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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the illocutionary acts that are present in the Nigerian National
Pledge, employing Speech Act Theory as its theoretical framework. The analysis
investigates how the Pledge serves not only as a patriotic declaration but also embodies
various communicative intentions such as pledging loyalty, invoking commitment,
and fostering national unity among citizens. Using Austin’s (1962) Speech Acts
theory as a theoretical framework, the study categorizes the illocutionary acts into
directive, commissive and expressive forms. The work elucidates the functional
elements of each clause within the National Pledge. Furthermore, it examines the socio-
political context of the Pledge’s usage to reveal how these acts contribute to national
identity and national consciousness or ethos. Through qualitative analysis of responses
from diverse demographic groups, this research highlights the Pledge’s role in shaping
civic responsibility and patriotism, thus demonstrating the intricate relationship
between language, action, and societal values.
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Introduction
Language is an essential tool for communication in society, and one of its functions is to
influence actions, thoughts, and beliefs. As Edem (2005, p.14) observes,
Language as we know is a means of communication between one another and
between an individual and a group. In choosing a subject, the Speaker must
give attention to the particular purpose of the speech occasion. According to
this source, the Speaker must bear in mind the fact that certain subjects may be
inappropriate if they do not suit the occasion and the circumstance.

Among various linguistic functions, illocutionary acts, which are speech acts that convey the
intention of a speaker, play a significant role. These acts, as proposed by John L. Austin in his
work How to Do Things with Words (1962), are not merely statements but actions performed
through speech. According to Austin, the illocutionary act is the "performance of an act in
saying something as opposed to the performance of an act of saying something" (Austin, 1962,
p- 109). In essence, “through illocutionary acts, speakers intend to do things such as assert,
promise, command, or declare something” (Edem and Ekpenyong, 2021, p.40).

In pledges, which are formal promises or declarations, illocutionary acts are fundamental as
they go beyond the mere statement of words to actions that evoke responsibility and duty.
The nation’s pledge is a powerful speech act that requires the speaker, usually a citizen, to
perform specific moral and civic duties through the articulation of the pledge. In these
pledges, individuals not only affirm their allegiance to the state but also commit themselves
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to uphold certain values such as patriotism, loyalty, and unity. The significance of
illocutionary acts within national pledges is largely rooted in their ability to function as
binding declarations (Edem and Ekpenyong, 2021). The citizen, in stating the pledge, is
performing a declarative act, which aligns with Searle’s categorization of illocutionary acts,
including "assertives, directives, commissives, expressive, and declarations" (Searle, 1969, p.
23).

The study of illocutionary acts in the nation’s pledge is particularly important in
understanding how nations use language to shape the behavior of their citizens. Each pledge
carries specific speech acts that not only convey allegiance but also serve to shape social and
national consciousness. In Nigeria, for example, the National Pledge is rich with illocutionary
force. The first line, "I pledge to Nigeria my country," represents a commissive illocutionary
act, where the speaker is committing themselves to a specific course of action—loyalty and
fidelity to the state. Similarly, the phrase "to be faithful, loyal, and honest," signals an
expressive illocutionary act, as the speaker expresses their dedication to these values.

This study’s exploration of illocutionary acts within national pledges provides a clearer
understanding of how nations use structured language to assert power and influence
citizenship behavior. Scholars such as Blum-Kulka et al., have pointed out that "the realization
of speech acts is a culturally specific process" (Blum-Kulka, 1989, p. 19), indicating that the
way pledges are crafted and their interpretation vary from one culture to another. Therefore,
the structure and wording of a Nation’s pledge reveal insights into that Nation’s values,
ideologies, and priorities.

For instance, in the United States, the Pledge of Allegiance contains several illocutionary acts
that invoke allegiance, unity, and national pride. The phrase, "I pledge allegiance to the Flag
of the United States of America," functions as a declarative illocutionary act, signifying the
speaker’s alignment with the Country’s values. As van Dijk highlights, "Speech Acts are
political as much as they are social; they serve to reinforce collective ideologies" (van Dijk,
1997, p. 67). But the presents study focuses on how these acts within National pledges offers
critical insights into how language is used as a tool for political and social cohesion and above
all, create national consciousness within the citizens.

However, despite the significance of national pledges, little attention has been paid to the
Speech Acts within them. This study of illocutionary Acts in Nigerian National Pledge will
illuminate how “language forms a critical component of nation-building and civic
responsibility in a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic community much as ours” (Edem, 2020,
p-480). As Searle notes, "there is a gap between the words we speak and the actions we expect
to follow" (Searle, 1969, p. 56). In this gap lies the power of illocutionary acts, which transform
mere utterances into obligations.

The Nigerian National Pledge, introduced in 1976 and widely recited during public
ceremonies and educational activities, is a prominent example of how illocutionary acts
manifest in national discourse and in national development (Edem 2020, Enang and Edem,
2022). As a formal declaration, the pledge functions to instill values of patriotism, unity, and
moral responsibility in Nigerian citizens. Each line of the pledge contains various
illocutionary acts that communicate both the Speaker’s commitment to Nigeria and their
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acceptance of civic duties. The opening line, for instance, "I pledge to Nigeria my country," is
a commissive illocutionary act, as it signals a promise of loyalty and allegiance to the nation.
[locutionary acts in the Nigerian Pledge are significant because it highlights how language
functions as a performative tool for reinforcing civic duties. Teun A. van Dijk posits that
"speech acts are not only communicative but also serve to express power relations and
ideological beliefs" (van Dijk, 1997, p. 35). In the context of the Nigerian Pledge, the language
as Edem (2020, 2023) pointed out, reflects the nation's ideals, encouraging citizens to embody
qualities that are necessary for the unity and development of the country.

The exploration of illocutionary acts in the Nigerian Pledge therefore, provides a deeper
insight into the performative nature of language in national identity formation, emphasizing
how pledges operate as linguistic acts of commitment to the State.

Thus, this study seeks to analyze the illocutionary acts embedded in the nation’s national
pledge, focusing particularly on how these speech acts function in the pledges of Nigeria and
other nations. The study agrees with other scholars such as Edem (2005, 2015, 2018, 2023b and
Alabi2008) demonstrate the role language plays in shaping national consciousness and
promoting civic virtues.

The study of language, particularly within the context of speech acts, has been explored
extensively by both international and other scholars. Speech Act Theory, originally developed
by J.L. Austin and later expanded by John Searle, provides a foundation for understanding
how language functions as a form of action. In Nigeria, this theoretical framework has been
applied in various fields of study, including political discourse, religious communication, and
national pledges. Most scholars have contributed to this field of study by examining how
speech acts influence societal values, national identity, and civic behavior.

National pledges are solemn promises recited by citizens to express loyalty and commitment
to their country. These pledges embody various illocutionary acts, which are essential to
understanding their significance and impact. This review examines the existing literature on
illocutionary acts in national pledges, exploring their role in shaping national identity, civic
responsibility, and national integration.

J.L. Austin's (1962) speech act theory laid the foundation for understanding illocutionary acts.
Austin distinguished between locutionary acts (the physical act of speaking), illocutionary
acts (the intended meaning), and perlocutionary acts (the effects on the listener) (Austin, 1962,
p- 108). This framework is crucial for analyzing national pledges as speech acts.

National pledges foster a sense of shared identity among citizens. By “reciting the pledge,
individuals affirm their connection to the nation and its values” (Billig, 1995, p. 45). The
illocutionary acts in national pledges, “such as promising and vowing, reinforce this sense of
belonging” (Watts, 2003, p. 123).

National pledges emphasize civic responsibility by committing citizens to work for the

nation's benefit. “The illocutionary acts of declaring and committing in pledges encourage
active citizenship” (Kymlicka, 2001, p. 78). This is particularly evident in the Nigerian pledge,
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which explicitly states "to serve Nigeria with all my strength" (Federal Republic of Nigeria,
1979).

“National pledges serve as a tool for socialization, teaching children the values of loyalty,
honesty, and service” (Althusser, 1971, p. 123). The illocutionary acts in pledges, such as
“promising and vowing, shapes children's understanding of civic responsibility” (Bourdieu,
1991, p. 56).

A comparative analysis of national pledges reveals variations in illocutionary acts. The
American Pledge of Allegiance, for example, emphasizes loyalty and devotion (United States
Congress, 1942), while the Indian National Pledge focuses on unity and integrity (Government
of India, 1965). Illocutionary acts in national pledges play a crucial role in shaping national
identity, civic responsibility, and socialization. By examining the literature on speech act
theory and national pledges, we gain insight into the significance of these pledges as Speech
Acts.

In another study by Alo, Moses A., Speech Acts and the Pragmatics of Political Speeches in
Nigeria, the source discusses how political leaders use speech to perform illocutionary acts
that shape public perception and national identity. Alo notes that "political speeches in
Nigeria often involve a blend of assertive and commissive acts to establish credibility and
trustworthiness among the audience" (Alo, 2004, p. 113). This observation is relevant to the
Nigerian National Pledge, where commissive acts of loyalty, honesty, and patriotism are
central to the Speaker’s commitment to the nation. The Nigerian Pledge, through its structure
and use of language, functions as a performative Speech Act designed to foster citizen's
dedication to the State's welfare.

Adegbija (1982) in his work Speech Acts, Pragmatics, and Nigerian Discourse, discusses the
role of pragmatics in understanding the use of language in everyday Nigerian contexts. He
emphasizes that "the communicative function of speech acts in Nigeria cannot be divorced
from the socio-cultural and political environment" (Adegbija, 1982, p.45). Adegbija’s study
provides insight into how the illocutionary force of the Nigerian Pledge is deeply rooted in
the cultural expectations of patriotism and loyalty within Nigeria. He argues that the pledge
is a tool for reinforcing national cohesion, as it embodies the values that citizens are expected
to uphold in their personal and public lives.

Similarly, Oyeleye (2011), in his analysis of The Pragmatics of National Pledges, examines
how the language of national pledges functions to create a sense of collective identity among
citizens. He argues that the Nigerian Pledge is a prime example of how speech acts serve as a
binding force, compelling individuals to align themselves with the values and goals of the
nation. His study highlights the declarative and commissive illocutionary acts in the pledge,
noting that phrases such as "I pledge to Nigeria my country" function to create a moral
contract between the speaker and the nation. This contract, according to Oyeleye, is not merely
symbolic but carries significant weight in shaping national identity and civic responsibility.

Furthermore, Yusuf (2013) in her work, Patriotism and Language Use in Nigerian Public
Discourse, focuses on the relationship between language and patriotism, specifically in the
context of public pledges and anthems. Yusuf argues that the recitation of the Nigerian Pledge
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serves as a performative act of patriotism, where individuals publicly commit to upholding
national values. She posits that this performative function is crucial for nation-building, as it
reinforces collective values such as unity, loyalty, and service. Her analysis draws on Austin’s
Speech Act Theory, emphasizing that the illocutionary force of the pledge lies in its ability to
make the speaker accountable to the nation. Although this work is similar to the present study
on subject and framework it deploys, but it differs in the focus of the national pledge which
re-emphasizes on how it fosters national consciousness and integration of the Nation.

Bamgbose (2000), in his study on The Power of Language in National Identity Formation,
addresses the significance of language in the construction of national identity. He asserts that
language, through their use of declarative and commissive speech acts, is powerful
instruments for promoting unity and fostering a sense of belonging among citizens.
Bamgbose’s work is relevant to this study as it emphasizes the role of language in shaping the
moral and ethical responsibilities of citizens, encouraging them to act in the nation’s best
interests but differs in its major focus which majorly is on upholding national ideas.

Edem and Ekpenyong (2021) examined the Language of Religion a comparison of Orthodox
and Pentecostal churches in Uyo, Urban. The work asserts that language through their use of
declarative and commissive speech acts are instruments or pivots in engendering mutual
understanding and trust between leaders and members. This work and the present study are
similar as they use the same theoretical model “Speech Acts” but differ in data used for the
study.

Nigerian scholars have provided significant contributions to the understanding of Speech
Acts in public discourse, particularly in relation to national pledges. Their analyses reinforced
the idea that the Nigerian Pledge is not just a verbal recitation but a powerful Speech Act that
binds citizens to their national duties, ethos or consciousness. The pledge, through its use of
illocutionary acts, becomes an essential tool for instilling values of patriotism, loyalty, and
unity, thereby contributing to the broader goals of nation-building and civic responsibility.

Theoretical Framework: Speech Act Theory

Speech Act Theory, first introduced by J.L. Austin in his landmark work How to Do Things with
Words Austin (1962), explores how language can function as a form of action rather than
merely a tool for conveying information. Austin proposed that when people speak, they are
not just stating facts but often performing actions through their words. This theory is crucial
for understanding the language used in the Nigerian Pledge, as the pledge is not only a set of
declarative statements but also an act of commitment by Nigerian citizens.

According to Austin, there are three levels of action performed when uttering a statement: the
locutionary act (the act of saying something), the illocutionary act (the action performed by
the act of saying something), and the perlocutionary act (the effect the utterance has on the
listener). The focus in the analysis of the Nigerian Pledge is on the illocutionary act, which
involves the intention of the speaker in performing a certain action through the act of
speaking. As Austin notes, "to say something is to do something" (Austin, 1962, p.12), and in
the case of the Nigerian Pledge, the act of reciting the pledge is a form of performing loyalty
and patriotism to the nation.
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John Searle, a student of Austin, expanded on Speech Act Theory in his work Speech Acts: An
Essay in the Philosophy of Language (1969), where he defined the concept of illocutionary
acts and categorized them into five types: assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, and
declarations. This categorization provides a useful framework for analyzing the different
components of the Nigerian Pledge.

Commissive acts: In the Nigerian Pledge, the speaker makes commitments to certain actions
and values. For example, the phrase "I pledge to Nigeria my country" represents a commissive
illocutionary act where the speaker commits themselves to the nation. Similarly, "to be
faithful, loyal, and honest" also signals a commitment to uphold certain moral and civic
virtues.

Declarative acts: The pledge contains declarative illocutionary acts, where the speaker
declares their allegiance to Nigeria. According to Searle, “declarations are speech acts that
bring about a change in reality simply by being uttered” (Searle, 1969, p. 24). In the case of the
Nigerian Pledge, the act of recitation itself reinforces the speaker’s role as a loyal citizen of the
country.

Expressive acts: The pledge also contains expressive illocutionary acts where the speaker
expresses their feelings, attitudes, or emotions. The commitment "to serve Nigeria with all my
strength" expresses the speaker’s personal dedication to the nation’s welfare and growth.

Illocutionary force refers to the power that an utterance has to perform a certain function. The
Nigerian Pledge carries illocutionary force as it seeks to bind the speaker to particular national
duties. When citizen recite the pledge, they are not just stating their love for the country, but
they are actively committing to live by the values of loyalty, honesty, and service. According
to Searle, "the utterance of a sentence is not merely the performance of an act of reference or
prediction, but also the performance of an illocutionary act, such as stating, questioning,
commanding, promising, or declaring" (Searle, 1969, p.16).

Teun A. van Dijk, in his analysis of discourse, also emphasizes the social and political
importance of Speech Acts. He argues that "speech acts are not just about communication but
about exercising power and performing social functions" (van Dijk, 1997, p.65). The Nigerian
Pledge, as a form of performative language, functions within the larger political and social
context of the nation, reinforcing values that are crucial to nation-building, such as patriotism,
loyalty, and unity.

The significance of Speech Act Theory in relation to the Nigerian Pledge lies in how it shows
that the pledge is more than a verbal ritual; it is an active engagement with national values.
By reciting the pledge, Nigerian citizens perform the illocutionary acts of promising and
declaring their loyalty and commitment to the country. This theoretical framework allows for
a deeper understanding of how the language of the pledge functions not just as a statement
of fact, but as a tool for shaping national identity and fostering civic responsibility as this work
attempts to address.

Analysis of Illocutionary Acts in the Nigerian Pledge
"I pledge to Nigeria my country.
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To be faithful, loyal and honest.

To serve Nigeria with all my strength
To defend her unity,

And uphold her honor and glory.

So help me God."

The Nigerian pledge is a solemn promise recited by citizens, particularly school children, to
express their loyalty and commitment to the country. A critical analysis of the pledge reveals
that it embodies various illocutionary acts, which are essential to understanding its
significance and impact. This paper explores the illocutionary acts present in the Nigerian
pledge, their implications, and the role they play in shaping national identity and civic
responsibility and national consciousness amongst others.

The Nigerian pledge is a declarative statement that begins with "I pledge to Nigeria my
country” and concludes with "to defend her unity and uphold her honor and glory." This
promise is recited with the right hand placed on the heart, symbolizing sincerity and loyalty.
The national pledge is a speech act that performs multiple illocutionary acts, including
promising, vowing, declaring, and committing.

Illocutionary Acts in the Nigerian Pledge

Promising: The pledge starts with "I pledge to Nigeria my country," which is a clear promise
to dedicate oneself to the nation. This illocutionary act commits the speaker to loyalty and
devotion.

Vowing: The phrase "to be faithful, loyal, and honest" is a vow to uphold these values. Vowing
is a solemn promise, and in this context, it reinforces the speaker's commitment to national
ideals and consciousness.

Declaring: The statement "to serve Nigeria with all my strength" is a declaration of willingness
to work for the country's benefit. This illocutionary Act publicly affirms the Speaker's
dedication to the rudiments of the pledge.

Committing: The final phrase, "to defend her unity and uphold her honor and glory," is a
commitment to protect and promote Nigeria's reputation and values.

Implications of Illocutionary Acts
The illocutionary acts in the Nigerian pledge have significant implications for national
identity and civic responsibility.

National Identity: The pledge fosters a sense of belonging and shared identity among citizens.
By reciting the pledge, individuals affirm their connection to Nigeria and its values.

Civic Responsibility: The pledge emphasizes the importance of active citizenship. By

promising to serve and defend the Nation, individuals acknowledge their role in maintaining
Nigeria's unity and honour.
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Socialization: The pledge serves as a tool for socialization, teaching children the values of
loyalty, honesty, and service. This early indoctrination shapes their understanding of civic
responsibility.

Unity and Cohesion: The pledge promotes unity and cohesion by emphasizing the
importance of defending Nigeria's unity. This shared commitment helps bridge ethnic and
religious divides.

The Nigerian pledge is more than a mere recitation; it embodies various illocutionary acts that
shape national identity, civic responsibility, and social mobilization which is the concern of
this work. By understanding these acts, we can appreciate the National pledge's significance
in fostering a sense of shared citizenship and promoting national unity. As Nigerians recite
the pledge, they reaffirm their commitment to the country's values and ideals, striving to build
a better future for themselves and the nation.

Promising: "I pledge to Nigeria my country"

This illocutionary act commits the Speaker’s loyalty and devotion to Nigeria.

The use of personal pronoun ‘I’ in "I pledge" explicitly indicates a personal promise,
emphasizing the Speaker's personal commitment to actualizing shared vision between the
leaders and the people, irrespective of class, ethos or language difference.

The phrase "to Nigeria my country" specifies the object of the promise, highlighting the
speaker's dedication to the Nation.

Vowing: "to be faithful, loyal, and honest"

This illocutionary Act reinforces the Speaker's commitment to upholding the core values in
the socio-cultural configuration. The use of "to be" indicates a vow, emphasizing the Speaker's
intention to embody these values.

The values listed as: faithfulness, loyalty, and honesty are essential for building trust and unity
in a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society such as ours.

Declaring: "to serve Nigeria with all my strength"

This illocutionary Act shown in “to serve Nigeria with all my strength” publicly affirms the
speaker's dedication to working for Nigeria's benefit. The use of "to serve" indicates a
declaration of willingness, highlighting the Speaker's resolve or commitment to action.

The catchphrase "with all my strength" emphasizes the Speaker's resolve to contribute fully
to the national development.

Committing: "to defend her unity and uphold her honor and glory"

This illocutionary Act commits the Speaker to protecting and promoting Nigeria's reputation
and core values.

The use of "to defend" for example, indicates a commitment to safeguarding the nation's unity
and territorial integrity.

The phrase "uphold her honor and glory" on the other hand emphasizes the Speaker's
dedication to promoting Nigeria's reputation and prestige within and outside the country.
These illocutionary Acts work together to create a powerful Speech Act that shape national
identity, civic responsibility, socialization and nation building. By reciting the pledge,
Nigerians reaffirm their trust and commitment to promoting the country's values and ideals,
fostering a sense of shared citizenship and promoting national unity and cohesion which were
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the perlocutionary effects that the country’s ruling class envisaged when the National pledge
was adopted years ago.

Conclusion

In examining the illocutionary acts within the Nigerian Pledge, it becomes evident that the
pledge functions more than a formal recitation or rhetoric. It operates as a performative
Speech Act that binds Nigerian citizens to moral, civic, and patriotic duties. Through the lens
of Speech Act Theory, the pledge’s commissive, declarative, and expressive elements reveal
how language can influence behavior, foster national unity, and shape collective identity. By
committing to values such as loyalty, honesty, and service, etc, individuals actively engage in
the nation-building process through the power of their words.

This analysis highlights the broader implications of the Nigerian Pledge as a linguistic tool for
reinforcing national values, ethos and responsibilities. The performative nature of the pledge
ensures that its utterance not only affirms an individual’s loyalty to Nigeria but also
strengthens the social contract between the citizens and the State. Ultimately, the Nigerian
National Pledge serves as a reminder of the role language plays in shaping civic
responsibilities, fostering patriotism, and sustaining common values and ideals that
contribute to national cohesion and development.
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