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Abstract 
 Sociolinguistics is an aspect of linguistics which is concerned with the effect 
that the society, its structure and its value have on language use. Hence, 
ethnography as an aspect of sociolinguistics concerns itself with the 
relationship between language use and local system of knowledge and social 
conduct. Ethnography in this work depicts a form of communication among 
the people in the linguistic domain of expressing condolence to the bereaved. 
Condolence is a socio-cultural medium of sharing solidarity, sympathy and 
empathy towards the bereaved to bring soccour to their vulnerability and to 
bring them to the reality of the inevitable end of man. This study emphasises 
how the Igbo perceive and conceptualise language and the linkage between 
languages and socio-cultural belief of the people in relation to expression of 
condolences. The work discussed linguistic creativity and invention, 
ethnography of speaking, brief profile of the Igbo people, the language of 
condolences, and the functional use of condolences among the Igbo. 
Conclusion and recommendations were also looked into. The trend depicts 
that Igbo norms and conventions immensely contribute to the study of 
language interims of its function linguistic conventions and the attitude of the 
people in reference to condolences. It is recommended that ethnolinguists 
should make the study of the repertoire of socio-cultural values of ethnic 
groups available in the school curriculum to enhance functional education for 
the target group. At both general and specific levels, the work has 
demonstrated how language at once constrains and contains a range of 
shared meanings upon which communication and community depend.       
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To understand what language is and what it means to know language, it is 

necessary to understand the resources that a language makes available to its users. The 
most significant property of language is the enormous diversity, which the languages 
hope to explain in relation to the competing diverse meaning interpretations (Evans & 
Levinson, 2009: I). Butler (2006: I) states, if we are to study language as 
communication, then we will need to take into account the properties both of human 
communicators and of the situations in which linguistic communication occurs.  

The close relationship between language use and context is an important 
consideration for sociolinguists in guiding speakers on the importance of varying their 
language and putting into consideration certain socio-cultural factors. Observing these, 
the language will be most relevant and effective in expressing everyday situations.  
Without an understanding of the systematic relationship between particular aspects of 
the context of situation and the particular aspects of language that are typically drawn 
upon within that context, the communication will be meaningless and ineffective 
(Armstrong, 2011) 

Language systems are not self-contained with respect to such factors, and 
therefore autonomous from them, but rather are shaped by them and so cannot be 
properly explained except by reference to them. Generally, language is viewed as a 
system of symbols, to which are assigned specific cognitive and communicative roles 
in all human activities. Language in this context is referred to as a “natural language” 
when it provides the capacity to be used as an instrument (verbal or written) at the 
disposal of human beings for conveying various shades of thoughts and communicating 
with one another.  
 
Linguistic Creativity and Invention  

Creativity is a useful and appealing novel idea that is communicated. It is the 
ability of a speaker to visualize a situation and come up with or make appropriate 
choice of language that grants him effective communication and appreciation of the 
audience. Creativity can be referredto as the ability of the mind to recognize novel 
contexts and to generate new linguistic forms that create the basis for effective 
communication (Fry, 2002: 2)  

The breath and diversity of human thought and experience placed great 
demands on language. O’ Grady, Archibald and Katamba (2011) state that, 
 Because there are always new things to say, new expressions to report, and new 
challenges to confront, language has to be creative, giving us the freedom to produce 
and understand new words and sentences as the need arises.  

In any socio-cultural setting, for any speaker to speak the norms and 
conventions of the people, he has to be creative and endowed with the ability to vary 
his linguistic codes to suit the situation he is confronted with. His wealth and mastery 
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of the required vocabulary gives him the basic framework to interact functionally in the 
society. This goes hand- in- hand with invention. 

An invention is considered to be the stage where a creative idea has been 
reduced to practice. Creativity and invention can be linked to Chomsky’s “langue” and 
“parole” (competence and performance) where langue is the abstract knowledge 
available to every native speaker;parole is the selection and execution of the rules 
(Chomsky, 1965: 186). 

Creativity in language is not the utterance by an individual but his intuitions 
about language (his judgment as to which sentence or expressions are grammatical or 
appropriate and which are not). Creativity (langue) has to do with the realization of the 
general rules of the language, while invention (parole) is actualizing the language - the 
realization of creativity in speech which is idiosyncratic and specific to situations in 
which it occurs. Invention involves a variety of psychological, physical and social 
functions.  

Invention comes from a Latin verb “inventire” which usually means “to come 
upon or devise in the mind” (Corder, 1979: 4). One comes upon one’s own 
experiences, the things you know, and the things others know, and then you make 
something out of them by finding what they mean to you and how they fit together to 
create effect on others.  

This supports the fact that in every discourse, the participants should be very 
creative and inventive in the management of the linguistic and socio-cultural features 
of the context of situations. This signifies that the main purpose of language is the 
enhancement of communicative interaction in the human society. Hence this study 
explicates ethnography and functional use of condolences among the Igbo. 
 
Ethnography of Speaking 
 From the point of view of daily verbal interaction, ethnography of 
communication is concerned with the relationship between language use and local 
systems of knowledge and social conduct. It studies what is accomplished through 
communicating and how communication is related to and is constructed by particular 
aspects of social organization and speaker’s assumptions, values and beliefs about the 
world.  

Duranti (1988, P. 1) states, The meaning of speech for particular speakers in 
specific social activities is thus a central concern for ethnography of speaking. Some 
typical questions asked by ethnography of speaking in analyzing a particular strip of 
verbal interaction are: what is the goal of speech in this case? Which attributes of the 
linguistic code warrant its use in this context’? What is the relation of this interaction to 
other similar acts performed by the same actors or to other events observed in the same 
community? 
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Ethnolinguistics studies the relationship between language and culture and the 
way different ethnic groups perceive the world. Therefore, ethnolinguistics studies the 
ways perception and conceptualization influence language and shows how these are 
linked to different cultures and societies. Ethnography and communication provides for 
the frame of reference within which the place of language in culture and society is to 
be assessed (Hymes, 1989,). This is to say that, for functional or effective 
communication to take place in any society, cultural factors and beliefs must be 
considered. 

To achieve functional communication, there must be a circumstance that 
prompts every communication and the participants must stick to the guiding principles 
by making choice of both the linguistic and non-linguistic acts required in such a 
context. Every normal child should acquire knowledge of sentence not only as 
grammatical, but also as appropriate. He/she acquires competence as to when to speak, 
when not, and as to what to talk about with whom, when, where, in what manner; in 
short, a child becomes able to accomplish a repertoire of speech acts to take part in 
speech events, and to evaluate their accomplishment by others. This competence, 
moreover, is integral with attitudes, values and motivations concerning languages, its 
features and uses and integral with competence for, and attitudes toward, the 
interpretation of language with the other codes of communication conduct.  

An adequate ethnography basically, should include the culturally significant 
arrangement of productive statements about the relevant relationships obtaining among 
locally-defined categories and contexts (of objects and events) within a given social 
matrix. In such an ethnographic study, the emphasis should be on the interpretation, 
evaluation and selection of alternative statements about a particular set of cultural 
activities within a given range of social context (Holmes, 2001: 5)  

Ethnography concerns itself with the appropriateness in the construction of 
syntactic items in our communication. Being an aspect of sociolinguistics, ethnography 
aims at describing the knowledge that participants in verbal interactions need and 
display in order to communicate successfully with one another (Duranti , 1988). 
 
Brief Profile of the Igbo People 

The name “Igbo” refers to a linguistic group that occupies the Eastern part of 
the country, Nigeria. The Igbo people refer to themselves as “Umu Igbo” (meaning 
children of Igbo). Therefore, “Igbo” means the people, the language, and the land. 
Etymologically, the word “Igbo” connotes “human community” (Oriji, 1994: 2).  

According to the history of evolution, the Igbo people did not migrate from 
any other tribe(s) as some claim that they are descendants of the Jews or that they 
migrated from the Jewish tribe, but have been the original inhabitants of the territory 
they occupy presently. Most Igbo speakers are based in South-East Nigeria where they 
make up almost 17% of the population; they can also be found in significant numbers 
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in Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea. The primary Igbo states in Nigeria are Anambra, 
Abia, Ebonyi, Enugu, and Imo states. Igbo people also are more than 25% of the 
population in some Nigerian states like Delta and River states (Oriji 1994: 3)  

Igbo people originated from a clan known as Umuneri in Anambra state. 
According to the genealogy, or the history of Igbo creation, it states that the people 
descended from a man known as Eri who God sentdown from heaven. Eri married two 
wives who gave birth to six sons who founded the clans known as Igboariam, 
Amanuke, Nteje, Owkuzu, Nando and Igala. Igala was founded by Onoja, the son of 
Eri’s second wife who for the fear of being killed by his step brothers flee and founded 
the place known today as Igala in Kogi State. As a result of increase in population, the 
Igbo people spread to the large areas they occupy today.  

Traces of the Igbo culture and language could be found in Cross River, Akwa 
Ibom, and Bayelsa States. Igbo language is predominant in such cities as Onitsha, Aba, 
Owerri, Enugu, Nnewi, Nsukka, Awka, Umuahia, and Asaba, among others. As a 
distinct group, the Igbo people have a way of life and so, perceive and conceptualize 
the world differently from other tribes or groups in the universe.  
 
The Language of Condolences  

Condolences are not just expressions of sympathy; they are also acts of 
encouragement in the face of adversity. Phatic communication, which is expressed in 
the form of condolences, is elicited by occurrences that call for the sharing of 
expressions or at least a show of empathy. The essential function of the social meaning 
lies in the emotive purpose of the utterances (Mwihaki, 2004:134). Condolences have 
little information value, but instead, they play essential role in oiling the wheels of 
social discourse on certain occasions. Death being an unfortunate phenomenon, the 
society expresses shock on hearing the news. This shock often reflects in condolences 
through the use of interjections such as Oh!(ewoo!), my God (Chim!) what? (gini?) it is 
a pity!(ndo!) etc.  

In Igbo cultural setting, death is euphemized as “going on a journey” in the 
course of communicating the death of someone to the community, anyone that is well 
grounded in Igbo repertoire or speech acts will not say that the person died, rather, it is 
said that the person “went on a journey and has not returned’. If in the gathering of the 
elders, any adult member uses the word “death” in this context, the speaker would be 
asked to pay a fine for violating the art of creative communication. 

The language which is used in such a highly emotional situation when 
someone is touched by the death of a loved one may be to some extent different from 
the language used in daily communication.The language of condolence can be 
imperative if the condoler has a personal or business relationship with the deceased’s 
family or friend (Mishara, 2012) such phrases as: “Heaven will repay you for your 
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good work on earth (Enigwe ga- akwu gi ugwo olu oma gin a uwa) (to the dead), God 
will console you (Chukwu ga- gbaa gi ume) (to the bereaved) etc. 

Condolence phrases are meant to communicate sympathy or solidarity with 
those who have experienced the death of a loved one. It is culturally conventional and 
related to politeness. This depicts that there is need for careful thematic planning in 
condolence. There is carefulness in what one says and how one goes about saying it in 
order not to use the wrong expression. Most condolences in Igbo are presented in 
inexplicit language or proverbs. At times it can equally be explicit depending on 
factors such as context, participants present, the age of the dead, circumstances that 
surround the person’s death etc. To avoid saying the wrong expression that may not be 
considered acceptable by the bereaved, some condolers who are not well equipped with 
such communicative creativity use the general expressions such as, sorry(ndo), take 
heart(nwee ntasi obi), may God console you(chukwu gbaa gi ume) etc. The import of 
condolence expression in Igbo is derived at the connotative level of interpretation.  
 
The Functional Use of Condolences among The Igbo.  

Functional use of condolences is quite encompassing, meaningful and most 
desirable. This is because it is the form of usage that depicts the norms, values and 
beliefs of the society in focus. That is to say that, cultural and linguistic factors are 
taken into cognizance in order to make the discourse appropriate. Expression of 
condolence brings the bereaved to consciousness or reality of life. In essence, attention 
is given to pragmatics to make the sentence influential since the situation is highly 
emotional. When suddenly, death snatches a soul at his/her prime age living the family 
with several questions, such as,“why now?’ Why at youthful age? etc. Expressions 
such as A naghi anwu ka ome ede (human beings do not die like cocoyam leaves).The 
condolence informs the bereaved that death comes according to one’s destiny which is 
a way of consoling the bereaved to accept their fate and take courage because death is 
an inevitable end that can visit anyone at anytime. Death in this expression is put in 
contrastwith cocoyam leaves that wither in the order of first-to-sprout, first-to-wither. 
But for man, it is believed that death is the dictate of destiny. Not by age, quality or 
status.  In a situation where it is difficult for one to accept that the loved one is really 
dead, expression like, ura kwere izu a ghoola onwu (sleep that lasts for a week is 
certainly death) is used to bring the bereaved to the reality that there is no life after 
death and once one is certified dead the person should not be expected to come back to 
life. With this, the vanity of not accepting the reality that the loved one is dead and will 
not come back to life is brought to limelight. The perception of the emotional and 
psychological trauma that the bereaved go through elicits the expression of such 
sympathy and solidarity among the Igbo.  
Where the condoler senses fowl play somewhere, skillfulness is needed for careful 

thematic planning or choice of expressions. Expression like “onwu foduuru ndi 
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gburu gi” (death awaits the muderers) is not creative and may generate 
conflict. However, inexplicit expression like, “igwe nile ga-eje na uzu” (all iron must 
go through blacksmithing), onuwu bu ugwo onye obula ga-akwu (death is a debt that 
everyone must pay). These utterances really carry more than their surface meanings 
and actual meaning can be derived only when one shares background knowledge with 
the speaker and of course, the bereaved who appreciates the utterance. The speaker 
expects the audience to take solace in the fact that death is an inevitable end and accept 
the reality that everybody must die. The expressions are equally a psychologically way 
of appealing to the conscience of murderers to desist from the actbecause they will 
equally experience death irrespective of age and status. 

There are situations where the condoler inexplicitly wishes himself the same 
type of death as the deceased. Although sympathizing and showing solidarity to the 
bereaved, the speaker also identifies with the dead using expressions such as, o kamma 
na umu liri nne/nna ha karia na nne/nna na-eli umu ha (it is preferable that children 
bury their parents to the contrary) anwughi anwu e fughi efu, a ga-akpo ndu oku (at the 
end of life is an inevitable end (death)) are rendered. Socio-culturally there is the belief 
that a man with children to continue his lineage though he may die physically, but lives 
forever. But a man that lost his children while he is still alife is regarded to be dead 
because the lineage may not continue to exist. So every parent prefers to give way for 
their children to live and continue the lineage to them that are above procreation age 
living while their children die. This brings to the senses of the bereaved that it is more 
fulfilling and gives joy to the dead that their children are alive to continue their lineage. 
It also encourages the bereaved not to be so much aggrieved because their dead parents 
are happy and fulfilled. Since death is sure after life,it is better that one lives a fulfilled 
life and when death comes we should accept the inevitability of the call of nature.  
Contrary to the above, a speaker can tactfully wish himself not to die the same manner 
of death as long as he can wish himself death. The speaker in this essence portrays his 
inner yearning and personal interest as well as that of the bereaved and the society at 
large. Such condolence as,Onwu mberede a ezutekwala anyi ozo (such a tragic death 
should not occur again in our life time). The prayer and rejection of the reoccurrence of 
such death in future is regarded as the solution to such natural end.  

The functionality of the condolences presented above can be explicated in their 
ability to provide the solidarity, the sympathy and empathy and the succour needed by 
the bereaved at that particular time of vulnerability and weakness without the 
expressions being perceived to be insensitive, careless or inadequate. Therefore, 
condolence expression observes the linguistic and non-linguistic variables needed in 
the communication of cultural norms and values, assumptions, and beliefs of the 
people 
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Conclusion and Recommendation  
 One of the facts that emerged in the relatively brief discussion of functional 
ethnographic use of condolences among the Igbo is that there is more to language than 
the verbal utterances that individuals make. A condoler in a socio-cultural setting has 
to be creative and inventive in the use of both the linguistic and non-linguistic items in 
communicating to the bereaved in order to make an acceptable condolence. Being that 
the functions of condolences transcend the conventionality of sympathizing and 
empathizing with the bereaved, but also give warning, express politeness and serve as 
prayers. It is recommended that ethnographic perception can be strengthened to 
delineate patterns of human actions through the conceptualization of document analysis 
as framework. And ethnolinguists should make the study of the repertoire of such 
socio-cultural values available for the language learner in school curriculum. 
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