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Introduction 
 

 
 

INCE I  WROTE The African Palimpsest in the early 1990s, a lot of 
changes have taken place in the status of English and French. 
While French is in decline world-wide and one French critic 

wonders why ‘they’ want to kill the French language,1 English is a 
controversial world language, which may be challenged by Chinese in 
the years to come. “By 2007 Chinese to become web language No. 1,”2 
claimed the chief advertisement of the technology consulting firm 
ACCENTURE. If the future is “made in China,” then by 3007 all our 
paradigms will be lost. But, to some extent, they are already lost now, 
well before the apocalyptic Sino-American war for hegemony.  
 It is impossible to outline here the avatars of French or English in 
the last decade and a half; suffice it to say that English is now a jugger-
naut (itself a Hindi word to designate one form of Krishna). This 
should remind us that if language was once “the shaper of ideas,” as 
Benjamin Lee Whorf once put it,3 it is now changing shapes and 
world-views. 
 
 
Paradigms Lost 
The Whorfian triad Language, Thought, Reality, which is the title the 
editor John B. Carroll gave to Whorf’s Selected Writings (1956), is one 
paradigm that is definitely lost. It used to stand for the interdepen-
dence of language, culture and identity, known more commonly as 
the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, whereby “we dissect nature along lines 

                     
1 Bernard Lecherbonnier, Pourquoi veulent-ils tuer le français? (Paris: Albin 

Michel, 2005).  
2 New York Times (3 April 2001).  
3 See Benjamin Lee Whorf, Collected Papers and Metalinguistics (Washington 

DC: Foreign Service Institute, Department of State, 1952): 5. 

S 
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laid down by our native languages.”4 This hypothesis, which Edward 
Sapir further elaborated, holds that one’s world-view depends on 
one’s linguistic frame of reference and that the world is organized by 
the linguistic systems in our minds: “The worlds in which different 
societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with dif-
ferent labels attached.”5  
 The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis has now been ousted by a new con-
ception of language as a human construct available to ‘real’ people in 
‘post-national’ nations. In other words, a language no longer points to 
one world-view and, what is more, it no longer expresses the interests 
of a particular state. Robert Phillipson concurs thus in his Linguistic 
Imperialism (1992). In the case of English, it is no longer the language of 
one specific community or ethnicity. It is now spoken by more non-
native speakers than native speakers; it has been appropriated by the 
barbarians, as it were, and I am one of them. But these members of 
what the Indian linguist Braj Kachru popularized as the “Expanding 
Circle” (English as a foreign language) have to conform to the norms 
of the “Inner Circle” (English as a first language).6 Seidlhofer and Jen-
kins conclude their 2001 article somewhat temperamentally about the 
linguistic Human Rights of non-native speakers: “No right to ‘rotten 
English’ for them, then.”7  
 Regardless of the fact that non-native and near-native speakers 
have to conform to the rules that apply to native speakers, unless they 
create a grammar of their own, the new users of French and/or Eng-
lish are no longer culture-bearers of French or English ‘civilization’. 
This process of disaggregation of language, culture and identity was 
sharpened by the process of colonization and the concomitant intro-
duction of European chirography. In the case of West Africa, such an 
alien writing system as the Roman script thwarted any possible flour-
ishing of indigenous scripts like Nsibidi, Vaï and, to some extent, the 

                     
4 Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language, Thought, Reality: Selected Writings of Ben-

jamin Lee Whorf, ed. John B. Carroll (Cambridge M A: MIT Press, 1956): 212.  
5 Edward Sapir, Culture, Language and Personality. Selected Essays (1949), ed. 

David G. Mandelbaum (Berkeley & Los Angeles: U of California P 1964): 69. 
6 The Other Tongue: English across Cultures, ed. Braj B. Kachru (Urbana & 

Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1982).  
7 Barbara Seidlhofer & Jennifer Jenkins, “English as a Lingua Franca and the 

Politics of Property,“ in The Politics of English as a World Language: New Hori-
zons in Postcolonial Cultural Studies, ed. Christian Mair (ASNEL Papers 7; 
Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2003): 142. 
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later ajami Arabic-script literary tradition in West Africa.8 We will 
never know how they would have fared, had colonization never set 
in. This is one additional tragic aspect of the colonizing process: an 
aborted future. 
 Colonization has, for better or for worse, contributed to the expan-
sion of European languages such as English and French. If English did 
change at all in the process of colonization, it did not move overnight 
from good to bad to worse or from the elegiac innocence of the homy 
English cottage to the hyper-communicative experience of the ‘global 
village’. Most of its contemporary plasticity as an international lingua 
franca was already inscribed in its own hybrid beginnings. Whether 
by the original owners of the language or by its postcolonial co-own-
ers, English has always been put to various uses. It is now both local 
and global – ‘glocal’, to use the now fashionable word.  
 Another paradigm that is forever lost obtains in William Labov’s 
pioneering studies on language variation (‘Black Vernacular”) in New 
York City. The German linguist Christian Mair points to the shortcom-
ings of the classic Labovian sociolinguistic model, as applied, for 
instance, to the Caribbean: “Nobody in Jamaica or in the Caribbean 
diaspora speaks Jamaican Creole today in its consistent pure and basi-
lectal form.”9 Language-variation theories therefore fail to work in the 
postcolonial context, including that which preoccupies us here: i.e. 
West Africa. This holds true especially in the ‘anglophone’ part, where 
pidgins thrive. In some parts that are no longer conveniently ‘anglo-
phone’ or ‘francophone’, such as Cameroon, the resulting pidgins like 
Camfranglais will not easily be holed.10 What is more, even the concept 
of ‘African’ literature itself has been challenged.11 
 Yet another paradigm or pattern, which formed part of the basis of 
my argument in the late 1980s, has had to be adjusted somewhat: lan-
guage policies and literacy. Although data from 1988 on language 
                     

8 There is a substantial Pulaar (Peuhl/Fulfulde) and Zarma/Zongha litera-
ture in ajami in Senegal, Nigeria, and Guinea, the orthography of which has 
been one of the tasks of the Islamic Organization ISESCO. For more detail, see 
Abou Touré, “Littérature peule écrite en ajami,” Études littéraires africaines: 
Littérature peule 19 (2005): 31–33. 

9 Christian Mair, “Linguistics, Literature and the Postcolonial Englishes: An 
Introduction“ (2003), in The Politics of English as a World Language, ed. Mair, xii. 

10 See Rajend Mesthrie, “Pidgins that won’t easily be holed,“ The Guardian 
Weekly (25 September 2003): 3. 

11 See Adele King, “Introduction“ to From Arfica: New Francophone Stories, ed. 
Adele King (Lincoln & London: U of Nebraska P, 2004): x. 
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education provided in the first edition (Table 1) can still be considered 
as valid today, access to literacy in sub-Saharan Africa has declined 
since the 1990s, and predictions are dire. In the 1990s, thirteen African 
countries cut their education budgets under IMF programmes. In 
1999, more children in sub-Saharan Africa were out of school than in 
1990. Also, there are marked disparities in access to primary education 
within countries by income, urban/rural location, and gender (see 
Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5 for Ivory Coast, Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria). For 
every 100 boys there are 83 girls enrolled in primary education.12 
 By 2015, the watershed date for the EFA (Education for All) Project 
in sub-Saharan Africa, three out of four of all the school-age children 
in the world not attending school will be African. As Helga Ramsey–
Kurtz, who runs an Austrian-funded project on the representations of 
illiteracy, cautions, English as a world language might well constitute 
an immediate and “serious existential threat for [Africans].”13 Another 
serious threat is the HIV/AIDS pandemic, which is having an in-
creasingly severe impact on education. Yet, since 2002, many govern-
ments have launched courageous reforms to promote education even 
though improvement in quality has not matched the progress in 
access. These reforms are likely to have an impact on the cultural and 
literary production of West African nation-states, but World Bank pro-
jections up to 2030 leave undisturbed my previous conjectures about 
West African writers’ experimentations with the European language 
from roughly the 1950s to the 1990s.  
 On the other hand, the Belgian Africanist linguist Jan Blommaert 
has pointed out on two occasions that the main issue in the use of 
English or French in Africa is not so much their indigenization 
through language contact as their acting as media for “grassroots lite-
racy.”14 He is, admittedly, writing about Shaba, Congo, where French 
prevailed along with its dirigisme linguistique. But in his book with Jef 
Verscheuren, he wishes to debunk two ideas: that of language bor-
                     

12 See http://www.worldbank.org, http://devdata.worldbank.org /edstats, 
http://www.newafrica.com/education/articles/afr_illiteracy.htm (accessed 22 
June 2005). 

13 Helga Ramsey–Kurtz, “Beyond the Domain of Literacy: The Illiterate 
Other in The Heart of the Matter,Things Fall Apart and Waiting for the Barbarians“ 
(2003), in The Politics of English as a World Language, ed. Mair, 322. 

14 See Jan Blommaert, “Reconstructing the Sociolinguistic Image of Africa: 
Grassroots Writing in Shaba (Congo),“ Text 19 (1999): 175–200, and “The 
Other Side of History: Grassroots Literacy and Autobiography in Shaba, 
Congo,“ General Linguistics 38 (2001): 133–55. 
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ders, delimiting the habitat of a language creature; and the idea that 
“acquiring the local language is the simple, necessary and sufficient 
condition for guaranteeing smooth communication.”15 West African 
texts, like other postcolonial texts written in European languages, tes-
tify to the fact that “communicative diversity persists, even if one lan-
guage is used,”16 which prove Blommaert and Verschueren right, but 
that one language is no longer the sole organizer of one world-view, 
as in the Whorfian era, all the more so in the subjective texture of the 
literary text. What is more, over time, these Belgian linguists may 
prove to be wrong if, as I believe, African languages are rehabilitated 
and start vying with other world languages. Early paradigms, both 
linguistic and extra-linguistic, are, at this point in time, irretrievably 
lost. 
 
 
Writing with an Accent 

When “the Empire writes back to the centre,”17 it does this not so 
much with a vengeance as ‘with an accent’, by using a language that 
topples discourse conventions of the so-called ‘centre’ and by inscrib-
ing postcolonial language variants from ‘the margin’ or ‘the periphe-
ry’ in the text. Such variants result from the transformation of lan-
guage through local use by ‘real’ people, itself the result of social 
change; but, as we shall see, they are also shaped by the writer’s 
imaginative use of the European language in an attempt at literary 
decolonization. 
 More generally, literary texts, radio scripts, films and any postcolo-
nial text, for that matter, cannot exist outside of the world. The written 
text is therefore a social situation and is ‘wordly’. It is this very world-
liness, to borrow from Edward Said,18 that brings together literature, 
linguistics and postcolonial theory. This is very much the main point 
Bill Ashcroft is making in Post-Colonial Transformation when he em-

                     
15 Jan Blommaert & Jef Verschueren, Debating Diversity (London & New 

York: Routledge, 1998): 131. 
16 Blommaert and Verscheuren, Debating Diversity, 106. 
17 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin appropriated Salman 

Rushdie’s well-known phrase, ”the Empire writes back to the centre,“ itself a 
clever reworking of the popular American space opera, The Empire Strikes 
Back, in their seminal book, The Empire Writes Back (London: Routledge, 1989). 

18 Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge M A: Harvard 
UP, 1983): 39.  



xvi TH E  AF R I C A N  PA L I M P S E S T       

phasizes again and again the fact that “the language is a tool which 
has meaning according to the way in which it is used.”19 
 Yet the inscription of variants within a text often goes beyond the 
mere recording of such a transformation. The writer no longer imitates 
what is happening as a result of social change but uses language vari-
ance as an alibi to convey ideological variance. The methods used to 
‘write with an accent’ and to convey ideological variance cover a 
whole panoply of devices, generally designated as ‘indigenization’ or 
‘nativization’, which are themselves part of larger, conscious strategies 
of decolonization or what the authors of The Empire Writes Back (1989) 
called abrogation and appropriation.  
 The Indian writer Mulk Raj Anand has used Indian locutions that 
are rendered directly into English, and his way of writing has been 
described in terms of a fast, galloping ‘tempo’, which Raja Rao in his 
preface to Kanthapura (1938) defines as “the tempo of Indian life,” 
which “must be infused into one English expression […] we, in India, 
think quickly, we talk quickly, and when we move, we move quickly; 
there must be something of the sun of India that makes us rush and 
tumble and run on.” Upon closer scrutiny, away from the “sun,” it 
turns out that Anand’s ‘Indian English’ is made up of transliterations 
or calques from Urdu and Punjabi. Raja Rao in The Serpent and the Rope 
(1960) has, for his part, attempted to employ Sanskrit rhythms in Eng-
lish, but his experiment has been deemed a failure, possibly because it 
is an overly conscious, nationalistic nativization of English that finds 
no tangible echo in the sociolinguistic arena.20  
 Raja Rao’s sanskritized, Kannada-flavoured English or Anand’s 
Punjabi rhythms are textual antecedents of Salman Rushdie’s relishing 
concept of the ‘chutnification of English’. Such rhythms undermine 
the authority of English, which is here minorized to the point that, in 
novels staging cross-cultural encounters as in Amit Chaudhuri’s After-
noon Raag (1993), English people “form a somewhat strange minority 
whose alterity is confirmed by their accents.”21 Yet, in India, English 
has come to stay and is, after the official language, Hindi, an ‘associ-
                     

19 Bill Ashcroft, Postcolonial Transformation (London & New York: Routledge, 
2001): 56–82, esp. 57.  

20  See my chapter “Language, Orality, and Literature, in New National and 
Post-Colonial Literatures: An Introduction, ed. Bruce King (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1996): 29–45. 

21 Vera Alexander, “Cross-Cultural Encounters in Amit Chaudhuri’s After-
noon Raag and Yasmine Gooneratne’s A Change of Skies“ (2003), in The Politics 
of English as a World Language, ed. Mair, 378. 
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ate’ language in a multilingual state, which has the second-largest 
number of English speakers in the world. 
 “Writing with an accent” is how the Iranian-born Taghi Modaressi, 
who lives in the USA, described his ‘translation’ into English of his 
own Persian novels, such as The Pilgrim’s Rules of Etiquette (1989). 
Modaressi’s literal translations of Persian idiomatic expressions leave 
a tangible trace of the foreign in the English text. Phrases like “nobody 
chopped any chives for him,” “dust be on their heads,” “trying to be 
the bean in every soup” or “he didn’t possess any more than a sigh” 
clearly suggest another language than English. It has a different 
‘tempo’, a different ‘rhythm’. The type of ‘translation’ – rather, indige-
nization – at work here is a process that any postcolonial writer en-
gages in to some extent.  
 What The African Palimpsest did and does is to ask what constitutes 
an African rhythm. What makes a text sound West African and, more 
particularly, Igbo or Mandinka when it is written in English or 
French? There is obviously a metonymic gap between English and 
Igbo, French and Mandinka. English words that have an Igbo flavour 
(“You have unfortunate legs”) or French words that have a Mandinka 
tinge to them (“des jours suivirent le jour des obsèques jusqu’au sep-
tième jour”) are, like the African words themselves studding a euro-
phone narrative, the part that stands for the whole; they ‘stand for’ the 
colonized culture. Bill Ashcroft has argued that “language variance is 
a synecdochic index of cultural difference which affirms the distance 
of cultures at the very moment in which it proposes to bring them to-
gether” and, later, that “the most fascinating and subtle aspect of the 
transformative function of post-colonial writing is its ability to signify 
difference, and even incommensurability between cultures, at the very 
point at which the communication occurs.”22 Beside this subtle defer-
ral between the distant and the near, a (contact) language like Nige-
rian Pidgin (ẸnPi) in Nigeria or the nascent Sheng in Nairobi, Kenya 
point, even more concretely, beyond Ashcroft’s conjectures, to the 
simultaneity of the distant and the near. The distant and the near trav-
el in the same linguistic circles.  
 Such a (creolized) pidgin is a bit like the grinning Cheshire cat in 
Alice in Wonderland, who disappeared, leaving its grin behind him. 
The grin can exist without the cat. Pidgin can exist without the Euro-
pean language while suggesting it in a ghostly way. This is the point 

                     
22 Bill Ashcroft, Postcolonial Transformation, 76, 81. 
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where cultural incommensurability and communicability occur -- in 
one single moment of recognition, in an epiphany of understanding. 
 I feel distinctly like the Cheshire cat – but fading away without a 
lingering grin. I see myself as a mutant critic between two species –
universalism and cultural relativism, eurocentrism and afrocentrism 
and other binarisms.23 By the same token, I see my own text at an 
interface, between the Western critic’s task as a decipherer of the 
European-language palimpsest and that of the critic embracing the 
study of one or several African languages and therefore redefining 
his/her relation to linguistic informants.  
 Other gaps, interstices, and interfaces also need to be explored in, 
for instance, the writing practices of the West African and, for that 
matter, any postcolonial writer-in-exile in Western metropolitan cen-
tres. These various metonymic gaps have also been complicated by the 
issue of gender. Poised between repetition and change, loyalty and 
betrayal, reassurance and elusion, female writing has generally been 
characterized by an oscillation, the results of which, in the words of 
Lidia Curti, are “palimpsests that are continually written.”24 To indi-
genize a text is to make it ‘a text of one’s own’. 
 Although the language of post-patriarchy is not linguistically tan-
gible as yet, African women writers have tried to reconnect with the 
‘mother tongue’: i.e. the tongue of the ‘mother-culture’, and develop 
some sort of ‘voice-print’ within a system that denied their sisters ac-
cess to functional literacy.25 Alternatively, they have come up with 
linguistic strategies that attempt to name and speak the unspeakable.26  

                     
23 See my own article, “Criticism of African Literatures in English: Towards 

a Horizon of Expectations,“ Revue de littérature comparée 1 (1993): 129–47, and 
André Brink, Reinventions (New York: Delos, 1996). 

24 Lidia Curti, Female Stories, Female Bodies (New York: New York UP, 1998): 53. 
25 This is the case, for instance, with Buchi Emecheta and her igboization of 

English and simultaneous manipulation of the female Ifo performance tradi-
tion in her novels. Also, two Hausa/Fulani women poets, Hauwa Gwaram 
and Hajiya Yarshehu from Northern Nigeria, have published Alkalani A Han-
nun Mata (A Pen in the Hands of Women) (1983), a collection of Hausa verse or 
wakoki that are broadcast on local radio stations in an attempt to reach se-
cluded Muslim women without requiring them to leave their homes.  

26 I touch on this problem regarding excision a.k.a. ‘female circumcision’, 
‘female genital mutilation’ or ‘female genital cutting’ in my book Between Rites 
and Rights: Excision in Women’s Experiential Texts and Human Contexts (Stanford 
UP, 2007). 



     Introduction xix 

 The language of post-patriarchy in (West) Africa would be inchoate 
if sexual minorities were not busy forging a literary language that cap-
tures their sexual dissidence, between tongues, in a text that dares not 
speak its name.  
 These are the new paradigms against which future uses of language 
will be gauged in the postcolonial text and upon which future palimp-
sests will be inscribed. 
 
 

 



 



 

 
 

(M)Other Tongue 
and the Third Code 

 
 
 

Is it enough we dream in foreign languages? 
— Kofi Anyidoho, “Earthchild With Brain Surgery” (1985) 

 
HE QUESTION that the Ghanaian poet asks here somewhat 
rhetorically betrays both the lassitude and the urgency with 
which West African europhone writers and critics have dealt 

with the language issue in postcolonial years. The postcolonial writ-
er’s ambivalence towards the European language is symptomatic of 
his1 desire to be both truly local and universal, to reclaim and rehabil-
itate the indigenous languages, while seeking international viability.  
 In West Africa, the medium of literary expression is not the writer’s 
mother tongue but the dominant, foreign European language imposed 
over the indigenous African languages2 in the process of Euro-Chris-
tian colonization.3 With independence in the 1960s, a paradox has set-
                     

1 As noted in my Introduction, the present study is restricted to male 
writers, with occasional reference to female writers, for the deconstruction of 
the colonial and phallogocentric discourse in female writing deserves a sepa-
rate treatment altogether. Hence the use of ‘he’ and ‘his’. ‘S/he’ has been used 
whenever appropriate. 

2 The ‘indigenous’ African language (e.g., Wolof) is here opposed to the 
‘exogenous’ African language or exolect (e.g., Arabic). I have avoided using 
the term ‘vernacular’ to describe African languages because of its negative 
Latin etymology (vernaculus ‘slave’) and the general sensitivity surrounding its 
use in African linguistics. 

3 One should bear in mind the fact that, well before the British conquest, 
Arabic was also imposed as a lingua franca. For instance, it became the lingua 
franca of the Sokoto Caliphate in nineteenth-century Nigeria during the Mus-
lim revivalist movement of Uthman Dan Fodio. Hence the use of ‘Euro-Chris-
tian’ as opposed to Muslim colonization. Throughout this study, colonization 
is understood in terms of domination or subjugation, and the establishment of 
an oppressor/oppressed relationship that forces the colonized into depen-
dence. 

1 

T
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tled in: the European language has insidiously penetrated the realm of 
dreams and some of the inner recesses of African societies while re-
maining foreign to the population at large. Mother tongue and other 
tongue are therefore at odds in the sociolinguistic arena, where the 
one other tongue has triumphed and is still triumphing over the thou-
sand and one mother tongues.  
 For the West African writer, the mother tongue4 is either a medium 
that has not yet been reduced to writing or one that is in the process of 
being standardized, or a written tongue he knows little of. Conversely, 
the other tongue has been perfunctorily force-fed through the Euro-
pean-language education system, more or less properly digested and 
churned out as a literary medium. Thus, ironically (for language im-
position is effected through a dissembler or eiron), the West African 
writer finds himself writing in a language he subsequently wishes to 
subvert and insert in the larger project of decolonization.5  
 This paradox is best expressed as a struggle waged against, yet via, 
the foreign language. A similar paradox or irony is entailed in the 
scholarship of those who posit English as a killer language, such as 
Tove Skutnabb–Kangas, and who predict that, by 2100, 90% of the 
world languages will be dead or on Death Row.6 Yet, the propounders 
of linguistic human rights soon become tangled up in an inevitable 
dialectic, since any attempt to subdue the global reach of English is 
made... in English.  

As African writers articulate methods of making the foreign lan-
guage their own, the paradox soon dissolves into a Barthean ce-qui-va-
de-soi or naturalness that makes the oxymoronic phrase “a europhone 
West African writer” and his product, “[West] African literature in 
European languages,” acceptable. A similar process would validate 
                     

4 Throughout this study, ‘mother tongue’ has to be understood as the 
writer’s first language, or what linguists call L1. In the sociolinguistic arena, 
the ‘mother tongue’, especially in mixed families, is very often the father’s 
tongue. See Louis–Jean Calvet’s 1984 sample surveys in Bamako, Mali, recor-
ded in his La Guerre des Langues (Paris: Payot, 1987): 98. 

5 Decolonization refers to the shedding of colonial relics inherited from colo-
nial history in all spheres (not only the socio-economico-political one), accom-
panied by an inward-looking, autarkic movement that will lead to the decolo-
nization of mentalities and is tied to economic de-linkage from the Western 
powers. 

6 See Tove Skutnabb–Kangas, Linguistic Genocide in Education—or World-
wide Diversity and Human Rights? (Mahwah NJ  & London: Lawrence Erl-
baum Associates, 2000). 



     (M)Other Tongue and the Third Code 3 

such a ludicrous phrase as “Chinese literature of bantoid expression,” 
were the Bantus of Africa to colonize mainland China. The naturalness 
of “African europhone literature” should not be belittled, since “Afri-
can literature,” in non-African university curricula, most often refers 
to African literature in European languages. What interests us here is 
the paradox that subtends this naturalness and how this paradox is 
gradually being subsumed under the search for a third code. In at-
tempting to locate this literary third code in the overlapping space 
between other tongue and mother tongue, the critic and reader are in-
vited to uncover the cultural layers and contesting worlds in ferment 
behind the apparently homogeneous English or French of these 
works. What, indeed, lies behind the seemingly odd statement ‘Ma 
sœur, je suis en vous’, or the more poetic ‘on the evening of the 
brother of tomorrow’?  
 The book’s metaphor is that of the palimpsest. Being a writing-
material, the original writing of which has been effaced to make room 
for a second, the palimpsest best describes what is at work in the West 
African texts under scrutiny. They are indeed palimpsests, in that, 
behind the scriptural authority of the European language, the earlier, 
imperfectly erased remnants of the African language can still be per-
ceived. When deciphering the palimpsest, what is recovered is the 
trace in filigree of such African (source-) languages as Wolof, Ndût, 
Mandinka, Fanti, Yoruba, Igbo and Ijọ. .At the same time, one can 
catch a glimpse of linguistic stratification: i.e. the multi-tiered system 
that differentially distributes the European language, the African lan-
guage(s), and the languages in contact.  
 Indigenization7 refers to the writer’s attempt at textualizing linguis-
tic differentiation and at conveying African concepts, thought-pat-
terns, and linguistic features through the ex-colonizer’s language. The 
present study provides a contrastive examination of the methods the 
writer has elaborated to ‘indigenize’ the European tongue in the post-
                     

7 I have rejected the term ‘africanization’ because of its association with the 
sharing of the booty of vacancies created by the departure of colonial officials. 
I therefore favour the term ‘indigenization’ (also called ‘nativization’ by lin-
guists), because of its general applicability to any literary work written in a 
postcolonial situation of ‘diglossia’ (see Chapter 2), within and beyond Africa. 
‘Indigenization’, as it is used in this study, is devoid of the pejorative conno-
tations that the French noun and adjective – indigène – has acquired. On indi-
genization in lusophone Africa, see, for example, David Brookshaw, “Da orali-
dade à literatura e da literatura à oralidade,” Angolê: Artes, letras, ideias 1.1 
(1990): 31–34. 
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colonial West African novel of French and English expression. Of 
interest here is how indigenization is achieved. How can a europhone 
text incorporate in its linguistic and referential texture the languages 
autochthonous to West Africa? For, when indigenized, it is no longer 
metropolitan French or English that appears on the page but another 
register reminiscent of the dominant European language, whether it 
be a Nigerian pidgin vaguely suggestive of a variety of English or a 
French that has ‘something African about it’. The study therefore also 
provides a literary-aesthetic assessment of the new West African regis-
ter(s) wrought from the other tongue. 
 
 
A Indigenization in the Text 
If one posits that language, in its tropological and epistemic structure 
(as langue and langage), is an expression of culture, to make the foreign 
language one’s own entails using the European language as the con-
veyor of African culture. The West African writer of English or French 
expression has thus superposed two apparently irreconcilable sets of 
elements – foreign and indigenous – which in vivo have remained 
separate; he has ‘indigenized’ the foreign language, thereby redefining 
and subverting its foreignness. In the process, however, an ‘interlan-
guage’8 has come into being. This new, indigenized medium con-
ceived in vitro holds out promise that the imported language can carry 
the indigenous culture. The question is whether this interlanguage or 
third code can ‘successfully’ explore the space between – the hyphen 
between mother tongue and other tongue. 
 Indigenization works in the text – but what text(s)? The discussion 
is here limited to the postcolonial West African novel of French and 
English expression; such a confinement is not fortuitous. West Africa 
is a linguistic crucible which, unlike North Africa and the southern 
bantoid areas of broader affinity, is part of the zone of linguistic frag-
mentation that extends west to east from Guinea to the Horn of Africa. 
It is also the only area in Africa where cultural diversity has found ex-
pression in a literature in two originally European languages – English 
and French.  

                     
8 ‘Interlanguage’ is a term borrowed from Larry Selinker to designate the 

“approximative” linguistic system used by second-language learners. It is here 
used in its broad acceptation as third code. See Selinker, “Interlanguage,” 
International Review of Applied Linguistics 10.2 (May 1972): 209–31. 
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 The europhone novel provides an adequate testing-ground for the 
practice of indigenization – the novel being a flexible, polysemic form 
that can, as Mikhail Bakhtin amply demonstrated,9 incorporate other 
genres and other registers as well. As such, the analysis of its language 
poses interesting problems valid for other genres and other postcolo-
nial literatures. One could describe the novel as a bourgeois genre 
borrowed from the European literary tradition and instrumental in 
splitting up the West African collectivist mind-set to accommodate a 
Western European brand of individualism and its Umwelt born out of 
market production. On the other side of the watershed, it can also be 
seen as the inevitable offspring of the oral art or ‘orature’ of Africa. 
Although the origins of that species remain controversial, the euro-
phone African novel is best described as a hybrid product which is 
looking ‘inward’ into African orature and literature and ‘outward’ 
into imported literary traditions. It is its language, however, that has 
deflected the African novel from its inward course. 
 The novels selected are by anglophone and francophone West Afri-
can writers from Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Ghana and Nigeria. They 
cover about three decades of the postcolonial period in West African 
nation-states: that is, from roughly 1960 to 1990, with occasional in-
cursions into the 1990s and beyond. For contrastive purposes, refe-
rences will also be made to works published as early as the turn of the 
twentieth century and to writers from other countries such as Mali, 
Guinea, Cameroon, Kenya and South Africa, on the basis of the fact 
that these writers all face a similar postcolonial predicament and are 
grappling with more or less the same linguistic issues. The case-stu-
dies required for the proper assessment of indigenization (i.e. ‘relexi-
fication’) bear on units sampled from African languages, from Sene-
gal’s Wolof to Nigeria’s Central Igbo. In my effort to ascertain the 
degree of indigenization in the works selected, I consulted linguistic 
informants whose expertise, offered me during the late-1980s, remains 
valid at the beginning of the twenty-first century. A few names have 
been added. They were and are native and/or expert speakers of 
these languages, and were solicited at that time and later on the basis 
of their expertise and availability. A list of these informants is appen-
ded to the present chapter. 

                     
9 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Hol-

quist, tr. Caryl Emerson & Michael Holquist (Austin: U of Texas P, 1994): 301–
31, especially “Heteroglossia in the novel,” and Julie Kristeva, “Recherche 
pour une sémanalyse,” in Sémiotique (Paris: Seuil, 1969): 112. 
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 Chapter 2 presents the West African europhone writer as a pro-
ducer of hegemonic literature at an historical, psycholinguistic and 
sociolinguistic interface. He is, in fact, straddling two eras: a colonial 
past of what one sociolinguist has called “glottophagia” and a future 
of promotion and full rehabilitation of his language(s). Because both 
dynamics are at work in the writer’s act of indigenization, Chapter 2 
examines in detail the two facets of the writer’s dual background, with 
paradigmatic reference to Nigeria and Senegal. Because indigeniza-
tion is primarily an attempt to subvert the dominance of the European 
language, the chapter investigates the origins of that dominance and 
the three main functions in which the European languages have estab-
lished that dominance: as official languages and lingua francas; as 
media of instruction and curricular subjects; and as media of literary 
expression. Although only the last function is directly related to our 
argument, it is crucial to examine the other two functions, for they all 
constitute the politics (including the policies) of language or the 
‘glottopolitics’ of West Africa that are going to determine the degree of 
indigenization in the europhone West African novel. (More detailed 
consideration will be given to French glottopolitics, as the policies of 
language repression here are structured in an unprecedented, sys-
tematic fashion, and because they account for the seeming under-
representation of francophone texts in the present study.) It is against 
the europhone writer’s dual background that the subsequent chapters 
must be understood. Chapters 3 and 4 examine two methods of in-
digenization: ‘pidginization’ and ‘relexification’.  
 Chapter 3, on “Pidginization and Multilingual Strategies,” de-
scribes the indigenization of the europhone text (especially dialogue) 
by two of the auxiliary languages which resulted from the language-
contact situation in West Africa: pidgin English and ‘Pitineg’. While 
concentrating on Nigerian Pidgin English, the chapter studies the 
movement from early colonial efforts at (re)presenting pidgin, as in 
Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson (1939), on to the creation of a ‘pidgin per-
sonality’, as in Ekwensi’s Jagua Nana (1961), through its various repre-
sentations as ‘baby-talk’ and ‘bush talk’. ‘Code-switching’ between the 
European language, the African language and the languages in con-
tact is then discussed in terms of ‘acts of identity’ and ‘illocutionary 
speech-acts’. Some scriptural problems emerging from the representa-
tion of code-switching will also be discussed, along with the gradual 
erosion of the pidginized medium, a later development which sets the 
stage for the subsequent discussion of Ken Saro–Wiwa’s novel in “rot-
ten English.” 
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 Chapter 4 identifies the indigenization of the European language by 
the indigenous African language(s) as ‘relexification’ and accordingly 
develops case-studies from novels demonstrating relexification from 
Igbo, Ijọ, Mandinka, Wolof and Yoruba. The end-result is a new regis-
ter of communication which asserts itself as a third code located out-
side of the European language/African language dualism and linguis-
tically epitomizes the conceptual interface between two systems of 
patronage, to which I referred earlier. The case-studies aim at reveal-
ing the mechanics of relexification as this differs from interpretative 
translation, verbatim translation, auto-translation or calquing result-
ing from poor or approximate second-language acquisition. Thus, 
calquing from Yoruba in Amos Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard 
(1952) is contrasted with lexico-semantic and morpho-syntactic relexi-
fication and its resulting textual violence in Gabriel Okara and Ahma-
dou Kourouma. The site of relexification being generally a subset in 
the novel, which is rooted in a specific ethnicity, the ‘ethno-text’ is 
discussed with paradigmatic reference to the Igbo ethno-text, and its 
fragmentation with reference to the Fanti substratum in Ayi Kwei Ar-
mah’s Fragments (1969). 
 In the process of decolonizing the language of literature, the West 
African europhone writer has used, misused, and abused the Euro-
pean language, fusing it with other registers. Such wide-ranging 
responses constitute strategies in potentia. Indeed, by elaborating such 
methods (‘pidginization’ and ‘relexification’), the West African writer 
is strategically seeking decolonization and liberation from the vast 
colonial discourse in which writing was previously rooted. But, as in 
the war-like ritual of fighting the enemy according to one’s own rules 
and conditions, strategies can backfire. Indeed, although indigeniza-
tion provides a temporary solution to an artistic problem, the enforced 
proximity of foreign and indigenous elements may result in a mutual 
cannibalism which belies the purpose of indigenization and invali-
dates its premise. As such, Chapters 3 and 4 hint at the counterpro-
ductiveness of the decolonizing process or its ‘backfiring’ – its recoil-
ing on the originator.  
 With reference to Igbo in anglophone texts and to Dioula, Wolof, 
Mandinka and Ndût in their francophone counterparts, Chapter 5 
examines two methods of indigenization which aim at naming and 
identifying the – metonymic – gap between mother tongue and other 
tongue without necessarily bridging it: ‘cushioning’ (the fact of tag-
ging a European-language explanation onto an African word) and 
‘contextualization’ (the fact of providing areas of immediate context so 
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as to make the African word intelligible without resorting to transla-
tion). These methods, which have their roots in early ethnological 
characterization and its informational use of language, antedate and 
will survive other methods as long as the europhone writer posits the 
untransferability of the African logos. Whereas some texts attempt to 
name the gap and harbour the visible traces of the mother tongue (as 
opposed to the quasi-invisible traces left in filigree in the relexified 
text), other texts aim at closing the gap between mother tongue and 
other tongue, both of which are ousted by a pidgin of sorts, as in Saro–
Wiwa’s first-person narrative Sozaboy (1985). This novel embodies the 
move beyond the original trace towards a potential, albeit experimen-
tal, tertium quid. 
 By way of conclusion, Chapter 6 outlines the conceptual stages to-
wards new outlets for the expression of African culture beyond the 
europhone text, such as film. The conclusion further investigates the 
possibility of a temporal (and possibly qualitative) progression from 
europhone to African-language writing, as it parallels the recent glot-
topolitical movement towards ‘othering’ the European language in 
West African nation-states. Along with the emergence of a tiny pidgin 
corpus, the ultimate ‘othering’ takes place in the practice of auto-trans-
lation, which redefines the dichotomy between mother tongue and 
other tongue. The result may be that dreaming in foreign languages, 
to echo the epigraph, will be supplanted by a lucid vision of a new 
African-language writing, the actual translation of which will reveal 
other palimpsests. 
 
 
B. Indigenization in Context 
As already hinted in the first part of this chapter, indigenization be-
longs to a tradition of literary and linguistic revanchism that is as old 
as conquest itself and is inscribed in vengeance and violence. Already 
in the myth of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9), the multiplicity of languages is 
conceived of as a divine punishment or curse confounding the ambi-
tious, monolingual men of Shinear and dispersing them all over the 
earth. Language variance results from divine punishment, which 
humans were going to perpetuate by cursing the Other’s language as 
a hopelessly inferior jabber or, as the Greeks or Romans would have it, 
as the ‘non-language’ of barbarians. 
 Such outright denial of one’s language has understandably led to a 
counter-curse. As is well-known, Shakespeare’s Caliban was denied a 
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language of his own and he appropriated the colonizer’s language in 
order to curse him with it. By envisioning linguistic subversion and 
native insurrection at a time of colonial expansion, Caliban has be-
come the inexhaustible symbol of the colonized insurgent.10 The post-
colonial discourse of decolonization is thus branded by both the 
Babelian curse and the Calibanic counter-curse. By the same token, 
this discourse is also heir to the Prospero/Caliban and post-Enlighten-
ment dualism of Self/Other. This traditional dualism continues to 
overdetermine postcolonial writing and criticism, as in Chinweizu’s 
The West and the Rest of Us (1975) and, admittedly, in the psycho-
linguistic cleavage between mother tongue and other tongue. 
 Indigenization, at least at a first remove, is decolonization in the 
third register. It is third because it is neither the one nor the other. This 
search inexorably marks the ruptured postcolonial text as the site of 
the pull between mother tongue and other tongue. In discursive 
terms, this translates into what David Moody, referring to Soyinka’s 
The Road (1965), has called “the ideological pull of the steeple and the 
palm-wine shack” with, in-between, “the ragged fence,” a metaphor 
for “the ‘hybrid’ margin itself.”11 Whether the West African euro-
phone writer is writing a text glutted with relexifying devices or in a 
vibrant pseudo-pidgin, he is trying to fill a gap or a void by building a 
fence or a bridge between two poles. The critic’s task is to locate this 
gap (which, in sociological terms, may well be a great divide for the 
population at large), in order to read between the layers of the palimp-
sest, which are metonymic of the mixture of discourses and affiliations 
in the postcolonial text.  
 Indigenization of language in the europhone novel is not an iso-
lated phenomenon. The callisthenics of such an enterprise are funda-
mentally the same as the dynamics involved in the knotty poetry of 
Négritude, the Québecois Gaston Miron’s attempt to décoloniser la 
langue, Maghrebian terrorist writing, or any other attempt at forging a 
literary language out of the elements of the dominant culture. Interest-
ing parallels can, indeed, be drawn between the europhone literatures 
of West Africa and the Maghreb, although the Maghreb is both far and 
near: that is, topographically close to sub-Saharan Africa while lying 
at the westernmost edge of the Orient. The Moroccan Abdelkebir 

                     
10  See my own Tempests after Shakespeare (New York & Basingstoke: Macmil-

lan/Palgrave, 2002), esp. Part One: 9–103. 
11 David Moody, “The Steeple and the Palm-Wine Shack: Wole Soyinka and 

Crossing the Inter-Cultural Fence,” Kunapipi 11.3 (1989): 103 & 99. 
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Khatibi is engaged in a similar quest for a code tiers. He defines that 
third code as a bi-langue, which transforms the alterity of the foreign, 
dominant language (i.e. French) into ‘hospitality’. The concept of bi-
langue, which is worked out in Amour bilingue (1983), is to be under-
stood against the background of decolonization redefined as 
‘thinking-otherwise’ (pensée-autre).12 
 If one ventures across the geographical borders and ideological 
margins of the old Mare Nostrum, one is confronted with a similar 
quest for the third code. The Greek writer Nikos Kazantzakis, in his 
campaign to revalorize demotic Greek (vs. katharevousa), took up the 
challenge of making the third koine (rather than the spoken koines of 
Hellenic or of Byzantine times) the medium of sophisticated writing.13 
 Whether looking across geographical borders or across disciplines, 
one is confronted with the same violence or revisionist spirit, for lan-
guage domination has also preoccupied women, Third-World film-
makers, and Western deconstructors. The contemporaneity of such 
enterprises with indigenization of language on African soil should not 
be surprising. They all belong to a twentieth-century trend which 
aimed at subverting the linguistically codified and which also cham-
pioned Lacanian and other post-Freudian ‘anti-interpretative’ prac-
tices as the fertile ground for crossing psychoanalytic and literary 
concerns.  
 The element of undecidability or the deconstructive practice of 
‘split writing’ posited by Derrida et al. is functionally similar to lite-
rary decolonization in the third register. Both practices consist in 
“marking the mysterious and disorienting play of hitherto invisible 
concepts that reside, unnamed, in the gap between opposing terms.”14 
Decolonization is therefore also deconstruction.15 There is, indeed, a 
correspondence in terminology between the European and American 
                     

12 Abdelkebir Khatibi, “Bilinguisme et littérature,” in Maghreb Pluriel (Mont-
pellier: Fata Morgana, 1983). For an elaboration of this point, see my article 
“Linguistic Guerrilla in the Maghrebian and Sub-Saharan Europhone Novel,” 
Africana Journal 15 (1990): 276–92. 

13 Peter Bien, Kazantzakis and the Linguistic Revolution in Greek Literature 
(Princeton NJ : Princeton UP, 1972): 264.  

14 Vincent Leitch, Deconstructive Criticism (London: Hutchinson, 1983): 180. 
15 See my own “Encre blanche et Afrique originelle: Derrida et la postcolo-

nialité,” in Passions de la littérature: Avec Jacques Derrida, ed. Michel Lisse (Paris: 
Galilée, 1996), 261–74. See also, for instance, Karin Barber, “Yoruba Oriki and 
Deconstructive Criticism,” Research in African Literatures 15.4 (Winter 1984): 
497–518. 
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deconstruction of the logocentrism of Western metaphysics and the 
West African deconstructive use of European languages. If under-
stood not in terms of destruction but as meaning ‘to undo/analyse’ a 
given order of priorities in language, deconstruction becomes an inter-
esting way of reading and writing West African texts, and of eluci-
dating the motivation or justification for such linguistic experimenta-
tion and the indigenization of language-as-system. 
 As we move towards global cross-fertilization or métissage of cul-
tures and languages, writers and other rhetors are inevitably drawn 
into and engaged in an overall search for a third code. The ‘Third 
World’, as the site of this third code, may well turn out to be the privi-
leged site for the artful coexistence of postcolonial syncretism, the 
increased ‘diversification’16 of its literatures and the valorization of its 
‘inter-national’ languages, which will vie with their ‘international’ 
European counterparts. This conflict is already being waged in the 
palimpsest, which is here heralded as the major icon of cross-cultural 
syncreticity and linguistic métissage in non-Western literature and 
criticism.  
 

 
 
 

                     
16 Albert Gérard contended that African literatures in European languages 

are now moving towards increased “differentiation,” “diversification” and the 
fragmentation of the literary corpus into smaller, if not “tribal” “sub-sub-sets”; 
Gérard, European-Language Writing in Sub-Saharan Africa (Budapest: Aka-
démiai Kiado, 1987): 1263. I believe this still holds true. 
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Linguistic Informants (as consulted in 1986–88, with 
additions marked by an asterisk*) 
 
FANTI  
Mrs Patience Gibbs, Department of Drama, University of Bristol, U.K.; 
*Mr. Joachim (Yandawa) Bayah, Canada.  
IGBO 
Mr Victor Manfredi, Department of Anthropology, Harvard Univer-

sity, USA;  
Prof. Philip A. Nwachukwu, Department of Linguistics, University of 

Nigeria at Nsukka, Nigeria;  
Mr Oko Okoro, Department of English, University of Lagos, Nigeria. 
I JO 
Dr Gabriel Okara, Diobu, Port Harcourt, Nigeria; 
Professor Kay Williamson, Department of Linguistics, University of 

Port Harcourt, Nigeria. 
MANDINKA 
Professor Jean Derive, Université de Savoie, Chambéry, France; 
Mr Moussa Diaby, Direction Nationale d’Alphabétisation Fontionnelle 

et de Linguistique Appliquée, Bamako, Mali; 
*Dr. Claire Grégoire, Linguistique africaine, Musée Royal de l’Afrique 

Centrale, Tervueren, Belgium; 
Dr Karim Traore, Lehrstuhl für Romanische Wissenschaft und Kom-

paratistik, Universität Bayreuth, West Germany. 
NDÛT 
Mr Jean Gerem Ciss, Théâtre National Sorano, Dakar; 
Mr Gabriel Gueye, Département de Linguistique, Université Cheikh 

Anta Diop, Dakar, Senegal. 
WOLOF 
Professor Papa Samba Diop, Lehrstuhl für Romanische Wissenschaft 

und Komparatistik, Universität Bayreuth, West Germany; 
Professor Souleymane Faye, Centre de Linguistique Appliquée de 

Dakar, Université Cheikh Anta Diop, Dakar, Senegal. 
YORUBA  
Professor Yiwola Awoyale, Department of Linguistics, University of 
Ilorin, Nigeria.  
  

 
 



 

 
 

 
Glottopolitics and Diglossia 
in West Africa 

 
 
 

La destinée de l’homme est d’être confronté 
aux langues et non pas à la langue. 
 — Louis-Jean Calvet, La Guerre des langues 

 
 

HE MULTIPLICITY OF LANGUAGES and the concomitant 
language-contact situation in West African nation-states have 
always been a fertile soil for the germination of linguistic con-

jectures but also a source of challenge and discomfort for those euro-
phone writers eager to render this post-Babelian complexity in their 
novels. Indeed, such writers produce a europhone literature in a very 
complex and stratified context in which linguistic practice and usage 
are distributed differentially in the social arena. That context is best 
defined as ‘a situation of diglossia’.  
 The term ‘diglossia’ was first used by the American linguist Charles 
A. Ferguson after the Greek word meaning ‘bilingualism’. Yet it dif-
fers from the latter, as Joshua Fishman argued later, since diglossia 
can exist without bilingualism and vice versa.1 A situation of diglossia 
is generally understood as one in which the linguistic functions of 
communication are distributed in a binary fashion between a cul-
turally prestigious language spoken by a minority and with a written 
tradition, and another language, generally widely spoken but devoid 
of prestige. The latter is, in numerous cases, a dialect of the prestige 
tongue.2 The French Marxist-influenced sociolinguist Louis–Jean Cal-

                     
1 See Charles A. Ferguson, “Diglossia,” Word 15 (1959): 325–40, and Joshua 

Fishman, “Bilingualism With and Without Diglossia, Diglossia With and 
Without Bilingualism,” Journal of Social Issues 32 (1967): 29–38. 

2 This is an adaptation of Alain Ricard’s definition in his “Introduction“ to 
Diglossie et littérature (Bordeaux–Talence: Maison des Sciences de l’Homme 

2 

T
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vet has re-read Ferguson’s notion of prestige as power, for a language 
devoid of prestige is a language which carries a culture that has no 
power conferred by history and is therefore not recognized.3 
 For our purposes, the sociolinguistic concept of diglossia needs to 
be expanded to include not only Ferguson’s genetically linked ‘high’ 
and ‘low’ varieties (to which he erroneously attributed scripturality 
and orality, respectively) but unrelated languages as well. Indeed, in a 
country like Ghana, Ewe is not a dialect of English and has a written 
literature of its own but, functionally, Ewe is to English what a domi-
nated or subordinate language is to a dominant or superordinate lan-
guage. It is thus functionally what, for instance, Haitian Kreyòl (Ayi-
syin) is to French or what colloquial Arabic or Berber are to French, 
classical Arabic and modern official Arabic. Also, the West African 
auxiliary languages resulting from languages in contact such as 
pidgins have a diglossic relation to the dominant European language 
that is similar to the more conventional relation between a prestige or 
power language and its regional dialect. Conversely, a statistically 
dominant language like Wolof in Senegal can be considered as being 
hegemonic like French and would thus be in diglossia with a minor 
language like Ndût. We can therefore advance the notions of ‘tri-
glossia’ or even ‘polyglossia’, and ‘intertwined diglossias’,4 although 
the term ‘diglossia’ has here been retained for convenience.  
 Just as diglossia covers many declensions, the relationship between 
dominant and dominated language has taken on many forms. A case 
in point is Basil Bernstein’s dialectic of ‘elaborated’ vs. ‘restricted’ 
codes.5 A situation of diglossia can be further complicated by the 
power-relationship between oral and written languages (and, one 
might add, between the oral and written forms of one language) as 
well as by the political privileging of one language over another. What 
is more, the dialectic underlying this situation can readily be trans-
                                                     
d’Aquitaine, 1976): 13. See also his Texte moyen et texte vulgaire: Essai sur 
l’écriture en situation de diglossie (Doctorat d’État, 27 February 1981, Université 
de Bordeaux III; in microfilm: Lille-Thèses, ISSN 0294-1767). 

3 Louis–Jean Calvet, La Guerre des langues (Paris: Payot, 1987): 44–46. He re-
vises the notion of diglossia as defined by Ferguson and Fishman and elabo-
rates a French-based five-tiered typology (49–59). 

4 Calvet, La Guerre des langues, 47. 
5 Basil Bernstein, “Social Class, Language and Socialization,“ in Language in 

Education, A Source Book, prepared by the Language and Learning Course 
Team at the Open University (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul in association 
with the Open University Press, 1972): 62–78.  
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lated into the dialectical relationship between class groups within a 
bourgeois class-system.6 Regardless of the taxonomy used, the fact 
remains that, whether it is English, French or Portuguese, the Euro-
pean language derived its power from colonial history and had little 
trouble imposing itself on the African language(s) because of its three-
fold power: (1) it is a written language and therefore a modern lan-
guage, since, in popular awareness at least, writing is associated with 
modernity; (2) it has a literary tradition articulated around the concept 
of authorship; and (3) it is a ‘textualized’ or chirographically control-
led language: i.e. a language tied to the text.7 
 Translated into literary and cultural terms, this linguistic diglossia 
imbues the rapport between the highly prestigious literature in Euro-
pean languages and the early ethno-literary, epic and folkloric modes 
of African orature (as opposed to the more modern emanations of 
writing in African languages). This overall diglossia persists despite 
the overwhelming number of African languages (roughly 1,250) used 
in sub-Saharan Africa, which make up over 25% of the 4,000-or-so 
world languages used by the five billion people who are currently 
living on the planet.8 Needless to say, the Babel of African languages 
has often been evoked to deter efforts at promoting these languages 
and organizing functional literacy campaigns and to further justify the 
rule of the one God-given European language over the post-Babelian 
tongues of Africa. 
 If one postulates that writing binds the imaginative, authorial con-
sciousness to society in a special kind of symbiosis, then writing is the 
result of a transformation: the transmutation of literary language by 
its social objective.9 If one further posits a ‘political unconscious’, cul-
tural artifacts and literature are laid bare as “socially symbolic acts.”10 
                     

6 See, for instance, H.E. Newsum, Class, Language and Education (Trenton NJ : 
Africa World Press, 1990). 

7 See Walter Ong, “Orality, Literacy, and Medieval Textualization,” New 
Literary History 16.1 (Autumn 1984): 1–11. Incidentally, it is the threefold power 
of Learned Latin in medieval Europe which helped it triumph over the “low 
vernaculars.” 

8 See François Ndoba Gasana, “Les Langues en Afrique: carte commentée,” 
Le Courrier 119 (January–February 1990): 48-50. 

9 Cf “L’écriture est le langage littéraire transformé par sa destination so-
ciale,“ in Barthes, Le degré zéro de l’écriture suivi de Eléments de sémiologie (Paris: 
Gonthier, 1969): 17–18. 

10 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic 
Act (London: Methuen, 1981): 20. 
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The imaginative oeuvre of the West African writer who writes in a 
European language will thus inevitably be affected by the situation of 
diglossia and will reflect, to some extent, the stratification of lan-
guages in West Africa as well as their warring and overlapping ten-
dencies. 
 As already alluded to, diglossia is the result of a social situation, 
whereas bilingualism and polyglottism are individual practices. A 
writer may thus be monolingual yet live in a situation of diglossia. 
The West African writer, for his part, is a polyglot writer writing in a 
situation of acute diglossia in a multilingual state. The language of the 
literature such a writer produces can thus be either the result of the 
interplay of linguistic codes or registers in the social arena or a lite-
rary-aesthetic medium that bears no relation to the current use of the 
European language in the social arena, or both. Whereas the first prac-
tice is ‘synchronic’ and arises out of a need to ‘represent’ linguistic 
usage and differentiation as it is found to exist in West Africa (see 
Chapter 3 below), the second practice is ‘diachronic’ and corresponds 
to an artistic need to forge or create a new literary medium (see Chap-
ter 4 below). The discrepancies between the synchronic and the dia-
chronic practices will be touched on in due course, but only a thor-
ough analysis in applied linguistics can reveal more fundamental di-
vergences. 
 Both practices are subversive, in that they shatter earlier premisses. 
The synchronic practice, with its representational thrust, seeks to re-
vise the improbable use of metropolitan French or English in early 
West African literature. It does so by accounting for West African lan-
guages (including pidgins) in a European-language narrative. The 
subversiveness of the diachronic practice lies in the forging of a new 
language out of the elements of a dominant culture. In the light of the 
traditional Saussurean opposition, one could argue that the writer, in 
his synchronic practice, uses a langue (i.e. the social facet of language), 
whereas he uses a parole (i.e. the individual manifestation of language) 
in his diachronic practice. As we shall see, the Saussurean opposition 
dissolves as the two practices overlap. 
 The fact remains that, however subversive such practices may be, 
the West African europhone writer’s oeuvre is hegemonic. Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o has even labelled the whole of African literary production in 
European languages an “Afro-European literature” paying lip-service 
to neocolonialism. Indeed, by writing in a European prestige language 
that is not spoken, let alone read, by more than a few million speakers 
in Africa, the writer participates, however inadvertently, in the further 
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canonization of European-language literature. In this respect, he dif-
fers from the writer who writes in the dominated languages (e.g., D.O. 
Fagunwa in Yoruba, or Gakaara wa Wanjau in Kikuyu). He also 
differs somewhat from the popular self-taught writer who struggles to 
establish the normalcy and literariness of his work in the dominant 
language through the use of archaisms and the ostentatious flaunting 
of the signifier, as with the Onitsha Market pamphleteers or Félix Cou-
choro from Togo.11 
 Even if the writer has no alternative to writing in a European lan-
guage, his act of writing in the dominant European tongue is political 
or, more precisely, glottopolitical – that is, tied to language politics.12 
The writer’s decision to indigenize that language, however personal 
that choice may be, is glottopolitical as well, for he thereby questions 
the historically and politico-socially established authority of the Euro-
pean language. By textualizing language differentiation and diglossia, 
he tries to close the gap between culture and language and defies the 
colonial tyranny of linguistic homogeneity. Indigenization will thus 
vary in type and degree, depending on the writer’s psychosocial rela-
tion to the dominant language. This relation is shaped in part by that 
influential branch of glottopolitics called ‘language policy’. Indeed, the 
sociopolitical, hegemonic importance of the European language does 
not exist in esse, in that the European language does not have in its 
morphology an innate ability to dominate. Its dominance is conferred 
by colonial history, cultured in vitro, and perpetuated by state-bound 
language policies.13 Language-policies being markedly different in 
‘francophone’ and ‘anglophone’ West Africa, indigenization of literary 
French and English will vary in degree and scope accordingly. Char-
acteristically, references to the repressive European-language educa-

                     
11 See Alain Ricard, Félix Couchoro (Paris: Présence africaine, 1987). 
12 I shall use the term ‘glottopolitics’ and its derivatives to refer to language 

politics or what is called in French la politique linguistique and its pragmatic 
application in language planning (a term first introduced by Einaar Haugen in 
1959) and language policy (first introduced by Joshua Fishman in 1970). Here, 
it also refers to the relation between language politics and the hegemonic act 
of writing in the dominant language. See J.D. Palmer, Glottopolitics and Lan-
guage Ecology, cited in Henri Gobard, L’Aliénation linguistique (Paris: Flamma-
rion, 1976): 60; and the many ‘glotto’-based coinages such as Glottochronologie 
und Lexikostatistik by Johann Tischler (1973) and Glottologia Indeuropea by Vit-
tore Pisani (1971). 

13 Calvet, La Guerre des langues, 153–60.  



18 TH E  AF R I C A N  PA L I M P S E S T       

tional system are more numerous in the francophone novel than in its 
anglophone counterpart. 
 
 
A The First Glottophagi 
In many ways, glottopolitics in West Africa has been an extension of 
divine punishment by adding the colonial and postcolonial pheno-
menon of ‘glottophagia’ to the original curse of multilingualism. The 
term ‘glottophagia’ was first introduced by Louis–Jean Calvet in Lin-
guistique et colonialisme (1974) to refer to the linguistic colonization of 
Africa. Linguistic imperialism is presented as the most insidious and 
pervasive aspect of colonialism, for, more efficiently than economic or 
political imperialism, it depersonalized the colonized to the extent of 
estranging him from his own language and linguistic group. This was 
achieved by demoting African languages to the status of ‘patois’ or 
‘dialects’ in a way analogous to the Victorians’ demotion, in their 
vocabulary, of African kings to chiefs and of non-Muslim priests to 
“witch-doctors.” This process of linguistic alienation normally culmi-
nates in the colonized’s belief in the innate superiority of the colo-
nizer’s language. 
 Glottophagia thus refers to the fact that many West African tongues 
were ‘devoured’ by the colonizing powers and supplanted by the 
European languages:  
 

Le premier anthropophage est venu d’Europe. Il a dévoré le colonisé 
[…] il a dévoré ses langues; glottophage donc.14 

 

Calvet pushes the argument even further by suggesting that the prac-
tice of linguistics before the turn of the century inexorably completed 
the process of glottophagia in the colonies under European rule:  
 

La linguistique a été jusqu’à l’aube de notre siècle une manière de nier 
la langue des autres peuples, cette négation, avec d’autres, constituant 
le fondement idéologique de notre “supériorité”, de la supériorité de 
l’Occident chrétien sur les peuples “exotiques” que nous allions asser-
vir joyeusement.15 

 

In the latter part of the twentieth century, linguistics had a much 
nobler purpose, which was to serve world development, as the many 

                     
14 Louis–Jean Calvet, Linguistique et colonialisme (Paris: Payot, 1974): 10. 
15 Calvet, Linguistique et colonialisme, 10. 



     Glottopolitics and Diglossia in West Africa 19 

functional-literacy campaigns attest, from Mali’s rebellious Ban-
manankan to the Seychelles’ Seselwa. Literary stylistics or, for lack of 
a better phrase, the linguistics of the novel can, in turn, help unearth 
the negated African tongues living in the fibres of indigenized French 
or English. Ironically, as will be illustrated later, the African language 
can itself be ‘devoured’ in the process of indigenization.  
 If we omit the linguistic peripeteia of the slave-trade era, we may 
trace the beginnings of institutional linguistic imperialism in Africa 
back to the colonizer’s taxonomic enterprise following the scramble 
for Africa by the European powers. By the time the partition was 
settled at the 1884–85 Berlin Conference, already designated areas had 
been re-baptized, and ethno-linguistic borders were artificially created 
that were later to hinder the development of national unity and thus 
of national cultures. This colonial process of un-naming and of sub-
sequently re-naming was extended to the postcolonial era and affected 
all fields: language terminology (e.g., Guinea’s Bassari, re-named 
Onëyan); toponymy (e.g., Burkina Faso, Zimbabwe); and even anthro-
ponymy, as in Zaïre, formerly the Congo and now Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, where ‘citoyen/citoyenne/maman’ replaced ‘madame/ 
monsieur/mademoiselle’. This process is slow and never final, and 
the colonial terminology is sometimes retained for convenience (e.g., 
Peul[h] for Pular). 
 The two main factions of European ‘glottophagi’ – the French and 
the English – enforced different language policies that were to have a 
markedly different impact on the postcolonial administrations of 
modern West African nation-states and on those novelists who wrote 
in the imposed European medium.  
 The French policy of centralism and assimilation in West Africa re-
pressed the writing and the teaching of African languages to such an 
extent that some of them have been reduced to writing only very 
belatedly. They were “condemned to orality,” as Olympe Bhêly–Que-
num from Benin put it,16 in a world where papyrophagic Europeans 
had forcibly introduced the Enlightenment notion of writing as the 
visible sign of Reason. This “glottophagic Malthusianism,” as Gérard 
termed it17 after the British economist Malthus, who advocated the 

                     
16 Olympe Bhêly–Quenum during the first International Convention of 

Francophone Literatures at Padua in 1983; quoted by Albert Gérard, “Oralité, 
glottophagie, créolisation: Problématique de la littérature africaine,” Bulletin 
des séances de l’Académie Royale d’Outre-Mer 34.2 (1988): 263. 

17 Gérard, “Oralité, glottophagie, créolisation,” 265. 
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slowing-down of (re)production through moral constraint and the 
population checks of war, famine, and epidemic, resulted in a meticu-
lous form of dirigisme linguistique in French-ruled West Africa. Conse-
quently, literature in African languages has been less considerable 
than that produced by its counterpart under British rule, although 
Senegalese Muslims had a written literature in Arabic, Peulh and 
Wolof, and a few Togolese authors were influenced by the example of 
Ewe writers from Ghana.  
 In francophone Africa, the classroom becomes the seat of linguistic 
imperialism, and the school curriculum enforces the norm and its 
canons. The example of Senegal best illustrates what Louis–Jean Cal-
vet refers to as the glottophagic practice of linguistics. As inspector of 
primary schools in Senegal, A. Davesne planned to “franciser toute 
l’AOF [Afrique Occidentale Française],” and his French-language pri-
mary reader, Mamadou et Bineta, went a long way towards doing just 
that. His doctrine was expounded in La Langue française, langue de 
civilisation en Afrique Occidentale Française,18 which was written to 
counter a statement made by M. Brachet about the utopian impossi-
bility of frenchifying the school system in Indochina. In this fifteen-
page-long booklet, French is presented as an ‘instrument of civiliza-
tion’ and a language of interethnic peace in the Babel of African lan-
guages. As Calvet appositely remarks, Davesne’s discourse rests on 
the dichotomy between language and dialect, crystallized in eigh-
teenth-century France, and on the concomitant dichotomy between 
civilized and primitive so dear to nineteenth-century thinkers like 
Gobineau.19 Behind Davesne’s use of the dichotomy French language 
vs. African dialect lies a certain linguistic and cultural evolutionism, 
whereby dialectal and weaker species are doomed to extinction. 
Along similar lines, abstract thinking and sophisticated terminology 
are conventionally ascribed to the users of the ‘language’, whereas 
cognitive deficiency verging on mental arrieration (usually associated 
with the peasantry and rural folk) is ascribed to the users of a ‘dialect’. 
To the Ivorian Jean–Marie Adiaffi, the institutionalization of that false 
dichotomy is a political, hence extralinguistic, choice. Much more than 
does its anglophone counterpart, the francophone novel effortlessly 

                     
18 By A. Davesne (Dakar: IFAN Library, 1933). See also M. Brachet, 

“L’œuvre scolaire de la France en Indochine,” in L’Enseignement public (1932), 
and Louis–Jean Calvet, Langue, corps, société (Paris: Payot, 1979): 128. 

19 Calvet, Linguistique et colonialisme, 78–79. 
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harbours the writer’s rhetoric in the way a manifesto would. Thus 
Adiaffi writes in La Carte d’identité  (1980): 
 

Il existe une différence fondamentale entre un dialecte et une langue. 
Et si l’on réduit nos langues nationales à de simples et pauvres dia-
lectes, c’est que déjà un choix politique est opéré. Et le choix politique a 
signé leur condamnation à mort.20 

 

 More so than English, French emerged as the most eloquent instru-
ment of cultural domination and eradication. In his ardent franco-
philia, Léopold Sédar Senghor extolled French as the only medium 
capable of conveying the African contribution to the Civilisation de 
l’universel. In 1954, he was unreservedly lauding the richness of the 
Senegalo-Guinean group of languages, flaunting their extensive 
vocabulary, the complexity of their syntax and ‘tool-words’ as well as 
their innate rhythm.21 But, in 1962, he presented these same languages 
as invertebrates in need of a backbone and spinal discs to be borrowed 
from the French language. In the grand manichaean field of Hellenic, 
Cartesian Reason and Negro Emotion, he deemed that the French 
“syntaxe de subordination” could alone carry the weight of reasoning 
or active thought, unlike the Negro-African “syntaxe de juxtaposition 
[…] de l’émotion,” thereby ignoring the fact that the tonal system 
often marks the distinction between independent and subordinate 
clauses.22 Evoking the universality of the French language, as Antoine 
Rivarol did in 1782 and as Edgar Faure would in 1983,23 he never-
theless concluded that “il n’est pas question de renier les langues afri-
caines“ and consoled himself with the thought that “pendant des 
siècles, peut-être des millénaires, elles seront encore parlées.”24 In the 
meantime, the African language was regarded as a stagnant pool 
where the Negro-African poet would fish for “les poissons des grandes 
                     

20 Jean–Marie Adiaffi, La Carte d’identité (Paris: Hatier, 1980): 46. 
21 Léopold Sédar Senghor, “Langage et poésie négro-africaine,” Poésie et lan-

gage (Bruxelles: Éditions de la Maison du Poète, 1954), repr. in Liberté I: Négri-
tude et humanisme (Paris: Seuil, 1964): 159–72. 

22 François Ndoba Gasana, “Les Langues en Afrique: carte commentée,” 48.  
23 Antoine Rivarol, “Discours sur l’universalité de la langue française“ 

(1784) in Pensées diverses, suivi de Discours sur l’universalité de la langue française, 
et Lettre sur le globe aérostatique, ed. & intro. Sylvain Menant (Paris: Desjon-
quières, 1998): 122. See also Léopold Sédar Senghor & Edgar Faure, Discours de 
remerciement et de réception à l’Académie française (Paris: Seuil, 1984): 45–46.  

24 Léopold Sédar Senghor, “Le français, langue de culture,” Esprit 311 (Nov-
ember 1962): 837–44; repr.  in Liberté I, 358–63. 
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profondeurs,” the archetypal icons that would enrich a French poetry of 
African inspiration – diamonds nimbed in blood and sap. 
 A partisan of cultural métissage, Senghor was also a master of con-
tradictions. In 1934, he failed to appreciate the africanization of educa-
tion, but later supported the École Rurale Populaire, thereby scandal-
izing the elite.25 He also supported the Ghanaian educational experi-
ment by which the medium of instruction in primary schools was the 
mother tongue until the fourth year. Senghor likened the young 
Ghanaian to a palm-tree with its roots firmly anchored in tradition 
and its head in the sun. He then extended the metaphor to the trans-
plant: “l’exemple d’une greffe parfaite, le scion européen étant planté 
dans le sauvageon […] africain.”26 
 The West African ‘wild shoot’ thus grafted onto the European 
‘scion’ is bound to suffer from the transplant. Early West African lite-
rature of French expression amply testifies to that enforced trans-
plantation, and not only on the linguistic level. In the Ivorian Bernard 
Dadié’s Climbié (1956), the protagonist Climbié tells of the tribulations 
of the young pupils and of his own, after the school inspectors, ex-
asperated by the students’ laxity towards French, outlawed the use of 
African languages in the primary schools. The students would have to 
wear, usually around the neck, the ‘token’ (Fr témoin) or ‘collar of 
shame’ for speaking Agni or N’Zima.27 The ostracized pupil could 
only get rid of the ill-fated token – a stick, a chicken bone, or an old 
match-box – by passing it on to a fellow-student who would use the 
mother tongue. Generally, the punishment for being left with the 
token at the end of the schoolday was to do further exercises in the 
language that the student had so irreverently flouted. Ironically, Dadié 
in Climbié persistently refers to the “N’Zima dialect,” which confirms 
the colonial dichotomy between language and dialect. Although he 
denounces the oppressive educational system and the false dicho-
tomies and equations established by that system, he still falls prey to a 
terminology that belies his enterprise.  

                     
25 See Martin Steins, “Black Migrants in Paris,“ in European-Language Writing in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Albert Gérard (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado, 1986): 377. 
26 L.S. Senghor, “Le Problème des langues vernaculaires, ou le bilinguisme 

comme solution,” Afrique nouvelle (3 January 1958), repr. in Liberté I, 159–72. 
Let us note that Senghor’s proposal for an Afro-French biculturalism has little 
to do with and even precludes hybridization and creolization. 

27 Bernard B. Dadié, Climbié (Paris: Seghers, 1956): 11–16. 
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 This repressive system was also in force in anglophone Africa and 
in other parts of the world.28 Recalling the corporal punishment the 
culprits were given, Ngugi wa Thiong’o remarks that the Kenyan 
children were thus taught how to be traitors to their immediate com-
munity. Subjected to such methods and exposed to the written litera-
ture on Africa by Europeans, the colonial child came to associate his 
native or local language, as Ngugi remarks, “with low status, humi-
liation, corporal punishment, slow-footed intelligence and ability or 
downright stupidity, non-intelligibility and barbarism.”29 To promote 
local languages thus means restoring the individual’s pride in his lan-
guage(s); as a consciousness-raising endeavour, it is therefore politi-
cally dangerous.  
 Unlike the French policy of centralism and assimilation, British in-
direct rule in West African colonies allowed the African languages to 
blossom to some extent even though their growth took place, as in the 
AOF, within the borders of the Roman script30 and under the aegis of 
Christian missionaries and the advocates of a Western-oriented lite-
racy. In addition to teaching English to ‘the natives’, the Protestant 
missionaries committed about fifty African languages to writing and 
translated into most of these the Bible, hymn books and other material 
pertinent to their ‘civilizing mission’. Incidentally, the phenomenon of 
translating from the European into the African language was reversed 
in the 1980s when some African writers took it upon themselves to 
translate their original African-language text into a European lan-
guage (see Chapter 6). Also, some ethnic groups under British rule 
were suspicious of the alleged primacy of English. This is particularly 

                     
28 See Guy Héraud, L’Europe des ethnies (Nice: Presses d’Europe, 1963): 72.  
29 Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind, 18.  
30 Prior to Arabic (ajami) writing and later franco- or anglography, Emma-

nuel Obiechina mentions the existence of proto-literate “ideo-diffusion“ 
scripts like Bamum, Vaï and Oberi Okaime as well as the Yoruba “Aroko“ sys-
tem, Ewe ideographs and Igbo chalk marks as underdeveloped ideographs, 
unlike the Nsibidi script, “the only true ideographic script in West Africa,” 
whose development, he speculates, was arrested by the introduction of West-
ern writing in West Africa; “Growth of Written Literature in English-Speaking 
West Africa,” Présence africaine 66 (1968): 58–60. See also S.W. Koelle, Grammar 
of the Vaï Language (London, 1854); on Nsibidi and Noum, D. Westermann, Les 
Peuples et les civilisations d’Afrique (Paris, 1970); and D. Dalby, “The Indigenous 
Script of West Africa,” African Language Studies, 8 (1967); 9 (1968); 10 (1969). 
For a history of Arabic writing in West Africa, see Albert Gérard, African Lan-
guage Literatures (Washington DC: Three Continents, 1981): 27–47. 
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true of Muslim groups with strong oral and literate traditions like the 
Hausas of Northern Nigeria, who resisted Christianity and, to a cer-
tain extent, westernization.31 Thus, under British indirect rule, the 
phenomenon of glottophagia did not have so strong a hold on West 
African languages as it did in the colonies under French rule. It has 
also been argued that this lesser degree of alienation has made Afri-
cans in British-controlled Africa more reluctant to accept the abstract-
ness of the intellectual cult of Négritude, although they themselves 
had carved their own fetish– ‘the African personality’.32 
 Despite the relative absence of dirigisme linguistique, English (to 
which has, of late, been added the American variety) remained a con-
veyor of Anglo-Saxon culture. It was and still is, like French, the 
official language, the medium of instruction at the secondary and 
tertiary levels, the language of government, the administration, and 
the elite. Yet the very flexibility of the English language, a result of its 
own linguistic development, allowed for its pidginization, a phenom-
enon that, on the French side, could barely bend the intrinsic rigidity 
of the French language into Pitineg (see Chapter 3). This inherent 
flexibility was, in turn, to facilitate the indigenization of English in the 
West African novel of English expression. 
 The dominance of English and French nevertheless made itself felt 
in two of their major roles: as media of instruction, and as official lan-
guages. Hence, what West African linguists and policy makers call a 
politique linguistique (which is the necessary prelude to language-plan-
ning) aims at reducing the importance of these two colonial and post-
colonial functions. All efforts to raise the once-demoted status of 
African languages rest on the idea that they can be rescued from colo-
nial domination and glottophagia and that their rehabilitation will 
lead to the liberation of the African people. As spelled out at the 1971 
Dar-es-Salaam meeting, the promotion of African languages aims at 
reversing the inequality between African languages and the colonial 
languages that continue to remain the official languages of most Afri-
                     

31 See Albert Gérard, African Language Literatures, 39–45. On the sub-Saharan 
Muslims’ suspicion of English, see Ali A. Mazrui, “Islam and the English 
Language in East and West Africa,” in Language Use and Social Change, ed. 
W.H. Whiteley (London: Oxford UP, 1971): 179–97. 

32 See Ezekiel Mphahlele, The African Image (London: Faber & Faber, 1961): 
25–26, and, for a counter-argument, Abiola Irele, “Negritude and African Per-
sonality,” in The African Experience in Literature and Ideology (London: Heine-
mann, 1981): 89–116, and “The Negritude Debate,” in European-Language 
Writing in Sub-Saharan Africa, 387–88.  
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can nation-states.33 Reversal is here to be understood as a stabilizing 
move. Indeed, in all the proposals examined, the aim is not to make 
the African language a dominant language so much as a modern lan-
guage. Speaking of Benin, Niger, Nigeria and Togo in the early 1980s, 
Olabiyi Yaï conceives of the promotion of national languages  
 

dans le cadre général d’une politique d’indépendance et de développe-
ment où les peuples africains retrouvent leur initiative, où ils prennent 
effectivement en main leur propre devenir, faisant des langues afri-
caines de langues dominées qu’elles sont encore, des langues mod-
ernes utilisées dans tous les secteurs de la vie de ceux qui les par-
lent....34 

 

 The West African europhone writer is thus working knowingly 
against a background of acute diglossia, whereby the European lan-
guage continues to be dominant in several arenas of society (see Chap-
ter 6). The African language, on the other hand, is struggling to re-
claim its ‘natural’ roles as an official language, a lingua franca, a 
medium of instruction, and a medium of literary expression.  
 
 
B Official Languages and Lingua Francas 
The adoption of an indigenous West African lingua franca and even of 
a pan African one has long been the concern of West African leaders, 
linguists and intellectuals. Among the countless disadvantages 
evoked in the last three decades or so, one major drawback has been 
that no West African language is ethnically neutral. In his search for a 
pan-African language, the Nigerian linguist D.O. Olagoke rejected in 
1982 both English and KiSwahili on the grounds that they were a 
hindrance to cultural development, the dissemination of education, 
and mass literacy. He argued against the pan-African use of KiSwahili 
as advocated by Soyinka, because “it does not come near Hausa, 
which is the most widely spoken indigenous language in Africa.” He 
added that, “in terms of the number of speakers (15,000,000 in West 
Africa), geographic spread (‘in the whole of West Africa,’ in many 
                     

33 See Olabiyi Yaï, “La promotion des langues nationales dans la sous-région 
comprenant le Bénin, le Niger, le Nigéria et le Togo: pratiques, problèmes, 
stratégie“ in La Définition d’une stratégie relative à la promotion des langues afri-
caines (Conakry: UNESCO, 21–25 September 1981). 

34 Yaï, “La promotion des langues nationales dans la sous-région compre-
nant le Bénin, le Niger, le Nigéria et le Togo,” 340. 
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centres of North Africa, and as far east as Sudan), and acceptability 
(through trade, religion, government), Hausa is the language the 
O.A.U. [Organisation for African Unity] should choose as Africa’s offi-
cial language.”35 In the late 1980s, linguists and policy-makers con-
tinued to favour Hausa as a lingua franca: that is, as a language 
common to people whose mother tongues are different. They caution, 
however, that a major prerequisite would be that Hausa first be recog-
nized as a national language, after the Indian example of recognizing 
twelve national languages for twenty-eight states,36 English being an 
‘associate’ language. 
 The adoption of a West African lingua franca, let alone an official 
national African language for a West African nation-state, may well be 
perceived by many as a neocolonial imposition of a language that is in 
some respects as alien as the European one. Already on the national 
level, the selection of an indigenous official language may result in 
language-domination by the ethnic group that speaks the selected lan-
guage, and possibly in the political under-representation of the neglec-
ted groups in supra-regional or national matters. The debate opposing 
Hausa and KiSwahili has somewhat obscured the potential role of 
pidgin, as it is used by millions as a language of wider communication 
in West Africa. Although it has become the first language of some 
users (see Chapter 3), it has never been considered to be as serious a 
candidate as Tok Pisin or Hiri Motu, the non-official lingua francas of 
Papua New Guinea.  
 The fear of domination by an ethnically bound language in West 
Africa has, ironically, perpetuated the dominance of the official Euro-
pean language, which has come to represent a unifying medium 
triumphing over the mutually unintelligible West African languages. 
                     

35 D.O. Olagoke, “Choosing a National Language for Nigeria,” Jolan 1 (1982): 
200. See also A. Babs Fafunwa, “A National Language,” West Africa (9 March 
1987): 466–68. On one pan-African language, see Wole Soyinka, “The Choice 
and Use of Language,” Cultural Events in Africa 75 (1971): 3–6. Tambayi Nyika 
has argued that KiSwahili should be adopted as the “One African Tongue,” 
West Africa (23 September 1986): 1966–67. 

36 In the 1980s, English, Assamese, Bengali, French, Gujarati, Hindi, 
Marathi, Oriya, Punjabi, Tamil, Telugu, and Urdu. See the “Eleventh Report of 
the Commissioner for Linguistic Minorities,” quoted by Mahadev Apte, 
“Multilingualism and Its Socio-Political Implications: An Overview,“ in Lan-
guage and Politics, ed. William M. O’Barr & Jean O’Barr (The Hague: Mouton, 
1976): 141–42. There are now some twenty-three Indian languages, but Hindi 
is the main official language.  
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It is true that diversity may be a deterrent. For instance, in a multi-
ethnic nation-state like Nigeria, where several hundred languages are 
spoken, the Head of State addresses his fellow-countrymen in English 
and in nine major languages, including the Arabic exolect; his mes-
sage is further translated into about forty languages – and still without 
actually reaching all the people of Nigeria. Incidentally, the unusual 
equation 2+9=1 applies to the current trend towards unplanned uni-
lingualism in post-apartheid South Africa, described by Nkonko M. 
Kamwangamalu. The equation refers to the one English at the expense 
of the other official languages including Afrikaans and nine African 
languages: i.e. Zulu, Xhosa, Pedi, Tsonga, Venda, Sotho, Ndebele, 
Swati and Tswana, which are likely to face a fate of attrition and even-
tual death.37 The diversity of languages has all too often been used as a 
pretext to deter any attempt at promoting indigenous national lan-
guages and ousting the European ones. In the case of Nigeria, it has 
been perceived as a facile argument, especially during and after the 
Wali controversy (which will be discussed later on). The unifying 
function of a language like English or French seems indeed doubtful 
in nation-states where only an infinitesimal percentage of the popula-
tion uses the European language with any degree of proficiency (see 
Table 1 below, Appendix). In the comments that follow, I shall confine 
my analysis to Nigeria, which, because of its linguistic complexity, 
may serve as a paradigm for all other West African nation-states. 
 The consensus reached in the late 1970s in Nigeria was that both 
English, with its putative synthetic power, and the many other ton-
gues of this Babelian state were threats to national unity. In his 1977 
presentation of a case for a national Nigerian language, Mobolaji Ade-
kunle argued for an indigenous national language that would facili-
tate the free flow of labour and the achievement of national unity and 
cultural self-identification. With reference to KiSwahili in Tanzania, 
Tagalog in the Philippines and Bahasa in Indonesia, he elaborated 
screening procedures based on eleven criteria for selecting Nigeria’s 
national language. But the first screening criterion, with its condition 
that the language selected not be associated with its ethnic group only, 
nor with any political party or any religious group, already excluded 

                     
37 See Nkonko M. Kamwangamalu, “A New Language Policy, Old Lan-

guage Practices: Status Planning for African Languages in a Multilingual 
South Africa,” South African Journal of African Languages  20.1 (2000), 50–60. 
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all of Nigeria’s nine major languages: Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo, Fulfulde, 
Kanuri, Edo, Ijọ, Efik, (Tiv) and Idoma.38  
 This failed experiment was followed by various attempts at creating 
a pan-Nigerian ‘Esperanto’. A case in point is Solomon Ekhaguosa 
Alexander Igbineweka’s Teach Yourself Guosa Language, which aims at 
blessing confounded Nigeria “with a UNITED TONGUE.” The 
fifteen-page-long lexicon shows Guosa idioms coined from various 
Nigerian languages, with their English translations (see Table 2). But, 
as with all artificial languages, Guosa was doomed to remain an ex-
periment. Indeed, for Europe alone, some twenty-five artificial lan-
guages were fashioned between 1858 (Cosmoglossa) and 1914 (Euro-
pea), with only one of these (Esperanto in 1887) having had some suc-
cess. Whether the isolated, amateurish effort of a pseudo-linguist or a 
federally sponsored policy, the Nigerian endeavours clearly try to 
combine the apparently irreconciliable mottoes of Ex uno plures and E 
pluribus unum.  
 
 
C Media of Instruction and Curricular Subjects 
The already inflammatory issue of adopting an indigenous official lan-
guage is further complicated by the fact that, if selected, the language 
may fulfil the need for national unity but at the expense of English, 
which ensures international communication and access to modern 
technology. In the late 1970s, Debe Osaji was already suggesting a 
compromise by which “equal attention should be paid to maintaining 
English at a higher degree of efficiency and to teaching the major 
[African] languages in schools, colleges, and universities.”39 Concilia-
tory solutions are difficult to implement because of the grossly uneven 
chances the local languages have been given and the institutionalized 

                     
38 See Mobolaji Adekunle, “The Case for a Nigerian National Language,” 

Oduma Magazine 3.2 (December 1977): 7–8. Danilo Manarpaac advocates the 
use of Philippine English, at the expense of Tagalog (a.k.a. Pilipino), which 
was suspiciously adopted as national language in the 1987 Constitution, after 
Marcos fled the Philippines in 1986. For a distinction between Pilipino and 
Filipino, see Manarpaac, “‘When I was a child I spake as a child’: Reflecting on 
the Limits of a Nationalist Language Policy“ (2003), in The Politics of English as 
a World Language, ed. Mair, 481.  

39 Debe Osaji, “Multi-Lingualism and the Problem of Indigenous Lingua 
Franca in Nigeria,” Oduma Magazine 3.2 (December 1977): 11. 
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belief in the superiority of the European language. In the case of 
Nigeria, English has remained the official language. 
 Early efforts to retrieve African languages from the realm of folk-
lore to which they had been relegated had thus to match efforts to 
maintain a high level of proficiency in the European language. Such 
efforts were synchronized in order that students might have access to 
both local educated usage and international intelligibility. Major Afri-
can languages have thus been introduced or reinforced at the primary 
and secondary levels. However, in Nigeria, the time of changing over 
from the mother tongue to English as the medium of instruction varies 
from state to state, and English is invariably introduced from the third 
or fourth year of primary school (see Table 1 below, Appendix). Major 
African languages have also been introduced in schools and universi-
ties as curricular subjects. 
 Among African critics and linguists, the African language con-
tinued to evolve in an atmosphere of commiseration and ardent de-
colonization. In the late 1960s, while Ngugi Wa Thiong’o and his col-
leagues in Nairobi were struggling to abolish the English Department 
there,40 recommendations were being launched in Nigeria to save the 
Nigerian languages. Two non-African scholars, Ulli Beier and O.R. 
Dathorne, set themselves up as the protectors and defenders of Yoru-
ba and Igbo respectively.41 Nigerian intellectuals in turn took stock of 
rehabilitation programmes for the African languages with a view to 
creating a local readership. At the University of Ghana at Legon, Gil-
bert Ansre argued for a comprehensive policy that would accommo-
date both the enhancement of indigenous Ghanaian tongues and the 
promotion of the borrowed English one.42 In Nigeria, Juliet Okonkwo 
suggested vigorously pursuing the programme of promoting African 
languages outlined by A.N. Skinner’s Centre for Nigerian Languages 
and to give it a national dimension.43  
                     

40 Ngugi wa Thiong’o, “On the Abolition of the English Department,” in 
Homecoming (New York: Lawrence Hill, 1973): 145–51. 

41 Ulli Beier, “Saving a Language,” Africa Quarterly 5.4 (January–March 
1966): 324–38, and O.R. Dathorne, “Igbo Literature: The Novel as Allego-
ry,”Africa Quarterly 7.4 (January–March 1968): 365–68. 

42 G. Ansre, “The Need for a Specific and Comprehensive Policy on the 
Teaching of Ghanaian Languages,” in The Study of Ghanaian Languages, ed. J.H. 
Birnie & G. Ansre (Accra: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 1969): 5–11. 

43 Juliet Okonkwo, “African Literature and Its Language of Expression,” 
Africa Quarterly 15.4 (1974): 65. See also A.N. Skinner, “Centre for Nigerian 
Languages,” Nigeria Magazine 104 (March–May 1970): 30–33.  
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 But at the local level, although the African language is the privi-
leged medium of spoken communication, the low quality of African-
language primers as well as old-fashioned approaches to reading 
caused the children to become more easily literate in English than in 
their native or local tongue. Such was the case before the creation of 
Rivers State, which covers the greater part of the Ijọ area in the old 
Eastern Region of Nigeria. As Kay Williamson of Port Harcourt repor-
ted in 1972, there arose, with the creation of Rivers State, “the question 
of which Rivers languages to use,” where Igbo had always been pre-
scribed.44 The Rivers Readers Project generously embraced the diversi-
ty of languages in the state and resulted in the publication of some 
thirty books and pamphlets in thirteen different languages. The Rivers 
Readers Project and similar projects such as the Ife Six Year Yoruba-
medium Primary Project (1970–78) amply demonstrated that children 
who received their schooling in their mother tongue became far better 
students and enjoyed greater cognitive equilibrium than children 
trained in the colonial language.45 The premature introduction of Eng-
lish as a medium of instruction in primary schools was responsible for 
the 40-to-60% failure-rate in Nigeria as well as in other countries. The 
Ife-based project demonstrated that a Nigerian language can become 
resolutely modern and cope with science and technology by resorting 
to coinage, borrowing, change in coverage, translation, and other 
tactics. Also, dictionaries on aspects of Igbo by John E. Njoku (1978) 
and, more recently, Michael J.C. Echeruo (1998) and Julius Eke (2001) 
as well as readers by Ifeoma Ihebinike (1996) and grammars of Igbo 

                     
44 Kay Williamson, “The Nigerian Rivers Readers Project,” The Linguistic 

Reporter 14.16 (December 1972): 1–2. Professor Kay Williamson belongs to the 
first generation of professional linguists in the Department of Linguistics and 
Nigerian Languages at Ibadan. See, among her numerous publications, Igbo–
English Dictionary, Based on the Onitsha Dialect (Benin City: Ethiope Publishing 
Corporation, rev. ed. 1972) and A Grammar of the Kolokuma Dialect of Ijo (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge UP, 1965). See also A. Babs Fafunwa, “Education in the 
Mother Tongue: A Nigerian Experiment,” West African Journal of Education 19 
(1975): 213–28. Since the 1970s, Williamson has also worked with O.A. Egberi-
pou on The Sound System of Izon (Port Harcourt, Nigeria: School of Humani-
ties, University of Port Harcourt, 1978). See also their Izon Tolumo: Learn Izon 
(Port Harcourt, Nigeria: Riverside Communications, 1994). 

45 See Education in Mother Tongue: Ife Six Year Primary Project (1970–1978), ed. 
Fafunwa, Macauley & Sokoya (Ibadan: Ibadan UP, 1989), and A.B. Fafunwa & 
B. Blies, The Effect of Bilingualism on the Abstract and Concrete Thinking Ability of 
Yoruba Children (Ile-Ife: University of Ife, 1967). 
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by Emenanjo (1985) and Chinyere (1997) are along the same lines as 
the theorization of African-language schooling. 
 Such experiments invalidated the arbitrary limitation of schooling 
in the local language to three or four years. Yet the Primary School 
Syllabus of Oyo State envisages that “the day will come when Yoruba 
will be the medium of instruction throughout the Primary School with 
English taught as a subject so that it [English] can adequately perform 
the role of the medium in post-primary education.”46 It is therefore 
little wonder that H.E. Newsum, a Marxist-influenced Nigerian socio-
linguist, denounced the hypocrisy behind the Federal Government’s 
policy on education. According to him, the Government’s policy-
makers and their allied custodial agents support the use of English as 
a prestige marker in the bourgeois machinery of transnational mono-
poly capitalism, so that, after Basil Bernstein’s philosophy, the under-
classes and the downtroddden continue to have limited access to 
‘elaborated codes’ and therefore to the available capital surplus.47  
 Similar projects were found to be equally applicable to most areas 
in West Africa where the teaching of native languages had been neg-
lected and where little written literature was available in the local 
tongues. In the late 1980s, efforts were made to teach grammar by 
resorting to orature. This is the case with the first grammar primer in 
Igbo, Ogugu na Odide: Igbọ Izubge “na Sekondịrị 1.” The teacher here 
resorts to the traditional use of riddles in educating children (see Table 
7 below). The teacher begins by asking “Olee anu gba ajị”/‘What 
animal grows hair?’ and the child or the classroom responds by 
chanting: “Gba ajị”/‘Grows hair’. The child is supposed to respond 
only when the animal in question – “Mmadú”/‘human being’, 
“Nkịta”/‘dog’, “Oke”/ ‘rat’ – is thought to grow hair. If the animal, 
i.e. the hen (“ọkúkọ”), does not grow hair, the child or the classroom 
refrains from repeating the incantatory phrase “Gba ajị”/‘Grows hair’. 
In exercise 7 (see Table 7 below), the student is tested in a multiple-
choice quiz (a. Mkpi gbara ajị/the he-goat grows hair; b. Nkịta gbara 
ajị/the dog grows hair; ch. Atụrụ gbara ajị/the sheep grows hair; etc). 
Only the two-page-long grammatical and literary glossaries at the 
back of the book are in English.48 Recent simplified Igbo grammars 
such as Chinyere’s (1997) confirm this trend.  

                     
46 Oyo State Government, Primary School Syllabus of Oyo State (Ibadan: n.d.): 

3. Quoted by Newsum, Class, Language and Education, 65. 
47 Newsum, Class, Language and Education, 62–66.  
48 Because of this, this grammar primer is an improvement on, for example: 
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 Despite these localized efforts, English continues to be used as a 
medium of instruction. A great deal of research has been carried out in 
the analysis and standardization of West African languages but, as 
A.U. Iwara noted in 1981 with regard to Nigeria, “no authentic pro-
gramme of mother tongue education [has been] geared towards the 
developmental needs of the people.”49 This remark still holds true in 
the new millennium. 
 Indeed, the latest developments can best be described as a tangled 
web of good intentions, for a language-policy remains an intention 
until it is implemented. Yet active linguists like A. Babs Fafunwa, 
former Dean of the Faculty of Education at Obafemi Awolowo Uni-
versity and one of the promoters of the Ife project referred to earlier, 
have proposed that the indigenous language with the largest number 
of speakers be declared the official national language of a country and 
that the European language be relegated to the status of ‘associate 
national language’. With particular reference to Nigeria, Fafunwa pro-
poses the following distribution of local languages as media of in-
struction and curricular subjects:50 
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Igbo Basic Course, ed. Lloyd B. Swift with A. Ahagmotu & E. Ugorji (Washing-
ton DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962); G.E. Igwe & M.M. Green, 
Igbo Language Course, 3 vols. (Ibadan: Oxford UP, 1967); Beatrice F. Welmers & 
William E. Welmers, Igbo: A Learner’s Dictionary (Los Angeles: University of 
California African Studies Centre, 1968); and M.N. Okonkwo, A Complete 
Course in Ibo Grammar for Secondary Schools and Teacher Training Colleges (1977; 
Lagos: Macmillan Nigeria, 3rd ed. 1981).  

49 Cited in Peter T.N. Okafor, “Nigeria: An Aspect of the Present Linguistic 
Situation and Policy,” in La Définition d’une stratégie relative à la promotion des 
langues africaines (Conakry: UNESCO, 1981): 307. 

50 A.B. Fafunwa, “Une ‘Lingua Franca’ est-elle possible au Nigéria?” Le 
Courrier 119 (January–February 1990): 59.  
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 The foregrounding of the African mother tongue as a medium of 
instruction has here as its corollary the backgrounding of English as a 
curricular subject. Such a reversal of the usual dynamic will, of course, 
necessitates the dissemination and promotion of minority languages. 
The creation of Rivers State and of the concomitant Rivers Readers 
Project resulted from a political decision to create more states within 
the plurilingual Federation of Nigeria and to develop the minority 
languages of the newly created states. The dissemination of these 
minority languages is supported by institutions like the Nigeria Edu-
cational Research Council (NERC) and the National Language Centre. 
The NLC published handbooks by linguists working for language 
committees and was reported to have standardized the orthographies 
of several languages. More specifically, the Society for Promoting Igbo 
Language and Culture (SPILC – founded by F. Chidozie Ogbalu in 
1949) has been able to elaborate a standard orthography for Igbo and 
to impose sound grammatical norms and writing conventions. On the 
federal level, Okafor notes, “the national television station broadcasts 
language lessons in the three major languages of Nigeria in a pro-
gramme entitled WAZOBIA,”51 which supports the three-tiered 
language policy. The title is coined from the verb ‘to come’ in Yoruba, 
Hausa and Igbo, in that order. Incidentally, the coinage has inspired 
the dramatist Tess Akaeke Onwueme to name the Queen after the 
“Wazobia” programme in one of her plays, The Reign of Wazobia.52 
What is more, a recent UNESCO-sponsored study (2005) carried out 
by the Centre for Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS) indi-
cates that people surveyed in West African states appreciate African-
language FM broadcasting and wish for more airtime for African 
languages at peak times. Admittedly, general entertainment is more of 
a favourite than educational programmes, but listeners are said to be 
sensitive to elegant and expressive language-use, enriched as it is by 
linguistic borrowing, “the extension fields” and “the creation of new 
terminologies.”53 
                     

51 Okafor, “Nigeria: An Aspect of the Present Linguistic Situation and 
Policy,” 308. 

52 Tess Akaeke Onwueme, The Reign of Wazobia (Ibadan: Heinemann Educa-
tional, 1988). 

53 Speaking African on the Radio. Impact Assessment Survey of FM/Community 
Radios Using African Languages in Ghana, Mali and Senegal: A CASAS Study in 
cooperation with UNESCO’s Communication Development Division, prepared by 
Kwesi Kwaa Prah (Cape Town: UNESCO and Centre for Advanced Studies 
of African Society, 2005).  http://portal.unesco.org/ci/e/ev.php-URL_ID 18836 =
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 If the promotion of minority languages in the newly created states 
reduces the broadcasting time allotted to programmes in English, 
some foresee that the promotion of local and national languages in 
Nigerian education may be effected at the expense of proficiency in 
English. This seems to be the case in most West African nation-states, 
where it is increasingly difficult to synchronize the promotion of both 
African and European languages. This does not mean that the baby 
should be thrown out with the bathwater. Outside the African context, 
in Sri Lanka, Rajiva Wijesinha makes a case for pouring back the (Eng-
lish) bathwater. The Sinhala language, spoken by 73% of the popula-
tion, was restored as the medium of instruction in national schools at 
the expense of English. This reform had the effect of “straitjacket[ing] 
Sinhala and Tamil students in their own languages,” in Caliban’s 
prison-house of language, as it were. Wijesinha reflects that it was in 
the early 1980s, when “the English medium stopped completely in 
schools[,] that the phenomenon of International Schools began” – 
which at the time counted the President’s children among their pupils.54 
 For its part, Senegal opted to develop a balanced bilingualism be-
tween the African languages and the former langue de culture, now 
demoted to the status of ‘foreign tongue’.55 The policy would also ad-
just the French-based methodology by taking into account synchronic 
indigenization of French in the Senegalese sociolinguistic context: i.e. 
the ‘Francolof’ or ‘Franwolof’ spoken in Dakar. Also, the UNESCO 
plan “African Languages, Horizon 2000” advocated institutional bi-
lingualism as a source of development and no longer of confrontation. 
The already mentioned Education for All (EFA) plan to meet its edu-
cational goals in sub-Saharan Africa by 2015 follows along the same 
lines.  
 Recent statistics indicate that 37 out of 47 African countries are now 
using one or several national languages as media of instruction in 
their school programmes as opposed to about 13 nation-states in-
                                                     
PURL_DO=DO-TOFIC&URL (accessed 22 July 2005). 

54 Rajiva Wijesinha, “Bring Back the Bathwater: New Initiatives in English 
Policy in Sri Lanka“ (2003), in The Politics of English as a World Language, ed. 
Mair, 368–69. 

55 See Études françaises et africaines (Langue–Littérature–Civilisation), Dakar, 
27 January–1 February 1986, Université de Dakar (Cheikh Anta Diop): 
AUPELF (Comité Régional des Études françaises et du dialogue de cultures 
en Afrique Noire francophone). Première rencontre régionale des Dépts et 
Centres Universitaires d’Études françaises et africaines d’Afrique Noire fran-
cophone. Rapport général, 5. 
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volved in such a process in 1976. In West Africa, more specifically, 11 
out of 15 of the French ex-colonies practise national-language teaching 
as of the first school-day in the primary-school system as opposed to 
13 out of 15 of the former British-controlled territories (See Table 4 
below).56 Unlike the industrialized countries’ sketch-plan, which in-
volves the timely passage from mother tongue to other tongue, the 
diagram for African countries has been the reverse: from other tongue 
to mother tongue. What the future confronts us with is an equation 
with two unknown quantities, as Gérard aptly put it.57 These are the 
resilience of the African-language substratum and the impact of the 
europhone medium. Whatever the outcome of such callisthenics, writ-
ers will often prove to be reliable precursors of governmental imple-
mentation.  
 
 
D Media of Literary Expression 
Literature in African languages is flourishing side by side with euro-
phone African literature at a ratio near “fifty–fifty,” as Albert Gérard 
remarked in his rectification in the late 1980s of Janheinz Jahn’s 1971 
statistics on the literary output in European and African languages.58 
At the outset of the twenty-first century, the same fifty–fifty ratio has 
prevailed, with possibly a more substantial development in KiSwahili 
literature. This means that the relation between European and African 
languages and their literary corollaries is less glottophagic than it was 
in colonial times. Whether the chicken or the egg came first, the intro-
duction of native languages as media of instruction and curricular 
subjects in the educational system may lay the foundation for a sound 
literary tradition, and improve or perpetuate that tradition. This lite-
rature would stabilize the African language, help raise it to “a literary 

                     
56 See the many publications of Joseph Poth, expert in the teaching of first 

and second languages, Langues nationales et formation des maîtres en Afrique, 3 
vols. (Études et documents d’éducation 32, 47, 54; Paris: UNESCO, 1979, 
1984, 1987), as well as L’enseignement des langues maternelles africaines à l’école ... 
Comment? Guide opérationnel à l’usage des responsables techniques et des formateurs 
pour la mise en oeuvre d’une réforme linguistique (Dakar: UNESCO, Bureau 
régional de l’éducation pour l’Afrique, 1988).  

57 Gérard, “Oralité, glottophagie, créolisation,” 265. 
58 Albert Gérard, African Language Literatures, 175.  
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standard,”59 and turn it into an effective medium of literary expression 
rivalling extant African europhone writing as a prestige literature. 
Whatever success such endeavours may have in the future, the foreign 
tongue remains thus far the main language of literary expression in all 
West African nation-states. 
 The question of what language to use as a literary medium has 
repeatedly cropped up in literary discussions.60 Since the 1960s, it has 
generated a large amount of scholarship and criticism which testifies 
to the necessity and socio-historical importance of the debate. Ngugi 
seems to close the debate for himself by saying “farewell to English as 
a vehicle for any of my writings. From now on, it is Kikuyu and 
KiSwahili all the way.”61 Ngugi is so far the only major African writer 
to announce such a decision. Some have argued that, being from East 
Africa, he is in a better position than West African europhone writers, 
who cannot yet embrace an indigenous language as widely spoken as 
KiSwahili. However, Kikuyu is spoken by as many people (25%) as, 
say, Akan in the Ivory Coast and by fewer people than Hausa (30%) in 
Nigeria (see Table 1, Appendix). 
 Ngugi’s farewell to the European language as a linguistic means of 
creativity is the conceptualization of his earlier decision to start writ-
ing in Kikuyu (1977), after producing what he calls “Afro-European 
literature” for seventeen years. His adieu was triggered off, as he him-
self admits, by the Igbo critic Obiajunwa Wali’s article in Transition (a 
less memorable article appeared also in the Ibadan-based literary jour-
nal The Horn in 1960). The article is Wali’s response to the Conference 
of African writers held at Makerere University, Kampala in 1962. In 
this controversial piece prophesying “The Dead End of African Litera-
ture” in European languages, Wali discards the “old facile arguments” 
                     

59 See, for instance, Philip Akujuoobi Nwachukwu, Towards an Igbo Literary 
Standard (London & Boston M A: Kegan Paul International for the Interna-
tional African Institute, 1983). 

60 Over a sampled two-year period in the 1980s, the issue was raised at 
Bookweek Exhibition in London; the 1982 Ibadan Annual African Literature 
Conference; the 1983 Conference on Generating Research Tools for African 
Literatures in London, and the 1983 Zimbabwe Bookfair in Harare. As an 
introduction to the language issue, James Gibbs provides useful quotations 
ranging from the 1959 resolution adopted at the Second Congress of Negro 
Writers & Artists in Rome to Ngugi’s in 1985 in A Handbook for African Writers 
(Oxford: Hans Zell/Saur, 1986): 27–32. 

61 Quoted by Kwisi Owusu in “A Political Choice,” West Africa (18 August 
1986): 1734. 
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like “the multiplicity of African languages, the limitation of the audi-
ence to small patches of tribal groups, [and] questions of orthogra-
phy” in favour of promoting African languages as literary media. He 
asserts that “until [African] writers and their Western midwives 
accept the fact that any true African literature must be written in Afri-
can languages,” their efforts would be a dead end of “sterility, uncrea-
tivity and frustration.”62 The Tunisian Albert Memmi was the only 
major critic of the 1960s to anticipate Wali’s verdict, when he wrote in 
his Portrait du colonisé that African literature in European languages 
was condemned to die young.63 
 Wali’s statement came as a bombshell at a time when most West 
African intellectuals favoured European languages and when even 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o, who was later to champion the cultivation of 
African literatures in indigenous languages, preferred English, mainly 
because “it had a large vocabulary.”64 Wali’s point was not well taken. 
Numerous literary magazines soon became centres of heated debate. 
The controversy that ensued in Transition ranged from nuanced agree-
ment to fierce accusations. The most revealing, albeit sarcastic, re-
sponse was Austin Shelton’s mock review of Wali’s unwritten novel 
in Igbo, which incidentally draws attention to such problematic issues 
as unstable orthographies, the varieties of Igbo dialects and unbecom-
ing neologisms from English.65 
 Two distinct factions have emerged from the controversy: those like 
Wali, who espouse the cause for an African literature in indigenous 
languages; and those who favour English as the educated literary 
medium partly because they believe it will enjoy nation-wide currency 
in the future. Although aware that English is part of a colonial pack-
age of doubtful value, Achebe all too readily succumbs to the “fatal-
                     

62 Obiajunwa Wali, “The Dead End of African Literature?” Transition 10 
(1963): 13–15. See also Wali, “The Future of West African Writing,” Horn 3.3 
(1960): 3–4. 

63 Albert Memmi, Portrait du colonisé (Paris: Jean–Jacques Pauvert, 1966). 
64 Ngugi Wa Thiong’o refers to that early phase of his thought in “Return to 

Roots,” in Writers in Politics (London: Heinemann, 1981): 57. Speech read at the 
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65 On the polemic surrounding “The Dead End of African Literature?” see 
Transition 10 (September 1963): 7–9, and Transition 12 (January–February 
1964): 6–10. John Clare opposed “the hard school of African studies” that Wali 
suggested African writers should attend. Barry Reckord accused Wali of extol-
ling “mystiques of language and race,” whereas others accused him of dis-
paraging the quality of the works of African writers in English or French.  
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istic logic of the unassailable position of English in our literature.”66 
He declares: “For me, there is no other choice. I have been given this 
language and I intend to use it”; he also raises the main objection that 
West African writers were to use again and again when confronted 
with the issue of language use: “Where am I to find the time to learn 
the half dozen or so Nigerian languages, each of which can sustain a 
literature?”67 But, as Ngugi has remarked, “I do read world literatures 
and I don’t have to learn every single language to do so,”68 thereby 
raising the crucial question of translation and auto-translation (see 
Chapter 6 below). 
 Achebe has since conceded that the standard of written English in 
the Nigerian press and in some current creative writing is itself a 
cause for concern but he views the complete renunciation of English 
as doctrinaire and irrelevant, for “without English Nigeria cannot ad-
minister itself; it will disintegrate.”69 However, despite his belief in the 
legitimacy of English as the official language of Nigeria and the edu-
cated medium of written communication, Achebe recognizes that 
English is inherently unsuitable for conveying the African experience. 
The dilemma for any West African writer who chooses English, says 
Achebe, is that 
 

he often finds himself describing situations and modes of thought 
which have no direct equivalent in the English way of life. Caught in 
that situation he can do one of two things. He can try and contain what 
he wants to say within the limits of conventional English or he can try 
to push back those limits to accommodate those ideas. The first 
method produces competent, uninspired and flat work. The second 

                     
66 Chinua Achebe, “The English Language and the African Writer,” Trans-

ition 18 (1965): 27–30. 
67 Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Language,” in 
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criticized. See, for instance, Tai Solarin’s caustic column in the Lagos Times, 
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Achebe responded in “Defence of English? An Open Letter to Mr. Tai 
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can produce something new and valuable to the English language as 
well as to the material he is trying to put over.70 

 

This second method had been extolled at the 1962 Conference of Afri-
can writers which prompted Wali’s reply. It was generally agreed that 
“it is better for an African writer to think and feel in his own language 
and then look for an English translation approximating the original.”71 
 Wali condemns the method of “transliteration” (by which he means 
verbatim translation) as “unwise [and] unacceptable,” for “the ‘origi-
nal’ which is spoken of here, is the real stuff of literature and the 
imagination, and must not be discarded in favour of a copy which […] 
is merely an approximation.”72 At this point, it is useful to note the 
introduction of the notion of approximating to an original which 
served Wali’s cause at the time and serves my own, insofar as the dis-
cussion of ‘relexification’ (Chapter 4) rests on the notion of a sup-
pressed ‘original’ killed in the womb, as it were, and sacrificed so that 
the indigenized ‘approximation’ can be born. It should therefore come 
as no surprise that réagir contre la copie has been the motto of many 
postcolonial writers such as the Brazilian poet Oswald de Andrade in 
his ‘anthropophagic’ manifestoes.73 
 In the hotly debated language issue, indigenization of the literary 
language often poses as decolonization even though it may oppose or 
even exclude the promotion of African languages as suitable media 
for literary expression. Writers who favour English as a literary medi-
um are, by the same token, those who favour further indigenization of 
literary English. Gabriel Okara thus aims at putting “African speech 
[in] English words,” for he believes that “the only way to use [African 
ideas] effectively is to translate them almost literally from the African 
language native to the writer into whatever European language he is 
using as his medium of expression.”74 Yet, as we shall see, several 
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writers who advocated the indigenization of the European literary 
medium are now turning to African-language writing. Their personal 
itinerary may reflect a larger progression from the necessary phase of 
indigenization to a new, revitalized form of African-language writing, 
in which the European language would in turn be given redefined 
attributes of ‘otherness’ (see Chapter 6 below). 
 Wali’s disturbing argument made its way through the 1970s and 
beyond, and gained some appeal because a number of critics had 
taxed europhone African literature with derivativeness and because of 
increased fastidiousness in foreign publishers’ standards of accepta-
bility.75 In 1974, Charles Jenewari took up the argument where Wali 
had left it off and offered the diagnosis that African ‘elitist’ writing in 
European languages is characterized by flawed hybridity, a “divorce 
between the original native message and the medium that expresses 
this message.” That kind of literature, he continues, estranges “a con-
siderable portion of the in-group from which the writer and/or the 
content derives [, since it] cannot read and appreciate the literature.”76 
Elitism was also Wali’s main reproach against African literature in 
European languages, for it is “severely limited to the European-orien-
ted few college graduates in the new universities of Africa steeped 
[…] in European literature” and culture. Consequently, “the ordinary 
local audience with little or no education in the conventional Euro-
pean manner [which] constitutes an overwhelming majority has no 
chance of participation in this kind of literature.”77 
 Replying to Wali, Soyinka asks sarcastically: “What has Obi Wali 
done to translate my plays and others into Igbo or whatever language 
he professes to speak?”78 Yet translations of European-language texts 
                                                     
Magazine 91 (December 1966): 314, advocated “a compromise between the 
functional nature of African thought and the conceptualized forms of English 
expression,” while keeping a sense of propriety and shunning the stilted 
effects of verbatim translation. 
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into African languages can no longer make up for the quasi-absence or 
poor diffusion of African-language originals. Both practices assume 
the existence of a target-audience that is literate in these African lan-
guages, and this can only be achieved if mother-tongue education is 
fully enforced and synchronized with the acceleration of mass-literacy 
in African languages and the development of an African-language 
literature. 
 Ngugi wa Thiong’o reversed the usual dynamic and the missionary 
enterprise by translating from source to target: that is, from the 
African tongue to the English one. He set an example by writing his 
novel Caitaani-Mutharaba-Ini (1980) in Kikuyu, thereby addressing a 
neo-literate Kikuyu-speaking audience. He subsequently translated it 
into English as Devil on the Cross (1982), thus setting himself up as the 
translator of his own original. (The concept of ‘auto-translation’ will 
be discussed further in Chapter 6.) Architectonically, this move paral-
lels the industrial countries’ educational sketch-plan: from the mother 
tongue to the other tongue. Despite these endeavours, the fact remains 
that, as Ngugi remarks, “the state of translation in African languages 
is underdeveloped” and “few publishers are willing to invest money 
in good quality books in African languages.”79 So far, the African 
writer’s task has generally been to increase his people’s participation 
in europhone literature rather than to encourage access to African-
language writing in conjunction with literacy campaigns.  
 Phanuel Egejuru’s 1979 study, Towards African Literary Independence, 
points to the African europhone writers’ ambivalence towards some 
notions, especially that of ‘audience’. Indeed, to her question “Who is 
your audience?” Ngugi replies: “I take it mine is the East African audi-
ence. I have, in fact, an East African audience in mind, at least those 
who can read.” And Achebe responds: “My audience is anybody who 
wants to read. I no longer think of any particular group of people 
although I do think I have more readers in particular places, e.g., 
Nigeria.”80 Obviously ‘literacy’ is understood here as proficiency in 
the European language and a target-audience is an audience that is 
literate in the European language. As Tayoba Ngenge suggested, “if 
Egejuru had asked either ‘Whom do you wish to reach?’ or ‘Are you 
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satisfied that only literate anglophones can read your work?’, she 
might have obtained different responses.”81 
 In revising his 1965 position as master and defender of an alien 
tongue, Ngugi also revised his perceptions of who his audience 
should be. In 1979, he contended, following the Martinican Third-
World ideologist and political theorist Frantz Fanon, that “the choice 
of a language already predetermines the answer to the most important 
question for producers of imaginative literature: For whom do I write? 
Who is my audience?” He also posits, in accordance with Wali, that 
“the peasant/worker audiences [is] the strongest source of stamina 
and blood for African literature.”82 In his 1978 “Testament” to the De-
tainees’ Review Tribunal in Nairobi, following the controversial publi-
cation of Petals of Blood (1977) and the closing-down of his Kikuyu play 
Ngaahika Ndeend, or I’ll Marry when I Want by the Arap Moi regime, he 
had urged the present generation of Kenyan writers to “return to the 
sources of their being in the rhythms of life and speech and languages 
of the Kenyan masses.”83 Ngugi’s position rests on a syllogism that 
equates the return to the masses with a return to orature and to the 
roots of African culture. Such a position could be considered atavistic, 
were it not for Ngugi’s belief that a return to orature can be effected 
through radio, video, film, and, as we shall see in Chapter 6, trans-
lation-as-conversation between marginalized languages such as Guja-
rati, Yoruba, Zulu, and Igbo. As he conceded in a Wasafiri interview in 
2003, “it was when [he] was in prison that [he] made one of the most 
important decisions in [his] life, that [he] would continue writing in 
the very language which had been the reason for [his] incarceration.”84 
 Ngugi’s quasi-Marxist and potentially romantic advocacy of a 
‘return to the roots’ and to the African people as the source of inspira-
tion of all literary endeavours is in striking contrast to the Nigerian 
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Chinweizu’s sober pragmatism in Toward the Decolonization of African 
Literature (1983), which may reflect fundamental differences between 
East and West Africa. Indeed, the mawkish East African fascination 
with ancestral moorings often clashes with West African unsentimen-
talism, which reached its apex with Odia Ofeimun’s The Poet Lied 
(1980) and Abiola Irele’s In Praise of Alienation (1987). In the Chin-
weizu–Jemie–Madubuike manifesto of afrocentric liberation, the Nige-
rian troika begs for a respite in the now pointless debate over “whe-
ther or not to use these Western languages in our literature” and 
argues that the debate will be resumed only if “the historical circum-
stances that presently compel African nations to use Western lan-
guages as the official languages […] are changed.”85 
 But, in West Africa, historical circumstances are and will remain 
unchanged so long as both the governments and europhone writers 
support the retention of European languages as official languages and 
media of instruction, as we observed earlier. Any kind of improve-
ment on the promotion of indigenous languages in these capacities 
seems to rest with the state, for it is only when governments create 
employment beyond European-language-based ‘white-collar’ jobs that 
the African languages will be valued as instruments of prestige and 
advancement. As to the upholding of the European language as the 
educated medium of literary expression, it need not wait for govern-
mental implementation. Ngugi in Decolonising the Mind says, on behalf 
of African writers, that “we […] cannot wait till our governments 
develop the right language policies” and he rightly adds that “writers 
have always been pathfinders.”86 If the West African writer chooses to 
promote an African-language literary-aesthetic medium, it may help 
African writers and their proper audience to develop simultaneously, 
as Ngugi’s experiment with the Kikuyu-speaking peasantry at the 
Kamiriithu Community Education and Cultural Centre suggests (see 
Chapter 6). So does his current involvement with the International 
Centre for Writing and Translation at the University of California at 
Irvine.  
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 Before the African language ousts the European language as the 
educated medium of expression, the indigenous language must be 
established as the indispensable index to the indigenous culture and 
no longer as something incidental to African literature. This was put 
in dramatic terms at the 1977 Colloquium on Black Civilization and 
Education in Lagos, where it was agreed that 
 

For most people who assert the Africanness of themselves or of things, 
there is a standing tragedy. The psycho-physiology of knowledge 
would confirm a built-in handicap for any human group who cannot 
work in their indigenous language form. The standing tragedy of all 
Blacks and Africans wherever they may be is that their tongues have 
been pulled out and they must speak strange tongues.87 

 

As if to corroborate this statement, modern theories of language-
acquisition stress that an individual is more creative in his mother 
tongue than in his acquired tongue.88 I, however, beg to differ. 
 Whereas the 1977 Lagos Colloquium emphasized the urgent need 
to salvage African languages from glottophagia, the 1976 Colloquium 
held in Dakar on the relationship between French and the Negro-
African languages tended to re-assert the legitimacy of French as the 
medium of literary expression. The francophone writer would, then, 
appear to be tired of defending himself against accusations of being 
“un voleur de langue,” to borrow Jean–Paul Sartre’s phrase in 
“Orphée noir,” and of having to justify his use of a tongue he has long 
since appropriated and mastered.89 
 To those “gloomy grammarians,” prudishly rejecting heretical bas-
tardization and possibly ignoring the humble origins of French in low-
Latin pidgins, the French language is “l’Évangile du jour.” In the mid-
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1980s, Paulin Joachim of Benin even saw Senghor’s “langue de 
culture” as instrumental in his ontogenesis: 
 

Je m’y suis enraciné loin pour pouvoir en explorer les profondeurs et je 
peux affirmer aujourd’hui que je lui dois tout ce que je suis.90 

 

It is with the mettlesome spirit of a Du Bellay that Jean Mayer, then 
Professor at the University of Abidjan, called on the University in 1961 
to vouch for the sacrosanct purity of the French language.91 And 
twenty years later, Robert Cornevin was to declare in Abidjan that “la 
littérature africaine en langues africaines, c’est de la rigolade. Elle ne 
peut être qu’une littérature subalterne.”92 In 1987, the Senegalese 
Minister of Commerce, S.O. Sy, extolled the French language as, more 
than ever before, the cement of solidarity within “la Francophonie,” 
for “nous avons plus besoin que les Français de la langue française.”93 
In the same year, the Congolese writer Henri Lopès echoed these 
words, even asserting that “my spiritual decolonization began in 
French.”94 A less reverent faction bends the French language to suit its 
literary needs. Thus Tchicaya U Tam’si declares: “La langue française 
me colonise: je la colonise à mon tour.”95 This statement explains a 
posteriori the Ivorian Ahmadou Kourouma’s linguistic experiment in 
Les Soleils des indépendances and his subsequent novels, in which he 
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aims at making the French language subservient to the demands of 
Mandinka rhythm (see Chapter 4 below). 
 Although Kourouma’s experiment is a rarity in African literary pro-
duction of French expression, critics envisage further indigenization of 
French. In the late 1970s, Makhily Gassama described French as “une 
langue d’emprunt. C’est à elle de se soumettre aux exigences du génie 
négro-africain.”96 Later, Mohamadou Kane pondered whether the 
francophone West African writer should remain “un utilisateur 
étranger de cette langue, qui n’aurait jamais de prise sur elle,”97 and 
Mwatha Musanji Ngalasso confirmed that “la langue française, si elle 
veut trouver sa place dans l’Afrique profonde, devra se débarrasser de 
son amidon officiel, de son purisme rigide, de son conservatisme 
inflexible.”98 According to these critical pronouncements, French in 
the West African sociolinguistic context is moving towards creoliza-
tion, further métissage and syncretism. The recent coinage “franco-
phony” is a telling term to designate an enfeebled, inauthentic and 
absurd ‘francophonie’. 

Literature may also be moving towards interbreeding rather than 
the “dead end” prophesied by Obi Wali for West African writing in 
English. While francophone Africa is still a long way from producing 
novels in Francolof from Ndakaru or in Abidjanese Briao, the emer-
gence of novels in pseudo-pidgin, as in the Nigerian Ken Saro–Wiwa’s 
first-person narratives, seems to confirm this progression towards 
creolization of the literary medium (see Chapter 5 below), alongside a 
revitalized African-language writing. In the Asmara Declaration at 
Eritrea in 2000, possibly the first conference of writers and scholars in 
African languages, the writers gathered there called on the African 
languages “to take on the challenge, responsibility and duty of speak-
ing as representatives of the continent.” If one compares the Asmara 
Declaration with the African Writers’ 1962 Conference, where it was 
agreed that African writers should “ look for an English translation 
approximating the original,” one must concede that, over a forty-year 
period, the ‘original’ has been given a chance over the ‘copy.’  
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E Decolonization at the Crossroads 
The promotion of African languages as official languages, lingua fran-
cas, media of instruction, curricular subjects and media of literary 
expression is part and parcel of a glottopolitical enterprise which is 
unfortunately still confined to education. Such an undertaking inevi-
tably brings out the political, non-linguistic aspect of language domi-
nation. Some issues concerning language are necessarily linguistic 
(e.g., the status of a lingua franca is primarily oral and does not de-
pend on government decisions), but not all such issues are linguistic. 
Indeed, some dialects have become dominant for politico-economic or 
even military rather than linguistic reasons. Also, to opt for the trans-
literation of a dominated language according to the orthographic rules 
of a dominant language rather than for its abstract, phonetic transcrip-
tion is a political rather than a linguistic act. Similarly, a language is 
not official in itself but as a result of political interference. Pierre Bour-
dieu and Luc Boltanski concur: “La langue officielle ne s’impose pas 
par sa seule force intrinsèque. C’est la politique qui lui donne ses 
limites géographiques, ses frontières tranchées que les frontières poli-
tiques font peu à peu exister.”99 Also, governments may opt for the 
political non-dominance of any single national language and have, as 
in Niger, eight languages – Hausa, Zarma, Fulfulde, Tamajak, Kanuri, 
Gourmantche, Toubou and Arabic – coexist and be allotted the same 
broadcasting time on “La Voix du Sahel.” The raison d’être for the 
domination of French and English is political and non-linguistic, for it 
has nothing to do with any allegedly inherent linguistic superiority of 
the European language over the African language, although some up-
holders of a decadent purism will advance obsolete arguments about 
linguistic superiority.  
 Writers like Senghor and Ngugi wa Thiong’o in his first phase, who 
evoke the conceptual poverty and limited potential of an African 
language for linguistic development or adaptation to modern realia, 
are regurgitating hackneyed political arguments and misusing linguis-
tics. Similarly, politicians who stress the inter-ethnic function of the 
European language and dwell on the ‘Babel’ aspect of the new African 
nation-state avail themselves of a political, extra-linguistic argument 
which results in the further estrangement of the majority of the popu-
lation, on both the linguistic and the political level. Indeed, a sacred, 

                     
99 Pierre Bourdieu & Luc Boltanski, “Le Fétichisme de la langue,” Actes de la 

Recherche en Sciences Sociales 4 (July 1975): 2–3. 
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elitist language like English can only lead to ethnic ghettoization, 
where its original mission was to triumph over tribal balkanization. 
Conversely, the promotion of African languages is, as already men-
tioned, politically dangerous because consciousness-raising, as Ngugi 
wa Thiong’o in his later phase came to realize. Along the same lines of 
thought, it could also be argued that the genre under scrutiny here – 
the novel – demands the use of a European language regardless of the 
writer’s ethno-linguistic background, just as, in the Middle Ages, 
Italian troubadours used (Provençal) French for their poetic narra-
tives.100 But this would be to ignore the hegemonic origins of such a 
discursive species as the novel on West African soil or, at least, its 
association with metropolitan culture. 
 Since language domination and glottophagia are of a political order 
and diglossia is a sociolinguistic phenomenon, it may be advanced 
that the europhone West African writer is functioning within a socio-
political context that influences the linguistics of the novel. As already 
observed, the writer who uses the European language makes a glotto-
political choice. By doing so, he acquiesces in the hegemonic function 
of the European language as langue de civilisation, langue de culture, 
langue de classe, official language and medium of instruction. That 
choice, however, was and still is determined by colonial and postcolo-
nial language-policies. Many writers, such as Ousmane Sembène, 
would argue that the choice was made for them by circumstances 
beyond their control and that they could only choose between writing 
in the European language or not writing at all. Viewed as a whole, the 
literary output of sub-Saharan Africa shows that, although that may 
have been true at some point, it is no longer valid now. Given the 
increased standardization of major African languages, europhone 
writers need not wait for governmental implementation of new 
language-policies: i.e. for political change, to switch to African-
language writing.  
 At present, both Sembène and Ngugi champion a return to the 
masses, to the dissemination of orature through video and film, and to 
the indigenous languages, Wolof and Kikuyu, among others. Al-
though they have gone about this quite differently, they both at some 
point partook in the hegemonic culture, as a necessary rite of passage. 
They both brokered the cultural transition between the old generation 

                     
100 See William F. Mackey, “Langue, dialecte et diglossie littéraire,“ in Di-

glossie et littérature, ed. Henri Giordan & Alain Ricard (Bordeaux–Talence: 
Maison des Sciences de l’Homme d’Aquitaine, 1976): 19–50. 
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and the new. Writing in African languages (including pidgins) thus 
seems to crown an evolutive process by which the European lan-
guage, with its inherent colonial and class assumptions, is rejected and 
demoted to the status of ‘foreign tongue’ or ‘associate national lan-
guage’ (see Chapter 6 below). But the time has not yet come when the 
contemporary West African writer will spontaneously embrace the 
European language as just another foreign tongue – he is standing at a 
crossroads, looking back on his accomplishments in the ex-colonizer’s 
language, yet intrigued or fascinated by ‘the road not taken’. He is, 
indeed, straddling two eras: a colonial past of glottophagia, and a 
future of promotion and full rehabilitation of his language(s). Both are 
reflected in the situation of diglossia mentioned earlier. Because the 
West African europhone writer is writing against a dual background 
of denigration and revitalization of his language(s), we may expect 
both dynamics to be at work in varying proportions in his work and, 
more precisely, through the act of indigenization. 
 It is against this dual background that indigenization must be un-
derstood. This makes indigenization a double-edged weapon, a tortu-
ous instrument of liberation. On the one hand, it appears as a valid 
strategy of decolonization which, incidentally, disproves Frantz Fanon’s 
dictum that “un homme qui possède le langage possède par contre-
coup le monde exprimé et impliqué par ce langage.”101 On the other 
hand, indigenization and its attendant methods help revitalize and 
recirculate a European language in need of syncretic transfusion. 
 It has been argued that European languages have played a major 
role in the formation of an African bureaucratic intelligentsia, which 
became a ‘mandarinate’, after the Mandarins of Imperial China or the 
Catholic clergy. Such a mandarinate retains its vitality by integrating 
intellectually superior members of the ‘lower classes’ and thereby 
skimming these of their potentially revolutionary counter-elite.102 It 
can be further argued that, by a similar process or simply by parono-
masia, the dominant language of the mandarinate retains its vitality in 
the europhone West African novel by incorporating the debris of the 
                     

101 Frantz Fanon, “Le noir et le langage,“ in Peau noire, masques blancs (Paris: 
Seuil, 1952): 14. Also as “The Negro and Language,” in Black Skin, White Masks, 
tr. Charles Lam Markmann (1967; London: Pluto, 1986): 18; “A man who has a 
language consequently possesses the world expressed and implied by that 
language.” 

102 For an elaboration of this point, see Pierre Van Den Berghe, “European 
Languages and Black Mandarins,” Transition 34 (December–January 1968): 
19–23. 
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dominated and auxiliary languages through indigenization. It thus 
appears that indigenization to some extent perpetuates glottophagia 
and, as such, may be seen as a punctual symptom of an era reaching 
from the 1960s to the end of the twentieth century. In subsequent 
chapters, we shall attempt to determine whether indigenization opens 
up an era of neo-glottophagia or whether it provides a temporary 
solution to an artistic problem. We shall further determine whether 
indigenization can be regarded as an intermediary stage between 
europhone and African-language writing, as we look underneath the 
palimpsest and beyond. 
 
 

 



 

 
 

 
Pidginization 
and Multilingual Strategies 

 
 
 

Me I no sabi grammar o, me and book no be one mama one papa. But 
God helep me. I know how di worl’ dey turn … 
— Ola Rotimi, Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again 

 
LTHOUGH A PIDGIN ARISES – at times in a matter of 
hours – whenever people speaking mutually unintelligible 
languages need to communicate, its stylistic ‘representation’ 

in literature is relatively recent and infrequent. The earliest literary 
samples of a pidgin English of a sort are to be found in Act IV of 
Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta and later in Defoe’s Colonel 
Jacques.1 In the West African europhone novel, such representation fol-
lowed a century after the first occurrences of pidgins in trade and 
colonial contacts. 
 The term ‘representation’ here refers to the synchronic enterprise of 
accounting for the presence of such auxiliary contact languages as the 
expanded English-derived pidgins and the more restricted French-
based Pitineg.2 Although the novelist uses synchronic modes of lin-
guistic representation, he departs from the current, oral usage of these 
pidgins in order to create, rather than represent, a certain vision of 
linguistic reality in West Africa. In this diachronic, essentially non-
                     

1 See Loreto Todd, Modern Englishes: Pidgins and Creoles (Oxford: Blackwell 
& London: André Deutsch, 1984): 30n7. 

2 In the geographical area under scrutiny we distinguish the following auxi-
liary languages: Senegalese Kryôl, the Aku creole of Bathurst, Guinean 
Crioulo, Freetown Krio, Liberian “Kwa’sai,” Kru English, Pitinègue, Fernando 
Po creole, the Gulf of Guinea Portuguese creoles, Pidgin English and Pidgin 
Hausa or Barikanci. See Pidginization and Creolization of Languages, ed. Dell 
Hymes (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1971): 516–17. Linguists have rejected the 
colonial terms ‘Petit nègre’ and ‘Petit français’, suggesting instead ‘pitinègue’ 
or ‘pitineg’. I have retained the latter usage. 

3 
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mimetic, practice, the writer elevates his representational, synchronic 
practice to forge a ‘pidginized’ artistic medium. I shall occasionally 
refer to the discrepancies between the two modes, but only a study in 
applied linguistics could account for variables in both modes. 
 Behind these attempts at creative representation of auxiliary lan-
guages in the europhone text, there is a will to decolonize the early 
colonial discourse by Africans and Europeans alike, a discourse that 
failed to reflect the actual language contact situation in West Africa. 
Although this study focuses on the analysis of langue as language-as-
system, it is important to bear in mind that ‘culture’3 informs lan-
guage, which reflexively creates and sustains it. Thus the conscious 
lack of linguistic differentiation in early europhone literature affirmed 
the primacy of the European target-language and, as a result, con-
veyed a eurocentric ‘culture’ or ideology best described as the colo-
nialist tyranny of linguistic homogeneity.4 
 The creative representation of pidgin English in West African 
novels constitutes a breach with that homogeneity, for it introduces 
the pidginized variant which, in marking the need for communication 
in the absence of a shared tongue, is the quintessential sign of life. As 
with all variants, however, it is also the site of discrimination, of 
hatred of the Other.5 But let us first briefly examine the genesis of pid-
ginization, which here refers to the sociolinguistic phenomenon result-
ing from languages in contact but will also be used to refer to the crea-
tive utilization of pidgin in novels. What follows is a brief outline of 
the history of pidgin in anglophone West Africa: i.e. Ghana and 
Nigeria. Pitineg will be discussed later in the chapter. 
 The origin of pidgins is a major focus of controversy among mod-
ern linguists but, despite such feuds, most agree that pidgins now 
have a unique place in the world family of languages. Polygenetic 
theories of origin for pidgins hold that each pidgin is genetically re-
lated to the corresponding standard (Indo-European) language, from 
which it diverged under the influence of a similar sociolinguistic situ-
ation. According to Robert Hall, pidgins appear by “spontaneous 

                     
3 For a non-essentialist, non-atavistic view of culture recognizing that usage 

(“the message event”) is the crucial condition and site of meaning, see Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and 
Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (London & New York: Routledge, 1989). 

4 Adapted from “the tyranny of homogeneity” by Daniel Izevbaye, “The 
State of Criticism in African Literature,” African Literature Today 7 (1975): 9. 

5 Louis–Jean Calvet, La Guerre des langues (Paris: Payot, 1987): 40–41. 
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generation” whenever and wherever the need for them arises and 
then evolve from creoles to ‘normal’ languages according to a “life-
cycle.”6 Studies in creolistics thus propound that, as De Camp puts it, 
“each pidgin or creole began as a sort of baby-talk used by masters, 
plantation owners, and merchants to communicate with their ser-
vants, slaves and customers.”7 The minimal use of pidgin being essen-
tially circumstantial and confined to the exiguous jargon often used 
between Europeans and their domestic servants,8 this theory at times 
reduces the contact situation to a “me Tarzan, you Jane!” prototype 
situation and makes pidgin into a makeshift language with a mini-
mum grammar characterized by a barbarous corruption of the stan-
dard language, the return to an archaic state, and the imitation of an 
imitation. 
 Opposed to the baby-talk hypothesis is the monogenetic theory, 
which posits a general pidgin(-creole) as a common ancestor that has 
developed distinct and mutually unintelligible varieties. The mono-
genetic theory of a common origin is supported by the fact that, for in-
stance, a word like ‘palaver’, which is very old pidgin from the Portu-
guese palavra, “recurs in pidgins as remote as the Orient, and among 
American Indians, and in all the Atlantic pidgins.”9 That common 
genetic ancestor of European-based pidgins could, according to Keith 
Whinnom, be traced to a proto-Portuguese, a Mediterranean version 
called Sabir, which is as old as the Crusades.10 The monogenetic theo-
ry, also called relexification theory,11 because of vocabulary replace-
ment from Portuguese to English, has been greeted with scepticism. 
Petr Zima and others find it difficult to believe that “an original con-
                     

6 Robert A. Hall, Jr., “The Life Cycle of Pidgin Languages,” Lingua 2 (1962): 
151–56. See also his Pidgin and Creole Languages (Ithaca NY: Cornell UP, 1966). 

7 David L. De Camp, “Introduction” to Pidginization and Creolization of Lan-
guages, ed. Hymes, 19. The “Introduction” also provides a useful synopsis of 
current theories on the origin of pidgins and creoles, and lists the works of 
their various adherents. 

8 For a discussion of this use in Nigeria, see Bernard O.W. Mafeni, “Nigerian 
Pidgin,” in The English Language in West Africa, ed. John Spencer (London: 
Longman, 1971): 95–96. 

9 Robert Wren, “Note on Pidgin English,” in Wren, Achebe’s World (Wash-
ington DC: Three Continents, 1980): 179. 

10 Keith Whinnom, “The Origins of the European-Based Creoles and Pid-
gins,” Orbis 14 (1965): 509–27. See also A.J. Naro, “A Study of the Origins of 
Pidginisation,” Language 54 (1978): 314–47. 

11 Loreto Todd, Modern Englishes: Pidgins and Creoles, 23. 
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tact language could be disseminated around the entire tropical zone, 
to peoples of widely differing language backgrounds, and still 
preserve a virtually complete identity of its grammatical structure 
whenever it took root, despite considerable changes in its phonology 
and virtually complete changes in its lexicon.”12 
 Both theories are reminiscent of theories of evolution à la Gobineau 
or Darwin. These propound, respectively, the polygenetic concept of 
human races created separately and developing unequally, and the 
monogenetic origin of species from simple one-celled organisms as 
well as of the human race from one single species, as Buffon argued in 
his Histoire naturelle. Monogeneticists like Derek Bickerton have thus 
been portrayed as evolutionist freaks studying pidgins and creoles as 
if they were Darwin’s Galápagos: ‘the missing link’.13 From the search 
for a common denominator underlying all these language varieties 
emerged the all-embracing “theory of language universals,” which 
argues that “pidgins and creoles are alike because, fundamentally, 
languages are alike, learning processes are alike and simplification 
techniques are alike.”14 
 Like Portuguese Sabir, pidgin English, formerly called “Wes-Kos” 
because of its dissemination along the West African coast, originated 
during the slave trade as a trade language between Europeans and 
West Africans as well as among Africans of various geographical and 
linguistic origins. From a ‘substratist’ viewpoint, Petr Zima contends 
that subsequent language-contact and interference between the base 
languages and their substrates and/or adstrates resulted in extended 
creole structures.15 Besides its intrinsic value, the ‘substrata’ hypo-
thesis has the additional merit of reconciling fundamental aspects of 
                     

12 Petr Zima, “The New Wave in Pidgin and Creole Studies,” Archiv Orien-
talni 55 (1987): 405. 

13 Claude Hagège, L’Homme de paroles: Contribution linguistique aux sciences 
humaines (Paris: Fayard, 1985): 41. See Derek Bickerton, “Pidginization and 
Creolization: Language Acquisition and Language Universals,” in Pidgin and 
Creole Linguistics, ed. Albert Valdman (Bloomington: U of Indiana P, 1977): 62. 

14 Loreto Todd, Modern Englishes: Pidgins and Creoles, 26. 
15 Zima, “The New Wave in Pidgin and Creole Studies,” 406. See also his 

article on “The Creolization of African Language Systems (The Case of Hausa 
in Salaga)” in Studien zur National-Sprachlichen Entwicklung in Afrika: sozio-
linguistische und sprachpolitische Probleme, ed. Siegmund Brauner & N.V. Ocho-
tina (Berlin: Akademie, 1982): 269–84. For a survey of pidgins and creoles 
written from a ‘moderate substratist’ point of view, see John Holm, Pidgins and 
Creoles (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988). 
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the polygenetic and monogenetic theories. Pidgin English or “Wes-
Kos” may thus be said to have arisen in West Africa in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries to facilitate trade and communication 
between the British and the Guinea Coast (slave) traders, as well as 
among African slaves and seamen of different linguistic backgrounds. 
The slave-traders did what the irate God of Genesis did: they sepa-
rated those with a common language, thereby wilfully sowing the 
seeds of linguistic discord. Unlike Krio, which is spoken by the Sierra 
Leone creoles, pidgin English has fewer native speakers along the 
West African coast. Although it is now the first language of a viable 
creole community, especially in the Delta areas of Nigeria, it continues 
to be used in limited contexts by both those who are conversant in 
English and those who are not. 
 Although pidgin16 is a wider code of communication among the 
various ethnic groups in Ghana and Nigeria than English, it is still 
associated with a half-literate subculture. This is especially the case in 
Ghana, where pidgin started off a hundred years or so ago as a con-
venient medium of communication among the Liberian dock-workers 
of Kroo (Kru) origin who had pitched camp in the port cities of the 
then Gold Coast but spoke neither the local languages nor idiomatic 
English. The linguist A.B.K. Dadzie argues that it was later redeemed 
in the 1950s from its ill-famed status by rebellious Ghanaian students 
for whom pidgin became a way of voicing their solidarity with the 
proletariat, thus providing an intellectual release from the imposition 
of a prestige language.17 Whereas pidgin is, according to Magnus 
Huber, moving away from its original state of hybridization in 
Ghana,18 Nigerian pidgin (hereafter NP) has more or less stabilized in 
Nigeria and has become so idiosyncratic that Nigerian linguists hesi-
tate to call it “a variety of English” because it depends on the habits of 
                     

16 ‘Pidgin’ will be used to refer more generally to WAP (West African 
Pidgin). When referring to pidgin in contemporary Nigeria, I shall use the 
most recent, prejudice-free label ẸnPi, or the more academic NP (Nigerian 
Pidgin) to refer to NPE (Nigerian Pidgin English). 

17 A.B.K. Dadzie, “Pidgin in Ghana: A Theoretical Consideration of Its 
Origin and Development,” LARES  3–5 (1981–83): 88–89. See also his later 
“Pidgin in Ghana: A Theoretical Consideration of Its Origin and Devel-
opment,“ in Mass Communication, Culture and Society in West Africa, ed. Frank 
Okwu Ugboajah (Munich: Hans Zell, 1985), 113–21. 

18 See, for instance, Magnus Huber, Ghanaian Pidgin English in its West Afri-
can Context: A Sociohistorical and Structural Analysis (Amsterdam & Philadel-
phia PA: John Benjamins, 1999).  
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the indigenous language for interpretation.19 Moreover, the minimal 
exposure that NP users have had to Nigerian Standard English (SE) 
tends to reduce the likelihood of influence from both SE substrate and 
superstrate.20 Since NP is not always intelligible to native speakers of 
English, linguists and sociolinguists in the 1980s concurred that, al-
though Atlantic pidgins and creoles borrow some of their word-stock 
from the European languages, they do not rely on the latter’s standard 
constructs and “are no more dialects or substandards of superposed, 
nonindigenous languages than English is of Latin or Greek.”21 In 
Ghana, however, pidgin’s especially inferior status and its historical 
cross-breeding with Kroo English, a highly conservative form of Eng-
lish-derived pidgin,22 may account in part for its early functional 
restriction to embellishment and its statistically infrequent or more 
episodic linguistic representation in Ghanaian novels, compared to 
their Nigerian counterparts. The difference in the role and status of 
pidgin in Ghana and Nigeria will surface again in our discussion of 
Ayi Kwei Armah in Chapter 4. 
 With paradigmatic reference to NP, I shall here examine the move-
ment towards the indigenization of the europhone text, from early 
colonial efforts at representing pidgin through a revisionist expansion 
of its primary functions to its creative albeit ambiguous postcolonial 
representation, later culminating in the sustained use of a pseudo-
pidgin in first-person narratives, which will be dealt with in Chapter 
5. As we move from one end of the spectrum to the other, we shall 
also notice a shift in the use and status of pidgin in novels from baby-
talk to ‘the tongue of the people’ or public patois on to the counter-
prestige language of modernity and, possibly, its transmutation into a 
creole. 
                     

19 Pidgin is traditionally believed to have an English-language base upon 
which are imposed features from indigenous languages. For a critique of this, 
see Abiodun Adetugbo, “Bilingualism and Language Contact in Nigeria,” 
Oduma Magazine 3.2 (December 1977): 13–21. On the influence of West African 
languages on Atlantic creoles, see Nicholas G. Faraclas, “Nigerian Pidgin and 
the Languages of Southern Nigeria [i.e. Obolo],” Journal of Pidgin and Creole 
Languages 3.2 (1988), 177–97. See also his seminal Nigerian Pidgin (London: 
Routledge, 1996). 

20 Faraclas, “Nigerian Pidgin and the Languages of Southern Nigeria,” 195. 
21 H.E. Newsum (Ikechukwu Okafor), Class, Language & Education: Class 

Struggle and Sociolinguistics in an African Situation (Trenton NJ : Africa World 
Press, 1990): 38. 

22 Hymes, ed. Pidginization and Creolization of Languages, 514. 
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 Except for eighteenth-century ecclesiastical works and the diary of 
Antera Duke, an Efik slave-trader, the history of NP as a literary 
medium is somewhat scanty.23 Most notable in this short history of 
pidgin was its colonial misrepresentation in folk-tales at the turn of 
the century. Such is the case with “Cunnie Rabbit, Mister Spider and 
the Other Beef [Animals]” (1903), told in the language used by the 
Temnes of the then protectorate of Sierra Leone. The transcribers of 
the folktale, Florence M. Cronise and H.W. Ward, described that lan-
guage as “a hopeless jumble of English and of African words,”24 there-
by revealing, as Hermese E. Roberts remarks in his foreword, “their 
ignorance of the lexical, phonological, grammatical and intonational 
components of the language they tried to (re)present.” Presumably, 
the transcribers also aimed at making pidgin palatable to metropolitan 
English consumption, a concession that contemporary West African 
novelists still make by retaining only the superficial features of pidgin 
and employing a larger percentage of English words in their writings. 
 In contradistinction to this early representation of pidgin in litera-
ture, Frank Aig–Imoukhuede’s poem “One Wife for One Man” shows 
that pidgin, on the eve of independence in Nigeria, can be used in de-
fiance of the literary establishment. The poet aims at bringing the lite-
rary work closer to popular speech and the community experience: 
 

I done try go church, I done go for court  1 
Dem all day talk about di “new culture“:  2 
Dem talk about “equality“, dem mention “divorce”  3 
Dem holler am so-tay my ear nearly cut;  4 

One wife be for one man.  5 
Jus’ tell me how one wife fit do one man,  6 
How man fit stay all time for him house  7 

                     
23 The diary of Antera Duke is contained in Daryll Forde’s Efik Traders of Old 

Calabar. See Albert Gérard, African Language Literatures, 262. Anna Barbag–
Stoll also mentions works like “Rev. Kerkvliet’s A Simple Catechism in Pidgin 
English, the translations of Mill Hill Brothers’ Mission, Joseph Plissoneau’s 
series of Gospel Books with commentaries, a catechism and a Bible history 
book (1926)” in Social and Linguistic History of Nigerian Pidgin English (Tübi-
ngen: Stauffenburg, 1983): 101. According to Reinecke’s Bibliography of Pidgins 
and Creoles, pidgin was not used for liturgical purposes, but Barbag–Stoll and 
Loreto Todd mention the anonymous “Story of Genesis,” written in Nigerian 
Pidgin English by an English district officer. 

24 See Florence M. Cronise & H.W. Ward, Cunnie Rabbit, Mister Spider and the 
Other Beef, foreword by Hermese E. Roberts (1903; Chicago: Afro-Am Press, 
1969): 31. 
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For time wen belleh done kommot.  8 
How many pickin, ‘self, one woman fit born  9 

Wen one wife be for one man?  10 
Suppose, self, say, na so-so woman your wife dey born  11 
Suppose your wife sabe book, no’sabe make chop  12 
Den, how you go tell man make ‘e no’ go out  13 
Sake of dis divorce? Bo, dis culture na waya O.  14 

Wen one wife be for one man.25  15 
 

Pidgin as a primarily spoken language is best suited for poems meant 
to be read aloud or, as we shall see, for the stage and the radio. In-
variably, the listener is a pidgin locutor, whereas the reader is a non-
pidgin locutor. A special symbiotic relationship is thus established 
between the oral text and the listener. Gabriel Okara remembers that, 
when read aloud, it is found to be “hilarious.”26 When the text is a 
written target-transcription of an oral message and a non-pidgin 
reader is on the receiving end, the relationship deteriorates somewhat 
into a perverse guessing game. 
 As Michael Thorpe noted,27 the general sense of this poem will pro-
bably be intelligible to any English-speaking reader, especially the 
‘liberal’ reader. Such a reader will deduce the correct meaning of 
words like “fit” (ll. 6, 7, 9: ‘can’, ‘be able to’) or “kommot” (l.8: ‘come 
out’, so that “wen belleh done kommot” means ‘when the belly begins 
to swell’, which suggests pregnancy). Such a reader may unravel cer-
tain short-hand derivatives like “no” to mean ‘doesn’t’ (l. 12) or “not” 
(l. 13); or even “make” in its standard sense (l. 12) or in its imperative 
sense (l. 13). But the unwary reader who conceives of NP as a restric-
ted variant of English may misconstrue “done” as a negation (rather 
than as the present-perfect indicator) and is likely to misunderstand 
such phrases as “so-so woman” (l. 11: ‘all girls’) or “sake of dis di-
vorce” (l. 14: ‘without getting a divorce’). Whereas the meaning of 
some expressions may be inferred from Portuguese or Spanish ety-
mons (l. 9: “pickin”< P: pequeno and l. 12: “sabe”< Sp: sabe), ex-
pressions of Nigerian origin like “waya O” (l. 14) may not be guessed. 

                     
25 In Modern Poetry from Africa, ed. Gerald Moore & Ulli Beier (Harmonds-

worth: Penguin, 1963): 128–29. Also in Ibadan Magazine (March 1960). 
26 Chantal Zabus, “Of Tortoise, Man and Language: Interview with Gabriel 

Okara” (Canterbury, Kent, U.K., August 1989), in Critical Approaches to Anthills 
of the Savannah, ed. Holger Ehling (Matatu 8; Amsterdam & Atlanta GA: 
Rodopi, 1991): 112. 

27 Michael Thorpe, “English in Nigeria,” Literary Half-Yearly 11.1 (1970): 46. 
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 The non-NP reader may assess his/her degree of comprehension 
by comparing the last stanza with its translation into Standard Nige-
rian English (SE):28  
 

Imagine your wife can only bear (all) girls 11 
Imagine your wife knows book (is educated) but does not  

know how to cook 12 
Then how can you tell a man he can’t go out  

(after other women) 13 
Without getting a divorce? Man, this culture is strange. 14 
When to one man, one wife. 15 

 

In “One Wife for One Man,” pidgin is the poetic medium for convey-
ing the anguish and consternation of the polygamous African con-
fronted with missionary teachings on the moral superiority of mono-
gamy. It is the articulation of a consciousness that survived the white 
man’s coming. This tragi-comic register was later to become a sharp 
tool for writers crafting politics from the grassroots. It became the 
poetic voice of the masses disillusioned with the neocolonial elite and 
a polemical instrument with which to gauge the social distress and 
unrest in Nigeria.29 Significantly, pidgin poetry now increasingly 
reaches print in newspapers rather than in literary journals, and, as 
Ezenwa–Ohaeto put it, “the writers in Pidgin are not operating 
under academic constraints but out of choice.”30 
 
 
A Joyce Cary: “Crocodile Writing” and Pidginization 
It is against the early misrepresentation (deliberate or by default) of 
pidgin and its postcolonial heralding as “the tongue of the people“ 
                     

28 See The Empire Writes Back, 8. The authors distinguish “between the ‘stan-
dard’ British English inherited from the empire and the english which the 
language has become in post-colonial countries.” Although one may consider 
“Nigerian english” as a language wrought from the central imperial SE , sub-
versions of which occur without such extreme lexical and synctatical varia-
tions as pidgin, we shall here have SE and “Nigerian english” coincide on the 
grounds that they are both dominant in Nigeria. I shall use the phrase 
“Standard Nigerian English,” which, in its morphology and hegemony, is 
close to Standard British or American English or SE . 

29 See Ken Saro–Wiwa, “Dis Nigeria Sef,” in Songs in a Time of War (Lagos: 
Saros International, 1985). 

30 Ezenwa–Ohaeto, “Pidgin Literature, Criticism and Communication,“ 
Critical Theory and African Literature Today, 19 (1994): 49.  
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that Joyce Cary’s work must be understood. Cary made the earliest 
stylistic use of pidgin in his best-known ‘African’ novel, Mister Johnson 
(1939), confining its use to dialogue and, curiously enough, to solilo-
quies and afterthoughts. After being the medium of those folkloric 
“other beef,” pidgin was thrust into the mouth of Mister Johnson, a 
young half-literate third-class filing clerk on probation at Fada Station 
in the Hausa-speaking part of Bauchi and Gongola in Northern Nige-
ria in the 1930s. 
 Mister Johnson is perceived by the local Hausa population as “a 
stranger [...] from the South,”31 whose ethnic group Cary did not care 
to identify. Mister Johnson is thus, in many ways, an exile like the un-
happy and devoted clerk exiled in Borgu after whom his portrait was 
partly drawn, and like Cary himself. As a coastal Nigerian, Mister 
Johnson speaks pidgin with Ajali, “a light-coloured Southerner” (18). 
Yet, as a pidgin locutor, he can switch effortlessly to “good English” (a 
close approximation of Standard Nigerian English or SE) when ad-
dressing the District Officer – “but in the clipped accent of one using a 
foreign tongue” (25) – or when addressing the local authority, the 
Waziri, “for a greater effect” (39). But he falls back pitifully on “Cook’s 
English” (77) when caught clumsily trying to steal from the safe. In 
this particular instance, pidgin accompanies a fall from grace. 
 The use of two or more linguistic varieties in the same conversation 
or interaction is a bilingual strategy that has been identified as code-
switching.32 Code-switching here takes place between SE, with its 
authoritative connotations, the indigenous language, and pidgin, asso-
ciated with semi-literacy. Code-switching is quite common, even 
among participants in the same social arena. Far from being a mono-
lingual bumbling fool, Mister Johnson, through code-switching, estab-
lishes the fact that he is, like most West Africans, a polyglot. 
 Code-switching thus helps us understand why Cary in his treat-
ment of pidgin has been charged with inconsistency. Michael Echeruo 
remarks that the first sentence Johnson addresses to Bamu, the village 
belle – “What a pretty girl you are” (3) is “too idiomatic to be in char-

                     
31 Joyce Cary, Mister Johnson (1939; London: Michael Joseph & Harmonds-

worth: Penguin, 1985): 32. Further page references are in the main text (where 
necessary, with “MJ”). 

32 See Carol Meyers Scotton & William Ury, “Bilingual Strategies: The Social 
Functions of Code-Switching,” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 
13 (1977): 5. See also Carol Meyers Scotton’s later book, Social Motivations for 
Code-Switching. Evidence from Africa (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993). 
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acter,” and he unhesitatingly attributes to Johnson the misuse of the 
adverb in the next sentence – “Oh you are too pretty,” which should 
read “very” or “so.”33 What is recorded in correct English should not 
necessarily be construed as inconsistent artistry on Cary’s part. First, 
Johnson may very well have code-switched from SE to NP but, and 
this is more likely, the lapse from English to pidgin may correspond to 
Johnson’s code-switching from Hausa, which is here recorded in SE 
according to a tacitly accepted practice among African writers. Such a 
practice arguably prescribes the use of the dominant or elaborated 
code in rendering the dominated or restricted code. 
 Johnson has been in Fada for six months and speaks or, rather, 
patters Hausa with the local people, who know neither English nor 
pidgin. It is indeed very likely that the compliment that Johnson calls 
out – “What a pretty girl you are” – to his mavourneen, who “no talk 
English too good” (106), is in Hausa, whereas “Oh you are too pretty” 
is an afterthought that he is addressing to himself in pidgin, for, 
throughout the book, pidgin is the histrionic language of Johnson’s 
soliloquies. The novel abounds with instances when Hausa, the lan-
guage of the local people at (Na)Fada, is recorded in English, the lan-
guage of narration. For instance, Bamu’s Hausa reads: “Don’t be silly. 
I know how to get married” (45). Similarly, the Waziri’s cheeky state-
ment – “if there happened to be any complaint against you, I could 
take care of that too” (38) – and even his supercilious fourteen-year-
old boy’s “drawling Hausa” (36) are recorded in beautifully modu-
lated English. Because English and Hausa, when recorded, look alike, 
only an authorial comment can signal a character’s code-switch, as 
when Johnson vents his frustrations “in English” after Falla’s and 
Bamu’s exchange in Hausa (121). The bilingual strategy of code-
switching thus explains what Echeruo has construed as an inconsis-
tency in Cary’s artistry. In that respect, Johnson adumbrates later char-
acters in Nigerian writing who speak pidgin, not in default of but in 
addition to speaking English. This makes Cary a ground-breaker in 
rendering not only NP but the attendant strategy of code-switching as 
well as language stratification in West Africa. 
 Although Cary may have exaggerated the English substratum of 
NP as a concession to his metropolitan audience, he is likely to have 
recorded the recently acquired pidgin he himself had to rely on as an 

                     
33 Michael Echeruo, “Introduction” to Mister Johnson (1939; London: Long-

man, 1975): xxxi. Note that this recurs in, for example, “De men like to sing too 
much” (164) and “Oh, Sargy, I take care of everything too well” (152). 
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Assistant District Officer, for Cary reportedly failed his Hausa lan-
guage examination in 1917 and could hardly speak the language.34 In 
his evaluation of colonialist or “crocodile” writing, Obiechina labels 
Mister Johnson’s pidgin “a babu-type English”35 that Cary would 
have carved out for the circumstance to denote the demi-évolué’s poor 
approximation of the Englishman’s language. Here Obiechina is prob-
ably referring to “Babu English,” a rudimentary pidgin employed 
during the period of British rule in India.36 This “babu-type English” is 
in fact a pidgin imported from Southern (coastal) Nigeria in the 1930s, 
which was later to merge with pidgin Hausa or Barikanci. As such, it 
exhibits few characteristics of modern Ẹnpi. A statement like “i give 
you plenty money” (39) to mean ‘I will give you plenty of money’ 
may well have been recorded as it was spoken or, more likely, as Cary 
perceived it to be spoken, as a deviation from SE rather than as it 
would be in a recent Ẹnpi version like “À gò gív yù mòni bo(r)ku,” 
bo[r]ku being favoured over plénti, which is in Ẹnpi a verb expressing 
plurality. The fact that Mister Johnson’s lingo exhibits few charac-
teristics of modern Enpi may, then, be historically justified. 
 This theory, with its polygenetic overtones, seems to be verified in 
the already mentioned diary which Antera Duke, an Efik slave-trader, 
wrote in pidgin at the end of the eighteenth century. As Daryll Forde 
puts it, the pidgin of the diary appears as “a jargon which was mainly 
English in vocabulary although the constructions were often modelled 
on those of Ibibio.”37 The entry for 3 July 1785 reads thus:  
 

about 6 am aqua Landing with fine morning so I go down for Landing 
after 10 clock wee go chop for Egbo young house Liverpool Hall and 
after 12 clock Day wee see news ship mat com & com till his will not 
com heer Did go to Commrown so Duke say berry well may go way 
plase.38 

 

Daryll Forde translated this excerpt as follows:  
                     

34 See Abdul R. JanMohamed, Manichean Aesthetics: The Politics of Literature 
in Colonial Africa (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1983): 20. 

35 Emmanuel N. Obiechina, “Language” in Obiechina, Culture, Tradition and 
Society in the West African Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1975): 188. 

36 Also called “Hobson-Jobson” or “Chhi-Chhi.” See Hymes, ed. Pidginiza-
tion and Creolization of Languages, 520. See also Hugo Schuchardt, “Das Indo-
Englische,” Englische Studien 15 (1891): 286–305. 

37 Daryll Forde, “Introduction” to Efik Traders of Old Calabar: Containing the 
Diary of Antera Duke, ed. Forde (London: Dawsons of Pall Mall, 1968): viii.  

38 Antera Duke, Diary, ed. Forde, 81. 
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About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning, so I go down to the 
Landing. After 10 a.m. we go chop (have a meal) at Egbo Young’s 
house “Liverpool Hall” and after twelve noon the new ship’s mate 
comes to tell us that he will not come here but go to the Cameroons. So 
Duke says, “very well, go away please.”39 

 

The diary entries are indeed recorded in a pidgin in a state of hybrid-
ization such as the one Cary recorded in the Hausa-speaking part of 
Bauchi and Gongola, a century or so later. 
 What Cary’s pseudo-pidgin does share with its modern counter-
part, however, is the symptomatic tinge of “levity.” It is, in fact, used 
in the humorous soliloquies and jaunty songs40 modulated by John-
son, the “fool chile” who revels away the time with drums and smug-
gled gin. This levity inevitably conjures up the legions of mattoids 
created by colonial writers and the many portrayals of “natives” with 
their innately jolly disposition. 
 Mr Johnson’s cheerfulness may call to mind the Bushmen’s “chear-
ful” disposition in John Barrow’s Account of Travels into the Interior of 
Southern Africa in the Years 1797 and 1798 (London, 1801). Also, Cary’s 
composite portrayal of both Mr Johnson’s candid naivety and his 
propensity to steal and kill may conjure up both Romantic and Vic-
torian portrayals. It could, indeed, recall, on the one hand, the patron-
izing antislavery depictions of Africans as noble savages living in 
pastoral freedom and, on the other, the nineteenth-century vision of 
an African continent possessed by a demonic ‘darkness’ or barbarism. 
Cary’s novel cannot help but be tainted by similar depictions pullulat-
ing in earlier popular novels, in which boys are invariably given the 
colonial attributes of acedia: shiftlessness, sloth, torpor, dog-like devo-
tion, stupidity, laziness, superstition, and childlike craft.41 The double 
heritage of levity and barbaric primitivism inevitably adds its mite to 
Cary’s allegedly reductive statements about Africans. 
                     

39 Antera Duke, Diary, ed. Forde, 29. 
40 Compare Johnson’s songs in Pidgin (MJ, for example, 41–42 & 148–49) 

with his road-songs in SE  (e.g., 173–74, 201 & 242–43), which are meant to be 
in Hausa. Note that the songs Mister Johnson sings, such as “I got a lil girl, she 
roun like de worl,” are “local song(s) with [Johnson’s] own improvements” 
(22). 

41 In, respectively, Lady Dorothy Mills’s The Dark Gods (1925), 59; Daphne 
Muir’s A Virtuous Woman (1929), 3–4, and Cynthia Stockley’s Three Farms 
(1929), 20. Quoted and commented on by André Viola in “Conrad et les 
autres: Les écueils du langage dans Cœur des Ténèbres,” Cycnos 2 (1985–86): 91–
102. 
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 In his study of Cary’s “racial romance,” Abdul JanMohamed re-
marks that Mister Johnson’s characterization is based on his “‘innate’ 
predisposition to be a hand-clapping, singing, child-like buffoon […] 
and his adamant desire to become an English gentleman (which 
makes him the object of satire).”42 Analogical associations with ani-
mals and metonymic reduction supposedly guided Cary in his por-
trayal of Nigerians as a dawdling crowd of languid “pagans” dozing 
in the sun “as motionless as lizards” (62) and gazing either “with 
amusement and awe” (44) or with “infinite boredom and disgusted 
resignation” (29). One should not omit the somewhat grotesque rendi-
tion of the drums accompanying the bridegroom’s dance as “Poom-
poom-peroompty-poopety-poom. Tarraty, tattarary, tatty, tattararatty, 
poom” (49), which painfully evokes the heavy fanfare drums of mili-
tary regiments. However, one should point out that Cary meant the 
novel to be a satire of colonial life. Most characters fall prey to Cary’s 
caustic wit and sarcasm: the colonial wife, Celia, whose ecstatic shrills 
are quickly followed by depressive sighs about the African scene; or 
Tring, the zealous A.D.O. who rushes home by the next boat “to give 
lantern lectures on ‘A New Life for the African Delinquent’” (157). 
Metonymic reductions thus affect all characters alike. It is because of 
the ambivalence of Cary’s discourse that his rendering of pidgin has 
been seen as part and parcel of a colonialist strategy aimed at estab-
lishing a captious equation between the ‘baby-talk’ of Mister Johnson 
and his putatively infantile mind. 
 Along similar lines of thought, Cary’s pidgin could then be said to 
represent, as Tony Obilade argues with regard to Defoe’s use of Vir-
ginian pidgin in Colonel Jacques, “a subjective characterization of its 
speaker as a linguistically incompetent and (possibly) a racially infer-
ior individual.”43 It is true, as we know from the incoherent mumb-
lings of Amerindians in Hollywood westerns, that a contact language 
may be used to connote linguistic incompetence and, by extension, 
racial inferiority. In the case of Joyce Cary, Mister Johnson may be 
labelled racially reductive – although this remains highly controver-
                     

42 Abdul JanMohamed, Manichean Aesthetics, 40. 
43 As an example, Tony Obilade quotes: “All those Natives, and also those of 

Africa, when they learn English, they always add Es at the end of Words 
where we use one, and make the accent upon them as makèè, takèè, and the 
like” in Daniel Defoe, Further Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1796; Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1927): 76; Obilade, “The Stylistic Function of Pidgin English in Afri-
can Literature: Achebe and Soyinka,” Research in African Literatures 9.3 (Winter 
1978): 434.  



     Pidginization and Multilingual Strategies 65 

sial44 – because of his portrayal of Johnson as a hyperemotional, irra-
tional yet cunning, childlike being who breaks into hysteria and 
trance-like dance at the slightest provocation. Conversely, it cannot be 
called racially reductive because of Cary’s recording of NP. In fact, this 
seemingly hypocoristic treatment of NP pertains to a more complex 
discourse which encompasses Cary’s Irishness and his own ambi-
guous relationship to the English language, which, in turn, may ex-
plain his crafty concern with mastery over idiom. Cary has meticu-
lously phoneticized a character’s idiolect, whether it is Johnson’s 
Hausa-informed pidgin or the truculent old coaster Sergeant Gollup’s 
jovial colloquial English. It is evident in the following passage, where 
Johnson and Gollup, who both use the phrase “I’gree for you” (155, for 
example), pour out their secret thoughts during a drinking session:  
 

[Johnson:] “Oh, sah, I tink [Bobby, Gollup’s eldest son] be a general 
with a gold sword; I tink he be duke all some prince stan’ beside de 
king at pallement, marry dem princess.”  

But Gollup, in a loud sing-song voice, is saying at the same time, 
“Damn all the brass ‘ats – Bobby’ll stick to ‘is regiment, or I’ll know the 
reason w’y. That’s real life. That is, not a lot of bits and pieces. I’d 
sooner see ‘im dead than doing that prance – sucking up to the million-
aires and the noospapers. We get too much of that already, yess. That’s 
wot’s the trouble with Old England. You can’t ‘ave guts and money – 
they don’t go in the same bag. (135–36) 

 

Such attempts are akin to many other writers’ efforts at rendering lin-
guistic differentiation through phonetics. Such is the case with the 
Australian Tom Collins a.k.a. Joseph Furphy in Such is Life (1903), 
which abounds with representations of various registers of English, as 
befits the language-contact situation in Australia at the onset of the 
past century: 
 

British: 
“‘Useter ‘ev a ‘oss Oi’d ketch hany weares. ‘Wo, Bob]’ ‘n’ ‘ud stan’ 
loike a statoot t’oi ‘d ketch ‘e (animal), ‘n git outer ‘im in’ shove me 
huntheth ‘osses in ‘e yaad, ‘n’ ketch wich (one) Oi want!” 

                     
44 See my “On Allegations Against ‘Alligator’ Writing: Heart of Darkness and 

Mister Johnson,“ in Shades of Empire: Studies in Colonial and Post-Colonial 
Literature, eds. Theo d’Haen & C.C. Barfoot (Amsterdam & Atlanta GA: 
Rodopi, 1993): 117-145. 
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German: 
“‘Dis scall pe mine period mit der sentry-vatch. Dot molestation to 
you-zelluf solitary vill pe, unt von apology ver despicable iss to me 
require ass der consequence. Ach Gott!!’” 

Chinese: 
“‘Ah-pang-sen-lo! Missa Collins! Sen-lo! Tlee-po’ week, me plullyliah, 
all li; nek time, you plully-liah, all li; Missa Smyte talkee you bimeby! 
Hak-i-long-see-ho’.”45 

 
Just as Furphy’s efforts were commendable. in that he consciously de-
parted from the refined ‘literary’ English of earlier Australian writers 
like Henry Kingsley, Joyce Cary’s experiments with linguistic repres-
entation are quite bold, for these were relatively uncommon in the 
literature of England at the time,46 let alone in contemporaneous Afri-
can literature in English. 
 It is thus fair to assume that Cary did not use pidgin to connote 
linguistic incompetence as an index to racial inferiority but to repres-
ent linguistic stratification. Presented as baby-talk or a botched aspect 
of second-language acquisition, pidgin is to be examined in situ, in the 
state of hybridization it had reached in Nigeria in the 1930s.47 It is only 
in bad faith that Cary’s phonetic treatment of pidgin can be subsumed 
under his supposed elaboration on the African-as-emotional-child for-
mula.48 Cary also points to NP as a normal component of the linguistic 
repertoire of the mixed immigrant populations that reside in the 
                     

45 Tom Collins (Joseph Furphy), Such is Life: Being Certain Extracts from the 
Diary of Tom Collins (1903; Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1944): 175, 337, 248. 

46 In Commonwealth Writers Overseas, ed. Alastair Niven (Brussels: Didier, 
1976): 128. 

47 See Charles A. Ferguson & C.E. De Bose, “Simplified Registers, Broken 
Language and Pidginization,” in Pidgin and Creole Linguistics, ed. Albert Vald-
man (Bloomington: U of Indiana P, 1977): 99–128. They distinguish between 
the first phase, which is identified as “simplification” or “baby-talk,” and the 
second phase assimilated to a “broken language”: i.e. the imperfect approxi-
mation of the standard language. 

48 For a diametrically opposed view to JanMohamed’s position, see William 
Boyd in his “Introduction” to the 1985 Penguin re-issue of Mister Johnson. 
Cary’s “insight into the mind of the African” is said to avoid “sentiment, con-
descension or paternalistic complacency” (1). He stresses the “all-inclusive-
ness” of Cary’s portrait; “Johnson is too diverse, too prodigal an individual to 
be pinned down by any racial stereotyping. Indeed, his race is – paradoxical 
though it may seem – quite irrelevant” (3). 
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“sabon gari” of Northern Nigerian urban centres and to its potential 
role as the interlingua of coastal West Africans. 
 Obiechina’s critique of Mister Johnson as a colonialist or “crocodile” 
writer extends to the Sierra Leonean William Conton’s The African 
(1960). The African may be labelled ‘colonial(ist)’ in its Victorian prose 
but not, as Obiechina argues again, because the protagonist Kisimi 
Kamara stops short his driver Kwaku’s “feeble effort at speaking 
Pidgin.”49 Obiechina interprets Kisimi’s use of the phrase “Broken 
English” as reflecting his “prejudice against it in favour of standard 
English.”50 But Kisimi does not favour English; his reprimand and his 
injunction to his driver to stop speaking pidgin and to “speak your 
own language” (165) must instead be understood in the light of his 
anti-Western scheme to reject the white man’s tongue and master “at 
least two of the six major Songhai languages” (114) and, later on, 
Bantu (194). Far from being disparaging, Kisimi had this to say earlier 
on about pidgin to his British friends:  
 

You know, it is fascinating to study the way in which your language 
has proved itself adaptable alike to the needs of different peoples, of 
different social classes, and of different periods of history. In Africa, for 
example, […] we have put its flexibility to good use. There is an 
interesting form of “pidgin English” spoken all along the coast. (93) 

 

In an interview, Willie Conton mentions that Kisimi Camara does not 
know whether Kwaku, a fellow-Sierra Leonean, speaks Krio, a lan-
guage to which, in Conton’s words, “you revert in cases of great sad-
ness or great happiness”: 
 

My idea then was to stop Kwaku from using a language that was 
neither his mother tongue nor the official tongue of the country and 
choose one of these other two – either Krio or English. I feel that pidgin 
should be left for foreigners (in an ethnic rather than national sense) 
just like I would not expect two Wolofs to speak pidgin French to each 
other.51 

 

When Kisimi advocates the learning of “two of the six major Songhai 
languages,” the author says he has projected himself into Kisimi and 
                     

49 William Conton, The African (London: Heinemann, 1960), 190. Hereafter 
cited in the text. 

50 E.N. Obiechina, “Language,” in Obiechina, Culture, Tradition and Society in 
the West African Novel, 192. 

51 Chantal Zabus, informal interview with William Conton, Cambridge Uni-
versity, July 1990. 
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that he himself strongly encourages Africans to learn and speak in-
digenous languages: “I considered inserting Krio at the time I was 
writing The African but in the 1960s there was no standardized spell-
ing. But if there had been a stable orthography, I would have used it 
for Kisimi Camara.”52 As a result, pidgin in The African is talked about 
rather than incorporated into the texture of the text. 
 What distinguishes Cary’s (and to some extent Conton’s) treatment 
of pidgin from that of more recent African writers is in the multiplicity 
and specificity of pidgin’s present functions in the West African euro-
phone novel. Although Cary’s treatment of pidgin is powerfully but-
tressed by his love of social and individual lects, it nevertheless 
remains functionally monolithic. The multi-functional treatment of 
pidgin in the post-realist generation of West African writers ‘revises’ 
its earlier, monolithic use, and therefore conveys “a hidden polemic” 
that purports to erode “the tyranny of linguistic homogeneity.”53 I 
now propose to examine these revisionist functions in representative 
works by contemporary West African (more particularly: Nigerian) 
writers, and the stylistic effects on their writing of the sociolinguistic 
phenomenon of pidginization. 
 
 
B Beyond the Levity of Pidgin: Ekwensi’s Jagua Nana 
The succinct phrase which Achebe used in A Man of the People (1964)– 
“the levity of Pidgin”54 – best illustrates the pervasive role of pidgin as 
an indicator of humour in and outside of fiction. Although pidgin is 
not inherently comical or farcical, it has been and still is associated 
with a certain jocularity and is consequently used for popular humour 
and entertainment programmes on the Nigerian and Ghanaian radio 
and television, and by some columnists or cartoonists in weeklies, 
such as the rubric “Life with Walkabout” in the Lagos Weekend or 
“Super Mugu Yaro” in Accra’s Sensitive Joy.55 The most popular TV 
drama series in Nigeria include “The Village Headmaster,” “Masque-
                     

52 Zabus, “[Informal] Interview with William Conton.” 
53 The words in quotation marks are borrowed from Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 

“The Blackness of Blackness: A Critique of the Sign and the Signifying 
Monkey” in Black Literature and Literary Theory, ed. Gates (New York & Lon-
don: Methuen, 1984): 290.  

54 Chinua Achebe, A Man of the People (London: Heinemann, 1964): 99. 
55 See Rebecca Nogieru Agheyisi, “Linguistic Implications of the Changing 

Role of Nigerian Pidgin English,” English World-Wide 5.2 (1984): 212.  
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rade,” “Hotel de Jordan” and “My Pikin, Friday,” all of which are 
broadcast nationwide. “Join the Bandwagon,” “I Salute Una,” “Mek 
We Go Farm,” “Alias Chop-Chop” and the like are on the radio. 
 The levity of pidgin stems from its association with a semi-literate 
subculture whose philosophy has been articulated in what was called 
Onitsha Market literature. Yet, as we shall see, NP is statistically inci-
dental to that literature. Popular pamphleteering originated at the end of 
the Second World War in Onitsha, then a booming educational and 
commercial centre of the Eastern Region of Nigeria, before being gutted 
by the Civil War (1966–70). These chapbooks on fictitious or factual sub-
jects addressed the post-war class of semi-literates as far afield as Ghana 
and the Cameroons. Such pamphlets artfully combined the Horatian 
tenets of didacticism and delight by providing guidance and advice on 
economic prosperity, marriage and love to Nigerians hit by the disquiet-
ing impact of urbanization and westernization. Originally an outgrowth 
of imported Indian pamphlets and popular Victorian magazine fiction, 
it was gradually shaped, as Obiechina informs us, by the traditional 
folktale, the degree of the audience’s training in English literature, Chris-
tian education, the newspapers, and the racy commercial films sensa-
tionalizing Western values.56 
 The chapbook authors addressed a large cross-section of the poly-
glot readership which, although proficient in several Nigerian lan-
guages, had elementary-school education and was not always conver-
sant in English. As to the pamphleteers, as Harold Reeves Collins 
aptly remarks, they were “very careful to stick to what they [thought] 
of as Standard English.”57 Given the low or mediocre level of pro-
ficiency in Standard Nigerian English of both writer and audience, one 
may be surprised by the unexpectedly restricted use of pidgin as well 
as its low frequency-rate. Yet pidgin is often juxtaposed with a felici-
tous and robust “new English” for farcical effect. 
 In most Onitsha chapbooks, the primary function of pidgin is to 
characterize and ridicule semi-literate characters, as in the oft-quoted 
scene VI  of Ogali A. Ogali’s play Veronica My Daughter, in which Chief 

                     
56 E.N. Obiechina, “Introduction” to Onitsha Market Literature (London: 

Heinemann, 1972): 19–22. For a complete listing of over 1,500 entries between 
the 1940s and 1980s, see Peter Hogg & Ilse Sternberg, Market Literature from 
Nigeria: A Checklist (Wetherby, West Yorkshire: The British Library, 1990).  

57 Harold Reeves Collins, The New English of the Onitsha Chapbooks (Papers in 
International Studies, Africa Series 1; Athens: Ohio University Center for Inter-
national Studies Africa Program, 1968): 16.  
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Jombo’s pidgin is used in contradistinction to the ‘proper’ English of 
Veronica and Paulina:  
 

B O M B E R  B I L L Y :  Look here! Are you promoltigating your exorditation or 
articulating superficial sentimentality and amicable 
philosophical observation? Beware of platitudeness and 
ponderosity and learn to respect my intergrity.  

C H I E F  J O M B O :  Hear! Hear! (he claps his hands and laughs) I hear you! 
Talkam, my pikin for dem moth don close.  
(Later to Paulina, his wife) … Misisi! You don come again 
for that your big grammarian. Just now, my brother him 
friend pikin cam close una moth with big big gram-
marian way big pass your own. By the way, wetin be 
“p-o-ss-i-b-i-li-ty”? You think say I no fit talk one like 
“possibilism.”  

P A U L I N A :  Do not murder the English language for there is nothing 
like “possibilism.”58 

 

Whereas Paulina’s evocation of murder recalls Rex Harrison’s refer-
ence to “the cold blooded murder of the English tongue” in George 
Cukor’s My Fair Lady, the hypercorrect bombast of Bomber Billy re-
calls that of the précieux, fin-de siècle public writer, best embodied in 
ex-teacher Royasin a.k.a. “Ade Royanson, esq. Public Letter Writer 
and Notary, Friend of the Illiterate, Advocate of the Oppressed” in the 
Nigerian satirist T.M. Aluko’s One Man, One Wife (1959).59 That Chief 
Jombo construes these bombastic statements as “a big big grammarian 
way” surpassing Paulina’s correct English makes pidgin the medium 
of naive stupidity and levity. Not surprisingly, Onitsha Market litera-
ture gave way to a cheap literature catering for the masses in a melli-
fluous, ostentatious English of middling quality, whereas pidgin 
literature went a separate, more arduous way, as testified by the as yet 
tiny but buoyant corpus of writing in NP. 
 It is as an Onitsha Market pamphleteer that Cyprian Ekwensi 
started his literary apprenticeship. Whereas his fellow-writers were 
striving for literariness, Ekwensi expanded on the “levity of Pidgin” 
and went beyond its unbecoming jocularity to comment and reflect on 
                     

58 Ogali A. Ogali, Veronica My Daughter and Other Onitsha Market Plays & 
Stories, ed. Reinhard W. Sander & Peter K. Ayers (Washington DC: Three Con-
tinents, 1980): 160.  

59 See Royanson’s two letters written in “his characteristic bombastic Eng-
lish” in T.M. Aluko, One Man, One Wife (London: Heinemann, 1959): 63–65, 
93–95.  
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the fraudulent frivolity of trumpery Lagos urbanites. Among the 
coastal urban centres like Accra, Calabar and Port Harcourt with their 
heterogeneous populations, Lagos imposed itself as the prototype of 
the African evil metropolis which drains the villages of their able-
bodied, rural folk and where city-slickers corrupt and defile the pas-
toral ingénue. 
 Ekwensi is the first novelist to present Lagos as the locus of de-
bauchery. In his early chronicles of urban life, which are largely in-
formed by his debut as an Onitsha popular pamphleteer, Lagos emer-
ges as a linguistic crucible seething with pidgin-speaking characters. 
Pidgin, which was the main language in which Mister Johnson would 
address Nigerian Southerners, here becomes the lingua franca of 
materialistic and ambitious characters caught in the whirlpool of mod-
ernity. They are proficient in their native tongue and in one or several 
other Nigerian languages, as well as in NP, which is not yet a first 
language in Lagos. 
 In People of the City (1954), often erroneously labelled “the first novel 
in English by a West African,”60 Ekwensi makes timid use of a brand 
of pidgin. Except for Amusa Sango, a crime reporter for the West 
African Sensation and a dance-band leader at the All Language Club, 
who speaks Standard Nigerian English (hereafter SE), the city-dwel-
lers speak for the most part a ‘broken’ lingo which is assimilated to 
NP. Consider the exchange that follows some haggling between the 
Yoruba realtor Lajide and the Syrio-Lebanese trader Zamil, who, as a 
rule, speaks “rapid Arabic” with his Nigerian-born sister Suad:  
 

He said: “Zamil, how you enjoy the new house? Perhaps some of your 
brothers, they want fine place like that, eh? I got a new house for sale!  

Zamil’s manner changed. “You have a house for sale? I been look-
ing for a house for one of my brothers!”61 

 

This pseudo-pidgin, which is more accurately described as ‘broken 
English’: that is, the unsystematic use of strings of English words, is 
used by both the Yoruba-born Lajide and a first-generation immigrant 
like Zamil whose native tongue is Arabic and whose ‘broken’ English 
displays the features of a poorly acquired second language. What both 

                     
60 E.E. Obeng is the first English-speaking West African to have published a 

full-length novel, Eighteenpence (1943). But writing in English in West Africa 
begins as early as 1789 with the publication of Olaudah Equiano’s Autobio-
graphy.  

61 Cyprian Ekwensi, People of the City (1954; London: Heinemann, 1963): 71–72.  
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Zamil and Lajide use in their limited but routine interaction is not 
‘pidgin proper’ but possibly what Rebecca Agheyisi has called “inter-
language PE [pidgin English].”62 Yet it is improbable that Zamil 
should speak such an advanced variety of interlanguage NP. That this 
lingo comes closer to a substandard version of English than to NP 
may be due to two factors. First, both registers tend to merge in the 
linguistic melting-pot of Lagos. Robert Hall had already observed in 
the late 1960s that West African pidgin English is "gradually being 
assimilated to somewhat substandard English in the large towns such 
as Lagos, but still survives in country regions as a lingua franca 
among different African tribes.”63 Second – and this is more likely – 
Ekwensi has substituted what he conceives of as typical surface lin-
guistic features of NP for SE equivalents (e.g., ‘I been’ for ‘I have 
been’). It will thus not always be easy to determine whether an author 
is recording a ‘depidginized’ urban pidgin or whether he is failing to 
record NP with its deep structure. 
 This difficulty in assessing Ekwensi’s handling of NP decreases 
when the use of pidgin is not auxiliary, as in the above exchange, but 
is a character’s main mode of communication, which defines that char-
acter as a ‘pidgin personality’. Such is the case with Jagua Nana in 
Ekwensi’s novel of that name (1961). 
 Jagua Nana, the first full-fledged pidgin creation in West African 
fiction, is a glamorous prostitute and kind-hearted sugar-mummy. 
Her first rebuke to her lover, Freddie, is in a pseudo-NP fleshed out 
by some of its deep grammatical features:  
 

“Nothin’ is impossible, Freddie! You mus’ have hope. I know how you 
wan’ to go study in England. By de help of God, you mus’ go. You 
better pass many who done go and come. You be clever boy, and your 
brain open. You young, too. You know what you doin’. You serious 
with your work. Yes! Government kin give you scholarship. If dem don’ 
give you, den we must try pull togedder to sen’ you.”64 

 

                     
62 Rebecca N. Agheyisi, “Linguistic Implications of the Changing Role of 

Nigerian Pidgin English,” 223. As already remarked in Chapter 1, note 7, the 
term ‘interlanguage’ is from Larry Selinker in International Review of Applied 
Linguistics 10.2 (May 1972): 209–31. See also her article “The Standardization of 
Nigerian Pidgin English,“ English World-Wide 9 (1988), 227–41. 

63 Robert A. Hall, Jr., Pidgin and Creole Languages (Ithaca NY: Cornell UP, 
1966): 9–10.  

64 Cyprian Ekwensi, Jagua Nana (London: Heinemann, 1961): 8 (my emphasis). 
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In contrast to Zamil’s speech, the use of the present-perfect ‘done’, the 
West African language-based comparative ‘pass’ (Ẹnpi: pas) and the 
third-person personal pronoun ‘dem’ (dèm) indicate that Ekwensi is 
using some of the deep features of Ẹnpi. But he uses ‘know’ instead of 
‘sabi’ and ‘kin’ (can) instead of the more common ‘fit’; ‘who’ instead of 
wé; “By de help of God” instead of the Ẹnpi phrase “Bai God pawa.” 
Such un-Ẹnpi expressions as ‘don’’ to negate a verb as well as the 
generally English syntax show that Ekwensi is concerned here with 
retaining only the superficial elements of NP. Jagua’s highly angli-
cized NP is implausible, since only bilingual locutors of both SE and 
NP are capable of such interferences from SE. Ekwensi may have 
retained the ‘feel’ of NP but not its deep structure, possibly as a con-
cession to a non-pidgin audience. Or he may have imposed on an 
uneducated65 character an educated variant of NP, the one he himself 
relies on. One may further speculate that, had Jagua told her own 
story in the first person, she would have retained the deep structure of 
pidgin along with Igbo and Yoruba interferences. Also, had Jagua 
Nana been an Onitsha Market chapbook warning young women about 
the wiles and guiles of city-slickers, Jagua’s pidgin would have been 
used in a more limited fashion or eclipsed by a mock-hypercorrect 
form of English. 
 In Nigerian poetry by male authors, a pseudo-pidgin is used, as in 
Ezenwa–Ohaeto’s poem “Na Money Make Fine Soup,“ to convey the 
materialistic leanings of women in search of potential husbands: 
 

You wan make I enter your car 
You wan I enter your house 
You make I enter your room 
You wan make I lie for your bed 
You wan make I remove my cloth 
My friend remember say 
Na money cook fine soup.66 

 

As the last line indicates, the quality of the soup and, we may specu-
late, of the sexual services the woman will eventually provide, very 
much depends on the money the “friend“ will be bringing in. Al-
                     

65 Note that, throughout this study, ‘educated’ and ‘uneducated’ characters 
refer to people with, without, or with little exposure to Western-oriented lite-
racy, respectively.  

66 Ezenwa–Ohaeto, I Wan Bi President (Enugu: Delta, 1988): 45. This fine 
critic and poet, sadly no longer with us, kindly provided me with a copy of 
his collection of poems in 1989.  
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though the woman in this poem is not a prostitute, the Pidgin words 
that Ezenwa–Ohaeto, Chaucer-like, allows his Nigerian Wife of Bath 
to utter identify her as a mercantile trader in goods and sex and con-
firm the “levity of Pidgin.” 
 In third-person narratives, as in poetry, it is often difficult to deter-
mine whether the erosion of pidgin is attributable to the author’s ig-
norance of the language, to his effort at making pidgin palatable for 
metropolitan English consumption, to the character’s alienation from 
his/her speech community, or to the gradual assimilation of pidgin to 
a substandard variety in metropolitan centres such as Lagos. Yet one 
should note that ‘decreolization’ only occurs when the pidgin or 
creole is the native tongue of the locutor. One thing is sure, however: 
the stereotyped functions of NP constitute only a minor subset and, as 
the main language of the protagonist, it fills the interstices in the 
mother-tongue/other-tongue cleavage. 
 In Jagua Nana, the mother tongue is a source of embarrassment: 
 

Like Freddie [Jagua] was an Ibo from Eastern Nigeria, but when she 
spoke to him she always used pidgin English, because living in Lagos 
city they did not want too many embarrassing reminders of clan or 
custom.67 

 

With other members of her ethnic group, Jagua uses pidgin, as in the 
dramatic exchange with her brother Fonso, who has come to Lagos 
from his village to announce their father’s approaching death. In cur-
rent oral usage in dyadic relations, brother and sister would have 
spoken about their dying father in Igbo, which, in an English-lan-
guage narrative, would have been scripturally rendered in SE. We 
may suspect that, although Ekwensi knows this, he is writing under 
the spell of his ‘pidgin’ creation to the extent of trivializing the inci-
dent.68 That he wrote his novel in ten days during the winter of 1961 in 
Britain may explain his mesmerization with his pidgin creation. 
 Although NP is here the language of urban integration, Jagua’s 
‘pidgin personality’ extends beyond the confines of Lagos. At the end 
of the novel, when Jagua has returned to the village life in Ogabu, she 
and Rosa are said to speak “rapidly in Ibo now that they were in 

                     
67 Ekwensi, Jagua Nana, 5. 
68 B.I. Chukwukere remarks on this “touch of triviality” in “The Problem of 

Language in African Creative Writing,” African Literature Today 3 (1968): 24. See 
also Dem-Say: Interviews with Eight Nigerian Writers, ed. Bernth Lindfors et al. 
(Austin TX: African and Afro-American Studies & Research Center, 1974): 33.  
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Iboland” (182), but, in the last anguished exchange with her mother 
after the death of her first child, Jagua speaks in the same staccato 
manner she used to converse with her shady fellow-glamourites in the 
“super sex market” of the Lagos Tropicana Club. Although Ekwensi 
may be accused of inappropriately using NP, he may also be suggest-
ing that Jagua’s inappropriate use of NP, either in a rural or in an 
urban setting, with an interlocutor who speaks the same ethnic lan-
guage (e.g., Freddie, Fonso, Rosa – e.g., 38, 86), reflects both her suc-
cessful integration into the urban milieu and her alienation from her 
original linguistic community. 
 Ekwensi has thus established NP as the curious prestige language 
of this demi-monde of urbanized loafers and prostitutes who have 
paced their lives according to the city bustle and to the beats of Afri-
can highlife and who have estranged themselves from these “embar-
rassing reminders of clan or custom.” Yet the actual prestige language, 
in the novel as in the social structure, remains SE, which is the mono-
poly of the Lagos intellectuals who attend British Council lectures. It is 
also that of politicians, who, among themselves, “talk grammatically” 
(115, 140). As remarked earlier, SE is also used, according to a tacitly 
established literary tradition in West African novels, to record the 
original African language, as in Jagua’s electioneering speech in Yoru-
ba (145) and Uncle Namme’s conversations in Igbo (77).  However, SE 
has a minor function in the novel; what emerges clearly is the role of 
NP as a prestige language of a sort. By presenting NP in this new 
function and by making Jagua a ‘pidgin personality’ who is also com-
petently trilingual, Ekwensi makes Cary’s Mister Johnson look like the 
Tutuolan “Incomplete Gentleman” who has to return his borrowed 
body to his creditors. Although Mister Johnson is more literate than 
Jagua, the latter’s proficiency in NP, Igbo, and Yoruba confirms Cary’s 
protagonist as an embryonic ‘pidgin personality’ in the making. 
 Of these languages – SE, NP, Igbo and Yoruba – NP is the only 
register of communication to have a truly inter-ethnic function in both 
the text and the context, which here refract one another, as it were. We 
can catch a glimpse of its future role as the lingua franca of coastal 
West Africans, when we consider Jagua’s rival, Nancy Oll, whose 
parents originally came from Sierra Leone. As Danielle Bonneau has 
aptly remarked, Nancy consistently communicates with her Igbo hus-
band in pidgin, even after she has completed her studies in England. 
One can surmise that their children will probably speak pidgin at 
home, and that, if Jagua had children, their native tongue would be 
pidgin as well. In that respect, Bonneau contends that “c’est dans ce 
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type de situation qu’on peut voir l’amorce d’un processus de créolisa-
tion, voire de ‘nativisation’,” basing her prophecy on Hall’s definition: 
“A Creole language arises when a Pidgin becomes the native language 
of a speech-community.”69 This is the case in Nigeria at the turn of the 
second millennium, since first-language users of NP, mainly children 
of mixed urban families, have been attested particularly in the Delta 
cities of Warri, Sapele and Port Harcourt in Bendel and Rivers States, 
respectively.70 Unsurprisingly, Nicholas Faraclas described it in 1996 
as “the most widely spoken language in the country.“71The creoliza-
tion of pidgins inchoated in fiction not only reflects but also antici-
pates the sociolinguistic reality, fiction being here not mimetic but 
essentially proleptic. Such early creolizing pidgins or ‘basilects’72 in-
volve an extralinguistic deculturation–acculturation process. In this 
respect, Jagua Nana is poised between deculturation and acculturation, 
between filiation to the African indigenous tongue and affiliation to a 
communally owned creole.  
 
 
C Pidgin in Stasis: The Nigerian Illiterati 
By creating a more substantial ‘pidgin personality’ than Cary’s ines-
sential straw man, Cyprian Ekwensi revised the “levity of Pidgin” 
established by colonial and Onitsha Market literature, and put pidgin 
to new uses. In Jagua Nana, NP is used not as a deviation but as a 
register different from SE and thus as the prestige language of urban 

                     
69 Danielle Bonneau, “Le Pidgin English comme moyen d’expression litté-
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integration. It is also used in its identificative and disidentificative 
functions and in its communicative function in inter-ethnic and intra-
ethnic interactions, and thus as a potential lingua franca, which hints 
at the ‘unfinished plot’ aspect of the pidgin–creole continuum. With 
the increased plurality of the functions of pidgin in novels, we observe 
a gradual shift of focus in some functions; for instance, pidgin’s dis-
identificative function, as in Jagua’s rejection of those “embarrassing 
reminders of clan and custom,” has been refined to accommodate the 
corrupt politician Nanga’s detribalization through pidgin in Achebe’s 
A Man of the People (1960). We are thus moving away from the bud-
ding pidgin personality in Mister Johnson and the fully-fledged pidgin 
personality of Jagua Nana, in that the ‘pidgin personality’ becomes 
only one facet of a fictional character.  
 Pidgin has decidedly evolved from a trade language to become a 
buoyant currency. It will first fare as a public patois, a sermo vulgaris of 
a kind, and then level off at that value for some time before it hits a 
high. Whether it is in plays, on radio and television programmes, 
pidgin is invariably associated with semi-literacy in the European lan-
guage. Similarly, in fiction it continues to be associated with a half-
literate subculture and with either low-life or low-income characters 
who stand comparison with the illiterati or idiotae of Western Euro-
pean medieval culture, to take an example we know well among 
world cultures. Because these idiotae did not know Latin, which was 
always learned through reading and writing, they were indocti or 
rustici, country bumpkins who communicated in vulgar Latin, a lan-
guage which was ‘low’ because not learned through written gramma-
tical rules.73 In this respect, the overall status of pidgin is thus com-
parable to that of vulgar Latin. That low-Latin pidgins got further 
creolized into Senghor’s langue de culture predicts a tumultuous future 
for NP and most Atlantic creoles, as can already be observed from the 
emergence of Ẹnpi in vivo as the de-stigmatized mother tongue of 
some Nigerian locutors and in vitro as the medium of first-person 
narratives (see Chapter 5 below). 
 The developed pidgin personalities in the Nigerian novel (and in 
the West African europhone novel) are thus, for the most part, idiotae 
who have had little or no formal education and have not mastered the 
dominant idiom, Standard Nigerian English or SE. In other words, 
they speak pidgin because they do not speak SE. These are the low-life 
and low-income characters who people the West African urban scene, 

                     
73 See Walter J. Ong, “Orality, Literacy and Medieval Textualization,” 7.  
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both in drama and in fiction: prostitutes, city-slickers, gangsters, stal-
warts, bole-kaja thugs, passenger touts and petty traders. In responding 
in 1994 to Omoifo’s warning that the use of pidgin entails sliding into 
the world-view of the man in the street or the girl next door, Ezenwa–
Ohaeto retorted that the implication would be that “the world-view of 
the man in the street or the girl next door is banal and pedestrian,“74 
which is seldom the case in Nigerian fiction. 
 Following in the wake of Ekwensi and Onitsha Market pamph-
leteers, popular fiction tends to confirm the role of pidgin as an index 
to the social status of a character and its association with a semi-
literate urban subculture. In Joseph Mangut’s Have Mercy (1982), NP is 
the language of cab-drivers, of salespeople, of the prostitutes at 
Madam Ladi’s bar, and of “the Black Devils of Urock Town,” a gang 
of criminals reminiscent of other nefarious ‘pidgin’ outlaws like Den-
nis Odoma in Jagua Nana.75 At one point, Madam Ladi vociferously 
kicks a kobo-less young man out of her brothel in an ‘interlanguage’ 
urban pidgin verging on substandard English:  
 

“This no be place wey you go come sitdon like idol de drive my cus-
tomers away,” she barked. “This place only if you know say you go 
put your hand well-well into your pocket before you go come drink 
not to de come beg-beg.” She paused to adjust her wig. “Make I tell 
you this days self people like you no go fit enter here because you de 
cause me trouble and go slow. You go come with your empty pocket 
kwana-kwana get one bottle, then you go start to put ye for my sisters 
and spoil them market.”76 

 

This could be the rendition of a depidginized pidgin which would be 
part of an unbroken post-creole spectrum: that is, an expanded pidgin 
“modified […] in the direction of the status variety of the language, 
SE.”77 Yet this medium is more likely to be Mangut’s half-baked 
version of a Lègos pidgin sociolect, as shown by the most un-NP verb 
‘know’ (usually sabi) and preposition ‘into’ (usually fo). Characteristi-
cally, the spelling (e.g., ‘them’ instead of dèm, ‘make’ instead of mék) 
follows SE rules; this is relatively common, since no West African 
author thus far has adopted the NP spelling propounded by linguists. 

                     
74 Ezenwa–Ohaeto, “Pidgin Literature, Criticism & Communication,“ 49.  
75 Joseph Mangut, Have Mercy (London: Macmillan Pacesetter, 1982): 24, 11. 
76 Mangut, Have Mercy, 8. 
77 Loreto Todd, Modern Englishes: Pidgins and Creoles, 17. 



     Pidginization and Multilingual Strategies 79 

 Later in Have Mercy, one of Madam Ladi’s “sisters,” Patience, sur-
prises the protagonist by speaking SE when he later meets her in 
Urock. “Their brief association,” we are told, “had given him the im-
pression that she spoke pidgin English but she certainly didn’t now” (64; 
my emphasis). When she later poses as a kept woman in a luxurious 
flat, she declares: “So now you see I am top class. I no longer speak 
pidgin” (68; my emphasis), and she sticks to SE until her true identity 
is revealed: she is not a prostitute but Inspector Miriam of the Crimi-
nal Investigation Office. The switch of Patience alias Inspector Miriam 
from her former status as a prostitute to that of a “top class” kept 
woman corresponds to her code-switching from NP to SE. Mangut 
thereby clearly confirms the stylistic function of pidgin as a social indi-
cator of one’s status in life and as a barometer measuring one’s ex-
posure to literacy. 
 Besides being an index to low life, pidgin is also the medium of 
low-income characters like salespeople, cab-drivers, houseboys, stew-
ards and messengers. Thus the messenger Mathias and the waiters at 
the Hotel Exelsior in Wole Soyinka’s The Interpreters (1965) communi-
cate in NP. Similarly, in Chinua Achebe’s A Man of the People, both the 
“one-eyed stalwart” and the gateman at the hospital address the 
Honourable Chief Nanga in NP, for they are not proficient in the more 
prestigious language, namely SE.78 
 The use of pidgin in both comedies and tragedies79 tends to confirm 
pidgin as the common currency among low-life or low-income charac-
ters. In Ola Rotimi’s satirical comedy Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again 
(1977), educated characters speak SE whereas uneducated or semi-lite-
rate characters speak NP or, rather, and paradoxically, a pidginized 
slang spoken by Ife students. Liza, the Kenyan American-trained 
medical doctor, uses a very sophisticated English which Mama Rashida, 
a seller of chickens whom she has just introduced to the capitalistic 
jargon of Supply and Demand, does not always grasp. Similarly, Alhaji 
Mustafa, a dignified Muslim elder, uses SE, whereas Lejoka-Brown, 
Liza’s husband, appropriately switches codes according to circum-
stances. He invariably uses NP to address his servant Polycarp, who 
does not understand SE: “When your Papa wan go latrine, he go take 

                     
78 Achebe, A Man of the People, 16, 36, 116–17. 
79 Although pidgin is restricted to comedies, a tragedy like John Pepper 

Clark’s Ozidi (1965) has one dialogue in pseudo-pidgin, when Ozidi’s personal 
attendant addresses his master in scene 3 of Act I I I : “Massa, papa kuku leaf 
shed for market sef?”; Ozidi (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1966): 66. 
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shokoto put for my ash, he carry damask agbada cover body, take cap 
knock for head finish, there he come butu dey shit for International 
Airport?”80 But he consistently addresses Liza, his wife by law, and his 
other wives by native custom in a colourful, mercurial English inter-
spersed with Yoruba and Arabic phrases, locutions and interjections 
translated in a glossary. Madam Ajanaku, an honourable but unedu-
cated delegate of the Market Women’s Union uses (pseudo-)NP only: 
“me I no sabi grammar o, me and book no be one-mama-one-papa. 
But God helep me. I know how di worl’ dey turn and me too I sabi 
turn am, gaan. So when I talk, I know wetin I dey talk.”81 
 Fictional characters who are proficient, yet do not feel comfortable 
using SE, often lapse into NP. For instance, the young customs official 
who fails to write a receipt intently tells the wholesome young univer-
sity-trained Obi Okonkwo at the beginning of No Longer at Ease that “I 
can be able to reduce it to two pounds for you.” Sensing a discomfort 
with SE, he hurriedly rephrases the redundant ‘I can be able to ...’ into 
NP: “I fit do it, but you no get government receipt.”82 
 Characters who moved from the village to an urban centre use 
pidgin as a medium of interethnic communication. Most of the time, 
these rustici are uneducated, low-income people like the stewards and 
houseboys employed by the British colonial administrators or by the 
urban, westernized indigenous elite. Pidgin, also called “Kitchen-Eng-
lish,” is their common currency. Thus John Nwodika, the steward to 
Captain Winterbottom in Achebe’s Arrow of God (1974) “switched over 
to English (i.e. pidgin) for the benefit of Clarke’s steward who came in 
just then and did not speak Ibo.”83 The cook in A Man of the People also 
speaks pidgin (NP) because, as Anna Barbag-Stoll has appropriately 
remarked, he may have come from a different ethnic group and may 
speak a different language.84 He is addressed in pidgin because he is 
not expected to understand SE. Pidgin thus serves the dual communi-
cative functions propounded by monogenetic and polygenetic theor-
eticians on the origins of pidgins (cf. Chapter 2): pidgin’s inter-ethnic 
function among West Africans of different linguistic backgrounds 

                     
80 Ola Rotimi, Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1977): 
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(mostly in an urban setting), and its hypocoristic function in power-
relationships between West Africans and Europeans. 
 The hypocoristic function of pidgin as ‘baby-talk’ in West African 
fiction may be traced to the first contacts between the European 
traders, who had neither the interest nor the training required to learn 
an African language, and the Africans, who soon appreciated the 
importance of acquiring a trade language. NP interactions between 
Europeans and West Africans in the postcolonial novel can thus be 
considered as an elaboration of these first contacts. Mrs Meers, the 
White Madam in Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood (1979), set in 
pre-World War II Lagos, is said to be “speaking Pidgin English” to her 
servants. Nnaife, her Igbo washerman, asks in pseudo-pidgin why her 
husband suddenly decided to return to England: “Why ‘im de go Eng-
land? ’Im be no fight-fight man. Why, Madam?” Emecheta comments 
that “his [Nnaife’s] knowledge of English was limited, and Mrs. Meers 
knew and thanked her stars for that because she did not want to have 
to answer many questions.”85 Likewise, the Englishman Mr Smith in 
Kofi Awoonor’s This Earth, My Brother (1971) addresses his Ghanaian 
steward boy, Seidu, in pidgin (except for a statement in SE which he 
addresses partly to himself) and Seidu answers in pidgin: 
 

— Seidu!  
— Sah! 
— Where dey cook?  
— Ah no know, sah. Look lak igo for im jolley house.  
— That’s what they are. They can’t let their whoring women alone. 

What chop he make?  
— Lamb chop, sah.  
— Make table, Seidu.86 

 

The un-pidgin use of ‘where’ instead of husplès and ‘know’ instead of 
sabi indicates either that Ghanaian pidgin in its ‘kitchen-English’ form 
has not evolved in the way NP did for reasons set out at the beginning 
of this chapter or that Awoonor’s knowledge of pidgin is limited. As 
we shall see, linguists will often take writers to task for lacking the 
proper training in the stylistic rendering of West African pidgins. 
 Pidgin is perceived as ‘the tongue of the people’, baby-talk or “bush 
talk” not only by the white masters but also by the westernized in-
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digenous elite. More generally, pidgin is perceived as a sermo vulgaris 
of a kind by most educated characters, who practise it in limited con-
texts. Conversely, pidgin appears as a prestige language or “the white 
man’s tongue” to uneducated or semi-literate characters who confuse 
it with SE. To these rustici, the prestige of pidgin is enhanced if the 
locutor is an urbanite or a “big man” with a white man’s position. 
Thus the policemen in Achebe’s Arrow of God, before addressing the 
villagers in Igbo, are said to confer “in the white man’s tongue [i.e. 
pidgin] to the great admiration of the villagers”:  
 

“Sometine na dat two porson we cross for road,” said the corporal. 
“Sometine na dem,” said his companion. “But we no go return back jus 
like dat. Al dis waka wey we waka come here no fit go for nating.” 
(154)  

 

Pidgin does not always have an interethnic function and can thus 
estrange one or several individuals, as any foreign language can. 
Juxtaposed with Igbo, whose scriptural equivalent is SE, pidgin looks 
like a “fractured and half-digested English,” which invalidates the 
villagers’ admiration and turns them into naive onlookers.87 
 Once the villager has mastered pidgin, it is often at the expense of 
the traditional art of conversation and the skilful use of proverbs. 
Christian in I.N.C. Aniebo’s The Journey Within (1978) marvels at his 
friend Nelson’s artful use of proverbs and reflects that “only people 
who have just come from the village use many proverbs. But they 
soon forget it all and start speaking Onitsha or pidgin.”88 To Nelson’s 
wife, Ejiaka, the pidgin words will always remain “heavy and foreign 
on her tongue” (44), even in the ‘pidgin’ crucible of Port Harcourt. But 
to most, the suave prestige of pidgin outweighs its strangeness, and its 
ethnic neutrality makes it at times preferable to any other West Afri-
can language. Boniface in A Man of the People is said to have “arrived 
in our village a few years before from no one knows where. He didn’t 
even speak our language at the time. He does now, but still prefers 
Pidgin” (147). 
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 This complex interlingua grows best in linguistic crucibles where 
people speaking mutually unintelligible languages coalesce: that is, in 
the metropolis. Pidgin has thus developed an as yet tiny arsenal of 
maxims and urban saws, which complement the original proverbs or 
stand on their own. Achebe’s narrator in No Longer At Ease (1967) tells 
us that  
 

Ibo people, in their fair-mindedness, have devised a proverb which 
says that it is not right to ask a man with elephantiasis of the scrotum 
to take on smallpox as well, when thousands of other people have not 
had even their share of small diseases. No doubt it is not right. But it 
happens. “Na so dis world be,” they say. (90) 

 

Achebe uses a similar device at the conclusion of A Man of the People. 
The traditional “common saying that a man could only be sure of 
what he had put away safely in his gut” is corroborated by its pidgin 
counterpart: “‘You chop, me self I chop, palaver finish’” (167), to mean 
‘to each his own’. Buchi Emecheta’s Lagos grasscutters in The Joys of 
Motherhood (1979) have a saying: “‘Na government work, ino dey 
finish’: it is government work, it can never come to an end” (172). 
 Whether it comes before or after the English aphorism, pidgin is 
being invested timidly with a flavour distinct from SE, with a new 
authority and legitimacy that make it increasingly the language of 
modernity, “the language ever more suited to the times.”89 This brief 
overview of fiction, however, confirms that the linguistic behaviour of 
the pidgin locutor continues to be looked down on. Pidgin is persis-
tently stigmatized as the idiolect of these urban illiterati, whereas Stan-
dard Nigerian English remains, in life as in fiction, the linguistic 
standard set by the glottopolitcal situation and, more precisely, by the 
education system, which has always acted as a yardstick for formal 
social acceptability. Although we may note, among some Nigerian 
novelists, a growing refinement of concern in revising the earlier use 
of NP, the latter is entrapped in stasis, as if the circulation of such a 
fluid medium had been stopped. As a result, pidgin remains an 
‘auxiliary’ language into which a character slides, slips, lapses, as in a 
fall from a higher register.  
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D Acts of Identity and Code-Switching 
 ‘Over the Ragged Fence’ 
 

Whether Christopher spoke good or ‘broken’ English depended on 
what he was saying, where he was saying it, to whom and how he 
wanted to say it. Of course that was to some extent true of most edu-
cated people on Saturday nights. But Christopher was rather outstand-
ing in thus coming to terms with a double heritage.  
— Chinua Achebe, No Longer At Ease (100) 

 

Christopher’s double heritage translates into the use of two registers, 
NP and SE, both of which he handles with equal ease. The shift from 
one to the other is, in the best of circumstances, smooth and carefully 
controlled, and rests with the locutor’s conscious decision. Thus, the 
Oba in Adaora L. Ulasi’s mystery novel The Man from Sagamu (1978) 
knows “exactly to whom to use the proper form of English and to 
whom to use Pidgin English.”90 However, such shifts are not always 
the result of conscious decision-making; a lot of other extra-linguistic 
factors may be at work. 
 Literary code-switching: i.e. the use of two or more linguistic vari-
eties in the same interaction in literature, is best observable in stage 
dialogue. As a case in point, the seedy underworld of thugs, touts and 
demoted drivers in Soyinka’s The Road (1965) is propitious to agile 
code-switching between English, Yoruba and NP.91 The latter is used 
by the unemployed, indolent truck-drivers loitering around Profes-
sor’s “Aksident Store.” In Part One, Samson switches codes from 
agrammatical, substandard English to NP, which Salubi acknowl-
edges by reciprocating in the use of the new code. But Samson imme-
diately switches back to formal English, thereby redefining the inter-
action in the power arena. His switch to English may therefore be 
interpreted as a bid for authority, which Salubi, by replying in pidgin, 
chooses not to acknowledge.92 Later in the mimicry scene, whose 
staging was inspired by the lampooning tradition of Yoruba Apidan 
                     

90 Adaora Lily Ulasi, The Man from Sagamu (Glasgow: Collins/Fontana, 
1978): 55.  

91 Oyin Ogunba ignores the theory of code-switching and therefore advances 
the idea of a “transition from the local African language through précieux English 
to pidgin on to “a real language of the people” yet to be developed; Ogunba, The 
Movement of Transition (Ibadan: Ibadan UP, 1975): 162–63.  

92 Wole Soyinka, The Road in Collected Plays I  (Oxford & New York: Oxford 
UP, 1973): 152–53. 



     Pidginization and Multilingual Strategies 85 

theatre, Samson plays the role of the plenipotentiary African million-
aire, the mock-“support[er] [of] culture” (154), and uses English to 
match his megalomania, whereas Salubi, in the role of the meek 
servant and chauffeur, uses pidgin. Samson lapses into Yoruba when 
he asks Salubi to sing his praise – “E sa mi” (155); he later shifts to 
pidgin when he resumes his function as a “boma-boy” and then to 
English when “reverting to his role” (155). Code-switching in Profes-
sor’s presence helps establish the latter’s authority and charisma. 
Characteristically, throughout the play, Professor speaks English, the 
language of position and power in Nigeria. His eloquent use of Eng-
lish keeps his employees at bay and in reverential awe of the Power of 
the Word or logos, the Yoruba Asẹ. When Professor comes in, intent 
upon discovering the Word or Ọrọ, Samson, Salubi and Kotonu all use 
SE and continue to do so after Professor’s departure. It is only when 
the aura of Professor’s charismatic presence is dispelled that Salubi 
switches back to NP. 
 Code-switching between related registers at times has the air of in-
consistent artistry, as in this passage from Soyinka’s The Trials of 
Brother Jero (1964): 
 

Tell our wives not to give us trouble. And give us money to have a 
happy home. Give us money to satisfy our daily necessities. Make you no 
forget those of us who dey struggle daily. Those who be clerk today, 
make them Chief Clerk tomorrow. […] If we dey walka today, give us 
our own bicycle tomorrow. Those who have bicycle today, they will 
ride their own car tomorrow.93 

 

About this passage, Gerald Moore has remarked that a phrase like 
‘Satisfy our daily necessities’ sounds unduly ponderous, whereas the 
circumlocution ‘those of us who’ seems unlikely in the present con-
text; he concludes that such clumsiness denotes Soyinka’s “insecurity 
in shaping the pidgin dialogue.”94 Although it is true that, throughout 
The Trials, Soyinka nimbly mixes cosmetically modified English with 
an educated interlingual variety of NP, Moore seems to turn up his 
nose at the West African speaker’s habit of alternating between two 
registers and, as is appropriate in the above context, of inserting 
verbatim snippets from Christian liturgy. However, it will often be 
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difficult to distinguish code-switching from the writer’s insecure 
handling of a language like NP. 
 In The Road, pidgin is infiltrated by Yoruba and English, which find 
their topographic corollaries in the palm-wine shack and the steeple, 
respectively. The ideological pull between the two corresponds to the 
discursive pull between mother tongue and other tongue. As a symbol 
of the “hybrid margin,”95 pidgin is the subversive lect of the illiterati. 
To speak pidgin is to speak over the “ragged fence” (The Road, 151) 
which separates both worlds but which, in its shagginess, is the 
‘mending wall’ between the inflated rhetoric of Professor and his neo-
colonial acolytes and the linguistic juju of the palm-wine shack. 
 In both plays and novels, as Cary’s cautious handling of code-
switching has already made clear, the locutor can be the master of 
several registers, pidgin being only one of them. Such locutors speak 
‘over the ragged fence’ and switch back and forth between both 
worlds – that of the steeple and that of the palm-wine shack. West 
African novelists increasingly depict situations in which the native 
locutor speaks pidgin, not in default of SE, as was the case with the 
illiterati and the Lagos underworld coterie, but side by side with SE. 
Pidgin is elevated to the status of a legitimate register worthy of rival-
ling SE. In the process, the pidgin personality who had the deceptive 
appearance of the Tutuolan “Incomplete Gentleman” becomes a vest-
ment that the locutor can put on and off, according to circumstances. 
 When the role of pidgin is not communicative, it is identificative or 
disidentificative. In other words, the locutor speaks pidgin not only to 
be understood but also to convey something extralinguistic. A char-
acter’s utterance in a novel may therefore be interpreted as the per-
forming of ‘an act of identity’ or ‘speech-act’ whereby the character 
reveals his/her search for identity and for a social role.96 As already 
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observed in our discussion of the role of pidgin in Joseph Mangut’s 
Have Mercy, a character may code-switch from pidgin to SE and vice 
versa depending on the need to establish his/her identity and alle-
giance to a social group. The use of a register will therefore depend on 
the locutor’s audience and the social arena in which the locutor finds 
him/herself. 
 Thus, Captain Winterbottom, who knows SE, patters away in pidgin 
with his steward John in Arrow of God to get closer, if only tempo-
rarily, to his servant. In speaking “over the fence,” he performs a 
locutionary act, for illocutionary rules articulated around “my word is 
my bond” are suspended in literature.97 Achebe here reverses the 
mythico-historical premise according to which pidgin originated as a 
baby-talk of sorts, owing to the West African’s putative imitation of 
the British who had simplified their speech habits in order to facilitate 
communication. Here, imitation seems to be the prerogative of the 
British character: 
 

“Are all these your pickin, John?” There was something like envy in 
his voice. “No, Sir,” said John, putting down the chair and pointing, 
“My pickin na dat two wey de run yonder and dat yellow gal. Di other 
two na Cook im pickin. Di other one yonder na Gardener him brodder 
pickin.”98 

 

Note that Achebe is making use of NP characteristics like the use of 
‘Na’ for ‘is’; of ‘wey’ [wé] for ‘who, which, and that’ and of ‘de’ [dè] as 
an incomplete marker but, as Wren concurs, “(deliberately or not) 
selecting features of pidgin that are easily understood by non-Pidgin 
readers.”99 
 Whereas Captain Winterbottom uses pidgin to ‘identify’ with his 
servant, Jagua resorts to pidgin, as we have remarked earlier, to com-
municate with her clientele and her peers but mainly to dissociate her-
self or ‘disidentify’ from her rural background, which she deems an 
embarrassment in the glittering metropolis of Lagos. She speaks ‘the 
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tongue of the people’ because she is part of the people. Her detribal-
ization is, in this respect, different from Chief Nanga’s pretended 
identification with “the people” in A Man of the People and his conse-
quent disidentification with the Western-educated and professionally 
trained Miscreant Gang. Unlike Jagua, Nanga is proficient in SE and 
only resorts to pidgin, ‘the tongue of the people’, to give credibility to 
his self-serving, plebeian allegiance and, as in his conversations with 
his stalwart Dogo,100 to be perceived as espousing the cause of the 
Lumpenproletariat. Nanga also speaks pidgin to demonstrate that he re-
mains untainted by Western influence, as when he responds to Chief 
Koko’s jovial invitation to have coffee: “I no follow you black white-
men for drink tea and coffee in the hot afternoon” (37), thereby dis-
sociating himself from what he had called earlier “the hybrid class of 
Western-educated and snobbish intellectuals who will not hesitate to 
sell their mothers for a mess of pottage” (6). Yet, this ‘man of the 
people’ uses SE in his address to the local masses at Anata because 
“he had learned from experience that speeches made in the vernacular 
were liable to be distorted and misquoted in the press.” He also dis-
misses Igbo on the grounds that “there were some strangers [i.e. non-
Igbo-speaking Nigerians] in that audience” (15). Nanga thus expertly 
code-switches between NP, SE and Igbo. He uses Igbo with his wife, 
who “stuck to our language” (37), and pidgin with his protégé, Odili 
Samalu, as well as in other milieux to show his accessibility. When the 
situation demands it, “his phonetics [can move] two rungs up to get 
closer” to a sophisticated interlocutor like the lawyer, Mrs. Akilo (53–
54). Nanga’s privileged children, the potential perpetuators of the al-
ready existing corruption, speak “impeccable English” and are sent 
away every year on a bucolic retreat to their native village to practise 
their native tongue, for, were it not for that, “they would become Eng-
lish people” (43–44).  
 Nanga’s fluency in at least three languages shows him equally at 
ease in the palm-wine shack, under the church steeple, or by the “rag-
ged fence.” His use of NP for devious ends has led some critics to see 
NP as the barometer measuring the degree of an individual’s corrup-
tion – his propensity to “take kola”: i.e. a bribe. In support of this 
thesis, Bonneau has contrasted the pidgin of the corrupt local council 
policemen who illegally claim money from Odili’s father and man-
handle him101 with the more or less correct English of the railway 
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station employees and the “Administrative Assistant” in Ekwensi’s 
Lokotown and Other Stories. Bonneau contends that SE rather than NP 
is the language of young idealistic intellectuals like Wilson Iyari in 
Beautiful Feathers and Maxwell Kulamo a.k.a. Cool Max/Kulmax in A 
Man of the People. Conversely, pidgin is the medium of corrupt poli-
ticians like Nanga, and Uncle Taiwo in Jagua Nana. Bonneau concludes 
that “cet emploi fréquent du Pidgin correspond bien à leur niveau 
intellectuel et implicitement à leur niveau moral.”102 But the protean 
use of pidgin resists its pigeon-holing or ‘pidginholing’ as the lan-
guage of corruption. SE may be the serious medium of the intellectual 
Iyari in Beautiful Feathers, but NP is not the converse language of his 
corrupt political enemies. Although Ekwensi’s novel describes more 
or less the same milieu as A Man of the People, pidgin, except for one 
utterance, is notably absent or is equated with the babble of children 
like Little Lumumba.103 
 The manichaean use of SE/NP does not always apply, for a Marx-
ist intellectual like Cool Max welcomes the distraught Odili with the 
pidgin phrase “Good gracious! ... Na your eye be this?”104 which is 
calqued on the Igbo greeting Anya e (‘your eye’) and means ‘Is it really 
you?’ After the debacle at Chief Nanga’s, Odili has sought solace at his 
friend’s place, and Kulmax, sensing his friend’s need, greets him with 
all the warmth that pidgin alone can convey. Besides invalidating the 
positing of NP as the language of corruption, Cool Max’s retort in NP 
sheds light on its role as an intra-ethnic medium. Although Kulmax 
and Odili are both native speakers of Igbo and proficient speakers of 
SE, Kulmax uses NP because it is here the appropriate code for the 
situation. NP is thus used in some limited contexts when close friends 
want to demonstrate their solidarity. More generally, the use of NP 
among educated characters of the same ethnic and language group is 
often prompted by a panoply of human emotions and ‘acts of identity’ 
ranging from solidarity to small talk. Speaking NP can thus mean 
more than just speaking ‘over the fence’; it can be a way of reaching 
out across boundaries other than social ones. 
 As such, NP is also used when familiarity is encouraged. Thus 
Chief Nanga speaks NP to both Odili and Elsie, the ‘good-time girl’, to 
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convey that ‘the coast is clear’ and to create an atmosphere conducive 
to relaxation and sexual gratification. But when Nanga seduces Elsie 
before Odili gets a chance, he wants to make amends by bringing him 
six girls: “You go do the thing sotay you go beg say you no want 
again.”105 Nanga’s use of NP, which had so delighted Odili earlier, 
now nauseates him and gives him insight into Nanga’s scheming per-
sonality. Similarly, when familiarity grows between Gladys, one of 
Achebe’s “Girls At War” and Reginald Nwankwo from the Ministry 
of Justice, she drops her English and at the same time her defensive-
ness.106 As Barbag-Stoll has pointed out, men in Achebe’s novels often 
speak pidgin, which Achebe here calls “broken English,” when dis-
cussing women and private affairs.107 
 A code-switch from NP to SE may signal that the locutor relin-
quishes “the levity of Pidgin” to broach a serious topic. When Odili 
discusses Nanga’s prospective bride, he makes a point of speaking “in 
our language, refusing to be drawn into the levity of Pidgin.”108 Al-
though some statements in pidgin may successfully convey the seri-
ousness of a situation, as in the servant’s arresting observation about 
the jet fighters in “Girls At War,” characters often resort to SE to make 
a serious point. The Honourable Sam Okoli in No Longer At Ease 
makes “an occasional commentary in Pidgin” when toying with his 
tape recorder: “White man don go far. We just de shout for nothing.” 
But when remembering his position and serious intent, he quickly cor-
rects in SE: “All the same they must go” (62). Obi Okonkwo’s friend, 
Joseph, speaks to his colleagues in pidgin but, when on the phone, 
“always put on an impressive manner […] He never spoke Ibo or 
pidgin English at such moments.”109 “The levity of Pidgin” is likewise 
not tolerated in serious circumstances, as when Odili and his allies 
launch the Common People’s Convention. Joe, a trade-unionist, tem-
porarily forgets himself and switches to NP. In this context, such a 
lapse is considered particularly unsuitable in mixed company:  
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“We say we are neutral but as soon as we hear communist, we begin de 
shake and piss for trouser. Excuse me,” he said to the lady, and dropped 
the pidgin as suddenly as he had slid into it.110 

 

Conversely, pidgin, with its quicksilver quality, explodes the formal 
veneer of SE. Chief Nanga’s inebriated brother thus tells Mrs Nanga 
“very noisily in pidgin and vernacular to give him a drink.”111 As the 
language of informality, relaxation and lack of inhibition, pidgin has a 
cathartic function and is thus likely to crop up in emotionally charged 
or tense situations.  
 Dramatists make ample use of this cathartic device in their stage 
dialogue but do not always give rein to the free-flowing quality of this 
primarily spoken language. Soyinka, in his earliest use of pidgin, is as 
hesitant as one of his characters, Chume. When the lustful Brother Jero 
in The Trials of Brother Jero (1964) suddenly decides to pursue the 
female convert with the “exposed limbs,” Chume is left alone facing 
the expectant crowd. Chume is at first hesitant in ministering to a 
female penitent in the grips of religious ecstasy but soon lapses grad-
ually into pidgin as he gains assurance from the Congregation’s en-
thusiastic support. Chume invariably reverts to pidgin, “that animal 
jabber, when he gets his spiritual excitement” – “Help am God. Help 
am God. I say make you help am. Help am quick quick” – or when 
begging permission from Brother Jero to beat his querulous wife, 
Amope – “I n’go beat am too hard. Jus’ once small small” (154–55; my 
emphasis). In Soyinka’s Jero’s Metamorphosis (1973), Chume likewise 
uses pidgin in emotionally charged situations. The cathartic function 
of pidgin is particularly made clear in Scene Two. When Major Silva, 
in his “perfect RP [Received Pronunciation], plus a blend of Oxford,” 
condescendingly appoints himself as Chume’s music teacher, Chume 
unleashes his hitherto repressed hostility and anger in NP. Yet, when 
he is rhetorically in control, he switches back to formal SE. It is only 
with extreme reluctance that Silva condescends to use Chume’s 
“quaint expression”:112 i.e. pidgin, the “animal jabber” of The Trials. 
NP is here the language of the stigmatized locutor who uses it volubly 
and at times indistinctly as in chatter or gabbling. 
 Novels also portray characters who fail to keep their temper and 
therefore the moderate use of SE. So, the complacent Chief Koko in A 
                     

110 Achebe, A Man of the People, 90. 
111 A Man of the People, 107. 
112 Wole Soyinka, Jero’s Metamorphosis in Collected Plays I I  (Oxford & New 

York: Oxford UP, 1973): 191.  
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Man of the People, who had in eager anticipation been savouring his 
cherished Nescafé, leaps back in horror when the unusual brew of a 
locally made coffee offends his tastebuds and conjures up the much-
feared notion of poisoning. Characteristically, his allegations as well 
as his cook’s fierce denial are in (pseudo-)NP: 
 

“Why you put poison for my coffee.” […] 
“Me? Put poison for master? Nevertheless! […] Why I go kill my 

master?” “Abi my head no correct? And even if to say I de craze why I 
no go go jump for inside lagoon instead to kill my master?” (39)  

 

After all doubts have been dispelled, Chief Koko’s entourage nervously 
brushes aside the incident and sedately resumes the decorous use of SE. 
 The imperturbability of SE has been tantalizing enough for novel-
ists to attempt to ridicule it. Some novelists have phoneticized SE, 
thereby subjecting it to the linguist’s scalpel. The Ghanaian novelist 
Ayi Kwei Armah mocks the British accent and pomposity of the clerk 
at the Control Office in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968). The 
clerk’s air of importance, he writes, was “actually irritating in the 
special way in which the efforts of a Ghanaian struggling to talk like 
some Englishman are irritating. ‘Erm, wort cin I dew for yew’.”113 In 
denouncing the “black imitator” syndrome (126), Armah’s caustic wit 
reaches some unpleasant, scatological depths. A prosperous Ghanaian 
man addresses an Englishman: 
 

He was trying to speak like a white man, and the sound that came 
out of his mouth reminded the listener of a constipated man, straining 
in his first minute on top of the lavatory seat. The white man grimaced 
and made a reply in steward boy English: “Ha, too good eh?” (125). 

 

Similarly, Soyinka’s phoneticization of Professor Oguazor’s words in 
The Interpreters greatly contributes to his characterization of him as a 
pompous fool:  
 

“I thought Ceroline was here.”  
“She was a moment ago.”  
“Oh der, and the ledies are wetting for her.”114 

 

                     
113 Ayi Kwei Armah, The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (London: Heine-

mann, 1968): 24. 
114 Wole Soyinka, The Interpreters (London: Heinemann & André Deutsch, 

1965): 142.  
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These occasional barbs thrown at SE, however, leave the dominant 
language somewhat unperturbed.  
 Just as a character’s code-switch from NP to SE stresses the need to 
establish the seriousness of his/her words for the audience, the 
reverse code-switch from SE to NP stems from the need to do away 
with the formality and unnaturalness of SE in the social arena. In both 
situations, code-switching from NP to SE and back to NP confirms the 
role of SE as dominant in the situation of diglossia (see Chapter 2 
above) and in the character’s linguistic referential realm. Whether the 
locutor is using pidgin as a public patois in default of SE or “slid[ing] 
into it,”115 his linguistic behaviour is likewise looked down on and 
stigmatized. However, speaking ‘over the ragged fence’ is ridden with 
problems, most of which concern what I shall call ‘scriptural aporia’. 
 
 
E (M)Other Tongue Code-Switching: Scriptural Aporia 
When considering code-switching between unrelated tongues such as 
the European and the African language, it will be recalled from Chap-
ter 2 that code-switching is inscribed within a pattern of colonial and 
postcolonial dominance. When recording the African language in the 
European language, the writer will often be locked in a scriptural en-
closure, reminiscent of the logocentric enclosure in which the inter-
preter of the Western metaphysical tradition is inexorably trapped. 
The impossibility of escape is known in deconstructive jargon as 
aporia, from the Greek meaning ‘no way out’.116 
 In the novels under scrutiny, the few code-switches that occur from 
the European language to the mother tongue have a cathartic function, 
much as with pidgin English. In I.N.C. Aniebo’s The Anonymity of 
Sacrifice (1974), pidgin is the inter-ethnic language best suited to the 
context of the Biafran War, which forced together the three main eth-
nic groups in Nigeria: the Hausa, the Yoruba and the Igbo.117 Pidgin 
also has an intra-ethnic function – Biafran soldiers in The Anonymity of 
                     

115 Achebe, A Man of the People, 90. 
116 See Vincent Leitch, Deconstructive Criticism: An Advanced Introduction 

(London: Hutchinson, 1983).  
117 I.N.C. Aniebo, The Anonymity of Sacrifice (London: Heinemann, 1974): 63. 

For another example of the use of pidgin in war contexts, see Kofi Awoonor’s 
This Earth, My Brother, as when Yawo Letsu, one of the leading drummers in 
Deme, wants to join the Allies but needs an interpreter to translate the enlist-
ing sergeant’s routine questions in pidgin. 



94 TH E  AF R I C A N  PA L I M P S E S T       

Sacrifice, when discussing the Igbo sergeant Cyril Agumo’s bravado, 
speak pidgin although they have Igbo in common. Addressing a sub-
ordinate, Cyril Agumo will however at some point “switch to Ibo”:  
 

“You are not afraid?” Cyril always tried his best to speak correct 
English when conversing with John, and because of that he spoke 
slowly and occasionally pedantically.  

“No, Sir” “You sure? Do not tell me lies.”  
John was silent for a while and then said hesitantly, “I am afraid, sir. 

A little.”  
“Why did you tell me a lie?” Cyril asked, suddenly switching to Ibo. 

(60; my emphasis) 
 

A few pages later, we are told that Cyril “spoke in Ibo as he always 
did when agitated or in a hurry” (68). Similarly, Captain Benjy On-
wura, a fellow-Igbo, “often used Ibo when he wanted to say certain 
blunt and naughty things. Ibo was a hard, blunt language” (80). Igbo 
being the cathartic language of raw emotions, English is more suited 
to the formality of a marriage proposal: 
 

“If you like,” Benjy said in Ibo. But on looking at [the bride, 
Franca’s] face he said quickly in softer English, 

“Yes, darling, it is all right. When I come on Sunday we’ll  go and 
see your parents. (5; my emphasis)  

 

 As characters yearn for the security, warmth and ‘rawness’ of the 
mother tongue, Lacanian theorists interested in the psychoanalytic 
interplay of linguistics and literature will find ‘reading the mother 
tongue’ in some of these examples particularly relishing. Such is the 
case when Chief Winsala in Soyinka’s The Interpreters (1965) is humi-
liated or, better, “rolled in manure,” in a bar scene. He then relin-
quishes the haughty English he had been using with the pidgin-
speaking waiters and lapses into reams of maxims interlarded with 
Yoruba words (most of them explained in a glossary): 
 

Agba n’t’ara … it is no matter for rejoicing when a child sees his 
father naked, l’ogolonto. Agba n’t’ara. The wise eunuch keeps from 
women; the hungry clerk dons coat over his narrow belt and who will 
say his belly is flat? But when elegungun is unmasked in the market, 
can he ask egbe to snatch him into the safety of igbale? Won’t they tell 
him the grove is meant only for keepers of mystery? Agba n’t’ara. When 
the Bale borrows a horse-tail he sends a menial; so when the servant 
comes back empty-handed he can say, Did I send you? The adulterer 
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who makes assignations in a room with one exit, is he not asking to 
feed his scrotum to the fishes of Ogun? Agba n’t’ara.”118 

 

Here the lapse into the mother tongue is accompanied by a lapse into 
gnomic discourse, the womb-like orature of Africa, Winsala’s last 
corner of safety. 
 In a non-African setting, code-switching from the European to the 
African language may be resorted to in order to resist acculturation 
and set oneself off from the dominant language group. Thus in the 
fashionably Third-Worldist Brussels of the 1960s, Ken in the Senegal-
ese Ken Bugul’s Le baobab fou (1982), at first out of exoticism, drops 
words from “her dialect,” which is never identified as Wolof. Wolof 
words like ‘dof’ (‘mad’) conjure up and unleash the genii of Africa – 
“l’Afrique s’éjecta comme un diable de sa boîte.”119 Her ‘dialect’ iden-
tifies her as a wolophone Senegalese to a compatriot, who then tunes 
in. Bugul comments: “Les Occidentaux nous laissaient parler tranquil-
lement notre dialecte, avec vanité même” (89). A character may also 
code-switch to alienate the non-African locutor, as in the Cameroonian 
Mbella Sonne Dipoko’s A Few Nights and Days (1966). Here Ndombe 
switches from French to her native Duala, in order to denigrate and 
alienate the white girl Thérèse:  
 

Thérèse looked first at Ndombe, then at me. Then she asked, “What 
are you two saying?” “It’s our language,” Ndombe said in French, 
wickedly C’est notre langue. If you don’t understand it, that’s your busi-
ness. It isn’t our fault. Je regrette.” This silenced Thérèse. […] 

“I like your language,” said Thérèse, innocently. “How stupid!” 
Ndombe said in Duala. “You are being abused in that language and 
yet you like it all the same.”120 

 

Code-switching from the European to the African language may also 
be the vituperative speech-act of a character declaring his/her inde-
pendence from the colonial language. Thus Rama in Sembène’s Xala 
(1973) performs an act of identity by identifying herself as Wolof. In 
the process, she even resorts to humiliation tactics, strongly reminis-
cent of the colonial “collar of shame” (see Chapter 2 above). The 

                     
118 Wole Soyinka, The Interpreters, 91–92. 
119 Ken Bugul, Le baobab fou (Dakar: Les Nouvelles Éditions africaines, 

1982): 88. 
120 Mbella Sonne Dipoko, A Few Nights and Days (London: Longmans, 1966): 

69–70. 
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“penalty fee” is brought up whenever a member of the group breaks 
the rule and slips into French:  
 

— Bel homme, je suis là … là pour toi, malgré ton retard, dit-elle à 
l’approche de Pathé qui s’était changé. […] 
— Excuse-moi du retard.  
— Tu es à l’amende! Tu m’as parlé français. Pathé oubliait souvent 
cette règle de leur groupe de langue. Tout membre qui s’exprimait 
dans cette langue était passible d’une amende.121 

 

The humorous touch in this scene should not detract from the serious-
ness of Sembène’s intent, for the promotion of Wolof, which is spoken 
by 90 per cent of the Senegalese population (see Table 1 below, Ap-
pendix), is one of his principal concerns. Rama’s argument in the 
above passage is a projection of Sembène’s intention. She works for a 
paper called Kaddu (142), meaning ‘discourse’, ‘speech’, the first Wolof 
journal, founded by Sembène a.k.a. Usmaan Sembeen with the pro-
fessional help of linguists like Pathé Diagne a.k.a. Paate Jaañ (see 
Chapter 6 below). Given Rama’s commitment and fervour, the next 
scene comes as no surprise. Although Rama is conversant with 
French, she stubbornly refuses to speak French to a policeman, who is 
forced to switch to Wolof to obtain her identification papers. Authorial 
intrusions signal the switch from French to Wolof, which is buttressed 
by the switch from the polite form ‘vous’ to the familiar ‘tu’: 
 

L’agent de sécurité vint vers eux. Très poliment, il demanda en fran-
çais:  

— Vos papiers, s’il vous plaît, Madame!  
Rama observa Pathé, se retourna vers l’agent avec féminité et dit en 

Wolof:  
— Mon frère, que veux-tu?  
— Vos papiers, répétait l’agent en français.  
— Mon frère, pardonne-moi mais je ne comprends pas ce que tu dis.  
— Tu ne comprends pas le français? Questionna-t-il en Wolof.  
— Je ne comprends pas le français, mon frère.  
— Comment as-tu fait pour avoir ton permis de conduire?  
Rama risqua un regard vers Pathé. Ce dernier évitait de dire quoi 

que ce soit, en étouffant son rire.  

                     
121 Ousmane Sembène, Xala (Paris: Présence africaine, 1973): 74. Like those 

enforcing Wolof as the main mode of communication, the other faction re-
sponsible for the continued repression of Wolof is equally strong. In Sem-
bène’s Le dernier de l’empire, an eleven-year-old boy says that “Père a défendu 
de parler Wolof” (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1981), vol. 2: 170.  
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— Donne-moi tes papiers, lançait l’agent, très autoritaire, en Wolof. 
(74–75) 

 

In the sociolinguistic arena, this conversation would take place as fol-
lows:  
 

Rama: Sama cammiñ, loo bëgga? 
Policeman: Vos papiers, [répétait l’agent en français]. 
R: Sama cammiñ, baal ma waaye dégguma linga wax. 
P: Déggu loo tubaab? [questionna-t-il en Wolof]. 
R: Déggu ma tubaab, sama cammiñ.  
P: Noo def nak ba am sa permi? […] Jox ma say kayit, [lançait 

l’agent, très autoritaire en Wolof].122 
 

Despite Wolof’s hegemonic status in Senegal, where most non-Wolof 
groups speak Wolof123 and are described as “wolofisés,” Rama’s code-
switch to Wolof may be seen as a luxury of French-trained intellec-
tuals for whom French can be dispensed with. To the policeman, how-
ever, French is the language of his civil servant’s job, which he cannot 
relinquish so easily when on duty. This concern with the promotion of 
Wolof is taken up again in Le Dernier de l’empire, where Léon Mignane 
exclaims irritatingly about the soldiers: “Écoute-les parler le français. 
Des analphabètes” (vol. 2, 164). 
 Code-switching between the African and the European language 
entails scriptural problems. As already observed, the novelist is often 
in the paradoxical position of rendering the African language scrip-
turally in the European language. For instance, the Ghanaian novelist 
Amu Djoleto in The Strange Man (1967) faces a problem when he has 
Old Anang write a letter to his cousin “in the vernacular” when, in 
fact, nothing distinguishes its language from the English prose-style 
used earlier.124 This can be even more confusing, as in this passage 
from Sembène’s L’Harmattan (1964). Pitineg (see Section F below) is 
labelled French, and what is in French on the page should be read as 
the African language: 
 

                     
122 I owe this translation to Professor Papa Samba Diop. See the List of Lin-

guistic Informants appended to Chapter 1.  
123 Whereas the Wolof ethnic group makes up 36% of the Senegalese popu-

lation, Wolof is spoken by at least 80% of the population. According to L.–J. 
Calvet in the 1980s, it was spoken by 96.62% of children in primary schools in 
Dakar in 1963–64 as opposed to 72.23% of them speaking it at home (Guerre, 
96). See also Table 1, Appendix.  

124 Amu Djoleto, The Strange Man (London: Heinemann, 1967): 205.  
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In pitit moment, répondit le chef en français […] Et, dans la langue du 
pays, Je n’ai pas vu, ce matin, Manh Kombéti.125 

 

Only an authorial intrusion indicates that the last sentence written in 
French is originally spoken in Wolof. 
 A later novel published in 1980, like the first volume of the Ivorian 
Amadou Koné’s Sous le pouvoir des Blakoros (Les Traites), although char-
acterized by an increased use of the African language, is cursed with 
similar scriptural problems. The authorial voice has to intervene to 
indicate that some of the dialogue reported in French is originally 
spoken in Dioula, as in the exchange between Old Mamadou, who 
neither speaks nor understands French, and the school director’s wife, 
who is at ease in both French and Dioula.126 To the charge of lacking 
verisimilitude in having a watchman speak in impeccable French and 
another one speak in Pitineg in Ferdinand Oyono’s Une Vie de boy 
(1956), Makhily Gassama foresees the possible objection: “On nous 
objectera qu’il faut supposer que le second garde s’exprime, devant 
des compatriotes, ses semblables, dans la langue maternelle.”127 But 
such facile objections sometimes camouflage a simple lack of consis-
tent artistry. If problems arise when attempting to report, say, flawless 
Dioula, one can easily foresee complications when attempting to 
report a flawed register like “mauvais Wolof,” as in this passage from 
A. Sadji’s Maimouna (1957):  
 

Serigne Thierno promena le plat de sa main sur le sable fin de la case, y 
traça quelques arabesques, en prit une poignée qu’il tendit à la femme 
en disant dans un mauvais “Wolof”. “Crache sur ce sable toutes les 
questions auxquelles tu voudrais une réponse affirmative ou néga-
tive.” Puis, il attendit, rêveur.128 

 

 The general assumption is that the African language spoken by a 
character will be recorded in flawless English or French, even if the 
character is not a proficient user of the target-language. Thus, the 
night clerk’s English in Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born 
should ideally be read as Fanti, but, as Obiechina remarks, “since 
there is no indication that Armah is translating the messenger’s words 
                     

125 Ousmane Sembène, L’Harmattan (Paris: Présence africaine, 1980): 53.  
126 Amadou Koné, Sous le pouvoir des Blakoros (Abidjan: Les Nouvelles Édi-

tions africaines, 1980), vol. 1: 48. 
127 Makhily Gassama, Kuma (Dakar: Les Nouvelles Éditions africaines, 1978): 

214. 
128 Abdoulaye Sadji, Maimouna (Paris: Présence africaine, 1958): 60. 
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from the vernacular into English, it must be taken that he is recording 
them originally in English.”129 Obiechina further evokes Armah’s 
upbringing in Takoradi, a Ghanaian centre of residual Victorianism, to 
explain why the mammy-trader in The Beautyful Ones sweet-talks 
Koomson, a corrupt politician, in English rather than in pidgin:  
 

“My own lord, my master, oh, my white man, come. Come and take 
my bread. It is all yours, my white man, all yours” (37). 

 

Obiechina’s conjecture that Armah deems pidgin “unworthy of lite-
rary record” may prove to be beside the point if we consider that the 
mammy-trader’s English is the recording of her original Fanti or Gha 
words. This would also invalidate Obiechina’s further objection that 
her English is that “of a University graduate.” That she most likely 
uses the African language is shown by the respectful form of address – 
‘lord’ from Fanti: me wura (or Gha nuntsø) or yaa egya (father) spoken 
to a male older than the respondent.130 However, one must concede 
that, although Obiechina’s reading is clearly disputable, there is no 
authenticity conferrable by some myth of an ‘interior access’ to the real 
meaning of a language conveyed by the reader’s speculations. 
 The scriptural impracticality of code-switching between the European 
and the African language in the novel becomes a challenging possibility 
in film. In the film based on the novel Xala, Sembène polarizes the two 
components of bilingualism (and consequently of diglossia) to depict 
the Senegalese class-conflict and to dramatize the class-struggle in West 
Africa. Sembène’s premise is the ‘essentialist’ postcolonial assumption 
that a language carries a culture and that an imported language cannot 
or can no longer do this. Sembène would thus agree with Fanon and 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o that to inherit the colonizer’s language is also to in-
herit the hegemonic ideology of the dominant class in the mother coun-
try, along with the prejudices of the metropolitan bourgeoisie. In this 
biting allegory of the budding Senegalese bourgeoisie, Sembène purpor-
tedly polarizes French and Wolof, thereby neglecting the ‘francolof’ or 
the ‘de-vernacularized wolof’ spoken in urban centres by all strata of 
Senegalese society.131 French is here the language of corruption, and 

                     
129 Emnanuel Obiechina, “Language,” 191–92. 
130 I owe this piece of information to Mrs Patience Gibbs. See the List of Lin-

guistic Informants appended to Chapter 1.  
131 Cf. “wolof devernacularisé” in Ndiassé Thiam, “Bilinguisme wolof-fran-

çais dans les villes du Sénégal: Quelques aspects de la dynamique évolutive 
du wolof urbain,” in Réalités africaines et langue française 22–23 (Dakar: Centre 
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Wolof the language of honesty and genuine emotion. El Hadj Abdou 
Kader Beye, a prime specimen of the new breed of Senegalese business-
men in the import–export sector, seizes every opportunity to speak 
French to emphasize his social standing. But, when expelled from the 
Senegalese Chamber of Commerce for diverting funds, he breaks away 
from the businessmen’s hypocritical French into a passionate plea in 
Wolof.132 By resorting to Wolof, El Hadj also hopes to strike the chord of 
ethnicity and group allegiance, but it is all in vain. What is so effec-
tive on the screen could not be conveyed in the novel. Code-switch-
ing between Wolof and French is notably absent from the same scene 
in the novel, in which Sembène records only a change in El Hadj’s 
voice – “une voix sourde, plate, sans écho, rien de commun avec sa 
voix normale” (140). 
 This scriptural aporia has thus been overcome in film. The mate-
rialization of code-switching into filmic subtitles is, as we shall see 
(Chapter 6), a “request to the floor,” to use Mary Louise Pratt’s termi-
nology,133 a ‘speech-act’ that the writer/filmmaker performs to assert 
the primacy of the mother tongue, whose inaccessibility to the non-
Wolof speaker will become a sign of its value. In the francophone 
novel, the mother tongue: i.e. Wolof, has become a talking subject, a 
kind of protagonist that the writer has built up to such proportions 
that it has outgrown the importance of writing in the mother tongue. 
 In Sembène’s novel, code-switching aims at eroding the primacy of 
Senghor’s cherished langue de culture and, by implication, institution-
alized francophilia. It also grounds identity in ethnicity and xosaan, the 
Wolof tradition. More generally, code-switching between the African 
and the European language is used to disidentify from what we called 
earlier the tyranny of linguistic homogeneity. 
 Unlike early and later code-switching between pidgin and SE, 
which, in the anglophone novel, tended to establish the dominance of 
English at the expense of a pidginized medium, code-switching in the 
francophone novel establishes the potential of the mother tongue (e.g., 
Wolof) to oust French as the spoken and written language of prestige. 
The ‘switch’ to the cinematographic image in Sembène’s work, al-
                                                     
de Linguistique appliquée de Dakar/CLAD, 1988–90): 41–50. Let us note, 
however, that unlike the variants coined by the locutors themselves in the 
Ivory Coast – “français de Moussa,” Briao, Noutchi, etc. – the term ‘francolof’, 
‘francowolof’ or ‘franwolof’ had to be coined by linguists.  

132 See also James Booth, “Literature and the Politics of Language,” in Booth, 
Writers and Politics in Nigeria (New York: Africana, 1981): 61.  

133 Mary Louise Pratt, Toward a Speech Act Theory of Literary Discourse, 114.  
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though exceptional, is symptomatic of a will to escape, among other 
constraints, the infernal binarity of a (m)other-tongue bilingualism 
that cannot be rendered scripturally in the novel. This increasing re-
course to cinema and to drama134 in francophone West Africa seems to 
confirm the repressive nature of colonial and postcolonial glotto-
politics evoked in Chapter 2 and the need, possibly more urgent than 
in its anglophone counterpart, for liberation from the scriptural dis-
course of the colonizer. 
 What transpires in the multilingual strategy of code-switching, with 
the exception of Pitineg (see Section F below), is the struggle of pidgin 
in the anglophone novel and of the mother tongue – even in its meta-
linguistic form as writing subject – in the francophone novel to push 
back the borders of the target language. Whereas the mother tongue is 
here an ideological and not a linguistic focus, the mother tongue in the 
anglophone novel is able to assert itself through such techniques as 
relexification (see Chapter 4 below). Both the anglophone and the 
francophone novel have thus devised different methods to talk ‘over 
the ragged fence’ and to cope with the other tongue, the colonial word 
which, to adapt Soyinka, is the rough lump or “golden nugget” (The 
Road, 186) on the ‘heavy’ tongue of every postcolonial writer. 
 
 
F Extinct and Surviving Species: Pitineg and Ẹnpi 
Just as social poverty is linked to and engenders linguistic depriva-
tion,135 the linguistic variant qua sign of life dies for lack of use. The 
same dynamic applies to registers used in such a discursive species as 
the novel. 
 Unlike pidgin English, which is a register distinct from SE and its 
‘broken’ variety, Pitineg has not been properly distinguished from the 
French-based parler local or parler populaire. Although the study of this 
convergence of registers has been neglected in linguistics, we do know 
that Pitineg originated as an auxiliary language used mainly by 
soldiers and containing many words of nautical provenance,136 that it 
                     

134 See Bernard Mouralis, Littérature et développement (Paris: Silex/ACCT, 
1984): 522.  

135 Claude Hagège, L’Homme de paroles, 380. For a concrete illustration of this 
phenomenon, see Tullio de Mauro, “Sociolinguistique et changement linguis-
tique: Quelques considérations schématiques,” in Proceedings of the XI th Inter-
national Congress of Linguists (1972; Bologna: Il Mulino, 1974), vol. 2: 819–24.  

136 Hymes, ed. Pidginization and Creolization of Languages, 516. 
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is only spoken in former French African colonies, and that it did not 
become a complex interlingua in the way that pidgin English did. 
 Characteristically, Pitineg in novels is exclusively the fossilized 
medium of the rustici and illiterati. As such, it is not an alternate regis-
ter to which a character can code-switch, as a locutor might in a situa-
tion of (subordinate) bilingualism. The only acts of identity in the 
West African novel of French expression are therefore performed by 
proficient speakers of Standard French who lapse into the use of the 
mother tongue. The absence of a French-derived pidgin in the socio-
linguistic arena has one merit, however. Because writers like Sembène 
(or, for that matter, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, his anglophone homonym) 
come from milieux where a pidgin failed to develop, they could not 
fall back on an alternate medium and thus experienced a volte-face (see 
Chapter 6 below).  
 The reasons for the flickering appearance of Pitineg were partly 
given in Chapter 2. French, it will be recalled, is a langue de culture. Its 
syntax, Senghor wrote, is “le guide le plus sûr pour l’exercice de la pen-
sée réfléchie” and, to the Congolese theoretician J.P. Makouta-Mboukou, 
it is the manifestation of the Beautiful.137 This glorification of the norm, 
which makes its users somewhat uncomfortable,138 inevitably acts as a 
linguistic contraceptive device. As a result, the use of Pitineg is infinitely 
less frequent in the West African novel of French expression than in its 
anglophone counterpart. As a register in the novel, it has now become 
extinct after flashing and dying away by turns. 
 Unlike pidgin English, Pitineg has been inadequately documen-
ted.139 At the turn of the past century, Delafosse described Pitineg 
(then called “négro-africain” or “petit-français”) as presenting charac-
teristics to be found in varieties of French spoken by the uneducated 
in West African French colonies. Pitineg, according to Delafosse, 
                     

137 Léopold Sédar Senghor, “Le français, langue de culture,” Esprit 311 (Nov-
ember 1962): 837, and J.P. Makouta–Mboukou, Le Français en Afrique noire 
(Paris: Bordas, 1973).  

138 See Gabriel Manessy & Paul Wald, Le Français en Afrique noire: tel qu’on le 
parle, tel qu’on le dit (Paris: L’Harmattan–IDERIC, 1984): 24. 

139 Dell Hymes (516–17) remarks that very little research has been done on 
this subject up to now: Maurice Delafosse, “Parlers négro-européens de la 
Guinée,” in Les Langues du monde, ed. Antoine Meillet & Marcel Cohen (Paris: 
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1952), vol. 2: 843–44, and his 
Vocabulaires comparatifs de plus de 60 langues ou dialectes parlés à la Côte d’Ivoire 
(Paris, 1904): 263–65, as well as Raymond Mauny, Glossaire d’expressions et 
termes locaux employés dans l’ouest africain (Dakar: IFAN, 1952).  
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derives its word-stock mainly from French as well as pidgin English, 
some American creoles, Portuguese, Spanish, and its grammar and 
word order from sub-Saharan African languages. 
 Its main characteristics, which are perceived as simplifications such 
as vi (from the past participle ‘vu’) for ‘voir’; fini for ‘finir’; pri or pra 
for ‘prendre’; fam mwa or mo fam for ‘ma femme’, have not been re-
corded in novels sampled over ten years, with the exception of Félix 
Couchoro, who only occasionally used ‘mon femme’ to represent Piti-
neg as spoken by the militiamen.140 Yet, the auxiliary ya or y en a (from 
‘il y a’), which corresponds to the present-perfect ‘don(e)’ in pidgin 
English, makes a timid appearance in the watchman’s reply in Ferdi-
nand Oyono’s Une Vie de boy (1956). Here, contrary to oral usage, the 
infinitive is used instead of the more common forms: 
 

Movie! [footnoted: “Mon vieux! (en petit nègre)”] s’exclama le garde, 
Zeuil-de-Panthère cogner comme Gosier-d’Oiseau! Lui donner coup de 
pied qui en a fait comme soufat’soud’ […] Zeuil y en a pas rire.141 

 

Note also the use and the position of the disjunctive pronoun (e.g., 
‘toi’) instead of the indirect-object pronoun (e.g., ‘te’) in this excerpt 
from the Ivorian Denis Oussou-Essui’s Les Saisons sèches (1979), in 
which a cabdriver addresses his passenger: 
 

— Ah! patron, tu n’es pas difficile, toi. On va passer par ici. Je tiens à 
montrer toi le deuxième pont.  
— Ah, les autres ont donné lui un nom de Blanc. 

 

In the same excerpt, one finds the emphatic use of là in apposition 
(occasionally la dè) which is common to all franco-creole languages:142 
 

— … Sapiaville est changé, dê! Il est beaucoup changé même. […] 
L’ancien-cien-cien marché que tu parles là, il est devenu un square 
avec des fleurs et des jets d’eau. Toutes les petites cases qui sont autour 
avant-là, elles sont rasées depuis longtemps.143 

                     
140 In, for instance, Sinistré d’Abidjan, 78; quoted by Alain Ricard, Texte moyen 

et texte vulgaire, 181–82.  
141 Ferdinand Oyono, Une Vie de boy (Paris: Presses Pocket, 1956): 40. Further 

page references are in the main text, referred to as Boy. 
142 See Manessy & Wald, Le Français en Afrique noire, 44; and also a much 

earlier study by László Göbl–Galdi, “Esquisse de la structure grammaticale 
des patois français-créoles,” Zeitschrift für französische Sprache und Literatur 58 
(1934): 257–95. 

143 Denis Oussou–Essui, Les Saisons sèches (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1979): 8–9. 
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 The colonial rule of address ‘missié’, the equivalent of ‘Sah’ in 
pidgin English, is used in otherwise French dialogue to indicate the 
social status of a character. It occurs occasionally, as in this passage 
from the Ivorian Jean-Marie Adiaffi’s La Carte d’identité (1980). Here a 
young woman protests her innocence, punctuating her statement with 
the emphatic quoi, common to most francophone users along the west 
coast of Africa:  
 

— Non, missié, type là il ment sur moi, quoi.144 
 

Note that both of these Ivorian writers fail to record widespread variants 
used in Abidjan such as Loubard, Briao and Noutchi, themselves vari-
ants of “français de Moussa” used in both working-class and upper-
class districts.145 This “français de Moussa” or Français Populaire 
Ivoirien (FPI),146 which developed in the absence of a dominant 
national language such as Wolof in Senegal, is used in one form or 
another in popular literature, in the local press, and in cartoons. Just as 
it is called “le français de Moussa” after the famous comic-strip hero, it 
is also nicknamed “le français de Zézé” after Monsieur Zézé, a comic-
strip character created by Lacombe in 1978. This character reportedly 
speaks a Dioula-informed “franc parler abidjanais” and solves the 
problo (trouble) of the muso (woman), the coucougnousse or djan djon 
(girl), the pitini (child), the fanico (washerman), the sogotigi (meat 
vendor) and even of the toutou (prostitute) and the margoulin (black 
marketeer).147 

                     
144 Jean–Marie Adiaffi, La Carte d’identité (Paris: Hatier/Collection Monde 

noir poche, 1980): 52. See also, for instance, Amadou Koné, Sous le pouvoir des 
Blakoros, 63. 

145 Silvère Toan, “Le français en Côte d’Ivoire” (Dakar: CLAD, 1989): MS, 6. 
The phrase “français de Moussa“ is from the column featuring the comic-strip 
character Moussa in the magazine i.d. For instance, see “y’a nos sers dont que i 
déconné trop, pour ressemblé tchoco-tchoco a les toubabesses,“ i.d. 971 (17 Sept-
ember 1989): 49, and “A ta Kaya! J’a revé com quoi, dans prosain gouvernement, 
je sera ministre de langue de Moussa,“ i.d. 981 (26 November 1989): 48. 

146 See Suzanne Lafage, “Petite enquête sur la perception du français popu-
laire ivoirien en milieu estudiantin,” Bulletin de l’Observatoire du français en 
Afrique noire 2 (1983): 15–57, and “Note sur un processus d’appropriation 
socio-sémantique du français en contexte ivoirien,” Cahiers de l’Institut de 
Linguistique de Louvain 9 (1984): 3–4.  

147 See the glossary in Lacombe, Monsieur Zézé: Ça gaze bien bon! (Libreville, 
Gabon: Achka & Tournai: Casterman, 1989).  
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 The very infrequent rendering of Pitineg or of variants of Abidjan’s 
FPI  in the francophone novel is seemingly replete with inconsisten-
cies. Gassama argues that the following example from Ousmane Sem-
bène’s L’Harmattan (1964) is inconsistent:  
 

“Le Doctor a dit ‘Si Fousseynou sort à midi il est aussi ivre que s’il avait 
bu’.”148 

 

If the locutor, Manh Kombéti, uses ‘Doctor’ in Pitineg instead of ‘doc-
teur’, Gassama objects, she can hardly be expected to report the 
doctor’s complex sentence in Standard French. Yet one could counter 
that ‘doctor’ is in Wolof (doktoor) and that the whole verbal joust be-
tween Manh Kombéti, an imposing matron, and the drunkard Fous-
seynou is in Wolof. This is confirmed by such expressions as ‘je suis en 
paix avec moi’ calqued on the Wolof jam rekk and other set phrases 
used in Wolof such as ‘A la gloire de Dieu’, from the Arabic phrase Al-
hamdu-lillahi. 
 The relative absence of Pitineg in the West African novel of French 
expression may thus be accounted for by the scanty linguistic history 
of pidgin French, itself the result of the glottopolitical dominance of 
French or a hegemonic national language such as Wolof. This very 
dominance, incidentally, has long doused efforts to promote a popular 
literature like Onitsha Market literature in Nigeria, and it is only now 
that it is developing.149 In Le Dernier de l’empire, Sembène timidly rec-
ords “un pidgin de wolof-anglais” (vol. 2, 169), probably of Gambian 
provenance. However, as it is functionally restricted, it is still too hesi-
tant to pave the way for a bilateral métissage or reciprocal creolization 
of pidgin, the European and the African tongue in Senegal in the way 
Sango is reciprocally merging with French in the Central African Re-
public150 or in the way camfranglais gleefully mixes English, French 
and Cameroonian Pidgin.  
 Whereas the contours of “le français africain” are too blurred to 
warrant an accurate recording151 and Pitineg is fast becoming an extinct 

                     
148 Ousmane Sembène, L’Harmattan, 29. See Makhily Gassama, Kuma, 214.  
149 See Bernard Mouralis, Littérature et développement, 131.  
150 On reciprocal creolization, see Luc Bouquiaux, “La créolisation du français 

par le sango véhiculaire: Phénomène réciproque,” in Annales de la Faculté des 
Lettres et des Sciences Humaines 7 (Nice, 1969): 57–70; and Manessy & Wald, Le 
Français en Afrique noire, 70. See also N. Sesep N’Sial, “Quelques hypothèses pour 
une définition du métissage linguistique,” Langue et Société 9 (1979): 31–47. 

151 Gabriel Manessy, “De la subversion des langues importées: Le français 
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species in the novel, pidgin English has more chances of surviving. In 
the 1950s, the South African novelist Ezekiel (now Es’kia) Mphahlele 
pointed out that pidgin had no future in African literature of English 
expression because it was not spoken in Nigerian homes as Krio was in 
Sierra Leone.152 Yet pidgin English is now not only a first language in 
the Southern Nigerian cities of Warri and Sapele but also the most 
widely spoken language in Nigeria. Its creolization is under way. It is 
therefore very much alive and is likely to be used to escape the dicho-
tomy between target- and source-language (see Chapter 5 below). 
 There may be other reasons, however, than those advanced by 
Mphahlele for the gradual extinction of pidgin English as a stylistic 
device in the West African novel. As Obilade has suggested,153 it may 
lose its stylistic potential, mostly because of the unavailability of an as 
yet accepted orthography. Its abrasive phoneticization may further 
contribute to its demotion to the status of a mere public patois, and 
may elicit objections such as those the Québécois Hubert Aquin ad-
dressed about the French-based Joual in 1974: 
 

Phonétiser tout, c’est faire comme si le lecteur n’était pas conscient de 
l’arbitraire de l’orthographe d’une langue et des langues en général. 
C’est faire comme si cela se passait entre analphabètes.154 

 

Also, pidgin’s prevalent discursive role as bush-talk or baby-talk 
along with the writer’s confusion of pidgin and Broken English also 
limit its stylistic potential. Conversely, the conspicuous absence of NP 
makes a novel like T.M. Aluko’s Chief the Honourable Minister (1967) a 
lesser book than Achebe’s A Man of the People, which depicts the same 
milieu but can boast ninety-three pidgin utterances.155 Pidgin is 
                                                     
en Afrique noire,” in Langues et développement: Langues, économie et développe-
ment, ed. Robert Chaudenson & Didier de Robillard (Université de Provence; 
Paris: Didier Érudition, 1989), vol. 1: 142.  

152 Ezekiel Mphahlele, “The Language of African Literature,” Harvard Educa-
tional Review 34 (Spring 1954): 289–305.  

153 Tony Obilade, “The Stylistic Function of Pidgin English in African Litera-
ture,” 443.  

154 Hubert Aquin, Blocs erratiques (Montreal: Éditions Quinze, 1977): 142.  
155 T.M. Aluko condescends to lapse into pidgin only when houseboys or 

messengers are speaking, as in Chief the Honourable Minister (London: Heine-
mann, 1967): 15. Lindfors has denounced Aluko’s “old colonial habits of 
expression” and his “almost unremittingly anglophonic rhythm and imagery” 
in “T.M. Aluko, Nigerian Satirist,” in African Literature Today 5: The Novel in 
Africa, ed. Eldred Durosimi Jones (London: Heinemann, 1971): 52 & 51. 
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likewise losing ground in urban milieux and is being replaced by a 
pidginized American-flavoured slang as in that of Say Tokyo Kid in 
The Road. Similarly, the gangsters in Bloodbath at Lobster Close (1980) by 
the Nigerian chronicler of “vice-life,” Dickson Ighavini, do not speak 
pidgin but a racy americanized English. This hypercorrect slang 
picked up from television is gradually shifting the social legitimacy 
from pidgin to a new North American brand of speech. 
 On the other hand, the fusion of pidgin with an urban substandard 
variety of English known as ‘depidginization’ may also be responsible 
for its discursive erosion. For instance, it is never quite clear whether 
Jagua Nana’s pidgin is the selective rendition of a deeper pidgin or 
whether it is, as Wren has put it, “a kind of flavour given to non-stan-
dard speech.”156 In some cases, however, it is clear that pidgin has 
been corrupted not through losing a former hypothetical purity but by 
being exposed to Western education and the proper use of SE. For 
instance, the driver in No Longer At Ease warns Obi in ‘Lagos pidgin’ – 
“If you kill duck you go get accident or kill man,” where “the eastern 
pidgin speaker would probably say ‘na duck you kill you go get 
accident’.”157 Code-switching between SE and a depidginized pidgin 
may then degrade into a mute counter-trade, the discursive counter-
part to a commercial practice that can be traced back to the sixteenth 
century in West Africa.158 
 Although still a vestment that a locutor can put on and off, pidgin is 
now somewhat tattered and in need of renewal. If not revitalized and 
given a stable orthography, it is condemned to being an ‘auxiliary’ 
language aiding the European language in establishing its dominance. 
The auxiliary status of pidgin in the novel thus perpetuates in a neo-
colonial fashion the colonial status of pidgin as a trade language and 
therefore participates in the europhone text’s subtle glottophagia. As a 
novelistic trade-language, it is often traded and passed off for ‘the real 
thing’: i.e. Ẹnpi proper. 
 The Ibadan-based linguist Augusta Omamor, a literate L1 speaker 
of Ẹnpi, has argued again and again for a distinction between pidgin 
and pseudo-pidgin. As the europhone writer often lacks thorough 
grounding in the use of pidgin, his creation is often one by default and 
can only be in ‘pseudo-pidgin’. Contrasting Ẹnpi with the language of 

                     
156 Wren, Achebe’s World, 181. 
157 Achebe’s World, 181. 
158 On mute counter-trading, see Maurice Delafosse, Haut-Sénégal Niger 

(Paris: Larose, 1908–12), vol. 2: 47. 
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Wakabout in the weekly Lagos Weekend and of Zedubaya, the hero of 
the ever-popular radio and television comedy series, Omamor con-
cludes that it is “some kind of free-for-all linguistic mixed-grill or 
cocktail” that does “violence to the structure of both English and NP 
[with the result that] quite often it has the air of bad English donning a 
top coat to NP structure.”159  

Almost a decade later, Augusta Omamor took to task agit-prop art 
playwrights like Tunde Fatunde in No Food, No Country and Oga Na 
Tief Man (performed in 1985) as well as the Zaria-based Segun Oye-
kunle in Katakata for Sofahead (performed in 1978), whom she accuses 
of writing, in varying degrees, an English “dressed up in Ẹnpi 
robes.”160 Omamor may have a point when one looks closely at 
Fatunde’s third play, No Food, No Country, for instance, which is a 
dramatic portrayal of what is popularly known as “The Massacre of 
Peasants at Bakolori“ by the police on 26 April 1980 in Sokoto State, 
Nigeria. The play is for the most part in a pseudo-pidgin, spoken by 
the majority of characters, with the exception of, for example, Mr. 
Mussolini, the head of an Italian company, and Chief Kodilinye, who 
speak in SE. Consider this exchange between Tahir, an Imam, Prince 
Shettima, and the ex-Brigadier Owoboriomo:  
 

T A H I R :  Wallahi tallahi if you ask me to give you any thing, 
Allah, I go give you. And Prince (he pauses): If..... 

                     
159 A.P. Omamor, “Towards Extricating Nigerian Pidgin (NP) From a Strait-

jacket: A Preliminary Study,” a paper presented at the XIVth Annual Confer-
ence on African Linguistics, University of Wisconsin, Madison (1982): MS, np. 

160 A.P. Omamor, “New Wine in Old Bottles? A Case Study of Ẹnpi in Rela-
tion to the Use Currently Made of It in Literature,” MS, 1989. This article was 
published almost a decade later under the same title in Arbeiten aus Anglistik und 
Amerikanistik, 22 (1997): 219–33. Omamor also rebukes Wole Soyinka, who, in his 
satirical, agitational song “Unlimited Liability Company,” uses “a near-regular 
Ẹnpi side by side with an Ẹnpi groaning under the weight of standard English,” 
although she concedes that the chorus of “Etike Revo Wetin?” is the one 
exception in good, regular Ẹnpi. This would explain, she argues, why “people 
remember the chorus in question […] they are really able to identify with its 
language, a fact which would make remembering effortless.” Both “Unlimited 
Liability Company” and “Etike Revo Wetin?” were released on an LP in 1983 
and repeatedly broadcast on Radio O-Y-O. See Jürgen Martini, “Experiments 
with the English Language in Contemporary Nigerian Literature: Pidgin and 
Rotten English,” a paper read at the EACLACLS Conference, University of 
Kent, Canterbury, August 1989, MS, 7. See also Ben O. Elugbe & Augusta P. 
Omamor, Nigerian Pidgin: Background and Prospects (Ibadan: Heinemann, 1991).  
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P R I N C E  S H E T T I M A  (quickly intervenes): Imam, de oyinbo company of 
Oga Brigadier wan buy plenty, plenty land. De 
Oyinbo company wan build dam. 

T A H I R :  Wetin dem wan take dam do? 
P R I N C E  S H E T T I M A :  Dem wan make dam to keep plenty water for one 

place. 
T A H I R :  Wetin dem go take plenty water wey dem go keep 

for one place do? 
O W O B O R I O M O :  We go use the plenty water make big, big, big farm. 

With plenty water and plenty land we go plant 
sugar cane, rice, tobacco for cigarette, wheat wey go 
take make bread.161   

 

The excerpt moves swiftly from Arabic set phrases through the use of 
specific Igbo words like oyinbo for ‘white’ (or ‘Western’) to an imita-
tion of pidign syntax to slip ultimately into SE semantics.  

By his own admission, Tunde Fatunde used pidgin as part of a 
“pioneering venture“ to reach “the vast majority of our people who 
speak diverse languages“ and reminded the reader in his Preface that 
“Nigerian Pidgin English is now a permanent and evolving reality of 
Nigerian Culture.“ His pidgin is, however, a pseudo-pidgin but, to his 
credit, one must concur with him that pidgin “is yet to have a stan-
dardized structure commonly acceptable to everybody.“162  

This SE masquerading as NP in Tunde Fatunde’s work but also in 
that of others such as Mamman Vatsa, Frank Aig–Imoukuede and 
Segun Oyekunle will inexorably contribute to the near-irreversible pro-
cess of depidginization. If pseudo-NP stops being passed off as Ẹnpi 
proper, Ẹnpi could become an interesting discursive ‘trade-off’ and 
could presumably fill the ‘space between’ the sociolinguistic context and 
the literary text, between early, inchoate pidginization and relexification. 
 
 

 

                     
161 Tunde Fatunde, No Food, No Country (Benin City, Nigeria: Adena, 1985): 

22. By courtesy of Tunde Fatunde.  
162 Fatunde, “Preface“ to No Food, No Country, ix–x. 



 

 



 

 
 

 
The West African Palimpsest: 
Case-Studies in Relexification 

 
 
 

“Who are you people be? If you are coming-in people be, then come 
in.” 
— Gabriel Okara, The Voice 

 
UCH WOULD BE THE INVITATION to the frowning, recalci-
trant reader into a realm where a seemingly familiar language 
conveys an unfamiliar message. When the West African writer 

attempts to simulate the character of African speech in a europhone 
text, some process is at work which has never been adequately de-
scribed. Indeed, the terminology used to identify such an approach in 
current literature, whether it be linguistic or literary studies or the 
writer’s own assessment of his method(s), has been misleading be-
cause of the confusion with the notion of ‘translation’ as well as other 
equally inaccurate terms. Such terms as ‘transference,’ ‘transmutation’ 
or, more clinically, ‘blood transfusion’ and ‘surgical transplant’ have 
indeed permeated studies with particular reference to West Africa and 
its literary output in English.1 Instead of this unsatisfactory nomen-
clature, I propose the linguistic term ‘relexification’. 
                     

1 See The Other Tongue: English Across Cultures, ed. Braj B. Kachru (Chicago: 
U of Illinois P , 1982), especially two articles: S.N. Shridar, “Non-Native Eng-
lish Literatures: Context and Relevance,” 291–306, and Eyamba G. Bokamba, 
“The Africanization of English,” 77–98. Also of interest are isolated literary 
studies in a scattering of articles, such as those of Austin J. Shelton, “The ‘Palm 
Oil’ of Language: Proverbs in Chinua Achebe’s Novels,” Modern Language 
Quarterly 30.1 (1969): 86–111, A. Afolayan, “Language and Sources of Amos 
Tutuola,” in Critical Perspectives on Amos Tutuola, ed. Bernth Lindfors (Wash-
ington DC: Three Continents, 1975): 66–93, Peter Young, “Tradition, Lan-
guage and the Reintegration of Identity in West African Literature in English,” 
in The Critical Evaluation of African Literature, ed. Edgar Wright (Washington 
DC: Inscape, 1976): 21–50, and Jean Derive, “Quelques propositions pour un 

4 

S 
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 Loreto Todd’s felicitous formulation – “the relexification of one’s 
mother tongue, using English vocabulary but indigenous structures 
and rhythms”2 – best describes the process at work when the African 
language is simulated in the europhone text. The emphasis is here on 
the lexis in the original sense of speech, word or phrase and on lexicon 
with reference to the vocabulary and morphemes of a language and, 
by extension, to word-formation. As we shall see, this concept can be 
expanded to refer to semantics and syntax as well. I shall thus here re-
define relexification as the making of a new register of communication 
out of an alien lexicon. The adjectives ‘new’ and ‘alien’ are particularly 
relevant in a postcolonial context in which the European language re-
mains alien or irreducibly ‘other’ to a large majority of the West Afri-
can population (see Chapter 2 above) and a ‘new’ language is being 
forged as a result of the particular language-contact situation in West 
Africa and the artist’s imaginative use of that situation. 
 Relexification is often diachronic despite its synchronic aspects. As 
Achebe points out with regard to the “new English” of his novels, “the 
beginning of this English [...] was already there in [his] society, in 
popular speech and [he] foresee[s] the possibility for a lot more Afri-
canization or Nigerianization of English in [his] literature.”3 However, 
the writer’s innovations, whether lexico-semantic or morpho-syntac-
tic, may not reflect variations in current oral usage in West Africa. For 
instance, Igbo people today use ‘eleven’ instead of ‘ten and one’ (Igbo: 
iri na otu), which Achebe used in Things Fall Apart to render the tradi-
tional Igbo counting system.4 Relexification in its diachronic function 

                                                     
enseignement des littératures africaines francophones en France: L’exemple 
d’un roman: Les Soleils des indépendances,” Proceedings of the Bordeaux Con-
ference, March 1984, MS; see also James Booth, “Literature and the Politics of 
Language,” in Booth, Writers and Politics in Nigeria (New York: Africana, 1981): 
59–65, or Emmanuel Ngara, Stylistic Criticism and the African Novel (London: 
Heinemann, 1982). For an update, see my “Language, Orality and Literature,” 
in New National and Post-Colonial Literatures, ed. Bruce King (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1996): 29–44.  

2 Loreto Todd, “The English Language in West Africa,” in English as a World 
Language, ed. R.W. Bailey & Manfred Görlach (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P , 
1982): 303n22. For an account of the “relexification theory,” see Todd, Modern 
Englishes: Pidgins and Creoles, 23–26. 

3 Quoted by Phanuel Akubueze Egejuru in Towards African Literary Indepen-
dence: A Dialogue With Contemporary African Writers (Westport CT: Green-
wood, 1980): 49. 

4 In Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 1958): 37. See also Claudia Zas-
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should therefore not be confused with what has been called ‘nativiza-
tion’ (Shridhar) or ‘Africanism’ with reference to “any English con-
struction that reflects a structural property of an African language.”5 
Nor does it bear any resemblance to any purely synchronic function of 
relexification verging on mother-tongue interference, calquing (also 
calking) or loan-translation. ‘Africanization’, as well as ‘indigeniza-
tion’, however, refer to larger strategies of cultural decolonization, as 
expounded in Chapter 1, which are to be understood against the gene-
ral background of African and ‘Third-World’ economic de-linkage 
from Western supremacy.6 
 Whether Alfred Sauvy meant it or not when he coined the phrase le 
tiers monde – after the French tiers état – the ‘Third World’ has become 
the site of the ‘third code’ (see Chapter 1 above). This new register of 
communication, which is neither the European target-language nor 
the indigenous source-language, functions as an ‘interlanguage’ or as 
a ‘third register’, after Irwin Stern’s analysis of the new Portuguese/ 
Kimbudu language in the Angolan José Luandino Vieira’s fiction.7 
Such a register results from the “minting,” to borrow Jahn’s numisma-
tic phrase, the “re-cutting,” as Sartre contends in “Orphée noir,” or the 
“fashioning [out],” as Achebe would have it,8 of a new European-
based novelistic language wrung out of the African tongue. When re-
lexified, it is not ‘metropolitan’ English or French that appears on the 
page but an unfamiliar European language that constantly suggests 

                                                     
lavsky, Africa Counts: Number and Pattern in African Culture, intro. John Henrik 
Clarke (Boston M A: Prindle, Weber & Schmidt, 1973): 44. 

5 Bokamba, “The Africanization of English,” 78. 
6 See my own article “Postmodernism in African Literature in English“ in 

International Postmodernism: Theory and Literary Practice, ed. Hans Bertens & 
Douwe Fokkema (Amsterdam & Philadelphia PA: John Benjamins, 1997): 
463–69. 

7 See Irwin Stern, “Luandino Vieira’s Short Fiction: Decolonization in the 
Third Register,” in When the Drumbeat Changes, ed. Carolyn A. Parker & Ste-
phen Arnold (Washington DC: Three Continents, 1981): 141–52. 

8 See Janheinz Jahn, “Caliban and Prospero,” in Jahn, A History of Neo-Afri-
can Literature, tr. Oliver Coburn & Ursula Lehrburger (London: Faber & Faber, 
1966): 239–42; Jean–Paul Sartre, “Orphée noir,” in Anthologie de la nouvelle 
poésie nègre et malgache de langue française, ed. & intro. Léopold Sédar Senghor, 
preface by Charles–André Julien (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 
1948): ix–xliv, and Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Lan-
guage,” in Achebe, Morning Yet on Creation Day (Garden City NY: Doubleday, 
1975): 102. 
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another tongue. As such, it is closer to verbatim or loan-translation 
than to translation per se, but, as we shall see, it differs from both. So 
when Gabriel Okara writes “My insides smell with anger” or when 
Ahmadou Kourouma writes “Il n’avait pas soutenu un petit rhume,” 
both writers have relexified two West African languages – Ijọ and 
Mandinka – into English and French respectively. 
 Although they do not use the term ‘relexification’, writers unani-
mously recognize that the process at work when they write novels in 
European languages involves “some sort of translation” that ‘approxi-
mates’ the meaning in the source language. As we recall from Chapter 
2, Gabriel Okara is of the opinion that “the only way to use [African 
ideas] effectively is to translate them almost literally from the African 
language native to the writer into whatever European language he is 
using as his medium of expression.”9 In a 2003 interview, Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o speaks of his early novels such as The River Between and 
Weep Not Child as “mental translations” from Kikuyu into English.10 
On the francophone side, the Cameroonian Francis Bebey attempts to 
“extract the essence of Douala and put it alongside the essence of 
French so as to attain a very enriched cultural level.”11 The Senegalese 
writer Cheikh Hamidou Kane “doesn’t think that the use of French 
modifies his style or intent” but, rather, that his use of French is modi-
fied (by Peulh/Pular), whereas the Guinean writer Camara Laye ad-
mits that he loses “a lot in the transposition from Malinke into 
French.”12 Yet one now knows that L’enfant noir (1953) was written 
with the help of one female amanuensis and Le regard du roi (1954) 
(g)hosts the right-wing Belgian journalist Francis Soulié, who did not 
know Mandinka.13  
 Such remarks are not confined only to West Africa. The South Afri-
can novelist and critic Ezekiel (now Es’kia) Mphahlele concurs:  
 

                     
9 Gabriel Okara, “African Speech ... English Words,” Transition 10 (1963): 15. 
10 Harish Trivedi, “Ngugi wa Thiong’o in Conversation,” 7. 
11 Francis Bebey, “Paris Interview,” 20 August 1977, cited by Norman 

Stockle in “Towards an Africanization of the Novel: Francis Bebey’s Narrative 
Technique,” in New West African Literature, ed. Kolawole Ogungbesan (Lon-
don: Heinemann, 1979): 112. 

12 Phanuel A. Egejuru, Towards African Literary Independence, 42, 35.  
13 See Adele King, Rereading Camara Laye (Lincoln & London: U of Nebras-

ka P, 2002) as well as my review of King, “Of the Ghostly,“ Journal of Post-
colonial Writing (formerly World Literature Written in English) 40.2 (special 
issue on “Transcultural Hoaxes,” 2004): 116–26. 
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I listen to the speech of my people, to the ring of dialogue in my home 
language and struggle to find an approximation to the English equi-
valent.[…] it is really an attempt to paraphrase a single Sotho expres-
sion.14 

 

Two years earlier, in 1962, the African writers attending the Makerere 
Conference, of which Mphahlele wrote a press report, had reached the 
following consensus: 
 

It was generally agreed that it is better for an African writer to think 
and feel in his own language and then look for an English translitera-
tion approximating the original.15 

 

If the nine South African languages I mentioned earlier are zombified 
corpses, the surviving English words “approximating the original” are 
“all out of shape,” as the English-illiterate character Zach(ariah) puts it 
in Athol Fugard’s 1961 play The Blood Knot. Such a play, along with 
Fugard’s ‘Master Harold’ … and the Boys (1982) or Susan Pam–Grant’s 
Curl Up and Dye (1989), stage what Gilbert and Tompkins have called 
“languages of resistance,”16 which empower colonized peoples and 
provide them with a rhetoric to counter apartheid discourse and facili-
tate agency.  

Just as the domination of one language over another is not specifi-
cally African, the method of relexification is widely applicable. Robert 
Escarpit, the founder of the sociology of literature, has defined himself 
as a Gascon whose mother tongue along with other langues d’oc were 
devoured by the langue d’oïl spoken north of Poitiers and Grenoble 
and by the English Plantagenets: 
 

Le gascon n’a plus d’espoir. On réécrira peut-être un jour des textes 
littéraires en gascon, mais pas un traité de physique nucléaire. Nous 
aimerions pouvoir modifier notre  langue gasconne sur le plan de l’ex-
pression littéraire et non plus du simple véhicule technique. Notre 
seule chance est de faire transparaître les structures profondes de notre 
langue d’origine dans la langue dominatrice et de la modifier.17 

 

                     
14 Ezekiel Mphahlele, “The Language of African Literature,” 303–304. 
15 Ezekiel Mphahlele, “Press Report.” 
16 Helen Gilbert & Joanne Tompkins, Postcolonial Drama: Theory, Practice, 

Politics (New York & London: Routledge, 1996): 164.  
17 Robert Escarpit, “Foreword” to Diglossie et littérature, ed. Henri Giordan & 

Alain Ricard (Bordeaux: Maison des Sciences de l’Homme d’Aquitaine, 1976): 
8 (my emphasis).  



116 TH E  AF R I C A N  PA L I M P S E S T       

Incidentally, the langue d’oïl, the françois of the Isle-de-France, was to 
triumph over the other languages of France but also over the African 
languages which were, in Pierre Alexandre’s words, but “folklore, 
tutupanpan, obscurantisme, biniou et bourrée de ferments de désinté-
gration de la République,” a statement which recalls the Villers–Cot-
terêts Edict of 1539.18 
 Relexification is thus tied to the notions of ‘approximation’ and 
‘transparence’. Yet it also encompasses those of ‘transposition’, ‘para-
phrase’, ‘translation” (even ‘psychic’), ‘transliteration,’ ‘transference’ 
and ‘transmutation’. To make matters worse, there is some disagree-
ment about the process of ideation behind relexification. Ezekiel 
Mphahlele points to the difficulty of “peg[ging] the point at which 
[he] stop[s] thinking in [his] mother tongue and begin[s] to think in 
English, and vice versa.”19 Also, Olympe Bhêly–Quenum from Benin 
confesses that he writes in Fon or Yoruba – “two or three lines” – then 
translates his thoughts and develops the original idea into the target-
language.20 Here, the writer admits to the possibility of an African-
language original, which, under the guise of carelessly jotted notes – 
“two or three lines” – or elaborate literary fragments, is not visible in 
the record of literary history. This phenomenon is said to have existed, 
in various degrees, in European Renaissance verses that poets would 
first compose in Latin and then expand into a French version.21 In this 
respect, the fate of Latin, which can be understood in terms of either 
death or creolization, may be relevant to the future of African lan-
guages, were writers to continue writing in European languages and 
refuse to fecundate oral art with writing, thereby practising some sort 
of “linguistic contraception.”22 

                     
18 Quoted by Jacques Chevrier, Littérature nègre (Paris: Armand Colin, 

1984): 205. 
19 Ezekiel Mphahlele, “The Language of African Literature,” 304. 
20 Cf. “Je suis obligé d’écrire en fon ou en yoruba en deux ou trois lignes, et 

plus tard je développe et je traduis …,” in Olympe Bhêly–Quenum, “Écriture 
noire en question (débat),” Notre Librairie 65 (1982): 14. 

21 William Francis Mackey, “Langue, dialecte et diglossie littéraire,” in Di-
glossie et littérature, 28. 

22 I owe this phrase to Albert Gérard, Problématique, 264. Other parallels and 
contrasts can be drawn between the cultural diglossia in medieval Europe and 
in West African culture. See Mwatha Nusanji Ngalasso, “Francophonie afri-
caine, latinité gauloise, destins parallèles?” Canadian Review of Comparative Lite-
rature (June 1984): 249–64; and, in revised form, in Semper Aliquid Novi, 21–29.  
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 Relexification also differs from ‘auto-translation’ – the translation of 
one’s own work – in presupposing the visibility of the original work. 
Such is the case with the Ghanaian Kofi Awoonor’s translation into 
English of his own poem “I Heard a Bird Cry,” originally written in 
Ewe. About the English version he submitted to Black Orpheus he has 
this to say:  
 

Some kind of transference of perception takes place. I move from one 
linguistic dimension into another totally different, sometimes violently 
different one […]. Within me these two things exist side by side so I 
can move across these boundaries with, I hope, absolute ease. So at 
times ideas that exist in the Ewe, or that have taken place in the Ewe 
poems, either get mutated or expanded or contracted, whatever, de-
pending upon words and what technical mode I want to use in Eng-
lish.23 

 

Auto-translation, as we shall see in Chapter 6, is a contemporary yet 
exceptional trend in African writing, as epitomized by Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o’s own English translations of his works composed in 
Kikuyu. 
 The Nigerian dramatist John Pepper Clark concurs with Awoonor’s 
notion of mutation through expansion or contraction of ideas in the 
source language: “a thought you have has been very well expressed 
already in your mother tongue; you like that manner of expression so 
much you want to transplant it into English.”24 In the absence of an 
original, writers add cautiously that one must not assume that the 
African writer thinks first in his mother tongue and then translates his 
thoughts into the target-language. Chinua Achebe warns us: “If it 
were such a simple, mechanical process, I would agree that it was [a] 
pointless, […] eccentric pursuit.”25 Writers’ psychosocial attitudes 
towards relexification vary considerably, but it is preferable to leave 
questions related to such attitudes to psycholinguists and transforma-
tional grammarians.  

                     
23 Kofi Awoonor, in Palaver: Interviews with Five African Writers in Texas, ed. 

Bernth Lindfors, Ian Munro, Richard Priebe & Reinhard Sander (Austin: U of 
Texas P , 1972): 49. 

24 John Pepper Clark, in African Writers Talking: A Collection of Radio Inter-
views, ed. Dennis Duerden & Cosmos Pieterse (London: Heinemann & New 
York: Africana, 1972): 68. 

25 Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Language,” 102. 
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 Unlike interpretative translation or the ‘lesser’ activity of trans-
codage,26 both of which take place between two texts – the original and 
the translated version – relexification is characterized by the absence 
of an original. It therefore does not operate from the language of one 
text to the other but from one language to the other within the same 
text. Such texts are, as noted in Chapter 1, palimpsests – behind the 
scriptural authority of the European target-language, the earlier, im-
perfectly erased remnants of the source language are still visible. Just 
as these remnants may lead to the discovery of lost literary works of 
centuries long past, the linguistic remnants inhabiting the relexified 
text may lead to the discovery of the repressed source-language. The 
linguistic notions of ‘source-language’ and ‘target-language’ are there-
fore retained because of the underlying implication that the unearth-
ing of this debris inevitably leads to the ‘source’ of the native culture-
based text, without its idyllic, bucolic connotations of a return to the 
etymological and cultural roots of African culture. Although the ‘act of 
reading’ a palimpsest lies beyond the scope of this study, one should 
stress the uniqueness and particularity of each ‘message-event’ and its 
openness to a wide variety of readings when consumed by different 
audiences in different sociolinguistic contexts.27 
 What distinguishes relexification from translation is not only the 
absence of a separate original. Relexification takes place, as already 
suggested, between two languages within the same text. Although 
these two languages are unrelated, they interact as dominant vs. 
dominated languages or elaborated vs. restricted codes, as they did 
and still do to some extent in West Africa where the European lan-
guage is the official language and the medium of prestige and power. 
As it hosts such warring tendencies, relexification is a strategy in 
potentia that transcends the merely methodological. On the methodo-
logical level, it stems from a need to solve an immediate artistic prob-
lem: that of rendering African concepts, thought-patterns and linguis-
tic features in the European language. On the strategic level, relexi-
fication seeks to subvert the linguistically codified, to decolonize the 

                     
26 Interpretative translation as a creative reconstruction prevails, in profes-

sional circles such as the ESIT  in Paris, over what is pejoratively referred to as 
transcodage. See Marianne Lederer, “La théorie interprétative de la traduction,” 
Le français dans le monde (August–September 1987): 11–16. 

27 I am indebted to Gareth Griffiths (personal communication) for this re-
mark. 
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language of early, colonial literature and to affirm a revised, non-
atavistic orality via the imposed medium. 
 Whereas the method of pidginization grounds the character in his/ 
her supra-national or urban identity, relexification grounds the char-
acter in a specific ethnicity. Relexification is thus statistically more 
recurrent than pidginization in novels with a local or rural setting, 
hereafter called ‘native culture-based novels’. Hence the degree of 
pidginization is in inverse proportion to the degree of relexification. 
For instance, Chinua Achebe’s A Man of the People (1960) contains 
ninety-three pidgin utterances, whereas Things Fall Apart (1958) con-
tains only three. As a rule, there is a higher incidence of relexifying 
devices as the work comes closer to orality. This should come as no 
surprise, since such texts are relexified from languages that have re-
mained essentially oral and belong to the vast corpus of oral human 
discourse; after all, most languages spoken by humans over the mil-
lennia have no connection with writing.28 The relexified medium goes 
beyond the literary utilization of existing popular idioms and, in its 
world-creating aspect, transfigures the glottopolitical situation via the 
creation of a new form of literary expression. 
 In the case-studies that follow, the African language from which the 
novelist relexifies is generally his ‘native or ancestral’ language as 
opposed to his first language, which linguists refer to as L1. Despite 
the fact that the native language was the first to be learnt, it may not 
be his ‘first language’ in terms of his familiarity with or daily use of 
it.29 As the writers under scrutiny are Africans whose native language 
is neither English nor French, their English or French may be de-
scribed as a non-native language spoken fluently (i.e. with near-native 
fluency) as a second or third language and, in some cases, as an L1. 
 Before considering the native culture-based europhone novel, I 
shall first consider its ancestor in anglophone West Africa: ‘written 
orature’, or the recording of oral art in writing.30 The Nigerian Amos 
                     

28 See, among others, Walter J. Ong, “Orality, Literacy, and Medieval Text-
ualization,” 5; and Munro S. Edmonson, Lore: An Introduction to the Science of 
Folklore and Literature (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1971): 323, 332.  

29 Rachel Angogo & Ian F. Hancock, “English in Africa: Emerging Standards 
or Diverging Regionalisms?,” a paper presented at the Symposium on Lan-
guage Policies in African Education, Linguistic Institute of the Linguistic Soci-
ety of America, University of Illinois, Urbana, Illinois, 6–7 July 1978, MS, 71. 

30 ‘Orature’ refers to ‘oral literature’ or ‘oral art’. Some critics, however, 
favour the term ‘oral literature’; see Jean Derive, “L’Oralité africaine ou ‘la 
littérature en kit’,” in Semper Aliquid Novi: Littérature comparée et littératures 
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Tutuola is, in a way, the precursor of relexification in its earlier, syn-
chronic form. A close look at calquing and mother-tongue interference 
will help us define what relexification, in its full, accepted meaning, 
does not constitute. 
 
 
A. The Ancestor of Relexification: 
 Calquing in Amos Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard 
When Amos Tutuola’s first published novel, The Palm-Wine Drinkard, 
came out in 1952,31 it was highly acclaimed by some and ignored or 
despised by others. No one knew at that time that it was going to 
serve as the odd and somewhat freakish ‘missing link’ in the Yoruba 
literary continuum between Chief Daniel Olarunfemi Fagunwa, the 
master storyteller and writer of Yoruba expression, and Wole Soyinka, 
the sophisticated and syncretic interpreter of a double legacy. This 
outlandish ‘folk-novel’ precariously straddles the world of orature 
and that of literature and bridges the two by translating the one into 
the other. But, just as iyipada in Yoruba both means ‘to translate’ and 
‘to turn around’, a true assessment of what is at work here involves a 
linguistic volte-face. Part of the difficulty in assessing The Palm-Wine 
Drinkard is indeed due to a triple transposition: (1) from oral to writ-
ten; (2) from Yoruba to English, coupled with the passage from 
Yoruba-language literature to English-language literature; (3) from an 
indigenous, limited audience to a broad world readership. 
 What received the most attention in early reviews as well as in later 
reassessments of The Palm-Wine Drinkard is its language. The novel 
was lauded by Dylan Thomas for its young, ungrammatical lingo, 
diagnosed by both V.S. Naipaul and Yoruba linguists as a tall tale 
written in an “imperfectly acquired second language,” and altogether 
swamped by Nigerians wary of the uninformed European reader’s 
                                                     
d’Afrique, ed. János Riesz & Alain Ricard (Tübingen: Gunter Narr, 1990): 215–
25; and Derive, Fonctionnement sociologique de la littérature orale, thèse de doc-
torat d’État (Université de Paris I I I , 1986): vol. 2 & 3. 

31 Tutuola’s earliest narrative (co-authored with Edward Akinbiyi), “The 
Wild Hunter in the Bush of Ghosts” (1948), is the necessary prequel to The 
Palm-Wine Drinkard. Although A. Krazna–Krausz, the director of the London-
based Focal Press, was intrigued enough by this “manuscript about spirits in 
the Nigerian bush illustrated with photographs of the spirits” to purchase the 
rights, it only reached print in 1982. See Amos Tutuola: The Wild Hunter in the 
Bush of Ghosts, ed. Bernth Lindfors (Washington DC: Three Continents, 1982). 
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confusion of Tutuola’s idiolect with West African English.32 Criticism 
of Tutuola’s use of English is polarized. At one end of the spectrum is 
a mawkish heralding of Tutuola’s limitations. For instance, Geoffrey 
Parrinder, in his foreword to My Life in the Bush of Ghosts (1954), con-
tends that Tutuola’s licence makes the europhone literature produced 
by more highly educated Africans a monolith of “rather stiff essays.”33 
At the other end of the critical spectrum is a scurrilous lampooning of 
his weaknesses by Africans and non-Africans alike. The Yoruba lin-
guist A. Afolayan categorized Tutuola’s English as being that of a user 
“with post-primary education at approximately the level of present-
day Secondary Class Four.”34 To demonstrate the correctness of his 
verdict, Afolayan quoted from random texts written by Yoruba users 
of English with that level of training. Indeed, Tutuola’s sporadic 
schooling at the Lagos Salvation Army School and the Anglican 
School of Abeokuta up to 1939 confirms Afolayan’s diagnosis. A page 
from the manuscript of The Palm-Wine Drinkard showing the pub-
lisher’s ‘corrections’ (See Table 4) indicates that Tutuola has only 
mediocre command of written English. The well-known Nigerian, 
American-based critic Abiola Irele comes closer to a true appreciation 
of Tutuola’s linguistic genius when he says that it may be arrived at 
“in spite of his imperfect handling of English, not because of it.”35 
 Tutuola’s level of schooling has also served numerous theories of 
meliorism advocating that Tutuola’s familiarity with Yoruba folklore 
and storytelling techniques is untainted by Western influence, accul-
turation and the vicissitudes of the Queen’s English. His level of 
schooling is here relevant only insofar as it can explain his imperfect 
acquisition of English as a second language and the interferences from 
his mother tongue, Yoruba, in his writing. However, the non-standard 
usages or mistakes exhibited in his work do not necessarily brand his 

                     
32 See, among others, Dylan Thomas, The Observer (6 July 1952), and V.S 

Naipaul, “New Fiction,” New Statesman (5 April 1958), Week-End Review, 
444–45. 

33 Geoffrey Parrinder, “Foreword” to Tutuola, My Life in the Bush of Ghosts 
(New York: Grove, 1954): 10.  

34 A. Afolayan, “Language and Sources of Amos Tutuola,” in Critical Per-
spectives on Amos Tutuola, ed. Bernth Lindfors (Washington DC: Three Conti-
nents, 1975): 198. 

35 Abiola Irele, “Tradition and the Yoruba Writer: D.O. Fagunwa, Amos 
Tutuola and Wole Soyinka,” Odu 11 (1975): 85.   
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English as “Nigerian English.”36 Such ‘mistakes’ can be recuperated as 
the signs of what Larry Selinker has called an ‘interlanguage’, a 
Zwischensprache between the source- or native language and the target-
language in the psycholinguistic theory of second-language learning.37 
All in all, the language Tutuola has wrung out from scraps of “school-
boy English” and officialese (from his job as an orderly in the Lagos 
Ministry of Labour) is due not only to his lack of formal education but 
also to his somewhat botched attempt at transplanting a purely oral 
narrative tradition onto a literary narrative tradition. 
 Although it is quite evident that Tutuola’s command of English 
would have been better had he received a higher education, it is not 
clear whether the oral quality of The Palm-Wine Drinkard would have 
been reduced or not. Indeed, unlike a Camara Laye or a D.T. Niane, 
Tutuola did not need to tape a master storyteller’s performance and 
then transcribe it, for he had since childhood been immersed in the 
Yoruba storytelling tradition. Had Tutuola completely mastered Eng-
lish, the inadvertent calques in his writing would probably have been 
lost or ‘fossilized’,38 but he would have had at his command a more 
effective tool to bridge what Gaston Bachelard has called the “episte-
mological rupture” between orality qua opening and writing qua 
closure.39 In turn, a better command of the language may have 
                     

36 See A. Adetugbo, “Nigerian English: Fact or Fiction?” Lagos Notes and Re-
cords 6 (1977): 128–41. 

37 Larry Selinker, “Interlanguage” (1972), an article which complements his 
earlier “Language Transfer,” General Linguistics 9 (1969): 67–92. See also Wil-
liam Nemser, “Approximative Systems of Foreign Language Learners,” Inter-
national Review of Applied Linguistics 9 (1971): 115–23. The notion of ‘interlan-
guage’ was first introduced in Selinker (1969) although Uriel Weinrich had 
already identified “interlingual identifications” in his Languages in Contact 
(New York: The Linguistic Circle of New York, 1953). Ashcroft, Griffiths and 
Tiffin argue that Tutuola’s ‘interlanguage’ “may be seen as paradigmatic of all 
cross-cultural writing”; The Empire Writes Back, 68. 

38 Fossilization refers to “the linguistic items, rules, and subsystems which 
speakers of a particular NL [Native Language] will tend to keep in their IL 
[Interlanguage] relative to a particular TL [Target Language], no matter what 
the age of the learner or amount of explanation and instruction he receives in 
the TL”; Larry Selinker, “Interlanguage,” 215. 

39 See, for example, Bachelard, La formation de l’esprit scientifique (1938, Paris: 
Vrin, 6th ed. 1969): 239. Pius Ngandu Nkashama argues that any approach to 
modern African literature must take into account this “ ‘rupture épistémo-
logique’ (pour utiliser un terme de Bachelard) réalisée par l’introduction, 
violente et violemment signifiante, de l’écriture, de la disjonction observée 
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sharpened his will to affirm the orality of his work. Conversely, the 
oral quality of a work is often marred by the educational training of 
the writer qua strategist.  
 Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard is the ‘written telling’ of a Yoruba 
composite folktale, which attempts to simulate in writing the live per-
formance of the competent raconteur. Difficulties arise from recording 
oral art in writing, such as rendering the storyteller’s verbal pyrotech-
nics, tonal punnings, histrionic gestures, facial features and stentorian 
vocal modulations so dear to the genuine purveyor of Yoruba folktale 
yarns.40 Indeed, Tutuola constantly reminds us, maybe through the 
essential weaknesses of his tale, that the central document in orature is 
the live performance. 
 Kola Ogunmola and Hubert Ogunde first provided an operatic ver-
sion (1963–67) of the tale, Òmútí. Significantly, the operatic perfor-
mance was based not on The Palm-Wine Drinkard but on a translation 
of Tutuola’s folk novel into Yoruba, because it was found that “it 
would be very difficult to set Tutuola’s lyrics in English to truly Afri-
can rhythms. In any case no orchestra employing African instruments 
existed which could perform from a written score.”41 The novel thus 
exemplifies the fact that “narrating is the poor brother of witnessing,” 
as Fagunwa once put it.42 Herein lies the twofold problem identified 
earlier: namely, the problematic transposition from English to Yoruba 
as well as from a written score to ‘musicorality’, as it were. The trans-
lation from English to Yoruba to remedy the technical impossibility of 
adapting English prose to “truly African rhythms” is of particular 
interest here because ‘translation’ may here be read as the uncovering 
of the original Yoruba sub-text behind Tutuola’s approximate ‘third 
code’ or ‘interlanguage’ and possibly what could have been pub-
                                                     
entre oralité-ouverture et écriture-clôture”; Nkashama, Littératures africaines: de 
1930 à nos jours (Paris: Silex, 1984): 18. 

40 On problems arising from the process of recording oral art in writing, see, 
for example, Nyembwe Tshikumambila, “From Folktale to Short Story,” in 
European-Language Writing in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. Gérard, 475–89. 

41 In “The Stage Version of The Palm-Wine Drinkard” by G.J. Axworthy in 
Omuti, opera by Kola Ogunmola, transcribed and translated by R.G. Armstrong, 
Robert L. Awujoola and Val Olayemi from a tape recording by R.G. Arm-
strong & Samson Q.Q. Amali (Ibadan: University of Ibadan Institute of Afri-
can Studies, 1972). 

42 Spoken by Akara–Ogun, the protagonist in Soyinka’s free translation of 
D.O. Fagunwa’s novel Ógbójú Ọdẹ Nínú Igbó Irúnmalè, The Forest of A Thousand 
Daemons (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1968): 78. 
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lished, had Tutuola written the tale in Yoruba or had he provided the 
translation of his own text. This problem of transposition also hints at 
the ultimate impracticality of indigenization. 
 The following excerpt probably reveals Tutuola at his worst, but it 
gives the reader an idea of the stuff that Tutuola’s style is made of. 
Here, the palm-wine drinkard and his wife have left Red-Town and 
have resumed their journey to Deads’ Town, where his dead tapster 
resides. The man with the mysterious load makes them take another 
route and they thus enter “the wrong town with the prince killer”: 
 

We were travelling inside bush to bush (1) as before […] after we had 
travelled ninety miles to that place, there we met a man who sat down 
and had a full bag of load on his front (2) […] Of course, we did not 
know what was inside the bag […] then my wife asked him how could a 
man buy a pig in a bag? (3) […] I asked him what kind of load was this? (4) 
He replied that it was the load which two persons must not know the 
content of. So, I put hope on my gun and I trusted my cutlass as God, 
then I told my wife to put the load on my head and she helped me. 
When I put it on my head it was just like a dead body of a man, (5) it was 
very heavy, but I could carry it easily. So the man was on our front (6) 
and we followed him. […] we did not know that the load was the dead 
body of the prince of the town that we entered. That man had 
mistakenly killed him in the farm and was looking for somebody who 
would represent him as the killer of the prince. […] Because he (the 
killer of the Prince) knew that if the king realised who killed his son he 
(king) (7) would kill the man instead, so this man did not want to prove 
out that he was the killer of the prince.43 

 

According to Afolayan, who has provided the only detailed commen-
tary on Tutuola’s use of English, (1), (2) and (6) reflect Yoruba preposi-
tional groups. In (3) and (4) the structure is patterned on Yoruba 
rather than English indirect speech, whereas (5) is a Yoruba idiom 
translated verbatim into English. The parenthetical, seemingly redun-
dant phrases in (7) arise from the fact that there is only one form of the 
third-person-singular pronoun in Yoruba, whereas the wordy and 
repetitive style of the passage is due to the transposition of Yoruba 
narrative style into English. In another respect, (5) illustrates the 
psycholinguistic problem related to second-language acquisition, for it 
“involves possibly a double process of translation, first of the idiom 

                     
43 Amos Tutuola, The Palm-Wine Drinkard (London: Faber & Faber, 1952): 

91–93. 
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from English to Yoruba and then back to English.44 Yet any linguist 
who is familiar with Chomsky’s generative and transformational 
grammar could refute the claim that the above passage is a translated 
version of Tutuola’s original thinking. What is at work in Tutuola’s 
prose is, to Afolayan, “some sort of translation (at least psychic).”45 In 
fact, Tutuola is not translating – ‘psychically’ or otherwise – from the 
source-language to the target-language; nor is he relexifying from the 
one to the other, for relexification is, in our definition, a conscious, 
deliberate method of indigenization. Tutuola is for the most part in-
advertently calquing, yet safeguarding the rhetoric, word-play and 
bizarre imagery cherished by the Yoruba. 
 Most of Tutuola’s stylistic unorthodoxy is attributable to direct or 
semi-direct loan-translation (henceforth calquing) from Yoruba. Al-
though linguists like Afolayan and Adetugbo have told us this,46 there 
is no detailed analysis tracing Tutuola’s calques to his mother tongue, 
Yoruba. Here, I shall attempt to adumbrate such an analysis, showing 
the Yoruba layer beneath the scriptural surface. This case-study could 
be extended to later works such as Pauper, Brawler and Slanderer (1987), 
a fact that dispels any notion of ‘improvement’ over the years. 
 Let us first consider the use of the verb “to meet” at the outset of 
The Palm-Wine Drinkard:47 
 

but when I entered the room, I met a bed. (13) 
SùgbÖn nígbà tí mọ wọ inú iyàrá, mo bá bÁÀdé.*  
But at-time that I entered inside room, I met a bed.  

 

                     
44 A. Afolayan, “Language and Sources of Amos Tutuola,” 198. 
45 “Language and Sources of Amos Tutuola,” 206. 
46 See Abiodun Adetugbo, “Bilingualism and Language Contact in Nigeria,” 

Oduma Magazine 3.2 (December 1977): 13–21. See also Molara Ogundipe–Leslie, 
“The Palm-Wine Drinkard: A Reassessment of Amos Tutuola,” Présence africaine 
71 (1969): 99–108. 

47 In the Yoruba samples that follow (marked with an asterisk), I consulted 
Prof. Yiwola Awoyale from the Department of Linguistics, University of 
Ilorin, Nigeria. See the List of Linguistic Informants appended to Chapter 1. 
Each sample is patterned as follows: English as it is found in the text; the 
African-language calque; the word-for-word English translation of the Afri-
can-language sentence, whenever necessary. Some of these samples have also 
been used in my “Under the Palimpsest and Beyond: The ‘Original’ in the 
West African Europhone Novel,” in Crisis and Creativity in the New Literatures 
in English, ed. Geoffrey Davis & Hena Maes–Jelinek (Cross/Cultures 1; Am-
sterdam & Atlanta GA: Rodopi, 1990): 103–22. 
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The use of “met” results from a calque from Yoruba bá which has a 
wide semantic field, for it also means, for example, ‘to overtake’, ‘to 
accompany’, ‘to find’, ‘to locate’, ‘to come across’, ‘to encounter’, and 
‘to discover’. Inadvertent but direct calquing from Yoruba results in 
transfer of grammatical relations, lexico-semantic transplants, shifts, 
extensions, analogical constructions, morpho-syntactic innovations as 
well as phrasal transplants, some of which may be considered de-
lightfully bizarre and poetically charged coinages. 
 Before considering the felicity of some of Tutuola’s neologisms, I 
would like to examine some of the stylistic features which result from 
calquing: 
 

1. in the use of tenses. Here Tutuola is both using the negated preterite 
of ‘to be’ (Yoruba kan) and ‘overgeneralizing’ the target-language 
rules on negation:48  
 

even a pond did not be near there (75) 
kódà adágún omi kan kò sí ní Àgbẹ ibÀ* 
even pond-water not be at-near there 

 

instead of ‘even a pond was not to be found’; 
 

2. in the use of verbs:  
 

it remained me alone (28; also My Life in the Bush of Ghosts 21)  
ó ku èmí nikan* 

 

instead of ‘I was left alone/I was the only one left’; 
 

3. in the indirect clause structure, calqued on the Yoruba interrogative 
clause:  
 

He (Death) asked me from where did I come?... (13)  
Ikeé bi me nibo ni mo(ti) wá?*  
Death ask me at-place be I from come 

 

instead of ‘Death asked me where I came from’; 
 

4. in the occurrence of certain redundancies, as in the duplication of 
adverbs, a characteristic of some West African languages which have 

                     
48 Selinker, among others, has identified a common ‘mistake’ in the colloca-

tion drive a bicycle, which results from the non-native speaker’s over-gene-
ralization of the use of drive to all vehicles; Selinker, “Interlanguage,” 218. 
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given rise to the same feature in pidgin English and which is also 
observable in other Atlantic creoles:  
 

All was muddled together from the rotten blood of the animals, hu-
mans, etc. which was pouring on it often and often.49 

 

Here the use of “often and often” is patterned after the Yoruba léra-léra 
but could also have been over-generalized from a similar expression 
in SE – ‘again and again’; 
 

5. in (a) the non-standard behaviour of prepositions, (b) their super-
fluous usage, or even (c) their absence:  
 

(a) the food which had been prepared against the night (33)  
  fún alé*  

 

instead of for the night or  
 

we were travelling inside bush to bush (91)  
láti inú igbó dé inú igbó* 

 

instead of ‘we were travelling inside the bush/from bush to bush’; 
 

(b) we came back to home by 7 o’clock (40) 
        padà sí ilé*  

 

instead of ‘we came back home’; 
 

(c) He put it front of the king and I sat on it (The Witch Herbalist 81)  
      o gbé e siwaju oba, mo sì jókòó lé e* 

 

instead of ‘He put it in front of the king’. Note here that the English 
preposition in is missing because siwaju is the contraction of si-iwaju, 
which is used as such in prepositional groups:  
 

[they] put me on their front (79) 
wÖn gbé / f i mí si iwaju wÖn* 
they put me at front their  

 

Note also that Tutuola uses prepositions inconsistently, for he writes 
in The Witch-Herbalist of the Remote Town: “my father drew the bowl of 
‘ayo’ which was near him to the front of them” (17); 
 

6. in the use of pronouns; the awkwardly repetitive style may be attri-
buted to the lack of gender in (a) the Yoruba third-person-singular 
                     

49 The Witch-Herbalist of the Remote Town (London: Faber & Faber, 1981): 13. 
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subject and direct-object pronoun – ò – and (b) the third-person-singu-
lar possessive adjective – rè – :  
 

(a) Then I told the old man (god) that I am looking for my palm-wine 
tapster (10);  

 

when he saw me (bird) on the roof, he told his wife that if he had not 
sent me to his native blacksmith […] When it was 6:30 a.m. of the fol-
lowing morning, he (god) woke me up … (11);  

 

so when he (Death) saw that these stakes (12)  
 

(b) But there was none of the people who lived in this Rocky Town, 
neither grown-ups nor children, without his or her own Town, neither 
grown-ups nor children, without his or her own god, idol or image 
which he or she worshipped. (The Witch Herbalist 11–12)  

 

The parenthetical tags in the (a) samples also act as mnemonic devices 
designed to nurse the reader as a master storyteller would nurse his 
audience. The use of his or her and he or she may also be derived from 
the non-sexist, discrimination-free use of third-person pronouns in 
non-fictional SE prose; 
 

7. in (a) the nominalization of adjectives, (b) the use of the adverbial 
form of the adjective, or (c) the addition of the deictic pronoun in front 
of a nominal group:  
 

(a) we met uncountable of them at the gate (59) 
 

Here, “uncountable” is calqued on àimọye,* literally à-i-mọ-iye* (prefix-
not-know-number), meaning ‘that you do not know the number of’ 
instead of ‘we met an uncountable number of them/countless/ nume-
rous people’. Note that he uses “uncountable” as an adjective in a later 
book, but its use is just as unorthodox: “it was so uncountable num-
bers of them” (The Witch Herbalist 83); 
 

(b) this old man was not a really man (10)  
      ọkùnrin arúgbó yìí kì í ‹e ènìyàn lásán*  

 

(c) a distance of ten days’ journey from this our town (Witch Herbalist 23) 
               ílú wa yìi*  
               town our this.  

 

In this respect, Okara’s “How can you a spoiled girl marry at this your 
young age?” (see Section B) is strategically different from Tutuola’s 
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“journey from this our town,” although both uses stem from analogi-
cal constructions in Ijọ and Yoruba respectively. 
 Tutuola’s mediocre command of English is responsible for his lack 
of nuance. For instance, he uses two words in their adjectival form – 
“both” and “two” – interchangeably:  
 

his both eyes were on his knees (56) 
ojú rÀ méjèjè wà lórún-kún*  
eye his two/both 

 

instead of ‘his two eyes/both his eyes were on his knees’. 
 The calquing from Yoruba can be short-circuited in a syllogistic 
fashion, as in this instance:  
 

My mother is not split (that is not rich) (The Witch Herbalist 133)  
Ìyá mi ko là*  

 

Here Tutuola is calquing “split” from Yoruba là, which has two mean-
ings: ‘split’ and ‘(to be) rich or prosperous’. Of the two meanings, 
Tutuola retained ‘split’, which, to him, has the same meaning in Eng-
lish as ‘rich’, as shown in his parenthetical explanation. However, at 
times, Tutuola explicitly states that his source is the Yoruba language:  
 

it was hard to look at it for a half-twinkling or thirty seconds, without 
the eyes being hurt (In the Yoruba language, “twinkling” means 
minute). (The Witch Herbalist 12)  

 

Here Tutuola has in mind ì-‹ẹ-ojú* (‘to snap/break into two-eye’), con-
tracted into ì‹éjú* to indicate a period of time shorter than a minute 
but equivalent to the English expression ‘in the twinkling of an eye’, to 
mean ‘in a moment’, ‘very quickly’. 
 The calque of a Yoruba phrase is sometimes used to explain a cul-
turally bound notion such as the common reference in Yoruba folklore 
to the dead walking backward as opposed to the living walking for-
ward. Here the prepositional transplant is tagged onto the English 
equivalent:  
 

the whole of them [...] grew annoyed at the same time to see us walk-
ing forward or with our face. (96)  

 

from the Yoruba fi orí rìn*(‘use-head-walk’) or fi ojú wa rìn* (‘use-eye-
our-walk’) as opposed to  
 

so he told us to walk backward or with our back (97)  
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from the Yoruba fi Àhin rìn* (‘use-back-walk’). The following ‘hyper-
correct’ rendition of a Yoruba proverb shows that Tutuola consciously 
tried to improve on calquing and simulated the typical proverbial 
parallel constructions by using one of the few available parallel 
constructions in English, The more …, the less:  
 

The more the thorns never disturb snakes in 
Bí ẹ gún kì í ti í d í ejò lÓwÓ nínú 
As thorn not n-ever-n prevent snake inside 

 

the bush from gliding,the more there 
igbò kí ó má yÕÓ* 
forest that it must-not glide 

 

would be no obstacle on your journey (The Witch Herbalist 24)  
 

instead of a construction to this effect: ‘Just as thorns never prevent/ 
stop a snake from gliding, obstacles will never prevent you from con-
tinuing your journey’. 
 The twin result of calquing is very awkward syntax or what has 
been called a “fortunate coinage.”50 Some lexical and phrasal trans-
plants are indeed graceful, pertinent or even poetic:  
 

when it was about two o’clock in the mid-night (14) 
nígbà tí ó di ªkan bí i aago méjì Õgànjọònu*  
when that it became about like clock two deep night 

 

instead of ‘when it was about two (o’clock) in the morning’ or ‘two 
hours past midnight’; 
 

But when they heard my foot-noise,  
Sugbºn nigbà t í gbúròó ìró- ẹsÀ mi, 

 

they too rushed to the outside (The Witch Herbalist 115; My Life in the 
Bush of Ghosts 90)  

won saré bo si ika*  
 

instead of ‘when they heard my footsteps’; 
 

I did not care about setting my feet on this long journey (The Witch 
Herbalist 22) 

mi ò féé fi ẹsẹ mi lé ọna jíjin yìí *  
I not want to put feet my on journey long this  

                     
50 Eldred Durosimi Jones, “Amos Tutuola – The Palm-Wine Drinkard: Four-

teen Years On,” Bulletin of the Association for African Literature (Freetown, Sierra 
Leone) 4 (1966): 24–30. 
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I began to think in mind (The Witch Herbalist 21)  
no bÀrÀ si ronú lókàn mi*  
I start think in-mind my/me  

 

So if your hands catch him, kill him (The Witch Herbalist 49)  
Bí ọwÓ rẹ ba tÀ Á, pa á *  
if hand your happen catch him, kill him  

 

One could add to this list of examples other felicitous calques like the 
pluralization of mass nouns as in “wake deads,”51 and not so felicitous 
phrases such as “a detrimental strange image” or “he was sweating re-
peatedly” (The Witch Herbalist 105, 112). 
 While there is no criterion to determine whether Tutuola’s out-
landish concatenations are successful or unsuccessful, not all unortho-
doxies are idiosyncracies. Some of them, like the oddly repetitive style, 
owe a lot to Yoruba traditional narrative style. In the following ex-
cerpt, the clauses tumble down on each other in a punctuated but 
breathless sentence not only to emphasize the protagonist’s predica-
ment or “that critical time” but also to build momentum, as in a tradi-
tional storytelling session. This amplification also grows out of the 
oral need for copia, for the continuous flow of discourse, as in Tutu-
ola’s account of a rope-binding contest:  
 

When I felt that these strings did not allow me to breathe and again 
every part of my body was bleeding too much, then I myself com-
manded the ropes of the yams in his garden to tight him there, and the 
yam stakes should begin to beat him also. After I had said so and at the 
same time, all the ropes of the yams in his garden tighted him hardly, 
and all the yam stakes were beating him repeatedly, so when he 
(Death) saw that these stakes were beating him repeatedly, then he 
commanded the strings of the drum which tighted me to release me, 
and I was released at the same time. But when I saw that I was re-
leased, then I myself commanded the ropes of the yams to release him 
and the yam stakes to stop beating him, and he was released at once. 
(12)  

 

The repetition of words, phrases or even whole sentences is an incan-
tatory device used in traditional Yoruba narrative. Such repetitiveness, 

                     
51 Obiechina argues that, unlike the English concept of “the dead” as a life-

less collectivity, Tutuola’s term “deads” bears out the concept of a dead peo-
ple as active individuals who inhabit a place known as “Deads’ Town”; “The 
Problem of Language in African Writing: The Example of the Novel,” The 
Conch 5.1–2 (1972): 20. 
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which would be considered a major flaw or at least an indication of a 
limited vocabulary in a Western prose narrative, is in Yoruba a rheto-
rical device that Fagunwa used profusely. What is repeated is a sound 
as in drum beats in Fagunwa’s Yoruba-language novel Ógbójú Ọdẹ Nínú 
Igbó Irúnmalè or a single word (e.g., rúngbÕn ‘beard’), as in the following 
excerpt from Igbó Olódúmaré:  
 

èmi náà ko tún sòrÓ nipa irùngbÕn onírùngbÕn mÓ, mo fi onírùngbÕn 
sílÀ ké ó ma gbé rùngbÕn lọ.  

 

I too did not talk about someone else’s beard any more. I left the owner 
of the beard to go away with his beard.52 

 

Ayo Bamgbose’s translation reveals that what is a stylistic asset in Yo-
ruba is clearly a limitation in English, especially if extended to several 
paragraphs. 
 The semantics, syntax and general morphology of the Yoruba lan-
guage as well as devices found in Yoruba prose narratives are not the 
only source of Tutuola’s stylistic innovations, which range, as we have 
seen, from stylistic cul-de-sacs to felicitous and even poetic coinages. 
The other recognizable source is the English language. As already ob-
served, some of the following coinages are derived analogically from 
existing English rules which have been ‘over-generalized’. For in-
stance, the adjective in “they were shareful to one another (The Witch 
Herbalist 46) is a new lexical item derived via suffixation of “ful” as it 
would occur in “mindful of each other.” Other coinages by suffixation 
are “ghostess” (My Life in the Bush of Ghosts 86) after “princess” or 
“priestess” and the nominalization of the adjective in “greediness” 
(The Witch Herbalist 77) and “gravitiness” after “manliness.” Some may 
occur, as in current usage,53 by reduplication, compounding or pre-
fixation as in “multi-music” (The Witch Herbalist 43). Whether these in-
novations are attributable to Tutuola’s creative genius or are already 
in current usage, some have managed to stick indelibly in the record 
of literary history. Such is the case with the coinage “drinkard,” as in 
the title The Palm-Wine Drinkard, which resists compulsive assaults of 
correction. Rachel Angogo and Ian Hancock call on the mysterious 
‘language acquisition device’” to explain that coining new lexical 
items results from being “unhindered by a native speaker’s restric-
                     

52 Quoted in Ayo Bamgbose, The Novels of D.O. Fagunwa (Benin City: Ethi-
ope, 1974): 109. Note that two paragraphs from Igbó Olódúmaré (67–68) contain 
the word “baba” (‘father’) repeated fifteen times. 

53 Bokamba, “The Africanization of English,” 88. 
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tions on their application.”54 This could, in fact, explain the natural-
ness with which titles like The Palm-Wine Drinkard and later Ayi Kwei 
Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born have imposed them-
selves. 
 Tutuola’s inventiveness, however, does not fully account for his 
abandonment of mandatory categories in English. His idiosyncracies 
are, indeed, overshadowed by the stylistic unorthodoxies resulting 
from inadvertent calquing and by the inconsistent and haphazard 
occurrence of such innovations. Such inconsistencies, along with re-
current mother-tongue interferences, leave little room for intention-
ality: that is, the glottopolitical will to do violence to the dominant lan-
guage. Tutuola, in fact, uses the only English he knows, and his 
overall incorrectness does not stem from protest or a defiance of the 
literary establishment, as with Okara. It is this intentionality and the 
context in which it operates that make relexification different from 
calquing. 
 While there is no coherent method of indigenization either in Tutu-
ola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard or in his later work, he is nevertheless a 
strategist of a sort. Tutuola’s “or-al-iginality,” as it were, lies in the 
oral quality of his work, which puts him more in tune with the in-
digenous oral and literary tradition he draws from than is the case 
with his francophone contemporaries, Camara Laye and D.T. Niane. 
This is not, of course, to imply that Tutuola is more ‘African’ than his 
fellow-writers, for orality is not necessarily the substantifique moëlle of 
Africanness, the oral discourse being one among many in African lite-
ratures. With reference to the tales of Birago Diop and Bernard Dadié, 
Alain Ricard argues that the African language is erased in the literary 
transcription of oral tales, in the way in which, as we shall see later, 
the African language is reduced to a linguistic sediment in the re-
lexified text: 
 

L’oral est dissout dans la “tradition” et non rattaché à un contexte pré-
cis: au lieu d’un rapport de deux langues, chacun un médium différent, 
l’oral et l’écrit, on a le rapport d’une langue informe – une sorte de 
non-langue – à une langue écrite majeure. Gommer les problèmes de la 
traduction, c’est effacer la langue africaine en tant que langue.55 

 

Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard functions as an imperfect transcrip-
tion of an oral tale, in which Yoruba interferes as more than just a non-

                     
54 Rachel Angogo & Ian Hancock, “English in Africa,” 76. 
55 Alain Ricard, Texte moyen et texte vulgaire, 42. 
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langue and English does not have the traditional authority of a major 
written language. By being ‘minorized’, English ceases to be a glotto-
political instrument of domination. Only in this sense can one recon-
cile the notion of strategy with Tutuola’s unintentionality. However, 
the literary diglossia is such that the Yoruba language and narrative 
style do not manage to dominate the English language to the extent of 
relexifying it and so do not fully affirm orality. The reason for this is 
twofold: first, English is not inscribed in a pattern of dominance – be-
cause Tutuola does not master it, he cannot subvert it; second, orality 
does not completely permeate the text, because of the impossibility in 
English of deploying ideophones and rendering Yoruba proverbs, 
figures of speech, assonance, alliteration, and tonal punning. 
 Tutuola is an impostor straddling two discourses; his work is 
neither a complete imposture or betrayal of the oral style nor a “crea-
tive treason” in the sense that Escarpit understood the phrase. Tutu-
ola’s work is ‘creative’ in that, in Escarpit’s words, it “adds its creative 
mite to a continuous, collective creation”:56 i.e. Yoruba orature and 
literature, but it does not successfully ‘translate’ or ‘betray’ (in the 
sense of the treacherous Italian pair traduttore, traditore) the linguistic 
environment from which it originates. Tutuola’s imperfect mastery of 
the dominant language does not allow the oral nature of the written 
work to reveal itself fully. When Tutuola consciously resorts to the 
Yoruba language as a source of inspiration, his unwitting calquing has 
the potential of developing into deliberate relexification. But the lack 
of a consistent method has stifled this progression. Calquing thus 
antedates and evolves to become relexification when the europhone 
writer has at his command the appropriate tools and a subversive will 
to deconstruct the colonial pattern of dominance. In this sense, Tutu-
ola’s work stands at a typically Tutuolan crossroads and points to the 
“road not taken” by the post-World War II generation of African 
writers.  
 
 

                     
56 Robert Escarpit, “‘Creative Treason’ as a Key to Literature,” in Sociology of 

Literature and Drama, ed. Elizabeth & Tom Burns (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1973): 361. Originally printed in Yearbook of Comparative Literature 10 (1961): 16–21. 
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B Bound to Textual Violence: 
 Gabriel Okara and Ahmadou Kourouma 
The need to demarcate deviations caused by inadequate learning from 
those deviations resulting from deliberate experimentation57 stems 
from the need to gauge the writer’s intention as far as is feasible and to 
identify the object of his subversiveness in the europhone discourse. I 
therefore propose to examine how this will or devoir de violence, to 
adapt Ouologuem’s controversial title, manifests itself in the workings 
of relexification, while keeping in mind the fact that the semantic 
potential of a text always outgrows the author’s intention. 
 Violence is here to be understood as violation (cf Fr violent/violant) 
as in ‘to violate’ (O.E.D.): ‘to disregard, fail to comply with, act against 
the dictates or requirements of’ the European prose narrative. Textual 
violence therefore does not preclude the gentleness of the Nigerian 
Gabriel Okara’s linguistic experimentations in his poetry, about which 
he said: “So I write naturally. I do not want to outdo the British.”58 I 
shall discuss two novels: Okara’s The Voice (1964) and Les Soleils des 
indépendances (1968) by the Ivorian novelist Ahmadou Kourouma. 
These novelists have relexified English and French to the degree that 
their countries’ domestic glottopolitics and the tastes of foreign pat-
rons would allow. To be more precise: the repressive language-poli-
cies sanctifying the use of French as langue de culture did not allow for 
the relexification of syntax in Kourouma’s work, whereas the more 
flexible language-policies under British indirect rule, as well as the 
intrinsic malleability of English, would allow Okara to do violence to 
the morphology of the dominant language. We shall therefore talk 
about morpho-syntactic relexification and its more moderate form, 
lexico-semantic relexification. 
 Unlike Tutuola, Gabriel Okara and Ahmadou Kourouma have ex-
pounded their beliefs about language manipulation in interviews. 
Okara’s explanation (which was partly quoted earlier on) of his crea-
tive strategy provides an excellent description of ‘relexification’, al-
though he does not use the word. Clearly, his ideological positioning 
differs from Tutuola’s unintentionality: 
 

                     
57 This need is refuted by S.N. Shridhar, “Non-Native English Literatures: 

Context and Relevance,” in The Other Tongue, ed. Kachru, 298. 
58 Gabriel Okara, “Interview,” in Wanasema: Conversations with African 

Writers, ed. Don Burness & Mary–Lou Burness (Ohio University Monographs 
in International Studies, Africa Series 46; 1985): 44. 
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As a writer who believes in the utilisation of African ideas, African 
philosophy and African folk-lore and imagery to the fullest extent 
possible, I am of the opinion the only way to use them effectively is to 
translate them almost literally from the African language native to the 
writer into whatever European language he is using as his medium of 
expression. I have endeavoured in my works to keep as close as 
possible to the vernacular expressions. [...] In order to capture the vivid 
images of African speech, I had to eschew the habit of expressing my 
thoughts first in English. It was difficult at first, but I had to learn, I had 
to study each Ijaw expression I used and to discover the probable 
situation in which it was  used in order to bring out the nearest mean-
ing in English. I found it a fascinating exercise.59 

 

This “fascinating exercise” resulted in the poems collected in The Fish-
erman’s Invocation (1978). But Okara also brought his poetic gifts to 
bear on his experimental and only novel, The Voice (1964). In this 
novel, English constantly suggests Ijọ, Okara’s mother tongue, and 
possibly other African languages. On the (false) assumption that Igbo 
and Ijọ belong to the Kwa group of West African languages, the Igbo-
speaking critic Obiechina translated, as an exercise, a passage from 
The Voice into Igbo and “found that Okara [...] adheres to the vernacu-
lar word order.”60 
 Okara does not translate, as he contends in the above interview, in 
that he does not seek equivalency and does not aim at recoding the 
original according to the norms of the target-language. John Pepper 
Clark’s The Ozidi Saga (1977), collected and translated from the Ijọ of 
Okabou Ojobolo, testifies to the difficulty of recoding the Mein dialect 
of Ijọ (also Izon) into English. This difficulty is further compounded, 
as Egberike notes, by Clark’s weak competence in the original lan-
guage and the dialectical inconsistency between the Mein dialect of 
Izon and the Tarakiri variant. With greater justification, then, Clark 
sees translation in terms of wrestling and cautions: “if in the course of 
wrestling, the language appears sometimes overstrenuous and twisted, 

                     
59 “African Speech ... English Words,” 15. 
60 Emmanuel N. Obiechina, “The Problem of Language in African Writing: 

The Example of the Novel,” 18. Although Obiechina’s diagnosis may be cor-
rect, let us note, however, that Ijọ does not belong to the Kwa subgroup of the 
Niger–Congo (Niger–Kordofanian), the largest linguistic stock in Africa. As 
Olagoke remarks, “Ijọ is considered to be a separate group of the Niger-Congo 
stock in-between Kwa and Benue-Congo”; D.O. Olagoke, “Choosing a 
National Language for Nigeria,” 197. 
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the fault is largely mine in trying to interpret a work with strict Ijọ 
idiom and style in terms of English usage and practice.”61 
 Unlike translation, relexification lets the Ijọ tongue speak. Despite 
occasional compliance with target-language norms, the novel swarms 
with morpho-syntactic distortions such as the postponement of the 
verb or of the negative: 
 

Shuffling feet turned Okolo’s head to the door. He saw three men 
standing silent, opening not their mouths. “Who are you people be?” 
Okolo asked. The people opened not their mouths. “If you are coming-
in people be, then come in.” The people opened not their mouths. 
“Who are you?” Okolo again asked, walking to the men. As Okolo 
closer to the men walked, the men quickly turned and ran out. 
The engine man Okolo’s said-things heard and started the engine and 
the canoe once more, like an old man up a slope walking, moved 
slowly forward until making-people-handsome day appeared. Then 
the sun went down the tree tops and night from the river rose and 
shrouded the river sides and then the tree tops in shadows, and closed 
the eye of the sky. In this darkness the canoe moved, groping, moved 
with Okolo in his inside turning thoughts over and over.62 

 

Such morpho-syntactic innovations can be traced to Ijọ syntactical pat-
terns, as shown in the following examples, obtained from the con-
joined efforts of Okara himself and the linguist Kay Williamson from 
Port Harcourt:63 
 

“To every person’s said thing listen not” (7)  
KẹmÁ gbá yémÕ sẹ póù kúmÖ*  
Man said things all listen not  

 

“He always of change speaks” (66);  
YémÖ déímìnìù bárá sèrìmósÀ érí Àrémìnì*  
things changing how always he (is) speaking  

 

                     
61 John Pepper Clark, “Introductory Essay” to The Ozidi Saga (Ibadan: Iba-

dan UP & Oxford UP Nigeria, 1977): x. For a critical evaluation, see J.B. 
Egberike, “J.P. Clark’s Izon-English Translation of the Ozidi Saga,” Kiabara 2 
(Rains Issue 1979): 12. 

62 Gabriel Okara, The Voice, intro. Arthur Ravenscroft (London: André 
Deutsch, 1964): 26–27, 70. Further page references are in the main text. 

63 In order to ascertain the degree of relexification from Ijọ, I consulted Mr 
Gabriel Okara. His samples are marked with an asterisk. Some of these samples 
have been used in my essay “Under the Palimpsest and Beyond,” 103–202.  
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“Shuffling feet turned Okolo’s head to the door” (26)  
Sísírí sìsìrì wÀnibuòàmÕ Òkòló tẹbẹ wàimÕ wáríbuÕ dìamÀ* 
Shuffling moving-feet Okolo’s head turned door faced 

 

“… when everybody surface-water-things tell” (34)  
ọgọnọ bèní yèámọ ki kẹmẹmosè mó gbàmíni*  
up water things that everybody is telling  

 

“The engine-man Okolo’s said-things heard” (70)  
Ìnzìníà-owèì bè Òkòló gbàyémò nàmè*  
Engineer the Okolo said-things heard  

 

“How can you a spoiled girl marry at this your young age?” (103)  
TèbàràkÖ àrì béi kàlàtùbou mú séi-fàdÕ u érábóu kÀ nànàngà ó * 
Why you this small-boy go spoiled-lost girl marry  

 

“Who are you people be? [...] If you are coming-in people be, then 
come in” (26–27) 
Òmínì tùbàní ò?[...] ọ súọbómíní kẹmẹamọ àbá súo bó * 
You who you are [...] if coming-in-people are enter come 

 

The syntax is here so altered that a counter-value system is created 
that jeopardizes the English logocentric relation between word and 
referent, signifier and signified. It also erodes the dominant language’s 
syntax, that which sustains and most belligerently resists linguistic im-
perialism. In this regard, Stalin contended that the Balkan languages 
survived the Turkish assimilators’ attempts at stultifying them be-
cause their syntax and grammar were in the main preserved.64 
 Although juggling the word order has numerous literary ante-
cedents, Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “sprung rhythm” poetry readily 
comes to mind. Indeed, “sprung rhythm,” like Hopkins’s concept of 
“inscape,” holds a great fascination for Okara.65 The Irish poet’s 
double- or triple-barrelled coinages may have inspired the many 
lexico-semantic innovations in The Voice:  
 

“wrong-doing-filled inside” (31)  
búlóù sè kÌrÍghà-yè-mìèn kùmÒ bèinìmì  *  
inside all wrong-thing-do only filled  

 

“a hunger-killing beauty” (31)  
èbí moùn bàmì*  
beauty hunger kills  

                     
64 J.V. Stalin, Marxism and Problems of Linguistics, 24.  
65 Theo Vincent, “Introduction” to Okara, The Fisherman’s Invocation (Lon-

don: Heinemann, 1978): xii. Like “inscape,” “inside,” one of Okara’s most 
innovative concepts, also harks back to the Ijọ biri. 
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“laughing surface water laugh” (36)  
ÒgọnÒ-bènì dÁrí kẹ dÀrìmíní*  
up-water laugh is laughing  

 

“a fear-and-surprise-mixed voice” (66)  
yè ọwẹi ma tàmàmáa mò gùánìmì ókólo *  
thing fear and surprise with mixed voice  

 

“making-people-handsome day” (70)  
kÁmÁ miÁn èbimÕ èréin *  
person make handsome day 

 

These coinages may also reflect an earlier form of English, in that they 
obliquely refer to the way Old English or Anglo-Saxon might have 
developed without the Norman conquest, presumably by compound-
ing. For instance, “redemption” might have been called “again-buy-
ing.”66 This habit of hyphenating and stringing words together is not 
traceable solely to the influence of Hopkins’s compounding method; it 
also comes from Ijọ, for, as Okara has revealed in an interview, “in Ijọ, 
we describe things in that sort of way. For example, ‘Karu karu sei 
torumo’ would translate literally into ‘Red-bad eyes’.”67 Ijọ is to Okara 
what Latin was to Hopkins, but what rules the dynamics of Hopkins’s 
“sprung rhythm” exists within the borders of the English language 
and, to some readers, never suggests another tongue, as it does in 
Okara’s prose and poetry.  
 While most of the lexico-semantic innovations are attributable to 
Okara’s poetic disposition, connotative innovations result from sus-
tained, conscious relexification. In Okara’s “He had no shadow” (23), 
“shadow” (Ijọ: teme) does not refer the reader to its literal or even 
metaphorical use, as in Ben Okri’s Flowers and Shadows (1980). Instead, 
it refers the reader to specific uses in world literature, as in the work of 
the German Romantic Adelbert von Chamisso or in the Egyptian 
Fathy Ghanem’s novel The Man Who Lost His Shadow (1966). It also 

                     
66 See Richard Chenevix Trench, English, Past and Present (1855). Quoted by 

Austin Warren, “Instress of Inscape,“ in Hopkins: A Collection of Critical Essays, 
ed. Geoffrey H. Hartman (Englewood Cliffs NJ : Prentice–Hall, 1966): 174. I 
develop this point in “Gabriel Okara,“ in African Writers, ed. Brian Cox (New 
York: Scribners, 1997): 2–31. 

67 Chantal Zabus, “Of Tortoise, Man and Language: Interview with Gabriel 
Okara” (Canterbury, Kent, UK, August 1989), in Critical Approaches to Anthills 
of the Savannah, ed. Holger Ehling (Matatu 8; Amsterdam & Atlanta GA: 
Rodopi, 1991): 104. 
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refers the reader to the Akan sunsum,68 the Agni wawie or the Malinke 
(d)jă, which, as we shall see, Ahmadou Kourouma, Nazi Boni and J.M. 
Adiaffi relexified in turn as “double,” “silhouette,” “vital” or “ombre.” 
Such a concept surfaces regularly in Nigerian literature: Zaynab 
Alkali, in The Stillborn (1984), uses the word “shadow” in this sense: 
“her shadow, as our people say, had fled, leaving her empty trunk.” 
Elechi Amadi, in The Great Ponds (1969), is even more precise: “You 
will survive it. You are dead already. It is only your shadow that is on 
your side, your soul is gone.”69 
 The Voice is also replete with repetitions or reduplicatives, such as 
Izongo’s “smile smile” and “the cold cold floor” (77), which can be 
traced to most West African languages as well as to pidgins and 
creoles. The reiterative rhetoric is complemented by hyperbolic state-
ments characteristic of the copia of oral narrative, such as “a million 
pursuing feet.” Indigenous rhetoric also covers such devices as synec-
doche and reification,70 and the praise-names, epithets and deverba-
tive eulogues characteristic of heroic poetry (“I am unless-you-
provoke-me,” “He-who-keeps-under-water!”; 98–99), along with exo-
genous theatrical devices such as italicized parenthetical stage-direc-
tions. 
 While language priorities are eloquently challenged, Western logo-
centrism is under attack as well, for Okolo, literally and figuratively 
the ‘voice’ of the parable, is also the “straight word [which] never runs 
away from the crooked word” (117). As Arthur Ravenscroft has re-
marked, he is “the word, word in the Greek sense of ‘logos’, first 
principle,”71 the logos of Ijọ and African culture and ideology. In his 
search for it, the mysterious object of his quest, Okolo sedulously 
starts clearing away the corruption of the Federation of Nigeria “even 
if it is only by basketfuls” (50). Such words ring hollow when weighed 
against the “crooked words” of Izongo and the elder Abadi, M.A. and 
Ph.D., who uses his educated speech for devious ends. Ultimately, 
Okolo’s message is left unheeded. He is ostracized by his own people, 

                     
68 On the Akan sunsum, see W.E. Abraham, The Mind of Africa (Chicago: U of 

Chicago P , 1962): 60. 
69 See Zaynab Alkali, The Stillborn (Lagos: Longman, 1984): 40, and Elechi 

Amadi, The Great Ponds (London: Heinemann, 1969): 129. 
70 On reification in Okara, see Emmanuel Ngara, Stylistic Criticism and the 

African Novel, 40, and Emmanuel N. Obiechina, “Art and Artifice in Okara’s 
The Voice,” Okike 1.3 (September 1972): 23–33. 

71 Ravenscroft, introduction to The Voice, 19. 
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imprisoned as a lunatic, then set adrift down the river bound back-to-
back to another outcast, the witch Tuere, to be mourned only by 
Ukele, the crippled custodian of Okolo’s words. 
 The straight word is not only that of the visionary artist, the ‘voice’ 
that the newly independent Nigeria should heed; it is also, to Okara, 
“a word, a group of words, a sentence and even a name in an African 
language [from which] one can glean the social norms, attitudes and 
values of a people.”72 The quasi-mystical search for it, which in many 
ways parallels Professor’s search for the Word in Soyinka’s The Road, 
may also be seen as the pursuit of the straight word in langage and 
langue, which will triumph over the crooked words of corrupt politics, 
imported ideology and the British Wor(l)d Order. If transposed to the 
turn of the twenty-first century, this Wor(l)d Order could extend to 
the organs of US and UK expansionist cultural policy: i.e. the British 
Council, the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organiza-
tion, to which we might add CoBuild, the Bank of England and, pos-
sibly, the Internet. 
 In its frequent, conscious departures from orthodox English seman-
tics, syntax and narrative stylistics, The Voice constitutes an unprece-
dented experiment in textual violence. By relying heavily on his in-
digenous literary and linguistic heritage, Okara has daringly rejected 
the norms of the English literary establishment. Yet the subversiveness 
here does not come from English as Ijọ people may use it in the social 
arena, but from the very texture of the Ijọ language. Given Okara’s 
poetic disposition, we know that he has fiddled a bit with the result. 
As the author himself admits, some of the effects are stilted and some 
distortions gratuitous.73 The fact remains that it is thus far the only 
conscious experiment in syntactical relexification in West African euro-
phone literature. 
 As such, The Voice epitomizes the West African palimpsest, in that 
the sedimentary Ijọ etymons gnaw linguistically at the European lan-
guage and thematically at Western primitive accumulation. The re-
pressed African language struggles to surface in and inhabit – at times 
parasitically – the European language. Conversely, it may be argued 
that the repressed Ijọ tongue falls prey to a textual glottophagia (see 

                     
72 “African Words,” 15. 
73 In an interview recorded at the Fifth Annual Festival of the Arts in Ife 

on 1 December 1972 in Dem-Say: Interviews With Eight Nigerian Writers (Aus-
tin: African and Afro-American Studies and Research Center, U of Texas, 
1974): 44. 
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Chapter 2 above) by which English ‘devours’ the African etymons and 
morphemes, which now function as the linguistic debris of a language 
condemned to orality. When flaunted so ostensibly, such ethno-
linguistic signifiers appear as the last embers of a violent struggle. 
Characteristically, such a struggle left no room for pidgin (NP). What 
is recovered in deciphering The Voice is the Ijọ trace, a trace that sug-
gests both the unadulterated parchment of Ijọ culture and the spuri-
ous papyrus crimped by the European discursive mode. 
 Although the worthiness of the experiment has never been dis-
claimed by critics,74 the success in carrying it out has been questioned. 
Even Chinweizu, the uncompromising crusader of afrocentrism, 
deemed it a failure because of the focus on rearranging English words 
according to Ijọ syntax, when one might have expected this critic to 
regard deconstruction of syntax as a radical form of decolonization.75 
John Povey, however, concluded in 1966 that this freakish exercise 
was “a form that could be handed on” and developed by the new 
generation, whereas others like Sunday Anozie saw it as “the Swan 
Song of the period of Romanticism.”76 The ‘post-romantic’ period 
proved him right, for the Nigerian novel since the mid-1960s has 
eschewed private visions. At first considered as a line of development 
from Amos Tutuola’s books, The Voice entered a phase of mixed recep-
tion. It is now perceived not only as the messianic vision of an ‘older 
generation’ but also an unprecedented attempt at revamping colonial 
attitudes towards the dominant language. Leading to an artistic im-
passe, The Voice had no substantial following. 
 

 
 

                     
74 For a positive evaluation, see M. Macmillan, “Language and Change,” 

Journal of Commonwealth Literature 1 (1965): 174–75, Margaret Laurence, Long 
Drums and Cannons: Nigerian Novelists and Dramatists, 1952–1966, ed. & intro. 
Nora Foster Stovel (1968; Edmonton: U of Alberta P , 2001), and Arthur 
Ravenscroft’s “Introduction” to The Voice, 4. See also Bernth Lindfors, “African 
Vernacular Styles in Nigerian Fiction,” CLA Journal 9.3 (March 1966): 272, and 
Gerald Moore, “The Language of Poetry” in African Literature and the Uni-
versities, ed. Moore (Ibadan: Ibadan UP, 1965): 106. 

75 Chinweizu, Toward the Decolonization of African Literature, 259. 
76 See John F. Povey, “Changing Themes in the Nigerian Novel,” Journal of 

New African Literature and the Arts 1 (1966): 3–11, and Sunday O. Anozie, “The 
Problem of Communication in Two West African Novels,” in Anozie, Struc-
tural Models and African Poetics: Towards a Pragmatic Theory of Literature (Lon-
don & Boston M A: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981): 12–20. 
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Ahmadou Kourouma’s Les Soleils des indépendances (1968) stands out 
as ‘the voice’ in francophone West Africa. As we shall see, it is a 
weaker voice, although both Okara’s and Kourouma’s linguistic ex-
perimentation corresponds to the virulent denunciation of corrupt 
post-independence regimes and neocolonial politics in West African 
nation-states. Kourouma echoes Okara when he evokes translation:  
 

[J’ai] donné libre cours à mon tempérament en distordant une langue 
classique trop rigide pour que ma pensée s’y meuve. J’ai donc traduit 
le malinké en français en cassant le français pour trouver et restituer le 
rythme africain.77 

 

But the additional idea of rupture with or severance from the French 
rhythm, which engenders textual violence, will only partly material-
ize, presumably as a result of residual postcolonial language-policies 
and a francophile abidance by the correct usage prescribed by the 
Académie Française. Relexification here occurs to a lesser degree than 
in Okara’s prose, for it affects only the semantics. The breach with the 
starchiness of French results, as Jean Derive has shown, in heavy 
reliance on lexico-semantic (vs. morpho-syntactic) relexification from 
Malinke and orature-based devices such as Malinke proverbs; collages 
of ngÒni døn kili (hunters’ songs); accounts based on the oral kÒkÒrø, the 
historico-mystical chronicles of Malinke extended families; as well as 
questions addressed by the griot-like narrator to the audience.78 
 In stark Mandinka rhythm, Suns of Independence opens with the 
death of Koné Ibrahima: 
 

Il y avait une semaine qu’avait fini dans la capitale Koné Ibrahima, de 
race malinké, ou disons-le en malinké: il n’avait pas soutenu un petit 

                     
77 Quoted by Moncef S. Badday, “Ahmadou Kourouma, écrivain ivoirien,” 

L’Afrique littéraire et artistique 10 (1970): 8. My emphasis. See also Maurice 
Houis, “Les niveaux de signification dans Les Soleils des indépendances,” Péda-
gogie et Culture 28 (1977): 68; and Adrien Haunnou, “La technique du récit et le 
style dans Les Soleils des indépendances,” Afrique littéraire et artistique 38 (1975): 
31–38. 

78 See Jean Derive, “Quelques propositions pour un enseignement des lit-
tératures africaines francophones en France – L’exemple d’un roman: Les 
Soleils des indépendances,” presented at the Bordeaux Conference in March 
1984, MS. Malinke will be used to refer to the area covering parts of Mali, 
Senegal, Gambia, Guinea, the Ivory Coast, and Burkina Faso whereas Man-
dinka will be used to refer to the Malinke language, Malinke being a French 
distortion of the original word Man[d]inka. 
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rhume. […] Personne ne s’était mépris. “Ibrahima Koné a fini, c’est son 
ombre,” s’était-on dit.79 

 

The Malinke concept of djă pops up in its shadowy guise (“ombre”) 
with Koné’s death: “[il] a fini” is from the Mandinka: à bánna (from the 
verb ban (‘finir’) + -rà in the present perfect) to mean ‘he has died’. The 
coined expression – “il n’avait pas soutenu un petit rhume” is re-
lexified from  
 

mòla má kùn á  rò 
 

or: 
 

mùra má kun à rø  
cold [did] not have [post-position]).80 

 

This familiar expression corresponds to the slang ‘to peg out’ or ‘to 
kick the bucket’. The French equivalent would be, as Derive put it, “il 
a cassé sa pipe” or “il a passé l’arme à gauche,” which Kourouma re-
jected in favour of the Mandinka relexification. 
 The text is padded with similar phrases like “refroidissez le coeur” 
from Mandinka  
 

Í jùsú súmā 
Í dùsú súmā 
your heart cool down 

 

instead of ‘calme-toi’. Kourouma has also minted such words as 
“vilainerie” and “déhonté” from existing models, ‘vilain’ and ‘éhonté’. 
Derive has identified other neologisms which are not attested in popu-
lar forms of French in West Africa;81 semantic shifts or extensions as in 
the use of “honte” to connote not so much shame as reserve, bashful-
ness and modesty. According to Jean–Pierre Makouta–Mboukou, the 
pluralization of hontes as in “Et Salimata debout avec ses hontes et ses 
désespoirs” (52) is not only attributable to Mandinka but, more 
broadly, to “Negro-African languages.”82 The use of “soleil” in the 

                     
79 Ahmadou Kourouma, Les Soleils des indépendances (Montreal: U  of Mont-

real P , 1968): 1. 
80 The Mandinka samples are from Mr Moussa Diaby. See the List of Infor-

mants appended to Chapter 1. 
81 For words that are attested, see Inventaire des particularités lexicales du fran-

çais en Afrique noire (A.E.L.I.A., 1980–83). 
82 J.–P. Makouta–Mboukou, Introduction à l’ètude du roman négro-africain de 
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title may be traced to Mandinka télé, which means ‘day’, or, with a 
plural maker, ‘era’ or ‘time’. Nazi Boni, who used Bwamu in Le Crépu-
scule des temps anciens (1962), used “finir” and “soleil” in the same 
way. So, for instance, we read: “La vieille! n’avait-elle pas fait son 
soleil [temps] et cassé des dizaines d’amphores.”83 As a result, Robert 
Pageard found him guilty of vilifying the French language.84 Likewise, 
Kourouma’s novel was first turned down in France and then pub-
lished in Montreal, to be later recuperated by Seuil. Even so, it failed 
to get the Grand Prix des Lectrices for Elle magazine on account of its 
highly unorthodox use of the langue de Molière. 
 The texts under scrutiny resort to relexification in its two main 
forms: morpho-syntactic and lexico-semantic, respectively. The lin-
guistic substratum is, specifically, Ijọ in The Voice and Mandinka in Les 
Soleils. Yet semantic, syntactic and lexical peculiarities in these novels 
can also be traced to pidgins, other West African languages and some-
times even other sub-Saharan languages. Ngara suggests that a sen-
tence from The Voice – “So the town of Amatu talked and whispered; 
so the world talked and whispered” (23) – could have come from a 
traditional song of the Shona people of Zimbabwe.85 Let us consider 
this exchange in Kourouma’s novel Monné (1990): 
 

— Oui, je suis bien votre fils Kélétigui. 
— A vous la bienvenue, Télétigui. 
— Et j’ai marché les longues excursions et vécu les grandes souf-
frances.86 

 

These greetings could be traced to Mandinka:  
 

                                                     
langue française (Abidjan: Les Nouvelles Éditions africaines, 1980): 311. 

83 Nazi Boni, Le Crépuscule des temps anciens (Paris: Présence africaine, 1962): 
67. With regard to the use of “finir” and “soleil,” Gassama calls these lexical 
items “new semantic units” in Kuma. He also lists Jean Pliya’s L’Arbre fétiche 
(1971) and Guy Menga’s La Palabre stérile (1968). He erroneously categorizes 
such linguistic experiments under the heading “pidgin,” to which he ascribes 
“l’emploi fréquent des éléments de la langue maternelle dans un texte fran-
çais” (which I call ‘contextualization’ – see Chapter 5 below) and “La trans-
position en français des tournures propres au génie de nos langues” (which I 
call ‘relexification’). 

84 See Robert Pageard’s comments on Nazi Boni’s novel in Littérature négro-
africaine (Paris: Le livre africain, 1966): 74. 

85 Emmanuel Ngara, Stylistic Criticism and the African Novel, 40. 
86 Ahmadou Kourouma, Monné (Paris: Seuil, 1990): 212. 
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— Òwò, me/nde le i denke Keletigi di. 
— I bisimila, Keletigi! 
— N ka/N bara taana/toòna kosòbè, ka sèkèn/sègèn hali. 
  
I (auxiliary or -na suffix) { have walked, I got tired a lot 
            { have seen a lot of places  

 

Although these rules of address are specifically Malinke, they cease to 
be so when relexified into French. They could conjure up any other 
polite formula, especially with the Arabic phrase bi-smililāhi (literally: 
in the name of God), which is used all over the Muslim world. Both 
this and Ngara’s statement highlight the fine line demarcating Afri-
can-language relexification from the metonymic use of language and 
metaphor in any language. If relexifying devices are not the only 
index to a specific ethnicity, one is led to wonder what makes a work 
like Les Soleils des indépendances, for instance, specifically Mandinka. 
The grafting of traditional oral material here supplements relexifica-
tion in identifying the novel in its ethno-linguistic specificity.  
 Marie–Jo Derive has identified the oral material in Les Soleils as 
being not only Malinke but Malinke of Worodugu, the land of the cola 
nut on the Ivory Coast, which is Kourouma’s native land.87 According 
to the categories established by Derive, this oral material is grafted in 
two ways: it remains external to the fictional material (the author 
stresses the material’s exteriority by italicizing it) as in the case of the 
wedding song or kÓmyøn kìsi dÒnkili (also kàsi dÒnkili) (Soleils 105); or it 
is amalgamated with the texture of the literary text. Such is the case 
with the above-mentioned kÓkÒrø, which bears on the origin of a 
branch of the Dumbya (which Kourouma writes “Doumbouya”). 
Dumbya is the patronymic jàmu (as opposed to the tÓgø or ‘first 
name’) of the hero, Fama, which is well-known in Worodugu.88 
Another example of grafted material is the amalgamation of two types 
of ngÒni dÒn kili or hunters’ songs, which are played with the ngóni 
instrument. These dÒn kili are restructured by Kourouma in three epi-
sodes (Soleils 126–30) told by a griot. The episodes concern Balla, the 

                     
87 The worodugu, which Kourouma writes Horodougou, spreads, Jean Derive 

tells us, from Seguela, from the midwest of the Ivory Coast to Guinea. See note 
(2) to “L’Utilisation de la parole orale traditionnelle dans Les Soleils des indé-
pendances d’Ahmadou Kourouma,” in L’Afrique Littéraire 54–55 (Colloque de 
Limoges, 1977): 103. Claire Grégorie has speculated that hÒrødugu could also 
mean ‘land of freedom’, after hÒrøya (freedom). 

88 Jean Derive, “Quelques propositions,” 107. 
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most renowned hunter of Worodougou, who, in the second episode, 
plants the traditional shot – “quatre doigts de poudre” – between the 
horns of the mythical buffalo. Untouched by the bullet, the beast rivals 
Balla’s metamorphoses in the third episode of this collage of a tradi-
tional ngÒni dÒn kili:  
 

Rapidement, d’aiguille Balla se métamorphosa en brindille pour se 
soustraire au fil rampant, et la brindille disparut entre les herbes. Le 
buffle pourchassa toujours et se fit flamme et la flamme se mit à con-
sumer la brousse, la fumée de l’incendie s’éleva, le crépitement de la 
flamme se mit à assourdir et le remue-ménage gagna toute la brousse. 
Profitant de ce remue-ménage, Balla, grâce à une dernière incantation, 
surprit la bête par un avatar de maître. Notre chasseur se fit rivière et 
la rivière noya la flamme, éteignit le dja de l’animal, le vital de l’animal, 
qui perdit magie et conscience, redevint buffle, souffla rageusement, 
culbuta et mourut. (Soleils 129)89 

 

 The ngÒni døn kili as well as other devices taken from Malinke ora-
ture belong to the vast corpus of African traditional oral material 
along with the myth, the panegyric, the agonistic contest in eloquence, 
riddles and proverbs. When transposed to the written text of West 
African novels, these discursive segments constitute what Alioune 
Tine has judiciously called “the ethno-text.”90 As we shall see, the 
grafting of the ‘ethno-text’ onto the novel is common practice among 
europhone West African writers. Of interest here is not so much the 
extent to which the prose narrative is traversed by this narrative viol-
ence but the degree to which the writer resorts to relexification in the 
transposition of the ethno-text. The ethno-text also testifies to the 
mutual cannibalism or discursive glottophagia, which is endemic in 
relexification and, by extension, in all strategies of literary decoloniza-
tion. 
 
 

                     
89 See Marie–Jo Derive, “‘Bamori et Kowulen’: Chant de chasseurs de la 

région d’Odienné,” in Recueil de littérature mandigue, ed. Gérard Dumestre 
(Paris: AGECOOP/ACCT, 1979): 14–26. Derive notes similarities with the 
ngÒni dÒn kili of Odienné, in the epic combat between the legendary hunter Ba 
Mori and the elephant Kowulen. 

90 See Alioune Tine, “Pour une théorie de la littérature africaine écrite,” in 
Présence africaine, New Series 133–34 (1985): 106. The literary models from the 
African oral tradition which he lists correspond to “les formes simples” in 
André Jolles, Formes simples (Paris: Seuil, 1977): 17. 
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C The Logos-Eaters: The Igbo Ethno-Text 
The Nigerian Igbo-informed novel of English expression is made of 
discursive elements ranging from rules of address, riddles, praise-
names and dirges to the use of proverbs. These constitute the ethno-
text which is grafted onto the European-language narrative, in an 
attempt to recapture traditional speech and atmosphere. I here pro-
pose to analyze the stuff the Igbo ethno-text is made of and, subse-
quently, to theorize over the eventual death of all formulaic tradition.  
 The first characteristic of the Igbo ethno-text is that such constitu-
tive elements as are recognizably Igbo recur in various forms in all 
novels that share the Igbo ritual patrimony. Such is the case with the 
prayer over oji or cola made every day in Igboland. When breaking 
the cola nut, Okonkwo orates in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart: 
 

“We shall live. We pray for life, children, a good harvest and happi-
ness. You will have what is good for you and I will have what is good 
for me. Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too. If one says no to 
the other, let his wing break.” (22) 

 

We find a similar prayer in Blade Among the Boys (1962) by the Igbo 
novelist Onuora Nzekwu:  
 

“Creator of the universe, view Kola nut. Our ancestral spirits, through 
Kola nut. He who brings Kola nut brings life. Wherever a child may be, 
may it wake with each dawn. We will all live. Forward jumps the male 
monkey; it never jumps backwards. If a kite and an eagle perch, 
whichever says the other should not perch, may its wings break. What-
ever one’s occupation, may it provide for his old age.”91 

 

and in Danda (1964), by another Igbo novelist, Nkem Nwankwo: 
 

“The world is bad nowadays […] . Let the world be good. Let this Oji 
cleanse the world. Let it make us friends. May each man have what is 
due to him. The hawk shall perch and the eagle shall perch. Whichever 
bird says to the other don’t perch let its wings break.”92 

 

All three variants of the prayer over oji have a common denominator: 
the characteristic Igbo proverb or ílú concerning the kite and the hawk 
or the eagle:  
 

                     
91 Onuora Nzekwu, Blade Among the Boys (London: Hutchinson, 1962): 48. 
92 Nkem Nwankwo, Danda (London: Heinemann, 1964): 13. 
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 Égbé  bèrè ùgò béré nké sì íbè yá si ya ébèlà, kwá yā nkÙ.*93  
 

This discursive segment of the ethno-text: i.e. the prayer, is thus inter-
textually dependent on similar prayers over oji in other Igbo ethno-
texts and on the larger Igbo ritual patrimony.  
 The second characteristic of the ethno-text is the fact that its discur-
sive elements are not translated but relexified. This is most evident in 
rules of address and formulae concerning kinship and dyadic rela-
tions. I shall here examine a few of them. 
 

1. Rules of address. When women address their husbands in Elechi 
Amadi’s The Concubine, they use the phrase “my lord,” which may 
strike one as being overly reverential or redolent of a tired form of six-
teenth-century British etiquette. Yet it is relexified from ãnàkwù, 
shortened from ãnà Ç ùkwù (lit. ‘my great master’) in Igbo. This form 
of address is also used when a man or a woman addresses an Igbo 
elder or an Eze (meaning ‘king’), as in Amadi’s The Great Ponds.94  
 

2. Greeting formulae. The parting greeting at night in Igboland is often 
relexified into “May the day dawn” instead of “Good evening” or 
“Good night,” from Kà chí fóo (bóo),* as in Nwankwo’s My Mercedes is 
Bigger Than Yours.95 These formulae can be traced to Igbo but could 
also be traced to Hausa, as in Zaynab Alkali’s The Stillborn, (1984) set 
in Hausaland, or to Akan (see Section D below). 
 

3. Culturally bound insults. Let us consider (a) “You carriers of shit!” 
from My Mercedes is Bigger Than Yours (79), which derives from: 
 

Ónyé óbúrú õsÍ*  
person (who) carries excrement  

 

This refers to the night soilman who empties the buckets used in the 
latrine system that preceded the water-closet. His is the lowliest and 
least enviable job, and to be called a night soilman is a great insult. 
Similarly, (b) “You sons of the garbage heap” (Mercedes 79) refers to 
roaming lunatics often seen rummaging around garbage heaps. Con-
                     

93 My original informant was Mr Oko Okoro (See the List of Informants 
appended to Chapter 1). His samples are marked with an asterisk. Some of 
these samples were later nuanced by Cyprian Ekwensi (personal communica-
tion, Dakar, Senegal, 22 March 1989). 

94 Elechi Amadi, The Great Ponds, for example: 55, 57, 89. 
95 Nkem Nwankwo, My Mercedes is Bigger than Yours (London: Heinemann, 

1975): 161. 
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versely, (c) “You shit-encrusted untouchables” (Mercedes 79) cannot be 
traced to Igbo and the term “untouchable,” with its oblique reference 
to the Indian caste system, is too strong to apply to the osu system of 
casting-out in Igbo traditional society. These three insults show that, 
although their common denominator is human faeces, they refer the 
reader to distinct social realities. 
 

4. Other culturally bound formulae. Amadi, again in The Concubine, 
provides a good illustration of the creative use of an ethnically bound 
formula: “On the evening of the brother of tomorrow,”96 meaning ‘the 
day after tomorrow’. This is relexified from  
 

Nà ánýasÌ mwánné échi*  
On evening brother/sister tomorrow  

 

This formula corresponds synchronically to the Igbo speaker’s habit of 
saying in English “next tomorrow,” a fact that highlights the essen-
tially diachronic and world-creating aspect of relexification. 
 There are numerous other ethnically bound formulae worthy of 
study, but let us here focus on phrases containing the word ụkwụ ‘leg’, 
as they appear in Nwankwo’s Danda: 
 

(a) “It is good for a man to have legs in many places” (14), from 
 

Ó dị  ãmā kà mmádÙ  nwèré ÚkwÚ n’ọtÚtÚ ébè.*  
It is good for person to have leg in different places. 

 

(b) “You have unfortunate legs” (48), from 
 

ÚkwÚ gí jÖrò njÖ*  
Leg you[r] be bad  

 

(c) “I have been on my leg” (59), from 
 

Á nÖ Ç  nà- ÚkwÚ Ç.*  
I am - on leg my.  

 

(d) “I will give you a leg to the gate” (93), from  
Ã gà ènyé gí ÚkwÚ pÙÖ “gate.”*  
I will give you leg to gate.  

 

Although (a), (c) and (d) may easily be guessed by the non-Igbo, Eng-
lish-speaking reader as meaning, respectively, ‘to have connections’, 

                     
96 Elechi Amadi, The Concubine (London: Heinemann, 1966): 81. 
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‘to be standing up’, and ‘to give a [helping] hand’ or ‘to walk someone 
to the door’, (b) is ambiguous. Nwankwo has favoured “You have 
unfortunate legs” over the facile calque ‘Your leg is bad’, from ÙkwÙ gÍ 
jÖrÖ njÖ, or the Nigerian pidgin ‘Your leg no good’, because it best ren-
ders what is said to the “unfortunate” visitor who arrives just after a 
meal, too late to enjoy it. This example further highlights the differ-
ence between loan-translation and relexification, between a Tutuola 
and a Nwankwo. The puzzled reader, in need of an explanation, may 
seize on “Your word is bent, stretch it” (79), from the Igbo: 
 

Ókwu gí gÕrÕ àgọ, kwÙbà ya ọtọ.* 
Talk your is bent, stand it up.  

 

Indeed, at work here is a conscious process of ‘stretching’ relexifi-
cation to go beyond loan-translation. Nwankwo occasionally tran-
scends both techniques to create phrases like “the sun is footsore,” 
which cannot be traced to any Igbo equivalents but has an air of 
authenticity. Such discursive elements ranging from the prayer over 
oji to Nwankwo’s metaphors are part of the ethno-text and lend the 
europhone novel an air of African authenticity. However, only some 
of them can be considered an index to Igbo cultural specificity. Such is 
the case with the Igbo proverb or ílú which marks the ethno-text as 
specifically Igbo. 
 Proverbs, maxims, apophthegms and epigrams are the main discur-
sive elements that the author lifts from orature to recapture traditional 
speech and atmosphere. In a seminal essay, Achebe has argued that, in 
order to recapture the patterns of traditional speech, he had to forge a 
“new English” that must be “in character” with its new surroundings, 
away from its ancestral home.97 He proceeds to quote a passage from 
Arrow of God (1964) in which Oduche, the son of Ezeulu, the Chief 
Priest of Ulu, reports his father’s words upon sending him to the 
Christian school: 
 

I want one of my sons to join these people and be my eye there. If there 
is nothing in it you will come back. But if there is something there you 
will bring home my share. The world is like a Mask dancing. If you 
want to see it well you do not stand in one place. My spirit tells me that 
those who do not befriend the white man today will be saying had we 
known tomorrow. (45)  

 

                     
97 Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Language,” 102. 
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As an exercise, Obiechina translated the passage “back into Igbo,” and 
then “retranslated the Igbo version, literally back into English”: 
 

ÁchÕlu m ka ofú n’ime umÙ m sònyélu ndi-à ka ó bụlu anya m n’ebe 
afù. Ọbụlụ nà o nwéro ife dị n’imé ya, Ì pụtábakwa. Mà óbụlụ nà ó 
nwèlụ ífe dị n’ebe afu, Ì wènátalu Ã õke Ã. Ùwa dị ka nmÖ egwú. 
Onye chÖlu ịfu ya ọfÚma a d’àkwú (adi akwu) n’òfú ebé. NmÖ Ã 
gwàlụ Ã nà ãdÍ Öbụnà n’ábụro Õyị [N.B.: “not being friends” does not 
appear in the rendition below] ãdị ọcha tátà gà násị echi, 
n’ÕbÙlụzịdị nà fá mà.  

 

I want me that one inside children my join people these that he be-
comes eyes my inside place-that. If that it has not something be in the 
inside it, you come out again. But if it be that it has something be inside 
place-that, you bring back me own my. The world is like spirit 
(masquerade) dancing. Person wants to see it/him well he not stands 
in one place. Spirit my tells me that persons white today will be saying 
tomorrow that if it had been that they know.98 

 

 Such phrases as “my spirit tells me” (õmÖ ã gwàlụ Ã) and “be my 
eyes there” (nochite anya Ã) are traceable to the speech-habits of both 
literate and non-literate Igbo native speakers. Obiechina’s ‘translation’ 
of the relexified passage from Arrow of God “back into Igbo” hints at 
the existence of an original. This original passage in Igbo is likely to 
have been spoken by a village priest like Ezeulu and is thus common 
to all Igbo speakers familiar with traditional speech, not just Achebe. 
Yet it is unsupported by the near-permanence of writing and is thus 
invisible in the record of literary history. Obiechina’s verbatim transla-
tion in English points to the existence of an ur-Igbo oral document 
which has been forged in the smithy of the literary imagination. The 
melting and refining of raw oral material into the relexified medium 
makes up for the absence or impoverished residual presence of a writ-
ten Igbo original. The intermediary stage is Achebe’s own ‘translation’ 
of Ezeulu’s speech in Arrow of God according to the discursive norms 
of English. Here, these norms are purposefully rigid, presumably to 
point to the metes and bounds of source-to-target language trans-
lation:  
 

I am sending you as my representative among those people just to be 
on the safe side in case the new religion develops. One has to move 

                     
98 Obiechina, “The Problem of Language in African Writing: The Example of 

the Novel,” 17. The diacritics have been added by Prof. Philip Nwachukwu 
(see the List of Informants appended to Chapter 1). 
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with the times or else one is left behind. I have a hunch that those who 
fail to come to terms with the white man may well regret their lack of 
foresight.99 

 

 In this speech to Oduche, Ezeulu uses two proverbial expressions. 
The first of these is: “The world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to 
see it well you do not stand in one place” (45), relexified from Igbo:100 
 

élu Ùwa dị ka Ãmanwụ (or mÚọÖ); 
The world is like masquerade;  

 

ónye náèlé yá anághị àkwÚ otú ébé.*  
who watches it does not stand one place.  

 

The second of these proverbial expressions follows immediately upon 
the first: “My spirit tells me that those who do not befriend the white 
man today will be saying had we known tomorrow” (46). This may 
qualify as an ílú, although its origins might be non-proverbial:  
 

àmatakwaraÃ ekpékwereleÃ azụ.  
Known had I not come for me last  
(i.e. had I known, I would not have been the last one, for I could have 
prepared)101  

 

What strikes us here is the density of proverbs not only in such a brief 
excerpt but throughout the entire novel. Arrow of God is, in Achebe’s 
oeuvre and possibly in the West African europhone corpus of fiction, 
the novel that has the largest number of proverbs – at least 129. The 
proverbs thus impose themselves as objects of critical inquiry. 
 African proverbs have been described as repositories of communal 
wisdom, mnemonic devices for effective communication, and edu-
cational tools. Because they have their origin in specific communal 
experiences and are reproduced by a ‘memory’, their epistemological 
basis may give us insight into the African apperceptive mode.102 In the 
                     

99 Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Language,” 102. 
100 The Igbo samples that are not from Mr Okoro are from Austin Shelton as 

they appear in his article “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language: Proverbs in Chinua 
Achebe’s Novels,” Modern Language Quarterly 30.1 (1969): 103. The diacritics 
have been provided by Prof. Philip A. Nwachukwu. Note that in the first ílú, 
Shelton’s rendition differs from Obiechina’s because Shelton’s informant does 
not come from the same area as Obiechina, Mkpoo. 

101 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 103. 
102 See Sylvanus Iniobong Udoidem, “The Epistemological Significance of 

Proverbs: An African Perspective,” Présence africaine 132 (1984): 126–36; E. 
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Igbo art of conversation, proverbs are both modes of communication 
and retrievers of communication. As the Yoruba say, Owè l’ẹsin ÕrÕ, bí 
ÕrÕ bá ‹onù òwe l’a fi ãwá a: i.e. ‘proverbs are the horses of speech; if 
communication is lost, we use proverbs to retrieve it’.103 I here pro-
pose to look more closely at gnomic discourse in the Igbo-informed 
novel and further comment on the discursive glottophagia referred to 
earlier. This glottophagia here provides an ironic comment on the 
manducation of the word, since proverbs are made of words which 
are destined to be eaten. 
 The use of proverbs in Chinua Achebe’s native culture-based 
novels – Things Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God (1964) – had often 
been considered as an embellishment or a stamp of authenticity and it 
was only in the early 1970s that critics became aware of their func-
tional significance. Bernth Lindfors, for example, convincingly as-
cribes to the proverbs “a grammar of values” after Herskovits’s 
phrase.104 Austin Shelton is the only scholar so far to have provided a 
detailed analysis of the ílú in Achebe’s fiction. His work also has the 
merit of initiating the shift away from what Stephen Arnold termed 
“the tired, basic topics […] like ‘oral elements in the writings’ of a few 
well-known authors”105 towards a refinement of concern for the speci-
ficity of the ethno-text. 

                                                     
Obiechina, “Language,” in Culture, Tradition and Society in the West African 
Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1975): 156; Patrick P . Essien, Proverbs as 
Cultural Tools of Education in Nigeria (Lagos: Nigerian Chronicle Press, 1981): 28 
and passim; and Harold Scheub, “A Review of African Oral Traditions and 
Literature,” African Studies Review 28.2–3 (June–September 1985): 1–72. One of 
the most recent full-length studies is J. Obii J. Nwadwukwa–Agbada, The Igbo 
Proverb: A Study of Its Context, Performance and Functions (Enugu, Nigeria: John 
Jacob’s Classic Publications, 2002). 

103 In Yoruba Proverbs: Translation and Annotation, ed. Bernth Lindfors & 
Oyekan Owomoyela (Athens: Ohio University Center for International Stu-
dies, Africa Program, 1973): 1. 

104 See Melville J. Herskovits & Frances S. Herskovits. Dahomean Narrative: A 
Cross-Cultural Analysis (Evanston IL : Northwestern UP, 1958): 56. See also 
Marjorie Winters, “Morning Yet on Judgment Day: The Critics of Chinua 
Achebe,” in When the Drumbeat Changes, ed. Carolyn A. Parker & Stephen H. 
Arnold (Washington DC: Three Continents, 1981): 178–79. 

105 Stephen Arnold, “African Literary Studies: Profile and Guide to a New 
Discipline,” in Into the 80s: The Proceedings of the Eleventh Conference of the Cana-
dian Association of African Studies, ed. Donald I. Ray et al. (Vancouver: Tantalus, 
1981): 128–51. 
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 Shelton distinguishes between three types of proverbs: “those 
drawn from ílú used among the Igbo in general, those of Achebe’s 
Awka–Onitsha area, and those which he created or modified.”106 Al-
though it is incorrect to credit Achebe with any proverbial ‘creation’, I 
shall focus on the modification that he may have brought to the origi-
nal ílú. I shall therefore expand and systematize Shelton’s thematic 
categorization as it applies to Arrow of God. These categories of prov-
erbs bear witness to both an evolutive itinerary and a gradual erosion, 
as if words were being eaten away at. 
 The first category of proverbs are those that are recognizably Igbo 
ílú used (although less and less) among the Igbo. For example, let us 
consider two proverbs in Anambra Igbo that are related to change, as 
most proverbs in Achebe’s novels are. Both proverbs in Arrow of God 
comment on the Igbo village’s first contact with the new religion. The 
first proverb explicitly identifies Christianity as the ‘white disease’:  
 

1. “As soon as we shake hands with a leper he will want an embrace” 
(177; also 42), relexified from  
 

Í naa onye árụ-ọcha aka,  
(If) you shake/take person body-white(’s) hand,  

 

Õ chÖÖ kàí /kíe bié | ya | omà.* 
he want(s) that you him embrace/print/press.  

 

2. “The man who brings ant-infested faggots into his hut should not 
grumble when lizards begin to pay him a visit” (163; also 72, 178) from 
the Igbo:  
 

Ọnye kpátara nkụ ahụhụ  
Person who carries in firewood infested by ants  

 

zìri ngwere ÖkÙ.107  
invites lizard.  

 

or a variant from another area of Igboland:  
 

Ọnye kpátara nkụ arụụ dìh yá  
Person (who) fetches firewood ants are(in)he(should)  

 

lèé anya ãgwere n’ÚlÕÕ yá.*  
look eye (for)lizard in house his.  

 

                     
106 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 109. 
107 “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 104. 
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 The second category groups proverbs whose usage may be restric-
ted to Achebe’s Ọka–Onitsha area or to the speakers of a particular 
area, as in this ílú of “riverside Igbo origin”:108 “The Chief Priest raised 
his voice and pleaded with them to listen but they refused saying that 
they must “bale the water while it was still only ankle-deep” (197). 
Incidentally, this proverb, couched as it is in English aphoristic terms, 
may lure one into assuming that it is English and therefore foreign to 
the Igbo ethno-text.109 On the other hand, this Central Igbo ílú – 
“When a man chases two rats at a time, he ends up catching none” – is 
only remotely related to what is in use in Achebe’s area: “We are like 
the puppy in the proverb which attempted to answer two calls at once 
and broke its jaw” (232):  
 

    ÚzÕ òkụ àbÚ  
Nkịta zaa òkụ ÚzÕ àbÚÖ àgba ékwọjíe yá.*  
Dog answer call places two jaw breaks/dislocates it.  

 

Although this last proverb, like many others, can easily be translated 
into English proverbial wisdom, the cultural context in which it origi-
nates is not easy to identify for the non-African reader. In fact, it refers 
to the dog which, while being within hearing distance of nursing 
mothers calling him to come and lap up their children’s excrement, 
hears two such calls simultaneously and gets confused. This proverb 
is unambiguously traditional and rural, for it reflects a social reality 
which may be on the verge of disappearing in urban centres. If the 
social reality that sustains it disappears, the proverb will not survive 
oral mnemonics. 
 The third category of proverbs are ílú that Achebe modified by (a) 
substituting elements (i.e. the slave for the chicken) or (b) omitting 
elements, such as references to slavery and slave-catching: 
 

                     
108 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 105. 
109 Kenneth Harrow contends that this ílú is an English aphorism and there-

fore a “foreign element” that has “fatally infiltrated Okika’s speech to Umu-
ofia in Part Three of Things Fall Apart.” He concludes that the proverb using 
the metaphor of Eneke the bird preceding this “English aphorism” is in fact 
“now recalled, not as a living word but as a relic”; Harrow, “Ringing the 
Changes: Proverbs and Metaphor; Master Trope/Feminist Discourse in Things 
Fall Apart,” a paper read at the ALA Conference in Dakar, 20–23 March 1989, 
MS: 11.  
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(a) “let the slave who sees another cast into a shallow grave know that 
he will be buried in the same way when his day comes” (32), from the 
Igbo:  
 

ÕkÚkÖ nÖro õga ánàbÖ  
(Let) chicken remain where they are butchering  

 

Õkwa mara ótu esì  ábÖ yá.110 
bush fowl to know how to butcher it.  
(i.e. how it would be butchered).  

 

(b) “When the handshake goes beyond the elbow we know it has 
turned to another thing” (16), from the Igbo:  
 

íkwé n’aka fèéla isi-õkụ áká  
(If) to shake the hand passes elbow 

 

ọ ghÕọla  Õkpụkpa.111 
it has become seizing (as one snatches a slave). 

 

Achebe’s failure to refer to slave-catching in the second example may 
be construed as a concession to his audience (which is unlikely, be-
cause, in the first instance, the original chicken has been replaced by a 
slave), to the English language or, more conceptually, to text-formed 
thought. Yet, it may also be interpreted as a ‘structural amnesia’ 
reflecting what may happen in contemporary Igboland, for, as Walter 
Ong contends about the Gonja’s genealogies in Ghana, “the part of the 
past with no immediately discernible relevance to the present [will] 
simply fall away.”112 Homeostasis thus refers to the subordination of 
the integrity of the past in proverbial discourse to the integrity of the 
present. 
 Contrary to the proverbs of the third category that tend to expand 
meaning, proverbs in the fourth category abstract the essence of an 
original ílú, albeit in a more prolix style: “If anyone asks you why you 
should be sent to learn these new things tell him that a man must 
dance the dance prevalent in his time” (233–34): 
 

úri pÚtara n’àzị,  
Dance (that) came out for a generation,  

 

                     
110 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 100. 
111 “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 103. 
112 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London 

& New York: Methuen, 1982): 48. 
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àzị a gbá yá.113 
(that) age-group should dance it.  

 

 The movement from the first to the fourth category corresponds to 
Achebe’s itinerary from synchronic to diachronic representation. 
Indeed, he moves from the representation of ílú as Igbo speakers 
would make use of them (e.g., between 1850 and the turn of the cen-
tury in Things Fall Apart) to the literary, imaginative use of gnomic 
speech. The dual function of the ílú is thus to lend verisimilitude to 
Igbo traditional speech and to allow the writer’s artistic temperament 
to shape the literary situation. In his commitment to this dual func-
tion, Achebe takes it upon himself to be the retriever of communi-
cation when the narrative cannot by itself carry the full weight of the 
Igbo ethno-text. Achebe does what an ingenious user of ílú does: he 
proverbalizes. 
 As a proverbalizer, Achebe adapts to the urban milieu original 
proverbs and maxims as used in the traditional/rural milieu, by 
bastardizing the terse form of the ílú and vulgarizing its meaning. This 
is an immediate consequence of homeostasis, the symbiotic link that a 
proverb establishes with the present moment. For instance, in A Man 
of the People, Mrs Nanga, the wife of a corrupt politician, says: “My 
brother, when those standing have not got their share you are talking 
about those kneeling” (98). This, in fact, refers to an ílú which is ren-
dered in its full form in a novel set entirely in tribal society: Things Fall 
Apart: “Our elders say that the sun will shine on those who stand 
before it shines on those who kneel under them” (5), from an original 
Igbo ílú:  
 

ÁnwÚ gà-èti ãdí kwÜ ÖtÖ túpù ò tíwé ãdÍ 
Sun will shine those standing before it shine (on)those  

 

gbúsirí íkpèrè nà-òkpúrú há.*  
kneeling knee at-under them.  

 

Similarly, Mrs Eleanor John in the same novel tries to render an ílú in 
pidgin (NP). The result is one of “utter trivialization and vulgariza-
tion,” as Obiechina has remarked:114 In A Man of the People: “My 
people get one proverb: they say that when poor man done see with 
him own eye how to make big man e go beg make e carry him poverty 
de go je-je” (16), meaning that when a poor man realizes what is in-

                     
113 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 103. 
114 In “Language,” 177. 
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volved in becoming a rich man, he will beg to persist in his poverty 
without ceremony. In this and other examples, Achebe aims at show-
ing how the urban Igbo speaker is alienated from the traditional art of 
conversation and the proper use of proverbs. The implication is that 
what may survive is, for reasons linked to homeostasis and the new 
legitimacy of NP, the pidginized form of the original Igbo ílú. 
 If we except a novel like Things Fall Apart (which contains twenty-
nine ílú, presumably to show the falling-apart of things proverbial), 
the density of proverbs in rural novels (as already stated, at least 129 
of them in Arrow of God) is in inverse proportion to the scarcity of 
proverbs in urban novels (some twenty-seven in A Man of the People). 
This testifies to their growing irrelevance in increasingly urbanized 
contexts. This does not mean, however, that any ílú transposed to an 
urban setting is systematically bastardized. Achebe simply adapts 
them to modern realia wherever applicable. Such is the case with say-
ings involving the Igbo concept of chi, which are used in various 
forms, depending on the rural or urban setting. The core conflict of the 
individual vs. the community in Things Fall Apart revolves around the 
Igbo concept of chi, which Achebe renders as “personal God.” The chi 
often comes up in this common saying:  
 

Ónyé kwé, chí yå èkwé.115 
Person agrees, chi his agrees.  

 

or in several variants involving the bird nza: “His [Okonkwo’s] ene-
mies said [his] good fortune had gone to his head. They called him the 
little bird nza who so far forgot himself after a heavy meal that he 
challenged his chi” (22), which is said of Okonkwo when he beat his 
wife during the Week of Peace. This can be traced to two variants116 of 
ílú:  
 

1. ãzà ríjùè áfó o mákwàgh ónyé kéré yà.  
wren satisfied belly, he knows not who made him. 

 

2. ãzà ríjùè áfó gà, échéfùè chi yà.  
wren satisfied belly his, forgot chi his.  

 

The chi-based adages can be traced not only throughout Things Fall 
Apart (e.g., 13, 19, 92) but also throughout Arrow of God, for Okonkwo’s 
breaking of the communal bond may be compared to the village Umu-

                     
115 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 90. 
116 “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 91. 
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aro’s conceit when going to war against another village (14, 27). It is 
also therefore appropriate that in No Longer At Ease, set in an urban 
milieu, Joseph Okeke should use Igbo to caution Obi, Okonkwo’s 
grandson, who has just been acting cheekily at a job interview: “And I 
can tell you that a man does not challenge his chi to a wrestling 
match” (148), from: Mmadù ánàghi échéré chi yà ákà mgbá.117 Here the 
saying has been adapted to suit the urban modalities of ‘wrestling’ 
with a prospective employer in the postcolonial, pre-Civil War context 
of No Longer At Ease. Wrestling is here controlled by “the real-life 
situations in which the word is used here and now.”118 Wrestling may 
thus become an archaic reference, a noetic “white metaphor.”119 Such 
a metaphor is empty because no longer homeostatically linked to the 
present. The reference to the chi or the bird nza may, in turn, become 
the meaningless ‘trace’, to use a chirographic metaphor, of a tradi-
tional ílú, like children’s nonsensical syllables from orally transmitted 
songs. Moreover, such a proverb, not being part of the original vitu-
perative context, is no longer agonistic and thus ceases to exist as pro-
verb. 
 Referring to a popular politician’s challenge of the national hero at 
the end of his novel No Longer At Ease, Achebe deftly juxtaposes the 
seemingly insipid English ‘translation’ with the Igbo ílú:  
 

“He is a foolish somebody,” said one of the men in English.  
“He is like the little bird nza who after a big meal so far forgot himself 
as to challenge his chi to a single combat,” said another Igbo. (148) 

 

Incidentally, the chi-based sayings can be traced not only through 
Achebe’s novels but also in any novel with an Igbo ethno-text –such as 
Buchi Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood, which contains thirty refer-
ences to the chi.120 However, the use of ílú by a woman writer is a new 
                     

117 This proverb, as Shelton rendered it (93), has been revised by Cyprian 
Ekwensi (personal communication). 

118 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 47. 
119 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philoso-

phy,” 7. He refers to the empty metaphors and the abstract notions in the 
history of metaphysical language, which is “commingled with the erasing of 
what is effective in it, and the wearing out of its effigy.” The wear and tear of 
that language is expressed in the adjective “white.” 

120 In Joys, there are references to the chi on pp. 9, 18, 27, 28, 30, 32, 35, 37, 44, 
45, 50, 73, 74, 77, 78, 91, 137, 158, 166, 168, 174, 200, 201, 211, 212, 213, 214, 215, 
216, and 219. For a full discussion of the chi, see Austin Shelton, “The Of-
fended Chi in Achebe’s Novels,” Transition 13 (1964): 36–37; and “The Cyclic 
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development, since women were excluded from the male-owned mas-
tery of speech. As Richard Mbachu reminds us, uka ílú na-adighi gba olu 
oto or “talks without the seasoning of proverbs are like a woman’s 
neck without a necklace,”121 thereby establishing an equation between 
women’s jewelry and the decorative, enhancing function of proverbial 
wit while obliquely restricting that wit to men’s “talks.” The Nigerian, 
Belgian-based writer and critic Chika Unigwe has shown, following 
Honeck, Arndt and Schipper,122 that Igbo men created hostile ílú about 
women ”to keep women in the positions which men felt were suitable 
for them.” She then demonstrates how Igbo women writers have 
helped redress the gender imbalance in Igbo discursivity, for mmegbu 
ka mma na onye kwere ka emegbuo ya or “cheating is good for those who 
agree to be cheated.”123 Admittedly, Igbo women writers and singers 
have created heroines that belie their negative portrayal in ílú and ifo 
or folktales, but only the future will tell whether they will be able to 
create their own ílú, given the precarious life-span of formulaic speech. 
 To understand the gradual erosion of gnomic speech, it is crucial to 
understand what proverbs are and what happens to them when 
reduced to written form in English. Before being written down, prov-
erbs were rhythmic, mnemotechnic, and formulaic. Proverbs are 
essentially ‘word-events’ (from the Hebrew dabar meaning both word 
and event) that were ‘sounded’ and thus power-driven. Their struc-
ture is mnemonic: i.e., as Ong puts it, intertwined with memory sys-
tems and thus highly rhythmic, for rhythm aids recall. 124 They reflect 
orally patterned thought and are therefore not occasional as they are 

                                                     
Principle of African Personality,” Présence africaine 45 (1963): 145–50. For a 
reassessment of the meaning of chi, see Francis Anyika, “The Chi Concept in 
Igbo Religious Thought,” Africana Marburgensia 21.2 (Winter 1988): 217–25.  

121 Richard Mbachu, African Tales in Igbo Proverbs (Evanston IL : Omenala 
African Network, 1998): 74. His translation.  

122 See Richard Honeck, A Proverb in Mind: The Cognitive Science of Proverbial 
Wit and Wisdom (Mahwah NJ  & London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1997), 
Susan Arndt, African Women’s Literature: Orature and Intertextuality; Igbo Oral 
Narratives as Nigerian Women Writers’ Models and Objects of Writing Back (Bay-
reuth: Eckhard Breitinger/Bayreuth UP, 1998), and Mineke Schipper, Sources 
of All Evil: African Proverbs and Sayings on Women (1991; New Haven CT: Yale 
UP, 2004). 

123 See Chika Nina Unigwe, “In the Shadow of Ala: Igbo Women’s Writing 
as an Act of Righting” (doctoral dissertation, co-promoters Mineke Schipper & 
Chantal Zabus, University of Leyden, 2004): 130. 

124 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy, 33–34. 
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in Achebe’s novels but incessant. They used to form “the substance of 
thought itself” and even “the substance of the law.”125 
 Since proverbs come from a sound-dominated verbal economy, 
committing them to writing has a “diaeretic, separative function.”126 
In fact, writing is closely associated with death. This is best illustrated 
in the still widespread practice of pressing living flowers to death 
between the pages of a printed book (or the modern liber) and of ap-
pending both proverbs and locutions in Latin, now a ‘dead’ language 
of communication, to the Petit Larousse illustré. But, paradoxically, just 
as the deadness of a text ensures its endurance and its phoenix-like 
capacity for resurrection into limitless living contexts, the Igbo ílú may 
be resurrected by its own destroyer, the urban English-oriented con-
text, or recuperated by the school system (as educational tools) and by 
the new electronic orality. 
 Transposing proverbs from the oral to the written medium is thus 
disabling and foreshadows the death of a species, for proverbs are 
generally collected in written form when about to die. The further 
transposition of orally bound formulae into an alien language is thus 
doubly disabling. This phenomenon has historical antecedents. It is 
similar to the disappearance of the Aramean besoreta and all mnemo-
technical procedures that ensured its oral transmission, when it was 
committed to Greek writing.127 Achebe himself, in his foreword to 
Whiteley’s Selection of African Prose, mentioned the difficulty of “trans-
lating Igbo proverbs and riddles (inu) because of the resulting isola-
tion from the whole pattern of allusion and direct cultural reference in 
the African language.”128 
 Thus isolated and cut off from their original context, proverbs fall 
prey to a textual glottophagia whereby Igbo proverbs are ‘eaten up’ 
by the English words of the European-language narrative. Yet “prov-
erbs,” Achebe’s narrator tells us in Things Fall Apart,”are the ‘palm-oil’ 
with which words are eaten” (4) – Ilú ká n’èji èrí úkà.129 In order to be 
                     

125 Ong, Orality and Literacy, 35. 
126 Orality and Literacy, 61. 
127 This example is more complex than it appears at first. Indeed, the tar-

goûmist’s words are the result of oral calquing, rendered through the mid-
râshizing targoûm from the Hebraic written word of the Tôrâh, the Miqra, that 
which is shouted, into the Aramean verses of the Mishna. See Marcel Jousse, La 
Manducation de la parole (Paris: Gallimard, 1975): 193, n. 37. 

128 Quoted in Peter Young, “Tradition, Language and the Reintegration of 
Identity in West African Literature in English,” 47.  

129 Shelton, “The ‘Palm-Oil’ of Language,” 86. 
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memorized, words had to be manducated or ‘eaten’, as if by a mandi-
bular mouth.130 In the universal tradition of ‘eating the Book’ before or 
during alimentary rites, oral proverbalization are thus mouths or arti-
culate mandibles that recite and recall. 
 The eating of words is not only characteristic of the Igbo art of con-
versation but also, for instance, of European medieval vocalization, 
when manuscripts were commonly read aloud or sotto voce. Poised 
vocalization helped the reader ‘eat’ the words qua sound units that 
were going to become visual units in print culture.131 Proverbs thus 
function not only as the main discursive elements of the Igbo ethno-
text grafted onto the novel but also as the oral mind-sets that reveal 
the historical origins of all literature in oral verbalization. 
 As in all oral or residually oral cultures, the words of the Igbo prov-
erbs are taken from the mouth of the proverbalizer to another mouth 
to be eaten. Committing these proverbs to writing is thus in many 
ways a treasonable act: in the sense in which the familiar Italian 
maxim understands transliteration and translation as treason (tradut-
tore, traditore), in the sense in which Robert Escarpit understood “crea-
tive treason” as adding one’s “creative mite to a continuous, collective 
creation”;132 but specifically as a treacherous kiss. The kiss that sig-
nalled the beginning of echoic recitation between the talmid and the 
Rabbi has been turned into a Judas kiss. The message has indeed been 
corrupted, in that it has not been transmitted from mouth to mouth. It 
is not ‘echoed’ nor ‘sounded’ when reduced to writing. To pass the 
proverbs on from mouth to text (i.e. not by word of mouth) is unnatural 
to the proverb or the byword, as a proverb is also called. To further 
pass them on from the text to the reader or ‘eater of the book’ short-
circuits the original process, for the mouth that receives those nur-
turing words can only swallow, digest and churn them into ‘food for 
thought’. 

                     
130 See Marcel Jousse, La Manducation de la parole, 234 & 238, where he calls 

this mouth “the nafshâ-gorge mangeante (et apprenante).” Beyond Freud and 
after Lacan, Gérard Haddad in Manger le livre (Paris: Grasset & Fasquelle, 
1984) reveals the veiled dialogue between Freud and his religion and, more 
particularly, the Midrach or Haggada. He thereby inscribes Jewish alimentary 
rites within the larger unconscious practice of eating words, materialized in 
writing and organized into a book. See also Jacques Lacan, “L’Instance de la 
lettre dans l’inconscient,” in Écrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966). 

131 See Walter J. Ong, “Orality, Literacy, and Medieval Textualization,” 1–11. 
132 Robert Escarpit, “‘Creative Treason’ as a Key to Literature,” 361. 
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 Because the proverb, in the Igbo art of conversation, is compared to 
the “palm-oil” that aids digesting or manducating the words, the 
proverb may be considered as a discursive lubricant. Once the “palm-
oil” of the Igbo traditional art of conversation, proverbs are now more 
like narrative lubricants helping in the expert transplanting of the 
ethno-text onto the europhone novel. Like a scion grafted onto a main 
body, the ílú remains an unfamiliar utterance. 
 Proverbs in the Igbo-informed novel of English expression have 
thus been reduced in quantity and quality and are now part of a resi-
dual orality. Proverbs, like other gnomic material, are becoming a 
minor rhetorical device or a minor gnomic tool in both the text and 
context, as was the case in European societies after the Renaissance, 
when proverbs were deliberately downgraded.133 Although, as Gérard 
reminds us, “it is often unwise to regard literary artifacts as faithful 
reflections of a social situation,”134 the Igbo-informed novel mirrors 
not the present but a future where Igbo culture will become increa-
singly chirographic at the expense of proverbial discourse. 
 The gradual extinction of a discursive species such as the Igbo ílú 
and other orature-based devices recuperative of the ethno-text could 
signify the gradual death of Igbo and the whole African oral formulaic 
tradition. In a chirographic context, discursive glottophagia replaces 
the manducation of the word. What is being eaten here is the logos or 
verbum of the proverbum or proverb. Achebe qua proverbalizer voices 
non-sounded words. The present-day proverbalizer is thus, textually, 
bound to be a logos-eater. 
 If we understand the ethno-text to be a genre interpolated in the 
novel itself and reflecting the author’s intentions,135 the ethno-text ap-
pears mounted as a precious gem or enshrined as a relic. As a 
memento of dead, dying or surviving remains, the ethno-text is bound 
to disappear from West African fiction. As such, the method of relexi-
fication that sustains these more or less felicitously ‘translated’ prov-
erbs will presumably become increasingly irrelevant. The writer will 

                     
133 See Jill Mann, “Proverbial Wisdom in the Ysengrimus,” New Literary His-

tory 16.1 (Autumn 1984): 95. 
134 Albert Gérard, European-Language Writing in Sub-Saharan Africa, 49. 
135 See Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 301 (on “the artistic treat-

ment of the heteroglot ‘languages,’ introduced in [the novel]”), and 324 
(“heteroglossia, once incorporated in the novel […] is another’s speech in 
another’s language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a refracted 
way”);  italics in the original. 
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have to discard what Willfried Feuser has aptly termed “the apron 
strings” tying him to his linguistic substratum.136 The mother tongue 
will then have to find an outlet beyond the trado-mythical level (see 
Chapter 5 below) and beyond the hypocritical “cult of tradition.” In 
the meantime, the mother tongue surfaces here and there in various 
guises as we observe the falling apart of things proverbial and the 
increased fragmentation of the ethno-text. 
 
 
D The Ethno-Text Fragmented: 
 Ayi Kwei Armah’s Fragments 
In his much-acclaimed second novel, Fragments (1969), the Ghanaian 
novelist Ayi Kwei Armah endeavours to show the inexorable shatter-
ing of “the larger meaning” of Akan traditional ways “into a thousand 
and thirty pieces.”137 He devotes the opening and closing chapters to 
Naana, the blind grandmother who witnesses and interprets the 
various episodes that make up the remaining eleven chapters. The 
Akan headings, which function as the linguistic remnants of a dying 
tradition, are left untranslated by the author and editor: Edin means 
‘name’; Akwaaba, ‘welcome’; Awo, ‘birth’;138 Osagyefo, ‘Nation’s Sa-
viour’ (also Kwame Nkrumah’s praise-name); Gyefo, ‘receiver’; Igya, 
‘fire’; Nsu, ‘water’; Dam, ‘madness’; Iwu, ‘death’; and Obra, ‘life’. The 
mother tongue and the largest first language in Ghana, Akan, is here a 
hapax legomena, in that such words appear only once.139 

                     
136 Willfried F. Feuser, “The Voice from Dukana: Ken Saro–Wiwa,” Matatu 

1.2 (1987): 54. 
137 Ayi Kwei Armah, Fragments (London: Heinemann, 1969): 22. Further 

page references are in the main text. 
138 “Awo, the title of the chapter which covers the child’s first week of life, 

means ‘birth’ in Akan, but awo was also the word cried aloud at the traditional 
odwira (a purification festival) before the offering of human sacrifices to the 
Earth Goddess: according to legend, Awo was the first human being offered to 
Asaase Afua (the Earth Goddess) to make the earth fruitful, with the result 
that the name became synonymous in Akan lore with human sacrifice”; Derek 
Wright, “Fragments: The Akan Background,” Research in African Literatures 18.2 
(Summer 1987): 182. See also R.S. Rattray, Religion and Art in Ashanti (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1927): 135, and Eva Meyerowitz, The Sacred State of the Akan (Lon-
don: Faber & Faber, 1951): 174.  

139 Claude Hagège, L’Homme de paroles, 46. 
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 Baako, the seemingly unsuccessful ‘been-to’, back from a five-year 
sojourn in the USA, wants to recapture the meaning of the Akan cul-
ture and ethos that used to sustain these words by writing filmscripts, 
but he is ultimately estranged from a society that has been irreme-
diably affected by Western capitalism and trashy technology. His 
communal vision, unsupported by Ghanavision Corporation, is, in the 
end, reduced to privatist, esoteric ramblings about sacrifices offered in 
Melanesian cargo-cults, which are interpreted by his family as the first 
signs of dementia. Only his mistress, Juana, a Puerto-Rican expatriate, 
understands the Akan (Fanti) words that Baako entrusts her with in 
the asylum: “Beebi ara ni” (‘This is everywhere’) (271). He is referring 
to the ubiquitous materialism that strangles Africa’s instinctual force 
and causes its retrenchment. Naana, as the “elder,” is the mediator 
between the living and the ancestors, and the repository of communal 
wisdom. She is attuned to traditional Akan ritual and provides lucid 
insights into Baako’s malaise and her society’s communal impotence. 
As the singular form of nananom, the community of elders and ances-
tors, Na[a]na (Nana is the singular form) is the first and last fragment 
of that plural communality. Characteristically, some passages in her 
soliloquies are relexified from Akan:140 
 

“I was sharpening my words” (2)  
Na me resew m’ano  
I was sharpening my mouth.  

 

“It is your mind to pour me out a drink …” (10)  
Wo aye wadwene se hwie/hye nsã …  
You have made in your mind to pour wine/measure. 

 

“I give you the dawn” (4)  
Me ma wo akye.  

 

“I heard from the mouth of Efua herself” (3)  
Me tee wo Efu ankasa ano. 
I heard from Efua herself mouth.  

 

Efua, an alternative spelling for Afua, refers to the specifically Fanti 
substratum in Fragments. Asaase Afua is the Earth Goddess and, as 
Wright informs us, “in her vindictive destructive moods [she] carries 

                     
140 My linguistic informant is Mrs Patience Gibbs. Joachim (Yandawa) Bayah 

has also helped with the Akan background. See the List of Informants appen-
ded to Chapter 1. 
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the tag of ‘the killer Mother’ and ‘the mother of the dead’.”141 Before 
Baako’s departure for North America, the drunkard, python-like 
Uncle Foli (the wøfa or maternal uncle in Fanti custom) delivers the 
libation-pouring talk-piece, which is the means of calling on the inter-
mediaries or ancestors about the departed one, without the typical 
responses and urges from the okyeame: i.e. the spokesperson or lin-
guist. Despite the beauty of the words, the ceremony is scanted, for 
Foli “only let go of little miserly drops,” thereby cheating the ancestors 
but also endangering the fate of the newborn.142 He concludes his 
speech with these words: “There are no humans who walk this earth 
alone” (6), from Fanti:  
 

Onipa nam a enye ono nkoa na onam. 
When man walks, he does not walk alone.  

 

This clarifies the notion of ‘aloneness’ as opposed to ‘loneliness’, a 
nuance that Armah consciously introduces later during Baako’s psy-
choanalytic session. Baako’s aloneness here indicates that his ties with 
the ancestors have been severed and that he is organically estranged 
from Akan traditional society:  
 

… all this talk was of a loneliness from which he was finding it impos-
sible to break, of the society he had come back to and the many ways in 
which it made him feel his aloneness. (145; my emphases) 

 

Naana’s soliloquies are replete with allusions to Akan proverbial wis-
dom, funeral rites, matrilineal bonds and the concept of sunsum or the 
unformed outer or worldly personal soul or ego, here relexified into 
“shadow,” as opposed to økra, the inner soul.143 Yet oddly juxtaposed 
with Akan beliefs is the Christian view of death as stasis, which is in-
imical to the Akan concept of the vital energy of the dead transmitting 
itself to unborn generations. There are also some incongruous refer-

                     
141 Wright, “Fragments: The Akan Background,” 182. 
142 On this aspect of Akan traditional belief, see Eva Meyerowitz, The Akan of 

Ghana: Their Ancient Beliefs (London: Faber & Faber, 1958).  
143 See Wright, “Fragments: The Akan Background,” 181, Eva Meyerowitz, 

The Sacred State of the Akan, 86, and J.B. Danquah, The Akan Doctrine of God 
(London: Frank Cass, 1968): 206. For the difference between kra, sunsum and 
ntoro, see W.E. Abraham, The Mind of Africa (Chicago: U of Chicago P , 1962): 
60. On the above and the bogya (‘blood’) and the honhom (‘the breath of life’), 
see Peter Sarprong, Ghana in Retrospect (Accra: Ghana Publishing Corporation, 
1974): 37. 
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ences to Catholic liturgy. A word like “entrails” is used without 
nuance to mean ‘insides’, the repository of fear, anger and anguish, 
‘womb’ and ‘abdomen’. A phrase like “the fruit [of] my entrails” (278) 
has no corresponding equivalent in Akan but is strongly reminiscent 
of a line in the Hail Mary. Given Armah’s familiarity with and pro-
ficiency in French, it therefore comes as no surprise to find that the 
line he has in mind is the French equivalent: Le fruit de vos entrailles est 
béni. In his later novel The Healers (1978), Armah has used phrases like 
“the day following,” which Edmund Bamiro (1995) has traced to the 
syntactic structure of Kwa and Gur languages, including Akan, Eda a 
etoso: i.e. literally ‘the day following’, but a calque from the French—le 
jour suivant—is possible, as well.144 One might also surmise, as Robert 
Fraser does, that the lines that conclude the novel and Naana’s descent 
into Nananom are a bizarre collage of snippets from Revelation 22:13 
(“I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the 
last”) and 22:20 (“He which testifies these things saith, surely I come 
quickly; Amen):145 
 

Take me. I am ready. You are the end. The beginning. You who have 
no end. I am coming. (287) 

 

But the circular motif of ‘going’ to ‘come’ to an ‘end’ that is also a 
‘beginning’ derives from the Akan dirge and the ceremonial hymn.146 
Yet the alien, non-Akan notions of terminality and the “linearization 
of Akan [circular] eschatology into Christian salvationist and apoca-
lyptic terms”147 transform Naana’s death and afterlife into yet another 
fragment of the Akan system of beliefs, grown moribund with Chris-
tian contamination. 
 While the consistent use of repetition in the “Naana” chapters 
mimicks and reinforces the Akan style of incantation, the converse 

                     
144 Ayi Kwei Armah, The Healers (London: Heinemann, 1978): 152. See Ed-

mund O. Bamiro, “Syntactic Variation in West African English,“ World Eng-
lishes 14.2 (1995): 201. 

145 See Robert Fraser, The Novels of Ayi Kwei Armah (London: Heinemann, 
1980): 31.  

146 See Wright, “Fragments: The Akan Background,” 189, Eva Meyerowitz, 
The Akan of Ghana, 69, and J.H. Nketia, Funeral Dirges of the Akan People (New 
York: Negro UP, 1969): 139, 200–203. 

147 Wright, “Fragments: The Akan Background,” 189. 
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fragmentation of the Akan world-view is achieved, as Robert Fraser 
suggests,148 through minimizing the function of predication:  
 

The breaking of full and empty bottles and the swearing of unmeant 
oaths, the laughing of false laughter, strange quarrels and whisperings 
and the foolish pride surrounding the bringing out of each new gift, 
and that new confusing turbulence of wind turned on inside the house 
that day. (283–84)  

 

The predicate (i.e. what is said of the subject) “turned on inside the 
house that day” appears only at the end, at the ‘turn’ of the sentence, 
as it were. The -ing substantivization of the verb, e.g., “the breaking,” 
“the laughing,” results in a needless accumulation of words and fur-
ther contributes to the deliberate downplaying of the verb and its fall 
from grace into verbiage. Neither this device nor relexification from 
Fanti is ideologically central to the novel. Such devices seem to have 
outgrown their own usefulness, in that they can only recuperate ‘frag-
ments’ of an ailing linguistic and cultural substratum. The downplay-
ing of the mother tongue may also be explained by Armah’s own view 
about African languages such as Akan, Kikuyu and Zulu, which he 
regards as “microlanguages,” despite their widespread diffusion in 
Africa. His position on the subject is self-contradictory, for he has said 
of “those who want Africans to write in those microlanguages” that 
they “are staring in a rearview mirror. The way forward lies through a 
common African language” (see Chapter 2 above).149 Armah’s view of 
African languages may also be understood against the background of 
the high status enjoyed by Standard British English in Ghana, as 
Ahulu has demonstrated in his 1992 study.150  
 Confronted with the impossibility of renewal (as implied in Naana’s 
death), Armah points to a route that he himself, in his career, has not 
                     

148 Fraser, The Novels of Ayi Kwei Armah, 63. 
149 Ayi Kwei Armah, in West Africa (11 February 1985): 263. 
150 Samuel Tetteh Ahulu, “English in Ghana” (doctoral dissertation, Cam-

bridge University, 1992): 241. In her dissertation “Cultural Reference in Mod-
ern Ghanaian English-Language Fiction: Ways of Encoding, Authorial Stra-
tegies, and Reader Interpretation“ (University of Edinburgh, 2004), Katalin 
Egri–Mesu investigates indigenization in eighteen cultural categories in a 
corpus of twenty Ghanaian novels, ranging from Joseph W. Abruquah’s The 
Catechist (1965) to Benjamin Kwame Kwakye’s The Clothes over Nakedness 
(1998), and comes to the conclusion that “there is a lower proportion of indi-
genisation and higher proportion of authorial assistance in internationally 
published [Ghanaian] works“ (245).  
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yet taken. Significantly, after exposing the “cargo cult” or materialistic 
mentality of the Ghanaian people in his notebooks, Baako is unable to 
proceed to the cultural reconstruction or piecing-together of the ‘frag-
ments’ left over by Western primitive accumulation. Baako wants the 
fragmented vision to be reconstructed, not with Akan or relexified 
words, but with the cinematic image: 
 

“In many ways, I’ve thought the chance of doing film scripts for an 
illiterate audience would be superior to writing, just as an artistic op-
portunity. It would be a matter of images, not words. Nothing neces-
sarily foreign in images, not like English words.” (115) 

 

The making of the word into image in order to elude the foreignness 
or otherness of the European language conjures up Roman Jakobson’s 
notion of “intersemiotic translation,” in which verbal signs are re-en-
coded into nonverbal sign-systems.151 Through his mouthpiece, 
Baako, Armah (who himself worked as a translator in Algeria) may be 
suggesting that the “interlingual” or “intralingual translation” does 
not adequately address the needs of an audience whose world-view 
provides the raw material for novels. Significantly, the intersemiotic 
translation of word into image has found expression in Ousmane 
Sembène’s filmmaking, discussed earlier (and to which we shall re-
turn in Chapter 6). This intersemiotic translation here hosts the desire 
to transform a fragmented, barely visible Akan original, cynically re-
surrected in “the rearview mirror” of Tradition, into a visible, filmic 
Other. 
 

 
 
From its ‘ancestral’ or embryonic form in calquing (A) through its 
recuperative use in the ethno-text (C) to the possible opening on film 
(D), relexification presents itself as a versatile method of indigeniza-
tion. In the case of Okara and Kourouma and, to various degrees, the 
other writers under scrutiny, the relexification of a historically repres-
sed language into the dominant one entails some textual violence. 
Because this violence is directed against and via the dominant lan-
guage, the repressed African language struggles to surface in and in-
habit – if at times parasitically – the European language. The African 
morphemes and etymons thus gnaw at the target language whose 
hegemony is thereby subverted. The European language is potentially 

                     
151 Roman Jakobson, Essais de linguistique générale (Paris: Minuit, 1963): 79. 
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‘minorized’, in that, as said earlier, it almost ceases to be a glottopoliti-
cal instrument of domination. Conversely, it may be argued that the 
sociolinguistic phenomenon of glottophagia described by Louis–Jean 
Calvet (see Chapter 2 above) informs the relexified text. This mutual 
cannibalism or double-edged subversiveness is endemic in relexifica-
tion and, by implication, in all strategies of literary decolonization and 
revanchism. 
 Through relexification, the repressed African tongue falls prey to a 
textual glottophagic process in the course of which the dominant lan-
guage ‘devours’ the African etymons and morphemes, which now 
function as the linguistic debris of a decaying or near-extinct lan-
guage. On the other hand, the failure to relexify may result in the 
‘high style’ of some authors in search of literariness. In this respect, 
Alain Ricard has referred to the risk of ‘folklorization’ in objectifying 
the dominated language: 
 

Si la langue qu’écrivent les écrivains “mineurs” est faite de procédés, 
de tics de style et est branchée sur une vision statique de la situation 
culturelle, il est clair que la langue dominée, la langue autre, apparaîtra 
comme un objet.152 

 

In the process of textual glottophagia, the language that does the 
devouring becomes revitalized. Stalin had already remarked: “True, in 
the process the vocabulary of the victorious language is somewhat en-
riched from the vanquished language, but this strengthens rather than 
weakens it.”153 And Loreto Todd concurs that African writers have 
contributed to the vitality of international English and that “English 
has become an African language [which] has been modified to suit its 
new users.”154 Achebe has also pointed out that this kind of (relexi-
fied) writing “can produce something new and valuable to the English 
language as well as to the material [the novelist] is trying to put 
over.”155 What is generally emphasized is that both the European and 
the African language would be mutually enriched. But relexification 
can help revitalize and recirculate the target-language in a perversely 
neocolonial fashion at the expense of the source-language.  

                     
152 Alain Ricard, Texte moyen, texte vulgaire, 42. 
153 J.V. Stalin, Marxism and Problems of Linguistics (Peking: Foreign Lan-

guages Press, 1976): 28. 
154 Todd, “The English Language in West Africa,” 299. 
155 Chinua Achebe, “The African Writer and the English Language,” 102. 
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 The potential minorization of the European language in the West 
African europhone novel is very much akin to the concept of “minor 
literature” that Deleuze and Guattari articulated in approaching Kaf-
ka’s work.156 Just as Kafka shunned the hypercultural usage of Ger-
man and an oral, popular Yiddish to embrace the ‘deterritorialized’ 
German of Prague, the West African novelist has at first rejected the 
dominant European discursive mode and pidgin for a new French or 
English that would refract his specific ethnicity within the West Afri-
can situation of diglossia.157 Incidentally, Yiddish has functionally a 
great deal in common with pidgin, which (abeit to a lesser degree) is 
grafted onto English or French in the same way in which “Yiddish is 
grafted onto Middle-High German and […] so reworks the German 
language from within that one cannot translate it into German with-
out destroying it; one can understand Yiddish only by ‘feeling it’ in 
the heart.”158 Like Prague German with its interferences from Czech 
and Yiddish, the relexified medium finds its place, away from its an-
cestral home, on African soil and in the novelist’s literary imagination. 
Similarly, just as “[Kafka’s] deterritorialized language is appropriate 
for strange and minor uses,”159 the relexified medium has ‘strange’ 
applications, as in the novels of Okara and Kourouma and ‘minor’ 
uses as in the ethno-text. 
 Along with the deterritorialization of language, the relexified text 
shares the other two characteristics of ‘minor literature’ – “the connec-
tion of the individual to a political immediacy [shall we read: a “glot-
topolitical immediacy”?], and the collective assemblage of enuncia-
tion” (Kafka 17) as in the proverbial substratum in the ethno-text. By 
creating “linguistic Third World zones” (Kafka 27) or “a third code,” 
the relexified text belongs to minor literature: i.e. a literature “which a 
minority constructs with a major language” (Kafka 16). This “new and 
unexpected modification” (Kafka 25) that Kafka brought to Prague 
German may be interpreted in terms of the textual violence (in the 
form of morpho-syntactic relexification) which occasionally breaks 

                     
156 Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1975), tr. 

Dana Polan (Minneapolis: U  of Minnesota P , 1986). 
157 For a distribution of these registers – Czech, Yiddish, German, Prague 

German – Deleuze and Guattari have made judicious use of Henri Gobard’s 
tetraglossic model as expounded in his L’Aliénation linguistique, preface by 
Gilles Deleuze (Paris: Flammarion, 1976): 34–38. 

158 Deleuze & Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 25. 
159 Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 16. 



     Relexification 173 

through the relexified text. What is said of Kafka’s syntactic experi-
mentation could be said of Okara’s: “he will turn syntax into a cry that 
will embrace the rigid syntax of this dried-up German” (Kafka 26). 
 The novelist’s deterritorialization through the use of the European 
language coincides with his reterritorialization through relexification. 
This dual movement, also inherent in the double-edged subversive-
ness discussed earlier, shows that the relexified medium embodies a 
linguistic interface, very much in the way in which the West African 
europhone author inhabits a psycholinguistic interface between a past 
of glottophagia and a future of rehabilitation (see Chapter 2 above). 
Our task has thus been to locate this interface where the European 
language meets the African language to become indigenized by it. 
 One could liken the critic’s task to that of the chemist. By an analo-
gous process, the critic deciphering the West African palimpsest 
makes use of critical reagents whereby s/he can “make the effaced 
writing of a papyrus or a parchment visible again.”160 Derrida’s 
numismatic notion of the “ef-face-ment” of the original figure behind 
the metaphoric Western philosophical discourse sheds light on the im-
possibility of recovering the original in the europhone text because its 
invisibility is also its invincibility. What is thus recovered in decipher-
ing the West African palimpsest is not so much the source language in 
filigree in the relexified text as its trace. 
 
 

 

                     
160 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of Philo-

sophy,” 8. 



 

 



 

 
 

 
The Visible Trace 
and Beyond 

 
 

HE DECIPHERMENT of the relexified palimpsest has revealed 
the quasi-invisible traces left by the mother tongue ‘inscribed 
in white ink’. In deciphering the europhone novel, we have 

proceeded in a linear fashion, for, as Derrida has argued about meta-
phor, by reading in a concept “the hidden history of a metaphor, we 
are giving a privileged position to diachrony.“1 These invisible traces 
often vie with visible traces in the African tongue, which are palpable 
enough not to necessitate the use of corrosive linguistic reagents. Un-
like their subterranean counterparts which simulate the African 
tongue, the ’visible’ African words, phrases and, at times, whole sen-
tences seep through the cracks and crannies of the europhone narra-
tive. To some extent and in varying degree, West African writers regu-
late the tangible surfacing of such African-language traces according 
to methods which I shall presently analyze. I shall then look more 
specifically at Ken Saro–Wiwa’s Sozaboy, a first-person Nigerian narra-
tive in “rotten English,“ in order to theorize about the wear and tear of 
the mother tongue as it rubs against ẸnPi. Whereas the first part is an 
outgrowth of Chapter 4 on relexification, the latter part is an extension 
of Chapter 3 on pidginization.  
 
Two Ways of Shadowing:  
Cushioning and Contextualizing 
 
A Naming the Gap in the Anglophone Novel 
The salient, visible traces with which the West African writer sprin-
kles his text, as if to spice it up, are African-language words or phrases 
describing culturally bound objects or occurrences. Depending on the 
writer’s choice, these can either be ‘transparently’ conveyed (trans-
                     

1 Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology,“ 11, 12. 
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lated or relexified) or not in the europhone text. Regardless of his 
underlying motivation, the writer resorts to the twin methods of 
‘cushioning’2 and ‘contextualization’. As we have observed, the use of 
such methods is in reverse ratio to relexification. Indeed, an ostensibly 
relexified text such as Gabriel Okara’s The Voice (cf. Chapter 4 above) 
is virtually free of African-language words or phrases and, since no Ijọ 
words filter through, there is no need for a glossary of Ijọ expressions 
for the non-Ijọ reader.3 Conversely, francophone texts are more likely 
to resort to the twin methods mentioned above, since relexification is 
in these texts a minor device. These methods antedate relexification 
and will outlive it, because the europhone writer will always be com-
pelled to provide areas of immediate context (‘contextualization’) or to 
tag an explanatory word or phrase (‘cushioning’) onto the African 
word. Both methods are heir to a form of burdensome informational 
digression that verges on anthropological description. 
 It is this highly documentary use of language that imbues early 
novels by non-Africans like R.S. Rattray’s The Leopard Priestess (1934) 
and later novels by Africans. The writer slips into prosy explanations, 
as the Nigerian Onuora Nzekwu does in this oft-quoted exchange be-
tween two friends in Wand of Noble Wood (1961). As is his customary 
technique, Nzekwu uses one of his characters’ ignorance of the local 
culture to inform the non-Igbo reader: 
 

“What does [the ofo staff] look like?” “It is a short piece of stick,” Reg 
explained, “cut from the ofo plant (Detarium Senegalense) which, when 
consecrated, is a symbol of authority and a guarantee of truth. Freshly 
obtained, it is consecrated and becomes dynamized. There are different 
kinds of ofo – the family ofo, which is the one we are now discussing; 
the personal ofo, the ofo used by medicine men; the cult ofo; and so on. 
The family ofo are of two types…”4 

                     
2 The word was first used by Peter Young in “Tradition, Language and the 

Reintegration of Identity in West African Literature in English,“ 21–50. Young 
borrowed the term from Howard Stone, “Cushioned Loan Words,“ Word 9.1 
(April 1953): 12.  

3 See Patrick Scott, “Gabriel Okara’s The Voice: The Non-Ijo Reader and the 
Pragmatics of Translingualism,“ Research in African Literatures 21.3 (Fall 1990): 
75–88. 

4 Onuora Nzekwu, Wand of Noble Wood (New York: Signet, 1963): 33. Obi-
echina in “Problem of Language,” 24, signals another piece of burdensome 
factual information in the description of iyi-uwa in Nzekwu’s Blade Among the 
Boys. 
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The Igbo word ofo is explained at length, catalogued with its particu-
lars and its varieties, and over-cushioned with the Latin phrase Deta-
rium [s]enegalense. This points to and clarifies the Latin origins of 
cushioning. This traditional device was first used in medieval Euro-
pean medicine. Deliberately couched in mysterious undecidables, the 
Latin explanatory tag aimed at avoiding the abrupt presentation of an 
unusual or obscure term while, by the same token, further mystifying 
the signifying term that people would greedily swallow in order to be 
cured.  
 In Nkem Nwankwo’s Danda (1964), the Igbo or English word is 
cushioned with its equivalent: “izaga-stilt-spirit” (22); “music (egwu)” 
(103); “Question! (Ajuju!)” (120); “biko (please)” (158); “Danda, nwa 
amul n’ego ekenemwo! (Danda, son born in money, I greet you)” (185) 
or “Nwayo bu ije – slow be your journey” (36), literally ‘Gentleness is 
your journey’, and “an mgwu ageleba or ozo staff” (18). In the latter 
example, Nwankwo has cushioned the Igbo phrase “mgwu ageleba” 
with “ozo staff.” Nwankwo may expect the non-Igbo reader to guess 
what an ozo staff is from the anthropological accounts of such early 
Igbo novelists as Onuora Nzekwu and Clement Agunwa, who exoti-
cized Igbo culture for a European readership. As with Nzekwu, the 
tag may turn into an ignotum per ignotius for both the non-Igbo reader 
and the reader who has not been trained in Latin. 
 The impulse behind this ethnographic kind of writing in Nzekwu 
and, occasionally, in Nwankwo was to explain African culture to 
European readers and, as in a literary riposte, to rectify previous mis-
representations of African culture. At the onset of the twenty-first cen-
tury, however, West African writers, like other postcolonial writers, 
are still using extra-textual factors to explain themselves to an ill-
defined readership and to their own deracinated contemporaries.  
 Before Nwankwo, Achebe, in addition to providing a glossary of 
recurrent Igbo words, made ample use of the explanatory tag, being of 
the type “obi or hut” or “hut, or obi” in Things Fall Apart: “the elders, or 
ndichie” (9); “eze-agadi-nwayi, or the teeth of an old woman” (25); the 
rope, or tie-tie” (39); “jigida, or waist beads” (49). Cushioning “obi” 
with “hut” and vice versa, to take the commonest example, is effective 
in preventing the use of culturally misleading expressions like ‘recep-
tion hall’ and ‘sitting room’ introduced in Elechi Amadi’s The Concu-
bine and The Great Ponds without the element “obi.”5 Incidentally, 

                     
5 Elechi Amadi, The Concubine (London: Heinemann, 1965), for example: 24, 

27, and The Great Ponds (London: Heinemann, 1969): 8, 27, 28, 36, 46, 53, 56. 
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‘reception room’ covers a panoply of other meanings in world litera-
ture. For instance, the Japanese room for receiving important guests 
and paying one’s respects at the Buddhist altar—the tokonoma—has 
also been rendered as “reception room” in the English-language novel 
An Artist of the Floating World by Kazuo Ishiguro.6 
 Concerning the Nigerian novel, Gerald Moore noted that the use of 
such expressions instead of their Igbo equivalents “invests them with 
a slightly false aura of the familiar, but the images these words sug-
gest to the reader unfamiliar with Iboland are utterly misleading.”7 
But Peter Young considers the coinage “reception hut,” to refer to the 
obi, superior to Achebe’s “obi, or hut” and uses that example to show 
that, while enjoying Achebe’s legacy of linguistic and cultural transfer 
into English, Amadi is able to avoid “to some degree a subjection to 
the mechanisms of transference, to which Achebe as the pioneer is fre-
quently exposed.”8 But is “reception hut” superior to “obi”? In his 
second novel, My Mercedes Is Bigger Than Yours (1975), Nkem Nwan-
kwo used the word “obi” without resorting to the footnote, the glos-
sary or cushioning (e.g., 7), probably relying on the non-Igbo reader’s 
intertextual reading of previous novels with an Igbo ethno-text. All in 
all, the use of “reception hut” in The Concubine (32) is probably more 
felicitous than a transfer according to the dominant cultural (Euro-
pean) norms and certainly more felicitous than in cases when the well-
meaning translator makes the pagne into the Brazilian string or tanga 
and the thin-walled clay container canari into a yellow-feathered song-
bird.9 
 Achebe, Amadi and Nwankwo have resorted to cushioning in 
order to fill the gap between obi and hut, for example. Condemning an 
essentialist view of language in postcolonial texts, the authors of The 
Empire Writes Back have warned against considering the word obi as an 
untransferable cultural sign and a metonym for the whole of Igbo cul-
ture and therefore “’carry[ing]’ the oppressed culture.”10 More signifi-
                     

6 Kazuo Ishiguro, An Artist of the Floating World (London: Faber & Faber, 
1986): 41.  

7 Gerald Moore, The Chosen Tongue: English Writing in the Tropical World 
(London & Harlow: Longmans, 1969): 160. 

8 Peter Young, “Tradition, Language and the Reintegration of Identity,“ 36.  
9 See Thomas Hale & Gérard Pigeon, “The Problem of Africanisms in Afri-

can Literature of Western Expression,“ in Artist and Audience: African Literature 
as a Shared Experience, ed. Richard Priebe & Thomas A. Hale (Washington DC: 
Three Continents, 1977): 77–83.  

10 Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back, 53.  
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cant than the word and its referent is the gap in between, which is 
metonymic of the breach that resulted from the clash between two 
worlds, that of the “palm-wine shack” and that of the “steeple” (cf. 
Chapter 3 above), which were brought forcibly ‘into contact’. The con-
junction or connecting of the two worlds recalls the alternative func-
tion of code-switching and the attendant act of speaking ‘over the 
ragged fence’ (cf. Chapter 3 above). As such, the forced proximity of 
both items constitutes a failure to achieve cultural symbiosis or recip-
rocal creolization. If we accept Ashcroft et al.’s diagnosis that glossing 
“accords the english [sic] word the status of the real’,”11 then the 
reverse pairing “hut or obi” shows that, while both word and referent 
can be swapped and the ‘real’ meaning shifted, the gap remains the 
same. More than a metonymy which substitutes obi for hut and vice 
versa, these words have the (in)consistency and air of a ‘mixed meta-
phor’ or of the elusive metaphor of Western philosophical discourse 
which Derrida conceived of as “the trope of resemblance; not simply 
between signifier and signified, but between what are already two 
signs, the one designating the other.”12 In attempting to name the gap 
between autotelically inter-referential signs, writers take the reader 
along a tortuous route marked with gaps and blanks. 
 Indeed, the main drawback to cushioning is that the brief tag may 
not encompass the full cultural significance of the transferred item 
and that it may defer understanding or over-stimulate the reader’s 
mind. The synonymous pairs are functionally very much like what 
Wolfgang Iser called “the blanks” that suspend good continuation, a 
concept he borrowed from the psychology of perception and applied 
to the act of reading. Those blanks which syncopate the reading and 
break up the “connectability” of a text, he continues, “condition the 
clash of images, and so help to hinder (and, at the same time, to stimu-
late) the process of image-building.”13 When recurrently used, as in 
Nkem Nwankwo’s Danda, cushioning is more likely to create in the 
non-Igbo reader mental deferral rather than stimulation, since the im-
petus for image-building is sapped by the unfamiliar synonymous 
pairs.  

                     
11 The Empire Writes Back, 62. 
12 Jacques Derrida, “White Metaphor,“ 13. See also my “Encre blanche et 

Afrique originelle: Derrida et la postcolonialité,“ in Passions de la littérature: 
Avec Jacques Derrida, ed. Michel Lise (Paris: Gallilée, 1996), 261–74. 

13 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore 
M D & London: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978): 187. 
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 Building on Peter Young’s earlier research, Hugh Brown has de-
monstrated that, “by and large, the Igbo words are used successfully” 
in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God.14 According to Brown, Achebe intro-
duces Igbo words to the non-Igbo reader either by explaining them 
within the dialogue or by having the reader infer from the context or 
the syntax or both whether the Igbo word is a noun phrase, an adver-
bial or a nominal construction and then what it means. This riddling 
device, which we identified as contextualization, involves the non-
Igbo reader in a guessing game which, judging by Brown’s presenta-
tion of its rules, requires supernatural insight. For instance, in a con-
versation between Ezeulu and his friend Akuebue, Ezeulu drives 
home a point about his forebears’ achievements: 
 

“Did not my grandfather put a stop to ichi in Umuaro? He stood up in 
all his awe and said: We shall no longer carve our faces as if they were 
ozo doors” (149). 

 

Brown contends that Achebe achieves a double effect: 
 

Not only is it clear that ichi refers to the practice of scarification, but it is 
also clear that ozo doors are special; they are ornamented. The fact that 
ozo is not explained any further does not detract from the passage. It is 
used only as part of a comparison that indicates what ozo doors and 
ichi have in common..15 

 

A similar passage in Nkem Nwankwo’s Danda refers the reader to the 
Glossary: “A man who runs from the ici [a variant spelling of ichi; 
Glossary 204: “tribal mark”] cannot be taken into the ozo [Glossary 
205: “an Igbo social rank”]” (Danda 187). Brown further contends that 
in the following passage from Arrow of God – “If we came suddenly to 
your town, how do you call your men together, Father of my Mother? 
Do you not beat your ikolo? Do you wait till tomorrow?” (26) – the 
non-Igbo reader can infer from the African setting and the verb “to 
beat” that “it is clear that ikolo means drum or gong.”16 But what is an 
ikolo? A drum or a gong? If we look at an earlier novel like Elechi 
Amadi’s The Great Ponds (1969), the ikoro (a dialectal variant of ikolo) is 
said to “sound” with “deep hollow notes” and to “ring out.”17 Brown 

                     
14 Hugh R. Brown, “Igbo Words for the Non-Igbo: Achebe’s Artistry in 

Arrow of God,” Research in African Literatures 12.1 (Spring 1981): 77. 
15 Brown, “Igbo Words for the Non-Igbo,” 77. 
16 “Igbo Words for the Non-Igbo,” 73. 
17 Elechi Amadi, The Great Ponds, 28, 46. 
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argues, as Derive does for Kourouma,18 that such ‘details’ do not dis-
tract the reader and do not affect the ‘general’ understanding of the 
text. Yet the failure to provide larger semantic areas to make the Afri-
can word self-explanatory hinders both the efficiency of the context-
ualization method and what the Ivorian Jean–Marie Adiaffi has called 
“the reader’s comfort.” 
 It is probably because Achebe sensed a similar discomfort that he 
deleted one sentence in Igbo from the revised version of Arrow of God. 
In this name-calling match, a girl is answered by her brother:  
 

“It kills little girls,” said Nwafo. “I did not ask you, ant-hill nose.” “You 
will soon cry, Usa bulu Okpili.” (3) 

 

We may assume that Achebe was ‘no longer at ease’ with Usa bulu 
Okpili (“the moon kills little boys”) and that it is why, in a later 
edition, he sacrificed the Igbo retort to ensure clarity for the non-Igbo 
reader. Contextualization may prove ineffective mainly because of its 
reliance on the non-indigenous reader’s ‘act of reading’ and the ill-
defined character of the readership it purports to reach. 

‘Contextualization by inference’, as we shall now call it, holds 
greater promise than cushioning, but it may prove equally ineffective. 
Let us consider another passage from Arrow of God in which alusi is, 
according to Brown, felicitously contextualized: 
 

“What is the story I hear then – that you are carving an alusi for a 
man of Umuagbu?” 

“Who told you?” 
“Who told me? Is it true or not is what I want to know, not who told 

me?” 
“I want to know who told you because I don’t think he can tell the 

difference between the face of a deity and the face of a Mask.” 
“I see. You may go, my son. And if you like you may carve all the 

gods in Umuaro.” (5) 
 

With his customary dismissal of any difficulty, Brown comments that 
“there can be little doubt in the mind of a reader that alusi means god 
or representation of a god.”19 But an alusi is not a god. Austin Shelton 
explains: 
 

Some missionaries have called alusi “devils,” reflecting their wish to 
break down Ibo traditional religion in order to convert the Ibo people; 

                     
18 Jean Derive, “Quelques propositions,” 24. 
19 Brown, “Igbo Words for the Non-Igbo,” 72. 
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some young Ibo refer to alusi as “angels,” reflecting their desire to 
praise alusi. Anthropologists tend to call alusi “spirits,” which is as in-
exact as the other translations. An alusi is an alusi, and can be described 
in English, although many words would be required. One solution 
might be the adoption of the term as an English word, just as Igbo itself 
has taken over many neologisms from English – e.g. katikizim, yuni-
vasiti.20 

 

But this bilateral métissage or reciprocal creolization has not started 
yet. If it has started in the West African sociolinguistic context (cf. 
Chapter 3 above), it has not yet been creatively represented in the lite-
rary text. The glottopolitical pattern of dominance may dictate that the 
repressed yet hospitable African language integrate more European 
words than vice versa. One can only surmise at this point that the time 
has not yet come when the West African europhone writer will be able 
to insert an African word or refer to an African cultural event in the 
same manner in which a French writer can throw into his text Ger-
man, English or Latin locutions and refer to Jupiter, Mozart, and 
Nietzsche without explanation.  
 The number of untranslated words in West African europhone nov-
els is therefore infinitesimal.21 The refusal to gloss, the authors of The 
Empire Writes Back argue, “forces the reader into an active engagement 
with the horizons of the culture in which these terms have meaning.” 
As an ineluctable “sign of a postcolonial discourse,” the untranslated 
word is “first a sign of distinctiveness [… and], more importantly, an 
endorsement of the facility of the discourse situation, a recognition 
that the message event, ‘the scene of the Word,’ has full authority in 
the process of cultural and linguistic intersection.”22 A potential result 
of eradicating footnotes, cushioning, and contextualization by infer-
ence (although the latter method will always be in use because of the 
very ubiquity of the concept of context) is that the text becomes inac-
cessible to the non-African reader, therefore possibly worthy of re-
spect, in the same way that the literature of the academy, for instance, 
has become increasingly inaccessible linguistically to the speaker lack-
ing special training. “This inaccessibility,” Mary Louise Pratt com-
ments, “becomes the sign of their value. ‘Specialized’ comes to equal 

                     
20 Austin J. Shelton, “Some Problems of Inter-Communication,” Journal of 

Modern African Studies 2.3 (1964): 403. 
21 See, for example, I.N.C. Aniebo, The Anonymity of Sacrifice (London: 

Heinemann, 1974): 15 (ekwes), 7, 27 (okpokiri nkwu enu). 
22 Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back, 65. 
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‘special’.”23 Conversely, this very inaccessibility may confirm the non-
African reader’s ‘colonial’ suspicions that the African tongue is bar-
baric.  
 Whatever the case may be, it would seem that the reader of West 
African literature and, by the same token, of other postcolonial litera-
ture will increasingly be involved in a guessing game that takes him/ 
her beyond this other guessing game, which is the interpretation of 
literary works. While the latter interpretation ends in some kind of ap-
propriation or Aneigung: i.e. “the process of making one’s own (eigen) 
what was other, foreign (fremd),” the former, hermeneutical process 
gives the reader “a new capacity of knowing himself/herself” when 
faced with this new “fusion of horizons” (after Gadamer’s Horizont-
verschmelzung) in the postcolonial world.24 Although it is unwise to 
speculate about the future acts of reading by the reader of world lite-
rature, we can catch a glimpse of the postcolonial reader’s ‘burden’ 
when faced with increasingly hybridized poetics. Only the future will 
tell whether such a reader will be reading African europhone or Afri-
can-language palimpsests. 
 
 
B Naming the Gap in the Francophone Novel 
As methods, contextualization and cushioning have been ironized, a 
fact which testifies to the novelist’s ultimate self-consciousness. The 
recurrence of several tags explaining the same word (at times on the 
same page) shows the author’s uneasiness with the device. So 
“double” and “vital” in Ahmadou Kourouma’s Les Soleils des indépen-
dances (116, 120, 123), “silhouette” in Nazi Boni’s Le Crépuscule des 
temps anciens (178) and “ombre” and “double” in Jean–Marie Adiaffi’s 
La Carte d’identité all serve as explanatory tags for the Malinke concept 
of djã (jà) or the Agni concept of wawie.  

In La Carte d’identité:, the Ivorian Jean–Marie Adiaffi thus hammers 
the meaning of the Agni word floco into the reader’s presumably thick 
skull: 
 

                     
23 Mary Louise Pratt, “Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr. 

Barrow Saw in the Land of the Bushmen,” Critical Inquiry 12.1 (Autumn 
1985): 129.  

24 Paul Ricoeur, “Metaphor and the Main Problem of Hermeneutics,“ New 
Literary History 6.1 (Autumn 1974): 107, 106.  
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Floco veut dire: celui qui n’est pas circoncis, donc un idiot, un lour-
daud, un homme vil, un va-nu-pieds, un fils de chien, un pauvre 
bâtard qui ne comprend vraiment rien à rien. (7) 

 

Except for this temporary fit of temper, Adiaffi claims that, in his writ-
ing, he resorts to cushioning to avoid the pitfalls he would encounter 
when reading other writers and to ensure the reader’s comfort: 
 

Ce que je n’aime pas c’est lire un livre où il ya trop de notes en bas. Ça 
brise le plaisir de la lecture. Je préfère jouer à une espèce de bi-
linguisme, en prenant les mots africains. Si je ne peux pas les traduire, 
je les garde et les traduis à côté. Utiliser les deux mots, m’arranger 
pour expliquer les deux mots, le mot français étant mis en apposition 
au mot agni pour expliquer. C’est pour le confort du lecteur.25  

 

Adiaffi opposes the frustrating, diaretic function of the footnote to the 
plushness of cushioning, which is meant to make the act of reading 
more comfortable and thus heighten the pleasure of the text. 
 The metropolitan reader’s comfort was probably in the writers’ 
mind when cushioning was introduced in the francophone novel. In-
deed, it originated as an attempt to do away with the ubiquitous foot-
note or the informational digression that ultimately transformed the 
novel into a cultural handbook or a language lesson. Some writers 
relegated that factual information to a footnote or glossary. As early as 
1911, Casely–Hayford provided a glossary of Akan words at the end of 
Ethiopia Unbound and, some fifty years later, Wole Soyinka appended 
a glossary of Yoruba expressions to The Interpreters (1965). The author-
ial or editorial footnote is generally favoured over the glossary; it does 
have the virtue of clearing the text of any reams of obtrusive material 
but it has not always been used economically. 
 As its very name indicates, the authorial footnote stands at the bot-
tom of a page as an additional piece of information or a ‘sub-text’ of a 
sort, whereas a glossary conventionally lists and explains the meaning 
of technical or special terms at the end of a work. Located topogra-
phically outside of the text and, by the same token, outside of writing, 
such notes constitute a reading, rather than a writing, practice. As a 
result, the europhone writer as the reader and Ur-interpreter of his 
own text will often end up deadlocked with the reader-receptor. 

                     
25 János Riesz, Hans–Jürgen Lüsebrink, Marito Knicker, Papa Samba Diop, 

“La Carte d’identité, Interview avec Jean-Marie Adiaffi,“ Bayreuth African Stu-
dies Series 8 (1986): 45. 
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 An early novel like the Senegalese Ousmane Socé’s Karim (1948) 
contains more than eighty footnotes. The author puts them to various 
uses: to translate Wolof proverbs and dialogues into French; to explain 
the use of weapons, musical instruments, tools as well as kinship 
terms and the peculiarity of dyadic relations; to depict indigenous 
plants, animals, food and other culturally bound items; and, finally, to 
make reference of an historical, geographical and ethnological order. 
Most of these comments are addressed to the primary readership of 
those times: i.e. a European, French-speaking audience. Thus an indi-
genous title of sovereignty like “Samba linguère” is defined in terms 
of the pre-Revolution French noblesse,26 when, in fact, both the Sene-
galese aristocrat and even the Garni of noble descent are below the 
rank of the Samba Lingeer, who is a prince born from the Lingeer or 
Queen Mother. This distinction is crucial, since the protagonist Karim 
tries to imitate the social beauty of the aristocratic Ceddo while being 
merely a pitiful civil servant.  
 In Karim, a Wolof sentence, e.g., ‘Dma mat, ak […] dou mat, boul 
diokhe sa lokho’, is foregrounded in the text and then translated in a 
footnote: “(Mord-il? ne mord-il pas? Abstiens-toi!)” (Karim 63). Inci-
dentally, Socé does translate according to the dominant language’s 
norms, since the literal meaning of boul diokhe sa lokho is ‘do not give 
me your hand’. Curiously enough, the following saying by a Senegal-
ese sage, Kocc Barma Fall — “Aime la jeune femme, mais ne te fie pas 
à elle!” – is foregrounded in the text in French and translated into 
Wolof in a footnote: “Djiguene diou ndaw sopal te boul volou” (Karim 
52). In this ‘translation’ back into Wolof, the modern Wolof reader is 
struck not only by its obsolete, frenchified orthography but also by the 
exogenous element diou, which is not part of the traditional saw. Con-
fronted with the conflicting authority of the original word vs. the 
translated word, Socé attempts to dispel this inconsistency by attach-
ing a French explanatory tag to a Wolof phrase – “Dieureuf-dieuf/(Je 
te remercie)” (32) or to a Peulh/Pular saying: “Niaye ala Gayenago/ 
L’éléphant n’a pas de berger” (28), where the Wolof would say Naala 
Gaynako. This form of cushioning has also been called “lexical integra-
tion.”27  
 As Karim frequently resorts to cushioning, it is often at the expense 
of relexification. The latter device often verges on loan-translation, as 

                     
26 Ousmane Socé Diop, Karim (Paris: Nouvelles Éditions latines, 1948): 23. 
27 Kofi A. Sey, Ghanaian English: An Exploratory Survey (London: Macmillan, 

1973): passim. 
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when Karim proposes to Aminata. His courtship culminates with the 
declaration: “Ma soeur! je suis en vous, quel est votre avis là-dessus?” 
(86). Karim expresses himself in a kind of French that has nothing in 
common with the vague label “le français d’Afrique,” nor with “du 
wolof métissé de français” (109) nor with Sembène Ousmane’s “fran-
wolof”28 but in a French relexified from Wolof:  
 

sama jigéen, maa ngi thi/ci yow 
my sister/woman, I am in you. 

 

The Wolof phrase covers a panoply of significations ranging from ‘I 
like you’ (French: ‘tu me plais’) to ‘I would like to go out with you’ 
(French: ‘j’aimerais sortir avec toi’). Jigéen points to both ‘woman’ and 
‘sister’ and, as a kinship term, designates an unrelated female of the 
same age-group, as opposed to rakk and its derivatives, e.g., rakk ju 
jigéen (younger sister), which indicate kinship. Far from suggesting 
penile penetration or incest, this formula expresses the devoted suit-
or’s sincerity. On the other hand, a relexified formula such as “tu es 
mon âme!” is cushioned with its Wolof equivalent “Ya di sa ma naf-
sou!” which is in turn relegated to a footnote, with the Wolof phrase 
foregrounded and flanked by its ‘translation’: “Ya di sa ma nafsou: Tu 
es mon âme” (50). Let us note that nafsou is originally an Arabic word 
which connotes sentimental inspiration as opposed to ruu which 
designates the vital core of an individual.  
 In recent times, writers have refrained from giving into ethnology 
and have made alternate or complementary use of footnotes and ex-
planatory tags while contextualizing by inference. The footnote con-
tinues to be popular. The Wolof logos, in particular, has been the object 
of a notorious chassé-croisé of interpretations. In L’Appel des arenas 
(1982), the Senegalese novelist Aminata Sow Fall seems to make up 
for a general lack of verisimilitude in dialogue by providing footnotes 
on Wolof culture and even on Wolof syntax: “Et nous, ce ne sera 
jamais la fête ‘xanaa’,” footnoted: “’est-ce que’ se place avant ou après 
la question.”29 Whereas her novel contains 25 footnotes, Mariama Bâ’s 
Un chant écarlate (1981) contains 54 footnotes. We are not far from the 
earlier immoderate use of the footnote as in Socé’s Karim. 
 Footnoting is riddled with problems which reveal the untransfer-
ability of the African logos. In L’Appel des arènes, Aminata Sow Fall 

                     
28 Ousmane Sembène, Niiwam (Dakar: Présence africaine, 1987): 35.  
29 Aminata Sow Fall, L’Appel des arènes (Dakar: Les Nouvelles Éditions afri-

caines, 1982): 16. On Wolof culture, see the footnotes on 25, 29, 39, 47, 76, 77. 
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renders the njulli Njaay as “une expression affective pour désigner les 
circoncis” (76), whereas Mariama Bâ in Un chant écarlate has Njouli 
refer to ‘the circumcized’.30 It is true that Njulli refers to a circumcised 
youth after the surgical operation, as opposed to the aat who has not 
yet been circumcised and is therefore still ‘a woman’. The Njaay, how-
ever, refers to the Wolof ancestor, Njaajaan Njaay, whose courage and 
pride the Njulli inherits through circumcision. The nominal group 
njulli Njaay, therefore, is more than a term of endearment. Conversely, 
the “case de l’homme”31 is never flanked by its Wolof calque lël bi, the 
‘nest’ where the youth’s education broods, as it were. Incidentally, one 
should note that Aminata Sow Fall comes closer to the ideal Wolof 
orthography than Mariama Bâ, who confines herself to frenchifying 
the spelling. 
 Similarly, the Kasag is, in Aminata Sow Fall, “la fête des circoncis,” 
whereas kassack in Bâ refers to “les chants initiatiques des circoncis”32 
without suggesting that it might be a synecdoche. In fact, the Kasag is 
more than a one-off celebration, for it refers to initiation and appren-
ticeship on a daily basis. The initiatory songs do not make up the 
Kasag but are only a part of it. It is thus a generic term which refers not 
only to the group of circumcised youths but also to the celebration 
itself and the accompanying songs.33 The Wolof-speaking critic Sada 
Niang outbids all these meanings, for he argues about L’Appel that the 
collocation of the term Kasag with spell-binding music and an en-
chanting spectacle lures us into thinking that Kasag is a special type of 
drum used in a public and nocturnal ceremony.34 Needless to say, the 
intertextual mixing of such interpretations and synonyms could po-

                     
30 Mariama Bâ, Un chant écarlate (Dakar: Les Nouvelles Éditions africaines, 

1981): 141. 
31 Aminata Sow Fall, L’Appel des arènes, 76. 
32 Mariama Bâ, Un chant écarlate, 141. 
33 I owe this piece of information on the njulli Njaay and the Kasag to Prof. 

Souleymane Faye (personal communication, Dakar, April 1989). See the List of 
Informants appended to Chapter 1.  

34 Sada Niang, “Langue française et écriture romanesque,“ in Texte africain: 
voies /voix critiques – African Text and Critical Voices, ed. Claude Bouygues 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 1992): 205–24. I have expanded on the footnoting of other 
terms in Mariama Bâ and Aminata Sow Fall (also in La Grève des Battu) such as 
baay jagaal, beeco, jaljali, djité laye and fer in my article “Le Palimpseste de 
l’écriture ouest-africaine francophone” in Texte africain et voies /voix critiques, 
185–203.  



188 TH E  AF R I C A N  PA L I M P S E S T       

tentially constitute the critical apparatus for the French translation of 
such novels in their Wolof Ur-forms.  
 Generally, cushioning is used to explain culturally bound events 
like rituals and ceremonies but also tools, clothes, animals, musical 
instruments, seasons, vegetation, rules of address and other formulae. 
Most of the tags explain a noun but occasionally they may explain a 
verb, as in Koné’s Les Traites: “il faut adjossi, leur graisser la patte.”35 
Peter Young has argued that, when cushioning an African word, the 
writer is “not so much influenced by his mother tongue as being com-
pelled by simple denotational necessity.”36 Although cushioning 
should not be confused with mother-tongue interference, “denota-
tional necessity” does not justify the saturation in some dialogues with 
African words or phrases and their equivalents. Let us again consider 
Koné’s Traites, the first part of Sous le pouvoir des Blakoros (1980):37 
 

“Dô di, Mamadou.  
Amake djougou manye, ce n’est rien de grave”  
(Sous le pouvoir des Blakoros 40)38 

 

Here, French is (at least quantitatively) minorized, and if it were not 
for the italics, one would easily assume that this dialogue, if taken out 
of context, was written in Dioula/Júla. 
 The discursive minorization of French is at times accompanied by 
its quantitative minorization. Every page in the Senegalese Jean 
Gerem Ciss’s Le cri des anciens (1980) is saturated with explanatory 
parenthetical tags in French attached to the word or phrase in Ndût, 
Ciss’s native tongue and a minor language from the Cangin language 
family in Senegal:  
 

                     
35 Amadou Koné, Sous le pouvoir des Blakoros, vol. 1: Les Traites (Abidjan: Les 

Nouvelles Éditions africaines, 1980): 21. 
36 Young, “Tradition, Language and the Reintegration of Identity in West 

African Literature in English,” 25. 
37 Note that blakoro is the proto-Malinke word bila kÒrÒ, “that is, who is 

under [kÓrø] the (very brief) slip [bìlá],“ hence the connotation of ‘non-
initiated’, ‘non-circumcized’, which Ahmadou Kourouma calls in Monnè a 
scamp (Fr: ‘un garnement’). I owe this remark to Professor Claire Grégoire. 
See the List of Informants appended to Chapter 1.  

38 Let us note that Dò/dødi means ‘give me a little bit’ and that the current 
spelling of Amake djougou manye is A makè/kє júguman ye. The comments on 
Mandinka and Júla have been provided by Dr Karim Traore. See the List of 
Informants appended to Chapter 1. 



     The Visible Trace and Beyond 189 

Les champs de gèl (sol joor) […] ni pendant le lîj (hivernage) ni pendant 
le sèk (automne), ni non plus pendant le petûkûn (printemps), mais 
uniquement ne reverdir que dans le yox (hiver). 

 

Ciss here complicates the cushioning process by rendering the Ndût 
gèl by the French sol juxtaposed with the Wolof word joor, which de-
signates a type of coarse sand suited for peanut farming. Through that 
juxtaposition, French and Wolof seem to share the same hegemonic 
power of interpretation of a minor-language item. A statistical count 
would reveal that one third and at times half of the dialogues are in 
Ndût: 
 

Yhé yi bhal (qu’est-ce que ceci)? 
N’avez-vous jamais vu un “xanèèel” (hôte)? 
gétî dhuf bhux (allez au diable: lit = allez au cul de chien)!  

 

Or, in Peulh/Pular, which, Ciss tells us, he merely transcribed from 
what he heard the character say, “as if in a movie”:39 
 

Miin mi loriima (malheureuse que je suis!)… 
Idi 
Yèèv (oui) 
Ekotaki xina voyaz (pourquoi maman pleure-t-elle?) 
Mi anda (je ne sais pas).40  

 

 Ciss has also deliberately seasoned his text with expressions relexi-
fied from Ndût:41 “faire du feu mâle” has been traced to the Ndût ex-
pression njaar kii, literally ‘fire/lit up’; “vous n’avez pas de testicules?” 
is relexified from hana fu lahay guuδ (literally: ‘you do not have 
testicles’).  
 In the following, “la nouvelle vient de frapper à mes oreilles” (10), 
the expression “frapper à mes oreilles” results from the mixed use of 
the French phrase ‘frapper à l’oreille’ (to fall upon the ear) and the re-
lexification, from Ndût, haal nuf so (literally: enter my ear). Similarly, 
Ciss chose “dérouille tes pieds” (90), with the parenthetical “déracine 
tes pieds” tagged onto it, over ‘dépêche-toi’. It refers to both the 
                     

39 From an informal interview with Jean Gerem Ciss, Dakar, 1 July 1989.  
40 Jean Gerem Ciss, Le cri des anciens (Dakar: Les Nouvelles Éditions afri-

caines, 1980): 25, 84, 133. Let us note that Yèèv literally means ‘Look!’ and that 
the current spelling for Mi anda is Mi anndaa. 

41 The examples that follow are to be found in Cri 95, 7, 214, respectively. In 
order to ascertain the degree of relexification from Ndût, I consulted Mr. 
Gabriel Guèye. See the List of Informants appended to Chapter 1.  
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French “se dérouiller les jambes” (to stretch one’s legs), which has 
nothing to do with hurrying up, and to the Ndût δoffe kottu, behind 
which lies the idea of loosening one’s articulations before moving. The 
result is neither Ndût nor French but a bit of both: it is the literary 
idiolect of the author, the third code that most europhone writers try 
to forge. 
 The impulse behind the use of cushioning in Jean Gerem Ciss 
clearly goes beyond Peter Young termed “denotational necessity” and 
inhibits the liveliness of the dialogues and the general drift of the nar-
rative. It eliminates technical credibility and indicates an almost 
pathological yearning for the mother tongue, which may transform 
the text into a “schizo-text.” The device also inhibits the reader’s aes-
thetic response; the reader is left with a sense of reading a text with 
interlinear translation, a procedure some readers may find annoying. 
Cushioning is therefore not always effective in what it purports to do, 
that is, in avoiding the use of unusual or obscure terms in translation. 
At its worst, the method can be so ineffective that the tags stand out as 
the rejects of an unsuccessful transplant onto the europhone text.  
 In Jusqu’au seuil de l’irréel (1976), Ahmadou Koné has provided areas 
of immediate context for Júla words like daba and dolo, which are 
never translated. But Koné often takes pains to prepare his reader. So 
a word like botoï is first introduced in the White Commandant’s ques-
tion to his boy: “Qu’est-ce que ‘botoï’?” – to which the boy replies that 
they are locusts, so that when we reach the chapter “Où l’on parle de 
botoï,” all references are self-explanatory.42  
 Similarly, in Amadou Koné’s Les Traites, the novelist takes pains to 
alert the non-Júla reader in order that s/he can comprehend the 
following passage without any difficulty: 
 

Allah ait pitié de la dégénérescence du monde sous le pouvoir des 
Blakoros, des filles tarées et […] si le mogoya [first introduced on p. 42 
as “une grande considération des relations humaines”] n’a pas atteint 
les blakoros, il a quitté beaucoup de vieilles personnes, surtout les 
riches. Naforo [cf. 40, “l’argent”] les a étourdis et ils s’amusent à tor-
turer les pauvres. Et où mettent-ils le soulamaya, la solidarité entre les 
croyants? (Blakoros 51) 

 

 The move away from relexification in the francophone novel can be 
observed not only in the general evolution from early ethnological 

                     
42 Amadou Kone, Jusqu’au seuil de l’irréel (Abidjan: Les Nouvelles Éditions 

africaines, 1976): 81. On daba and dolo, see 33, 51 and 84. 
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concerns to present-day neo-informationalism but also in the artistic 
itinerary of a single writer. In Kourouma’s second novel, Monnè 
[mÓnє] is cushioned with its two French tags denoting flagrant insults 
and defiance.  
 Cushioning in Monnè has engendered problems of a semantic and 
scriptural order. For instance, the jă is etymologically related to 
‘double’ but is relexified into or cushioned with ‘shadow’ (Soleils, e.g., 
106, 120) or ‘vital [principle]’ (Monnè, e.g., 200) when in fact the vital 
principle is the ní. Some Mandinka words are flanked by their French 
‘shadows’: sèko, a singular word, is cushioned with “nattes de paille” 
(mattings of straw = straw matting) in the plural. Conversely, such ex-
pressions as “mari de groupe d’âge” (Monnè 137) or “frère de plaisan-
terie” (Monné 36) appear without their Malinke ‘doubles’: i.e. f[u]lanké 
and sinankun, respectively. Also, the French translation does not al-
ways correspond to the Mandinka semantic field. For instance, in 
“Kabako (extraordinaire)!” (Monné 24), kábako is a noun derived from 
the verb kāba (to wonder/to be astounded) and kó (‘event’), which 
means ‘prodigy, miracle, marvel’. A word such as ton [tÖn] is trans-
lated by “association des circoncis” [solimaton] when, in fact, it means, 
in a restricted sense, ‘law, rule’ and, in a more general sense, an asso-
ciation of young people entrusted with the application of rules in 
social life. The Mandinka orthography is often frenchified; for in-
stance, “naikaisso” (Monnè 230) instead of nèkє/gєsó is used to desig-
nate the iron-horse or the bicycle. Or, the orthography is simply not 
formally acceptable. Such is the case with “monnè bobelli (monnè 
invengeable)” (162) from mÓnє bøbali – i.e. ‘devoid of vengeance’, báli 
being a derivative which indicates ‘the absence of’.43  
 Monnè or monnew is also translated by ‘the time of resentment’ (”le 
temps des ressentiments,” Monnè 155) and repeatedly contextualized 
so that ‘the seasons of bitterness’ (“les saisons d’amertume,” 193) refer 
back to the word monnè. In doing so, Kourouma reverses the principle 
of adjunction by giving Mandinka the glottophagic power of explain-
ing the French phrase. In the same spirit, he leaves it to a Frenchman 
to explain the lexico-semantic inability of French to render the dense 
richness of Mandinka vocabulary:  
 

Un jour le Centenaire demanda au Blanc comment s’entendait en fran-
çais le mot monnè. “Outrages, défis, mépris, injures, humiliations, 

                     
43 I owe this remark as well as the comments on Mandika to Professor Claire 

Grégoire and Dr Moussa Diaby. See the List of Informants appended to Chap-
ter 1. 
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colère rageuse, tous ces mots à la fois sans qu’aucun le traduise véri-
tablement,” répondit le Toubab qui ajouta: “En vérité, il n’y a pas chez 
nous, Européens, une parole rendant le monnè malinké. (i)  

 

 In addition to this lexical “malinkisation” (174) and contextualiza-
tion, Kourouma has usurped the role of the interpreter, Soumaré. The 
latter is the linguistic mediator between the white man and the King 
who appointed him with the aim of maintaining some degree of mis-
understanding between himself and the white man (232). A similar 
cleavage between French and Mandinka is deliberately retained for 
humorous purposes. Thus Djigui Keïta, the King of Soba, stops attend-
ing the French courses organized by the De Gaulle Administration 
after the teacher read a French sentence – “Le chat voit bien même la 
nuit” – which he understood as the Mandinka Zan ba biè na nogo which 
refers to the “vagina of Zan’s mother – sticky sauce” (232). However, 
this kind of irony can backfire. If one omits the tonal marks and 
separates, as Kourouma did, ná from nøgøin Zan bá byє nánøgø [sticky 
sauce], it means ‘will be stained/dirty’. Kourouma’s authorial 
intention is defeated by the “ear of the Other,”44 which picks up 
sounds that Kourouma had not anticipated and points to another type 
of dissembler, the discrepancy between Mandinka as it is heard/ 
spoken and Mandinka as it is written.  
 Plagued with semantic and scriptural problems, the twin methods 
of cushioning and contextualization thus reveal the ultimate untrans-
ferability of the African logos within the confines of the europhone 
narrative. They belie the general premise of indigenization: namely, 
that the European language can be the conveyor of African culture. A 
text which relies heavily on the methods of cushioning and context-
ualization looks like a translation of an African-language original. In 
this hypothetical translation, the writer’s piebald efforts thus become 
the editor’s comments. As with relexification, these methods presup-
pose the existence of an original of which the African word, whether 
cushioned or contextualized, would be only a trace. The African word 
is thus both the ubiquitous symbol of the unadulterated African cul-
ture and a piece of linguistic debris that belongs along with the disjecta 
membra of the West African relexified palimpsest.  
 The mother tongue in the anglophone and francophone novel is 
either a quasi-invisible trace, salient but infrequent, or a speaking sub-
ject. Both traces are tied to the ideological conveying of African culture 
                     

44 See Jacques Derrida, “Roundtable on Translation,“ tr. Peggy Kamuf, in 
The Ear of the Other (New York: Shocken, 1985): 93–161.  
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in its ethno-linguistic specificity. We had remarked, however, that the 
ethno-text as a subset responsible for the conveying of that specificity 
was either fragmented or on the verge of disappearing from West 
African fiction. Entrapped in the excessive larding of proverbs, the 
mother tongue, it will be recalled, was interpellated to move beyond 
the trado-mythic level. This was especially true of some anglophone 
novels in which the mother tongue was perceived as an embarrassing 
reminder of clan or custom, as in Cyprian Ekwensi’s Jagua Nana (5) by 
pidgin locutors eager to move from other-tongue filiation to affiliation 
with a communally owned creole. As ẸnPi gradually emerges in vivo 
as the de-stigmatized mother tongue of some nine million Nigerian 
locutors, Ken Saro–Wiwa has attempted to cultivate in vitro a pidgin 
that has the potential of becoming the medium of first-person nar-
ratives.  
 
 
C Ken Saro–Wiwa’s Sozaboy: Pidgin In Vitro 
Given the postcolonial stalemate between mother tongue and other 
tongue, it would appear that the pidgin medium somehow has the 
potential of mending the ‘schizo-text’ of English-language narratives 
by dissolving the infernal binarity between target and source lan-
guage.45 The literary use of pidgin would thus transform this (m)other 
tongue’s mutual cannibalism into the bilateral creolization or métissage 
of two or several registers, the necessary prelude to cross-cultural syn-
creticity. We observed in Chapter 3 how pidgin has insinuated itself in 
the very texture of Nigerian writing, at first in the decorative guise of 
an unobtrusive, ‘auxiliary’ language confined to dialogue, then as the 
potential vehicle for a multilingual and cross-cultural hybridized poet-
ic and as the elaborated medium of first-person narratives.  
 It is against such a schizoid background that Saro–Wiwa’s novel 
Sozaboy (1985) came into being. The novel came about as a rejoinder to 
O.R. Dathorne’s verdict about a short story by Saro–Wiwa titled 
“High Life”: “While the style [Saro–Wiwa] had used might be success-
ful in a short story, he doubted that it could be sustained in a novel.” 
Dathorne’s diagnosis went further: 
 

the piece is not in true ‘Pidgin’ which would have made it practically 
incomprehensible to the European reader. The language is that of a 

                     
45 See my article “Mending the Schizo-Text: Pidgin in the Nigerian Novel,“ 

Kunapipi 14.1 (1992): 185–203. 
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barely educated primary school boy exulting in the new words he is 
discovering and the new world he is beginning to know.46 

 

We have to agree with Dathorne that “High Life”is not in NP, since 
most characters in one way or another lack “big big grammar.” It is 
written in a Standard English which occasionally turns into the pré-
cieux and hypercorrect lingo of popular pamphleteering. This pseudo-
Onitsha Market chapbook might be warning young men that every 
“bundle of sophistication […] perambulating lackadaisically along the 
road” may not necessarily be a woman.47 More importantly, “High 
Life” is the result, as Saro–Wiwa puts it, “of my fascination with the 
adaptability of the English language and of my closely observing the 
speech and writings of a certain segment of Nigerian society” (1). This 
segment of Nigerian society is the Khana or Ogoni people of the Niger 
Delta, where Saro–Wiwa comes from. As a deliberate albeit truncated 
attempt at representing non-standard speech, “High Life” is the neces-
sary prequel to Sozaboy, which is thus far the most conscious and sus-
tained linguistic experiment with non-standard speech in the West 
African first-person narrative to emerge from the tiny corpus of writ-
ing in NP.  
 Sozaboy is a naive recruit thrust into the atrocities of the Biafran 
War with, as his only weapon, a capacity for elation that comes close 
to that of Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson. He speaks a lawless lingo 
which is meant to be the discordant voice of post-Civil War Nigerian 
society. It is made up of three registers – his mother tongue, Kana; 
‘broken English’; and Standard Nigerian English – all amalgamated in 
a Pidgin-based idiolect on the verge of creolization, which Saro–Wiwa 
has called “rotten English.” 
 As an artefactual dialect, its making can be traced linguistically, as 
in progressive drafts, down to its constitutive elements. In covering 
the traces of the deep features of NP, the West African writer usually 
distils the language until it reaches Level 3 (see below), a moderate 
approximation to English with maximal accuracy of transcription or 
even perhaps an intermediate approximation to English correspond-
ing to level 4, which Agheyisi documented with tapescripts:48 

                     
46 Quoted by Ken Saro–Wiwa, “Author’s Note“ to Sozaboy: A Novel in Rotten 

English (Port Harcourt: Saros International, 1985): 1.  
47 Ken Saro–Wiwa, “High Life,“ in Saro–Wiwa, A Forest of Flowers (Port Har-

court: Saros International, 1986): 70.  
48 Rebecca N. Agheyisi, “The Linguistic Implications of the Changing Role 

of Nigerian Pidgin,“ 217. 
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Level 1: Andrew kari yuø  trøbu kømøt fø dE. Yu nøsi se na wøki 
dè du. hEn! Wetin yu dè tøk? […] if yu hiE di møni we dEn tek 
bayam yu gÒ røn. 

Level 2: Andrew, kari you trobu komot fo de. Yu no si se na 
wok i de du. Hen! Wetin yu de tok? […] If yu hear di moni we den 
tek buyam yu go ron. 

Level 3: Andrew, carry you trobu comot fo dere. You no see say 
na work i dey do? Hen! Wetin you dey talk? [...] If you hear de 
money wey dem tek buy’em, you go run. 

Level 4: Andrew, carry you trouble come out for dere. You no 
see say na work he dey do? Hen! What ting you dey talk? [...] If 
you hear de money which dem take buy’em, you go run.  

Level 5: Andrew, carry your mischief come out from there. You 
no see that is work he doing? Hen! What thing you talking? [...] If 
you hear the money that they paid, you go run.  

Level 6: Andrew, cut out your mischief from there; can’t you see 
that she is busy? Ha, what are you saying?...If you heard how 
much they paid for it, you would run. 
 

Besides drawing attention to the problems of scripting an idiom with-
out a written and an orthographic tradition and therefore scripting NP 
for use in literature, Agheyisi’s chart, as Christian Mair has aptly re-
marked, points to a danger: 
 

going for maximal intelligibility, Pidgin is stripped of its African ele-
ment and made to look like just a corrupted version of proper English. 
On the other hand, the transcription [of Level 3] may tax the patience 
even of a well-meaning local or international reader if carried to book-
length.49  

 

Most writers therefore settle for the Level 4-type of “interlanguage” 
NP. Ken Saro–Wiwa is by no means an exception. Yet, unlike his con-
temporaries who confine themselves to dialogue, he did carry the n 
vitro experiment to book-length: 
 

“Do you people chop three times everyday?” 
“No.” Bullet replied.  
“Well, we chop three times everyday. And the chop is very very 

good. Why una no dey chop well?” Una go fit fight when war begin?” 
And ’e begin laugh one small laugh. 

                     
49 Christian Mair, “The New Englishes as a Basis for Stylistic Innovation in 

the New English Literatures—Ken Saro–Wiwa’s Sozaboy: A Novel in Rotten 
English,“ a paper given at the conference on “The New Literatures in Eng-
lish,“ University of Giessen (June 1989), MS, p. 6.  
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“Whosai dem dey keep una chop? Abi your Commanding Officer 
dey chop all the food by himself?” asked Manmuswak. 

Ha! The soza captain is chopping all the food by himself? If this ting 
is true something go bad for everybody oh. (96–97) 

 

Christian Mair has identified in this passage the typically NP progres-
sive-aspect marker dey, the second-person plural pronoun una, the 
term chop used interchangeably with food. He has also noted about 
other passages the use of for [fÖ] to cover other prepositional mean-
ings, the related structures in West African languages (e.g., “we come 
reach river,” 107), the contact genitive (‘soza captain tent,” 107) as well 
as the rare phonetic spellings confined to prominent terms. We concur 
with him that “[no] structural features of Nigerian Pidgin [are] de-
ployed to an extent that would jeopardize relatively effortless com-
prehension by a reader literate in standard English.”50 Concerned with 
the non-NP “reader’s comfort,” Saro–Wiwa has deemed Abi and 
whosai too challenging and has relegated them to the Glossary (182–
86): “or; is it?” and “where [lit. what side],” respectively.  
 The Glossary, which conventionally explained African-language 
words and phrases, here clarifies the non-standard use of English in 
the book’s twenty-one “Lombers.” These are the chapter numbers 
called thus (although only in the headings) after the pronunciation 
habits of the Ogoni or Khana people, the “segment of Nigerian 
society” Saro–Wiwa said he had been observing in vivo before trans-
muting and blending their social lects into some sort of textual al-
chemy. The Glossary also covers NP words and phrases such as “this 
girl na waya-oh” (this girl is something else); “na je-je” (it’s stylish); 
“abi the girl no dey shame?” (is the girl not shy?); “water don pass 
gari” (matters have come to a head). The Chief Commander General’s 
regimented language is rendered in a glut of phoneticized mispronun-
ciations of SE such as “Tan papa dere” (stand properly there); “Hopen 
udad mas” (open order march); “terprita” (interpreter). The words 
and designations of Khana origin are few and far between, as if to 
point to the wear and tear of the mother tongue’s ‘visible’ traces: 
“wuruwuru” (chicanery; cheating); “ugbalugba” (problem); “tombo” 
(palm-wine) and “Sarogua,” the “ancestral spirit, guardian of Du-
kana,” itself a coinage “meaning ‘a market in Khana’ based on the pat-
tern of the existent Gokana (‘village in Khana’).”51  
                     

50 Christian Mair, “The New Englishes as a Basis for Stylistic Innovation,“ 
7–8. 

51 Wilfried F. Feuser, “The Voice from Dukana: Ken Saro–Wiwa,“ 54. 



     The Visible Trace and Beyond 197 

 Saro–Wiwa, like Ekwensi, conveys only the ‘feel’ of NP by retaining 
some of its signal features such as the reduplication of the adjective for 
emphasis and the non-inverted question. This method, as we have 
already observed, makes NP look like an impoverished variant of the 
standard norm, which Sozaboy fails to understand and refers to as 
“big big grammar” or “fine fine English” (Sozaboy, 77). At other times, 
Saro–Wiwa delves into the deep structure of NP, causing the unwary, 
non-Pidgin reader to infer – perhaps wrongly – the meaning of such 
phrases as “simple defence” (civil defence); “some time” (perhaps); 
“whether-whether” (no matter what); “as some thing used to be” 
(maybe); “does not get mouth” (has no rights); “man” (penis); and 
“country” (ethnic group). NP has been stripped of its African element 
and the mother tongue thus repudiated; the discursive mode of Eng-
lish has been minorized. The chinks between mother tongue and other 
tongue can now be freely filled with this post-Civil War linguistic 
stew. We do not know, however, whether this “rotten” medium will 
rot away and die or whether it will, in the author’s words, “throb vib-
rantly enough and communicate effectively” (i).  
 On the francophone side, Ahmadou Kourouma in Allah n’est pas 
obligé (2001) comes close to Saro–Wiwa’s medium, although the ex-
periment is not carried to book-length. Kourouma’s protagonist is the 
twelve-year-old Birahima, a Sozaboy witness of tribal wars in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone. He uses a kind of Pitineg (Ptineg) studded with 
insults such as faforo (my father’s sex). Tellingly, he carries around dic-
tionaries such as Le Petit Larousse and Le Petit Robert inherited from an 
old griot. These are as useful to him as his Kalashnikov, for they help 
him with definitions of French words that are unfamiliar to him in his 
war-torn world and which Kourouma tags in parentheses to the 
French words. 
 The new generation of Nigerian writers like Osofisan, Iyayi, Oye-
kunle, the late Ezenwa–Ohaeto and Fatunde as well as other well-
meaning rhetors writing politics from the grass-roots have been said 
to further contribute to the dismantlement of ẸnPi by subjecting it to 
what Omamor has called “plastic surgery” (cf. Chapter 3F above). 
Allegations against this linguistic ‘free-for-all’ stew indicate that ẸnPi 
needs to outgrow its newly stereotyped functions as the language of 
such illiterati as Sozaboy and as the flighty medium of slapstick 
comedy. 
 As a construct, this ‘interlanguage’ pseudo-NP conveys a new seri-
ousness that could potentially oust the earlier “levity of Pidgin,” 
which has now taken on a neo-comic guise in entertainment program-
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mes on the radio and television, and in newspaper columns and car-
toons. The notable exception was, before Ken Saro–Wiwa was hanged 
by the Nigerian government in 1995 for his defence of Ogoni rights, 
his own TV series, Basi and Company, which he insisted on being in 
Standard Nigerian English.52  
 ẸnPi has indeed become a viable lingua fanca and the first language 
of some nine million habitual speakers. In its quasi-creolized form, it 
has been used for broadcasting news and television dramas such as 
Samanja. Originally transmitted in Hausa on the Kaduna station, 
Samanja was then broadcast in “a variety of Pidgin” once it was 
elevated to network status in the late 1980s.53 With regard to pidgin’s 
contribution to Nigerian radio drama like Tunde Aiyegbusi’s Rainbow 
City, Dagmar Deuber and Patrick Oloko have lamented the lack of NP 
examples from such oral sources as radio drama, NP being confined 
to written sources in the works of Nigerian linguists like Agheyisi and 
Omamor. Their fieldwork on the influence of English on NP, carried 
out during a six-month period in 2000, “shows that there is a general 
tendency among educated speakers to insert English elements, espe-
cially lexical items, into their NP,“ which is also the case with speakers 
with little formal education.54  
 As with any strong currency, we are from now on bound to watch 
the upward moves of this peculiar ‘interlanguage’ as it fluctuates 
between two systems of patronage. If ẸnPi wants to level off at this 
high literary value, it needs to be urgently standardized. As Agheyisi 
contends, standardization entails codification, a single accepted con-

                     
52 See the leaflet Everything About Basi and Co. (33 pp.), published by Ken 

Saro–Wiwa, who kindly gave me a copy in 1991. Everybody in Nigeria then 
knew its famous punchline – “It’s a matter of cash!“  

53 Ken Saro–Wiwa, “A Television Drama in Nigera: A Personal Experience,“ 
a paper read at the African Literature Association in Pittsburgh, USA, April 
1988, MS, p. 6.  

54 Dagmar Deuber & Patrick Oloko, “Linguistic and Literary Development 
of Nigerian Pidgin: The Contribution of Radio Drama“ (1993), in The Politics of 
English as a World Language, ed. Mair, 293. The authors take their cue from 
Nigerian linguists such as Rebecca Agheyisi (1984) and Augusta Omamor 
(1991), whom they accuse of failing to include radio texts in their samples. The 
authors, however, do not make a distinction between Nigerian Pidgin or 
Broken (English), as I do. Cf. Rebecca Nogieru Agheyisi, “Linguistic Implica-
tions of the Changing Role of Nigerian Pidgin English,” English World-Wide 5.2 
(1984): 211–33, and Ben O. Elugbe & Augusta P. Omamor, Nigerian Pidgin 
(NP): Background and Prospects (Nigeria: Heinemann Educational, 1991).  
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vention for written NP and the choice of a variety that enjoys wide 
recognition. Such regularization would then encourage the acquisition 
of literacy in it. The most promising route seems to be through litera-
ture, she argues, provided the writers consider themselves as “lan-
guage gatekeepers.” Yet, of these writers, such as the poets featured in 
the “poetiri” corner of the weekly Lagos Life, only a few are really pro-
ficient in NP. To make matters worse, proficient NP locutors writing 
in NP may prove reluctant to adopt the newfangled orthographic 
rules propounded by linguists. 
 By helping name the metonymic gap between target- and source-
language, NP has become part of the postcolonial creole continuum 
and is thus paradigmatic of cross-cultural writing. Just as the creole-
continuum theory is relegating English to the periphery and taking 
the pidgins and creoles as its core, pidgin writing is relegating English 
to a substratum in the text and context. We may thus be witnessing a 
transfer of legitimacy from the writer’s filial bond with the mother 
tongue to his affiliation with a communally owned creole. As the 
potential umpire of the ruptured postcolonial text, this tertium quid 
may be cast out as a linguistic still-born by future generations of 
writers or it may be championed as the hallmark of literary languages 
in contact, that which mends it all.55  
 
 

 

                     
55 See also my own “Mending the Schizo-Text: Pidgin in the Nigerian Nov-

el,“ Kunapipi 14.1 (1992), 119–28, and “ẸnPi, voix post-ethnique au Nigéria,“ in 
Phénomènes informels et dynamiques culturelles en Afrique, ed. Gauthier de Villers 
(Paris: L’Harmattan & Brussels: Cahiers africains, 1996): 228–42. 



 

 



 

 
 

 
Towards Othering the Foreign 
Language 

 
 
 

THERING AS A DISCURSIVE HABIT 1 can be traced to de-
scriptive ethnology and its antecedent, the portrait of 
manners and customs. It proves useful when discussing, 

as Mary Louise Pratt does, nineteenth-century writing about Africa.2 
In this genre, the people to be ‘othered’ are homogenized into a g(r)az-
ing collectivity, further distilled into the iconic, sui-generic African, so 
dear to the nineteenth-century European imagination. The codifica-
tion, normalization, and even reification of difference through ‘other-
ing’ is a useful critical tool when approaching the West African 
writer’s use of both the African and the European language in the 
europhone novel. 
 If one extends the act of othering to linguistic difference, the Other’s 
language, whether it is the indigenous or the auxiliary African lan-
guage, falls prey to colonial fixity or tyrannical homogeneity. This 
language is either simplified, as in the hypocoristic renditions of 
pidgin English or français tiraillou, ridiculed, exoticized, or backgroun-
ded and misrepresented, as in the non-subtitled speech of the ‘restless 
natives’ in colonial films. Othering thus assumes different functions 
when the Other’s language is European and the one who ‘others’ is 
the West African writer. Accustomed to his language being ‘othered’: 
                     

1 Besides underwriting theories of difference pertaining to gender and the 
psyche, the theory of otherness has also imbued analyses of colonial discourse, 
depending as it does on the concept of “fixity.” See Homi K. Bhabha, “The 
Other Question... The Stereotype and Colonial Discourse,“ Screen 24.6 (Nov-
ember–December 1983): 18. In this article, Bhabha questions the mode of re-
presentation of otherness.  

2 See Mary Louise Pratt, “Scratches on the Face of the Country; or, What Mr. 
Barrow Saw in the Land of the Bushmen,“ Critical Inquiry: “Race,“ Writing, and 
Difference 12.1 (Autumn 1985): 119–43, as well as her “Reply to Harold 
Fromm,“ Critical Inquiry 13.1 (Autumn 1986): 201–203. 
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i.e. codified as patois, dialect, charabia, baragouin, the writer needs to 
come to terms with the ‘otherness’ of the foreign European language 
before ‘othering’ it. I shall here refer to the ‘otherness’ of the European 
language, as opposed to its foreignness, for its otherness may linger 
after the original, primary foreignness has been dispelled through 
verbal mastery and oral proficiency in the process of second-language 
acquisition.  
 In the West African europhone novel, the African word or phrase is 
either relexified or cushioned and contextualized, thereby remaining 
foreign on its own cultural turf. We have seen that the twin methods 
of shadowing – cushioning and contextualization – reveal the ultimate 
untransferability of the African logos, ‘othering’ the European lan-
guage by fixing its function to that of providing an area of immediate 
context that ‘cushions’ the African word or phrase. Besides the English 
translation “hut,” which ‘shadows’: i.e. provides a fainter representa-
tion or adumbration of the Igbo word obi or homestead in Chinua 
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, such an explanatory tag can ‘shadow’ 
other languages as well. For instance, Arundhati Roy in The God of 
Small Things (1997) refers to the place where the police dump their 
dead in “dumped in the themmady kuzhy – the pauper’s pit.”3 Roy’s 
language is like her native tongue – Malayalam – a palindrome which 
you can read both ways. One can see in the proximity of these inter-
referential signs a step towards a reciprocal creolization, as a way of 
being “at once a native and an alien,” to use Bharati Mukherjee’s 
phrase.   
 Thirty years before Roy, the Indian writer R.K. Narayan had, in The 
Vendor of Sweets (1967), allowed the tag’s shadow to stretch over a 
whole phrase: “a kapalam, a vending bowl made of a bleached human 
skull.”4 In terms of contextualization, Narayan, in an earlier novel, The 
Man-Eater of Malgudi (1962), provides a good exemplar in the word 
rakshasa, which is introduced without explanation. Speculation about 
what it means runs high until it is defined much later as “a demoniac 
creature who possessed enormous strength, strange powers, and 
genius, but recognized no sort of restraints of man or God… ’Every 

                     
3 Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (New Delhi: Penguin India, 1997): 

321. 
4 R.K. Narayan, The Vendor of Sweets (The Sweet-Vendor, 1967; Harmonds-

worth: Penguin, 1983): 125. 
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rakshasa gets swollen with his ego’.”5 Contextualization, like cushion-
ing, is a way of grappling with the untranslatable in any language. 
 These two ways of shadowing seem to indicate that the European 
language is so foreign or, more exactly, so ‘other’ that it cannot convey 
African or Indian culture. On the other hand, relexification establishes 
that the European language, when bent to certain artistic exigencies, 
can be the conveyor of African (or Indian) culture. By ‘indigenizing’ 
the European language to the point of making it his own and abrogat-
ing it, the West African europhone writer interprets, gauges and re-
defines the otherness of the imposed medium.  
 Just like colonial discourse produced by the colonized as “a fixed 
reality which is at once an ‘other’ and yet entirely knowable and 
visible,”6 the europhone indigenized novel reveals the otherness of the 
European language, which, in turn, refracts the otherness of the Afri-
can language, and produces an ambivalence close to that which per-
meates colonial discourse. 
 I have hinted at this ambivalence (at times construed as a duality or 
double-edged subversiveness) in suggesting that indigenization is 
both a valid strategy of literary decolonization and a neo-glottophagic 
enterprise. The latter perpetuates the glottophagic work of colonial 
language policies (cf. Chapter 2 above) and revitalizes the European 
language through a decidedly unreciprocal creolization. This ambi-
valence is also reflected in the europhone writer’s ambivalence to-
wards the (m)other tongue and in his position at an interface, between 
a past of glottophagia and a future of rehabilitation of his language(s).  
 As noted in Chapter 3, pidgin English is gradually becoming extinct 
as a stylistic device in the West African europhone novel. An in-
creasingly creolized variant may prove to be the ideal medium to 
escape the dichotomy between the target and the source language and 
fill the ‘space between’ the sociolinguistic and the literary situation. 
This medium could function outside of the europhone novel, in a 
genre that does justice to its oral quality, like poetry, folk opera or live 
dramatization. Yet Ken Saro–Wiwa has demonstrated that an artefac-
tual lect such as “rotten English” could be the sustained medium of 
first-person narratives. 

                     
5 R.K. Narayan, The Man-Eater of Malgudi (1962; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 

1983): 9–96. These examples also feature in my “Language, Orality, and Lite-
rature,“ in New National and Post-Colonial Literatures: An Introduction, ed. Bruce 
King (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996): 35.  

6 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Question...,“ 23. 
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 As an artistic embodiment of that (ambivalent) interface, indige-
nization is both an heir and a witness. It is heir to colonialist discourse 
which demoted the African language and it is a witness to a situation 
in flux, where the literary parole as the individual manifestation of 
language fails to represent the langue or the social facet of language. 
As indicated in Chapter 2, a thorough analysis in applied linguistics 
would reveal fundamental discrepancies between the synchronic and 
the diachronic practices.  
 If one posits that the literary language is inevitably transformed by 
its social objective, it can be argued that the indigenized novel, despite 
its subversiveness, remains a hermetic artifact ‘created’ by hegemonic 
producers of literature. As such, it provides a valid solution to an im-
mediate artistic problem but ‘fixes’ the otherness of the African lan-
guage and therefore fails to link up language with the sociopolitical 
structure. Once indigenization is achieved, the europhone novel fails 
to engage itself as a tool of social change as, for instance, Onitsha 
Market literature qua national literature did and still does, to some 
extent.7 Yet, when consulting the MLA Bibliography on CD-ROM in 
2002, Christian Mair only found 31 hits for “Onitsha” and, what is 
more, “many were not about Nigerian writing at all, but about J.–M. 
G. LeClézio’s Onitsha, or represented an ethnographic rather than a 
literary-critical perspective.”8 To make matters worse, Obiechina’s 
anthology of Onitsha Market literature (1972) has long been out of 
print.  
 The ambivalence characterizing indigenization and, by the same 
token, that awkward yet fertile interface, is gradually being subsumed 
under a healthy coexistence of the ‘othered’ European language and 
the African tongue outside of the indigenized novel. This process was 
already at work in the very corpus of methods of indigenization, 
where relexification points to a stasis while the twin methods of 
cushioning and contextualization – our two ways of shadowing – 
point towards further ‘othering’ of the European language.9  
                     

7 See Virginia Coulon, “Onitsha Goes National: Nigerian Writing in Macmil-
lan’s Pacesetter Series,“ and Virginia Coulon, Bernard Mouralis & Alain 
Ricard, “Foreword,“ Research in African Literatures 18.3 (Fall 1987): 304–19, 270. 

8 Christian Mair, “Linguistics, Literature, and the Postcolonial Englishes: An 
Introduction“ (2003), in The Politics of English as a World Language, ed. Mair, 
xiv. 

9 I have expanded on this point in my article “Othering the Foreign Lan-
guage in the West African Europhone Novel,“ Canadian Review of Comparative 
Literature 17.3–4 (September–December 1990): 348–66. 
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 This progression towards ‘othering’ the foreign language is reflec-
ted in post-independence glottopolitics, which have aimed at reducing 
the two main colonial and postcolonial functions of English and 
French as media of instruction and official languages. The premise is 
that the once demoted and repressed African languages can be res-
cued from colonial domination and glottophagia and that their reha-
bilitation will lead to the psychic liberation of the African peoples. 
 This artful synchronization of europhone and African language 
writing is reflected in the glottopolitics promoted in West African 
nation-states. For instance, Senegal’s new politique linguistique argues 
for a “balanced bilingualism and demotion of the status of the Euro-
pean language to that of ’foreign tongue’.”10 On the other hand, Nige-
ria’s new policy will make the English language “an ‘associate’ official 
language [which] will be studied as a second language from primary 
to secondary level,” as is the case in present-day India. To A. Babs 
Fagunwa in the late 1980s, this signified the promotion of the main 
national languages as media of instruction and of Hausa as a lingua 
franca,11 when in fact Nigerian Pidgin is a more likely candidate.  
 On the East African front, the Kenyan ‘Ngugists’ (and I, erroneous-
ly I believe, was labelled Ngugi’s “unofficial proxy” by Nairobi’s Sun-
day Standard in 200312) have campaigned in favour of KiSwahli for the 
roles formerly played by English, whereas the ‘Anglicists’ uphold the 
language of a tiny elitist majority and an all-English language policy. 
The way out of this infernal binarism is, as Kembo–Sure has sug-
gested, a third alternative: “plurilingualism.” This plurilingualism 
should also include Sheng, “a symbolic system outside KiSwahili and 
English,”13 spoken by young people but spreading to homes and 
offices, the way Nigerian Pidgin spread throughout the coastal cities 
of Nigeria. Safari T.A. Mafu draws the same conclusion regarding 
Tanzania. In 1964, when the United Republic of Tanzania was created 
                     

10 See the AUPELF report (Comité Régional des Études françaises et du dia-
logue de cultures en Afrique Noire francophone): 6. My translation. 

11 A. Babs Fafunwa, “A National Language,” West Africa (9 March 1987): 
466–68.  

12 Tony Mochama, “Modernity Dilemma in Kenyan Literature,“ Sunday 
Standard (Nairobi; 2 November 2003). 

13 Kembo–Sure, “The Democratization of Language Policy: A Cultural-Lin-
guistic Analysis of the Status of English in Kenya“ (2003), in The Politics of 
English as a World Language, ed. Mair, 258. Sheng is also called “Matatu 
Sheng.“ See Raoul J. Granqvist, The Bulldozer and the Word: Culture at Work in 
Postcolonial Nairobi (London: Peter Lang, 2004).  
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out of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, KiSwahili was established as the 
official language and the ideal medium to transmit the message of 
nation-building, whereas Arabic and English were banned. However, 
English has continued to be the medium of secondary and higher 
education, and the Tanzanian situation is now that of triglossia.14 
 From these recent language policies, we can conclude that the Euro-
pean language is gradually being relegated to a peripheral role. The 
glottopolitical ‘othering’ of the European language is paralleled in the 
new options that West African writers are envisioning within and be-
yond europhone writing.  
 In the late 1970s, Egejuru’s interviews of African writers in her To-
wards African Literary Independence (1980) confirmed that writers were 
increasingly writing in their mother tongue or, at least, are doing so 
concurrently with europhone writing. Indeed, she remarks that Afri-
can writers are now 
 

writing in their mother tongue or at least introducing their own local 
expressions into their works without footnotes. For instance, Sydney 
Onyeberichi of Nigeria has […] published [in 1980)]a collection of 
poems in which Igbo words and expressions are freely used without 
translation. Robert Mukuni of Zambia writes in Shona. Chinua Achebe 
indicated that he was writing an important poem in Igbo, while 
Cheikh Hamidou Kane said that the book he is now writing would be 
very different from his Ambiguous Adventure because he intends to 
introduce a lot of words and expressions from his mother tongue – 
[Pular].15 

 

To this list, we could add the fact that the Malian Amadou Hampaté 
Bâ writes in Fulfulde and Peulh (Pular) and then translates his text 
himself; Alexis Kagame writes in Kynyarwanda and translates himself 
into French; Jean–Joseph Rabearivelo writes in Malagasy and is trans-
lated from the Malagasy; Charles Mungoshi from Zimbabwe writes in 
Shona and in English; Catherine Acholonou writes in both Igbo and 
English; Mazisi Kunene writes in Zulu and translates himself into 
English; Anicet Kizamura from Tanzania writes in Kikerebe and is 
translated into KiSwahili. Although this is contested, the Kenyan 
James Mbotela wrote the first Swahili novel, Uhuru wa Watumwa, in 
1934, a year after the first novel in Igbo, Omenuko by Pita Nwana 
                     

14 Safar T.A. Mafu, “Postcolonial Language Planning in Tanzania: What Are 
the Difficulties and What is the Way Out?“ (2003), in The Politics of English as a 
World Language, ed. Mair, 276. 

15 Phanuel Egejuru, Towards African Literary Independence, 7. 
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(1933). When the translation appeared, Salamin Mazrui deemed the 
English translation better than the KiSwahili original. The best-known 
Tanzanian writer, Mohamed Said Khamis, said in 2004 that Swahili 
prose narratives, as distinct from utensil or narrative poetry, wasifu or 
biography, kumbukumbu or memoir, and safari or travel account, had a 
bright future, as did its translations.16 
 In some cases, the novelist has come to the conclusion that the 
European language cannot convey African culture and social stratifi-
cation. He then finds an outlet that takes the form of another genre. 
For instance, pidgin is being increasingly used in such forms of verbal 
expression as poetry and drama, including radio plays. Also, the im-
practicality of cushioning and contextualizing the African word in the 
novel has led some novelists to consider film as the ideal medium. 
Already Baako, the Ghanaian ‘been-to’ of Ayi Kei Armah’s Fragments, 
had thought of giving up writing because “film gets to everyone […] 
doing film scripts for an illiterate audience would be superior to 
writing […]  it would be a matter of ‘images’, not ‘foreign words’.”17 
On the other hand, Wole Soyinka, as head of the National Road Safety 
Board, is reported to have said in the early 1990s that he first con-
ceived The Road as a film and that he was thinking of making it into a 
film.18 This has been put into practice in Ousmane Sembène’s cinema.  
 Sembène’s itinerary from his early novels to cinema reflects the pro-
gression implicitly outlined here, from europhone writing through re-
lexification to new forms of African-language writing or other genre. 
Sembène’s first novels, Docker noir (1956) and Ô pays, mon beau peuple 
(1957), have recognizably French titles with the contemporaneous 
colour tag “noir,” as in Léopold Sedar Senghor’s “Femme noire,” 
Camara Laye’s L’Enfant noir, and Sembène ‘s own early short subject, 
“La Noire de….” The title Les Bouts de bois de Dieu, on the other hand, 
is relexified from Wolof: “banti-mam-yalla,”19 whereas his Véhi-Cio-
sane (1964) is cushioned with the French tag “Blanche Génèse.” Véhi-
                     

16 Mohamed Said Khamis, “The Swahili Novel“ (LLACAN Seminar, 
CNRS, Paris: France, 16 January 2004). 

17 Ayi Kwei Armah, Fragments, 114–15. 
18 I owe this remark to James Gibbs (personal communication, Liège, Bel-

gium, September 1990). Note that Blues for the Prodigal (1982–83) was made 
under cover during the last years of the Shagari regime and that, as a result of 
subsequent realignment, it became an inferior B film. Soyinka also played the 
role of Kongi in Kongi’s Harvest but disliked the production.  

19 Alioune Tine, “Wolof ou français: le choix de Sembène,” Notre Librairie 81 
(October–December 1985): 46.  
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Ciosane was made into his second short subject in French, Niaye, but it 
has a Wolof title, which, Sembène insists, “est au singulier en Volof. 
Les colonialistes l’écrivaient au pluriel.”20  

Following this trajectory, Le Mandat (1968) has become the feature-
length film Mandabi, a word that Sembène had to coin by using the de-
finite article bi, as in Wolof suffixation: 
 

Faut-il forger un nouveau mot? Je crois qu’il faut prendre le mot 
français que tout le monde connaît et l’intégrer au Wolof.21 

 

After this intermediary phase, the titling was done exclusively in 
Wolof. Thus Xala (1971) stands on its own in Wolof (it means ‘the curse 
resulting in sexual impotence’) without the French tag, and the movie 
is a bilingual version in French and in Wolof, which appropriately 
precedes Ceddo, a novel conceived entirely in Wolof, as was the subse-
quent movie adaptation. Both the novel and the movie were banned in 
Senegal. The pretext the Government advanced for its suppression 
was that Ceddo should be spelled with a single ‘d’, as opposed to the 
gemination of the ‘d’ prescribed by Kaddu, the Wolof-language journal 
founded by Usmann Sembeen and the linguist Paate Jaañ (cf. Chapter 
3E). Incidentally, the bilingual version of Xala calls to mind Malian 
Bartholomé Koné’s novel, which was meant to be “a bilingual novel in 
French and Bambara.”22 Yet such films as Sembène’s, including his 
most recent films Faat Kiné and Moolaadé (2003) (‘sanctuary’ in Pular), 
remain silent for non-Wolof (or non-Pular) speakers but still very 
African audiences. That silence may be overcome through the ironic 
form of French and English subtitles, which would complete the pro-
cess of othering by relegating the European language to a subtitle, the 
way the African language was relegated to a footnote or ‘subtext’ in 
the europhone novel. 
 This progression from French titling through relexified and cush-
ioned titles to Wolof (and even Pular) titling reveals that relexification 
and cushioning are strategically poised half-way between French and 
Wolof titling. These titles function as ‘a request to the floor’ that we 
can also observe in the turn-taking procedure in other speech-acts 
such as storytelling or conversations.23 With the possible exception of 

                     
20 Ousmane Sembène, Le Mandat précédé de Véhi-Ciosane (Paris: Présence afri-

caine, 1966): 19. 
21 Quoted by Alioune Tine, “Wolof ou français,” 46. 
22 See Bernard Mouralis, Littéraure et Développement, 132. 
23 Pratt, “Scratches on the Face of the Country,” 114.  
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Ayi Kwei Armah, who often exhibits a francophone intellectual alle-
giance, titling in the novel and film of French expression is a more 
forceful ‘request to the floor’ than its anglophone counterpart. The 
glottopolitics of repression in francophone Africa, which in the socio-
linguistic area, allowed only for the partial pidginization of French, re-
sulted in the spasmodic occurrence of African words in the cushioned 
text and in movie titles. It also forced the francophone novelist, whose 
progress in language experimentation has trailed that of anglophones, 
to seek other outlets for expression beyond the novel.  
  In the light of Sembène’s cinematographic pilgrimage, his later 
novel (if we except his short stories, Niiwam), Le Dernier de l’empire, 
written and titled in French, stands as the last bastion of linguistic 
imperialism in his fictional work. With its air of finality, it recalls 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s farewell to English in Decolonizing the Mind, and 
appropriately so, since both books in their own way are manifestoes 
advocating the promotion of indigenous languages in all spheres.  
 Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s own itinerary is charted along a similar 
course, from romantic individualism to a truly epic form, and con-
firms the progression from europhone writing to a new African-lan-
guage writing. Although Ngugi occluded the phase of relexification, 
he had previously used unglossed words in KiSwahili and Kikuyu in 
his Petals of Blood (1977), for which he had been chastised by the 
American novelist John Updike. In a review, Updike had argued that 
this device hampered the anglophone reader’s reading process.24 
Ignoring this opinion, Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s outlet for expression 
became writing in KiSwahili and in Kikuyu, where there was little 
tradition of narrative, let alone critical, writing. In a 2000 article, 
Ngugi raised the issue of the native tongue of the critic: is such a 
critic’s tongue Kikuyu, Lingala, Pular, Wolof? Admittedly, this ‘euro-
phonism’ needs to be addressed.25 Writing in Kikuyu does not pre-
clude the filmic medium, since Ngugi believes that the non-atavistic 
return to orature and to the masses as a source of inspiration and 
stamina is feasible through radio, video, and film. These media are 
indeed busy tap(p)ing orality out of the past and broadcasting it into 
the future. 

                     
24 John Updike, “Petals of Blood by Ngugi,“ in Updike, Hugging the Shore: 

Essays and Criticism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983): 697–701. 
25 See Ngugi wa Thiong’o, “Europhonism, Universities and the Magic Foun-

tain: The Future of African Literature and Scholarship,“ Research in Afrcan Lite-
ratures 1.1 (2000): 1–12. 
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 The ultimate ‘othering’ takes place in auto-translation and in trans-
lation. Although Ngugi wa Thiong’o is not the first African writer to 
practise it, he is he first African writer to dramatize it as a stage be-
yond europhone writing. It is in this way that his odyssey is relevant 
to the West African othering discourse. He reverses the missionary 
enterprise by translating his own novels from Kikuyu into English. As 
already observed, he translated his Kikuyu novel Caitaani-Mũtharaba-
Inĩ (1980) into Devil on the Cross (1982) and the play Ngaahika Ndeend 
(written with Ngugi wa Mirii) into I Will Marry When I Want. He there-
by set himself up as a translator of his own original, revising the 
dichotomy between mother tongue and other tongue in the practice of 
auto-translation. Let us note, however, that a later play like Matigari 
(1987), which was seized in Kenya, was translated from the Kikuyu by 
his compatriot Wangui wa Goro in 1989. The translation is into Eng-
lish, a now ‘othered’ exolect.  
 Unlike the relexifier and the translator of the Other’s work, the 
auto-translator ceases to be an ‘eternal guest’ in his own work, and 
feels at home in the mother tongue. He also encourages his people’s 
participation in an African-language literature and sets the stage for 
both the simultaneous development of African writers and their pro-
per audience, and for his own development, after Rilke, Beckett and 
Julien Green, as author qua translator qua author. In this secure, un-
equivocal position, the auto-translator thus completes the othering 
process by redefining the dialectic of mother tongue vs. other tongue, 
bridging the gap between culture and language, and possibly the 
literary diglossia between the early ethno-literary and folkloric modes 
of African orature and European-language writing. Auto-translation 
does not preclude translation in its interpretative aspect, since Ngugi 
wa Thiong’o himself hoped that “through the age-old medium of 
translation [he will] be able to continue dialogue with all.”26 This is 
exactly what he is currently doing at the International Centre for Writ-
ing and Translation at the University of California at Irvine. His al-
ready mentioned concept of “translation-as-conversation” rests on the 
principle that previously marginalized languages such as Gujarati, 
Yoruba, and Zulu should ‘talk’: “translation can be seen as a language 
through which other languages can – and should – talk.” He further 
conceptualizes translation as a step beyond ‘mental translation’: i.e. 
relexification, for “what happens in that process is that there is an 
original text which should have been there but which is lost.” Con-

                     
26 Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind, xvi. 
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versely, “when you have a true translation, you do actually have two 
texts.” 27 
 Auto-translation and, by extension, translation move beyond the 
mere recovery of the trace (cf. Chapters 4 and 5 above) to recover the 
original itself. Instead of a relexified palimpsest, two separate texts 
emerge: the African text and the europhone ‘translation’, which will 
host the trace of a visible original. Note that translation is here under-
stood in its most orthodox sense as the linguistic operation that con-
sists in transporting meaning from one language to another. This 
differs from the unorthodox sense that Heidegger (Übersetzung), 
Benjamin, Derrida, Blanchot, and Khatibi gave to the word: 
 

an operation which allows for the presence within one linguistic sys-
tem of several tongues, an operation of thought through which we 
must translate ourselves into the thought of the other language, the 
forgotten thinking of the other language.28  

 

The hybridized African-language text and its translation comment on 
and refract each other, in that the African language is the One and the 
European language the Other. 
 At the outset of the twenty-first century, the African palimpsest is 
now ready to harbour the ‘othered’ European language, the revived 
African languages, and the new Atlantic creoles. As the major icon of 
cross-cultural syncreticity and linguistic métissage, the new African-
language palimpsest has indeed become the ideal site for translation 
into English, French, and other foreign languages. 
 
 

 
 
 

                     
27 Harish Trivedi, “Ngugi wa Thiong’o in Conversation,“ 7.  
28 On the polylingualism of every language, see Peggy Kamuf, tr. The Ear 

of the Other (Texts and Discussion with Jacques Derrida) (New York: Schocken, 
1985): 93–161. On translation between a bilingual writer’s two L1s, see Julien 
Green, Le Langage et son double: The Language and Its Shadow (Paris: Editions 
de la différence, 1985). See also Louis Wolfson, Le Schizo et les langues (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1970). 
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Appendix: Tables and Figures 
 

 
 

Table 1 
 

Number of languages Main 
lan-

guages* 

Percentage of 
population 

speaking the 
language as: 

Language used as 

 mother 
tongue 

2nd 
lang. 

official 
lang. 

lingua 
franca 

medium of 
instruction in 

 low upper post- 
                                                                                                                                                                          primary 

                           total     main                        Low-Income LDCs*** 
Mali 10 4 Bambara 

Fulfulde 
Arabic 
French 

31 
20 

 
weak 

20  
 
 
x 

x 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Burkina
Faso 

10** 5 Mossi 
French 

50 
weak 

  
x 

x  
x 

 
x 

 
x 

Niger 7** 7 Hausa 
Songhai 
French 

46 
 

weak 

24 
19 

 
 
x 

x  
 
x 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

Gambia 8 5 Maninka 
Wolof 
Fulfulde 
English 

41 
13 
14 

weak 

19  
 
 
x 

x 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Somalia 4** 4 Somali 
Arabic 
English 
Italian 

95 2 x 
x 
x 
x 

 x x x 

Tchad 15** 3 Arabic 
Sara 
French 

13 
19 

weak 

40 
10 
13 

 
 
x 

x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x 
 
x 

 
 
x 

Ethiopia 70 4 Amharic 
Tigrinya 
Galla 
English 

31 
14 
35 

weak 

40 x x 
x 
 

x x  
 
 
x 

Dem. 
Rep. of 
Congo 

300 5 Swahili 
Lingala 
Luba 
Kongo 
French 

36 
28 
17 
12 

weak 

13 
41 
 

18 

 x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 
 

 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
x 

Malawi 15** 4 Nyanja 
Lomwe 
Yao 
English 

50 
15 
14 

10 
 
 

5 

 
 
 
x 

x x  
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 
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Guinea-
Bissau 

5  Crioulo 
Portu-
guese 

 
 

weak 

 x 
 
x 

  
 
x 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

Tanza-
nia 

120 3 Sukuma 
Swahili 
English 

13 
6 

weak 

 
90 
15 

 
x 

 
x 

 
x 

 
x 

 
x 
x 

Burundi 3 3 Rundi 
Swahili 
French 

99 
 

weak 

 
10 

x 
 
x 

  
 
x 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

Uganda 30** 7 Runyan-
kore 
Lun-
ganda 
Lwo 
Swahili 
Lugbara 
Ateso 
Akari-
monjong 
English 

20 
 

18 
 

12 
 
 
 
 
 

weak 

 
 

20 
 
 

35 

x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
x 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
x 
 
 
x 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

Togo 15** 4 Ewe 
Kabiye 
Hausa 
French 

44 
 
 

weak 

6 
20 

 
 
 
x 

x 
 
x 

x 
x 
 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Central 
African 

Rep. 

10** 4 Banda 
Gaya 
Sango 
French 

31 
29 
25 

weak 

  
 
 
x 

 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Mada-
gascar 

2  Mala-
gasy 
French 

 
 

weak 

  
 
x 

x x 
 
x 

  

Benin 10** 4 Fon–
Ewe 
Yoruba 
Bariba 
French 

60 
13 
12 

weak 

  
 
 
x 

x  
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Rwanda 3** 3 Kinyar-
wanda 
Swahili 
French 

90 
 

10 
weak 

8 x 
 
 
x 

 
 
x 

x 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Kenya 50 7 Swahili 
Kikuyu 
Luhya 
Luo 
Kamba 
English 

5 
25 
 
 
 

weak 

60 x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x x 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

Sierra 
Leone 

18 4 Mende 
Temne 
Krio 
English 

31 
25 
 

weak 

5 
45 

 
 
 
x 

x 
 
x 
 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Guinea 15** 4 Malinke 
Fulfulde 
Susu 
French 

30 
28 
16 

18 
5 

 
 
 
x 

x  
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Ghana 
 
 
 
 
 
 

54 9 Dagbani 
Ewe 
Akan 
Hausa 
Adang-
me 
Nzema 

16 
12 
40 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

60 

x 
x 
 
 
x 
 
x 

 
 
x 
x 
 

 
 
x 
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Ghana 
(cont.) 

Ga 
Dagaari 
English 

 
 

weak 

x 
x 
x 

 
 
x 

 
 
x 

Sudan 100 13 Arabic 
Shilluk 
Bari 
Latuka 
Zande 
Kreish 
Ndogo 
Moru 
English 

50 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

weak 

10 x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 
 

x 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

x x x 

Senegal 10** 8 Wolof 
Fula 
Serer 
Diola 
Malinke 
Soninke 
Arabic 
French 

42 
19 
15 
7 
6 
3 
 

weak 

40 
5 
 
 
 
 

stro
ng 

 
 
x 
x 
 
x 
 
x 

      x 
x 

 
 
x 

x 
x 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

Mozam
bique 

20 8 Portu-
guese 

weak  x  x x x 

Middle-Income Oil-Producing Countries 
Mauri-
tania 

5 6 Arabic 
Fulfulde 
Wolof 
French 

80 
 
 

weak 

7 
13 

 
 
 
x 

x 
x 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Liberia 28 4 Bassa 
Kpelle 
Krio 
English 

14 
20 
40 

weak 

23 
40 
50 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
x 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Zambia 73 8 Bemba 
Nyanja 
Tonga 
Kaonde 
Lunda 
Luvale 
English  

31 
11 
11 
 
 
 

weak 

25 
42 

 
 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 

x 
x 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

Lesotho 2 2 Sotho 
English 

95 
weak 

4  
x 

x x  
x 

 
x 

Ivory 
Coast 

60 5 Akan 
Dyula 
Anyi-
Baoule 
Senufo 
French 

25 
16 
 

20 
12 

weak 

 
50 

 
 
 

35 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
x 

  
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

Zim-
babwe 

20** 3 Shona 
Ndebele 
English 

75 
16 

weak 

  
x 
x 

x x 
x 
 

x  
 
x 

Swazi-
land 

3  Swati 
English 

90 
weak 

  
x 

x x  
x 

 
x 

Bot-
swana 

3 2 Tswana 
English 

90 
weak 

9 x 
x 
 

x x  
x 

 
x 

Mauri-
tius 

8  French 
English 

weak 
weak 

 

 x 
x 
 

    

Nigeria 
 
 

350 11 Hausa 
Yoruba 
Igbo 

30 
20 
10 

20  
 
x 

x 
x 
 

x 
x 
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Nigeria 
(cont.) 

Fulfulde 
Pidgin 
Kanuri 
Edo 
Ijo 
Efik 
Idoma 
English 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

weak 

 
 
 
x 
x 
x 
x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x  
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
x 

Came-
roon 

200 9 Bami-
leke 
Fang 
Ewondo 
Fulfulde 
French 
English 

27 
18 
 
 
 

weak 
weak 

  
 
 
 
 
x 
x 

 
 
 
x 
x 
 

 
 
 
 
 
x 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 
x 

PR 
Congo 

15** 4 Kongo 
Teke 
Lingala 
French 

52 
25 
 

weak 

  
 
 
x 

x 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Gabon 15** 4 Fang 
Eshira 
Pidgin 
French 

30 
20 
 

weak 

20  
 
 
x 

x 
 
x 
 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
x 

Angola 20 4 Kongo 
Kim-
bundu 
Um-
bundu 
Portu-
guese 

15 
23 

 
30 
 

weak 

 
 
 

20 
 

35 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
 
 
 
 
x 

 
*Only the languages for which there are available data are here represented. 
**Estimates may be below figures. 
***Less Developed Countries 
 
Source: The World Bank, Education in Sub-Saharan Africa (1988) 
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Table 2 
 

Population Projections for Pre-Specified Age Groups from 2000 to 2030: 
Ivory Coast 

 
Projected 
population 
(male+female, 
thousands) 

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

TOTAL 16,013 17,651 19,140 20,516 21,769 22,868 24,000 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

462 

 

 

459 

 

 

516 

    

 

507 

    

 

498 

    

 

480 

     

 

455 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

2,682 

   

 

2,774 

  

 

2,890 

  

 

3,098 

  

 

3,006 

  

 

2,938 

  

 

2,808 

Secondary 
school 
age 12–18 

  

 

2,669 

   

 

3,023 

  

 

3,182 

  

 

3,259 

  

 

3,546 

 

 

 3,497 

  

 

3,422 

        
Projected 
population 
(female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL  7,879  8,698  9,444 10,136 10,768 11,322 11,893 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

     

 

227 

    

 

227 

    

 

255 

    

 

250 

    

 

246 

    

 

237 

     

 

225 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

1,310 

  

 

1,366 

 

 

 1,430 

 

 

1,530 

 

 

 1,486 

  

 

1,453 

  

 

1,389 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–8 

  

 

1,318 

  

 

1,477 

  

 

1,568 

  

 

1,617 

 

 

 1,756 

  

 

1,731 

 

 

 1,694 

        
Projected 
population as 
% of total 

                       

TOTAL   100.0   100.0  100.0   100.0   100.0  100.0     100.0 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

     

 

2.9 

    

 

2.6 

    

 

2.7 

    

 

2.5 

    

 

2.3 

    

 

2.1 

     

 

1.9 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

     

 

16.7 

    

 

15.7 

    

 

15.1 

    

 

15.1 

    

 

13.8 

    

 

12.8 

     

 

11.7 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–18 

     

 

16.7 

    

 

17.1 

    

 

16.6 

    

 

15.9 

    

 

16.3 

    

 

15.3 

     

 

14.3 
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Projected 
population as 
% of total 
population in 
2000 

       

TOTAL  100.0     110.2   119.5  128.1  135.9  142.8     149.9 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

     

 

100.0 

    

 

99.4 

    

 

111.7 

    

 

109.7 

    

 

107.8 

    

 

103.9 

     

 

98.5 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

     

 

100.0 

    

 

103.4 

    

 

107.8 

    

 

115.5 

    

 

112.1 

    

 

109.5 

     

 

104.7 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–18 

     

 

100.0 

    

 

113.3 

    

 

119.2 

    

 

122.1 

   

 

132.9 

    

 

131.0 

     

 

128.2 

        
Projected 
growth rate 
(% p.a.) 

 2000 

–2005 

2005 

–2010 

2010 

–2015 

2015 

–2020 

2020 

–2025 

2025 

–2030 

TOTAL  1.9 1.6 1.4 1.2 1.0 1.0 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

  

 

–0.1 

  

 

2.3 

 

 

–0.4 

 

 

–0.4 

 

 

–0.7 

 

 

–1.1 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

0.7 

 

 

0.8 

  

 

1.4 

 

 

–0.6 

 

 

–0.5 

  

 

–0.9 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–18 

  

 

2.5 

 

 

1.0 

 

 

0.5 

 

 

1.7 

 

 

–0.3 

  

 

–0.4 

 
EdStats, World Bank, Thematic Data in Education and Population Projec-
tion, 2005 
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Table 3 
 

Population Projections for Pre-Specified Age Groups from 2000 to 2030: 
Senegal 

 
 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Projected 
population 
(male+female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL   9,530 10,639 11,797 12,978 14,149 15,238 16,192 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 7 

 

 

288 

 

 

313 

 

 

304 

 

 

324 

 

 

338 

 

 

341 

 

 

333 

Primary 
school, 
age 7–12 

 

 

1,595 

 

 

 1,797 

  

 

1,828 

  

 

1,849 

 

 

 1,995 

  

 

2,031 

  

 

2,027 

Secondary 
school, 
age 13–19 

  

 

1,482 

  

 

1,736 

  

 

1,991 

 

 

 2,094 

 

 

 2,094 

 

 

 2,241 

 

 

 2,326 

        

Projected 
population 
(female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL   4,780   5,340  5,924  6,517  7,107  7,659  8,144 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 7 

 

 

143 

 

 

155 

 

 

151 

 

 

161 

 

 

168 

 

 

169 

 

 

165 

Primary 
school, 
age 7–12 

 

 

792 

 

 

891 

 

 

908 

 

 

917 

 

 

991 

  

 

1,008 

 

 

1,006 

Secondary 
school, 
age 13–19 

 

 

736 

 

 

862 

 

 

987 

 

 

1,040 

 

 

1,038 

  

 

1,112 

 

 

 1,154 

        

Projected 
population as 
% of Total 

       

TOTAL     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 7 

 

 

 3.0 

 

 

 2.9 

 

 

2.6 

  

 

 2.5 

 

 

 2.4 

 

 

2.2 

 

2.1 

Primary 
school, 
age 7–12 

 

 

16.7 

  

 

16.9 

 

 

15.5 

 

 

14.2 

 

 

14.1 

 

 

13.3 

 

 

12.5 

Secondary 
school, 
age 13–19 

   

 

15.6 

 

 

16.3 

 

 

16.9 

 

 

16.1 

 

 

14.8 

 

 

14.7 

 

 

14.4 
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Projected 
population as 
% of total 
population in 
2000 

       

TOTAL     

100.0 

    111.6     

123.8 

    136.2     148.5     159.9     169.9 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 7 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

108.7 

 

 

105.6 

 

 

112.5 

 

 

117.4 

 

 

118.4 

 

 

115.6 

Primary 
school, 
age 7–12 

  

 

100.0 

 

 

112.7 

 

 

114.6 

 

 

115.9 

 

 

125.1 

 

 

127.3 

 

 

127.1 

Secondary 
school, 
age 13–19 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

117.1 

 

 

134.3 

 

 

141.3 

 

 

141.3 

 

 

151.2 

 

 

157.0 

        

Projected 
growth rate 
(% p.a.) 

 2000 

–2005 

2005 

–2010 

2010 

–2015 

2015 

–2020 

2020 

–2025 

2025 

–2030 

TOTAL   2.2  2.1 1.9 1.7 1.5 1.2 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 7 

  

 

1.7 

 

 

–0.6 

 

 

1.3 

  

 

0.8 

 

 

0.2 

 

 

–0.5 

Primary 
school, 
age 7–12 

   

 

2.4 

 

 

 0.3 

 

 

0.2 

 

 

1.5 

 

 

0.4 

 

 

0.0 

Secondary 
school, 
age 13–19 

     

 

3.2 

 

 

2.7 

 

 

1.0 

 

 

0.0 

 

 

1.4 

 

 

0.7 

 
EdStats, World Bank, Thematic Data in Education and Population Projec-
tion, 2005 
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Table 4 
 

Population Projections for Pre-Specified Age Groups from 2000 to 2030: 
Ghana 

 
 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Projected 
population 
(male+female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL 19,306 20,906 22,756 24,720 26,616 28,267 29,812 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

599 

 

 

534 

 

 

506 

 

 

 577 

 

 

581 

 

 

579 

 

 

526 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

3,535 

 

 

3,391 

 

 

3,064 

 

 

3,132 

 

 

3,473 

 

 

3,447 

 

 

3,326 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

2,754 

 

 

3,400 

 

 

3,381 

 

 

3,048 

 

 

3,013 

 

 

3,393 

 

 

3,402 

        

Projected 
population 
(female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL  9,692 10,476  11,385  12,356  13,300  14,127  14,906 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

291 

 

 

260 

 

 

250 

 

 

285 

 

 

287 

 

 

286 

 

 

260 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

 1,705 

 

 

 1,646 

  

 

1,511 

 

 

 1,549 

 

 

 1,718 

 

 

 1,705 

 

 

 1,645 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

 1,324 

  

 

1,647 

 

 

 1,637 

  

 

1,497 

 

 

 1,490 

  

 

1,678 

 

 

 1,683 

        

Projected 
population as 
% of total  

       

TOTAL     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

3.1 

 

 

2.6 

 

 

2.2 

 

 

2.3 

 

 

2.2 

 

 

2.0 

 

 

1.8 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

18.3 

 

 

16.2 

 

 

13.5 

 

 

12.7 

 

 

13.0 

 

 

12.2 

 

 

11.2 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

  

 

14.3 

 

 

16.3 

  

 

14.9 

 

 

12.3 

 

 

11.3 

 

 

12.0 

 

 

11.4 
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Projected 
population as 
% of total 
population in 
2000 

       

TOTAL   100.0     108.3     117.9     128.0     137.9     146.4     154.4 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6  

 

 

100.0 

 

 

89.1 

  

 

84.5 

 

 

96.3 

 

 

97.0 

 

 

96.7 

 

 

87.8 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

95.9 

 

 

86.7 

 

 

88.6 

 

 

98.2 

 

 

97.5 

 

 

94.1 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

123.5 

 

 

122.8 

 

 

110.7 

 

 

109.4 

 

 

123.2 

 

 

123.5 

        

  2000 

–2005 

2005 

–2010 

2010 

–2015 

2015 

–2020 

2020 

–2025 

2025 

–2030 

Projected 
growth rate 
(% p.a.) 

       

TOTAL          1.6         1.7         1.7         1.5         1.2         1.1 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

   

 

2.3 

 

 

–1.1 

  

 

2.6 

  

 

0.1 

  

 

–0.1 

 

 

–1.9 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

–0.8 

 

 

–2.0 

 

 

0.4 

 

 

2.1 

 

 

–0.2 

 

 

–0.7 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17  

  

 

4.2 

 

 

–0.1 

 

 

–2.1 

 

 

–0.2 

 

 

2.4 

 

 

 0.1 

 
EdStats, World Bank, Thematic Data in Education and Population Projec-
tion, 2005 
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Table 5 
 

Population Projections for Pre-Specified Age Groups from 2000 to 2030: 
Nigeria 

 
 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 

Projected 
population 
(male+femal
e thousands) 

       

TOTAL 126,910 141,115 154,927 169,441 184,509 199,588 213,104 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

3,853 

 

 

4,129 

 

 

4,263 

 

 

4,498 

 

 

4,732 

 

 

4,901 

 

 

4,946 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

21,126 

 

 

23,927 

 

 

24,468 

 

 

25,822 

 

 

27,212 

 

 

28,534 

 

 

29,281 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

17,899 

  

 

19,953 

  

 

22,945 

  

 

23,701 

  

 

24,955 

  

 

26,370 

   

 

27,784 

        

Projected 
population 
(female, 
thousands) 

       

TOTAL 64,330 71,215 77,911 84,978 92,347  99,748 106,403 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

1,919 

 

 

2,047 

 

 

2,089 

 

 

2,217 

 

 

2,335 

 

 

2,421 

 

2,446 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

10,538 

 

 

11,875 

 

 

12,065 

 

 

12,713 

 

 

13,429 

 

 

14,095 

 

 

14,479 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

8,942 

 

 

9,952 

 

 

11,389 

 

 

11,709 

 

 

12,277 

 

 

13,011 

 

 

13,721 

        

Projected 
population as 
% of total 

       

TOTAL      100.0     100.0      100.0      100.0     100.0     100.0     100.0 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

 

 

3.0 

 

 

2.9 

 

 

2.8 

 

 

2.7 

 

 

2.6 

 

 

2.5 

 

 

2.3 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

16.6 

 

 

17.0 

 

 

15.8 

 

 

 15.2 

 

 

14.7 

 

 

14.3 

 

 

13.7 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

14.1 

 

 

14.1 

 

 

14.8 

 

 

14.0 

 

 

13.5 

 

 

13.2 

 

 

13.0 
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Projected 
population as 
% of total 
population in 
2000  

       

TOTAL     100.0     111.2     122.1     133.5     145.4     157.3     167.9 

Primary 
school entry, 
age 6 

  

 

100.0 

 

 

107.2 

 

 

110.6 

  

 

116.7 

 

 

122.8 

 

 

127.2 

 

 

128.4 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

113.3 

 

 

115.8 

 

 

122.2 

 

 

128.8 

 

 

135.1 

 

 

138.6 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

 

 

100.0 

 

 

111.5 

 

 

128.2 

 

 

132.4 

 

 

139.4 

 

 

147.3 

 

 

155.2 

        

Projected 
growth rate 
(% p.a.) 

 2000 

–2005 

2005 

–2010 

2010 

–2015 

2015 

–2020 

2020 

–2025 

2025 

–2030 

TOTAL          2.1         1.9         1.8         1.7         1.6         1.3 

Primary 
school entry 
age, 6 

  

 

1.4 

 

 

0.6 

 

 

1.1 

 

 

1.0 

 

 

0.7 

 

 

0.2 

Primary 
school, 
age 6–11 

  

 

2.5 

 

 

0.4 

 

 

1.1 

 

 

1.0 

 

 

0.9 

 

 

0.5 

Secondary 
school, 
age 12–17 

  

 

2.2 

 

 

2.8 

 

 

0.6 

 

 

1.0 

 

 

1.1 

 

 

1.0 

 
EdStats, World Bank, Thematic Data in Education and Population Projec-
tion, 2005 
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Figure 1 
 
A page from Solomon Ekhaguosa Alexander Igbinekwa, Teach Yourself Guosa 
Language (Lagos, Express Commercial Press, December 1981): 6. 
With kind permission of the author 
 
EN G L I S H  GU O S A O R I G I N 
Should I follow you? Kain-tẹle ghi? Ibo/Yoruba 
Please Biko Ibo 
Wait Mudia Edo 
Let me Kain Ibo 
Enter Shiga Hausa 
Quick/ly Kia-kia Yoruba 
Transporter Ọlọkọ Yoruba 
Motor-vehicle Ọkọ-mọta Yoruba/Hausa 
Enter quickly Shiga kia-kia Hausa/Yoruba 
Transporter, please wait 
And let me enter 

Ọlọkọ, biko mudia 
kain shiga 

Yoruba/Hausa 
Edọ/Ibo/Urhobo 

Agent/agency Ọmaye Idoma 
None/no Babu (bah) Hausa 
House Gida Hausa 
Book Akukwọ/Takada Ibo/Hausa 
School Gida-akukwọ Hausa/Ibo 
Town/Country Obodo Ibo 
There is no school in this 
town 

Bah gida akukwọ na 
obodoa 

Hausa/Ibo 

Thanks Nagode Hausa 
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Figure 2 
 
A page from Ọgugu no Odide: Igbό Izugbe (Lesson) 
 

ISI1 
1A Agụmagụ 

 
Ndụmodụ 
 
A ga-ebu ụzọ gụọ abụ n’olu e ji depụta ya n’usoro e ji emekarị ya. 
 

OTU OLU MMADỤNIILE 
 
 
Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Mmadụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Nkịta gba ajị  Gba ajị 
Oke gba ajị  Gba ajị  
Ọkụkọ gba ajị   ——— 
 
Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Ewu gba ajị Gba ajị  
Ehị gba ajị Gba ajị  
Ngwere gba ajị ——— 
 
Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Atụrụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Enwe gba ajị Gba ajị  
Ewi gba ajị  Gba ajị 
Ele gba ajị  Gba ajị 
Eju gba ajị ——— 
 
 Olee anụ gba ajị Gba ajị 
Ọzọ gba ajị Gba ajị  
Adaka gba ajị Gba ajị 
Ebule gba ajị  Gba ajị 
Akabọ gba ajị  Gba ajị 
Agụiyi gba ajị ——— 

 
Onye ọ bụla ga-agbalị gụpụta abụ yiri nke a n’usoro e ji eme ya n’olumba ya. 
Nke ka nke, a ga-agụpụta maka: 
 

- anụ ndị na-efe efe 
- anụ ndị na-egbe egbe 
- anụ ndị na-eyi akwa 
- anụ ndị nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
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A page from Ọgugu no Odide: Igbό Izugbe (Exercises) 
 
1CH Ajụjụ nnwale 
 
1 Kedụ nke bụ ezi okwu n’ime ndị a? 

a) Agụ na-ata ahịhịa. 
b) Udele na-ata ahịhịa. 
ch) Nkịta na-ata ahịhịa. 
d) Ewu na-ata ahịhịa. 
e) Agwọ na-ata ahịhịa. 

 
2 Kedụ nke na-abụghị ezi okwu n’ime ndị a? 

a) Ugo na eyi akwa. 
b) Ọkụkọ na-eyi akwa. 
 ch) Mgbada na-eyi akwa. 
d) Ngwere na-eyi akwa. 
e) Agwọ na-eyi akwa. 

 
3 Olee nke abụghị ụgha n’ime ahịrịokwu ndị a? 

a) Ejule na-eyi akwa. 
b) Nchi na-eyi akwa. 
ch) Agụ na-eyi akwa. 
d) Anyịnya na-eyi akwa. 
e) Mmadụ na-eyi akwa. 

 
4 Kedụ nke bụ ezi okwu n’i me ndị a? 

a) Udele na-efe efe. 
b) Agwọ na-efe efe. 
ch) Edi na-efe efe. 
d) Ewi na-efe efe. 
e) Enyi na-efe efe. 

 
5 Kedụ nke na-abụghị ezi okwu n’ime ndị a? 

a) Nduri gbara abụba. 
b) Nnụnụ gbara abụba. 
ch) Ọkwa gabra abụba. 
d) Oke gbara abụba. 
e) Icheoku gbara abụba. 

 
6 Họpụta ọlara iche n’ime ndị a. 

a) Enyi nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
b) Nwaọkpọbị nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
ch) Nnyakwụlụ nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
d) Nwaereesi nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
e) Agụiyi nwere ụkwụ anọ. 
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7 a) Mkpi gbara ajị. 
b) Nkịta gbara ajị. 
ch) Atụrụ gbara ajị. 
d) Ọbagwụ gbara ajị. 
e) Nama gbara ajị. 

 
8 a) Agwọ nwere eze. 

b) Ọkụkọ nwere eze. 
ch) Ụsụ nwere eze. 
d) Ngwere nwere eze. 
e) Ewi nwere eze.  

 
9 a) Ebunu na-anyụ mamịrị. 

b) Oke na-anyụ mamịrị. 
ch) Atụ na-anyụ mamịrị. 
d) Ele na-anyụ mamịrị. 
e) Okụkọ na-anyụ mamịrị. 

 
10 a) Agwọ na-akpụ akpụ. 

b) Ewu na-akpụ akpụ. 
ch) Agụ na-akpụ akpụ. 
d) Ozọ na-akpụ akpụ. 
e) Ebiogwu na-akpụ akpụ. 
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Figure 3 
 
A page from Amos Tutuola’s MS, showing the publisher’s ‘corrections’ to The 

Palm-Wine Drinkard (London: Faber & Faber, 1952): 24. 
With kind permission of Faber & Faber Ltd., London. 
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Figure 4 
 

Front cover of the leaflet for “Basi and Company,” autographed by the cast. 
Cover design by Kilburn Limited, Lagos. Published by Saros International 

Publishers, Lagos, 1988. 
Courtesy of the late Ken Saro–Wiwa. 
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Figure 5 
 

Frontispiece of the leaflet for “Basi and Company,” autographed by the cast. 
Published by Saros International Publishers, Lagos, 1988. 

Courtesy of the late Ken Saro–Wiwa. 
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