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Abstract 

While there is a sizeable body of research on the pragmatics of apology across the globe, 

the Nigerian apology discourse has received very little attention from scholars. The act of 

tendering public apologies among the political class, which was almost absent from the 

Nigerian repertoire, is an emerging trend in Nigeria. This study aims to identify the 

salient characteristics of Nigerian political apologies by contextually analysing some 

selected apology texts of some political actors in Nigeria. Findings reveal that Nigerian 

political leaders use evasions and manipulation in their apologies. The higher the 

magnitude of the transgression; the greater the hesitation to offer an explicit apology. We 

therefore, recommend that the categorization of political apologies should take into 

consideration the status of the political apologizer also and not just the magnitude of the 

offence, as this can have a significant impact on the apology behaviour. 

Keywords: Apology, Political discourse, Politeness, Pragmatics, Public discourse   

 

 

 

 

http://www.ejlls.com/


Ebonyi Journal of Language and Literary Studies 4 (3)        July 2021 

www.ejlls.com  ISSN 9091 4582 7142 

VOL 4 

 

21 

 

1. Introduction   

There is no arguing the fact that in life anyone can make mistake irrespective of the 

person’s social class. Having the above in mind, an English poet Alexander Pope in 1711 

made the popular statement; ‘to err is human, to forgive divine’. In the global political 

scene as well as Nigeria, when a political leader errs, the media is always quick to draw a 

huge amount of attention to the mistake or misdeed through various news channels that 

lead people to various assumptions and conclusions. Often times, perceiving the offence 

and viewing the leader as being ineffective, makes him/her lose the trust and credibility 

deposed on him by the followers and admirers. Acknowledging that his reputation is now 

at stake and that his value diminished, he realizes that his positive face, as a perceived 

good individual and an efficient leader is threatened. This is not far from the fact that 

offences committed by leaders trigger consequences that threaten their public image and 

political career, create chaos and discord, or hurt the feelings of the individuals who are 

the victims of their misdeed. Scholars like Brubaker (2015) and Kellerman (2006) 

suggest that leaders are resistant to apologizing in fear that it will reflect weakness and 

undermine authority. However, when a politician decides not to pass the blame to escape 

the situation but rather to apologize, it shows that, as an individual, he/she subscribes to 

the ethics of truth and care. 

Lazare (2004), observes that apologies have the power to heal humiliations and grudges, 

remove the desire for vengeance, generate forgiveness and relieve guilt and shame that 

can grip the mind with a persistence and tenacity that is hard to ignore. He suggests that 

an apology satisfies significant needs of an individual who has been offended. An 

authentic apology can restore a victim’s sense of self-respect and dignity and reassure 

that the offense was not the victim’s fault. This paves the way for both the leader and the 

follower who have taken offense to put the hurt behind and to build/renew the once-

tarnished relationship. 
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A political leader has to possess leadership skills and bear leadership responsibilities. 

This is to say that he/she should be ready to apologize whenever he/she errs either by 

omission or commission, knowingly or unknowingly. Psychological researchers like 

Schlenker and Darby (1981) show that when people find themselves in an identity-

threatening situation, they resort to a remedial self-presentation strategy – an apology to 

communicate to others that a mistake, a bad decision, or an offense is not a representation 

of that individual’s true character. Lending credence to the above assertion, Goffman 

(1971) says that they disassociate the part of self that committed the wrongdoing from the 

part of self that is remorseful. Apologizing is a favorable remedial self-presentation 

technique because it positively impacts the apologizer’s image and the follower’s 

reactions. Therefore, wrong-doings heavily depend on an apology as an effort of damage 

control. Eventually, followers would use that leader’s apology to arrive at a better 

assessment of the leader, which is why Luke (1997:344) regards an apology as a form of 

political speech with increasing significance and power. 

The values incorporated in an apology and portrayed by the politician himself; 

emancipates positive exemplary leadership. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to 

construct the apology with immense meticulousness and sensitivity. A decision to 

apologize would have a potential higher risk for a political figure than it would for a 

commoner. Kellerman (2006) acknowledges that even wisest of leaders face the 

complexity of knowing when and how to apologize. Kampf (2009) also notes that 

politicians face hard times to articulate an apology because ‘apologizing may be 

perceived as a humiliating act when it detracts the apologizer’s symbolic power’. To this 

end, the study is particularly concerned with analyzing the linguistic form and function of 

political apologies (rather than the political function), but this cannot be done without 

touching upon the sociological, historical and psychological import of apologizing. 
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2.1 Literature Review 

The study is conducted in the context of other researches in the same or related area. This 

review begins with definitions of some key concepts, as contextually deployed in the 

study, and followed by a review of some relevant theories. 

2.1.1 Language 

Among all the gifts of nature handed over to man by God, language stands at a pivotal 

end. This is why Aimiuwu (2017) describes language as the principal thing that 

distinguishes humans from animals. He goes further to posit language as the most 

powerful and distinct way humans express their thoughts, articulate their rationality, 

interact and conduct effective communication within a society, community and nation. 

This is the reason why there is no human society without language. However, it is 

important to state that there are various spoken languages all over the globe and these 

languages aggregate words comprising a system of communication between persons in 

speech or writing, in such a manner peculiar to a group, society, nations and race. 

Language in this aspect is the expression of actions in words or writing that have a 

particular diction and characteristic usage which is the focus of the present study. In the 

opinion of Akinyisola (2017), language is a systematic means of communication by the 

use of sounds or conventional symbols. It is the expression of human communication 

through which knowledge, beliefs, and behavior can be experienced, explained and 

shared with one another. From the prisms of Akinyisola, language is not just sounds 

produced through the vocal auditory channels but also a conventionalized system of 

speech which enables speakers or users of a particular language to formulate rules that 

will govern the use of the language.  

Conceptualizing the dynamic nature of language, Agbedo (2011) asserts that language is 

the pivot on which all human activities, ranging from the most prosaic to the most 

profound, revolves. As an exclusively human activity, the seemingly inexhaustible 
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potentials of language are continually exploited by man for business transactions, 

exchanging banters, swapping yarns and gossips, as well as discussing and explaining 

issues. Language provides the unique medium through which the belief system, world-

view, moral values, and virtually all the basic ingredients of any given society are passed 

on from generation to generation.  Continuing, he is of the opinion that the essential 

thread that runs through all these activities is communication, i.e. interlocutors trying to 

exchange their ideas. Language as a natural ability is common to every normal human 

being. In other words, all normal human beings are naturally disposed to using language 

for the sole purpose of communication. The common-place nature of language has tended 

to diminish the obvious mystery surrounding it. Given the sleek smoothness and 

effortless ease with which people use language for communication, the tendency has been 

to think that there is nothing mysterious about language and therefore nothing about 

language to explain (Agbedo 2011:20).    

Acknowledging the value and importance of language and the need to develop and 

safeguard it, Ademowo and Balogun (2014) argue that if it is the case, that language is 

used for phatic communion (i.e. as a social regulator), as an instrument of action, to 

convey order and information, to enable self-expression and to embody and enable 

thought, it therefore becomes obvious that no human society can exist to experience 

development without effective, explorative use of and development of its language. 

Looking at the utilitarian value and explorative use of language, Ogunsuji (2001:165-

189) opines that no other language can effectively displace one’s mother tongue, and that 

there is obvious danger in over-blowing the importance of lingua franca at the expense of 

the indigenous languages. With this in mind, Ademowo and Balogun (2014),  posit that 

aside the efforts of linguistic school of thought, contemporary African philosophers are of 

the opinion that philosophy can only live up to its pragmatic role in social reconstruction 

in Africa if she takes cognizance of the importance of indigenous language. Also in the 

linguistic anthropology parlance, Ademowo and Balogun agree with the position of 
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scholars on the position that culture and language are so intertwined in such a way that 

the death of language automatically marks the death of a culture that such language 

carried. If this is so, coupled with the fact that culture is a prismatic paradigm for 

development, with the exclusive manner in which the indigenous languages are being 

played down for the exclusive employment of foreign languages, culture and value 

system, it is appropriate to conclude that there is a need for a radical revival of the 

indigenous language and its strong metaphorical use which include proverbs, which are 

supposedly endowed with the survival instinct and value of the people. 

From the opinions of the scholars above, one can infer that through the words inherent in 

a language, it may not be out of place to state without equivocation that language controls 

our thought, feelings, revive the heart and soothes feelings through the powers in those 

words and through the subtle as well as the oratorical application of these words which 

enables others think, act, change their world view towards the direction of the speaker. 

Language is so vital to human existence, it is indispensable in political, economic, 

religious, and education convergences, in short it is indispensable in all spheres of life. 

This could be why Nwokocha and Ahamefula (2016) say that without language, the 

world would be a flux of confused states because it will be impossible to, in the process 

of thinking, concretize our thoughts into words. Language is therefore the burner that 

fries our thought process into ideas. In other words, language has no meaning in itself but 

is deployed as a trigger, which sets off and creates possible words or alternative meaning 

realities within a discourse situation. Thus, language is the most important information 

and communication tool for all humans as it is the carrier of culture and the world view 

of the people.       

2.1.2 Apology 

Murphy (2014), in Agyekum (2015) asserts that ‘apologies are tacit admission that the 

speaker caused offence, pain, and damage or committed some other social faux-pas 
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which had the potential to damage the relationship between hearer and speaker. Apology 

falls under expressive speech acts that convey what the speaker feels and it functions to 

stabilize social harmony. For Wardhaugh (1985), apologizing is an open 

acknowledgement that the speaker did something that s/he should not have done or did 

not do something that s/he should have done. Agyekum (2006) posits that apology is a 

repair mechanism; this is in line with Meier (1995) notion of repair work which he 

believes functions to remedy any damage incurred to an actor’s image upon the 

establishment of a responsibility link between an actor and behavior which fell below the 

standard expected relative to a particular reference group. 

According to Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984), ‘by apologizing, the speaker recognizes 

the fact that a violation of a social norm has been committed and admits the fact that s/he 

is at least, involved in its cause’. Offenders must acknowledge that they have violated 

some socio-political norms and take responsibility for the perceived negative political 

action(s) (Meier, 1998). In an ideal situation, the offended party must accept and 

acknowledge the apology and be ready to forgive because an apology is incomplete until 

it is accepted whole-heartedly by the offended. If this is not done, then the apology 

becomes misfired.  

An apology is metaphorically considered an acknowledgement of an imbalance or 

disharmonious relation between speaker and addressee. Leech (1983), in the same vein, 

states that ‘apology is a transaction meant to change the balance sheet relation between 

speaker and hearer’. An act of apologizing is a verbal and non-verbal recognition of a 

breach of social ties and relationship. It is motivated by offences that are contrary to the 

accepted norms and values of the society. 

2.1.3 Political Apology 

Political apologies according to Kampf (2009) express regrets for some offense of 

commission or omission by a political figure against the addressee and therefore 
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acknowledges an obligatory responsibility and accountability before a general public. 

Most political apologies belong to the past, but a public official can apologize to citizens 

for future socio-economic hardships likely to result from political decisions. Political and 

public apologies that show remorse and regret and the need for reconciliation have come 

from state leaders, presidents, individual political figures and nations. Rituals of political 

apology have become part and parcel of political discourse, and according to Kampf and 

Wenheim (2012), some scholars have termed the past decades as the “age of apology”. 

Political actors have found political apology a prudent tool for easing socio-political 

tensions. 

Political apologies can emanate from one state to another; Kampf and Wenhein (2012) 

cites the following national political apologies; in 1994, Austria apologized to Israel for 

its part in the holocaust, with Lithuania, Croatia, Latvia and Switzerland following suit in 

1995, 1997, 1998 and 1999, respectively. Similarly, based on the Oslo accords in 1993, 

Israel was urged to apologize and acknowledge its responsibility for the sufferings of the 

Palestinians. 

Political apologies, unlike other forms of apologies, are cited in the public domain, are 

highly mediatized and involve politicians or prominent figures associated with politics. 

Agyekum (2015) views political apologies as bi-directional in terms of the apologizer and 

apologizee. If a politician is the offender (apologizer) or the offended (apologizee), we 

will regard it as a political apology, especially, if it is mediatized. In most cases, the 

demand for apology is engineered from the victim’s group that compels the politician to 

apologize. Most apologies are not spontaneously rendered (Harris et.al. 2006). 

Sometimes, the media strongly demand the apology, and this is held on by the general 

public, thus compelling the politician to apologize. 

In Nigeria, the near absence of political apologies in the pre-colonial, colonial and pre-

independence era down to part of the 4th republic was not unconnected with the almost 
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absence of print and electronic media. In the present century, political apologies are now 

very common worldwide with Nigeria not being left out. This is attributed to the vibrancy 

of the media which is as well heightened by the emergence of the social media, thus, no 

atrocity or happenings escapes this powerful communicative era. Hook (2008) avers that 

‘political apology is the public announcement of a remorseful acceptance of 

responsibility for wrongful or harmful actions by a government that led to the 

disadvantage or victimization of a group of its own citizens, or attacks on the citizens of 

another country. This is to say that political apologies can go beyond groups and 

individuals, to state boundaries. 

Since most political apologies are publicized by journalists in the media as cases of 

performance, Kampf (2011) considers political apology a drama, a social drama of 

apology for which he offers his definition: “a Social Drama of Apology” (SDA) is an act 

of repair, a speech act of apology, made by a transgressor at a crucial point in the 

trajectory of a social or political conflict. This dramatic narrative is characterized by a 

public struggle, which erupts following the report of the transgression. SDA is thus an 

apology discourse, often marked by a set pattern: calls for apologies, initial refusals to 

apologize, rendering of apologies, and declaration of forgiveness. It also involves 

participants who encourage offenders to apologize and others who rather instigate 

refusals to apologize (Kampf, 2001). 

2.2 Review of Related Theories 

2.2.1 Face Theory 

The concept of Face as a linguistic theory for researches as it exists today is a product of 

the continued works of Brown and Livinson (1987) and the contributions of several other 

scholars. Goffman’s conception of face focuses on the idea that face is a ‘positive social 

value that a person effectively claims for himself’ (Goffman, 1967) and that it is animate 
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of self-delineated in terms of approved social attributes. Face according to him can be 

maintained, worked on or given, as well as, most importantly for our purposes lost.  

Face loss comes about when the positive social value that an individual has for 

him/herself is impinged upon – either by his/her own actions (e.g. by committing a social 

faux pas which others would view negatively) or the actions of another (e.g. a third party 

making a slight against the individual leaving him/her embarrassed or out of face). Such 

face-loss can be sought to be repaired through corrective face work (Goffman, 1967) – of 

which the apology is a major part of the interchanges designed to repair this potential 

damage to face. 

Brown and Livinson (1987) developing Goffman’s idea of face distinguished between 

two aspects of face: positive and negative. 

Negative face, posits some basic claims to territories, personal preserves, rights to non-

distraction – i.e. to freedom of action and freedom from imposition. Positive face posits 

the positive consistent self-image or personality (crucially including the desire that this 

self-image be appreciated and approved) claimed by interactants (Brown and Livinson, 

1987). 

Offences which might merit an apology may then be described as being threatened (or are 

perceived to have the potential to threaten) an interlocutor’s face (either aspect: an 

offence could be leveled at the positive face, say an insult, or negative face e.g. a threat or 

warning). The other important aspect of facework which brown and Livinson (1987) 

emphasize,more than Goffman is the need to distinguish between threats against the 

hearer’s and speaker’s face. For instance, the hearer’s positive face might be threatened if 

the speaker criticizes him, but the speaker could threaten her own positive face if she 

makes a confession. 
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It is fair to observe that often times, majority of apologies are triggered by face-

threatening acts (FTAs) directed at the face of the hearer – particularly since the hearer’s 

face wants are usually prioritized over the speaker’s own. There are situations where an 

apology may be given following a threat against the speaker’s own face, but it is often the 

case that these actions also have implications for the face(s) of the interlocutor. For 

instance, an apology following an FTA against the speaker’s positive face which brown 

and Livinson describe as “breakdown of physical control over body, bodily leakage, 

stumbling or falling down, etc.’’ An apology of this nature could be aimed at repairing 

potential damage done to the hearer because of the discomfiture or embarrassment caused 

by witnessing such an incident. Thus, apologies are triggered by offences, which are 

incidents that have caused (or had the potential to cause) damage to an interlocutor’s face 

(and usually the hearer’s). 

Moving on from how we consider the acts which trigger apologies and to the apologizers 

themselves, we find two prevailing views informed by politeness theory and the broadly 

conceived notion of face. The first contends that the apology is a hearer-supportive 

device intended to attend to the face wants of the hearer (Edmondson &House, 1981). 

The apology serves to remedy any damage done to the hearer by the face-threatening act 

which necessitated the apology. The second view suggests that the apology is a speaker-

supportive act. This arises from Goffman’s idea that the apology is an act by which the 

speaker splits herself in two - the bad half which caused the offence and the good half 

which recognizes the offence and seeks to remedy it (Goffman, 1971). The apology 

brings this good half to the fore and thus is speaker-supportive, since it repairs the 

negative feelings held by the hearer towards the speaker. The third and perhaps more 

reasonable view isfirst found in Holmes (1990) and suggests that the apology plays both 

of these roles: attending to the face wants of both parties. 

All of these views are believed to be overly simplistic. This is because they view apology 

as something which speakers have no reason not to produce and as something which 
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hearers always wish to receive; in other words, these treatments view the apology 

(properly produced) as a ‘no risk’ option. Brown & Livinson’s is that far from being risk 

free, apologies actually damage the speaker’s positive face: 

Sindicates that he regrets doing a prior FTA, thereby damaging his own face to some 

degree – especially if the apology is at the same time a confession with H learning about 

the transgression through it, and the FTA thus convey bad news (Brown and Livinson, 

1987:68). 

To expand on this, and as has been outlined previously, apologies are a tacit admission 

that the speaker caused offence, pain, damage or committed some other social faux-pas 

which had the potential to damage the relationship between hearer and speaker. This 

acceptance can cause damage to the good relations previously held between apologizer 

and apologizee, and may cause the apologizee to view the apologizer (and her character) 

in a more negative light. This has implications for the apologizer’s positive face (her 

desire to be liked and to have good relations with her interlocutors). But it is not only the 

speaker’s face that is threatened by an apology; the hearer’s (negative) face is also placed 

under threat on receipt of it. By apologizing, the speaker places the hearer under an 

obligation to respond, and as a result the apologizee’s freedom to do as he pleases is 

constrained. 

The face involved in the production of an apology can be summarized thus: 

a) Apologies attend to the (positive) face of the hearer by acknowledging that his 

wants, desires and/or expectations are important to the speaker and that the 

speaker regrets having gone against such wants with her previous offensive 

action; 

b) Apologies see the speaker attend to her own (positive) face wants, since apologies 

are a means of repairing damage done to the relations and thus increase the 

likelihood that the speaker is liked and respected by the interlocutors; 
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c) Apologies can cause damage to a speaker’s (positive) face, since she 

acknowledges and accepts responsibility for face-damaging behavior. Face 

damage is a particular risk when the hearer was previously unaware of the 

offensive behavior (or the apologizer’s responsibility for it). Morphy (2014) 

illustrates this using the prime minister’s questions on 15 March, 2000. According 

to her, an MP called the prime minister a liar. At the time nobody came forward to 

admit to this flagrant breach of parliamentary convention. James Gray, the culprit, 

‘came clean’    the following day – despite the Speaker of the House having no 

way of knowing for certain who shouted the remark. This owning up meant Gray 

caused himself face damage. Face damage is also highly likely to arise when the 

speaker’s apology is rejected by the hearer, since the hearer asserts that the 

speaker is not worthy of the hearer’s attention/respect/friendship (for a period of 

time); 

d) Apologies can cause damage to a hearer’s (negative) face since he is placed in the 

difficult position of either accepting the apology or rejecting the speaker’s 

apology and thus causing her face damage. 

This seemingly, abstract discussions about what constitutes an offence and the 

importance of face when apologizing are worthwhile when it comes to discussing 

political apologies.  

Murphy (2014), argues that the face wants of politicians in the public sphere were subtly 

different from the face wants of Brown and Livinson’s (1987) ‘model person’. Morphy 

(2014) justifies this by stating that members of the parliament inhabited their own 

community of practice which has its own rules and expectations concerning interaction 

and individual conduct. Very much relevant to the present study is what we could say on 

politicians’ positive face which can be said to be made up of; the desire to be thought of 

as competent, as well as to be popular amongst both other politicians (particularly those 

from the same party) and, more importantly, amongst the electorate. The desire to have 
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(their) views, actions, proposals and legislation endorsed and supported both within the 

community of practice (i.e. parliament) and outside of it (i.e. amongst the electorate) 

(Murphy, 2014:78). 

Giving these differing face wants, it may be argued that politicians deciding whether or 

not to apologize make additional judgments on the face concerns involved in the act of 

apologizing. The potential for face damage/enhancement is likely to also be affected by 

the nature of the offence.  Value is attached, by some in the electorate, to a politician’s 

preparedness to own up to previous mistakes and apologize for them. This means that a 

furthercalculation made by politicians prior to apologizing is whether their apology will 

be viewed as demonstrating a positive attribute, and thus being beneficial to his/her 

positive face. 

Also relevant is the fact that the importance of one of the face considerations is 

significantly reduced when apologizing historical events – namely that the apologizer 

does not damage her own face by acknowledging (personal) responsibility for the 

transgression precipitating the apology. So, the cost/benefit analysis that we might argue 

is undertaken when an individual is deciding whether or not to apologize has potentially 

higher stakes for a political figure than it would in everyday life. A well-meaning 

apology might have the benefit of producing a positive sentiment amongst the recipient, 

but a refusal to apologize might cost a political career.  

2.2.2. Pragmatics 

Our everyday utterances can be analyzed in many ways. The analysis could be according 

to the length of the sentence, the grammatical functions of the words uttered, it could also 

be according to semantic or logical structure of the utterances. No matter the way it is 

seen, utterances/speech involves much more than conversations. The above description in 

linguistic parlance is known as language use or pragmatic. Which according to Agbedo 

(2015:300) is the study of the practical aspects of human action and thought; it studies the 
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use of linguistic signs (words, and sentences), in actual situations. In outlining of 

meaning in interactional context, pragmatics looks beyond the literal meanings of an 

utterance and considers how meaning is constructed as well as focusing on implied 

meanings. It considers language as an instrument of interaction, what people mean when 

they use language and how we communicate and understand each other.  

According to Nordquist (2014) the theory of pragmatics as a theory of language use was 

coined in the 1930s by a philosopher named C.W. Morris and was developed as a sub 

field of linguistics in the 1970s. The theory has been used by many philosophers and 

linguists to show that utterances with definable meanings can be used to convey 

messages that have no relationship with the sentences whatsoever. Philosophers like 

Grice (1975) explains this in terms of logic and conversation based on “corporative 

principle”. He therefore asserts that conversations are possible because there is a 

recognizable common goal and there are specific ways of achieving such goals. This to a 

large extent limits speakers to what they can say and hearers to what they can infer. Grice 

(1975), Wardhaugh (2006) and Hudson (1981) share similar opinion on this. Grice calls it 

the cooperative principle, Wardhough describes it as, “one that depends on speakers and 

listeners sharing a set of assumptions about what is happening, while Hudson describes it 

as “… a bit of speech produced as part of a bit of social interaction as opposed to the 

linguists’ and philosophers’ decontextualized examples”.  

The cooperative principle according to Grice (1989) is anchored on four maxims 

comprising submaxims and supermaxims;  

1. Quantity: Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current 

purposes of the exchange). Do not make your contribution more informative than 

is required.  
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2. Quality: (Supermaxim): Try to make your contribution on that which is true. 

(Sub maxims): Do not say what you believe to be false. Do not say that for which 

you lack adequate evidence.  

3. Relation: Be relevant  

4. Manner: (Submaxims): Avoid obscurity of expression; avoid ambiguity; be brief 

(avoid unnecessary prolixity); be orderly; frame whatever you say in the form 

most suitable for any reply that would be regarded as appropriate; or facilitate in 

your form of expression the appropriate reply.  

Grice’s cooperative principle is in line with his conversational implicature, which stresses 

that conversations must contribute to the situations, for which they are required. This is 

also in line with the American Speech Learning Associations’ (2010) belief that 

pragmatics involves three major communication skills, namely;  

a. Using language for different purposes, 

b. Changing language according to need of listener and situation, 

c. Following rules which vary according to culture.  

Hudson (1981) in agreement with Austin’s (1962) grouping of basic facts of speech act, 

adds that the society and culture of the speech background include a rich set of concepts 

for classifying bits of social interactions, and also the importance of social interactions.  

In effect, pragmatics study language in context, text, and functions as in the area of 

linguistics, which Cutting (2008) refers to as “interactional sociolinguistics”. Thus, 

pragmatics or interactional sociolinguistics talks about words in shared knowledge of 

speaker and hearer; the speaker’s meaning is dependent on assumptions of knowledge 

that are shared by both speakers and hearers: the speaker constructs the linguistic 
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message and intends or implies a meaning, and the hearer interprets the message and 

infers the meaning (Cutting 2008). 

Cutting (2009:19) also notes that “differences in speech act conventions can cause 

communication difficulties” or communication disorder. If any form of barrier 

blocks the message of any communication event, it renders the intended message 

inactive. A number of things can cause communication disorder, such as language 

and perception differences (in this study, the different worldview of the sermon 

participants); information overload-taking up several ideas in one pull; inattention 

due to many issues including redundancy; time pressure and constraints; 

distraction or noise through even gestures, pageantry; emotions of both speaker 

and listener; and retentive ability.  

Wardhaugh (2006:285) refers to this as the ‘felicity condition’ of speech act. He 

explains the felicity conditions as a conventional procedure that must be there for 

whatever that is to be done. The procedure must specify who must say and do 

what and in what circumstances. Cutting further explains the felicity conditions to 

be recognized by all parties, the action carried out completely, and that the 

persons (speaker & hearer) must have the right intensions. Cutting goes further to 

note two types of speech acts – the direct speech act, and the indirect speech act. 

She argues that a speaker using the direct speech act want to communicate the 

literal meaning which the word conventionally expresses. This means that there is 

a direct relationship between the form and the function. For the indirect speech 

act, the speaker wants to communicate a different meaning from the apparent 

surface meaning; the form and function are not directly related.  

For Searle (1969), the condition is that the hearer must hear and understand the 

language and the speaker must not be pretending or play-acting. But Cutting 
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(2008:14) posits the speech act as a performance and has a social force as well as 

a semantic content, which is analyzed at three levels of utterances.  

i. Locutionary act: What is said, the form of the words uttered, the act of 

saying something.  

ii. Illocutionary act: What the speaker is doing with his words, the specific 

purpose that the speaker has in mind. 

iii. Perlocutionary act: The result of the words i.e what is done by uttering 

the words, that is the effect on the hearer, or the hearer’s reaction. 

 The locutionary act demonstrates the actual utterance and its ostensible message. 

The illocutionary effect shows the intended meaning of an utterance which is at 

the center of attraction. It reveals the purpose of the speech or the speakers’ 

intention e.g. promising, persuading, inviting, teaching, ordering etc. However, 

scholars’ opinions on what illocutionary effect posits are divergent, this is because 

there are some utterances that may not fit well to the act, while others may be 

widely accepted as illocutionary. Searle (1969) in Agbedo (2015:310) further 

groups the illocutionary acts into sub sections as follows: 

i. Representative or assertive: The speaker becomes committed to the truth of the 

propositional content; for example, asserting “It’s raining”.  

ii. Directive: The speaker tries to get the hearer to act in such a way as to fulfill what 

is represented by the propositional content; for example, commanding, “close the 

door!”  

iii. Commissive: The speaker becomes committed to act in a way represented by the 

propositional content, for example, promising; “I ‘ll finish the paper by 

tomorrow”. 
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iv. Expressive: The speaker simply expresses the sincerity condition of the 

illocutionary act: “ I’m glad it’s raining”. 

v. Declarative: The speaker performs an action just representing herself as 

performing that action “I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth”. 

On the other hand, the perlocutionary effect demands a performative verb, which is not 

suitable in all speech events such as conversations and apologies.  

 

Bach and Harnish (1979), Wardhaugh (2006:285) share a similar view from the above. 

While Bach and Harnish (1979) include constatives, directives, commissives and 

acknowledgments as subdivisions of speech Wradhaugh (2006:285) adds the following as 

his description of the felicity conditions.  

First, a conventional procedure must exist for doing whatever is to be done, and that 

procedure must specify who must say and do what and in what circumstances. Secondly, 

all participants must properly execute this procedure and carry it through to completion. 

Finally, the necessary thoughts, feelings, and intentions must be present in all parties.  

From the foregoing, analyzing any speech event entails finding out whether the 

locutionary act in the illocutionary force is used to achieve the perlocutionary effect 

according to Grice’s cooperative principles anchored in its maxims of quantity, quality, 

relation and manner. As plausible as the speech act theory is, it has its limitations. 

According to Cutting (2008:20) it has no provision for language fitters, there is an 

overlap in the categorization of utterances in speech act. In other words, one utterance 

can fall into more than one macro-class of expression. Again flash backs or 

‘backchannels’ and incomplete sentences do not fit well into the speech act theory.  
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Cutting (2008:152) therefore criticizes the programmatic theory for what he sees as its 

“individualism” and its idealism”. He posits that individuals are not free to manipulate 

language the way they want to achieve their goals, but constrained by social conventions 

– knowing very well that everybody does not have equal control of speech in interactions 

due to linguistic inequalities of power. Even Austin (1962) who developed the theory 

soon abandoned the perfomative effect of it, because he realized that often, the implicit 

performatives (ones without performative verbs) sound more natural. He also realized 

that implicitperformatives do not have obvious explicit performance easily understood. 

His proposal also omitted the analysis of language which always conveys messages that 

are not related to the meanings of the sentences.  

Inspite of the criticisms of the speech act theory as propounded by Austin (1962) it has 

continued to provide the propitious basis for the pragmatic aspect of language use till 

date. This is because their linguistic realizations and dimensions are culturally 

appropriate.  

Thus, the review of the concept of the speech act/pragmatic or language use is paramount 

to this study as it will serve as a guiding principle in the study, with pragmatics as its 

focus. Therefore, though political apology is not a normal conversational situation, the 

discussed principles would be used as the bases for the analysis in this research work 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is couched in the theory of Political Discourse Analysis (henceforth, PDA), 

which looks at how discourse on politics are analyzed and interpreted (Agyekum, 2013; 

Chilton, 2004; Blommaert, 1997; Van Dijk, 1997). Politicians all over the world employ 

the instrument of language to effectively win the people’s heart and electoral votes by 

dwelling so much on promises, apology, rhetoric, and persuasion. During electioneering 

campaigns in Nigeria, members of the political class, after justifying their past or current 

short comings (often attributing them to forces beyond their control), or when they have 
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done one thing or the other which attract public outcry and apologizing to their 

electorates for same, politely and persuasively promise to help them with future 

developmental projects. 

PDA effectively pays attention to the language, culture and political ideology of a 

particular group; hence PDA is both universal and culture-specific (Agyekum, 2013:42, 

Van Dijk, 1998:3). In political apology, persuasive language reflects the philosophical, 

cultural, religious, social and political ideologies of the society. PDA basically focuses on 

political discourse, such as presidential addresses, political apology, parliamentary 

proceedings, electioneering campaigns, political advertisements and slogans, political 

speeches as well as political talk shows on TV and radio. PDA relies on political texts 

and discourses by Presidents, Premiers, MPs, and other political figures and stakeholders 

(Agyekum, 2013:42, Obeng, 2002a:83; Reisigl, 2010, Van Dijk, 1997:12,14; Davis, 

1994).  

Obeng (2000) posits that ‘the complete communicative context and text are important in 

determining whether a text or discourse qualifies as political discourse’. Any 

communicative event that has direct or indirect political function within the overall 

political process is a political discourse (Agyekum, 2013). In all the political discourses, 

including political apologies, there is usually a political goal, an action to achieve that 

goal and a process for achieving it. 

In the present study, we believe that for one to be a successful political apologizer, one 

should manipulate political language to convince the offended party to accept and 

indicate forgiveness. Some of the strategies used in PDA include, politeness, indirection, 

and persuasive and rhetorical strategies. The political apologizers act appropriately to 

repair specific conflicts caused and restore the social-political harmony between the two 

parties (Agyekum, 2013, Obeng, 1997, Jucker, 1997). 

 

http://www.ejlls.com/


Ebonyi Journal of Language and Literary Studies 4 (3)        July 2021 

www.ejlls.com  ISSN 9091 4582 7142 

VOL 4 

 

41 

 

3. Methodology 

All the items in this study were electronically collected from Nigerian daily newspapers. 

On the whole a total of three apologies were collected, the sources as well as the 

background information to the offence and apologies have all been included in the data to 

bring a maximum understanding of the apologies. The three apology texts were purposely 

selected as samples to represent political apologies in Nigeria.     

4.Data presentations and analysis 

In this section, we shall discuss some current political apologies in Nigeria’s political 

space that appeared in the media: electronic/print. As part of the discussion, the 

background information shall also be cited to indicate what caused the offence, the 

political apology itself and the aftermath of the apology, especially the comments from 

the public if any. 

Excerpt 1: Femi Fani Kayode (FFK) apologizes to Eyo Charles, a Daily Trust 

reporter. 

Posted by: The Cable on August 28, 2020 8:08PM 

Background of the Offence: The ex-Minister of Aviation, who began a tour of some 

states, especially those controlled by the People Democratic Party (PDP) in July, visited 

Cross River State. At a press conference in Calabar, Cross River capital, Charles had 

asked Fani Kayode if anyone was bankrolling his trip. But the former minister, who felt 

offended by the question, described him as “very stupid”. In his words: “I could see from 

your face before you got here, how stupid you are. Don’t ever talk to me like that. 

Bankroll who? You think I am one of those ones you…from who, when, how? You have 

a small mind, a very small mind”.His comments had generated a backlash, with at least 

two chapters of the Nigerian Union of Journalists (NUJ) boycotting his activities. The ex-
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Minister had initially refused to apologize to Charles, saying his apology was for his 

“friends in the media”. 

Apology: Fani Kayode, speaking at a press conference at Government House, Uyo, 

capital of Akwa Ibom state said he disappointed himself and everyone. “I am deeply 

sorry for the manner I reacted to the said reporter. I was too hard on him. The question 

was mischievous, but I fell for it, I should have been smatter than that. I am using this 

opportunity to reach out to him, and I hope he will be kind enough to forgive me. I 

disappointed myself, my family and my friends, my colleagues and even my bosses, 

those who hold me in high esteem. I have regrets, it was not my finest day. No leader or 

public figure should ever react like that. I disappointed myself. I deeply regret it and I 

believe it will never happen again”. 

Analysis 

Femi Fani Kayode (FFK), admits that his careless outburst and abuses rendered to 

Charles Eyo, the Daily Trust reporter was inappropriate and therefore asked for 

forgiveness. He said; “I am deeply sorry for the manner I reacted to the said reporter. I 

was too hard on him, I am using this opportunity to reach out to him, and Ihope he will be 

kind enough to forgive me. The statement ‘the question was mischievous’ is a 

remorseless apology. In this case the apology is not genuine. Moreover, he had refused to 

apologize to the reporter, and even suggested that if he should apologize, it will only be 

for his colleagues in the media industry, therefore this apology could be said to be done 

under pressure. Thus, even though he claimed to be deeply sorry, he was not sorry. 

Excerpt 2. Umahi Apologizes to the Sun, Vanguard Reporters 

Posted by: Independent News Paper, Nigeria on April 28, 2020 5:02  

Background of the Offence: the twojournalists Mr. Chijioke Agwu and Mr. Peter Okutu 

of Sun and Vanguard Newspapers respectively had made a report concerning the 
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Governor of Ebonyi State, His Excellency, Engr. David Nweze Umahi and the State 

Government. Subsequently, the Governor in a broadcast banned the two journalists for 

life from entering Ebonyi Government House and all government facilities following 

publication the duo did which the governor considered offensive.  His outburst on the two 

journalists drew wide condemnation from well-meaning Nigerians and media 

practitioners. 

Apology  

In a live broadcast in Abakaliki, the governor acting under pressure, described the 

incident as unfortunate. In his words: “I have directed that The Sun and The Vanguard 

reporters be invited to join us. The unfortunate incident with the press was not 

intentional. But I am asking everybody to disregard what has happened. Because, we are 

all partners in progress and let us work together. But, I will advise that you, please cross 

check your information before publication. There are some certain write-ups that people 

are not happy about. But I have said please let everybody down tools in love and work 

together. I specifically asked that The Sun and Vanguard reporters be invited because as a 

father, when you beat a child with one hand, you bring the child back with another hand. 

I believe strongly that if anybody wants to intentionally bring you down, he can’t pull 

you down standing, he will certainly go down with you. And you may even rise above 

him. But the single way to be happy in life is to be happy with success. I want to invite 

the press for partnership and also ask them to also please help us build the state. 

Analysis: The governor failed in his apology to accept that he offended the victims. He 

only described the incident as ‘unfortunate’ without taking responsibility nor using any 

apologetic language in his apology. As can be seen, instead of taking responsibility and 

being remorseful and pleading for forgiveness, he only capitalized on it to lure the press 

to his favor. In other words, his major concern was to achieve harmonious working 

relationship between the press and his led state government: “I have directed that the sun 
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and the vanguard reporters be invited to join us. The unfortunate incident with the press 

was not intentional. But I am asking everybody to disregard what has happened because, 

we are all partners in progress and let us work together”. He also blamed the reporters for 

the ‘unfortunate’ incident and therefore, exonerates himself from any wrong doing: “but, 

I will advise that, you please cross check your information before publication”. 

Excerpt 3. Desmond Elliot Apologizes for Addressing the Youths as “Children” 

Posted by: Channels, Twitter, and Nairametrics.com on October 29, 2020. 

Background of the offence: Desmond Elliot, a member of the Lagos State House of 

Assembly, apologized and broke down in tears as a result of the backlashes he received 

for calling the Nigerian youths ‘children’. He explained that he was carried away by his 

emotions, which was the reason he used such a word to describe the #EndSars protesters 

on the floor of the house. The lawmaker who is also a film maker, in his submission at 

the floor of the house, pushed for the passing of a social media regulation bill. His 

controversial statement received lots of criticisms, as many Nigerian youths attacked him 

for referring to youths as ‘children’ and for also pushing for the regulation of social 

media. 

Apology: I have read your honest feedback and suggestions. I sincerely apologize for 

addressing the youths as ‘children’. I did not mean to be insensitive with this, it was 

borne out of the magnitude of destruction and looting of businesses I witnessed when I 

went on tour of my constituency. I saw women crying and my constituent members 

distraught as a result of the damages inflicted on their source of livelihood. I was moved 

by this while giving my submission on the floor of the house. I allowed my emotions get 

the better of me and for this, I apologize to everyone my earlier statement may have hurt. 

Analysis: The breaking down in tears by Hon. Desmond Elliot could be viewed as an 

apology with a sincere heart. A remorseful apology, a regret to his utterance and taking 
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responsibility for his words. By so doing, Desmond admitted that what he said was bad to 

the reputation of the youths. He offered an unconditional apology and unreservedly 

withdrew the injurious statement. This is in consonance with Nigerian apology which is a 

social responsibility on the part of the offender. The apology fits into the sincerity 

conditions of the speech act theory and shows remorse. He realized his mistake and 

sincerely admitted his offence, stressing that ‘I allowed my emotions get the better of me 

and for this I apologize to everyone my earlier statement may have hurt’. Although the 

Nigerian youths were not deceived by Hon. Desmond’s tears and words that seemed to 

come from a remorseful heart, they still accused him of doing the wills of his “god 

fathers” and thus rejected his apology. 

5.0 Conclusions  

Apology is one of the important speech acts of man’s daily interactional rituals because 

as humans, there is always a tendency to err against another either by omission or 

commission. Political apologies are pragmatic repair mechanisms aimed at restoring and 

harmonizing socio-political relationship and balancing between interlocutors in political 

discourse. Political apology usually seeks to address an interactants’ face need and thus 

remedy the damages which an offender had committed directly or indirectly, thereby 

taking responsibility. Most political apologies are manifestations of the politicians’ face-

loss. The strategies used in political apologies consist of expressions of regret, admission 

of the offence, assumption of the responsibility, offering reparation, restitution, 

minimizing of the offence, compensation and committing oneself not to repeat such 

unacceptable political acts. By looking at pragmatics of political apologies in Nigerian 

political discourse, we contend that what links the offender and the offended is the 

persuasive power of language of political apology. A political apology may be simple or 

complex, depending on the gravity of the offence and the levels of both the offender and 

offended in the political system, the level of publicity it received in the media, as well as 

the rate of public outcry demanding for such an apology. It is ideal for a political apology 
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to be accepted by both the public and those who are directly offended, as this may go a 

long way to engender peace which had hitherto eluded the parties involved.  

The data above shows that the statements by politicians focus less on apologizing and 

more on getting the truth out in detailed descriptions of the offences. This is a necessary 

component of these statements since the truth has so often been obscured before these 

apologies and the inquiries which may have triggered them. The potentially disturbing 

detail is shield away from in the statements because the apologizer is not the transgressor 

and so his/her personal face is not threatened by giving such details. Also, the apology 

tokens contained in the statements are invariably conventional in nature. This may be 

because the apologizer has negotiated the form of the apology in advance with the 

offended parties and so the risk of the apology being misinterpreted is that much lower.   
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