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ABSTRACT 

This paper is a functional study of Tony Afejuku’s use of pronominals in Passion 
Orchard. Afejuku deploys personal pronouns, such as I, we, us, they, him, their, 
them and our, to express profound solidarity and collectivity in the society 
painted in the poem, the socio-political calamity and the dearth of oneness in 
humanity. This paper examines the poet’s use of pronouns and their effects. These 
pronouns are relevant because of their stylistic use by the poet. The Systemic 
Functional Grammar (SFG) as propounded by Holiday is used and the concepts 
under it as basis for analysis. In this analysis, the researchers argue in line with 
the findings of the research that the poet’s use of pronominals reveals a world of 
inclusion, negative change and socio-political disorder prevalent in the Nigerian 
nation.   

  
INTRODUCTION  
Jakobson and Rudy (1980, p. 97) remark that, “the essence of poetry lies precisely in the poetic 
transformation of verbal material and in the coupling of its phonetic and semantic aspects”. This 
critically points to the significant role language plays in literary texts. Language is the veritable tool 
poets employ to project their visions and messages aspects to life, and a vehicle which facilitates 
the reader’s comprehension of the message and aesthetics of the text. 
Cotton (1980, p. 274) emphasizes that, “basic to our appreciation of a piece of literature is our 
perception of its structure”. This means that the analyst’s knowledge of the structure--syntax, 
phonology, lexical and semantics of a text is central to the primary meaning of the text. Lyons 
(1977, p. 249) maintains that, “the function of language tends to be reflected in its grammatical and 
lexical structure, which inter-relates sentences with the feature of situation of utterance”. 
Language is the principal means of human communication, hence Obobolo (2015, p. 247) 
maintains that, “language is a creation of man and is thus charged with the heritage of a linguistic 
group”. This effectively shows that literary language is expressive and poetry is rapped with 
thoughts and emotions. 
Afejuku is one of the top echelons among the scintillating modern poets in the Niger Delta Region. 
Much has not been linguistically done in his poetry though his poetry evokes series of social, 
cultural, political and economic uses of international, intra-national and transnational significance. 
In the opinion of Odia, ‘Afejuku champions love for the natural environment as well as love among 
Niger Delta ethnic nationalities as panacea to the egregious problems confronting the Niger Delta 
people’ (magazine). 
However, this study pays keen attention to pronominal which is an aspect of grammar. Most 
literary writers deliberately pulled different relevant grammatical resources together to engender 
textual messages. The words of Obobolo (2015, p. 247) lend credence to the aforesaid that, “this 
deliberate and systematic use of language is what distinguishes literature from other subjects”. 
Writers, especially poets join different linguistic elements and entities to luxuriantly enunciate 
societal dilemma and ills.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK/ LITERATURE REVIEW 
The branch of linguistics that is concerned with style in both literary and non-literary works is 
stylistics. Kamalu (2018, p. 17) refers to it as “… the ways meaning is created through language in 
literature”. Stylistics embraces literary works as its object of study. Pushpinder and Jindal (2012, p. 
62) point out that, “stylistic study provides clear evidence in the text, on the basis of which 
judgments can be made”. This means the interpretation of a literary text depends on the linguistic 
resources utilized to build up idea or meaning in the text. The words of Simpson (2004, p. 3) gives 
credence to the aforesaid that “stylistics is a method of textual interpretation in which primary of 
place is assigned to language”. 
Leech and Short (2007, p. 11) define the concept as “the (linguistic) study of style … describing 
what use is made of language”. Lesley and Dan (2010, p. 15) note that “the central concern of 
stylistics is with the style of particular texts, whether they are representative of a genre, an author, 
or themselves alone”. It is very clear that style cannot be distinguished from stylistics. It is the 
blood of stylistics. Where style is, stylistics is identified. Style refers to the manner with which we 
distinguish ourselves in speech, dancing, walking and other things in a linguistic sense. Tomori 
(2005, p. 53) notes that “there is a style in everything we say; so style cannot be isolated from 
language itself; but it is a distinctive aspect of language use”. 
In the opinions of Pushpinder and Jindal (2012, p. 61) “the study of style is important in literature 
as each literary text is an individual use of language reflecting the unique personality and thought 
of the writer”. Every writer employs language in the manner that best suits them in conveying 
messages of great importance to the readers. The marriage between style and stylistics has enabled 
the malleability of some levels of language, syntax, morphology, phonology etc. within the 
confines of writers.  
The human language, to a large extent, is significant in that it serves as a vehicle of communication 
and means of maintaining social cohesion. Language stands out because it defines every human 
action, inaction and interaction. Finegan  (2012, p. 6) views language as “a vehicle of thought, a 
system of expression that mediates the transfer of thought from one person to another”. It is 
therefore seen as a crucial tool for not only achieving communication but also as a social 
instrument for regulating human societies. 
The language of literature especially poetry is quite different from ordinary or scientific language. 
Obobolo (2015, p. 247) notes that “in literary language, the resources of language are exploited 
much more deliberately and systematically. This deliberate and systematic use of language is what 
distinguishes literature from other subjects”. Most of the words or expressions employ in literary 
texts like poems shift grounds from linguistic norms and conventions. The expressions are not 
literally true. They emerge from the poets’ imaginative or creative power. Widdoveson (1984, p. 
162) argues that, “it is common to find instances of language use which cannot be accounted for by 
grammatical rules in poetry”. Lesley and Dan (2010, p. 32) maintain that, “…the idea that poetry 
‘breaks the rules’ is not a new one…”  Deviation is a pervasive phenomenon in poetic style and it is 
the primary concern of stylistics. 
The primary focus of this study is on the functional aspect of language and the theoretical 
framework adopted in the analysis of the data of this study is the Systematic Functional Grammar 
(SFG) as propounded by M.A.K. Holliday. This theory has been chosen because of its sociological 
and functional perspective. 
In systematic functional grammar, language is seen as ‘a network of systems’, not merely rules. 
The system helps the language users to make choices. Morley (1985, p. 43) remarks that, “a 
systemic description thus appears as a set of features selected from the range of options drawn from 
the different networks which together constitute the grammar”. In the light of the above, Nwala 
(2015, p. 94) notes that, “Systemic Functional Grammar describes any structure of language in its 
original state whether written or spoken”. 
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 In lieu of the aforementioned, systemic functional grammar pays keen attention to language 
structure, the properties of discourse and its functions in certain socio-cultural contexts. Holliday’s 
claim is that the structure of language bends back to the social exploitation to which language is 
positioned. 
Systematic Functional Grammar recognizes semantics (meaning) and functional (use). Morley 
(1985, p. 43) remarks that, “…systemic grammar formally incorporates a semantic functional 
dimension… it interprets a language as being an enormous systems network of meaning potential”. 
The grammar emphasizes how speakers express meaning through wording and sound structures or 
sounds. Meaning is pivotal in language use. It makes communication to take place and enhances the 
basis of language existence as a social tool. It is functional in that it permits language users to be 
fully involved in crucial functions in their relationship with other persons in any linguistic context. 
In this theory, Halliday develops three basic language functions which are otherwise known as the 
meta functions: ideational, which is the expression of content and sub-divided into experiential (to 
communicate ideas) and logical (relates the ideas to each other on an-equal basis); Interpersonal, 
which refers to the social relationships that exist among people in a discourse situation and textual, 
which refers to the situation by coherent text. The ideational and interpersonal language functions 
are significant to this study in that they pay attention to the poet’s own attitudes in relation to the 
content elements of his expressions. The major concern of this study is to enact how pronominals 
were luxuriantly employed by Afejuku to foreground aspects of meaning and aesthetics in the poem 
under study. 
 
EXPERIENTIAL PRONOMINALS 
Pronominals are personal pronouns, and they are close system elements. Personal pronouns point to 
certain persons or groups. Adejare (1998, P. 119) notes that, “they are finite in number and the 
choice of one member excludes the choice of any other”. She further contends that, “within the 
pronominal system, function the subsystems of persons, number, case and gender which limit the 
general ability of pronouns to function as subject or complement elements of clause structure”. 
Personal pronouns comprise three grammatical persons – the first person (the initiator), second 
person (the person or thing being spoken to) and the third person (the person or thing being talked 
about). 
These personal pronouns are inflected thus: 
SUBJECTIVE CASE                      OBJECTIVE CASE            POSSESSIVE CASE 
        I                                                  me                                         my/mine 
        we                                               us                                          our/ours 
        he                                                him                                        his 
       she                                                her                                        her/hers 
       they                                              them                                     their/theirs 
       you                                                you                                      your/yours 
        it                                                   it                                          its 
The pronouns tagged “subject” are used only in the subject and subject complement positions in the 
sentence. Those tagged “object” (except you and I) can only be used in the object position or after a 
preposition. Lastly, the pronouns tagged possessive occur in the possessive positions. In lieu of the 
aforementioned, it is obvious that there are three cases in English, namely subjective case, objective 
case and the possessive case. 
In the words of Brown and Yule (1983, 214) pronouns are “the paradigm expressions used by 
speakers to refer to ‘given’ entities”. This shows that humans employ language to perform various 
things or tasks. In Holliday’s opinion, human language, especially that of adult plays fundamentally 
four primary functions: ideational which is subdivided into experiential and logical, the 
interpersonal and textual.  
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Pronominals are linked to processes and participants which are sub-component of experiential. In 
this case, experiential pronominals signal expressions used by speakers to show solidarity, polarity, 
collectivity etc. in a discourse. 
However, it is pertinent to state here that only the personal pronouns found in the poem will be 
explored in the analysis.  
 
ANALYSIS 
PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED IN THE SUBJECTIVE CASE 
Issues of a visionary leader, solidarity, collectivity and power pervade the poem under study. These 
issues are prompted by Afejuku’s use of personal pronouns. 
Excerpt 1  We plant and grow 

In our orchard made by our ancestors  
In not infertile season 
Of blessed rain and bliss 

The ‘we’ in the first line of the poem refers to the poet and the entire people of the Niger Delta. It 
points to the fact that the poet and his people collectively ‘plant’ and ‘grow’ in the ‘orchard’. The 
‘our’ in the second line denote ownership of the ‘orchard’ and ‘ancestors’. The ‘orchard’ points to 
the Niger Delta region which the poet and his people live in. The region is owned and bequeathed 
to them by their forefathers. The land is their inheritance, and they are the true owners of the land. 
Their forefathers plant and grow crops on this fertile land. 
Excerpt 2 They sang and danced 

They danced and sang 
As they worked: 

‘They’ is used here to polarize the past and present mood of the Niger Delta people. ‘They’ refers 
to the forefathers who were continually spurred with good mood to celebrate the fortunes of the 
land. The fore-fathers never felt pain and injustice. There was love, hope and oneness among them 
as they eke-out a living. The poet articulates:  
 
Excerpt 3 I am not the messiah 

And the messiah 
Has not arrived; 
I, born of man, 
I’m not the messiah 
Though the messiah 
Will come again hereafter 
When the dispute in the sky 
Ceases to rage 
I am not the messiah 
Though I weep, 
Unbruised. 

Afejuku uses the pronoun ‘I’ emphatically to define his stake in the whole matter. He paints it very 
palpable that he is not the saviour. He only predicts the emergence of a visionary leader who will 
think about and plan the future of the Niger Delta with divine wisdom. The poet’s use of the lines 
‘I, born of man’ and ‘I’m not the messiah’ tell that the leader will be one endowed with some 
supernatural powers and wisdom. These attributes perhaps make a distinction between the poet and 
the messiah. He is optimistic that the messiah will come and he will collaborate with him to cleanse 
the land. 
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He notes that: 
Excerpt 4 They all die 

After mid-life 
Of tantalizing desires 
They all, 
Prime and mid-life men 

The persona uses the third person pronoun ‘they’ to refer to both old and young people who lost 
their lives in the struggle to salvage the land from their own tiny people in political power who 
have devalued them politically, economically and socially. The poet maintains that none of them 
was spared. The men were all killed and never allowed to live a fulfilled life. 
The poet remarks: 
Excerpt 5 They weren’t flower chaps 

And they didn’t foul a flower 
In the orchard 
Yet they god ravaged ere their time 
 

The ‘they’ above and its morphological variant ‘their’ point to the dead people who are perceived 
to be less important in the land, and never displayed any form of infringement in the land. These 
men were whacked off owing to the fact that they desired the exit of political crooks and rogues, 
plebeianism and extreme poverty in the Niger Delta. The names and qualities of these men still 
lavish in the memory of the poet. He has respects for them, especially those who were his close 
associates. He reiterates: 
 

Excerpt 6 When he arrives after the argument  
In heaven and dispute in hell 
The messiah will tell 
The healer will tell 
 

The ‘he’ practically refers to the visionary leader the poet predicts will come and revamp the 
political system of the people as well as ameliorate the poor living standard of the people. This 
leader is a political leader who will be the peoples’ saviour, and not really Jesus Christ whose 
second coming Christians await. The leader will resolve the crisis in the Niger Delta and bring 
about progress and development again in the land. The poet spurs his people with the lines below: 
Excerpt 7 Rewane falls 

Truth has fallen him 
Who shouldn’t have fallen? 
And we fall 
 

The ‘we’ in the above excerpt refers to the indigenes of the Niger Delta and the persona. They have 
been demeaned, plebeianized and injected with the culture of penury and pauperization.   This is 
just because of the demise of the men valour of the land. But the poet is hopeful and optimistic 
about the positive change that will be birthed by the ‘messiah’. The persona wants all Niger Delta 
indigenes to be patriotic and encouraged to defend their vast and valuable resources. Hence he calls 
on all Deltans to cleanse their ‘orbs of benumbing sleep’ in order to achieve positive destiny. 
 
PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED IN THE OBJECTIVE CASE 
Excerpt 8 Not yet aeons after 
  Who amongst us inheritors 
  Can applaud the too sudden change 
  The times bemoan   
  And mock us 
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The poet’s use of the objective pronoun ‘us’ refers to all inhabitants of the Niger Delta. The poet is 
not exempted from the inheritors. No indigene of the Niger Delta appreciates the pains, poverty, 
abandonment and the exploits of economic and political marauders that have supplanted the hope, 
wealth, justice and peace once enjoyed and celebrated by the Niger Delta people. Everything in the 
region has taken an awkward posture. The poet and his people have been overwhelmed by 
numerous cancerous problems. Their rich natural resources have been forcefully taken from them 
and mismanaged by crooks and rogues. This is perhaps the reason Afejuku indicts the infectious 
activities of the political leaders, and prays for the emergence of someone to salvage the region.  
In the poet’s devastating realm, he addresses the renegades again: 
 

Excerpt 9 Here’s your season of famine 
In our orchard of plenty; 
You ravage us all 
From sum-up to sum-down; 
Fire and deluge to nays 
 

The poet and his people ‘us’ have been made an object of abject poverty by the contemporary 
visionless political gladiators in their own land which is blessed with abundance of natural wealth. 
The animals, the mangroves, the land, the natural wealth and the indigenes who are rightful owners 
of them have all been excruciately exploited by the political gladiators deciding the faith of the 
Niger Delta people. This is a region earthly and heavenly blessed with everything that makes a man 
and nation is being bastardly mismanaged by some persons in political power shaping them into a 
meaningless people.  
 
Excerpt 10 These fellow farers father, 

Baba, who has since gone, 
Sired me to play mate, 
Work-mate, wander-mate, school-mate, friend-mate wait:   

The objective pronoun ‘me’ of course refers to the poet who only witnessed and was never part of 
the early struggle to reclaim the natural and national wealth of the region. He still lives and 
recounts the killings, injustice and neglect of the Niger Delta people while he awaits the arrival of 
the ‘messiah’. 
 
PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED IN THE POSSESSIVE CASE 
Excerpt 11 Our founders 

Inspired by our ancestors’ muses, 
Sought sapful roots 
And wind-resistant seedlings 
Which they put where once 
Luxuriant weeds held sway 

Here, the poet uses the possessive pronoun ‘our’ emphatically and declaratively. He shows that the 
‘founders’ belong to them and not for the people outside the shores of the Niger Delta. He 
maintains that their founders were inbuilt with wisdom and knowledge by their ‘ancestors’ muses’ 
to lay hold of natural resources and other surviving elements in the land. The land was safe to live 
in and everything was collectively put in place by the ancestors and founders of the land. The poet 
notes: 
Excerpt 12 how sweet was their wine song 
  How celebratory was their mango dance 
  Our founders’! 
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The ‘their’ in excerpt 4 points to the ‘wine songs’ of the founding fathers of the Niger Delta and not 
the present inhabitants of the land. These men had good times that lent them course to celebrate one 
another. The soil and water bodies were fully productive. No environmental degradation and all 
valuable resources were protected by all. It is glaring that the fore-fathers experienced happy 
moments which have invariably turned scarce commodities in the contemporary Niger Delta. The 
poet spurs his people with the lines below: 
Excerpt 13 Cleanse your eyes of benumbing sleep 

Osibakoro is dead 
Ogidigbo is dea 
 

The poet employs ‘your’ the possessive case of the persona pronoun ‘you’ to indicate the docility 
and insensitivity of the Niger Deltans. The persona is immersed in this benumbing moment of the 
people. His is tactfully aware of the burnings and killings of vibrant, truthful and promising young 
men with unfailing potentials to repair or rebuild the Niger Delta region. 
 
PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED IN THE SUBJECTIVE CASE AND OBJECTIVE CASE 
IN THE SAME EXCERPT 
The poet notes that the reason why these heartless and callous politicians continually plague the 
Niger Delta people with hunger, injustice, spoiling, stealing and killings is: 
 
Excerpt 14 Because he has 

Not come 
Who will beat him 
Who will beat you… 
 

The ‘he’ refers to an incorruptible leader who is yet to emerge that will chase away the un-beautiful 
ones ravaging and plundering the natural resources and wealth of the Niger Delta people. The 
personal pronouns ‘him’ and ‘you’ point to the initiators, managers and hawkers of corruption who 
have plunged the people in doldrums of poverty. The cruel political leaders who denied the people 
with their entire arsenal of the pleasure of their swampy secrets and made them core plebeians and 
street urchins in their cloud. 
 

Excerpt 15 For the tainted 
Legacy (orchard) 
I’ll join him who will 
Come again, whose 
Advent we will celebrate 
A – new with mango beer, 
To cleanse and re-weed 
Our orchard 
 

The ‘I’ points to the poet and ‘him’ refers to the ‘messiah’ – visionary leader. The poet has made up 
his mind to form a coalition with the messiah to ‘cleanse’ and ‘re-weed’ the ‘orchard’. This in 
essence means that the leader will have in his priority the remediation and revamping of the Niger 
Delta water bodies and soil which have been shattered by the activities of the multinational oil 
companies in the region. Also, he will have predilection for human and infrastructural 
development. The lives of the people and the infrastructures will receive succour again.  
The poet tries to rebuild the hope of the people in line four ‘Come again, whose’ and five ‘Advent 
we will celebrate’ of excerpt seven that the region will again return to the path of destiny. 
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 He does this by using ‘we’ which signals the inclusion of the entire occupants of the Niger Delta 
region. It tells that the ‘messiah’ will be for everyone and not for a group of preferred persons.  
Afejuku, heavily grieved in his heart and imagination reminisce able and intelligent young men 
whose existence had business with untimely death. 
 
PERSONAL PRONOUNS USED IN THE SUBJECTIVE CASE AND POSSESSIVE CASE 
IN THE SAME EXCERPT 
Excerpt 16 Our grief they fill 

With values false, 
Basketful. 

The politicians (they) pretentiously familiarized themselves with the people by employing words of 
hope and promising to make better the poor living conditions of the people. These politicians 
pretend to feel the pains of the people and hearken to their yearnings. The poet shows with the use 
of ‘our’ that he is not exempted from the grief and harsh living conditions of the Niger Delta 
people. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 The analysis demonstrates that Afejuku employs personal pronouns to show that the politicians, 
especially the Niger Delta political leaders are world apart with the poor indigenes of the Niger 
Delta region. He portrays the crop of persons that make up Niger Delta and their activities. It also 
reveals that pronominals are technically used to depict inclusion, collectively solidarity, exemption 
and segregation of persons in the Niger Delta area. From all indications, it is vital for government at 
various levels to buy the words of this eminent, patriotic and scintillating Niger Delta poet who 
seeks the progress and infrastructural development of the region. 
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