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Abstract

This study seeks to investigate and present a systematic and coherent synchronic
account of the language choice patterns by Ikwerre-Nigerian Pidgin English bilinguals
in Port Harcourt City, Nigeria. The Ikwerre people are a little known minority ethnic
group whose social history and current linguistic behaviours have before now not
been systematically explored.

The research is undertaken by means of a variety of methods including
ethnographic participant observation, paying particular attention to relevant features
of the Ikwerre culture and social organisation. Moreover, information obtained from
the anthropological approach is supplemented by data gathered through face-to-face
language use in the form of oral interviews and questionnaires. The rationale in this
case is to explore methodological issues in the field of language shift more generally -
particularly, the harmonisation between self-reported data and ethnographic

techniques. The areas covered in the thesis are:

1. The extent and patterning of Ikwerre/Nigerian Pidgin English (NPE)
bilingualism within the Ikwerre community.

1i. The means by which people in this community utilise two different
languages in their rou.tine communicative interactions.

1il. The social and attitudinal motivations for language choice at both the

group (community) and individual level.

Further, this study is unique in that it will explore ab initio which languages

are preferred in interactions within and across three generations namely: grandparents,
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parents and children (hereafter referred to as the younger generation). It will utilise
the concepts of social network and language attitudes analyses to account for the
interrelationship between code-switching and language choice by individual speakers,
and for the association of both to the wider socio-economic and macro-sociolbgical
peculiarities of this community. In addition, I plan to discover which social groups
(older versus younger speakers and males versus females) are leading the change
towards permanent language shift to monolingual NPE.

Finally, based on the observations and findings from tfle study, I propose an
account of the language choice patterns attested in my Port Harcourt Ikwerre
community data that is based on establishing a broad typology which can be directly
related to the bilingualism continuum. This framework should be equally applicable to
similar bilingual settings around the world and the next phase in the research will be
to test its efficacy in different communities, particularl'y in other non-western
communities which, like Port Harcourt, have experienced rapid metropolitan growth

as a result of radical socio-economic change in their recent history.



Chapter One

Introduction

This study is concerned with presenting a systematic and coherent account of the
language choice patterns of the Ikwerre people of Port Harcourt City, Nigeria, who
are faced with the choice between the Ikwerre language and Nigerian Pidgin English
(NPE). It also focuses on how we might incorporate matched guise experiments
within a study of language choice and shift, so as to provide insights into how local
contemporary attitudes towards language(s) might ultimately influence code choice.

It is a well-established fact that human communication involves selecting from
the linguistic and stylistic repertoire available, that 1is, in the process of
communicating we are constantly favouring some styles/norms and rejecting others
(see Hoffmann, 1991; Spolsky, 1998). This choice can be conscious or unconscious.
For monolinguals, their choice will be according to the existing conventions of the
members of their speech community and their own idiosyncratic preferences. The
members of bilingual/multilingual societies are faced with even wider choices in their
language use. Thus, I concur with Fasold (1984) that not only do people use language
to share their thoughts and feelings with other people, they exploit the subtle and not
so subtle aspects of language to reveal and define their social relationships with the
people they are talking to, with people who can overhear them, and even with people

who are nowhere around. That is, language is an essential tool in the institution,

execution and sustenance of human communicative interaction.



Given this knowledge, a study of language choice affects not only those who
are directly involved in the everyday practice of making choices or those who have to
face 1t in their professions — e.g. teachers, and journalists but also those in government
whose language policy decisions are bound to transform people’s lives in a significant
way. In many countries of the world, language choice can be accomplished simply by
choosing one or another of the two or more languages a speaker knows. A large

number of countries are so linguistically diverse that it 1s not extraordinary to find that
children in these polities are bilingual or multilingual. In fact, Fasold (1984: 1) points
out that many countries in Africa and Asia have literally hundreds of languages within
their borders. It is not the case that these countries have one language that almost
everyone speaks, with the rest belonging to small isolated tribes. Further, he states
that of course there are small-group languages, but there are others spoken by
substantial populations. For example, there are 18 officially spoken recognised
languages in India today. The Philippines has 6 major regional languages and Nigeria
has well over 400 languages (see Batibo, 2005; Fasold, 1984). Despite the degree of
diversity that exists globally and which might lead one to expect heterogeneity locally
in Nigeria, only three major regional languages are recognised in the 1989 Nigerian
constitution.

This state of affairs warrants deeper investigation and it will be the focus of
the present study organised in eight chapters. Chapter 1, the introductory chapter
presents a brief account of the historical/political and global view of the linguistic
situation in Nigeria. Although, the primary focus is on Nigeria, it will also draw on
examples from other countries in Europe, North America and Asia. The aim of such a
discussion is to allow the reader to appreciate the difficulties faced by individuals

living in multilingual societies and the need to undertake detailed and quite specific



case studies of the language choices that these speakers grapple with in their day-to-
day interactions. Chapter 2 discusses relevant aspects of the Ikwerre culture and social
structure/organisation - past and present. In this chapter, the rationale for selecting the
Ikwerre community of Port Harcourt as my object of study is outlined. Here, I also
give an overview of the history and evolution of NPE and why it has become an
important medium in the Port Harcourt lkwerre linguistic repertoire. Chapter 3
summarises the work which has been done to date in the field of bilingualism and
language choice which has a bearing on my own research. Chapter 4 presents a
discussion of the methodologies employed in this study and also examines some
broader issues of the ethical questions raised by research of this kind. Chapter S is
concerned with the descriptions of the observed language choice patterns of the
Ikwerre of Port Harcourt and their attitudes towards lkwerre and NPE. Chapter 6
presents an analysis of the social network ties of the respondents and their impact on
language choice strategies. Chapter 7 discusses instances of conversational code-
switching in Port Harcourt and their implications as regards how members of this
community deploy this device to manipulate, influence and define the situation as
they wish, and to convey nuances of meaning and personal intention. Finally, in

Chapter 8, I present a summary of the main findings and discuss their implications for

future research in bilingualism and related disciplines.

1. 1 Nigeria: Historical/political background

Nigeria is blessed with fertile land and is rich in natural resources such as petroleum

and iron ore. Its coastline measures about 853 kilometres, and covers a total area of



923,768 square kilometres, with a teeming population of about 131,859,731 people

distributed in the 36 States that make up the Nigeria nation as shown in Figure 1.!

Figure 1 Map showing the thirty-six States of Nigeria
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In the 15™ century Nigeria had contact with Portuguese slave traders and later
Christian missionaries from the United Kingdom, who set-up schools and were
responsible for establishing Christianity as one of the recognised religions. By 1865

British influence over Nigeria had spread, leading to its annexation and colonisation.

' See The CIA World Fact Book. 2005: 2.




The impact of slavery on Nigeria and its peoples is well documented and will
not be dwelt upon in this study (see for instance, Lovejoy, 2000; Manning, 1995;
Searing, 2003). Here, the focus is on the linguistic implications of this contact. It does
have to be said, though, that the British colonial policy of the period was to pillage
and exploit the human and material resources available in the country for theirr own
ends; hence they did not have any future oriented plans that were geared towards the
political and economic emancipation of Nigerians (see also Ajayi, 2004; Bamgbose,
1991, 2000, Batibo, 2005, Faraclas, 1996).

The schools that the Christian missionaries founded, which were taken-over
by the colonisers, mainly churned out mediocre translators/interpreters and medium
level manpower to help the British perpetuate their political and economic hegemony
over the country (Bamgbose, 1991). Colonial rule lasted well into the latter part of the
nineteenth century, until a number of the more well-educated Nigerian elite harnessed
public opinion and began to agitate for the right to self-determination and governance
for the Nigerian people. Unlike what was to happen later in South Africa, where the
black South Africans took-up arms to fight a protracted guerrilla war against the
apartheid regime before gaining independence, Nigeria gained her independence from
the British regime through peaceful dialogue. This culminated in a meeting that took
place at midnight on October 1* 1960 which ended almost a century of colonial rule.
Soon after independence, Nigeria was to witness the rise of intense ethnic rivalry and
jealousy among the major ethnic groups, all clamouring for political and economic
dominance of the country. This meant that the minority ethnic groups were left out, as

it were, in the scheme of things in the country. This wrangling escalated into an



unsuccessful bloody civil war by the Biafrans, who wanted to secede from the rest of
Nigeria to found their own nation. The war lasted three years (1967 to 1970).°

This ethnic bickering and rancour was the reason the Nigerian military gave
for intervening in Nigerian politics. This intervention plunged the country into a
prolonged period of serious economic hardship and engendered a political quagmure.
Following nearly 16 years of military rule, a new constitution was adopted in 1999,
and a peaceful transition to civilian government was completed. The current President
faces the daunting task of institutionalizing democracy and rebuilding a petroleum-
based economy, whose revenues have been squandered through corruption and
mismanagement. In addition, the administration must defuse long-standing ethnic and
religious tensions, if it is to build a sound foundation for economic growth and
political stability. Despite some irregularities, the April 2003 elections marked the
first civilian transfer of power in Nigeria's history.

The greatest task faced by the leaders of Nigeria at independence in 1960 was
that of forging national unity and integration in a country where there are over 400
languages and a myriad of dialects. In trying to bring the nation together the leaders of
the day sought political stability in language: but, what language? English was already
established as the national and official language, being the language of the former
colonialists and also the language of wider communication (LWC). The level of
ethnic tension in the country at that time meant that none of the indigenous languages
could have been adopted or elevated to the status of a national language, although this
would have marked a complete break with the past (colonialism) and bestowed a new
identity on the emerging nation. Anyway, the leaders were equally concerned with

keeping the nation connected to the international community at the level of

’ Biafra was the name adopted by the Igbo people of south-eastern Nigeria for the new nation they

fought for during the fratricidal war that began in 1967 and continued until 1970, thus the Igbos were
referred to then as Biafrans.



diplomacy, international politics and world trade. I expatiate on the issue of language

further in the next two sections.>

1. 2 Nigeria: Linguistic context

The continent of Africa has been described by Grenoble & Whaley (1998 42) as
linguistically ‘distinct’, due to its highly complex language situation. Apart from the
multitude and high concentration of languages, I concur with Batibo (2005) that the
patterns of language choice and use are remarkably intricate, as most people are
multilingual. That is, most Africans speak more than one language and choose the
language or variety of language they use according to the context/and or interlocutor.
Nigerians are no exception to this pan-African phenomenon despite the official three
language position referred to above.

Mkude (2001: 160) postulates that the sociolinguistic profile of Africa can be
studied either horizontally or vertically. From a horizontal perspective the
sociolinguistic profile of Africa involves doing a ‘user’ analysis, which is finding out
who speaks which language in order to determine the distinct language communities.
Adopting this approach would call for the consideration of the ‘plurilingual’ nature of
the African continent. However, from a vertical point of view, the sociolinguistic
profile of Africa entails doing a ‘use’ analysis. By employing this technique we are
looking at the set of languages that members of a speech community have at their
disposal, and therefore use at their discretion according to the subject matter, the

personal relationships with their interlocutors, the context, the mode of

> On the role of the English language in global sociolinguistic systems, see Bisong, 1995; Coupland,
2003; de Swann, 2001; Giddens, 1991, 1994, 2002; Graddol, 1997; House, 2003; Kachru, 1992;

Il(;glznsch, 2002; Milroy, 2002a, b; Mufwene, 1994; Norton, 2000; Papastergiadis, 2000; Phillipson,



communication and other circumstances and needs. In this section, I look at the
sociolinguistic profile of Nigeria horizontally, while in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, I shall

investigate the sociolinguistic profile of the Ikwerre community of Port Harcourt

vertically.”

According to Dalby (1977), Nigeria falls squarely within the Fragmentation
Belt, ‘a zone of extreme linguistic complexity stretching from Senegal to Ethiopia’.
Of the five language phyla recognised by orthodox or mainstream scholarship in
African language classification, three are widely represented in Nigeria: Niger-Congo
A and B, Nilo-Sahara, and Afro-Asiatic. Only the rather small group of Khoisan (or
click) languages are not spoken in Nigeria (Dalby, 1977, Webb & Sure, 2000). In
Figure 2 below, a map depicting the recognised African language families is
presented. It is estimated that there are over 400 indigenous languages spoken in
Nigeria today, of which English is the official language. Other than English, Hausa
spoken in the north, Yoruba in the southwest and Igbo in the southeast are recognised
as regional major languages. These Nigerian languages are classified as thus on the
basis of relative sizes of native speaker population. This means that the other
languages are minor languages with some being more minor than others (i.e. with
their respective native speaker populations of less than one million). Hence, Nigeria
has, in fact, not only the highest number and density of languages in Africa, but also
the most complex language situation. It is also a country with conspicuous language
inequality, ranging from the dominant languages Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo, each with

at least 20 million speakers to very small languages such as: Ajawa (Aja, Ajanci),

Guma (Basa-Kaduna, Basa-Kuta), Bete, Centum (Cen Tum), Auyokama, Bade, Bassa-

* Here, as In Batibo, 2005, plurilingual or plurilingualism is used to denote a state of having many
languages in one country or continent.



Kantagora, Faliof, Baissa, Gana, Holma (Da Holmaci, Bali Holma) each spoken by

scarcely 100 pe\oplem5

Figure 2 Map of African language families and some major African languages

Arabic

Source: Dingemanse (2004: 1).

> For more details about these extinct or nearly extinct languages, see, Batibo, 2005; Bender, 2000;
Grimes, 1974; Hansford et al., 1976; Heine & Nurse, 2000; Katzner, 2002; Osaji, 1977; Webb &
Kembo-Sure, 1998, 2000; http://www.oneworld/african_languages.htm, 2005.
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The Ikwerre language, for instance, is the mother tongue of the minority
Ikwerre ethnic group located in the south-eastern part of Nigeria. I shall present a
detailed discussion of this language and its speakers in Chapter 2 of this study. Other
languages such as Arabic and NPE, in addition to the indigenous languages, are also
widely used in Nigeria to satisfy various communicative purposes. However, English
plays a very significant role within the polity. As the language of the former British
colonial administrators, it sailed unchallenged into the exalted status of Nigeria’s
official language and the very nature of the complex multilingual situation in the
country highlighted above has meant that English has retained this status. It is the
primary medium of formal communication in government, international politics, the
judiciary, education, commerce, the mass media and the language of culture at the
national level among Nigeria’s educated elite. Thus, I concur with Agheyisi (1984)
that English is the single most important and prestigious language spoken in Nigeria
today. Arabic is used in northern Nigeria in conjunction with the Islamic religion,
which was spread by the Fulani warriors of the Jihad (Holy War). Arabic is the
language of the Koran and the Koranic law, therefore, it plays a significant role in the
sociocultural life of these people and most Moslems learn it in their childhood in the
Koranic schools. However, the importance of Arabic in Nigeria is primarily regional,
and 1t 1s particularly associated with religious practices. NPE has increasingly become
a very viable medium of communication as an inter-group language, used by the
educated and uneducated, ethnically heterogeneous urban populations in many
communities in southern Nigeria. For instance, in the highly multilingual States of
Delta, Edo and Rivers, where there is no single dominant indigenous lingua franca,
NPE readily complements Nigerian Standard English (NSE) to meet this important

communicative need. Agheyisi (1984: 237) explains that in urban communities, such
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as Benin City, Warri, Sapele, Onitsha, and Port Harcourt, more than 70% of the adult
population (and practically all children of school age) typically command a fluent use
of NPE. In these parts of the country also, it is widely used, along with NSE, as a
medium of communication in public institutions and service centres, such as
hospitals, post offices, magistrate’s courts, police stations, and welfare centres.
Generally, commercial centres and markets continue to be the typical settings for its
routine use. The use of NPE everywhere else, especially by older speakers, is
generally as a second language. I shall present a brief account of the history and
evolution of NPE 1n section 2.4 of the next chapter.

Although, this study 1s not primarily concerned with language planning, it is,
however, important to point out that in Nigeria the government pays little or no
attention at all to the development and maintenance of minor languages. The
formulation of an all-embracing language policy for Nigeria, as a deliberate and
planned exercise, 1s yet to be undertaken by the government. The few language policy
pronouncements that have been made in recent times arose mainly within the context
of other more centrally defined national concerns, such as the development of a

national philosophy of education, and the drafting of a constitution for the country.®

In the next section I take a general look at the question of language choice in
Nigeria.

1. 3 The question of choice in Nigeria

I agree with Spolsky (1998) and Batibo (2005) that one of the most common ways of

identifying a person is by his/her language. Because language is inherently involved

® See Agheyisi, 1984; Bamgbose, 1991, 2000; Elugbe, 1989; National Policy on Education, 1981.
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in socialisation, the social group whose language you speak is an important identity
group for you. There are other markers of ethnic identity, such as food or clothing or
religion or the way a community build their houses. However, language has a special
role, because it is the basis of thought and the thinking process. It is through language

that we conceptualise ideas, organise our thoughts and systematise our memory (see

also ADEA, 1996).

Further, multilingual societies inevitably face conflict over language choice.
Some aspects of concern for language choice can be explained practically, politically,
or economically. The speakers of a language are in a stronger position when their
language is used for national or international communication, or for government, or
for trade and commerce, or for education. But the role of language in establishing
social identity adds an additional, non-material dimension to the conflict (Spolsky,

1998: 57). This assertion is very poignant with regard to the Nigerian context as the

discussions in earlier sections underline.

Language choice 1s often tied to elements of nationalism in relation to the
roles such a language(s) is to play in the state or nation where they are used. In this
regard, a choice would be made that would achieve the equality of all ethnic groups,
majority and minority alike. Ethnic groups regularly use language as one of their most
significant identifying features (Batibo, 2005; Corrigan, 2004; Fishman, 1989, Fasold,
1984; Le Page & Tabouret-Kellar, 1985; Mair, 2004, Sebba, 2004). For instance, the
Frisians who live in the north of the Netherlands can hardly find any other features
that distinguish them from their neighbours other than their language. Therefore, most
ethnic groups believe that their language is the best medium for preserving and
expressing their traditions. A paradox of this association between language and

ethnicity is best observed by looking at the case of Catalonia and the Basque region in
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Spain. The granting of some degree of autonomy to the provinces and the recognition
of Catalan and Basque as official languages in their own autonomous regions has
created problems for people who are ethnically Basque or Catalan but live outside the
regions, and for people who are Castilian speakers but live within them (Echeverria,
2003; Ferrer & Sankoff, 2003; Spolsky, 1998; Woolard, 1985, 1989, 1992; Wright,
1998; Yates, 1998).

Hence, Fishman’s (1969) classification of nations and the type of language
choices they make becomes relevant even today. He suggested that language choices
are made with respect to the presence or absence of six features underlying three
distinct categories of choice. The language choices are of type A, B, or C. Type ‘A’
choices are made by what he calls “a-modal’’ nations characterised by one type of
feature; type ‘B’ by “uni-modal’’ nations with another configuration, and type ‘C’ by
“multi-modal’’ nations. I am interested only in type ‘A’ under which Nigeria could be
said to fall.

Type ‘A’ or “3-modal” nations in Fishman’s terms are those that make
language choices in order to politically integrate a linguistically complex area wherein
primarily oral, rather than written traditions exist. Due to the lack of one single
dominant indigenous language that can be selected as the national language, such
nations as Nigeria resort to the LWC (Language of Wider Communication). At the
same time, language standardisation is going on so people can learn to read and write
therr first language as well as the LWC. Nigeria’s choice is motivated by the need to

promote nationism as opposed to nationalism. Nationism, refers to the degree of

effective operation of a political entity and is best served by political integration,
therefore, the more nationistic a political entity is, the more integrated it is. In such

contexts, practically and linguistically, nationism is best served by an LWC, thus, the
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widespread use of the English language and its associated Pidgin variety in Nigeria. In
the light of the above, language choice must be made in recognition of the coming
together of social, cultural, and psychological factors. When there are so many
languages contesting the position of national language, wisdom demands that none of

the languages is imposed on the people as any imposition would create more

problems than it would solve.’

Further, Fishman’s (1969) arguments are alluded to by Batibo (2001), when he
says that although most African countries (Nigeria included) have played down the
realities of plurilingualism and multiculturalism, the effect remains considerable. It
touches on matters of national unity, group identity, language choice (i.e. ethnic,
cultural and linguistic rights) and community culture, which in turn impact on
nationhood, state democracy, equality and harmonious development. In dealing with

this reality, African countries have followed a number of options, which include the

following:

* Toremain uncommitted on the question of language policy, so as to be able to
adopt pragmatic solutions depending on the prevailing socio-political
circumstances.

* To use the ex-colonial language as the official language — and often as the
national language as well — where there 1s no major language to serve as a
national medium as is the case in Nigeria. Such an option is usually taken
because the ex-colonial language is thought to be neutral and can be used in

technical fields. Moreover, it would not be associated with any ethnic or

cultural bias, and so does not benefit one group over another.

See _Bamgbosc, 1991; Castells & Jauregui, 2005; Grech, 2005; Hilton, 2001; Mar-Molinero, 2001;
Mch_llen, ?001.; Resina, 2005; Wickman, 2004; Yates, 1998: Yehudi-Daber [vrit:
www jafi.org.il/aliyah/dept/aliyon/aliyon2004/aliyon_17.asp.
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* To adopt the majority language, where such a language predominates in the

country, as the national language.

* To allocate to some of the major languages certain public roles at the regional

or district level.

* To accord only nominal public roles or none to the smaller languages. In fact,
in Nigeria the minority languages are accorded no definable public roles and I
concur with the findings of Batibo (2005: 9) that African governments frown
upon such languages as stumbling blocks to the desired state of
monolingualism, monoculturalism and national identity, which are considered

to be ingredients for national unity.

When Batibo’s guidelines are juxtaposed with Fishman’s (1969) classification of
nations and the choices they make, one notices a correlation in the sense that language
choice 1n a nation like Nigeria cannot in anyway be made in a high-handed manner
without risking plunging the nation into social chaos.

Other countries such as the Republic of Ireland, adopted both the nationalist
language and the language of the deposed power as official — Irish and English,
respectively. The colonial language is used for immediate nationist purposes while
working on the promotion and development of the nationalist language (Chriost &
Mac, 2005; Crowley, 1996, 2000; Fasold, 1984; Kallen, 1997, Le Page, 1964, O
Riagdin, 1997, Romaine, 2000). Similarly, the Indian constitution (Article 343)
declares Hindi to be the official language of the Union. The Constitution has accepted
Hindi as India's national tongue. Hindi is also the mother tongue of about 20% of the
Indian population, in the area known as the 'Hindi-belt' or the 'cow-belt' of northern

India. This includes the states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and
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Rajasthan. Haryana and Himachal Pradesh also have Hindi as their official language.
Like the other languages of the north, 1t 1s of an Indo-Aryan origin. But in south India,
it is quite a different scene altogether. The Dravidian languages bear little
resemblance to their Indic or Indo-Aryan counterparts. English remains the additional
official language of India. It is the authoritative legislative and judicial language. In
fact, one could say that English 1s the official language in India for all practical
purposes. For many educated Indians, English is virtually their first language though a
large number of Indians are multi-lingual. Apart from the more widely spoken
English and Hindi, there are the various regional languages. Each state has its own
language which is also its official language. As has already been mentioned above,
the Constitution of India lists 18 such regional languages (see Languages of India,
2005).

In the case of Canada, beside English and French, there are various
Amerindian and Inuit languages spoken within the country as well as large
populations of immigrants who try to maintain their own languages to one degree or
another. In fact, Cambell & Martin (1979) write that before the arrival of the
European colonists in the early sixteenth century in the northern third of the North
American continent, which 1s now Canada, there were some sixty distinct languages
belonging to a dozen different families. Mackey (1998) adds that by the outbreak of
the Second World War, Canada’s ethnic press included over 100 newspapers in more
than thirty languages. Considering the fact that at present Canada still receives
immigrants from all over the world, it is safe to assume that the number of ethnic
newspapers and the various languages they are published in must have quadrupled.
Hence, I agree with Edwards (1998) that a consideration of language in Canada is

intrinsically interesting, no matter what the state of political play. Like Australia or
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the United States, Canada is a new-world ‘receiving’ country, made up of many
different indigenous and immigrant groups, cultures and languages. And, like these
other states, it has recently been struggling with the multicultural and multilingual
realities to which a modern, diverse, liberal society must — by its deepest principles —

be sensitive. The question, as always, in such multiethnic nations/multinational states

1s how best to act or, indeed, to refrain from acting on this sensitivity.

Therefore, having outlined the linguistic situation in Nigeria in particular and
the examples from other bilingual/multilingual societies, I hope that the reader will
begin to appreciate the plight of minority ethnic groups and their language(s) within
such complex multiethnic nations/multinational states. Sociolinguistically, a minority
language is defined not only by its relative demographic inferiority but also, and more
so, by its limited public functions. In fact, it is their marginalisation and exclusion
from serving in secondary domains (that is, public functions) as well as having no
social status or prestige, that most characterises them as minority languages (see
Batibo, 2005; Dyck, 1984; Hechter, 1975, Rigsby, 1987; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1984;
Wardhaugh, 2002). Thus, this study is very significant in that it secks to investigate
and present a systematic and coherent synchronic account of the language choice
patterns by Ikwerre-NPE bilinguals in Port Harcourt City, Nigeria. The Ikwerre
people are a little known minority ethnic group whose social history and current
linguistic behaviours have before now not been systematically explored.

Following in section 1.4, I present a brief discussion of the specific issues

investigated in this thesis as regards the linguistic behaviours of members of the Port

Harcourt Ikwerre community.
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1. 4 Scope of study

It is almost indisputable that a good deal of research has by now been undertaken in
the field of bilingualism and language choice. To mention just a few of these studies
that have contributed richly to the field: Amuda (1986) - Yoruba/English code-
switching in Nigeria;, Auer (1981, 1983, 1984a) - code-switching among the children
of Italian migrant workers in Constance, Germany, Bani-Shoraka (2005) - language
choice and code-switching in the Azerbaijani community in Tehran; Blom &
Gumperz (1972) - code-switching in Norway; Bortoni-Ricardo (1985) - dialectal
adjustment of rural migrants to Brazlandia, a satellite city of Brasilia; Dattamajumdar
(2005) - language attitude of the Oriya migrant population in Kolkata; Gal (1979) -
language choice and shift in bilingual Oberwart, Austria; Hohenthal (1999) - language
use of educated Indians; Li Wei (1994) - language choice patterns of Chinese
immigrants in Newcastle upon Tyne, England; Sebba (1993) - language use of
London Jamaicans. These studies and numerous other works that due to space and
time constraints could not be mentioned here have broadened our understanding of the
concept of bilingualism and its consequences. They have also enhanced our
knowledge about the organisation of bilingual conversation by investigating in detail
the structures of code alternation in different speech communities.

However, the fact still remains that little or no systematic sociolinguistic
exploration has been undertaken on the linguistic behaviours of the speakers of
minority languages in Nigeria. According to Crystal (1997), Grimes (2000) and Heine
& Nurse (2000) there are about 6, 000 languages spoken in the world today. A third of
these languages are spoken in Africa, with Nigeria contributing well over 400

languages (Batibo, 2005; Webb & Sure, 2000). As I pointed out in section 1.2 above,
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only 3 languages (i.e. Igbo, Hausa and Yoruba) are major languages together with
NSE and NPE. This means that there are well over 395 minority languages spoken in
Nigeria, one of which is the Tkwerre language spoken by the minority Ikwerre ethnic
group. The location of the Ikwerre people in Nigeria and socio-economic/political

factors have meant that members of this community are marginalised and the use of
their language restricted to very limited domains. I return to these issues in the next
chapter, where I discuss the Ikwerre origins and social structure.

Here, however, I state the objectives of this study. The main objective of this
thesis is to identify the language choice patterns of the Ikwerre of Port Harcourt and

the factors that motivate these choices. In doing this I have specifically investigated

these 1ssues:

i. The extent and patterning of lkwerre/NPE bilingualism within the
Ikwerre community.

1i. The means by which people in this community utilise two different
languages in their routine communicative interactions.

1ii. The social and attitudinal motivations for language choice at both the

group (community) and individual level.

Further, this study 1s unique in that it will explore ab initio which languages are
preferred in interactions within and across three generations namely: grandparents,
parents and younger generation. In addition, I plan to discover which social groups

(older versus younger speakers) are leading the change towards permanent language
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shift to monolingual NPE. It also seeks to examine the informants’ personal network

ties and how these in turn affect their code choice.®

Moreover, given the linguistic, socio-economic and macro-sociological
peculiarities of the Ikwerre community, it was felt appropriate to investigate
prevailing local attitudes towards Ikwerre and NPE. To do this I intend to incorporate
matched guise tests within this study of language choice. The results will confirm or
disconfirm whether exo-linguistic factors such as attitudes influence the language

choice patterns of Ikwerre-NPE bilinguals.’
Additionally, the incorporation of matched guise tests within this study is done
with a view to demonstrating that contemporary local linguistic attitudes working 1in

tandem with personal network ties would offer fuller and adequate accounts of why
members of the Port Harcourt Ikwerre community select either Ikwerre and/or NPE in
their routine communicative interactions.

Finally, the research is undertaken by means of an ethnographic participant
observation study supplemented by data obtained through face-to-face language use
interview and language attitudes questionnaire. This is with a view to additionally
exploring methodological issues in the field of language shift more generally such as
the harmonisation between self-reported data and ethnographic approaches. Tape
recordings of the informants in routine conversations will be made and analysed to
highlight instances of conversational code-switching, and how this device is deployed
by the speakers to realise various communicative goals. From the observations and
findings made in this thesis I propose an account of the language choice patterns

attested in my Port Harcourt lkwerre community data that is based on establishing a

* For details about doing personal network analysis sce: Gal, 1979; John, 1991, 2000; Li Wei, 1994;
Milroy, 1987a, b; Social networks online, 1995; Wasserman & Faust, 1994.

? On language attitudes and matched guise tests see: Agheyisi & Fishman, 1970; Bentahila, 1983;
Lambert, Hudson, Gardner & Fillenbaum, 1960; Zwickl, 2002.
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broad typology which can be directly related to the bilingualism continuum. This

framework should be equally applicable to similar bilingual settings around the world
and the next phase in the research will be to test its efficacy in different communities,
particularly in other non-western communities which, like Port Harcourt, have

experienced rapid metropolitan growth as a result of radical socio-economic change in

their recent history.

1. 5 Conclusion

The main thrust of this introductory chapter has been to present the reader with some
background information about the history of Nigeria and its highly complex linguistic
situation. The aim, as pointed out in the body of the discussion, is to allow the reader
to more clearly appreciate and understand the predicaments that people in
multilingual communities encounter when faced with decisions as to what language 1s

to be chosen over another. This makes a study of the language choice patterns of such

individuals and what motivates such choices particularly interesting.
In the next chapter, I shall present a discussion of the origins of the Ikwerre

people and the social organisation of their society in both synchronic and diachronic

terms.
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Chapter Two

The Ikwerre: Origins and Social Organisation

2. 0 Introduction

In the last chapter, a global view of the socio-political and linguistic context of
Nigeria was presented and here the focus is on describing the origins of the Ikwerre as
a people and the social structures that hold Tkwerre society together. The Ikwerre as a
people inhabit the area between the Niger Delta and the Igbo hinterland. They are one
of the many minority ethnic groups in Nigeria located in Rivers State. The Ikwerre are
spread over four local government areas of the state (see map of Ikwerreland, Figure 1
below), namely: Ikwerre, Emohua, Obio-Akpor and Port Harcourt City local
government area. Rivers State 1s one of Nigeria’s 36 States (see map of Nigeria,
Figure 1, Chapter 1), it was created in 1967, and is at the heart of the hydrocarbon
industry, responsible for a large amount of Nigeria’s foreign exchange earnings. The
status of Rivers State in terms of its strategic importance and significance to the
Nigerian economy has earned it the name Treasure Base of the Nation.

Rivers State is bounded on the south by the Atlantic Ocean, in the north by
Anambra, Imo and Abia States, in the east by Akwa Ibom State and in the west by

Bayelsa and Delta States. With its good climate, many rivers and vast areas of arable

land, the people of Rivers State are predominantly farmers, fishermen and traders.
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Figure 1 Map of Ikwerreland (Inset shows Port Harcourt and the adjoining

conurbation of Choba)
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The State has a population estimated to be a little over 3 million people, who

are thought of as hospitable, business-friendly and avow to possessing a rich unique
cultural heritage. The people of the State are drawn from various minority ethnic
groups namely; Abua, Andoni, Ekpeye, Engenni, Etche, Igbani, Ikwerre, Kalabari,

Ndoni, Ogba, Ogoni, Okrika and a host of others. However, of these minority ethnic
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groupings, the Ikwerre ethnic group is one of the major groups within Rivers State.
These ethnic groups have coexisted with one another for centuries and before the

creation of Rivers State in 1967 were collectively known as the Oil Rivers.

As was pointed out above, the IWene are located in four local government
areas of Rivers State and these are in turn made up of seven major Ikwerre groups of
communtties: Elele, Isiokpo, Rumuji, Emohua-Ogbakiri, Aluu-igwuruta, Akpor and
Obio. The immediate neighbours of the Ikwerre are the Ogba-Egbema, Ekpeye, Abua,
Etche, Eleme, as well as the Igbo and Ijo. The geographical location of Ikwerre has
been an important factor in the history and development of these peoples starting from
the earliest times. Ikwerre’s position vis-a-vis her neighbours of south-eastern Nigeria
raises serious questions about her image and the historical relationship between this
in-group and the various ethnic out-groups in the Niger Delta and its hinterland.
Moreover, the fact that the history of the Ikwerre has for long been neglected has not
helped matters. Although attempts have been made to produce local histories in an
effort to engender greater understanding of the history of the wider Nigerian polity
(Falola, 2005; Falola & Ihonvbere, 1985), the history of the Ikwerre has been given
scant attention. It has, however, been mentioned in written reports prepared by
erstwhile colonial administrators, ethnographers and anthropologists.

In addition, the works of scholars of the Igbo and Niger Delta areas do discuss
the history and migrations of the Ikwerre people, although, for the most part, these
accounts are scanty. The main point of note 1s that until very recently the Ikwerre

people were merely regarded as an offshoot of the Igbo ethnic group. Also, they were

'* Amadi, 1993; Forde & Jones, 1950; Jones, 1963; Leonard, 1906; Talbot, 1926, 1927, 1932.
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at times mistakenly treated as members of the trading empires of the Eastern Niger

Delta communities of the Kalabari, Okrika and the Ibani.!
In present day Nigeria, the Ikwerre people are a distinct ethnic group and their

language has been recognised as one of the many Nigerian languages. This

development, according to Amadi (1993), is due to a concatenation of factors: the
age-long insistence by the people as to their separate identity, the effect of the
Nigerian civil war and the creation of Rivers State as well as the systematic study of
the Ikwerre language — all of which pose a major problem to the historian of Ikwerre
society. It is the duty of such a historian to explain the historical evolution of the
people meaningfully. In order to be able to produce a balanced picture of the past
he/she has to rely on a host of sources: written and unwritten; primary and secondary
evidence; oral traditions and a review of the materials made available by
archaeological; ethnolinguistic; cultural and economic studies. It is upon these
resources that I have therefore relied 1n order to explore those facts relating to the
origins and migrations of the lkwerre people which have a bearing on the

contemporary linguistic situation.
2. 1 Origins and migrations

The origin of the Ikwerre is a highly controversial topic due to the lack of well-
documented and verifiable accounts of their exact starting point. There have been
several propositions, some of which may seem rather “fanciful” to borrow the words

of Amadi (1993: 36). Here, I present a summary of the main hypotheses relying

'! Afigbo, 1971, 1972, 19813, b; Alagoa, 1971a, b, 1972a, b, 1989; Echeruo, 1979; Ifemesia, 1978,

1979; Isichei, 1973, 1976, 1977; Northrup, 1978; Onwuejeogwu, 1977 Tasie, 1976;: Uchendu, 1965:
Williamson, 1973, 1989.
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completely on Ikwerre oral tradition supplemented with the scanty literature on the
subject matter. The hypotheses to be explored are: the Benin origin; the Igbo origin;

the linguistic evidence and the Ijo tradition.
2. 1. 1 The Benin origin

A pervasive belief among some Ikwerre scholars and Ikwerre history enthusiasts is
that the Ikwerre people descended from the ancient Benin Kingdom of mid-western
Nigeria. The oral tradition, which makes this link with the Benin Kingdom, suggests
that the Ikwerre (as do the Ekpeye and Ogba people of Rivers State) share a common
ancestor referred to as Akalaka and his half brother, Ochichi, whose descendants are
the people of Elele, Omerelu, Egbeda, and Alimini-Isiokpo (Amadi-Nna, 1989).

Furthermore, other Ikwerre communities like Ibaa, Obelle, Ogbodo, Omagwa,
Omuanwa, Omademe, Ndele, Rumuji, Emehua, Ogbakiri, and Aluu in the northern
and central parts of Ikwerreland also make mention of Akalaka, laying emphasis on
their migration from the north-west through Ekpeye (Nduka, 1989; Nweke, 1984,
Nyenke, 1985; Wagbara, 1987). The oral tradition goes on to suggest that the
Ogbakiri community are descendants of Wezena \;vho, with his elder brother Ochichi,
crossed the Sombreiro River to settle initially at Elele before moving on southwards
to settle finally in Ogbakiri. Alagoa & Tamuno (1989) also present another version of
this oral tradition, which corroborates the Benin origin claim, stating that the Ogbakiri
are linked with the Ogba through their founding father, Ekenta.

It has to be stressed that all the communities in Ikwerreland do not make the
Benin origin claim. For instance, the oral traditions of the Obio-Akpor area of

Ikwerreland do not dwell on the Akalaka/Ekpeye/Ogba/lkwerre relationship. As
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Amadi (1993: 37) reports, Chief Ogbonda, now deceased, a traditional Ikwerre

histonian, regarded Ochichi as the ancestor of the seven groups of lkwerre peoples
known as Iwhuruoha. This tradition, however, does not link Ochicht with Akalaka,
the Ekpeye and the Ogba. It rather suggests that Ozuzu in Etche was the ancestral
home of Ochichi. In support of the Ikwerre/Etche relationship 1t is said that in pre-
colonial times the Ozuzu people usually contacted the Ikwerre for help with the
organisation of the Ogba-Ige festival, which symbolises brotherhood. Due to
problems with evidencing this tradition, more information is required to cast more
light on the hypothesis that maintains that Ochichi begot Ikwerre at Ozuzu while the
latter moved to Elele, from where the ancestors of the seven groups of Ikwerre

communities then migrated to their present abode in the areas surrounding Port

Harcourt city.

2. 1, 2 The Igbo origin

The most persuasive and strongest hypothesis is that which links the Ikwerre to the
Igbo. In fact, from colonial times to the time of the Nigerian civil war (1967-1970),
the Ikwerre were not treated as a distinct ethnic group but were classified as a sub
Igbo tribe. According to Jones (1963: 30), the Ikwerre, like the Oratta, Etche, Asa and
Ndoki, are seen to be the descendants of the southern migration of the Igbo towards
the coast from a centre or core of dispersal situated in the Awka and Orlu areas."?

Eminent Igbo scholars have always and still do regard the Ikwerre as part of
the southern Igbo tribe. According to Afigbo (1981: 8), the first Igbo settlement was

around the Awka, Orlu and Okigwe area. He claims that as a result of population

'2 See glossary of foreign words for explanations.
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explosion and soil degradation there was a movement of people towards the Atlantic
coast to become the Oratta, Tkwerre, Etche, Asa and Ndoki Igbo tribes. Afigbo
maintains that the north-south settlement of the Igbo from Nsukka to Ikwerre makes
up the ‘demographic spine’ of Igbo land and that the southern Igbo, like their northern
counterparts, “have completely lost all memory of earlier migrations from anywhere
outside the general area in which they now live” (see Afigbo, 1981: 8-10). It 1s not
surprising; therefore, that Professor Afigbo (1981) suggested in a lecture that the
Ikwerre evolved new word patterns in the post Nigerian civil war era to distinguish
themselves from their Igbo brethren. For example, by prefixing the upper case letter
“R” to the names of their towns — Umukurushi changed to Rumukurushi and
Rumuigbo instead of Umuighbo — in an attempt to refute the fact that they were indeed
Igbo. Without much linguistic evidence to support this claim, it has to be viewed with
caution.

Another Igbo scholar, Professor Echeruo (1979) states that the Ikwerre people
claim they are neither Igbo nor Ijo but a totally new species of black men tracing their
ancestry over the heads of their immediate neighbours to, perhaps, Egypt or Israel.
Although he acknowledges that the issue of Ikwerre origins is highly controversial, he
stressed that the Ikwerre claims to separate identity were spurious and ridiculous. He
says that, it is less likely to be true that such a people bearing [Igbo] names like Amadi
and Wali, and having a language so differentiated from both Ijo and Efik/Ibibio could
be of other than solid Igbo stock (see Echeruo, 1979: 15).

According to Amadi (1993: 38) an Ikwerre scholar, the theory of Igbo onigins
for the Ikwerre enjoys support among some of the Ikwerre peoples themselves and the
most popular version states that the Ikwerre onginated from the Arochukwu Igbo.

This tradition regards Okpo-Wagidi as the head of the Ikwerre group of families. The
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reference to Etche in this tradition as the likely route of lkwerre migration from
Arochukwu supports the view earlier expressed in this chapter that Etche might be the
ancestral homeland of the Ikwerre. Amadi further highlights that it is also known that
before the Nigerian civil war and the period of the movements for the creation of
States, most of the communtties in Rivers State which were regarded as the southern
Igbo did not deny movements from the Igbo hinterland. He explains that for the
Ikwerre the official view in colonial times was that the people were Igbo. It 1s
believed, he says, that this view was largely influenced by the prevailing political
climate at the time. There were, however, dissenting voices, albeit the minority, who
believed that Tkwerre origins lay outside Igbo land, for example, 1in the old Benin
Kingdom. Therefore, Amadi maintains that it is obvious that the interminable debate
about Ikwerre origins and migrations (including the repudiation of the Igbo tradition)
1s not a phenomenon of the post-civil war period. The controversy, as it were, is not
necessarily the product of present political realities wherein groups, which hitherto

were seen to have cultural affinities, now find themselves in different States of

Nigeria or administrative systems.

2. 1. 3 The linguistic evidence in support of the Igbo tradition

At this point, it is pivotal that we look at the linguistic factor, which is a major issue
for those who argue that Ikwerre is part of the southern Igbo tribe. Long before
contact with the Europeans and their various languages (i.e. the former colonisers of
now independent African countries such as Britain - English, Spain - Spanish, France
- French), the peoples of Africa have been in continuous movement and migration,

thus causing contacts between the various languages and language groups. These
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movements were instigated by a host of factors like the search for more socio-

economically sustainable environments, the lessening of demographic pressure, inter-

tribal marriages, political strife, better grazing grounds or the urge to spread

religion.

This is the case between the Ikwerre and the Igbo people of south-eastern
Nigeria, who for many generations have intermarried, traded and continue to share a
common boundary. Thus, according to some leading Ikwerre and Igbo linguists, the
Ikwerre language is seen as a dialect of the Igbo language. The Igbo tribe speak
languages termed dialects of the Igbo language, as the Igbo language 1s viewed as one
and indivisible. At this juncture it is significant to cite a similar case - Ndebele, which
was formerly recognised by the Bantuist Clement Doke as a dialect of Zulu. Indeed,
from a linguistic point of view, there 1s considerable ‘mutual intelligibility’ between
speakers of Zulu and Ndebele. Zulu was the indigenous language taught in the schools |
of Bulawayo up to 1967 (Myers-Scotton, 1993). The criterion of ‘mutual
intelligibility’ was first employed by Peter Trudgill to distinguish between dialects of
the same language and different languages. In fact, according to Trudgill (2000), the
distinction between the terms ‘dialect’ and ‘language’, neither represents a
particularly clear-cut or watertight concept. As far as dialect 1s concerned, for
example, it 1s possible, in England, to speak of ‘the Norfolk dialect’ or ‘the Suffolk
dialect’. What 1s striking, as Trudgill observes, i1s that there 1s, in fact, no clear
linguistic break between Norfolk and Suffolk dialects. It is not possible to state in

linguistic terms where people stop speaking one and start speaking the other. There is,
that 1s, a geographical dialect continuum (see Trudgill, 2000: 3-4). Further, in Rivers

State, according to Alagoa & Tamuno (1989), Ekpeye, Tkwerre, Ogba, Egbema,

'* See also Batibo, 2005; Childs, 2003; Idris, 2003.
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Ndoni, Etche and Ndoki languages are mutually intelligible in this way and are thus
referred to as Igboid or Lower Niger Group. In their joint article, Alagoa & Kiebel
(1989: 52) note that communities also discover their relationship to others through
language. Common dialect or language suggests common culture or historical contact
and common experience. Community traditions do, indeed, make efforts to explain
relationships on these grounds. On this score, modern linguists agree that kinship and
contacts between communities can be reflected in language. They agree that where
the speakers of two languages can understand each other, the kinship must be close,
and that even a few similarities can be important indicators of contact.'®

Following from this 1s the fact that although I am Igbo and had never spoken
the Ikwerre language prior to conducting fieldwork research in the Ikwerre
community of Port Harcourt, I did not find it difficult to understand and converse in
the language. However, throughout my stay in Port Harcourt my respondents
sincerely stressed the need for me to acknowledge and respect their views that their
language is distinct from my language - Igbo. Similarly, Myers-Scotton (1993: 90)
reported in Uganda that: “although Acholi and Lango are mutually intelligible, they
are called separate languages probably because the peoples see themselves as having
separate histories.” In the light of this I want to mention that Williamson (1989) and
Williamson & Blench (2000) have revealed from their investigations that, although
there are features which make the Ikwerre language unique, it is indeed more
appropriate to describe Igbo, Ikwerre, Ogba and other sister languages (except Ekpeye)
as a language cluster. She (Williamson, 1989) explains that in a language cluster we

distinguish different languages where there are weaknesses in the lines of

'* Jones, 1998; Kerswill, 1995; Loveday, 1996; Luska, 1999; Mongeon & Beniak, 1991.
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communication without claiming that there 1s a total break in mutual intelligibility,
that 1s, the ability of speakers from one group to understand those from another group.

Having given due consideration to the points raised, here, I agree with Amadi
(1993) and Alagoa & Kiebel (1989) that emphasis should be laid on the fact that
linguistic affinity constitutes a very potent evidence of kinship with Igbo. Therefore,
to suggest otherwise and argue that this linguistic relationship between Ikwerre and
Igbo is due rather to contacts than anything else is to suggest that perhaps in remote
antiquity there existed a proto-lkwerre language which has either been completely lost
or drastically modified by the overriding influence of other cultures. It, therefore,
seems significant to investigate further the assertion that past generations of Ikwerre
people, especially in the south, found it onerous to comprehend both Igbo and Jjo

without quondam contact.

2. 1. 4 The Ijo origin

Another oral tradition of Ikwerre origin is the one that claims that the people migrated
from the Niger Delta to the North. This 1s probably the weakest of all the possible
theories of Tkwerre origin and it is believed that this version stems from the Benin
origin claim, which is shared by the Ijo group of people in the Niger Delta. Also,
Tamuno & Alagoa (1989) observe that the traditions of Benin origin would indicate
more recent movements from the west or north-west across the upper or lower Niger
River, from areas under Benin influence. In other words, the migration did not
actually emanate from the core of the Benin Empire.

As Amadi (1993) adds, the Ijo theory is more popular in parts of Ogbakiri than

elsewhere. It should be pointed out, however, that in other communities near the Ijo
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border the stress is rather on age-long Ikwerre-Ijo contact established by trade, inter-
marriage and other forms of social linkage. Thus, for the Emohua, some Ogbakiri
groups, the Akpor, the Obio, the Ndele and other communities that had historical
contacts with the Ijo, kinship does not explain Ikwerre-Ijo relationship.

In discussing these hypotheses, the aim has been to try to establish the origins
of the Ikwerre people, although, as is evident from the discussion, the people have for
generations been faced with a crisis of origin and self-identity. Largely, the problem 1s
centred on the strategic positioning of Ikwerre as a frontier society, a geographical,
economic and cultural crossroads between the peoples of the Igbo hinterland to the
north and the Niger Delta communities to the south. Their linguistic affinity with the
Igbo and age-long economic and cultural contact with them and the Ijo have brought
about substantial amounts of uncertainty in Ikwerre history, worldview and traditional
institutions. Their traditions of origin, as Amadi (1993) suggests, have, thus, been
influenced by the Igbo-Ijo pull. However, one fact that is dominant in the suggestions

of Ikwerre evolution is that one cannot say for certain that the various Ikwerre clans

and communities moved to their present location in one great move, from the same
direction and at the same time. The evidence at hand points to different pockets of
migration - probably at different times. It is safe to assume that due to the lack of a
significant body of published literature on the origins and migratory patterns of the
Ikwerre, coupled with the passing of time and limitations of human memory; it is
unsurprising that we are unable to give a definitive answer as to where their
primordial home was exactly.

Again, Amadi (ibid.), states that whether or not the Ikwerre originally
belonged to one family of peoples, Igbo or not, it is now incontrovertible that in their

present .physical environment they have evolved as a group with a common
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experience in the interplay of potent geographical, economic and political factors long

before the advent of colonial rule. As such, they qualify for the status of
‘ethnolinguistic in-group’ in the terms of Giles et al. (1977). They have, ever since,
regarded themselves in this manner and have come a long way in their struggle for
self-identity and self-determination as evidenced by the recognition of their language
as one of those officially recognised within the modern Nigerian nation state (for
example, in the 1979 Nigerian Constitution). Their route towards recognition is
reminiscent of that followed by a number of minority groups such as the Catalans of
the Catalonia region in Spain (see Wollard, 1985, 1989, 1992, 1998; Woolard &
Gahng, 1990; Woolard & Gal, 2001), or the place now afforded to the Irish language
in the new constitution of the Irish Republic following independence in the early
twentieth century (see Corrigan, 1992, 2004; Crowley, 1989a, b, 2000; Hickey, 1997,
Hindley, 1990; O Gliasain, 1997; O hUallachain, 1994; O Riagéin, 1994, 1997). The
Ikwerre case is interesting amongst many of these in that it differs with respect to the
taking up of arms to agitate for autonomy as the Basque separatist group ETA has
done and continues to do in Spain and as the official IRA did in Ireland during the
Easter uprising in 1916, the Anglo-Irish War of 1919-1921 and the Irish Civil War
between 1922 and 1923.7

The discussions presented above underline a very important fact, that is, that

the Ikwerre society has for the most part of their known history been a bilingual

society. In other words, they have always possessed the ability to use another
language other than the Ikwerre language in the fulfilment of their communicative
tasks. This observation links directly into the second objective of this thesis, which as

was pointed out in section 1.4 of Chapter 1 is the exploration of the means by which

'> For overviews of related cases of ethnolinguistic recognition, see Campani, 2001; Climent-Ferrando,
2005; Guibernau,1999; Hilton, 2002; Mezo, 2002; Miley, 2004; Myhill, 1999; Pountain, 1997; Shelly,
1999, Siguan, 2004, Stepan, 2002; Strubell, 1999; Vann, 1999; Wright, 1998; Ysursa, 2001.
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people in this community utilise two different languages in their routine
communicative interactions.

Further, stemming from the preceding discussions we learn that in pre-colonial
Nigeria, the most predominant other language in their repertoire was the Igbo
language (see sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3 above). This assertion is buttressed by the
following conversation in example 1 below, captured by myself during the explorative
phase of the fieldwork for this project. The conversation took place in the home of an
83 year old Ikwerre grandfather, who, on hearing that I was conducting research on

the Ikwerre language, invited me over to talk about the language in the company of

his 75 year old friend.'®

Example 1: (A= ficldworker; B= 83 year old grandfather; C= his 75 year old friend)

1 A: ...Isi nu mbia nu ta (.) ka ika rumu ihe (.) ma banyere onu-onu // Ikwerre.

...remember [that] you said [that] when I come today, you’ll give me some

information about the Ikwerre lang-language.

2 B: // Ihi them zi aka ru gi taa (.) bu ihe na eme na n’mgbe gbo (.) mgbe anyi bu umu
azi (.) anyi na asu onu Ikwerre na onu Igbo na ezi n’oro anyi (.) any1i soro nde
nne anyi ga na ahia (.) anyi na asu asusu Igbo na oma ahia (3.0) mgbe ufo di (.)
anyi na eji asusu Igbo na igwuru igwu di ka // umu azi

What I am going to tell you today is what obtained in_the past. When we
were growing up as children, we spoke both the Ikwerre and Igbo language

at home. When we accompanied our mothers to the market, we spoke the

' See Appendix V for descriptions of transcription conventions used in this study.



36

Igbo language there as well. Sometimes, when we played together with our

friends we used the Igbo language.

3 C: /I obu ezi okwu (.) echem na ihe mere anyi ji asu onu Igbo (.) bu na otutu nde
nne anyi bu ndi Igbo (.) ya na (.) anyi na ha na aru ko oru...
Indeed, this was the case then, and I believe that we spoke the Igbo

language because most of our mothers were Ighos and we also farmed with

them (the Igbos)...

Not only does the above extract confirm the observation that the Ikwerre society has
always been bilingual. It also supports the view in the literature that bilingualism is a
product of language contact (see Appel, 1987; Batibo, 2005; Fasold, 1984; Jenkins,
2005; Lehiste, 1988; Loveday, 1996; Piitz, 1994; Sebba, 1997, Silva-Corvalan, 1994,
Thomason, 1999). In the case of the Ikwerre and the Igbo language, it was contact
through the agency of marriage, commerce and a common boundary with the Igbo-
speaking people.

As I mentioned 1n the discussions in section 2.1.2 above, since the end of the
Nigerian civil war (see section 1.1, Chapter 1 for a discussion of the linguistic
implications of the war on Nigeria), the dynamics in the linguistic relationship
between the lkwerre and the Igbo people has shifted. Today, one of the most
significant other languages in the Ikwerre repertoire is the NPE. This, together with
the use of the Ikwerre language, forms the object of my study. I elaborate on this

ongoing relationship in subsequent sections of this Chapter and in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.
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Having explored the migratory history of the Ikwerre, it is equally important I

believe that we examine those structures within the society by which the individual
relationships of different social groups and institutions with their multiplex ranks,
aims and objectives, interests and role expectations are made to cohere with one
another and organised for the purpose of attaining the shared goals of the society like

unity, security, progress and prosperity for all. These and other related 1ssues are the

foci of the discussions in the following section."’

2. 2 The social structure and organisation of Ikwerreland

In the discussion of the social organisation of Ikwerre society below, I shall, therefore,
be looking at the relationships between persons within social groups and institutions
in the society in which they live. The review will also focus on how people can
employ their physical and social environment to enhance their condition. The latter is
taken to include their geographical position, attitudes to family, clan and tribe since
these have a bearing on the maintenance or loss of the Ikwerre language. Moreover,
these 1ssues are relevant in assisting our understanding of the social and attitudinal

motivations for language choice at both the group (community) and individual level:

the third objective of this thesis.'®

2. 2. 1 The outline geography of Ikwerreland

The population of Ikwerreland is estimated at over 200,000 who live on an undulating

plain watered by the Ikwerre channel and named the New Calabar River by the

'7 For an overview, see Ember & Ember, 1981; Hann, 2000; Haralambos, Holborn & Heald, 2004;
Keesing & Strathern, 1998.

'* See section 1.4, Chapter 1.
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colonial administration. It lies within the tropical rain forest off the coast of Guinea.
The geographical location of Ikwerreland and its ecological make-up influences the
people’s occupation. The main occupations are farming, fishing, wine tapping, animal
hunting, petty trading and wood works. The Ikwerre people export their farm produce
such as cassava, yams, plantains, assorted vegetables and fruits. Locally manufactured
and imported goods are bought and sold in the corner shops and local markets.

The New Calabar River (mentioned above) bisects the region into eastern and
western sectors since the river flows longitudinally throughout the entire length of
Ikwerreland. The eastern sector, in turn, is bisected by a trunk road running from Port
Harcourt through Omerelu to Owerri, the Capital of Imo State and the western 1s split
by the East-West road, linking Rivers State with Akwa Ibom, Edo and Delta States.
The positioning of Ikwerreland 1s very critical to the survival of its language because
it 1s a major gateway into Rivers State. I observed during the fieldwork stage of this
project that those Ikwerre towns and villages situated in and around these points of
entry and exit into Rivers State are acutely bilingual. They are constantly in contact
with people outside of Ikwerreland who do not speak the Ikwerre language and thus
tend to use Nigeria’s de facto lingua franca (NPE) for their inter-ethnic interactions. "’

This observation was confirmed in a personal conversation with Professor Kay
Williamson (July 10™, 2003) of the University of Port Harcourt, who has been
rescarching the languages of this area for the last twenty-five years. She said that in
her studies: “she has noted that Ikwerre towns and villages such as Rebisi, Alikohia,

Iguwruta, Elelewo and Choba [to mention just a few], which are situated close to Port

Harcourt city and within touching distance of the entry and exit points into Rivers

State are experiencing massive language shift from Ikwerre-dominant

'’ For an overview of the role of NPE within Nigeria, see section 1.2, Chapter 1.
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monolingualism to NPE-dominant bilingualism.” Further confirmation of this
observation 1s found in example 2, below and Chapters 5, 6 and 7 of this study. The
interaction in example 2 is between a grandmother (A) who is in her late 60s and (B)

her 33 year old daughter-in-law. They were talking generally about the language

situation in Ikwerreland today.

Example 2: (Conversation between a grandmother/mother-in-law (A) and her young

daughter-in-law (B))

1 A: .. kita unu ana ghi azu umu nu na onu Ikwerre (0.4) ha no kota (.) .hh ha-na asu
onu beke (.) na izu ka gar-ra-aga kam-kam no na ihu ulo m, umu azi abuo hum

na ekelem na onu beke (0.2) ma ajuo ha si obu ha amaghi onu lkwerre (.) ha si//

uh-uh =

...Jkwerre parents no longer teach lkwerre language to their children.
When they are all together they only speak NPE. Last week- -last week, 1
was sitting- -sitting outside when two youngsters saw me and greeted me in
NPE. I turned round and asked them if they could not speak the Ikwerre
language. They replied, no.

2 B: // ma::ma (.) uwa agba nwe le (1.0) umu aka na asu onu Ikwerre enwe te li ike
acho ta oru (0.4) ogwu la ma ha choro iga ruo-o oru ugbo (.) ma me enyi ndi
Ikwerre s0-0s0 (.) ya mere anyi ji aha pu ha suo onu beke.

Ma::ma, the world has changed. Children who speak only the Ikwerre
language can no longer find jobs. Only those who want to take to- -to

farming, can afford to speak just the Ikwerre language, or those who want
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to make Ikwerre friends only. This is why parents do not discourage their

children from speaking NPE.

3 A: = echem na unu emeriela (.) anyi la (.) onu Ikwerre ala!
I believe that we have lost the battle [to maintain the Ikwerre language].
When we [the grandparents generation] die, the language [Ikwerre

language] dies with us!

The above conversation is very powerful in that it encapsulates the feelings
and attitudes of different members of the Ikwerre community toward the Ikwerre
language and NPE. In addition, it precisely links into the first and third objectives of
this thesis: The extent and patterning of Ikwerre-NPE bilingualism within the Ikwerre
community and the social and attitudinal motivations for language choice at both the

group (community) and individual level. Not only this, it (Example 2) also validates

the decision to incorporate language attitudes analysis within this study (see section
1.4, Chapter 1 and section 3.6 of Chapter 3). Indeed, the grandmother’s emotional
statement in her second turn calls to mind the view expressed by Fishman (1960), that
language is so often taken as a biological inheritance that its association with ethnic
paternity is both frequent and powerful. It is ‘acquired with the mother’s milk’. It 1s
not only shaped by the inherited organism of speech but i, in turn, shapes the mind
and the mental processes. It is saturated with the tears and joys of the ancestors. It 1s
loved with all one’s being (see Fishman, 1989: 26).

Furthermore, from the above extract it is noticeable that the Ikwerre society is

undergoing not only linguistic but also social transformation. This transformation 1s
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taking place at the community, family and individual level as the preceding
discussions and examples underline. Thus, in the next section I discuss the social
structure and organisation of the Ikwerre society, which I believe is necessary for a

proper understanding of their linguistic behaviours.

2. 2. 2 Ikwerre social structure and organisation

In this section, I will draw mainly from the description of Ikwerre social structure and
organisation given by Otonnaa (1993), an Ikwerre traditional chief as well as my own
observations during the fieldwork phase of my research.

Otonnaa (1993) explains that a glimpse at the workings of the pre-colonial
Ikwerre social and political institution styled, “Village Democracy” shows the
Nnyenweli (the village chief) as the tribal leader. However, these individuals do not
govern autocratically but are guided by a council of chief men of the community who
are consulted regularly. The decisions of the council and the Nnyenweli deliberating
together are brought before the assembly of the whole people at the village square,
normally under the shade of trees. Out of these three elements — the Nnyenweli, the
council of the chief men of the community, and the assembly of the whole people,
emerge the village democracy, a process of consulting with one another to arrive at a
decision. During this time (in pre-colonial Nigeria), however, this form of political
organisation was weak and loose. The true power in Ikwerre pre-colonial society was
the family (I will discuss this further in the next sub-section).

The villages (onumnama) were habitations of contiguous maximal families
(Mgbu), all the members being descended from a common ancestor and bound

together by the tie of blood or mythical charter. Originally, the chief of the family had
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the power of life and death over everyone who belonged to the family. The village
communities were not themselves isolated and independent, they too were a part of a
larger community called the clan (mbam). The clan 1s made up of all the people of the
contiguous villages or towns under the authority of a clan head. When a clan head
became influential and powerful and held sway over neighbouring clans, a community
consisting of more than one clan would be formed. While each clan had to merge its
separate political institutions in the common institution of the whole tribe, 1t still
retained its individual identity within this larger union called Evnupu or tribe. Based
on this description, the modern in-group represented by the lkwerre 1s a tribe
dispersed over its territory in a vast number of relatively small and virtually
independent local communities of between 3 and 10 thousand people termed
onumnarna or villages. Onumnarna evolves into mbam or clans according to their

population and territorial possessions. Each unit has its own territory and government

even though they might not have come from a common stock.

Further, contemporary Ikwerre societies live in clusters separated in a vast
area of arable land stretching some five to ten kilometres apart. The farmland is
usually held in common, but in some communities it i1s held individually in families.
Each clan is sub-divided into villages or towns, each village sub-divides into quarters
or wards (Mgbu), and each quarter or ward 1s sub-divided into major families, which
further sub-divide into minor, minimal and nuclear families. Ikwerre villages are
made up of a number of separate residential wards or quarters. A quarter is a

corporate group of maximal patrilineal kin claiming a common ancestor. The Mgbu is

partially autonomous in its internal administration, but usually recognises the superior
authorty of the village whose decision is final in cases referred to it from the quarters.

All the members of the major family (ogba), minor family (oro), minimal family
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(rime ogba), and nuclear family (ezi nuoro) live within a compound. Any component
units of the compound could establish their separate sub-compounds outside the main
one should this become necessary due to increase in family size. If this happens, 1t
does not impair or diminish their loyalty or affect their relationships to their original
family to whose head they all have to pay traditional deference and obedience. Heads
of all the maximal families and major families make up the village. There 1s also the
village head or chief but all the contiguous villages come under the headship of one
traditional ruler who is also the village head of the principal village.

The ward or quarter government consists of the meeting of the heads of the
component households and is presided over by the head of the ward. Members of the
ward select the head for this office strictly in accordance with traditional principles.
The choice must go to the oldest male descendant in the male line of the founder ward.
The heads of the component minor families within the ward assist the head of a major
family in the ward council and this makes for fairness and equity. In both the major
and minor families only the oldest males are selected heads of their families. This
invokes the element of gerontocracy in the system of choice. However, in the
maximal families (Mgbu or ward) and village headship the choice is hereditary. A
young man, for instance, of thirty years or even younger could be installed the village
head to lead a council composed of men much older than himself, so long as he
happens to be the oldest in the ruling family of the ward or village. It 1s indeed
fascinating to see how the principles of gerontocracy and heredity are perfectly
blended in the administrative machinery of traditional Ikwerre society.

Given that the roles of men and women are so differentiated in this society, an

important issue addressed by this thesis is fo ascertain the extent to which

concomitant gender related differences in language choice patterns can be isolated
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for the Port Harcourt Tkwerre community. Further, as I pointed out earlier in this
section, in pre-colonial Ikwerre society the family was the single most potent
institution and in section 2.2.3 below, I explain the relevance of this fact to issues of

language choice.

2. 2. 3 The family

In this section, I look in some detail at the primary groups that make up the society
vis-a-vis the family. The family in Ikwerre society is agnatic in nature, that is, family
members are descendants of the same male ancestor, especially through the male line.
They share a common residence in a compound, within a social system located in a
community. The human family can be grouped as the family of procreation and the
family of orientation. Members of the family of procreation are related by blood or
marriage and possess hereditary rights (see Haralambos et al., 2004).

On the other hand, the social characteristic of the family of orientation is based
on the fact that the family has its own approved pattern of behaviour that governs the
relations that exist between its members. Members are enjoined to adhere to the rules
of behaviour and relationship or face the wrath of the society. This statement is very
vital in that it raises another hypothesis to be explored in this thesis, namely, that the
Ikwerre language will be the code of choice for most family member interactions,
while in non-family member communications NPE will most likely be the choice code.

The family domain has been shown in similar studies to be the most likely
place where the use of the indigenous language i1s most prevalent (see for instance,

Batibo, 2005; Dattamajumdar, 2005, Edwards, 1986; Fishman, 1972b; Gal, 1979;
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Greenfield, 1972; Hohenthal, 1999, Li Wei, 1994, Milroy, 1987a). With this research

in mind, I give below an overview of the three main types of family in Ikwerreland:

11.

The nuclear family (Ezi n’oro): This is the most common form of the family. It
is made up of simply two parents (father and mother) and their children. In
Ikwerreland the size of the nuclear family is dependent on the form of
marriage adopted, that is whether the marriage is monogamous or polygamous.
Judging by the families I observed for this study it is safe to say that the
average family size in Ikwerre is father, mother and six children (see Table 1
of Chapter 4).

The extended family: In Ikwerreland this arises when one joins two families, in
one, he is a member of his father’s family as a son — this 1s his natal family. In
another he is a member of his own immediate family in which he is the father
— this is his conjugal home. In the extended family type, as practised by the
Ikwerre, such relationships as fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, half-sisters,
half-brothers, uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces and cousins are all rolled together
under the generic names: father, mother, brother and sister. Thus, 1n most
instances, someone being referred to as ‘brother’ or ‘sister’ has no blood
relationship at all with the addressee. In fact, in Ikwerre society the extended
family is a large domestic cluster consisting of several relationships,
sometimes including even close work and school-mates (this issue is discussed

further in ‘111’ below). This type of extended family structure has brought
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about intense language contact and fuzziness in the line between exchange and

interactive networks as detailed in the literature.’

For example, while visiting an Ikwerre family in Port Harcourt I was
invited into the kitchen area where the wife of the man I was visiting with was
busy cooking. At one stage in her cooking she ran out of tomato puree. The
woman beckoned on her daughter who was nearby to go across the street to
their neighbours and ask them for some. When the girl came back with the
condiment and the cooking was done, I asked her if the woman across the

street was her blood relative and she replied thus in NPE:

Example 3: (A = My host’s wife)

1 A: No (0.3) shi no bi ma sista like dat wey yu min (.) bot wi de salut (.) for evri
ta:im wey wi si (.) an wi pikin dem de ple tugeda (2.0) > 1 (Looking up to the
right towards me the fieldworker) So (.) a go fit ansa se shi bi ma tru:-tru: sista.
No, we are not related by blood. However, we greet every time we meet. And

our children play together. So, I can say that she is my sister indeed.

The woman’s reply is very significant because what she did would be a very
unlikely occurrence in Western-industrialised societies. You do not just walk
up to people’s doors to ask for tomato puree simply because you exchange

greetings when you meet or because your children play together. In such

* For detailed discussions and critique of social networks, see sections 3.5, Chapter 3; 4.6, Chapter 4 &
Chapter 6 of this study.
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societies this type of relationship is at best classified as interactive rather than
exchange ties (see further, Chapters 3 and 6 this study). However, in the
Ikwerre society there is no such clear-cut distinction between both types of
personal network ties. Equally vital 1s the fact that the other woman from

across the street to whom my host’s wife sent her daughter is a non-Ikwerre
indigene. In fact, she is Yoruba, an entirely different tribe from the Ikwerre
minority ethnic group. Thus, the third assumption investigated in this thesis
relates to whether or not this fuzziness in the distinction between exchange and
interactive personal network ties means that both network types have the same
or different impacts on the informants’ linguistic behaviours.

Kinship: In anthropology, kinship is defined as a unit composed of a family,
clan, or other group based on blood relationship. In Ikwerre society, kinship is
made up of members of the family outside the immediate nexus of procreation:
grandmothers, grandfathers, grandaunts, granduncles and such like. Therefore,
for the Ikwerre people, the family is but one of the varieties of kinship groups,
which includes the ward, the village and even the clan. Kinship in this society
is based on systems of socially defined relationships and descent. A man’s kin
as explained by Otonnaa (1993), an Ikwerre traditional chief, may include
persons related through either the father or the mother(s) by biological descent
but generally not affinal relatives. Some of the kinship relations are based only
partially on the recognition of biological relation. Kinship in Ikwerre finds its
most intimate expression in the joint and extended family system, which
makes everyone his brother’s keeper. lkwerreland, as has already been
highlighted, is a patrilineal society and children born within wedlock belong to

the father’s line and never to the mother’s line, as is the case in the matrilineal
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system. Thus, the Ikwerre kinship system is based on three principles: (a) A
common ancestor, (b) Marriage ties, and (c) Adoption. A person’s kinsmen are
his relatives through any of these principles. It is possible for a person to know

all his nuclear and extended family members (Rumunnadi), but not all other

several persons related to him through marriage and adoption.?!

Other than these organisations there are other structures too, that tend to bring the

people together under a common social unit. For example:

= The age sets or age grades associations.

= The secret societies.

= The title holder’s associations.

* The occupational interest groups.

* The traditional medicine men’s association.
* Eldest daughters’ associations.

* Dance groups.

* Thrift societies.

* Religious groups.

» Initiation counsellors’ associations.

These groups possess intimate knowledge about their members. They have a strong
feeling of belonging together, exhibit a high degree of unity in the face of external
threat or aggression and are very sensitive to any harm done to fellow members. What

is more, Otonnaa (1993) adds, because their memberships cut across the family and

2 For more details on family and kinship ties in traditional and contemporary societies, see Bernardes,
1997; Carter & McGoldrick, 1999; Haralambos et al., 2004; Keesing & Strathern, 1998.
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kinship ties and loyalties, they tend to weaken or destroy any natural inclinations

towards parochialism and selfishness in the members. These groups are structured in
such a way that they promote social cohesion and conformity, cooperation and
participation among the individual members. They are also fertile grounds for the
stimulation of social and linguistic change in the community. In much the same way
as Communities of Practice have been found to be (see Eckert, 2000; Wenger, 1999,
sections 3.5.2 and 6.4 of this thesis). For instance, those members of the community

who have forged relationships with non-Ikwerre indigenes bring with them to these

associations the paraphernalia of this new experience: part of which is language. Thus,

the members of such groups are themselves agents of social and linguistic change.

2. 2. 4 Socialisation

The family fosters the socialisation process in Ikwerre society. Socialisation is the
process by which people acquire the norms and culture of a given society so as to
conduct themselves in manners appropriate for functioning properly within it. The
socialisation of individuals in Ikwerre from start to finish 1s meant to enhance social
harmony, participation, co-operation and conformity within its citizenry. Through the
initiation ceremony of boys into manhood, Ikwerre society tries to inculcate the norms,
mores, values and concepts of the society into its youth.

In the past, Otonna (1993) states that titles were conferred upon the
incumbents in appreciation and recognition of their physical exploits and
achievements in their various fields of calling such as farming, fishing, hunting,
traditional wrestling and fighting. The titles were never given out based on the wealth

of the individual concerned or offered as bribes. Their conferment bore a testimony to
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the high value Ikwerre society placed on deeds of virtue and excellence. Today, he

claims, however, that in various parts of Ikwerreland the conferment of these titles no
longer depended on positive attributes, but rather on the ability of the individual to
bribe their way into institutions and to buy the titles. Thus, the value of the titles as a
mark of excellence and distinction in a particular field of endeavour has greatly
depreciated due to this corruption (Otonnaa, 1993: 76-77).

It must also be added that the rigid respect for elders by the youth, which was
the norm in traditional Ikwerre society, is being gradually eroded by what the elders
term ‘western invasion’. They point out that, in the past, children greeted their elders
in the Ikwerre language, but today many young people tend to speak and address their
elders in NPE (see example 2 above). This, in the opinion of the elders, has led to the
adulteration and erosion of their age-old customs and traditions, and the inability of
Ikwerre youths to speak the Ikwerre language properly. More will be said about these
issues in the following chapters of this study, when the language choice patterns
attested in the Ikwerre community of Port Harcourt is discussed. The above comments
lead into the fourth hypothesis to be confirmed or disconfirmed by this project, that 1s,

grandparents and older speakers will tend to select the Ikwerre language as their

preferred code for the accomplishment of their communicative tasks, while younger
speakers will prefer NPE for the fulfilment of similar tasks.

Apart from their supposed traditional role as homemakers and home-keepers
(see Oakley, 1974), women rather than men in traditional Ikwerre society are
instrumental in the perpetuation of the pedigree. They play a pivotal role in the early
education of the child by initiating them into the canons of the lineage traditions.
These roles are not dissimilar to those reported in other traditional societies (for an

overview, see Christ, 1997, Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Jaggar & Young, 2000,
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Loveland, 1982; Mihesuah, 2003). Further, Ikwerre women also help to preserve
peace 1n the society. The women-folk in Ikwerre society are organised to encourage
internal cohesion, unity and social control, to regulate and control social action and
social integration. Indeed, they are crucial for making it possible for individuals to
give full expression to their authenticity through occasional confrontations with
opposing forces. These roles tend to bolster the arguments of such researchers as
Charles (2002) and Archer & Lloyd (2002) that female gender roles vary from society
to society, therefore, it would be erroneous to simply categorise women in all
societies as simply homemakers and home-keepers. Most certainly the role of women
in Ikwerre society transcends these. As I pointed out earlier in section 2.2.2 above,
since male/female roles are so differentiated in this society, this study seeks to
discover whether these differences in gender roles have any impact on the language
choice patterns of both male and female members of the Port Harcourt Ikwerre
community.

Further, I have attempted in the above discussions to present an outline of the
social structure and organisation of Ikwerreland. I have explored the ways people are
ranked within the social hierarchy of Ikwerre society and the rewards accruing to
individuals based on the values their society places on the roles they fulfil. It has been
shown, here, that the geography of Ikwerreland influenced the traditional occupations
of its peoples, and the family was the most powerful entity in this society.

Having looked at the setup of traditional Ikwerre society, following is a brief
account of the Ikwerre community of Port Harcourt where the present study was
carried out. In this section, as I mentioned earlier in Chapter 1, section 1.4, I also
elaborate further on the rationale for selecting the Port Harcourt Ikwerre community

and their language(s) as my object of study.
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2.3 The Ikwerre of Port Harcourt

The location of the current study is the Ikwerre community of Choba in the Port
Harcourt area (see Figure 1, this Chapter: Map of Ikwerreland). There are two
cardinal reasons for choosing this particular location. Firstly, I have very close friends
who have lived in Choba for many years prior to the formal start of this study and
through them I had established extensive and vibrant personal contacts within the
Ikwerre community in the area. As I will argue in Chapter 4, these are significant
factors in carrying out detailed community based sociolinguistic research (see also
Gal, 1979, Li Wei, 1994; Milroy, 1987a, b). Secondly, the area hosts a large
indigenous Ikwerre population (see section 2.3.1 below for figures) and, thus may be
more representative of the Ikwerre communities in Rivers State, Nigeria.

As is the case with many other minority tribes in Nigeria, there is little or no
detailed systematic study of the Ikwerre as a people. In fact, during the fieldwork for
this study I made repeated attempts to obtain any information from official quarters
about the local population and got nothing except a map and directions on how to
locate Ikwerre towns and villages. Therefore, just as Li Wei (1994) reported in his
Tyneside Chinese community study, information from official channels is, in most
cases, scarce and unreliable. Even when such information is available, it might prove
to be of Iittle value for the kind of detailed study that will be required in complex
cases like that of the Ikwerre. The demographic information, which forms the basis of
this investigation, was therefore collected by means of participant observation and

informal interviews with older members of the Ikwerre community in Port Harcourt

during the 1nitial fieldwork phase.
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2. 3. 1 Demography and economy

The Ikwerre community of Choba in Port Harcourt number between 15,000 and
25,000 persons. The population of the Port Harcourt in-group seems to be relatively
youthful, having more young people than one might expect of a normal sample
(though this is probably not surprising given its urbanity and the greater likelihood of
migration to urban centres amongst the young).*

It is important to mention that Port Harcourt City is the capital of Rivers State,
and is known as the ‘Garden City’ throughout Nigeria due to its beautiful layout and
topography. Many centuries ago the present day location called Port Harcourt was
inhabited only by the Ikwerre, but today Port Harcourt is a metropolitan society, with
over a million people (made up of Ikwerre and largely non-Ikwerre indigenes from
other parts of Nigeria as well as a significant number of foreign nationals who work 1n
the petroleum and allied industries).

Port Harcourt houses Nigeria’s second largest seaport, a busy international
airport with regular links to all parts of the country and to major cities of the world.
The Nigerian eastern railway terminus is situated in the city, and 1t is the largest
commercial and industrial centre outside Lagos. The city has two degree-awarding
universities (one of them being situated in Choba, my research site) and there are also
a number of Further Education colleges. Besides, it boasts two petroleum refineries, a

petrochemical and liquefied natural gas plant, fertilizer plant and many other allied

industries. >

*2 This will, of course be reflected in my subject sample which will be described in some detail in
Chapter Four. Also for more information on rural-urban migration see Bortoni-Ricardo, 1985;

Saracoglu & Roe, 2004; http//www.unfpa.org/sustainable/urbanizationhtm (United Nations
Population Fund).

* See the Rivers State website for detailed descriptions: http://www.rivers-state.gov.ng/
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Given the metropolitan and socio-economic constitution of Port Harcourt, it
has become a very expensive place to live and work, hence, many indigenous Ikwerre
people have been forced to live in adjoining conurbations like Choba. Numerous
industries and institutions of higher learning in the city employ highly educated and
skilled personnel from Rivers State and other parts of Nigeria, including a number of
Ikwerre people (Table 1 below, presents an illustration of the occupational status of

the informants used in this study).

Table 1 Informants’ occupation

Male Female
Subsistence farming/Never employed 3 13
Retired 2 0
Employed 18 8
In full-time study 15 17
Total = 38 38
Types of occupation
Market trader 0 4
Civil servant 7 1
Clerical S 3
Technician/Mechanic 2
Factory worker 4

Many members of the Ikwerre community are employed as unskilled or semiskilled

workers in the factories and industries in the city. Others work as clerical and office

staff in the civil service and universities; some of the women own small corner shops
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and stalls in the local markets, while another group of young adult males work as
technicians/mechanics.

Since the population is mostly composed of young people, unsurprisingly, a
majority of them are at various stages of full-time education. In the past, women have
traditionally not been sent to school in these regions as in many other parts of Nigeria.
For instance, the UNESCO Institute for Statistics country profile on Nigeria

(2002/2003) reports that literacy rates for 15 years and older for males = 74.4%, and

females = 59.4% (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 Literacy rates — 15 years and older

Male 144

Female 4
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Source: After UNESCO Institute of Statistics country profile on Nigeria (2002/2003)

The gap between male/female literacy rates is narrowing. Today, education is
very important to the Ikwerre and, as a consequence, most Ikwerre people strive to

give their children of both sexes as much education as they can, within their financial
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limitations. Thus, this study will also examine whether the level of education attained

by the respondents influences their language choice patterns or not.

2. 3. 2 Language environment

Due to the metropolitan nature of present day Port Harcourt, the Ikwerre now have to
share their community with non-Ikwerre people from other parts of the country, with
whom they have no linguistic affinity. Thus, the medium of wider communication is
naturally NPE (see section 2.4 below for an overview of the history and evolution of
NPE). It is the language spoken at school and in the local neighbourhoods by children,
at work and market by their parents and NPE 1s also commonly used for sermons in
most church services.

I observed prior to the start of the fieldwork phase that the indigenous Ikwerre
population of Port Harcourt is gradually, but powerfully, being influenced in their
language behaviour (in terms of both use and choice) within and across the
community by their neighbours who do not have Ikwerre as their first language.
Ikwerre is still spoken by many inhabitants of the city and its environs as their first
language, but this i1s largely confined to very intimate communications, typified by
that between grandparents and other older members of the community.

Furthermore, in a personal communication, Mr Ekwulo (September 10
2003), a retired primary school head teacher, informed me that school policy in the
Port Harcourt area (and indeed in the whole of Rivers State) did not allow for
teaching in the Ikwerre language as part of the school curriculum in any of the
mainstream schools. The situation is similar as far as the mass media is concerned.

During the five-months I spent in Port Harcourt doing fieldwork, I noticed that there
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were no television/radio programmes or widely available printed materials produced
in Ikwerre, although there were many in NPE and NSE. This observation was later
corroborated by a large proportion of my informants, who claimed that all the
programmes broadcast on the local television/radio stations and the newspapers were
either in NPE or NSE. A visit to the Port Harcourt City library to locate books on the
Ikwerre language revealed no published literature on the subject with the exception of
a school reader that was first printed in 1972 and last published in 1976 intended to be
used in the first three years of primary school education (although, as Williamson
(1993) reports, no school in the entire Rivers State area recommends it). It is
unsurprising, therefore, that local linguists and senior members of the community
have speculated that the pattern of language use is changing across generations within
the indigenous Ikwerre population, with the strong indication that the use of NPE is
starting to dominate interactions.

The time is ripe, therefore, to systematically investigate the social and
linguistic mechanisms underlying the alleged changes in the language behaviours of
different generations in the Port Harcourt Ikwerre community, particularly since, to
my knowledge, this is the only study of its kind to attempt such an analysis. Before
moving on, I believe it is pertinent at this point to say something about the history and
evolution of NPE and why it has become an important part of the Ikwerre linguistic

repertoire. This is the focus of the discussions that follow.
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2. 4 The history and evolution of NPE

Here, I look at NPE and its speakers and attempt to answer the question of whether

the language 1s a Pidgin or Creole. I also explore the genesis and development of

NPE.

2. 4. 1 NPE and its speakers

NPE is said to be one in a line of English-lexifier Pidgins and Creoles spoken along
the West African coast and in African Diaspora communities spread along the
Atlantic basin. Among these related Pidgin varieties, Cameroonian Pidgin is closer in
form to NPE than are, for instance, Sierra Leonean and Jamaican Krio. However,
these Pidgins and Creoles have in common a significant number of semantic,
grammatical and phonological features and structures (see Faraclas, 1996; Holm,
2000, Kulick, 1997, Sebba, 1997).

It 1s estimated that there are over 75 million people who speak NPE as a
second language, and the number of first language speakers 1s put roughly between 4
to 8 million. These numbers are increasing all the time because the NPE is very
popular with younger members of the polity, who constitute a greater number of the
population of Nigeria, which is estimated to be about 133 million. NPE is the most
widely spoken language in the country. It is different from the other 400 or so

Nigerian languages because members of every regional, ethno-linguistic and religious

group 1n the country speak it. It is further distinguished from NSE due to the fact that
it 1s spoken by members of every socio-economic group, while only those Nigerians

with many years of formal education can claim to speak NSE with any proficiency.
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Thus, Knowledge of NPE is fast becoming indispensable for everyday practical
communication and the understanding of issues affecting the Nigerian (see Agheyisi,
1970, Breitinger, 1996; Chapters 1, 5, 6 & 7, this study; Faraclas, 1996, McArthur,
2003; Mafeni, 1971, Poplack, 2000).

It 1s rather disappoimnting to note that despite the overwhelming evidence
within Nigeria that NPE is in all respects the most logical choice for a national
language, it is accorded little or no recognition by Nigeria’s language policy planners
and administrators. Official attitudes towards NPE remain largely negative, sustaining

flawed notions passed on from the colonial era that NPE is some type of ‘broken

English’.%*

2. 4. 2 Pidgin or Creole?

Based on my observations in Port Harcourt, I tend to agree with Fara<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>