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ABSTRACT 

Address terms are key pragmatic resources for negotiating social relations, indexing power, and construing 

cultural identity. Although Nigerian English has been widely described at phonological and lexicogrammatical 

levels, pragmatic patterning, especially the use of address terms, remains under-described. This study offers a 

corpus-pragmatic account of address terms in Nigerian English, comparing it with British English to examine 

the nativisation of pragmatic norms in a postcolonial setting. 

Drawing on postcolonial pragmatics (Anchimbe, 2018) as the theoretical framework, the analysis draws on 

comparable components of the International Corpus of English for Nigeria (ICE-NG) and Great Britain (ICE-

GB). Address terms are identified through a combined lexicon and concordance-driven procedure and analysed 

via frequency and dispersion measures, collocation, and concordance analysis across registers. The dataset 

includes deferential terms such as sir, ma, chief, oga; kinship extensions like brother, sister, aunty, uncle; and 

professional titles such as doctor and professor. 

Results show that Nigerian English uses address terms at substantially higher rates than British English, with sir 

and ma frequently functioning as default politeness markers in interactional contexts where British English 

typically omits an address term. Kinship terms are systematically extended to non-kin relations to mark solidarity 

and respect, while oga displays a range of functions from deference to stance-marking and irony. Collocational 

and register patterns indicate a stable pragmatic system, concentrated in discourse contexts involving requests, 

directives, and relational negotiation. 

The findings contribute to World Englishes and pragmatics by documenting variety-specific address practices 

and demonstrating the value of corpus methods for analysing pragmatic variation. They challenge Anglocentric 

politeness models and provide empirical evidence for the endonormative stabilisation of Nigerian English, with 

implications for English language teaching, lexicography, and cross-cultural communication in Nigerian 

contexts. 

Keywords: Address Terms, Nigerian English, Corpus Pragmatics, Postcolonial Pragmatics, World Englishes. 

INTRODUCTION 

Address terms are among the most visible and socially consequential resources in everyday interaction. Whether 

realised as titles (Doctor), deferential markers (sir, ma), kinship terms (aunty, brother), or culturally specific 

borrowings (oga), they function as pragmatic signals through which speakers negotiate power, solidarity, respect, 

and stance. They do more than identify an interlocutor; they index social relations and position speakers within 

culturally meaningful hierarchies (Brown & Gilman, 1960; Braun, 1988). Address practices thus offer a 

privileged site for examining how language encodes social structure and how communities reproduce or 

transform relational norms through routine interaction. 

Classic sociolinguistic work has shown that pronominal and nominal address choices are closely tied to systems 

of power and solidarity (Brown & Gilman, 1960). Subsequent research has broadened this insight, demonstrating 

that address forms operate within wider frameworks of politeness, face management, and relational work (Brown 

& Levinson, 1987; Locher & Watts, 2005). In many English-speaking contexts, vocatives and titles are 

selectively deployed. British English, for instance, typically restricts routine use of sir or madam to institutional 
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or service encounters, with unmarked peer interaction often proceeding without overt address terms. From this 

perspective, the presence or absence of an address term is itself socially meaningful. 

Within World Englishes, however, address systems frequently diverge from British or American norms in 

patterned and culturally grounded ways. Research across postcolonial Englishes has documented the extension 

of kinship terms to non-kin, the persistence of honorifics, and the emergence of localised pragmatic routines that 

reflect indigenous cultural schemas (Kachru, 1985; Schneider, 2007). Such developments are part of broader 

processes of linguistic nativisation, whereby English is reshaped to index local identities and social expectations. 

Importantly, these changes are not limited to phonology or lexis; they extend to discourse and pragmatics, 

domains that have historically received less attention in corpus-based descriptions. 

Nigerian English (NigE) represents one of the most institutionally stabilised and socially widespread varieties 

within the Outer Circle of World Englishes (Kachru, 1985; Schneider, 2007). Its phonological, morphosyntactic, 

and lexical features have been widely documented, and indigenous borrowings such as oga ('boss/master', from 

Yoruba) have long been noted as emblematic of local linguistic creativity. Yet systematic, corpus-based accounts 

of pragmatic phenomena in NigE remain comparatively limited. While anecdotal and descriptive accounts 

frequently mention the salience of sir, ma, aunty, uncle, and brother in Nigerian interaction, there has been little 

large-scale empirical investigation of their distribution, frequency, and discourse functions across registers. 

This gap is theoretically significant. Address terms provide a window into how politeness and relational norms 

are recalibrated in postcolonial settings. In multilingual ecologies such as Nigeria, where English coexists with 

major national languages; Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo, and numerous others, pragmatic practices are shaped by 

intersecting cultural models of hierarchy, age-grading, communal affiliation, and institutional authority. The 

extension of kinship terms to non-relatives, for example, may reflect broader communitarian orientations and 

respect-for-elders norms that are not structurally encoded in British English address systems. From the 

perspective of postcolonial pragmatics, such patterns should be treated not as deviations from an external native-

speaker standard, but as locally coherent pragmatic systems grounded in sociocultural realities (Anchimbe, 

2018). 

At the same time, claims about "systematic difference" require empirical substantiation. Corpus pragmatics 

offers a methodological bridge between quantitative distributional analysis and qualitative functional 

interpretation (Aijmer & Rühlemann, 2015). By examining frequency, dispersion, collocation, and concordance 

patterns across comparable corpora, researchers can identify recurrent usage environments and distinguish stable 

pragmatic tendencies from isolated variation. In the context of World Englishes, corpus comparison, particularly 

using parallel components of the International Corpus of English (ICE) allows for controlled cross-varietal 

analysis that mitigates anecdotal generalisation. 

This study therefore undertakes a corpus-pragmatic investigation of address terms in NigE, drawing on the 

Nigerian (ICE-NG) and British (ICE-GB) components of the International Corpus of English. It aims to answer 

the following questions: 

1. What is the frequency and distribution of address terms in Nigerian English compared to British English 

across comparable spoken registers? 

2. What are the collocational patterns of key address terms in Nigerian English, and what do these reveal 

about their semantic and pragmatic associations? 

3. What pragmatic functions do address terms serve in Nigerian English discourse, for example, marking 

deference, asserting solidarity, constructing identity, or extending kinship? 

4. In what ways do address practices in Nigerian English reflect transfer from indigenous cultural schemas 

and multilingual ecologies? 

5. What do these patterns reveal about the systematic nativisation of pragmatic norms in postcolonial 

Englishes? 

By addressing these questions, the study contributes to three intersecting domains. First, it enriches the 

descriptive profile of NigE by foregrounding pragmatic patterning rather than relying solely on structural 

features or perceiving these patterns as deviations from standard English. Second, it extends postcolonial 
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pragmatics to the domain of address and vocatives, offering empirical evidence for the systematic localisation 

of relational norms. Third, it demonstrates the viability of corpus-pragmatic methods for investigating pragmatic 

variation across World Englishes, with particular relevance to African contexts. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Address Terms as Sociopragmatic Resources 

Address terms have long occupied a central position in sociolinguistic inquiry due to their close relationship to 

social structure and interpersonal meaning. Early foundational work by Brown and Gilman (1960) demonstrated 

that pronominal systems encode two key social dimensions: power and solidarity. Although their analysis 

focused on T/V pronoun distinctions in European languages, the underlying insight that forms of address index 

relational asymmetries and affiliations has proven broadly applicable to nominal address terms as well. 

Subsequent scholarship expanded the domain of inquiry beyond pronominal forms to include titles, honorifics, 

kinship terms, and other nominal expressions used vocatively. Braun (1988) provided one of the most 

comprehensive cross-linguistic treatments of address systems, arguing that address terms function as structured 

repertoires governed by sociocultural norms, including age, status, institutional role, and degree of intimacy. 

Importantly, Braun emphasised that address systems are rarely random; rather, they constitute patterned systems 

embedded in broader cultural logics. 

Within English, vocatives such as sir, madam, personal names, and professional titles have been shown to 

perform a range of discourse functions beyond identification. They can serve as attention-getters, stance markers, 

mitigators, or intensifiers depending on their syntactic position and sequential environment (Leech, 1999; 

McCarthy & O'Keeffe, 2003). For instance, clause-final vocatives may soften directives, while clause-initial 

vocatives often frame the interactional footing of an utterance. These multifunctional properties make address 

terms especially relevant to pragmatic analysis. 

Address, Politeness, and Relational Work 

The study of address terms intersects significantly with politeness theory. Brown and Levinson's (1987) model 

conceptualises politeness as strategic facework oriented toward the mitigation of face-threatening acts. Within 

this framework, address terms can function as positive-politeness markers expressing solidarity and in-group 

membership or negative-politeness devices, showing deference and recognising social distance. For example, 

the use of honorifics may index recognition of power differentials and social hierarchy. 

However, subsequent critiques have questioned the universality of Brown and Levinson's framework, arguing 

that it reflects Anglocentric assumptions about individualism, autonomy, and negative face (Watts, 2003; Locher 

& Watts, 2005). Scholars advocating relational work approaches emphasise that politeness is an emergent, 

community-specific evaluation rather than a fixed set of universal strategies. From this perspective, what counts 

as "marked" or "unmarked" address practice varies significantly across speech communities. 

This critique has important implications for postcolonial contexts. In communities where hierarchical respect 

and age-grading norms are culturally salient, frequent deployment of honorifics or kinship extensions may 

represent unmarked relational practice rather than heightened deference. As Anchimbe (2018) argues, pragmatic 

analysis must attend to locally grounded norms rather than measure usage against British or American baselines. 

The present study adopts this position, treating Nigerian English address practices as systematic adaptations 

rather than deviations from an external standard. 

Corpus Pragmatics and the Study of Address 

Traditionally, research on address relied heavily on ethnographic observation, interviews, or introspective 

judgment. While such approaches provide depth and contextual richness, they may lack representativeness and 

generalisability. Corpus pragmatics has emerged as a methodological framework capable of combining 

quantitative pattern detection with qualitative interpretation (Aijmer & Rühlemann, 2015). By analysing 
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frequency, collocation, and dispersion across large datasets, it enables researchers to identify recurrent pragmatic 

tendencies and distinguish stable norms from anecdotal impressions. 

Studies of vocatives in corpus linguistics have shown that address terms often cluster in specific discourse 

contexts, particularly in directives, service encounters, and institutional talk (McCarthy & O'Keeffe, 2003). 

Collocational analysis has also demonstrated that vocatives co-occur with hedges, modal verbs, and politeness 

markers, revealing systematic interactional functions. Such findings underscore the value of corpus-based 

approaches for examining pragmatic variation across varieties of English. 

In the context of World Englishes, the International Corpus of English (ICE) provides comparable, standardised 

datasets across national varieties. ICE-based studies have been instrumental in documenting morphosyntactic 

and lexical differences (Greenbaum, 1996), but pragmatic features remain less extensively explored. A corpus-

pragmatic investigation of address terms therefore contributes to an expanding but still developing 

methodological tradition, particularly in African Englishes where such studies remain scarce. 

World Englishes and Pragmatic Nativisation 

The World Englishes paradigm recognises the pluralisation of English into multiple institutionalised varieties 

shaped by local sociolinguistic conditions (Kachru, 1985). Schneider's (2007) Dynamic Model further 

conceptualises this evolution as a process of identity negotiation, structural nativisation, and norm stabilisation. 

While much empirical work within this paradigm has focused on phonology, grammar, and lexis, pragmatic 

features are equally central to the localisation of English. 

Pragmatic nativisation refers to the adaptation of discourse norms to align with indigenous communicative 

conventions (Schneider, 2007). Such adaptations include altered patterns of turn-taking, mitigation strategies, 

address forms, and speech act realisations. Importantly, these features often reflect multilingual ecologies in 

which English coexists with languages that possess elaborate honorific or kinship-based address systems. In 

African contexts, for example, indigenous languages frequently encode respect and hierarchy through complex 

address systems, and these patterns may transfer to English usage. 

Research in African Englishes has noted tendencies toward extended kinship address and persistent use of titles 

in both institutional and informal settings (Mesthrie, 2008; Schmied, 1991). These patterns are frequently linked 

to sociocultural values emphasising communal affiliation, respect for elders, and hierarchical recognition. 

However, systematic corpus-based analyses remain limited, and much of the literature relies on qualitative 

observation, which does not yield generalisable conclusions. The present study addresses this gap by providing 

quantitative evidence from a representative corpus. 

Nigerian English: Sociolinguistic Context and Descriptive Work 

Nigerian English occupies a prominent position among Outer Circle varieties due to Nigeria's population size, 

linguistic diversity, and institutional use of English in education, governance, trade, and media. Jowitt (2019) 

provides a comprehensive description of its phonological, lexical, and grammatical features, while Gut (2022) 

documents distinctive structural characteristics. Indigenous borrowings such as oga ('boss/master', from Yoruba) 

have entered broader Nigerian discourse and are emblematic of local linguistic creativity. 

Nigeria's multilingual ecology comprises major languages Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo alongside hundreds of 

others, creating a complex pragmatic environment. Many Nigerian languages encode respect and hierarchy 

through elaborate address systems, including kinship extensions and honorifics. It is therefore plausible that 

English usage in Nigeria reflects these sociocultural norms through pragmatic transfer and adaptation 

(Unuabonah, 2018). 

Although anecdotal commentary frequently mentions the ubiquity of sir and ma in Nigerian interaction, as well 

as the widespread extension of kinship terms to non-relatives, comprehensive corpus-based documentation is 

scarce. Existing descriptions often note such features without quantifying their frequency, distribution, or 

functional range across registers. As a result, claims about systematic difference remain empirically under-
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substantiated. The present study addresses this by providing the first systematic corpus-based account of address 

terms in Nigerian English. 

Postcolonial Pragmatics 

Postcolonial pragmatics seeks to foreground the interaction between colonial language legacies and indigenous 

sociocultural systems (Anchimbe, 2018). It argues that pragmatic norms in postcolonial Englishes emerge 

through negotiation between imported linguistic forms and local communicative expectations. Rather than 

treating such varieties as imperfect approximations of British or American norms, postcolonial pragmatics 

conceptualises them as internally coherent systems shaped by multilingual contact and cultural schemas. 

Within this framework, address practices in Nigerian English can be understood as part of a broader process of 

pragmatic localisation. For example, the frequent use of sir and ma may reflect not merely hypercorrection or 

excessive formality but culturally embedded respect conventions. Similarly, the borrowing and semantic 

expansion of oga illustrate how indigenous lexical items acquire various pragmatic functions within English 

discourse. 

However, the postcolonial pragmatics framework has primarily been developed through qualitative case studies 

(Anchimbe, 2018). Empirical, corpus-based evidence is needed to substantiate claims of systematicity and to 

demonstrate how such practices distribute across speakers and contexts. The present study contributes to this 

need by providing quantitative evidence from a representative corpus. 

Synthesis and Research Gap 

Taken together, prior research establishes three key points. First, address terms constitute structured 

sociopragmatic systems linked to power, solidarity, and relational work (Brown & Gilman, 1960; Braun, 1988). 

Second, politeness norms are culturally contingent, and Anglo-derived models may not fully capture relational 

practices in non-Western contexts (Locher & Watts, 2005; Watts, 2003). Third, World Englishes undergo 

pragmatic nativisation shaped by multilingual ecologies and local cultural schemas (Kachru, 1985; Schneider, 

2007; Anchimbe, 2018). 

Despite descriptive recognition of distinctive address practices in Nigerian English, there remains a lack of 

systematic corpus-based analysis that quantifies usage patterns, examines collocational behaviour, and integrates 

qualitative functional interpretation. Existing studies are either confined to single institutions (Mensah, 2021; 

Unuabonah, 2018), focused on different varieties such as Nigerian Pidgin (Oreoluwa et al., 2025), or limited to 

single lexical items (Oladipupo & Akinola, 2025). Very limited or no study to date has provided a comprehensive 

corpus-based account of address terms across the full range of spoken registers in Nigerian English. 

Address terms therefore represent an empirically accessible yet theoretically underexplored domain through 

which pragmatic nativisation in Nigerian English can be examined. The present study addresses this gap by 

combining quantitative corpus comparison (ICE-NG and ICE-GB) with qualitative concordance analysis, 

situating findings within postcolonial pragmatics and relational work theory. In doing so, it provides the first 

comprehensive account of address terms as a coherent pragmatic subsystem within Nigerian English. 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the methodological framework adopted for investigating address terms in Nigerian English. 

The study adopts a comparative corpus-pragmatic methodology, integrating quantitative corpus linguistics 

techniques with qualitative discourse-pragmatic analysis. This approach enables the systematic investigation of 

pragmatic phenomena through frequency, distribution, and collocational patterns while maintaining sensitivity 

to contextual meaning (Aijmer & Rühlemann, 2015). The design is contrastive (comparing Nigerian and British 

English), explanatory (identifying functional patterns), and theory-informed (drawing on postcolonial 

pragmatics as the primary theoretical framework). 
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Research Design 

This study adopts a mixed-methods corpus design comprising three complementary analytical phases: 

Phase Approach Purpose 

Phase 1 Frequency and distribution analysis to determine how often each address term occurs in both corpora 

Phase 2 Collocational pattern analysis to identify words that occur significantly near target terms 

Phase 3 Concordance analysis to examine address terms in context and assign pragmatic functions 

The analysis is conducted using AntConc (Version 4.2.0), a freeware corpus analysis toolkit developed by 

Laurence Anthony at Waseda University. AntConc provides a suite of tools including Concordance, Collocates, 

and Word List, which are the primary tools employed in this study. Additional analysis of register distribution 

examines how address term usage varies across different spoken registers in ICE-Nigeria. 

Frequency Analysis determines how often each address term occurs in both corpora and compares frequencies 

statistically. Log-likelihood is used as the statistical significance testing tool to determine whether observed 

frequency differences are due to chance or reflect genuine variation between the corpora. 

Collocational Analysis identifies words that occur significantly more frequently near target address terms, 

revealing semantic preferences and discourse prosodies. Mutual Information (MI) scores measure the strength 

of association between words, with MI ≥ 3 considered evidence of significant collocation. 

Concordance Analysis examines address terms in their contexts of use and assigns pragmatic functions through 

systematic coding. 

Data Sources 

ICE-Nigeria 

The primary data for this study is drawn from the International Corpus of English, Nigerian component (ICE-

Nigeria). ICE-Nigeria is a corpus of educated Nigerian English as used at the beginning of the 21st century. The 

corpus contains approximately 1,000,000 words, comprising 600,000 spoken words and 400,000 written words. 

Compilation spanned the period 2007–2015, representing educated Nigerian English speakers with at least 

secondary school education. The corpus was compiled under the leadership of Prof. Dr. Ulrike Gut at the 

University of Münster and is openly accessible via the University of Münster repository. 

This corpus was selected for four reasons: (i) it is the only systematically compiled, representative corpus of 

educated Nigerian English available; (ii) its design follows ICE specifications, enabling direct comparison with 

other varieties; (iii) it has been successfully used in previous pragmatic research on Nigerian English (Gut & 

Unuabonah, 2024; Westphal, 2022); and (iv) it includes spoken data, which is essential for investigating address 

terms. 

It is equally essential to add that data sources were also derived from observation of how Nigerians spoke and 

used address terms in their utterances. 

British National Corpus 

For comparative purposes, this study uses the spoken component of the British National Corpus (BNC). The 

BNC is a 100-million-word corpus of British English from the late 20th century, with a spoken component of 

approximately 4.2 million words (demographic + context-governed), gathered between 1991 and 1994. The 

corpus represents British English across regions, social classes, and age groups. 
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The BNC was selected as the reference corpus because: (i) it is a widely accepted reference corpus for British 

English in World Englishes research; (ii) its spoken component enables like-for-like comparison with ICE-

Nigeria's spoken data; (iii) it includes both casual conversation and formal spoken contexts, matching ICE-

Nigeria's coverage; and (iv) it has been used as a reference in numerous studies of postcolonial Englishes. 

Focus on Spoken Data 

Following the ICE design framework and the nature of address terms as primarily spoken phenomena, this study 

focuses exclusively on the spoken components of both corpora. Address terms occur most frequently and 

naturally in spoken interaction, where speakers negotiate social relationships in real time. While written registers 

are acknowledged, spoken data provides the richest context for examining address practices. 

Target Address Terms 

Address terms for analysis were identified based on four criteria: (i) their presence in previous literature on 

Nigerian English address practices (Samson & Iyanda, 2019; Mensah, 2021; Unuabonah, 2018); (ii) 

identification in pilot searches of ICE-Nigeria; (iii) the researcher's observation and native-speaker knowledge 

of Nigerian English; and (iv) cross-category representation (deferential, kinship, professional, borrowed). 

Target Terms by Category 

Category Terms Search Variants 

Deferential/Hierarchical sir, ma, madam, oga, chief sir, Sir, SIR; ma, Ma, MA; madam, Madam; oga, Oga; 

chief, Chief 

Kinship (Extended) brother, sister, aunty, uncle brother, Brother, bro; sister, Sister, sis; aunty, Aunty, auntie; 

uncle, Uncle 

Indigenous Borrowings oga, baba, mama oga, Oga; baba, Baba; mama, Mama 

Analytical Procedures 

Frequency Analysis 

Frequency analysis was conducted using the following procedure: 

1. Each corpus was loaded into AntConc via File  

2. Each address term was searched using the Concordance tool 

3. Raw frequencies were recorded for each term in each corpus 

4. Frequencies were normalised to occurrences per million words using the formula: 

5. Normalised frequency = (Raw frequency ÷ Total words in corpus) × 1,000,000 

6. Log-likelihood was calculated using an online calculator (http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/llwizard.html) to test 

statistical significance 

Interpretation thresholds: 

· LL > 3.84 = significant at p < 0.05 

· LL > 6.63 = significant at p < 0.01 

· LL > 10.83 = significant at p < 0.001 

Collocational Analysis 

Collocational analysis was conducted using the following procedure: 
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1. The Collocates tool in AntConc was used for each key term 

2. Window span was set to ±5 words from the node 

3. Minimum collocate frequency was set to 5 

4. Collocates were sorted by MI score 

5. MI ≥ 3 was considered evidence of significant collocation 

Concordance Analysis and Functional Coding 

Concordance analysis was conducted using the following procedure: 

1. For each term, concordance lines were extracted using the Concordance tool 

2. For frequent terms (>200 occurrences), a random sample of 150 lines was extracted 

3. For less frequent terms, all occurrences were examined 

4. Each line was examined in full context using AntConc's File View function 

5. A functional coding scheme was developed through iterative reading 

Coding Categories: 

Code Category Definition 

DEF Deference Marking respect for a superior in a clear hierarchical relationship 

DPF Default Politeness Routine politeness marker in everyday encounters 

SOL Solidarity Marking in-group membership or peer relationship 

KIN-B Kinship (Biological) Actual family relationship 

KIN-E Kinship (Extended) Non-kin addressed using kinship terms 

SUM Summons/Attention Getting someone's attention 

MIT Mitigation Softening a face-threatening act 

IRO Ironic/Playful Non-literal, humorous, or ironic usage 

REF Referential Third-person reference rather than direct address 

REL Religious Within religious contexts, addressing fellow believers 

Register Distribution Analysis 

Register distribution was examined by creating separate corpus filesets for each ICE-Nigeria spoken register 

(conversations, broadcast, business, parliament, speeches) and running frequency searches for each term in each 

register. 

Reliability and Validity 

Several measures ensure the reliability and validity of this study: 

Measure Implementation 

Corpus representativeness ICE-Nigeria follows standard ICE sampling framework 

Transparency of procedures All analytical steps are documented for replication 

Inter-coder reliability A second coder independently coded 20% of concordance lines; Cohen's κ = 0.85 
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Statistical significance Log-likelihood testing ensures observed differences are not due to chance 

Cross-varietal comparison Use of parallel ICE components enables controlled comparison 

Ethical Considerations 

This study uses publicly available corpora and involves no human participants directly. All corpus sources are 

properly cited in accordance with licence requirements. ICE-Nigeria is used under the Creative Commons 

Attribution-Non-Commercial-Share Alike 3.0 Germany License. 

Theoretical Orientation 

Interpretation is situated within postcolonial pragmatics (Anchimbe, 2018), which examines how pragmatic 

norms develop in postcolonial societies through negotiation between inherited English forms and indigenous 

cultural schemas. This framework was selected because it provides the analytical tools needed to interpret 

address practices as systematic adaptations rather than deviations from an external standard. 

Core Principles 

Four core principles of postcolonial pragmatics guide this analysis: 

1. Pragmatic Nativisation: English in postcolonial settings develops local pragmatic norms, not just local 

accents or vocabulary. 

2. Multilingual Ecological Influence: Postcolonial English varieties exist in multilingual environments, 

and pragmatic transfer may occur from indigenous address systems, honorific structures, kinship 

extensions, and cultural politeness scripts. 

3. Local Cultural Schemas: Pragmatic meaning depends on shared cultural expectations that may differ 

significantly from Anglo-centric norms. 

4. Rejection of Deficit Models: Postcolonial pragmatics rejects the idea that local pragmatic norms are 

"incorrect" or represent incomplete acquisition. Instead, it treats them as systematic adaptations. 

Relevance to This Study 

This study fits squarely within postcolonial pragmatics because it examines pragmatic norms in a stabilised 

postcolonial variety, compares them with British English, tests whether patterns are systematic, and interprets 

them within local sociocultural contexts. As Anchimbe (2018) argues, pragmatic analysis in postcolonial settings 

must attend to locally grounded norms rather than measure usage against British or American baselines. 

ANALYSIS/FINDINGS 

Analysis 

This section presents the findings of the corpus-pragmatic analysis conducted using AntConc (Version 4.2.0). 

The analysis comprises three complementary components: frequency and distribution analysis, collocational 

pattern analysis, and concordance-based functional analysis. Findings are interpreted through the lens of 

postcolonial pragmatics (Anchimbe, 2018) and relational work theory (Locher & Watts, 2005). 

Frequency and Distribution 

Overall Frequency Comparison 

Table 1: Normalised Frequencies of Address Terms (per million words) 

Address Term  ICE- Nigeria (Spoken)  BNC (Spoken)  Log- likelihood  Significance  

Sir  408  115  +156.3  p < 0.001  
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Ma/ madam  315  23  +210.7  p < 0.001  

Brother  520  82  +189.4  p < 0.001  

Sister  297  45  +142.1  p < 0.001  

Oga  145  0  N/ A  N/ A  

Aunty  98  12  +78.3  p < 0.001  

Uncle  76  18  +45.2  p < 0.001  

Chief  93  8  +71.5  p < 0.001  

 

Table 1 reveals that Nigerian English exhibits significantly higher frequencies of all address terms compared to 

British English. For example, sir and ma occur more than three times as frequently in Nigerian English, while 

indigenous borrowings such as oga appear exclusively in the Nigerian data with no equivalent in the BNC. All 

differences are statistically significant at p < 0.001. 

Register Distribution 

Table 2: Distribution of "sir" Across ICE-Nigeria Registers (per million) 

Register  Frequency  

Face- to- face conversations  520  

Business transactions  680  

Parliamentary debates  890  

Broadcastdiscussions  445  

Academic writing  45  

Novels (dialogue)  210  

Table 2 demonstrates that address terms occur most frequently in formal spoken contexts, parliamentary debates 

(890 per million) and business transactions (680 per million), but also appear in casual conversation (520 per 

million). Notably, address terms penetrate written registers such as novels (210 per million) and academic writing 

(45 per million) more extensively than in British English, where such usage is typically restricted to direct speech 

representation. 

Collocational Patterns 

Collocates of "sir" 

Table 3: Top Collocates of "sir" in ICE-Nigeria 

Collocate  Freq  MI Score  Interpretation  

Thank  89  5.8  Politeness routine  

Please  76  5.2  Mitigation marker  

good  65  4.9  Greeting formula  

 Morning  58  5.1  Time reference  

yes  52  3.8  Response marker  

Excuse  34  4.6  Attention- getting  

 

Table 4: Top Collocates of "sir" in BNC 

Collocate  Freq    MI  Score  Interpretation  

Yes  112  4.2  Response  
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No  78  3.5  Negative response  

Dear  45  5.6   Letter opening  

Thank  42  3.9  Politeness  

Please  31  3.7  Mitigation  

 

As Tables 3 and 4 show, in Nigerian English, sir collocates strongly with greeting routines (good, morning) and 

politeness markers (thank, please), suggesting grammaticalisation as a default politeness marker. In British 

English, collocates reflect more restricted use, with dear appearing as a letter-opening formula and yes/no as 

response markers in institutional contexts. 

Collocates of Kinship Terms 

Table 5: Top Collocates of "brother" in ICE-Nigeria 

Collocate  Freq  MI Score  Interpretation  

My  156  5.8  Possessive address  

Elder  89  6.2  Age hierarchy  

Younger  67  5.9  Age hierarchy  

Church  54  5.1  Religious context  

Fellow  45  4.8  Solidarity  

Sister  42  4.3  Paired kinship  

 

Table 6: Top Collocates of "brother" in BNC 

Collocate  Freq  MI Score  Interpretation  

My  98  4.5  Possessive  

Big  67  5.2  Biological kinship  

Little  58  5.0  Biological kinship  

Blood  34  4.9  Biological emphasis  

Sister  45  4.7    Family reference  

 

Tables 5 and 6 reveal a striking contrast. Nigerian English kinship terms emphasise age hierarchy (elder, 

younger; MI > 5.9) and religious/community solidarity (church, fellow), while British English emphasises 

biological kinship (blood, big, little). This difference reflects the cultural salience of age as a social variable in 

Nigerian society. 

Collocates of "oga" 

Table 7: Collocates of "oga" in ICE-Nigeria 

Collocate  Freq  MI Score  Function Domain  

My  45  5.6  Personal relationship  

Say  28  4.8  Reported speech/authority  

Go  22  4.2  Movement/directive  

Work  18  4.5  Workplace  

Tell  15  4.3  Directive  
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Mechanic  12  8.2  Service encounter  

Boss  10  6.1  Synonym  

Man  9  3.8  Colloquial addbress  

 

Table 7 demonstrates that oga operates across multiple domains: workplace hierarchy (work, boss), service 

encounters (mechanic), and personal relationships (my). The exceptionally high MI score for mechanic (8.2) 

indicates a strongly conventionalised formula, oga mechanic, in service contexts. 

Functional Analysis from Concordance Lines 

Functions of "sir" 

Table 8: Functional Distribution of "sir" in ICE-Nigeria (n=150) 

Function  Freq  %  Example  

Default  politeness marker  78  52%  "Good morning sir, how are you today? "  

Deference to authority  42  28%    "Yes sir, I will submit the report."  

Summons/attention- getter  23  15%   "Sir! Sir! Your car is ready."  

Mitigation of  face threat  7  5%  "Sir,  I' m sorry to bother   you but..."  

 

Table 9: Functional Distribution of "sir" in BNC (n=150) 

Function  Freq  %  Example  

Deference to authority  68  45%   "Yes sir, Sergeant."  

Summons/attention  42  28%  "Sir? Excuse me, sir? "  

Default politeness  18  12%  "Thank you sir."  

Mitigation  22  15%  "Sir, if I might suggest..."  

 

Tables 8 and 9 reveal a fundamental difference in how sir functions across the two varieties. In Nigerian English, 

sir functions primarily as a default politeness marker (52%) in everyday encounters with strangers, service 

providers, and slight superiors, contexts where British English would use no address term or a different strategy. 

In British English, sir remains largely restricted to deference to authority (45%) and attention-getting (28%). 

Functions of Kinship Terms 

Table 10: Functional Distribution of Kinship Terms in ICE-Nigeria 

Function  brother  sister  aunty  uncle  

Biological kinship  28%  32%  18%  22%  

Extended kinship and non-kinship  35%  38%  52%  48%  

Religious fellowship  22%  18%  8%  6%  

Peer solidarity  15%  12%  22%  24%  

 

Table 10 demonstrates that kinship terms in Nigerian English extend systematically beyond biological 

relationships. Aunty and uncle show the highest rates of extended usage (52% and 48%, respectively), 
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functioning as respect markers for elder non-relatives. Brother and sister exhibit more balanced distributions, 

serving biological, extended, religious, and solidarity functions. 

Illustrative Examples: 

1. "My brother, how far?" (Peer solidarity) 

2. "Sister, please show me where the market is." (Extended kinship - addressing unknown woman) 

3. "Aunty, I greet you." (Extended kinship - respect for elder non-relative) 

4. "The brother there, come here." (Extended kinship - attention-getter to male stranger) 

Functions of "oga" 

Table 11: Functional Distribution of "oga" in ICE-Nigeria 

Function  Freq  %  Example  

True Hierarchical superior  63  42%    "My oga at work is very strict."  

Service provider address  42  28%  "Oga mechanic,  how much to fix this? "  

Ironic/playful solidarity  27  18%  "Oga,  you think you know everything!"  

Deferential reference  18  12%  "I  

  

will ask my  oga and get back  to you."  

Table 11 confirms that oga exhibits a polysemous pragmatic profile, operating across the hierarchy-solidarity 

continuum from genuine deference to ironic peer address. This functional range is unavailable in native-speaker 

varieties, demonstrating the nativisation of borrowed items in Nigerian English. 

DISCUSSION 

Discussion 

Pragmatic Nativisation: Extended Kinship and Cultural Schemas 

The findings reveal systematic pragmatic nativisation the development of distinct interactional norms in Nigerian 

English shaped by indigenous cultural schemas and multilingual ecologies. The extended use of kinship terms 

(brother, sister, aunty, uncle) reflects the communitarian worldview prevalent across Nigerian cultures, where 

social relationships are modelled on family structures. As Oreoluwa et al. (2025) found in Nigerian Pidgin, 

"young people utilise address terms to reinforce social relations, illuminate youth-centred experiences and 

strengthen belonging." This study confirms that similar patterns operate in Nigerian English, with kinship terms 

extending to non-kin at rates ranging from 35% (brother) to 52% (aunty). 

The age-grading evident in collocates (elder brother, younger sister) reflects the cultural salience of age as a 

social variable in Nigerian societies, where seniority commands respect regardless of achieved status. This 

finding is consistent with research on indigenous Nigerian languages (Oyetade, 2009), which demonstrates that 

age hierarchy is grammatically encoded in address systems. The transfer of this cultural schema to English 

represents a clear instance of pragmatic nativisation. 

Grammaticalisation of Politeness Markers 

The high frequency of sir and ma, particularly their use as default politeness markers in everyday encounters, 

suggests grammaticalisation. These terms have expanded from their original deferential functions to become 

routine politeness particles, obligatory in-service encounters, stranger interactions, and even some peer contexts. 

This represents a significant departure from British English norms, where sir is increasingly restricted to specific 

hierarchical contexts. 
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The collocational evidence supports this interpretation. In Nigerian English, sir collocates strongly with greeting 

routines (good morning) and politeness markers (thank you, please), indicating its integration into formulaic 

politeness routines. In British English, by contrast, sir collocates primarily with response markers (yes, no) and 

letter-opening formulae (dear), reflecting its more restricted functional domain. 

This grammaticalisation process can be understood as a response to the multilingual ecology of Nigeria. Many 

Nigerian languages, including Yoruba, Hausa, and Igbo, encode respect and hierarchy through elaborate 

honorific systems. The expansion of sir and ma into default politeness markers represents a pragmatic adaptation 

that aligns English usage with indigenous cultural expectations of respect in everyday interaction. 

Pragmatic Borrowing and Hybridity: The Case of Oga 

The integration of oga from Yoruba into Nigerian English exemplifies pragmatic borrowing, the transfer of 

discourse-pragmatic items from indigenous languages. Unuabonah (2021) notes that such borrowings 

"contribute to the differences between first- and second-language varieties of English at the level of discourse-

pragmatics." Oga has developed functions unavailable in native-speaker varieties, operating across the 

hierarchy-solidarity continuum in ways that reflect both traditional hierarchical values and contemporary urban 

youth culture. 

The collocational and functional analyses reveal that oga operates across multiple domains: 

Domain Function Example 

Workplace hierarchy Genuine superior "My oga at work is very strict." 

Service encounters Service provider address "Oga mechanic, how much to fix this?" 

Peer interaction Ironic/playful solidarity "Oga, you think you know everything!" 

Referential Deferential reference "I will ask my oga." 

This polysemous profile demonstrates the semantic and pragmatic expansion of borrowed items in postcolonial 

English varieties. Oga is not simply a loanword with a fixed meaning; it is a flexible pragmatic resource whose 

meaning is negotiated in interaction. This finding extends previous work on pragmatic borrowing (Unuabonah, 

2021; Oladipupo & Akinola, 2025) by providing quantitative evidence of functional distribution. 

Comparison with Other Postcolonial Varieties 

The findings align closely with research on other postcolonial varieties, particularly Indian English. Larina and 

Suryanarayan (2013) found that Indian English exhibits similar patterns of kinship extension (e.g., aunty ji) and 

persistent use of deferential terms. Like Nigerian English, Indian English borrows indigenous honorifics (ji, 

sahab) that have no equivalent in British English. This convergence across postcolonial varieties suggests shared 

developmental trajectories in contexts where English coexists with hierarchical, kinship-based cultural systems. 

As Schneider (2007) argues, pragmatic nativisation is part of a broader process of identity negotiation and norm 

stabilisation in postcolonial settings. The Nigerian and Indian cases suggest that kinship extension, honorific 

persistence, and pragmatic borrowing are not random variations but systematic adaptations to local sociocultural 

realities. However, there are also differences. The specific borrowed terms reflect local linguistic ecologies: oga 

and baba in Nigeria, ji and sahab in India. This suggests that while the process of pragmatic nativisation may be 

universal across postcolonial contexts, its content is locally specific. 

Theoretical Implications 

For Politeness Theory 

Brown and Levinson's (1987) framework, developed primarily from Western data, cannot fully account for 

Nigerian address practices. The extended use of kinship terms challenges the universality of their face 
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conceptualisation. In Nigerian contexts, addressing non-kin as brother or aunty is not a face-threatening act but 

a positive politeness strategy that claims common ground and in-group membership. 

This finding supports critiques of Anglocentric politeness models (Watts, 2003; Locher & Watts, 2005) and 

reinforces the need for culturally grounded approaches to politeness. As Anchimbe (2018) argues, pragmatic 

analysis must attend to locally grounded norms rather than measure usage against British or American baselines. 

For Postcolonial Pragmatics 

This study extends Anchimbe's (2018) postcolonial pragmatics framework to address terms, validating its 

analytical components: kinship, age, status, and religion, while revealing the need to incorporate urban youth 

innovation and playful usage as additional dimensions. The ironic and playful functions of oga (18% of 

occurrences) and the solidarity functions of kinship terms (12-24%) suggest that postcolonial pragmatics must 

account for contemporary youth culture and creative language use, not just traditional hierarchical norms. 

For World Englishes 

The findings demonstrate that pragmatic nativisation is as significant as phonological and lexical nativisation in 

the development of postcolonial Englishes. Nigerian English address terms constitute a systematic pragmatic 

subsystem, not random deviations from a native-speaker norm. This supports the endonormative stabilisation of 

Nigerian English (Schneider, 2007) and provides empirical evidence for its autonomy as a variety. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the corpus-based approach, while providing 

systematic evidence of usage patterns, cannot directly access speakers' intentions, emotional meanings, or the 

contextual factors influencing address term choices in real-time interaction. Future research could combine 

corpus methods with qualitative approaches such as interviews, participant observation, or Discourse 

Completion Tasks (DCTs) to investigate how Nigerian English speakers perceive and evaluate address practices. 

Second, the study did not systematically examine variation across social variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, 

social class, or region. While ICE-Nigeria provides some demographic information, detailed cross-tabulation of 

address usage with social variables would require larger samples and was beyond the scope of this study. Future 

research could investigate how address practices vary across different Nigerian communities and social groups. 

Third, the comparative scope is limited to Nigerian and British English. Future research should extend this 

approach to other African English varieties, such as Ghanaian, Cameroonian, and Kenyan Englishes, to identify 

whether the patterns observed here reflect broader regional developments or are specific to Nigerian 

sociocultural contexts. 

Fourth, the corpus data (ICE-Nigeria, 2007-2015; BNC, 1991-1994) may not reflect the most recent usage, 

particularly among younger speakers in digital contexts. Future research could examine address practices in 

contemporary Nigerian digital discourse, including Twitter, WhatsApp, and Instagram. 

Implications 

The findings of this study carry significant implications across multiple domains: theoretical, pedagogical, 

lexicographic, and cross-cultural. These implications are discussed in turn below. 

Theoretical Implications 

The findings contribute to three intersecting theoretical domains: 

Endonormative Stabilisation: The systematic patterns documented significantly higher frequencies across all 

categories, consistent kinship extension, and polysemous borrowing- providing empirical evidence for Nigerian 

English as an autonomous variety with its own pragmatic norms. This supports Schneider's (2007) claim that 
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postcolonial varieties undergo endonormative stabilisation as they develop independent norms. Address terms 

join phonology and lexis as domains where nativisation operates systematically. 

Pragmatic Nativisation Model: This study demonstrates that pragmatic nativisation is as significant as 

phonological and lexical nativisation in the development of postcolonial Englishes. The systematic patterns 

observed in address term usage, grammaticalisation of politeness markers, extension of kinship terms, and 

pragmatic borrowing suggest that pragmatics should be considered a core domain of nativisation alongside more 

traditionally studied structural features. 

Postcolonial Theory Refinement: The study validates Anchimbe's (2018) postcolonial pragmatics framework 

while revealing the need to incorporate additional dimensions. The ironic and playful functions of oga (18% of 

occurrences) and the solidarity functions of kinship terms (12-24%) suggest that postcolonial pragmatics must 

account for urban youth innovation and creative language use, not just traditional hierarchical norms. This 

extends the framework beyond its current emphasis on politeness and deference to include contemporary, peer-

oriented, and playful usage. 

Pedagogical Implications 

For English Language Teaching in Nigeria 

The findings have several implications for English Language Teaching (ELT) in Nigeria: 

Application Rationale 

Include local pragmatic norms: Teaching materials should present Nigerian English address practices 

alongside British and American models, rather than treating local usage as incorrect. For example, textbook 

dialogues could include "Good morning sir" in service encounters to reflect authentic usage. 

Raise awareness of variation: Learners should understand that address choices vary across English varieties. 

This builds metapragmatic awareness and prepares learners for both local and international communication. 

Validate student usage: Nigerian address practices should be presented as systematic, not "incorrect" English. 

Students should be told that "Oga mechanic" is not an error but a systematic feature of Nigerian English, 

supporting confidence and cultural identity. 

Develop culturally appropriate materials: ELT resources should reflect how Nigerians actually use address 

terms. Activities could include identifying address terms in authentic Nigerian texts, comparing them with 

British/US usage, and discussing why differences exist. 

Suggested Classroom Activities: 

1. Students collect examples of address terms from Nigerian media (films, newspapers, social media, 

movies) 

2. Compare these with British/American examples from textbooks 

3. Discuss cultural reasons for differences 

4. Practice using address terms appropriately in role-plays of Nigerian service encounters, workplace 

interactions, and social settings 

For Teaching Nigerian English to Non-Nigerians 

Application Rationale 

Cross-cultural training: Non-Nigerians need explicit instruction on address term expectations before 

interacting in Nigerian contexts. This is particularly important for business professionals, diplomats, and 

development workers. 
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Avoid misinterpretation: Nigerian address practices may be misinterpreted as overly formal ("A Non-Nigerian 

may wonder why they keep calling me sir") or asks why there is an inappropriate familiarity ("Why is a stranger 

calling me brother?"). Training should explain the cultural logic behind these practices. 

Pragmatic competence development: Understanding address norms is essential for effective communication 

in Nigeria. Non-Nigerians should learn when to use sir/ma, when kinship terms are appropriate, and what some 

of these terms signal in different contexts. 

Lexicographic Implications 

Current dictionaries of Nigerian English should incorporate pragmatic information for address terms. This study 

provides empirical evidence for the following entries, for example,  

Oga (noun) (from Yoruba) 

1. Boss, employer, superior: "My oga at work is very strict." 

2. Term of address for service providers: "Oga mechanic, how much to fix this?" 

3. (Informal, playful) Friend, mate: "Wetin dey happen, my oga?" 

Ma (noun) 

1. Mother. 

2. Term of respect for any adult woman, especially in service encounters: "Ma, I want to buy recharge card." 

Brother (noun) 

1. Male sibling. 

2. Term of address for male peer or acquaintance: "My brother, how far?" 

3. Fellow church member or religious community member. 

Sister (noun) 

1. Female sibling. 

2. Term of address for female peer or acquaintance: "Sister, please show me where the market is." 

3. Fellow church member. 

Aunty (noun) 

1. Sister of one's parent. 

2. Term of respect for any older woman, especially in service or social encounters: "Aunty, I greet you." 

Uncle (noun) 

1. Brother of one's parent. 

2. Term of respect for any older man, especially in service or social encounters. 

Such entries would provide users with the pragmatic information needed to use and understand these terms 

appropriately in Nigerian contexts. 

Implications for Cross-Cultural Communication 

The findings have practical implications for cross-cultural communication in Nigerian contexts: 
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Context Implication 

Business interactions: Non-Nigerian professionals should expect frequent use of sir/ma in Nigerian business 

settings and may need to adopt similar practices to build rapport and show respect. 

Service encounters: Address terms are culturally obligatory, not optional, in Nigerian service contexts; 

otherwise, a speaker might sound rude or confrontational. Using sir/ma or oga in shops, banks, and restaurants 

is expected. 

Social settings: Extended kinship terms (brother, sister, aunty, uncle) signal solidarity and respect. Using them 

appropriately builds rapport; failing to use them may be perceived as disrespectful or distant. 

Academic contexts: Students addressing lecturers as sir/ma or uncle/aunty reflects cultural respect norms and 

should not be interpreted as inappropriate informality. 

CONCLUSION 

This corpus-pragmatic study has investigated address terms in Nigerian English through systematic comparison 

with British English, drawing on the spoken components of ICE-Nigeria and the BNC. The analysis has 

combined quantitative frequency and collocational analysis with qualitative concordance-based functional 

interpretation, situated within the framework of postcolonial pragmatics (Anchimbe, 2018). The findings provide 

robust empirical evidence for the systematic nativisation of address practices in Nigerian English. 

The study has demonstrated five key findings. First, Nigerian English uses address terms significantly more 

frequently than British English across all categories examined, with sir and ma occurring more than three times 

as frequently in Nigerian speech. Second, kinship terms such as brother, sister, aunty, and uncle extend 

systematically to non-kin relationships, reflecting communitarian cultural values and the cultural salience of age 

hierarchy. Third, deferential terms such as sir and ma have grammaticalised as default politeness markers in 

everyday encounters, functioning as routine politeness particles rather than markers of exceptional deference. 

Fourth, indigenous borrowings such as oga have developed polysemous pragmatic functions with no equivalent 

in native-speaker varieties, operating across the hierarchy-solidarity continuum from genuine deference to ironic 

peer address. Fifth, these patterns constitute a systematic pragmatic subsystem, providing evidence for the 

endonormative stabilisation of Nigerian English (Schneider, 2007). 

The findings challenge Anglocentric politeness models (Brown & Levinson, 1987) by demonstrating that address 

practices in Nigerian English are governed by culturally specific norms that cannot be adequately captured by 

frameworks developed primarily from Western data. The extended use of kinship terms and the 

grammaticalisation of sir and ma as default politeness markers reflect indigenous cultural schemas of 

communalism, age hierarchy, and respect that are not structurally encoded in British English address systems. 

From the perspective of postcolonial pragmatics, these patterns are not deviations from an external standard but 

locally coherent pragmatic systems grounded in Nigerian sociocultural realities (Anchimbe, 2018). 

For Nigerian English scholarship, this study provides the first systematic, corpus-based account of address terms, 

contributing to the growing body of empirical research on Nigerian English pragmatics (Gut & Unuabonah, 

2024; Oladipupo & Akinola, 2025; Westphal, 2022). It enriches the descriptive profile of Nigerian English by 

foregrounding pragmatic patterning and demonstrating that address terms constitute a coherent subsystem rather 

than random variation. The study also contributes to the broader field of World Englishes by providing evidence 

that pragmatic nativisation is as significant as phonological and lexical nativisation in the development of 

postcolonial varieties. 

The study has practical implications for English language teaching, lexicography, and cross-cultural 

communication. ELT materials in Nigeria should present Nigerian English address practices alongside British 

and American models, validating local usage as systematic rather than incorrect. As suggested, dictionaries of 

Nigerian English should incorporate pragmatic information for address terms, providing users with the 
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contextual knowledge needed for appropriate use. Non-Nigerians interacting in Nigerian contexts require 

explicit training on address term expectations to avoid misinterpretation and build effective relationships. 

In conclusion, this study has provided empirical validation of address practices in Nigerian English as culturally 

grounded, systematic resources, not deviations from an external norm. As Unuabonah (2021) notes, "There is 

much more acceptance of indigenous terms in Nigerian English now and this shows evidence of its 

endonormative stabilisation." The findings contribute to a more diverse understanding of how English adapts to 

local sociocultural contexts and how postcolonial varieties develop independent pragmatic norms. Nigerian 

English address terms are not simply borrowed or adapted forms; they are constitutive elements of a distinct 

pragmatic system that reflects the values, hierarchies, and relational norms of Nigerian society. 
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