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Abstract 
The study examines Nnimmo Bassey’s portrayal of environmental degradation 

in the Niger Delta in his We thought it was oil but it was blood, within the 

framework of M.A.K. Halliday’s transitivity system, which is an integral part of 

systemic functional grammar and foregrounds the representation of meaning in 

the clause. It focuses on the nexus between process types and participants and 

their relevance to textual signification. The study finds that the most dominant 

process type is the material process which shows either the evil done and 

thought of by the oil companies or serves as an instrument of encouragement to 

the natives. The material process is followed by the mental, relational, 

behavioural and verbal process types, indicative of the fact that the poet 

demands an action-speaks-louder-than-words attitude from the oil companies 

and the natives.  

 

 

The study explores transitivity function in Nnimmo Bassey‟s poetry. Transitivity 

is an aspect of Halliday‟s Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). According to Halliday 

(2000:41), the aim of SFL “has been to construct a grammar for purposes of text 

analysis; one that would make it possible to say sensible and useful things about any text, 

spoken or written, in modern English.” Zhang (2017:65) explains that this 

grammar:”enables one to show how and why the text means what it does.” The scholar 

(Ibid) posits that Halliday‟s systemic functional linguistics thrives by … taking the actual 

use of language as a research object and seeking to account for how the language used 

shows three metafunctions of language: the ideational function, the interpersonal 

functions, and the textual functions. 

In Darani‟s (2014:181) view, Part of the ideational function, which concerns 

with the transmission of ideas, is transitivity. Its function is that of representing processes 

or experiences like actions, events processes of consciousness, and relations…    

Ativie (2013:111) explains that the ideational component… is that part of the linguistic 

system that is concerned with the expression of content, which is the function that 

language has of being about something. This property enables human beings to build a 
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mental picture of reality and make sense of their experience of what goes on around and 

inside them. 

According to the scholar (Ibid), Halliday‟s model suggests that “meanings (i.e. 

ideational, interpersonal and textual) that are expressed by language are realized at the 

phonological, lexical and grammatical levels in forms of options from the various 

grammatical systems such as transitivity, mood, modality, theme, person and tense.” 

However, the scholar (ibid) insists  that language use in all these systems is contigent on  

context since “when people use language to express meanings, they do so in specific 

situations and the forms of the language that they use is influenced by the complex 

elements of these structures.” The term “functional” itself stems from the fact that 

Halliday (1967) believes that language is used to serve a variety of different functions, 

among which it is firstly used to express people‟s experience of both the outer world and 

the inner world of his own consciousness” (see Zhang, 2017:65). 

Transitivity analysis has been deployed by scholars for textual interpretation 

“since Halliday employed it to analyse William Golding‟s The Inheritors in 1971” 

(Zhang, 2017:65). The prime point is that, and as Ativie (2013:1110) put it, transitivity 

“has its roots in Halliday‟s systemic functional grammar and refers to how meaning is 

represented in the clause.” Zhang (2017:65) states that, 

In the transitivity system, the world of experience is represented through six 

processes, namely, the material process, the mental process, the relational process, the 

behavioural process, the verbal process and the existential process. 

In other words, the transitivity system proposes that reality comprises processes. 

This is because, as Halliday put it, processes  expressed through language represent our 

conception of the world (see Darani, 2014:181). Halliday (2000:107) outlines the 

components of a process as follows: 

i. The process itself 

ii. participants in the process 

iii. Circumstances associated with the process. 

 

As Zhang (2017:67) explains, these components “provide the frame of reference 

for interpreting our experience of what goes on.” According to the scholar (ibid), 

The concepts of process, participants and circumstance are semantic categories 

which explain, in the most general way, how phenomena of the real world are 

represented as linguistic structures. 

According to the scholar (Ibid), process is the key element in transitivity, “which 

can be related with one or more participants and circumstances.” This is because the 

process “is the action, state or whatever that is being referred to, and is realized as a main 

verb” (Zhang, 2017:67). The present study, therefore, examines the linguistic structures 

and patterns that enable Nnimmo Bassey to achieve transitivity in the poetry under study, 

with particular focus on how the processes, participants and circumstances help the 

author to encode the message(s) of his text. 

 

On the Poet 

Nnimmo Bassey was born on June 11, 1958. He is a Nigerian architect, 

environmentalist, activist, author and poet. He chaired Friends of the earth International 

from 2008 through 2012 and was also executive director of Environmental Rights Action 

for two decades.  
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Synopsis of the Text 

Nnimmo Bassey‟s collection of poetry laments and lambasts the environmental 

degradation and pollution in the Niger Delta. It condemns the marginalization of the 

Niger Delta people by the oil multinationals and the successive governments of Nigeria, 

leading to a glaring development deficit in the region. 

 

Textual Analysis 

Five poems from Bassey‟s collection are analyzed, the poems include; ‘We 

thought it was oil ... but it was blood‟ (title poem), „When the earth bleeds‟, „The united 

Niger Delta Oil co‟, „Oil is thicker?‟ and „Gas flares‟. Analysis is done on the language 

of the poems in relation to artistic function through the Hallidayan and Mathiessen 

(2004) transitivity system with major focus on process types and participants.  

 

Poem I- ‘We thought it was oil ... but it was blood  
This poem brings to light the mind of the people at the discovery of crude oil in the 

Niger Delta. The happiness that came with it and the terror that came after it. The poem 

is written in the first person point of view in order to personalize the aftermath of crude 

oil discovery. The poet uses refrain for emphasis to show how deceived they were about 

the wealth oil would bring to them. The method in which the transitivity system is 

realized is clause based, and so extracts are taken from the poem in order to decode the 

mind of poet:  

 

Extract 1 

The other day 

Circumstance 

We  

Actor 

danced 

material  

process 

in the street joy in our 

hearts  

circumstance 

Extract 2 

We 

Senser 

Thought 

mental 

actors 

We were free 

phenomenon 

Extract 3 

Three young 

Circumstance 

Folks 

Actor 

fell 

material  

process 

to our right  

goal 

Extract 4 

Countless more 

Circumstance 

Fell 

material 

senser 

Beheld 

metal 

process 

Red-hot guns 

Phenomenon 

Extract 5 

Far from the crowd  

Circumstance 

We  

Senser 

Beheld   

mental 

process 

Red-hot guns 

Phenomenon 

 

Extract 6 

We 

Senser 

Thought 

mental 

process 

it was oil phenomenon 

Ebi Yeibo, Ph.D and Faithe Ethe 
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Extract 7 

But 

Circumstance 

It  

Identifier 

Was 

Relational 

Process 

Blood  

Identified 

 

The first stanza of the poem is made up of equal numbers of‟ both material and 

mental processes with one relational process clause. The stanza shows the state of mind 

of the people after crude oil had been discovered and the aftermath of the discovery. The 

first extract which is a material process portrays the action (that is, danced in the street) 

taken by the actors when crude was discovered. They were so ecstatic that they danced 

with joy in their hearts thinking that something tremendous had happened to them. The 

second extract is a mental process. Here the people start to doubt the true intention of the 

oil hunters, they begin to see the truth, that they had been deceived. This state of mind 

can be seen in the word „though.‟ The third extract is a material process which involves a 

circumstance, an actor and a goal. The circumstance tells of the number of actors 

involved in the action, the process type (which is the doing process type) shows these 

actors falling, which must have been due to some kind of force. While the „goal‟ shows 

that they dropped without any form of obstruction, directly to the right side of the 

ground, which means that they were not alone, that there was a kind of gathering of 

youth, maybe a protest, because extract 2 leaves us with the impression that the people 

were no longer deceived.  

Furthermore, there is a repetition of the action in extract 3, as seen in extract 4, 

but this time it is not a specific number of „three‟ but „countless more‟. The fifth extract 

is a mental process which involves a locative circumstance. The circumstance talks about 

the place of action (from the gunmen), which is far from the crowd. The senser 

participant saw the cause of the earlier reaction he witnessed in extracts 3 and 4, the 

reaction was caused by a force which was a red-hot gun, which meant they were being 

shot at. This is a more physical manifestation of the fact that they had been deceived and 

so it dawned on them that their anticipation of the environmental and social progress that 

oil would bring to the region was just one big farce and that in reality oil brings only 

doom to a community.  

 

Extract 8 

      Hearts 

Behaviour 

Jumping 

Behavioural process 

into our mouth 

circumstance 

 

Extract 9 

          then 

circumstance 

We 

Senser 

Beheld  

metal  

process 

Bright real pools 

circumstance 

Extract 11 

        Today 

Circumstance 

            It  

Identifier 

Is  

relation  

process 

Ijaw  

identified 
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Extract 12 
Their pipes  

Actors 

May burst  

material  

process 

But our dreams burst 

 circumstance 

Won‟t burst goal 

Extract 13 

We  

Senser 

Thought  

mental  

process 

it was oil 

phenomenon 

Extract 14 

But 

Circumstance 

It  

Identifier 

Was 

Relational 

Process 

Blood  

Identified 

 

Extract 8 is a behavioural process with a participant and a circumstance. It 

depicts fear in the people, and highlights the fact that the situation had gone past „be 

careful‟. Extract 9 is a mental process which shows the extremity of the situation i.e. 

„bright red pool‟; the actor sees blood everywhere which depicts the continuity of the 

violence. Extract 10 involves the relational clause. It relates the people (victims) and 

places where this violence had become a normal phenomenon. In extract 11 the poet 

enacts a fierce and hopeful tone; it not only speaks to the readers but also to the oil 

companies and the government, and it says that the Niger Delta won‟t stop the fight for 

justice until they have received all that is due to them, which is, a better and developed 

environment with social amenities, including a well-deserved compensation.  

 

Poem II – ‘WHEN THE EARTH BLEEDS’  
This poem exposes the evil nature of crude oil in the Niger Delta and Africa at large. The 

poet declares that oil does not bring about development but stops it. Also that the 

discovery of oil brings death to everything, whether living or not. The poet is of the 

mindset that oil does not flow in a peaceful environment. And that since the earth 

provides a means of wealth, in return it also requires a form of human sacrifice (death). 

The poet brings to the mind of the reader the Ogoni Mosop, which brought about several 

deaths and sicknesses.  

 

Extract 1 

        1 

Senser 

Hear mental process That oil makes things move 

phenomenon 

Extract 2 

In reality 

circumstance 

 

Oil  

Actor 

makes  

material 

life stop  

goal 

Extract 3 

Because  

 

Circumstance 

The oil  

 

Actor 

Flows  

 

material 

When the earth 

bleeds 

Ebi Yeibo, Ph.D and Faithe Ethe 
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Extract 4 

A thousand  

Circumstance 

Explosion material 

Process 

In the belly of the earth 

Sources 

Extract 5 

This oil  

Actor 

Only  

circumstance  

Flows  

material  

process 

From the earth‟s  

sick  

bed circumstance 

Extract 6 

Quench 

material 

process 

Their gas flares  

Goal 

Extract 7 

Expose 

material 

Process 

Their goal 

Extract 8 

In conference 

halls 

circumstance 

We  

Sensor 

can‟t  

Mental  

Process 

in Gardens of stone 

Circumstance 

Extract 9 

But in Ogoni land 

circumstance  

We  

Sensor 

Can‟t  

Mental  

Process 

Even breath  

Phenomenon 

 

Extract 10 

With our fist 

Instrument 

Lets  

material 

process 

bandage the earth  

goal 

 

In this poem, ten clauses which depict the suffering of the Niger Delta region are 

selected and analyzed. The first extract, extract 1, is a mental process as it shows the 

former perception of the senser. There is a more realistic perception in extract 2, that 

there is nothing positive about oil as it only kills progress or as the poet would put it 

„makes life stop‟. Extract 2 is a material process with a concessive circumstance, an actor 

and a goal which aims at putting an end to things.  

Extracts 3 is a material process, which includes a concession circumstance, „because‟, 

(concession circumstance identifies preposition), a conditional circumstance „only‟ and a 

directional circumstance „when‟ (which shows time). It has just one participant the actor, 

„oil‟. The extract posits that in order for oil to flow, there is a condition, which is, the 

death of innocent people. Extract 4 is a material process clause with a circumstance and a 

force participant. It refers to several explosions which is caused by oil activities.  

Extract 5 specifies a condition for oil to flow, which is, on a weak Ozone layer, 

infertile land, thick air and dead fishes. The poet calls it earth‟s sickbed. It should be 

noted that the aforementioned condition for oil to flow is caused by the oil itself. Extract 

6 and 7 are material processes with the goal to disrupt the activities of the oil companies. 

It is a call for action „quench their gas flares/expose their greed‟. Extract 8 is a verbal 
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clause with a locative circumstance. It depicts a cemetery with many buried oil 

casualties, Extract 9 is a mental process clause with a locative circumstance (the Ogoni 

land), a senser (the people) and a phenomenon (thick air pollution caused by oil spillage 

and gas flaring).  

The last extract, extract 10, shows a resistance and struggle from exploitation by 

the people. It talks about curing the land from this oil disease and carrying out projects 

that will heal the people mentally. It is a material process which includes an instrument 

and a goal.  

 

‘Poem III — ‘The United Niger Delta Oil co’  

The poem is made up of nine stanzas. This poem gives a clearer and more complete 

depiction of the challenges faced by the Niger Delta region and the I—don‟t—care 

attitude of the oil companies and also the greed of a selected few in the region. The 

United Niger Delta oil Co is a metaphoric symbol used by the poet to refer to the 

multinational oil firms. In the first stanza, the poet goes down memory lane to the time 

when oil was first discovered, the jubilation and promise that came with it. This event is 

followed by the oil companies taking over the land, bringing death to the people and 

destroying everything good about the land. The fifth stanza shows the negligence of 

those companies, with their aims set on nothing but crude extraction. They do not care 

for the safety or provision of these people or their land. The multinationals build inferior 

houses and give scholarship to the natives as a mechanism for deceiving them, just like 

rats, biting them and at the same time blowing soothing breeze on their injuries.  

 

Extract 1 

When 

Circumstance 

The flares 

Actor 

Had come  

material 

process 

Extract 2 

Add 

circumstance  

dis-united 

mental 

process 

the day from the night 

phenomenon 

Extract 3 

The surface of the earth  

                          Carrier 

Was  

 

relational  

process 

United in a dance  

Attribute 

 

Extract 4 

you  

senser 

will see  

mental  

process 

only  

circumstance 

day and no night 

phenomenon 

Extract 5 

The United Niger 

Delta company 

Incorporate 

 

Actor 

Opened  

 

 

material process 

it claws and rigs  

 

 

Instrument 

and climbed broad 

platform  

 

Goal 

Ebi Yeibo, Ph.D and Faithe Ethe 
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Extract 6 

Shared and divided 

 

               Mental process 

The land and the sea  

Phenomenon 

Extract 7 

They 

 

Actors 

Re-christened 

 

Material  

Process 

their property 

 

goal 

The savage land of 

the powerless 

Circumstance 

 

The material process in extract I talks about the advent of oil in the Niger Delta. 

This extract runs into the mental process in extract 2. The fire from the gas flares made 

everywhere really bright and so even at night, the environment still looked like day. The 

phenomenon brought about the relational clause in extract 3, which shows the happiness 

and high hopes that came with the phenomenon. In extract 4, which is a mental process, 

there is a depiction of these so called oil companies toying with the emotions of the 

people by making big future promise of wiping away poverty from the region. Extracts 5 

and 6 shows that these companies are capable of doing anything to obtain their desire, 

and so the poet uses these extracts as a medium of opening the mind of the people to this 

fact. Extract 7 displays their intention. We see that they look at Africans as „savages‟, 

„powerless saboteurs‟ and so „they re-christen their property‟ which in fact belongs to the 

natives of that land.  

 

Extract 8 

The tapster 

Actor 

Tapped  

Material 

Process 

The palms 

Recipient 

To death 

Goal 

Extract 9 

Today 

Circumstance 

The earth 

 

Actor 

Is caught 

 

material 

process 

Death song 

 

goal 

Extract 10 

The flutes 

 

       Actors 

dead 

material 

process 

on their lips 

circumstance 

Of the dying 

Minstrel 

Recipient 

Extract 11 

We  

Actor 

Will suck 

Material 

Process 

Crude  

Goal 

From the belly of the 

earth  

Sources 

Extract 12 

Since nature rejects a vacuum 

Circumstance 

We 

actors 
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Extract 13 

Today 

Circumstance 

the account goal swell 

material 

process 

as blood tide 

circumstance 

Extract 8 is a material process which metaphorizes the oil companies as tapsters and the 

crude as palms. It shows the greed of those tapsters who would stop at nothing to totally 

exhaust this natural resource. Extracts 9 and 10 which are both material processes show 

the death of innocent people due to this greed of the oil companies. Extracts 11- 13 

which are also material processes, depict the mind of these foreigners. The poet displays 

the thoughts of these foreigners who are bent on destroying the region and spilling blood 

in the process in order to acquire what they desire, which is a swell in their bank 

accounts. Extract 11 shows the sources of their greed, which is the earth, while in extract 

12 the earth receives the blood of innocent people as a replacement of the crude that has 

been extracted.  

 

Extract 13 

Could 

circumstance 

There be 

Existential 

Process 

Any sweet nectar existent In bitter crude 

Circumstance 

Extract 14 

and 

circumstance 

We Senser 

Solitary 

Search  

Metal  

process 

Butter 

Without end  

Circumstance 

For that solitary 

butterfly 

phenomenon 

Extract 15 

Yesterday  

 

Circumstance 

We 

 

Senser 

Saw  

Mental  

Process 

A mountain of 

butterflies dead 

Phenomenon 

 

Extracts 13-15 speak of hope and hopelessness. A search for that person or organization 

that will look into their (natives) situation and do something about it. Extract 13 is an 

existential clause that contains an existence and circumstance. It asks a rhetorical 

question i.e. “can any good can actually come out from this discovered crude.” Extract 

14 is a mental clause of what the people crave for and seek a sort of saviour from their 

problem. In extract 15, the people comment on the continued death of people that would 

have fought till the end to release them from their bondage.  

 

Extract 16 

The united Niger Delta 

Oil Company incorporate 

Actor 

Keep sailing off 

 

 

Material process 

With the spoils of war 

 

 

Circumstance 

Extract 17 

Somewhere  

Circumstance 

The boats 

Actor 

Land 

Material 

Process 

With 

Circumstance  

Their lost 

Goal 
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Extract 18 

The united oil company 

Sensor 

Gives no hoot 

Metal 

Process 

Long as their vat is 

circumstance 

Laden with each 

phenomenon 

 

Extracts 17-19 show/speak of the only thing the oil companies care about and 

how the people finally saw them for who they really were. Extract 16 is a material 

process which put on display what the oil companies do after extracting, which is, sailing 

off to their countries with crude and cash. Extracts 17 & 18 agree with the previous 

extract and explains to the reader that the multinational oil firms do not give a hoot about 

the feelings of the people as long as they go home with the black gold. In the final 

extract, which is an existential clause, the poet makes it clear that the oil companies did 

not really lie, they only did the reverse of what was promised. 

 

Poem IV - Oil is Thicker?  
The poem is in six lines and rhetorical in nature. The poem questions the human 

ideology of brotherhood and wealth acquisition. The poet uses this very short poem as a 

plea for human sympathy. It acts as an appeal to the oil companies and those in seats of 

authority to have pity on the Niger Delta people and stop the pollution. The analysis of 

this poem is made up of three extracts.  

 

Extract 1 

Blood 

Identified 

Is  

relational  

process 

Thicker  

Identifier 

Than water  

Circumstance 

Extract 2 

To 

Circumstance 

You  

Senser 

Who sucks 

Mental 

Process 

My hope  

Phenomenon 

Extract 3 

Is 

Relational 

Process 

Oil 

Identified 

Thicker 

Identifier 

Than blood…? 

Circumstance 

 

As seen from the extracts above, the major process is the relational process. The 

relational clause attributes some qualities or status to an entity. Extract I compares the 

quality of substance between water and blood that makes water inferior to it, and it is this 

substance that represents brotherhood/humanity. Extract 2 is a mental process which 

shows the mental state of the people (since obviously blood is not preferred) as the oil 

people drain every atom of hope of a better future for the people. And so the poet 

persona queries the oil company in extract 3, he asks if the luxuries brought by oil are a 

stronger bond than humanity. Extract 3 is also a relational process clause.  

 

Poem V – Gas Flares 

As has been the case of other analyzed poems, the thematic pre-occupation of 

this poem is the issue of oil exploration in the Niger Delta region. In fact, gas flaring has 

been one of the constant devastating activities of the Niger Delta environment. The poem 

Academic Scholarship 



11 
 

Academic Scholarship Journal, Volume 17 No 1, November, 2020-ISSN 2141-3428 

 

extends the subject of heat, fire and environmental pollution of the Niger Delta region. A 

transitivity analysis of this poem is presented below. 

 

Extract  

The earth  

Actor 

Gassed  

material process 

Extract 2 

Dynamites 

Actor 

rocked  

Material process 

the storehouse of life 

beneficiary 

Extract 3 

Now 

Circumstance 

the sky 

carrier 

Is  

Relational process 

Ablaze 

Attribute 

Extract 4 

Where 

Circumstance 

Will 

material 

process 

the people recipient Go 

Goal 

Extract 5 

flee 

material 

process 

The flames goal 

 

Extract 6 

The last tortoise actor Is gone  

material process 

Extract 7 

escape 

material 

the ragging flames 

goal 

Extract 8 

Now 

Circumstance 

The sea 

Carrier 

ablaze 

attribute 

Extract 9 

A million 

Circumstance 

explosion 

material process 

Extract 10 

All 

 

Carrier 

Is not  

Relational 

process  

Well 

 

Attribute 

That starts a well 

circumstance 

 

As seen above, material clauses dominate the poem and the material clauses are 

inanimate objects i.e. „dynamite‟ and „the earth‟. The material processes are forceful and 

possess destructive effect i.e. „gassed‟ rocked‟. They denote the activities that take place 

during oil exploration. Dynamites are bomb-like explosive mechanisms used to crack 

rock and earth during oil exploration. The effectiveness of this device or weapon is 

measured by the wanton devastation of the earth. Thus the poet asks „Where will the 

people go?‟ Since the earth is being destroyed by the multinational oil companies.  
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Furthermore, the relational process in the poem also paints pictures of the 

realities on ground i.e. „the sky,‟ „the sea‟ and „the earth‟, carriers of the „Ablaze‟ 

(explosion). This attribute given to these carriers shows a very hot region which in turn 

destroys the ozone layer, the biodiversities of the region, disrupts fishing activities, 

weakens the soil for crop to grow and others. This pollution kills or scares wild animals 

away (causing limited availability of meat), „the last tortoise is gone‟. These oil activities 

do not only deprive the people of the source of livelihood but also displaces them.  

The poet is scared of what will become of the region if these activities continue. 

These activities that make life so harsh for the Niger Deltans. And so, he sees a future 

where people start to nurture the idea of leaving the region and so he asks, when the 

people leave behind their birthright, „where will the people go‟ (which is a material 

clause with a locative circumstance).  

 

Conclusion 

As far as these selected poems are concerned, the most dominant process type is 

the material process which either shows the evils done and thought of by the oil 

companies or serves as an instrument of encouragement from the poet‟s situation. The 

aim of the transitivity function is to analyze the poetry and relate it to the economic, 

socio-political and environmental context. The poems contain a lot of „doings‟ from 

either the oil companies or the natives. This study also foregrounds certain decisions 

made by the exploited as they are determined not to be swayed by the dubious but 

attractive promises of the multinational companies and refuse to be curtailed by them. 

The fight is now not only for their ecological rights but also for their resources that have 

been continuously siphoned by the government. Bassey evokes the devastation of the oil-

polluted wetlands. The poisoned river water not only makes the people strangers in their 

lands but also homeless, as some people are forced to abandon their homes due to the 

pollution thereby causing displacement among the Niger Deltans. The material process is 

followed by the mental relational, behavioural and lastly, verbal process types. The 

poems depict an action-speaks-louder-than words attitude from the oil companies and 

natives. The material processes help to give a clear picture of what the people passed 

have through due to crude discovery, while the mental process shows their state of mind.  
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