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Abstract

All societies display attitudes to (varieties of) languages that tell us about the relative status of the groups that are associated to them. One method to document these is the systematic study of public discourses, including literary production. How (varieties of) languages are used, mentioned and characterised in a literary work tells us about their social status, and any change in this status should therefore be followed by changes in judgments on languages. This is demonstrated by the present paper with reference to the language attitudes in Nigeria, on the basis of two iconic Nigerian novels 2004 Purple Hibiscus and in 1958 classic postcolonial Things Fall Apart separated by nearly 50 years. Ibo as well as Pidgin, Nigerian and European Englishes are presented in Purple Hibiscus in nuanced complementary configurations. A strong axiological polarisation is by contrast offered in Things Fall Apart between Ibo speakers and Ibo interpreters who are presented as cruel and ridiculous traitors siding with the English colonising power whose language is curiously not commented upon. Showing how a replicable method applied to language judgments can document social organisation and change, these results validate the view that the Nigerian society and culture has moved beyond the historically situated postcolonialist movement to embrace a globalized paradigm. 
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1. Introduction

All societies display attitudes to languages and language varieties. These attitudes are parts of the cultural knowledge making up the symbolic market constitutive of a social group
. They can be evidenced not only by psycho-social methods such as dialect evaluation
, but also by systematic consideration of public discourses
. Literary sources provide judgements that allow the symbolic value of (varieties of) languages on the market to be diagnosed. These judgements bear not on the language (variety) itself, but on the group to that which it is associated. As the status of the group changes, so should judgements of their language. This is what is demonstrated by the present article. It takes the Nigerian case to consider the symbolic status of varieties of English and Ibo. It does so by using as a corpus two coming-of-age novels, the 2004 Purple Hibiscus (PH) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, and the 1958 classic postcolonial novel Things Fall Apart (TFA) by Chinua Achebe. Separated by nearly half a century, these two iconic works provide judgements about Ibo, Nigerian English(es) and Standard English, that we exhaustively identify and classify according to their uses, functions and characterisations. Following a replicable method, the study proposes results that validate the view that the Nigerian society has moved beyond a historically situated postcolonialist paradigm that pits Ibo and standard English one against the other, to a globalized one that reflects a complex interplay of Ibo, Nigerian Englishes and standard English
 that are not always strictly hierarchised.


The objective of devising a method to diagnose cultural change by looking at literary judgements on the status of languages in a society
 is pursued in the following way. The first section of this paper will focus on the question of what constitutes Nigerian literature and the tensions that traverse this symbolic field. The relation between Nigerian pluralism and the status of English as a unifying force is considered in the light of issues of publishing and criticism. The second section of the paper will explore the representations of (varieties of) languages in the corpus, showing that Nigeria has moved beyond the postcolonial. The paper will conclude by outlining how the languages in these novels mirror a change which takes Nigeria away from a traditional postcolonial identity, a change which has taken place over the last 50 years. 

2. Questions of Nigerian Literature

2.1 A national literature

Anglophone literature production in Nigeria has been undergoing a process of institutionalisation over the past half a century. This starts with the names of Achebe and Soyinka and remains one of the most prolific and ever-growing postcolonial Anglophone literary nations globally. And yet, Nigeria has struggled and continues to struggle with a sense of a national literature. In a polyglot society that sees its different groups divided geographically – in particular the Hausa Muslim North and the Christian Ibo/Yoruba South, Nigeria is not an easy place to talk of in terms of a neatly defined sense of national literature. Achebe himself recognises the difficulties of the Nigerian language situation through his novel TFA.

The history of Nigeria explains to a large degree why a sense of nation is problematic; originally, Nigeria was three colonial territories. Nigeria per se was comprised of the North, the South and Lagos; each territory was administered independently and by 1945 the north (The Hausa), the southeast (Ibo) and the southwest (Yoruba) had their own capitals as well as budgetary and council infrastructures in place. Soyinka dedicates much discussion to a sense of nation in his book The Open Sore of A Continent, in particular in relation to ethnicity or tribe and a sense of location or geography
. Soyinka suggests that if a nation is not indeed the physical, the geographical and the tribal but rather the will of the people, then he concludes that Nigeria should be considered as a non-nation. In an elegy to Chinua Achebe at the age of seventy, Soyinka writes of “their nation”:

"Ah, Chinua, are you grapevine wired?

It sings: our nation is not dead, not clinically,

Yet. Now this may come as a surprise to you,

It was to me. I thought the form I spied

Beneath the frosted glass of a fifty-carat catafalque

Was the face of our own dear land – ‘own’, ‘dear’,

Voluntary patriotese, you’ll note – we try to please.

An anthem’s sentiment upholds the myth."
 

Like Belgium or Canada, Nigeria is a linguistically and religiously fragmented nation, which raises the first challenge of a common language for a national literary institution.


But how much of this notion of nationhood is necessary for a sense of national literature? Surely what Nigeria does possess is a vehicle that is ostensibly not Hausa, Ibo or Yoruba, rather it is Nigerian in that it is heard nationwide across all the ethnic labels: Nigerian English. It is of course not that simple, not that uncomplicated or easy, Nigerian English has occupied a difficult position and continues to challenge a sense of literary status in a society that is prolifically publishing Anglophone writing year after year. Fifty years ago however, Achebe would write a Nigerian novel and we read him code-switch between English, Ibo and “pidgin” as it has often been described
. In the late 1980s Achebe wrote: “As long as Nigeria wishes to exist as a nation it has no choice in the foreseeable future but to hold its more than two hundred component nationalities together through an alien language, English”.
 This paper focuses somewhat on Achebe’s choice of the adjective “alien” and suggests that what we read today in PH and other recently published Anglophone fiction in Nigeria, is not an alien English but rather a Nigerian English, a familiar and rooted English; a sense of contemporary “Nigerianess”. What remains central is that the identity of writers in Nigeria, writing in English, has shifted and continues to shift to, what this paper would like to propose as writing which is beyond the postcolonial. 

2.2 An emerging literary institution

Back in 1966, Povey wrote: "the last decade has seen the beginning of a literature in West Africa"
. He quotes the founders of this new literature as being Chinua Achebe, Cyprian Ekwensi and Onuora Nzekwu, measured he says "if only by the professionalism of their productivity"
. He goes on also to consecrate Soyinka and his first novel as a foundation of the institution: The Interpreters, a book he states that "may stand as a goal for other novelists"
. This view of celebratory emerging writing was however not shared by all. In 1966, Nkosi stated: 

"the reader who declines to delude himself must admit that he is bored by the endless parade of heroes caught between the old order and the new, of young lovers divided by tribal barriers which they are unable to breach however large their nobility and fierce their passion, by the Utopian novels of the independence struggle, and the equally simplistic tales of a post-independence world gone sour. One longs not so much for new themes as for fresh treatment – for a wider breadth of vision and an originality of language to match it."




 

Nkosi was writing over 40 years ago and we are left wondering if Nigerian writing today is doing what he longed for, if we can say today that Nigeria writes “beyond”, employs “fresh treatment”, with a "wider breadth of vision and an originality of language to match it"? Nkosi’s 1966 paper closes with this: "Soon, I hope, enough younger writers will emerge to shake even more profoundly the present Establishment. The talented among the Establishment will not worry."
 Saro-Wiwa was certainly one of those writers who emerged to shake the Establishment. Written in 1985, Sozaboy, a political satire on the Nigerian Civil War, is a seminal text in the evolution of Nigerian writing in English. This text marks a move towards what Nkosi talked of as "a wider breadth of vision and an originality of language to match it."
. The language employed in Sozaboy was described by Saro-Wiwa himself as being “rotten English” – a mixture of Nigerian Pidgin English, broken English and occasional flashes of good, even idiomatic English
. The story explores the life on the Ogoni during the Nigerian Civil War, in particular the experiences of “Sozaboy”, a young soldier, the trauma and suffering he endures. 





Twenty-five years from the publication of Sozaboy and once again we see change in Nigerian writing in English
. Factors that have impacted Nigeria’s writing in English very recently are global prize-winning Nigerian authors, emerging home-grown publishing presses and technological advances which mean that authors can blog, debate and publish online with ease. Such factors make way for Nigerian writers to comfortably express themselves linguistically (and indeed thematically) in ways that previously have not been so prevalent. It has certainly helped to nurture this new writing in a garden of Achebe, Soyinka, and Saro-Wiwa; the fruits of such labour include writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. The prizes bestowed upon Adichie have certainly helped writing in English seem more natural. It is regretful however that it was The West who endorsed the excellence of Adichie’s novel PH, which has become the object of a number of scholarly studies
, before, one may suggest, her own country Nigeria got the chance to celebrate it. 
3. Things Fall Apart and Purple Hibiscus: an analysis of the language used

This section focuses on the representations of Ibo, Nigerian English and Standard English in the two novels TFA and PH. Their uses and functions demonstrate significant differences between the two novels that evidence the passage from a postcolonial to a post-postcolonial perspective. 

3.1. Ibo

The representation of foreign languages in novels and films often rely on terms of address, greetings and interjections
. This is the case in TFA:

"Aru oyim de de de dei! flew around the dark, closed hut [...]".

In TFA, all uses are marked out typographically, and notably, most are made accessible to the English reader by paraphrase: 

"agadi-nwayi, or old woman. "

"The elders, or ndichie,"

The few instances where paraphrasing is not used to guide the English reader have to do with cultural designations; they are still accessible through the provided glossary: 

"And in the nine villages of Umuofia a town-crier with his ogene asked every man to be present tomorrow morning."

TFA also offers information about conversational norms, we learn:

"Among the Ibo the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the palm-oil with which the words are eaten." 

"A snake was never called by its name at night, because it would hear. It was called a string."

In PH, Ibo is also used for terms of address, greetings and interjections as well as song.
 They are mostly italicised, but not all are: "Papa would stop by Grandfather’s house at our ikwu nne, Mother’s maiden home."
  Many instances are made accessible to the English reader. Some are fully explained: on page 73 and page 155, the Ibo interjections are made and a paraphrased translation of their meanings are offered and commented on by way of explanation of cultural norms and practice. Other cases are associated to a paraphrase:

"She did not call him by his name, she called him ‘dim’, ‘my husband’ with the proud tone of someone who had won a prize [...]".

A number are neither explained not paraphrased, as can be seen in the examples here:

"Good evening, Papa, nno"

"How many heads have you got, gbo?"

"O di egwu"

"Abi?" 

"nno nu!"

"Kedu nu?"

"Ogbunambala!"

"Neke! Neke! Neke! "

"Ehye"

"Ezi okwu?"

No explanation or translation is offered in the examples of the interjections below, rather leaving the non-Ibo reader to make sense of the Ibo from the contextual clues offered in the narrative: 

"Ihukwa gi!"

"nno"
 

"kedu?"

"okwia?"

"kwa"

"mmuo"

"umunna"

Beyond the usual situationally-defined expressions, uses of Ibo not made accessible to the English reader extend to adjectives and designations in the following: 

"a ripe agbogho" [when talking about Kambili’s youthful looks]

"‘Oh? How is she? How is oyinbo land treating her?’ 

‘She is well.’

‘And life as a second-class citizen in America?’ "

In summary, we find that TFA has a more Anglo-centric language use; the presence of Ibo is circumscribed to the usual categories of terms of address, greeting and interjections, and is signalled typographically and almost is always directly made accessible to the reader, or indirectly through the glossary. PH presents Ibo as a part of the repertoire of the characters, that is found in situationally-defined terms as well as in designations, which are not always signalled typographically, and not always translated. Whether such an extension of uses concerns the varieties of English is the question that is explored in the next section. 
3.2 Representations of Nigerian English and attitudes to Standard English

Further differences between TFA and PH are found in the representations of Nigerian English. The comparative use and functions are considered in this section, which also looks at any explicit attitudes to European English, both presenting different social distinctions.
In TFA there is only one occurrence of the use of Nigerian English:

"‘Take down the body [...]’

‘Yes, sah,’ the messenger said, saluting."

The user of the term of address is presumably a black young man in a hierarchically inferior position to the White military. Many instances of the use of Nigerian English can be found by contrast in PH, as illustrated by the following:

"Omelora! Good afun, sah! "

"Yes sah! Tank Sah!"

"Gudu morni." [people of the neighbourhood to each other]

"I remember the first one that came to Abba, the one they called Fada John. "

"The gate man waved with both hands over his head as we drove off. His name was Haruna, he had told Jaja and me a few days before, and in his Hausa-accented English that reversed P and F, he told us that our pather was the best Big Man he had ever seen, the best emfloyer he had ever had."

"A middle-aged man in a threadbare T-shirt peeked in.

‘Omelora’ the man said in the forceful tone people used when they called others by their titles. ‘I'm leaving now. I want to see if I can buy a few Christmas things for my children at Oye Abagana.’ He spoke English with an Igbo accent so strong it decorated even the shortest words with extra vowels. Papa liked it when the villagers made an effort to speak English around him. He said it showed they had good sense."

"The singing was louder but not closer. [...]"

"All we are saying, sole administrator must go! All we are saying, he must go! No be so? Na so!"

"Shouts and yells accompanied the singing. A solo voice rose, and the crowds cheered. The cool night wind, heavy with the smell of burning, brought clear snatches of the resonating voice speaking pidgin English from a street away. 


‘Great Lions and Lionesses! We wan people who dey wear clean underwear, no be so? Abi the Head of State dey wear common underwear, sef, talkless of clean one? No!’ "

"‘How you go just come enter like dis? Wetin be dis?’ Obiora said, rising, the fear in his eyes not quite shielded by the brazen manliness in his pidgin English."

Unlike TFA, PH names, illustrates and comments on Nigerian English, referring at some points to it as “pidgin”. It appears to associate it to a range of socio-economic statuses covering urban workers and students and rural lower classes, rather than Black men working for the White in TFA. The status of English is problematic in as much as it is the very vehicle of both novels. TFA however identifies it as the language of the colonial Whites:
"The white man's court has decided that it should belong to Nnama's family, who had given much money to the white man's messenger and interpreter.

‘Does the white man understand our custom about land?’

‘How can he when he does not even speak our tongue? [...] How do you think you can fight when our own brothers have turned against us?’"

and it is entirely a foreign language. However, English is part of the repertoire of the characters of PH, where the religious practice inherited from the white missionaries is indexed by colonial English: 

"‘The white missionaries brought us their god,’ Amaka was saying. Which was the same color as them, worshipped in their language, and packaged in the boxes they made."

" ‘I told you I am not taking an English name, father,’ she said

‘And have I asked you why?’

‘Why do I have to?’

‘Because it is the way it’s done. Let’s forget if it’s right or wrong for

now,’ Father Amadi said, and I noticed the shadows under his eyes."

"When the missionaries first came, they didn’t think Igbo names were

good enough. They insisted that people take English names to be baptized.

Shouldn’t we moving ahead?" (Amaka to Father Amadi)

The extracts below demonstrate the link between skin colour, English language ability and education in PH:

"[the paternal] Grandfather was very light-skinned, almost albino, and it was said to be one of the reasons the missionaries had liked him. He determinedly spoke English, always, in a heavy Igbo accent. He knew Latin, too, often quoted the articles of Vatican I, and spent most of his time at St. Paul's, where he had been the first catechist. He had insisted that we call him Grandfather, in English, rather than Papa-Nnukwu or Nna-Ochie."

[Kambili’s father talking about his own father-in-law] "he was one of the few who welcomed the missionaries. Do you know how quickly he learned English? When he became an interpreter, do you know how many converts he helped win? Why, he converted most of Abba himself! He did things the right way, the way the white people did, not what our people do now!"

"I did not fully comprehend his English-laced Igbo sentences at dinner because my ears followed the sound and not the sense of his speech." [Of Father Amadi]

The social distribution of languages in the two novels is thus quite different. TFA defines a strict ethnic division between Black Ibo speakers and White colonial English speakers, and those who cross it are reviled, as demonstrated in the following excerpt where an Ibo speaker attempts to translate English for the Ibo of the region of Mbanta. 

"When they had all gathered, the white man began to speak to them. He spoke through an interpreter who was an Ibo man, though his dialect was different and harsh to the ears of Mbanta. Many people laughed at his dialect and the way he used words strangely. Instead of saying ‘myself’ he always said ‘my buttocks’. But he was a man of commanding presence and the clansmen listened to him. He said he was one of them, as they could see from his colour and his language. The other four black men were also his brothers, although one of them did not speak Ibo.

‘Your buttocks understand our language.’ said someone light-heartedly and the crowd laughed."

This contrasts strongly to PH that determines a complex interplay of relations between languages.  An acknowledgment is provided of Ibo as a language with equally respectable varieties rather than ridiculed differences as in the quote above. In contrast to the maternal grandfather mentioned above who had asked to be called “Grandfather” in English, the paternal grandfather, called “Papa-Nnukwu” speaks a slightly archaic variety of Ibo. His variety is described by the granddaughter here: 

"His lower-lip quivered, as did his voice, and sometimes I understood him a moment or two after he spoke because his dialect was ancient. "

Ibo in PH however remains expected to be spoken by Black Nigerians – not Whites:

"When she held my hand and said, ‘Kee ka ime?’ I was stunned. I had never heard a white person speak Igbo, and so well."

It is the language of emotions, used even by the Anglo-centric father of PH:

"‘Ngwanu, we will see,’ Papa said. He spoke Igbo for the first time, his brows almost meeting in a quick frown."

"‘Has the Devil asked you all to go on errands for him?’ The Igbo words burst out of Papa's month."

Nigerian English is seen as the language of the urban classes in PH, where it is used much more than in TFA, which shows it to be the result of subservience of Ibo speakers to Whites.


When noted as such, the Standard English is associated to the Whites, although it has been integrated by Black Nigerians. The protagonist’s father speaks Standard English (notably British English), particularly in the contexts of religion and societal niceties:

"Papa changed his accent when he spoke, sounding British, just as he did when he spoke to Father Benedict. He was gracious, in the eager-to-please way that he always assumed with the religious, especially with the white religious. As gracious as when he presented the check for refurbishing the Daughters of the Immaculate Heart library."

“Papa” is the character who professes that speaking English shows “good sense”
. Interestingly, no hierarchy is proposed by a friend of the intellectual aunt, Aunty Ifeoma, who speaks both Ibo and English without apparently ranking them:

"‘Did you hear what happened to Professor Okafor's son?’ Aunty Ifeoma's friend finally asked. She spoke more Igbo than English, but all her English words came out with a consistent British accent, not like Papa's, which came out only when he was with white people and sometimes skipped a few words so that half a sentence sounded Nigerian and the other half British."

A distinction is thus brought not only in terms of language use, but also language politics, opposing a conservative colonial version that values English to the exclusion of other (varieties of) languages, and a liberal version that uses the full diversity of repertoires available without judging any one as superior. There is little doubt on which side the author of PH resides.

4. Conclusions 

The objective of this study is to determine how attitudes to (varieties of) languages inform on social change. It rests on the assumptions that attitudes to languages used in a society is a part of the cultural knowledge constitutive of that society, and that changes in that cultural knowledge should therefore be reflected in judgment evolution across time. We have analysed two iconic novels of Nigerian literature separated by nearly half a century, by identifying exhaustively the representations of Ibo, Nigerian English and Standard English according to their uses, functions and judgements. Critical changes have been identified. The duality between coloniser and colonised is epitomised in TFA by a strict division between Ibo and English and a castigation of those straddling the division. Yet, the novel remains Anglo-centric in making any instances of Ibo accessible to the English reader through typographical demarcation, translation, paraphrase and a glossary. PH presents nuanced configuration of Ibo as well as Pidgin and Standard English as parts of the repertoire of African, and indeed White characters. It offers less compensation made for the non-Nigerian English speaker, as Ibo is not always typographically demarcated or made semantically accessible. The postcolonial vision offered by TFA is one period of the social history of Nigeria, when the literary institution was realised through a medium that was not yet Nigerian. Half a century later, nativisation of both standard and pidgin English
 and an established Nigerian literature allows the value of languages to change on the symbolic language market. Ibo is not the sole language of an ethnic group, but part of the repertoire of the Nation; Nigerian English is not the bastardised result of colonial corruption, but a resource of urban and rural working classes alike; English is not the vehicle of oppression, but one of national expression. Nigeria is beyond the postcolonial.

The results achieved in this work raise a number of issues for future research. A larger corpus of Nigerian literature comprising other genres could reveal differences in ideological standpoints, and allow identifying the moment of emergence of appropriation of English as a national language. The move away from a postcolonial paradigm could be explored in other countries by using a similar methodology of analysis of language representation in literary discourses. We are confident that such future work would establish the relation between stability and change in language, literary institution and ideological stance. 
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