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Abstract 
Message pollution has been described as any form of interference with any of the 
factors in a communication process that is capable of impacting negatively on 
individual or on the society. This paper examines the linguistic acts of 
prevarication, sensationalism and embellishment of facts as instances of message 
pollution. It also states that these linguistics acts are manipulations or 
interferences in the language used in a communication process which are capable 
of producing negative effects on addresses. These negative effects  be anxiety,  
confusion and riots. The speech act theory developed by J.L Austin (1962) and 
later by J.R Searle (1969) formed the theoretical frame work of the study as it 
involves the stating of values for certain utterances. The data for this analysis 
were taken from newspaper headlines and body news of current happenings in the 
country, prescribe from Nigeria tribune vanguard.  These data were analysed from 
purely pragmatic point of view. 

 
Pollution in linguistics 

Generally, pollution is understood to mean the contamination of the 
elementary resources of life such as water, air and soil usually with substances 
that are toxic to both human and animal life (Otto H. James et al 519). The 
physical deterioration of these resources due to their contamination has continued 
to have serious implications for human beings. 

Consequently, summits upon summits have always been held both at the 
local and international levels with a view to finding definitive solutions to the 
ecological problems of pollution (the Awake issue of November 22 2003 and June 
8, 1996). However, the implications of environmental degradation for man are not 
sufficient to account for all the important causes of the constraints continuously 
placed on our quality of life. The incidence of message pollution in a 
communication process is also capable of impacting negatively on our conditions 
of living (Posner 290).  
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Meanwhile, while the word "pollution" is a very common word, its use in 
linguistic studies is relatively very new. Its origin may be traced to Roland 
Posner, a semiotician, who used "semiotic pollution" as a concept in an article 
published in the University of Tartu Journal (Sign Systems Studies) in 2000 to 
mean any form of interference with the complex interpersonal sign-processes 
(Semiosis) that is capable of producing "stress for human beings in current 
societies" (291-295). 

Generally, human communication is a complex process. It is characterized 
by the sender of a message, the message sent, the signal used to encode the 
message, the channel of transmission of the message, the receiver of the message 
and the context of situation (Lyons 36-37; Harris 1-21; Eco 7-8; Ndimele 123-
132). Essentially, Posner regards all these factors of communication as semiotic 
resources and says that each of them is susceptible to pollution in a 
communication process (294-5). For example, the sender and the receiver of a 
message can be considered polluted in the event that they are unable, due to some 
deficiencies in them, to use the necessary channel or code, or to assume the 
correct context.  

Also,  in a situation where noise, excessive or otherwise, obscures the 
recipient's perception or understanding of the signal transmitted, and hence his 
correct interpretation of the message transmitted, the channel can be considered to 
be polluted.  

Besides, whenever the message transmitted fails to correspond to it's 
signified or to the context of situation, it can be considered polluted. 

Importantly, at whatever level pollution takes place in a communication 
process, it will always have some untoward consequences. Notably, Posner's 
focus was on the sensory mode of hearing as a form of patterned human 
communication using a semiotic approach. The focus of this research work 
however is on the instances where the language used in a communication process 
can have negative perlocutionary effects on the addressees due to pollution. In 
essence the researcher’s main emphasis is on message pollution in a 
communication process. 
 
Message pollution in a communication process 

THE MESSAGE in a communication process can be described as the 
actual physical product or the substance of the ideas, thoughts, information, and 
so on that a sender often encodes by the use of appropriate signifiers and passes 
on through a channel to the receiver for him to decode. As it was mentioned in the 
previous section, the message in a communication process is considered polluted 
where "it does not easily correspond to the signified or apply to the semiotic- 
partner's context" (Posner 295). In other words where, usually due to some forms 
of interference, there is a linguistic gap between the signifiers and the signified in 
a communication process, the product of this which is the message transmitted, is 
said to be polluted since it can no longer be said to be reliable. 

In the opinion of Thouless for instance, there is a condition which words 
have to fulfill in order to be useful for the purpose of "describing reality outside 



Ebonyi Journal of Language and Literary Studies 1 (4)         October 2018 
 

24 
 

us or our own thoughts and feelings, and for directing our own and other people's 
actions". According to him that condition is that the words "must correspond in 
some ways with the facts we are trying to describe" (86), and where for any 
reason "there are differences in our language which do not correspond to 
differences in the word of facts, then our use of language is unskillful and is liable 
to lead us into muddled thinking" (87). Against this backdrop, message pollution 
may be seen in respect of how the use of language^ in a communication process 
may impact negatively on individuals and consequently on the society. The use of 
language as referred to here can include cases of ambiguity, prevarication, 
sensationalism, and so on.  
 
Theoretical background 
The Speech Act theory is considered particularly useful to the analyses of data in 
this work which, as it is obvious from the above explanation of the concept of 
message pollution, involves the stating of values for certain utterances. 
 
The speech act theory 
The Speech Act theory, which has a way of relating utterance meaning to context, 
was first developed by J. L. Austin (1962) and later by J. R. Searle (1969). It 
derives from the notion that when utterances are made, those who make them 
sometimes correspondingly perform acts of various kinds such as the act of 
promising, asserting, condemning, warning, ordering, apologizing, protesting and 
so on.  

Apart from performing various acts, such utterances are also capable of 
producing certain effects on the addressee. In general therefore, a Speech Act is 
seen as a communicative activity defined with reference to a speaker's intention 
while speaking, referred to as the illocutionary force of his utterance, as well as 
the effects his utterances can have on his listener, referred to as the perlocutionary 
effect of his utterance (Crystal 328; Hurford and Heasley 232-249; Leech and 
Short 290- 294).  

The distinctions often made in this theory between perlocutionary acts and 
illocutionary acts, direct and indirect speech acts, sentence meaning and utterance 
meaning are all vital to the explication of the concept of message pollution. 

Message pollution has been described as any form of interference with any 
of the factors in a communication process that is capable of impacting negatively 
on individuals or society.  

Significantly, this paper expresses the view that pollution is often 
generally a product or an outcome of man's interference, overtly or covertly, with 
any of the resources that God has placed at his disposal for his survival, and 
which is capable of endangering his life.  

Contrary to general expectation however, such interference is not limited 
to the elementary resources of life but it often extends to other equally important 
non-material resources such as language as well as other signalling-systems 
employed by human beings for the transmission of information.  
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For reasons that are very obvious, language has come to be regarded as a 
social necessity, that is, a kind of natural resource made available to man to 
enable him satisfy his higher needs such as mutual interaction, the organization of 
his world into meaningful forms and interpretation of same, his pursuit of 
education as well as sociopolitical ideals, and so on and so forth (Potter 160; 
Halliday 4; Harris 12-14; Hartley 1-5). 

Fundamentally, man has always had the tendency to interfere with or 
manipulate the language used in a communication process in order for him to 
achieve some desirable or undesirable effects.  

M H. Abrams (1999), for example, defines figurative language as 
"conspicuous departure from what the users of a language apprehend as the 
standard meaning of words, or else the standard order of words, in order to 
achieve some special meaning or effect" (96).  

Generally too, style in literary studies is sometimes viewed as a kind of 
infraction or the transgression of some linguistic norms (Chatman 30). Now, 
usually underlying the incidence of departure or infraction which Abrams and 
Chatman talk about here is the factor of interference or manipulation which may 
be intentional or unintentional. 

Certain other ways in which language may be manipulated especially in 
literature have often had their explanations in literary principles such as 
foregrounding, linguistic highlighting, poetic license, and so on (Leech and Short 
75 - 110, 139 - 48; Halliday 103 - 121). Prosodic features like stress, rhythm and 
intonation are also sometimes used as prominent instruments of manipulation of 
speech patterns in our everyday use of language in order to achieve certain effects 
(Peter Roach 163-8; Lyons 57-63).  

Without doubt, the manipulation of language in some cases as in literature 
is often a conscious effort to achieve some desirable effects, for example the 
production of some aesthetic appeals (Abrams 94-9, 102-103; Leech and Short 
lOff; Leech 1969 23ft). 

However, there are equally numerous instances where the manipulation of 
language usually has some untoward consequences. For example, language can be 
used to stimulate aggressive impulses which in turn can lead to "a terrible 
distortion of behaviour" (Thouless l4). Thouless also maintains that emotional 
language used in 'political thinking and communication' can possibly blow up the 
whole of civilization (22-4).  

The holy Bible of course recognizes this fact when in describing the 
human tongue it refers to it as 'a fire', 'a word of iniquity', and 'an unruly evil, full 
of deadly poison' which is "so set among our members that it defiles the whole 
body, and sets on fire the course of nature..." (James 3 v. 6-8). 

Based on our appreciation of the collocation link between the lexeme 
'tongue' and the act of speaking a language, what the Biblical passage above says 
could be understood to encapsulate the notion of message pollution.  

Moreover, Norman Solomon, in his criticism of the role of the press in 
modern societies, states that language can be used as an instrument of oppression 
or of subjugation of the masses by the political elite. According to him, language 
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is often used in the press to confuse the masses about the issues of politics and 
power in order to perpetually subject them to control. As he argues, "No one is 
more controllable than a confused person; no society is more controllable than a 
confused society. Politicians know this better than anyone and that is why they 
use innuendos, veiled references, and out-and-out lies instead of speaking clearly 
and truthfully"  

So far, the point we have been trying to establish is that there are certain 
contexts of situations where, instead of being used merely to convey information, 
or to induce pleasure as the case may be, language can be used to subject 
addressees to a considerable amount of stress. 

This paper therefore, identifies using a pragmatic approach, some acts of 
prevarication, embellishment of facts, sensationalism, as instances of message 
pollution in a communication process with emphasis on newspaper reporting. 
 
Prevarication 

Prevarication may be defined simply as the act of using a semiotic system 
to deceive or misinform addressees. This act of using a signalling-system to 
deceive addressees can occur in the form of outright lies. It can also occur in the 
form of the misrepresentation of issues or events in a way the misrepresentation 
of issues can happen inadvertently as in when one makes an assertion which one 
believes is true whereas this is not the case.  

In some cases though, the misrepresentation of events or facts occurs 
deliberately. In agreement with this line of reasoning, Lyons (1977) points out 
that prevarication is not necessarily a property of a semiotic system, but a feature 
of the behaviour and intentions of those using the system.  

In other words, prevarication is often a product of interference or 
manipulation of a signaling system generally by the user of the system in a 
context of situation. Significantly, it is assumed in this work that prevarication is a 
common feature of newspaper reports. 

Meanwhile, as it is shown in the analyses below, the incidence of 
prevarication can be approached from two main dimensions, that is, from the 
dimension of propositions without truth-values as well as from the dimension of 
lexical or grammatical ambiguity. 
Propositions without truth-values 

According to Crystal, the term proposition refers to "the unit of meaning 
which constitutes the subject-matter of a statement in the form of a simple 
declarative sentence" (288).  

Essentially, propositions are valued in pragmatics only in terms of their 
truth conditions. In other words, for a proposition to be considered as appropriate, 
it has to be seen as making a statement of facts that is necessarily true. 

 Meanwhile, as the following examples show, we have a lot of 
propositions in newspaper reporting without the basic constitutive condition of 
truth. 
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(1) FG rescues Chibok girls, May 
Following the resent activities currently going on 
by the activities of the bokoharam sect, one of 
which is the kidnap of the chibok girls, abducted 
two years ago on 14th April 2014 in Bornu. The 
coordinator of the rescue team, Mr. Omeri during 
a briefing on security situation says, “Rescuing 
the girls was not lost and so by the end of May 
they will be back to their various homes............” 

(Abass Dan Subar, the Nigeria Tribune, Wednesday, April 20th, 2014) 
From what we can see, the headline, "FG rescues chibokgirls, May", is a 

summary of the lead paragraph, and what it signifies in terms of its semantic 
information is not, in any way, ambiguous. The acronym or abbreviation and the 
word-'FG' and chibokgirls' - are socially relevant to Nigerians and so pose no 
problem to our interpretation, even if the headline is considered in isolation. 
Beyond its semantic information however, the headline can be critically examined 
for its pragmatic force or properties.  

First and foremost, it has a propositional content of a commissive illocution. 
It expresses the intention of the source, that is, the federal government to rescue 
chibok girls, a set of secondary school girls kidnapped by the sect.  

Again, looked at from the perspective of the traumatic experiences of the 
Nigerian citizens due to constant bombings and kidnap by the sect, as well as that 
of the parents of these children, the headline can duly be regarded as a proposition 
with an indirect illocution of promising and relief respectively. In any of these 
respects, the impact of the utterance as a speech act can never be undermined. It 
can be argued from the perspective of the suffering parents that their children 
where kidnapped, that 'FG rescues Chibok girls, May' conversationally implicates: 
a)      The fact that the girls will be rescued and that there will be no incidence 

of such again, as of course Was stated in the main news story, and this in turn 
implicates: 

b)      The fact that the traumatic experiences experienced by families concerned 
was going to come to an end Meanwhile, as a proposition with an indirect 
illocution of promise and ending the traumatic experience of the families of 
those kidnapped, the utterance is capable of having other subtle implications 
such as fostering the belief of the Masses and the parents of the abducted 
girls that government is concerned about their plight, and this would in turn 
produce greater respect for the government. Meanwhile, to the sect 
(bokoharam), the same utterance can be taken to conversationally implicate: 

c)        The end of their evil atrocities in the country as there will be an end to 
bombings and kidnap as strategic security measures will be put in place by 
both the public and security agencies. Since FG has planned to rescue these 
abducted girls, they might have doubled security measures to combat with 
the sect and this brings about unpleasant consequences on the part of the sect, 
we can begin to appreciate the stressful conditions of fear and apprehension 
that the utterance will subject-to the sect and those sponsoring them. 
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However, to the extent that from May 2014 when the statement was made 
to the early part of 2016, the Chibok girls are still abducted, the utterance, 'FG 
rescues Chibok girls May 2014', has no truth-value. 

Secondly, as a proposition with an indirect illocution of promise and 
relief, it lacks the basic constitutive conditions, that is, felicity and sincerity 
conditions, in the social context in which it was used. When the utterance was 
made in May 2014, and even up till now, not much in terms of logistic planning, 
was on ground to completely rescue these girls and put an end to the attack of the 
boko haram sect in Nigeria. What happens, in terms of making the utterance in 
question, is therefore a very good example of semiotic pollution, a case, for 
example, of prevarication, where language is not a true representation of reality.  

(2) 400 people killed, 18,000 displaced in Jos 
Muslim-Christian tensions turned violent in Jos according to a 
statement issued by Nigerian Civil Society on the crisis, that 
by 19th January, "the incident had escalated into mass violence 
in which residents from different communities in the city 
systematically attack one another and that about 400 people 
are feared to have been killed and about 18000 displaced. 
Media reports indicate that Nigerian Police and Military units 
are responding to the violence with excessive force against 
civilians  

(International coalition the responsibility to project. Vanguard, Tuesday, January 
19, 2015).  
 

The newspaper headline above, "400 people Killed, 18,000 displaced ", is 
obviously a categorical statement. It is a proposition with a direct illocution of 
informing as well as an indirect illocution of warning about the intensity of the 
crises referred to. To say that 400 persons were killed and 18,000 displaced in a 
communal crisis of Christians and Muslims is an indication that the crisis is very 
serious. This explains why the Nigerian police and Military were intervening as 
we are told in the body story.  

However, whereas the newspaper headline is categorical about the number 
of persons killed as well as the number of people displaced in the crisis, the 
statement about the same figures in the body story is equivocal. For example, the 
statement: 

(a) 400 people were killed and 18,000 displaced' cannot be said to be 
consistent with the statement: 

(b) About 400 people were killed and about 18,000 persons displaced'. It is 
glaring, from the use of the word 'about' in (b) above, that it is a mere 
assumption of facts. Essentially, the inconsistency between (a) and (b) 
is an indication that Grice's maxim of Quality has been contravened. In 
other words, in the event that a mere assumption cannot be taken as a 
categorical statement of facts, we have a clear case of prevarication in 
this report. 

 



Ebonyi Journal of Language and Literary Studies 1 (4)         October 2018 
 

29 
 

Ambiguity in newspaper reports 
Apart from proposition without truth-values, prevarication can also be 

implicated in ambiguity. Generally, a word or a sentence is considered ambiguous 
if it has more than one meaning. 
Notably, any utterance that is capable of two or more interpretations is as good as 
not having truth-value. Meanwhile, the major difference between propositions 
without truth values and ambiguous utterances is the fact that, unlike propositions 
without truth-values, ambiguity is normally traced to syntactic or lexical errors as 
can be seen from the examples a-f below. 
 
(A) Ondo communal clash claims 25 
(Dayo Johnson Saturday Vanguard 7 May, 2005: 5) 
The above headline is administered along with the main body of the story as a text 
for our analysis. This is done for reasons that will be made obvious. Meanwhile 
for ease of reference, the paragraphs in the main body of the story are numbered 
a-f as individual examples. 
(a) At least 24 persons were feared killed in a communal clash between 

communities in Ese-Odo and Okitipupa Local Government Areas of 
Ondo State and another auto crash along Akure — Ore expressway. 

(b) During the week, 25 persons also died in an auto crash along Akure-Owo 
expressway including three corps members. 

(c) Fifteen other persons were injured in a communal clash which started on 
Wednesday. 

(d) Saturday Vanguard learnt that a couple scheduled to get married this 
weekend also lost their lives in the crash along with sixteen others. 

(e) Details of the accident remained sketchy yesterday as at the time of filing 
in the report. 

(f) It was gathered that six persons died during the communal clash between 
the two warring communities. 
According to Quirk et al, there are some syntactic devices as well as other 

factors such as implication in the semantic content and lexical equivalence, all of 
which are supposed to interact with one another in pointing to links between 
sentences in any given text.  

Most importantly, taking it for granted that a connection exists between 
"sentences that occur sequentially in speech or in writing", a reader would search 
for "relationship implied by the juxtaposing of sentences with their semantic 
interpretation" (653). However, in the text administered above, the relationship, 
whether syntagmatic or paradigmatic, among the different sentences/paragraphs 
as well as some of the lexical items, is completely muddled up. 

Syntactic as well as coherence devices are either wrongly used or missed 
altogether and this seriously interferes with the signification process in the context 
of situation. 
To start with, in the entire data, that is, from example (a) to example (f), there are 
apparently several elements of self-contradiction and ambiguity. Beginning from 
example (A) (the lead paragraph), these elements are underpinned by the irregular 
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transposition between two unrelated events - the communal clash and the auto 
crash - whereby a wrong logical connector-'another'- used supposedly to link the 
two events paradoxically obfuscate any systematic relationship between them and 
the semantic interpretation of the whole sentence/paragraph. 

For instance, after reading the lead paragraph, one is immediately 
confronted with the problem of determining whether the 24 persons categorically 
specified in example (A) (the headline) as casualties of a communal clash are 
actually all casualties of the communal clash supposedly referred to. There is also 
no definable lexical equivalence among some expectedly relevant lexical items 
repeated in the text. It is difficult to link the auto crash referred to in (a) with the 
auto crash referred to in (b) and (d). This is owing to the conflict in the number of 
casualties mentioned in relation to each of them. In (b) for instance, twenty-five 
casualties are mentioned. This conflicts with whatever number of auto crash 
victims that may be inclusive in the twenty-four casualties mentioned in the 
preceding paragraph that is, if that number is actually believed to include some 
accident victims. In (d) particularly, the definite article 'the' used with the nominal 
item "crash' as its modifier gives the impression that there is an anaphoric intra-
textual reference to the word or to the same event that could have been mentioned 
previously. But, a total of eighteen casualties (a couple along with sixteen others) 
are reported in this case, and this conflicts with the number of casualties 
mentioned in any of the previous cases in (a) or (f).  

Similarly, no logical connection may be established between the 
communal clash referred to in A i (the headline) and the communal clash 
mentioned in a, c, or f. For instance, twenty-four casualties are specified in the 
communal clash in (A). In (a), as it has been argued, the number of casualties can 
reasonably be said to be indeterminate. In c, fifteen casualties are mentioned, 
while in f, six casualties are mentioned. 

Obviously, the above crisscrossing transposition between different events 
and mathematical figures seriously undermine the success or the signification 
process in the context of situation in question and so is a very good example of 
message pollution. 

 
Embellishment of facts 
The Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English defines embellishment as the 
act of making a story or a statement more interesting by adding details that are not 
true. As Wynford Hicks observes, it the striving for effects by journalist that 
makes every rescuer 'a hero' every disturbance 'a fracas', every confusion 'chaos' 
and every fire 'inferno'(66). No doubt what Hicks  says  here  underscores  major  
point  about  embellishments   in  newspaper  reporting.  

Meanwhile, according to Lyons(38), mass media reporting is not channel 
dependent. In other words, the messages could be sent simultaneously along 
several channels, or they could be transmitted along one of several alternative 
channels. As a result of this fact, embellishment of facts can be done through 
different devices. In newspaper reporting, it is often particularly done through the 
mechanism of overstating of events (exaggeration) as well as stylistic designs.  
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Exaggeration of events  
Fulani herdsmen: violence! 
Soaring prices: I can see hunger staring us in the face  
(Kingsley Omonobi and Habib Yakoob, Sunday Vanguard, May 25, 2016) 
In the example above, the constituent elements, the structure, as well as the 
staccato arrangement of the headline and its various subheadings notwithstanding, 
they can very much pass for a text because they are linguistically unified in 
purpose in terms of their semantic information of a threat to peace.  

The first nominal phrase, 'Fulani herdsmen', introduces the subject of 
discussion while the other two utterances present the issue of a threat to peace and 
healthy living in relation to the subject matter. For example, the utterance, 
'VIOLENCE!", conversationally implicates the fact that: 
(a) Danger was Imminent: In other words the utterance has an illocution of 

warning, and this semantic information is tactically accentuated by the 
bold typeface of the utterance as well as the exclamatory mark used to 
punctuate it. The next utterance, "soaring prices: I can see hunger 
staring us in the face", overtly reinforces the illocutionary force of the 
previous utterance. Apart from that, it has a subtle pragmatic implication. 
For example, the following implication can be deduced from it: 

(b) The Situation Has almost Gone Beyond Control: The third utterance, 
"soaring: prices: I can see hunger staring us in the face", also covertly 
reinforces the illocutionary force of the second utterance. Like the other 
utterances before it, it apparently suggests the fact that there is crises 
which makes this meaning very obvious. Of great importance to us here is 
the perlocutionary effect of the utterances. Without doubt, any utterance 
that has a direct or, even an indirect illocution of a threat to starvation and 
peace has the probability of producing to the target addressees a very high 
apprehension of the breakdown of law and order. This will consequently 
lead to the withdrawal or restriction of some of their constitutional rights 
by themselves or by the government as the case may be. For example, the 
citizens may begin to restrict their movement from place to place or in 
some cases, as experience has shown, there may be mass movement of 
people from different parts of the country to their hometowns for security 
reasons and in search of green  pasture. 
Significantly, ‘the" data administered above have to be analyzed for their 

truth-value in some sense of-'truth', as well as their tendency towards the factors 
of the 'superlativeness' in order to make a case for message pollution in the 
presentation of the news. To begin with, the approach of Fulani herdsmen and 
their cattle in some areas searching for food, the newspaper message in question 
can be regarded as an alarmist report. It is in this case a very clear example of an 
overstatement, and hence from the point of view of pragmatics, it contravenes 
Grice's maxim of Quantity which stipulates that one should not make one's 
contribution in a general language event more informative than is required. 
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In a way too, the newspaper report also contravenes Grice's maxim of 
Quality. This, of course, states that the sender of a message must state what he 
believes to be true, or what he has enough evidence to prove. In our opinion, the 
truth-value of any proposition or message is often overshadowed in an instance of 
over exaggeration or embellishment of the actual facts. 

 In order words once there is evidence that a fact has been over 
exaggerated, that fact can no longer be accepted as correctly asserting the truth 
about any issue. Interestingly, as it has been shown in our analysis, the inclination 
towards overstatement and embellishment of the news story is evident in these 
data administered for investigation, and as long as this happens, the language 
cannot be seen as true representation of reality outside it. 
 
Stylistic features of news headlines 

In most cases, the overstating of events in newspaper reporting is 
augmented with the stylistic features of the main news headlines as well as 
photographs or cartoons.  

The headlines, according to Danuta Reah, are usually designed to attract 
the attention of the reader through the selection of words that often "carry an 
emotional loading beyond their literal meaning" (18). The following example can 
be used to substantiate this fact.                    

 
 (a) War on land, 
War in the air 
The gulf is on fire! 

The 14th world youth championship opens in the 
United Arab Emirates on Tuesday with the young 
footballers dreading the possible rain of George 
Bush's mortars on their heads. Ademola Olajire 
looks at the history of the championship, from the 
First session in Tunisia 26 years ago, and captures 
the other aspects of FIFA's second most important 
competition... (44). 

(Ademola Olajire, Weekend Vanguard, March 22, 2003). 
The emphasis here is on the news headline. It is beautifully designed in 

very bold black and white typeface that covers half of page 44 of the newspaper. 
The lexical item 'war' is repeated twice and the phrase, 'the Gulf is on fire' is used 
to reinforce its semantic information. Meanwhile, at the background, we have a 
FIFA emblem with the inscription, "Emirates 2003" and the photograph of two 
footballers in action. At the top of the page we have "Weekend Sports" also 
written in relatively bold black and white typeface.  
No doubt, these stylistic features are intended to give the news headline a lot of 
eye-catching effects. 

Unfortunately, this particular newspaper headline has no relevance beyond 
its graphological features. In the first place, against the backdrop that the Gulf 
region in the Middle East is constantly engulfed in warfare, its semantic 
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information is unmistakable. What it is most likely to signify to an addressee is 
the fact that another round of fighting must have erupted in the gulf region.  

Incidentally this was the case, as the football event that forms the subject 
matter of the report, as we can see in the lead paragraph, coincided with attack of 
George Bush and his British allies on the gulf in March 2003. The report that the 
World Youth Championship which 'started in the United Arab Emirates on 
Tuesday, March 25, 2003 notwithstanding, it can be argued that the headline 
carries an emotional loading far beyond its literal meaning.  

Importantly, the headline is considered outrageous for three principal 
reasons. First, there is no correspondence between its semantic information and 
the FIFA emblem as well as the photograph of the footballers in the background. 
Second, the semantic information is completely inconsistent with the subject 
matter of the main news. Third, it is capable of producing the wrong 
perlocutionary effects in its addressees. For example, it can create in them fear 
and anxiety. 

Although it can be argued that the lexical items 'war' and 'fire' may have 
been used in this context metaphorically, the metaphor, in the circumstance that 
the Gulf region has always witnessed instances of warfare, can possibly be 
extended beyond its limits. It is a most unusual thing therefore to compare the 
game of football with the entirely wicked act of warfare. 
 
Sensationalism 

Sensationalism refers to the deliberate use of shocking language or 
exciting stories in other to provoke public interest or reaction. In the way the term 
is normally used it is very easy to see a direct connection between it and the 
embellishment of facts.  

Indeed, as we know, embellishment of facts often implicates 
sensationalism. In some cases, some utterances can create a sensation by being 
merely suggestive. In other words, it is possible to see elements of sensationalism 
in utterances that are devoid of embellishment or exaggeration of facts. So we 
have two types of sensationalism- sensationalism through the exaggeration of 
facts and sensationalism through suggestive utterances. The former is 
incorporated in the example of exaggeration of events above. 
 
Sensationalism through suggestive utterances 

In very many cases, sensationalism consists in exaggeration of the details 
of events. There are however some instances where negative sensational feelings 
about certain situations or persons can be created by the mere use of certain words 
or expressions that are highly suggestive, that is, words or expressions that are 
capable of putting certain ideas or associations in the minds of addressees in a 
communication process. Examples a-g are taken from the vanguard newspaper 
report entitled: 
 
Buhari’s one year, a colossal waste 
Vanguard, 25 May, 2016 
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In this analysis, we critically examine the reaction of Governor Fayose 
Ayodele to the recent happenings in the country under the Buhari's administration 
with the umbrella of the APC party. In Nigeria, President Muhammadu Buhari's 
administration, the paragraphs, which are quoted directly from the body of the 
story, are numbered as separate examples administered for traces of message 
pollution. 
(a) Gov. Fayose Ayodele, said Buhari's administration has confirmed the fears 

of many Nigerians that the truth under Buhari/APC is almost certain that 
our suffering will continue till 2019. 

(b) GOV. Fayose of Ekiti State, decribed the recent increment in the pump 
price of petrol as one of the gifts of President Muhammadu Buhari to 
Nigerians to celebrate his one year in office......He says the presidents one 
year in office is a 'collosal waste' 

(c) Buhari is no doubt acting like the proverbial Agbalowomeri Baale Jontolo 
(a king that exploit his extremely poor subject to further enrich himself) 

(d) The governor said the Federal Government was indirectly collecting 
N58.50 tax from suffering Nigerians on each litre of petrol they buy. 

(e) when Goodluck Ebele Jonathan reduced price from N97 to 87 per litre in 
January 2015, former Lagos State Governor  who is now minister of 
works and power housing Mr. Babatunde Fashola said N10 was too low 
and that Nigerians will get a better deal under Buhari. He tweeted thus on 
January 18 2015 on PMS price reduction by 10 "oil the raw material drop 
over 50%; N10 is just about 10%. "Good try but Nija get a better deal" and 
now buhari's is N58.50! from suffering Nigerians 

(f) No forex to pay for fuel import, yet there is Forex to indulge Buhari's 
foreign trip profligacy. 

(g) Nigerians remember I warned you before Buhari was elected, I have been 
warning you since Buhari became president and am warning that if 
nothing is done, the economy will collapse third term agenda.  

A good starting point in our investigation here should be an analysis of the 
conversational implicature of most of Gov. Fayose's utterances in this context of 
situation. No doubt his utterances here conversationally implicate the following 
facts: 
a. that" aside the recent happenings in the country, there are traces of personal 

issues or party issues between him (Fayose) and the president rather than a 
national issue; 

b. that in the supposed issue, the president is totally blameworthy while 
whatever has led to all these issues left aside; 

c. that since Fayose was a PDF governor and the President in APC it is more or 
less a war of spoiling the APC government as there are traces of comparism 
between Goodluck’s government and that of President Buhari's 

However, against the recent happenings of poor governance in the 
Buhari's administration, the information here can be said to be misleading. 
Notably, the conversational implicatures of Governor Fayose's utterances 
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analysed above as well as the modality in examples b and e are very significant 
for their trappings of sensationalism. 

According to Fowler, modality is the "comment' or 'attitude' ascribable to 
the source of the text, and explicit or implicit in the linguistic stance taken by the 
speaker/writer" (85). 

The modality in example (b) is that of obligation. Here, Gov. Fayose says 
Buhari's action of his first year in office is the gift of increasing fuel price from 
N87 to N145 In example (e) however, the modality is that of comparison in which 
case he compares the Goodluck administration under PDP and Buhari's under 
APC all these are evidence of overreaction as well as personalization of the 
national issue at stake. Meanwhile, elements of sensationalism are also clearly 
evident in examples (f) and (g). Reference to pointing out at the government 
misappropriation of fund and a forewarning before Buhari's election is aimed at 
eliciting some reactions of condemnation from the public. Again, particularly in 
(c), Gov. Fayose referred to President Buhari as the proverbial king who exploits 
from his people in other to enrich himself. In this respect he should be intolerable 
to the people. Finally, the subtle information in (a) cannot be lost on us. There is a 
clarion call on the APC as a political party to curtail the activities of the 'dictator' 
in order to avoid a tragic situation that may occur in the country. 

Notably, the kind of message pollution we have here always has potential 
catastrophic effects. Utterances in examples a - g are capable of making a leader 
lose his credibility and when a leader loses his credibility, his followers can no 
longer believe in him. There is no doubt that the speaker's intention in the context 
of situation here is to make people lose confidence in the president. What do you 
expect from a people when you inform them for instance that their leader is 
irrational, despotic, and unjust, or that his actions are always vindictive? In this 
circumstance you will be asking his followers to pass a vote of no confidence on 
him. In most cases it does not even stop just at that. Other negative reactions are 
likely to follow. 
 
Conclusion 

This paper presents the view that there have often been instances of 
manipulation or interference with the users' uses of  language used in a 
communication process. Meanwhile in respect of the argument that language is an 
indispensable non-material resource placed at the disposal of man to enable him 
satisfy some of his needs in life, the paper maintains that there are occasions 
where such acts of interference are capable of impacting negatively on individuals 
and on the society. 

Significantly, a new concept, message pollution, has been used to describe 
the undesirable effects that language may produce on addressees in a 
communication process. In order to explicate this new concept, examples were 
drawn from newspaper reports and subjected to pragmatic analysis. Most 
importantly, there are some findings in this work. These are summed up below. 

1. The linguistic acts - prevarications, sensationalism, and embellishment of 
facts, always involve the violation of the Gricean maxims of quality, 
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quantity, relation and manner as well as a disregard for the conditions of 
appropriacy  (Felicity condition, Truth Condition, and Sincerity 
Condition) proposed for the validation of utterances by J. L Austin in his 
Speech Acts Theory. 

2. As a result of the violation of the pragmatic principles mentioned in (1) 
above, the linguistic acts identified in this work, that is, prevarications, 
sensationalism, and embellishment of facts, are found to be valid not only 
for their semantic information of illocutionary force but also for their 
negative perlocutionary effects on their target addressees. For example, we 
found out through our analysis of the data collected that the linguistic acts 
identified in this study are capable of producing the following negative 
effects on addressees: 

a. Provoking negative reactions from them against some individuals, the 
government or events as well as issues of private or public concerns; 

b. Misinforming or misleading them concerning some state of affairs; 
c. Subjecting them to a state of confusion, and 
d. Unnecessarily inducing in them anxiety and fear 

3. As a result of the negative perlocutionary effects of prevarications, 
sensationalism, and embellishment of facts, pointed out in (2) above, 
man's quality of life can be reduced. When, for example, we do not 
receive the right information about certain things or issues, we are most 
likely to act wrongly.  

Meanwhile, every step we take in the wrong direction usually leads 
us to places we often do not intend to be. This goes to show that the 
pragmatic principles studied in this work are appropriate typologies of 
message pollution in a communication process. 

4. In as much as all the data used for our investigation in this study are 
collected with ease from media reports, our work confirms the assumption 
that there is very high incidence of message pollution in such reports. It is 
needless to emphasize this point because the fact that all the linguistic acts 
identified in this work as instances of message pollution in a 
communication process are regular features of media reports is 
incontrovertible. 

On this basis, one would like to suggest that all human beings should 
be conscious of the way they use language so as not to subject others to stress 
and live in a world full of hatred amongst generations. That our choice of 
words in a communication process, even if it is used to criticize a negative act 
of an individual, should be corrected and not tarnishing the image of the 
individual and leaving suggestive measures to correct the mistakes made. In 
this way society will be a better place to live in. 
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