment of philosophy 
and wisdom; hence, people who are gifted in using 
them are highly respected in the society. He further 
states that proverbs reveal cultural attitudes and 
values of the society in which they exist. This is 
why a speaker who uses proverbs not only 
effectively passes across his points, but equally 
reiterates a cultural value. In Nwachukwu-

Agbada’s (2002) view, the Igbo proverb is not 
only a performance-oriented linguistic art and act, 
but also one in which contextual variables 
explicitly informs its beauty and instructional 
function, he points to the fact that context is very 
important and can’t be overlooked in the 
appreciation of proverbs from any culture. He 

states: 
“…it must be seen to be inadequate, the 
structuralist explanation of the proverb 
which argues that for a proverb to be cross-
culturally relevant, it must shed its 
traditional-cum-linguistic background, 
forgo its cultural nuances, so it would 
assume universality…such a proverb, we 

dare say, would have lost much in terms of 
meaning and communication potential…a 
proverb text is much more than its wording 
in any language, whatever the fidelity with 
which this is done” (Nwachukwu-Agbada, 

2002:31). 

Furthermore, he elaborates on the proverb as a 
linguistic act and art which is historically, socially, 
religiously and otherwise relevant. In the essay. 
Oha (1998) also carried out a study on one of the 
Igbo folklore traditions, namely, proverbs in a 
work titled the semantics of female devaluation in 
Igbo proverbs. The objective of the study is to 

show that Igbo proverbs produce meanings that are 
sexually derogatory, and that in the milieu, one of 
the ways the patriarchal system has tried to 
invigorate and sustain itself is through the craft of 
proverbs which always mean more than they say 
as culturally-valued modes of oral education and 
semiosis. The researcher used the secondary 
method of data collection, employing the 

Discourse Theory on “facework” as its framework. 
The researcher explained that a current theory of 
“facework” explains that individuals and groups 
have certain “facewants” which include 
“fellowship face” (“the want to be included or to 
be seen as a desirable member of society”), 
“competence face” (“the want that their abilities be 

respected”), (Oha, 1998:89). The findings of the 
study reveal that sex-bias in the use of proverbs 
clearly undermines the integrity of the proverbs as 
expressions of folk wisdom. The derogation and 
denigration of womanhood by men in their use of 
Igbo proverbs also suggests men as being 
dominance-and-hostility-oriented. The study also 

shows that the proverbs of womanhood in Igbo 
land reveal an attempt at denigrating and 
disempowering women. Apart from this, the 
encoding of a negative of womanhood in what is 
seen as an expression of the wisdom of the society 
has another disturbing significance: it seems to 
make such construction of negativism law, and as 
proverbs constantly used in discourse (and thus 

kept “alive”), the negative image and 
uncomfortable space allocated to women are 
unfortunately made permanent. (Oha, 1998:97) 

This work differs from the present study 
in many aspects; it focuses on the semantics of 
female subjugation and derogation in Igbo 
proverbs while the present study is on the 

pragmatic analysis of Igbo proverbs: A case study 
of Ovim dialects. Oha used the Discourse Theory 
on “Facework” as the theoretical framework while 
the present study adopts the relevance theory 
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framework.  

Soi (2014) presents the results of a 
linguistic study on Kipsigis proverbs titled the 
stylistic and pragmatic study of Kipsigis proverbs. 
The study aimed at subjecting Kipsigis proverbs 
through a stylistic analysis. Also, it sought to find 
out the attitude of Kipsigis speakers towards their 
proverbs. In the study, the researcher used primary 

sources of data collection which includes the use 
of questionnaire and face to face interview. She 
used the stylo-pragmatic framework which 
combines both stylistics and pragmatics field of 
study. She opines that when someone uses a 
proverb, such a person is making a linguistic 
choice because what is being said can as well be 
stated in plain language. The findings gathered 

from that study include the fact that there is a 
varied attitude towards the proverbs among 
Kipsigis speakers depending on the age of the 
speaker and that proverbs are used for various 
reasons which include to advise, warn, educate, 
conceal a secret, correcting, settle a dispute and to 
pass cultural knowledge. Also, faithfulness in the 

use of Kipsigis proverbs were associated with the 
elderly members of the Kipsigis society. 

The stylistic and pragmatic study of 
Kipsigis proverbs is directly related to the present 
study in regard to the study of the meanings of 
proverbs in relation to speech situation 
(pragmatics), the methodology employed are also 

the same but differs in the area of use of 
questionnaire as the present work uses observation 
and face to face interview. Furthermore, the 
framework differs from the present work in the 
sense that the previous study used the stylo-
pragmatic framework while the present study 
employs relevance theory. 

Obadan (2015) has an interesting study on 

language endangerment: Issues of Igbo proverbs. 
The work takes a different approach on the subject 
of language endangerment as it sets to examine the 
gradual loss of an important aspect of Igbo 
language: proverbs. The central claim of the work 
is that language endangerment is gradual, starting 
with the loss of some vital aspects of the language 

which propels losing of its communicative 
relevance in certain domain, and if such continues 
in other domains without being checked, might 
lead to an eventful total loss of the language. The 

researcher in that work adopted the direct 

observation method, using the Linguistic Vitality 
and Endangerment (LVE) framework. This, 
according to the researcher has been used mostly 
by scholars to ascertain the vitality of a language 
as a whole, though it was used in ascertaining the 
vitality in the use of an aspect of a language 
(proverbs) in that study; the competence level in 

the use of proverbs between the older generation 
of Igbo speakers and the younger generation were 
gathered, the findings of the study show that most 
youth speakers lack competence in the use and 
interpretation of proverbs. 

This research relates to the present study 
in the areas of focus and methodology of the study 
which are proverbs and primary sources 

respectively, however, it differs from the present 
study in its framework which is the Linguistic 
Vitality and Endangerment (LVE) while the 
present study employs relevance theory. 

Nwankwo (2015), undertakes a study 
titled Igbo proverbs in the context of early 
communicative competence and social stability. 

The study sets out to study an early exposure to 
social learning and interaction as a reciprocal of 
language development. The unstructured 
questionnaire and observation are the two major 
instruments of data collection used. The study was 
premised on social learning theory. The findings 
of the study reveal that Igbo proverbs are precise 

and incisive and if appropriately applied to the 
intellectual and moral development of a child can 
serve as tool to reprimand, discourage, instruct and 
correct or praise the growing child’s derailing 
tendencies more intricately. 

This study relates to the present one in 
showing the nature, attributes and importance of 
Igbo proverbs as is reflected in the society. Like 

the present study, their methods of data collection 
are the same. However, it differs from the present 
study in the framework used. Nwankwo used the 
theory of social learning as reciprocal determinism 
while the present work is based on relevance 
theory. The present study will go a step further by 
showing the relevance of proverbs in specific 

community such as Ovim using the relevance 
theoretic lens. This is the gap the present study 
seeks to fill. 
Theoretical Framework 
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This study uses Relevance Theory as its 

theoretical framework. Relevance theory may be 
seen as an attempt to work out in details one of 
Grice’s central claims: that an essential feature of 
most human communication, both verbal and non-
verbal, is the expression and recognition of 
intentions (Grice, 1989). Relevance theory claims 
that what makes an input worth picking out from 

the mass of competing stimuli is not just that it is 
relevant, but that it is more relevant than any 
alternative input available to us at that time. The 
proponents of this theory are Wilson & Sperber 
(1986), and in their view, relevance theory is a 
cognitive psychological theory which treats 
utterance interpretation as a cognitive process. The 
comprehension procedure of relevance theory 

bridges the gap between sentence meaning and 
speaker’s meaning. For the hearer to reach the 
most relevant information that will justify the 
speaker’s meaning, Sperber and Wilson (1986) 
gave the steps below: (a) Consider interpretations 
in order of accessibility.(b)Stop when your 
expectation of relevance is satisfied. 

Relevance theory is a suitable framework 

for this study because when a speaker says 
something, it is designed to attract a hearer’s 
attention which makes the hearer to focus on the 
meaning intended by the speaker (speaker’s 
meaning) and through this the hearer eventually 
draws certain conclusion which is the intention of 
the speaker. This is the tenet of Relevance Theory. 

Data Presentation and Analysis 

The data in this paper were grouped into 
two categories: (i) masculinity, (ii) femininity. 
This grouping will help in fulfilling the objectives 
of this study. Through this analysis, the perception 
of women in Ovim community would be known, 
the context of use of these proverbs and how 
relevance theory helps hearers to understand the 

proverbs would be equally highlighted. The 
proverbs analyzed in this section are interpreted 
against the cognitive environment of Ovim 
culture, norms, customs and beliefs; and they are 
based on the context or circumstances under which 
the proverbs are uttered or used.  

 

Masculinity in Ovim Proverbs 

Here, the proverbs selected for analysis are those that project men as the “stronger vessels” as opposed 
to their female counterparts. As earlier stated, men are the producers and users of proverbs and they are 
generally seen as the “head”. 

1. He eghu hịrị gbabiri enya ka ọkụkọ hịkwarụ la-atụ. 
Literal meaning: What the goat saw and kept quiet/silent is also what the fowl saw and started to 

cackle. 
Contextual meaning: What a man will consider irrelevant, a woman will definitely nag about it. 

The concept IRRELEVANT will trigger the following encyclopedic entry: 
(a) Not important because it is not connected to the situation you are dealing with. 
(b) Having no real or useful purpose. 
(c) Not related or applicable. 

The above assumptions will yield the following implications: 

(d) A man does not involve himself with things that are not important because they are not connected to 
the situation he is dealing with. 

(e) A man is not concerned with things that have no real or useful purpose. 
(f) A man does not involve in things that are not related or applicable. 
The hearer will pick an interpretation that will take less effort to process thus yielding greater cognitive 

effects. So, the hearer will pick (1d) “A man does not involve himself with things that are not important 
because they are not connected to the situation he is dealing with”. Men are being projected here as people 
who only involve themselves with things that are important or connected to them, this of course is in contrast 

to the women who waste their time, energy and resources on what doesn’t concern them. 
2. Adụ asọ mgbagbu aga ọgụ. 

Literal meaning: Fear of being shot to death doesn’t prevent people from going to war. 
Contextual meaning: One doesn’t give up on a project because he met with some obstacles in his 
previous attempt. 
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The concept OBSTACLE causes a lot of interpretations which is done in the encyclopedic entry in the 

brain where the concept obstacle is stored. When retrieved, obstacle comes with the following meanings: 
(a) Something that makes it difficult for one to achieve their aim. 
(b) An object which blocks one’s way so that one must go around it. 
(c) Something that holds up progress. 

The contextual implications that would be yielded are:  
(d) A man sees something that makes it difficult for him to achieve his aim. 
(e) A man sees an object which blocks his way so that he must go around it. 

(f) A man sees something that holds up his progress. 
From the above, the hearer will pick an interpretation that will take less effort to process thus yielding 

greater cognitive effects. The hearer after considering the interpretation in order of accessibility will stop 
when his expectation of relevance is satisfied. In this, the hearer will stop at (2d) “A man sees something that 
makes it difficult for him to achieve his aim”. As earlier mentioned, in Ovim community, men are expected 
to be “keepers” of their household, this involves taking in everything that comes to their household (both 
good and bad); in this process however, they often encounter things that delay their plans in life, but such 
cannot make them to relent because they are symbols of strength and as heads of their families, are expected 

to be strong always. 
3. Enya kpọrụ akpọ larụ nna ya ukwu l’isi. 

Literal meaning: A blind eye is still in the head of the blind person. 
Contextual meaning: There is always a way out of every predicament in life. 

The word PREDICAMENT yields the following meaning: 
(a) A difficult or unpleasant situation in which one doesn’t know what to do. 
(b) An unfortunate position. 

(c) A tight spot. 
From the above assumptions, the following implications will be yielded: 

(d) A man handles a difficult or unpleasant situation in which one doesn’t know what to do. 
(e) A man handles an unfortunate position. 
(f) A man handles a tight spot. 
The hearer will pick an interpretation/implication that will take less effort to process thus yielding greater 

cognitive effects. So, the hearer will pick (3d) “A man handles a difficulty or unpleasant situation in which 

one doesn’t know what to do”. Men who are the head of their families are laden with the responsibilities of 
catering for their wives and children, with this in mind, they try to overcome all sorts of predicaments that 
come their way even those that may try to defile solutions. 

4. Ọhia ogwu marụ ọkụkọ, aduu epio ya epio. 
Literal meaning: The bush in which the chicken’s foot is pierced by thorns is impenetrable. 
Contextual meaning: Being cautious is a key to a happy life. 

The word CAUTIOUS will yield the following meaning: 
(a) Careful to avoid danger or risks. 

(b) Warning against evil. 
(c) Security, guaranty. 

From the above, the following implications will be yielded: 
(d) A man is careful to avoid danger and risks. 
(e) A man warns against evil. 
(f) A man gives security, guaranty. 

Following the comprehension heuristic procedure, the hearer will settle on (4d) as it is the one which 

satisfies the hearer’s expectation of relevance. The contextual Implication chosen will be “A man is careful 
to avoid danger and risks”. Men in their day to day activities often encounter difficulties but their cautiousness 
helps them. What a man cannot withstand with his high level of cautiousness will be extremely hard and 
impossible for a woman to withstand. 
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Femininity in Ovim Proverbs 

This section analyzes proverbs that focus on women with a view to show their inferiority in the Ovim 
community. The proverbs selected for analysis in this section shows the derogation and denigration of 
womanhood by men and the society at large which projects them as weak and less important when compared 
to men in the Ovim community in particular and Igbo land in general. 

1. Nwanyị sụ la ya la nwoko ha, ya nyulie mamiri elu. 
Literal meaning: If a woman claims equality with a man, let her urinate upwards. 
Contextual meaning: It is always good to acknowledge individual boundaries. 

The words ACKNOWLEDGE will trigger some interpretations which is carried out in the encyclopedic entry 
in the brain. When retrieved, acknowledge comes with the following meaning: 

(a) To admit or accept that something is true or exists. 
(b) To own or recognize a particular quality. 

From the above, the contextual implications that will be yielded are: 
(c) A woman should admit or accept that something is true or exists. 
(d) A woman should own or recognize a particular quality. 

Following the path of least effort according to accessibility, the hearer will stop at (1c) because this 

satisfies their expectation of relevance, thus, the hearer will further make the inference that “A woman should 
admit or accept that something is true or exists”. From this proverb, women are seen as those who cannot 
measure up with men in any way. It seeks to humiliate and disdain women by proving that what men can do, 
women cannot do the same. 

2. Onye jiru nwanyị vuru ivu vu la isi ọkpọ. 
Literal meaning: Any person who uses a woman as a pad in carrying a luggage is carrying the luggage 
without a pad. 

Contextual meaning: Humans are not reliable. 
From the above, the word RELIABLE will trigger the encyclopedic entry which will produce the following 
meanings: 

(a) Someone or something that can be trusted. 
(b) To depend on someone or something. 

The following contextual implications will be yielded: 
(c) A woman is not someone that can be trusted. 

(d) A woman is not someone to be depended on. 
From the above, the hearer will settle on (2c) having followed the path of least effort in computing 

cognitive effects and having considered the interpretations in order of accessibility. This is because (2c) 
satisfies the expectation of relevance to mean that a woman is not someone that can be trusted; so she is 
useless. 

3. Nkịta nwanyị zụrụ la-atagbu mmadụ.   
Literal meaning: A dog trained by a woman bites people to death. 
Contextual meaning: Anything done by a woman ends up in the negative. 

From the above, the word NEGATIVE will trigger the following: 
(a) Considering only the bad qualities of a situation. 
(b) Damaging, undesirable, unfavourable. 

The above assumptions will yield the following contextual implications: 
(c) A woman considers only the bad qualities of a situation. 
(d) A woman does things that are damaging, undesirable, unfavourable. 

Following the comprehension heuristic procedure, the hearer will settle on the fourth option (3d) 

which produces the interpretation that “A woman does things that are damaging, undesirable, unfavourable”. 
This proverb points to the fact that women are not worthy of existence. 

4. Nwoko lụrụ otu nwanyị kpuru isi. 
Literal meaning: A man that married one wife is blind. 
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Contextual meaning: A man with one wife has blind eyes. 

The concept BLIND will trigger the encyclopedic entry which will produce the following assumptions:  
(a) A person who cannot see. 
(b) Depends on others for support. 
(c) Has to be treated with care. 
(d) One feels uncomfortable. 
(e) Seemingly to be out of control. 

The contextual implications that will be yielded are: 

(f) A man with one wife cannot see. 
(g)  A man with one wife depends on others for support. 
(h)  A man with one wife has to be treated with care. 
(i)  A man with one wife feels uncomfortable. 
(j)  A man with one wife seems to be out of control.  

Following the comprehension heuristic procedure, the hearer will settle on (4j) “A man with one wife seems 
to be out of control”. This brings us to the conclusion that a monogamous man lacks control of his anger when 
his wife dies because there is no other wife that remains to console him. 

5. A zụtara nwanyi ekwa marụ mma, ọ gaa mgbaru onye dụ ndụ. 
Literal meaning: When a beautiful dress is bought for a woman, she would pay a condolence visit in 
respect of somebody who is alive. 
Contextual meaning: When people have more than they need, they tend to misuse what they have. 

The word MISUSE will trigger the following encyclopedic entry: 
(a)  To use something in the wrong way or for a wrong purpose. 
(b)  An incorrect, improper or unlawful use of something. 

The following contextual implications will be yielded: 
(c)  A woman uses something in the wrong way or for a wrong purpose. 
(d)  A woman uses something in an incorrect, improper or unlawful way. 
(e) The hearer will settle on (5d) following the path of least effort according to accessibility. Thus, the 

hearer will make the inference that “A woman uses something in an incorrect, improper or unlawful 
way”. This proverb projects women as senseless and a set of people who wastes resources.  

6. Nwanyị bụ ashawo. 

Literal meaning: Girl be prostitute. 
Contextual meaning: A girl is a prostitute. 

This is a negative proverb. It is figurative as the meaning cannot be accessed directly. Thus, the word 
PROSTITUTE triggers a lot of interpretations. This is done in the encyclopedic entry in the brain where the 
concept PROSTITUTE is stored as a label, when it is retrieved; PROSTITUTE comes with several meanings, 
including the following: 

(a)  Has sex for money. 
(b)  Leave home for greener pastures. 

(c)  Doesn’t stick to one man. 
(d)  Attracts men through her adornment.  

With the above assumptions in the hearer’s mind, a path of least effort for greater cognitive effects will be 
followed in order of accessibility. Depending on the context, the following contextual implications will be 
derived. 

(e)   A girl who has sex for money. 
(f)  A girl who leaves home for greener pasture. 

(g)  A girl who does not stick to one man. 
(h)  A girl who attracts men through her adornment. 

With the help of comprehension heuristic procedure, the hearer will settle on the second option (6f) which 
will bring forth the contextual implication that a girl is a person who has to leave her ancestral home one day, 
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to go to another place for marriage as per the Igbo culture. Just as a prostitute, a woman is not committed to 

one place. It is believed that one day they have to leave their ancestral home and settle somewhere else.   

Findings and Conclusion 

It is observed from the study that proverbs 
used among the people in Ovim community 
comprised of masculine and feminine types. These 
proverbs selected for this article having undergone 

critical analysis using the Relevance Theory 
portray men as strong vessels that are seen as 
heads in their various families. And women 
viewed as inferior and weaker vessels, hence the 
use of derogation and denigration words against 
them. From the analysis, we have shown how and 
in what ways the Ovim proverbs function as an 

artistic expression of the people which is shown or 
exhibited through their cultural and customary 
beliefs as shown in their proverbs. The context 
used in this study is based on the Ovim culture 
without which one can’t arrive at the right 

inference. The study was based on proverbs that 
relate to men and women in the Ovim community, 
a further research can be carried out targeting 
children, and other creatures such as specific trees, 

using relevance theory which will aid in knowing 
how they are perceived in the Ovim community. 
Furthermore, a further research can equally be 
carried out on the same topic using a different 
theory for its analysis. Also, Cultural contexts are 
the right cognitive environment needed to process 
these proverbs in Ovim. Finally, the users of these 

proverbs rely solely on the cultural and customary 
beliefs of the Ovim community which is what 
hearers use in meeting up the expectations of 
relevance. 
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LA POLITIQUE BUREAUTIQUE ET LE MELI-MELO DES TEMPERAMENTS A TRAVERS LA 

SECRETAIRE PARTICULIERE DE JEAN PLIYA 
 

SHAIYEN, LUCYLL T. 
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Résumé 

Un individu qui travaille dans un établissement passe moyennement la plupart des heures de sa vie au bureau. 
L’entrepris exige une productivité maximum, et pour cela, il est pertinent que l’ambiance au lieu de travail 

soit favorable et paisible. Nous vivons une société où le travail devient de plus en plus difficile à trouver, et 
une grande partie de la force active est au chômage, les travailleurs se trouvent parfois dans des établissements 
qui ne concordent pas avec leur psychologie, leur talent ou leur ambition. Malheureusement, on trouve un 
architecte qui travaille dans le secteur financier, ou bien un avocat qui devient instituteur malgré sa véritable 
inclination. Cette communication s’attarde sur les stratégies relationnelles et l’enjeu des tempéraments 
disparates dans le milieu de travail. Quelques personnages de La secrétaire particulière de Jean Pliya seront 
passés au microscope pour démontrer comment ces différences peuvent nuire ou promouvoir les relations 

sociales. 
Mots clés : Politique, Bureau, Tempérament, Travail, Epanouissement. 
 

Introduction 

L’être humain est un système complexe de 
possibilités, d’une reconfiguration incessante que 
l’esprit ne peut concevoir. Un individu est un 
produit de sa biologie humaine d’abord et puis de 
son environnent et de son éducation. Nous vivons 

dans une société évolutive où la vérité est apprise 
à reculons, où il faut suivre la marée et faire 
comme tout le monde. Il est aussi étonnant que 
ceux qui cherchent à suivre la voie de justesse sont 
considérés comme les êtres bizarres. Le lieu de 
travail est un creuset réunissant des gens de 
différentes formes d’éducation familiale ou 

religieuse, des cultures, des traditions, de statuts 
moraux disparates. Ces différences sont censées 
donner le piquant aux activités bureaucratiques 
mais la plupart de temps, ces différences jettent 
des bâtons dans les roues au chemin du progrès 
d’un établissement de travail. Dans une société où 
le travail devient de plus en plus difficile à trouver, 
et une grande partie de la force active est au 

chômage, les travailleurs se trouvent parfois dans 
des établissements qui ne concordent pas avec leur 
psychologie, leur talent ou leur ambition. 
Malheureusement, on trouve un architecte qui 
travaille à la banque ou bien un avocat qui devient 
instituteur malgré sa véritable inclination.  
Etat du sujet  

La politique se définit comme étant 
d’abord prudent ou réservé, gérant des affaires à 
l’aimable en mettant des personnes d’accord, 
s’observant dans ses paroles et dans ses actions, 

ayant la dextérité et la finesse (« politique »). 
Selon cette interprétation, la politique n’est pas 
quelque chose nocive mais l’intention, la prise de 
vue, l’approche et l’attitude négative des individus 
dans chaque situation rendent la politique sale. De 
plus, la politique de bureau se définit comme les 

activités, attitudes ou comportements qui servent à 
acquérir ou à retenir le pouvoir ou des avantages 
dans une entreprise (Mintz, 2019). 

De même, la politique de bureau est aussi 
le processus de partager les ressources limitées, en 
précisant les objectifs, les décisions et les actions 
dans un environnement de gens avec des intérêts 

et des personnalités disparates et concurrentiels, 
motivés dans l’ensemble par l’émotion (Dobson 
and Dobson, 2001). En plus, la politique au bureau 
peut être prépondérante au succès de la carrière de 
l’individu.  Il y a une possibilité où le travailleur 
utilise ses bons éléments dans le but de développer 
des bonnes relations, d’influencer d’autres 
personnes à accepter ses idées, tout en étant 

transparent et en gagnant le respect et l’admiration 
des autres collègues. Il faut accorder le respect aux 
autres sans tenir compte de l’âge ou de statut.  
Effectivement, quand le lieu de travail devient un 
terrain de bataille, caractérisé par une concurrence 
nuisible et la survie du plus prétentieux ou plus 
malin, le dénouement sera une débandade du plus 

frêle. La politique de bureau se métamorphose en 
saleté pour les raisons suivantes : Les supérieurs 
arrogants, les collègues jaloux, trop de 
commérages au bureau, le défaut de supervision et 
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de contrôle et surtout les employés qui aspirent à 

atteindre ce qui est au-delà de leur autorité. Toutes 
ces formes de négativité mènent au conflit, à la 
division en cliques, à l’hypocrisie, à la trahison, à 
la peur de prendre parti d’un collègue, au 
harcèlement et au déséquilibre qui vont toucher la 
qualité de productivité des travailleurs (Dobson 
and Dobson 2001).  Il y en a ceux qui cherchent à 

être favorisés par leurs supérieurs en détruisant 
l’image de leurs collègues devant le chef ou en 
sabotant délibérément le travail de leurs collègues 
dans le but de se présenter comme le meilleur 
travailleur. 

Puis, le leadership d’un établissement 
détermine l’ambiance du bureau et le 
comportement des travailleurs.  Le langage 

corporel du chef coordonne dans un certain degré, 
les activités et la productivité des travailleurs. La 
capacité d’un leader à exercer son autorité sans 
partialité ou préjugé est très pertinent dans 
l’accomplissement de ses objectifs vis-à-vis son 
rapport avec ses subordonnés. En ce sens, on peut 
relever des sources de pouvoir institutionnel selon 

French et Raven (1959). Ils ont catégorisé les 
bases de pouvoir en deux : les sources 
positionnelles et les sources personnelles. Le 
pouvoir qui provient de la position d’autorité peut 
prendre diverses formes : Le chef a le pouvoir 
légitime d’exiger l’obtempération de la part de ses 
subalternes, Il a aussi le pouvoir de récompenser 

un travail bien accompli et de châtier des actes 
d’insubordination. La source informationnelle 
découle de la capacité du leader de contrôler 
l’information dont les autres ont besoin. D’autre 
part, la source personnelle du pouvoir résulte du 
niveau d’habileté ou d’intelligence exhibé par une 
personne et surtout sa capacité de gagner le respect 
et l’admiration de ses collègues (French et Raven). 

Analyse du corpus  

Corrélant ces faits aux personnages de 
Jean Pliya dans La secrétaire particulière, une 
pièce « pérénifoliée », qui reflète l’actualité 
bureaucratique en dépit des années déjà coulées, 
on verra que les acteurs changent mais les 
comportements ne changent pas trop. La théorie 

des quatre tempéraments proposés par Tim 
LaHaye formera la base de notre analyse de 
quelques personnages de la pièce. Le tempérament 
peut être défini comme le caractère ou la 

disposition mentale d’une personne 

(« Tempérament »). C’est ce qui détermine 
l’action et la réaction d’un individu. LaHaye est 
d’avis que le tempérament est une combinaison 
des autres caractéristiques humains et de traits 
distinctifs hérités de nos parents (52). Comme le 
tempérament influence profondément un être 
humaine toute sa vie, la connaissance de ses 

faiblesses et de ses forces est pertinente dans la 
réalisation d’une vie épanouie.  Il catégorise des 
êtres humains selon les quatre tempéraments 
fondamentaux qui sont : la sanguine, le colérique, 
le mélancolique et le flegmatique.  

Tenant l’exemple de Monsieur Chadas, 
une représentation typique d’un directeur 
d’établissement gouvernemental, il reflète une 

personnalité sanguine, en dépit de ses qualités 
charmeur, vivante, gaie, loquace et insouciant, ce 
sont ses défauts qui l’ont poussé à sa ruine. Il est 
caractérisé comme un patron qui ne montre pas le 
bon exemple à ses subordonnés plutôt, il profite de 
la vulnérabilité et de la naïveté de Nathalie. Il 
demande des pots de vin, il utilise les ressources 

du bureau pour ses affaires privées. Chadas heurte 
Avocè Holonon sur l’autoroute mais il ne s’arrête 
pas pour évaluer sa situation, pour savoir s’il s’agit 
d’un cas urgent ou s’il a besoin d’aller à l’hôpital. 
Il exhibe le caractère d’une sanguine qui manque 
la probité morale ou une fondation spirituelle 
solide.   L’absence de discipline pousse la 

sanguine à la duplicité, la malhonnêteté, le manque 
de fiabilité et aux tentations de nature sexuelles 
(LaHaye 60). Sans l’auto discipline, on n’arrive 
jamais à l’épanouissement personnel.  
Par ailleurs, Virginie est un bon exemple d’une 
personne colérique. Elle est active, pratique, 
indépendante, une femme à volonté ferme, 
opiniâtré et travailleuse (LaHaye 64). Malgré les 

faiblesses de ce tempérament, les professionnelles 
aux lieux de travail peuvent beaucoup gagner en 
imitant Virginie, la colérique. Elle est sûre d’elle-
même et de ce qu’elle veut réaliser dans sa vie. 
Elle ne se laisse pas emporter par tout vent de 
doctrine ou par le statu quo accepté par tout le 
monde. Elle est surtout un emblème de pureté et 

d’espoir dans un monde néfaste. Elle est un 
motivateur qui fait avancer des choses. Il y a 
beaucoup de « Virginies » dans les établissements 
de travail qui ont beaucoup à contribuer au monde 
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s’ils identifient leurs imperfections, tout en 

essayant à les surmonter.   
D’autre part, Nathalie est contente d’être 

chosifiée par son patron qui pourrait avoir le même 
âge que son propre père. Elle connait peu et elle ne 
cherche pas à approfondir ses connaissances. Dans 
sa naïveté, elle croit tout ce que Chadas lui dit. Elle 
est verte de jalousie parce qu’elle voit en Virginie 

ce qu’elle n’a pas : la conviction d’avoir un but 
précis dans sa vie et la dignité de dire non à la 
corruption de l’esprit et du corps. On est toujours 
jaloux de la personne qu’on veut imiter ou 
ressembler, au lieu de se rapprocher de Virginie 
pour apprendre quelque chose, Nathalie décide de 
la voir comme un adversaire, créant une ambiance 
malsaine dans le bureau. Nathalie souffre d’une 

faible estime de soi, par conséquent, sa 
performance au bureau est médiocre, elle s’entend 
mal avec ses collègues, elle est une proie facile 
pour Chadas à cause de sa vulnérabilité. Elle peut 
être caractérisée comme une flegmatique qui en 
dépit d’être peu motivée, indolente, égoïste, 
craintive et indécise, peut cultiver une nature 

résolue et une personnalité agréable pour faire 
sortir ses qualités d’être efficace, digne de 
confiance, diplomatique, pratique et pour faire 
preuve de leadership au bureau (LaHaye 56).    

En plus, le tempérament mélancolique 
peut être attribué à Jacques. Il n’est pas sûr de lui-
même. Il éprouve des sentiments amoureux pour 

Virginie mais il manque le courage non seulement 
d’avouer son amour mais aussi la confiance de 
prendre position contre la corruption de son 
patron. Il a peur d’être renvoyé. Il se contente 
d’acquiescer sans remettre en cause les activités 
néfastes de son patron ou de ses collègues. Selon 
LaHaye, le mélancolique est le plus doué de tous 
les tempéraments mais sa nature critique, 

vindicative, sensible, peu sociable, stricte, 
egocentrique, morose et pessimiste le limite très 
souvent d’atteindre son véritable potentiel. Il croit 

que tout grand fait est impossible à réaliser. Ses 

bonnes qualités de fiabilité, de loyauté, 

d’abnégation, d’esthétisme, d’autodiscipline, 
d’idéalisme et de perfectionnisme, lui distingue 
des autres tempéraments (75).   
D’après LaHaye, la personnalité d’un individu est 
l’expression de soi-même à d’autres personnes, sur 
laquelle les premières expressions sont bâties mais 
au fond d’une personne, réside son caractère, la 

Cour suprême de l’individu, c’est-à-dire, la nature 
profonde de la personne, celui qu’on est quand 
personne n’est là (16,21).   
Conclusion 

Etant donné que chaque individu est 
unique, on ne peut pas comparer une personne à 
une autre ou dire que l’un travail bien que l’autre 
car la particularité de l’attitude, de compétence, de 

réflexion, de l’approche vont produire des effets 
différents à cause de l’exclusivité dont on parle. 
Chaque individu a son chemin selon sa destinée. 
On fait son voyage, chacun d’après ses choix. Les 
parcours des gens peuvent se croiser, mais on n’a 
jamais la même destination. La compétition 
malsaine est injustifiée lorsqu’un prend 

conscience du fait qu’on ne peut pas comparer 
effectivement une personne à une autre. On 
compare deux choses de mêmes qualités qui 
peuvent générer les mêmes résultats. Le 
réseautage social au bureau est facilité par la 
franchise, le respect envers les collègues sans tenir 
compte d’apparence physique, de statut social, 

d’âge, de tribu ou de nationalité.  Il faut se 
concentrer sur les valeurs qui promeuvent le 
travail comme la diligence, la discipline, 
l’intégrité, la ponctualité, la responsabilité, la 
politesse et la motivation financière. En somme, 
dans un monde idéal, les individus peuvent être 
classés selon leurs personnalités dans les emplois 
qui leur conviennent, par conséquent, ils ne seront 

pas frustrés, leurs collègues ne souffrent pas à 
cause de leur déséquilibration, le travail sera fait 
productivement et ils atteindront un 
épanouissement personnel. 
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