
Nsukka Journal of the Humanities 
September 2025, 33, (3) www.njh.com.ng/  

 

 
Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and conditions 
of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

 

Article 

Exploring the Interplay of Language, Symbolism, and Igbo Cultural 
Expressions in Isidore Diala’s The Pyre 
 
Cynthia Adaeze Onuegwunwoke1, Chinenye C. Olekaibe2, Chika Glory Opara3, Perpetua Ugochi 
Nduka4, Benedict Nkemdirim Igbokwe5, Gloria Ukamaka Amadi6  
1Department of English and Literature, Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri, Imo State, 
cynthia.onuegwunwoke@alvanikoku.edu.ng, ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-006-6084-8259 
2Igbo Unit, Directorate of General Studies, Federal University of Technology, Owerri, olekibechinenye@gmail.com  
3English Language and Communication, Directorate of General Studies, FUTO, opara.chika@futo.edu.ng 
4Igbo Unit, Directorate of General Studies, FUTO, ugochi.nduka@futo.edu.ng 
5Directorate of General Studies, FUTO, uwa91969@gmail.com 
6Department of English and Literature, Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri, ukezeukwu@gmail.com  

Correspondence: Cynthia Adaeze Onuegwunwoke,  cynthia.onuegwunwoke@alvanikoku.edu.ng 

 

Abstract 
This study explored the interplay of language, symbolism, and Igbo cultural expressions in Isidore 
Diala’s The Pyre. The play, deeply rooted in Igbo tradition, employs linguistic techniques and 
symbolic elements to convey themes of identity, history, resistance, and spirituality. This study aims 
to appreciate the intersection of language, culture, and identity in the play through a phrase structure 
analysis of its morpho-syntactic patterns. The theoretical framework is anchored on Noam Chomsky’s 
Phrase Structure Grammar (PSG). Phrase structure trees of selected sentences from the play were 
examined to know the linguistic patterns and relationships that underlie the play’s language and Igbo 
cultural dynamics. On this note, the study focused on the noun phrase (NP) and verb phrase (VP) 
structures, exploring how these constructions reflect Igbo cultural identity. The findings reveal that 
the play’s syntax reinforces the themes of cultural heritage, tradition, and identity, offering insights 
into how language shapes and reflects cultural identity. Thus, the findings demonstrate that the 
play’s syntax reinforces the themes of cultural heritage, tradition, and identity. This study contributes 
to the understanding of the intersection of language, culture, and identity in African literature, 
highlighting the significance of PSG in uncovering the syntactic nuances in the play. 

Keywords: Language, Spirituality, Modernity, Symbolism, Igbo Cultural Expressions, Societal 
Evolution 

Introduction 

Nigeria’s multicultural tapestry, enriched by diverse ethnic traditions, offers a 
fertile ground for literary exploration. Among these, the Igbo culture stands out for 
its intricate rituals, spiritual cosmology, and symbolic lexicon elements that scholars 
like Achebe (1958) and Uchendu (1965) have identified as central to understanding 
Igbo identity (Achebe, 1958, p. 15; Uchendu, 1965, p. 34). Isidore Diala’s The Pyre 
(1995) exemplifies this cultural richness, weaving Igbo symbols such as the kola nut, 
thunder (Amadioha), and fire into a narrative that interrogates justice, morality, and 
communal cohesion. As Soyinka (1976) notes, African literature often employs 
symbolism to bridge ―the human and spiritual realms‖ (p. 68), a framework Diala 
adopts to critique postcolonial tensions between tradition and modernity. However, 
while existing scholarship, including Nwachukwu-Agbada (2001) and Odebiyi 
(2005), has explored thematic elements in African literature, linguistic analyses of 
Igbo fiction remain sparse. This study addresses this gap by examining how Diala’s 
linguistic strategies, code-switching, morpho-syntactic patterns, and proverbial 
rhetoric intersect with cultural symbolism to articulate Igbo identity. By situating 



Nsukka Journal of the Humanities, September 2025 
https://doi.org/10. 62250/nsuk.2025.33.3.249-265  

 250 
 

the play within postcolonial discourse and linguistic theory, this analysis 
contributes to broader conversations on cultural preservation and hybridity in 
African literature. 

Study Objectives 

The objectives of this study are to: 

1. Examine the linguistic features employed in the play, including morpho-syntactic 
patterns, code-switching, and Igbo rhetorical strategies. 

2. Analyse symbolic elements in the play and their connection to Igbo cultural 
identity, history, and worldview. 

3. Explore Igbo cultural expressions embedded in the play, like proverbs, folktales, 
rituals, and traditional beliefs. 

4.  Investigate the relationship between language and meaning-making, focusing on 
how linguistic and symbolic choices contribute to the play’s thematic concerns. 

5. Assess the role of language in preserving and transmitting Igbo cultural values 
through literary representation. 

Significance of the Study  

Language serves as a powerful conduit for cultural identity, memory, and meaning 
in literature. In African contexts, particularly in Igbo literature, language transcends 
its basic communicative function, becoming an embodiment of historical 
consciousness, collective memory, and cultural values. The Pyre by Isidore Diala 
represents a contemporary Igbo play where language, symbolism, and cultural 
expressions intertwine to navigate the complexities of identity, resistance, and 
spirituality. However, a notable research gap remains in examining how Diala 
strategically utilises linguistic features, symbols, and cultural references to articulate 
Igbo historical experiences and offer insights into postcolonial identity construction. 
Although there is existing scholarship on African literature’s thematic elements, 
linguistic studies within Igbo fiction remain underexplored. The Pyre presents a 
unique opportunity to examine how Diala’s morpho-syntactic features, lexical 
choices, and language codes (like code-switching between Igbo and English) reflect 
both Igbo linguistic traditions and global postcolonial realities. 

Incidentally, given the increasing erosion of indigenous languages and cultural 
values, this study is significant in exploring how literature can preserve and 
transmit Igbo heritage. By analysing The Pyre from a linguistic, symbolic, and 
cultural perspective, this study will contribute to the broader discourse on language 
as a tool for cultural identity, resistance, and storytelling in African literature. In 
addition, this study will contribute to: 

• linguistic studies by providing insights into the use of language and symbolism in 
contemporary Igbo literature. 

• cultural studies by highlighting the role of literature in preserving and 
transmitting Igbo cultural heritage. 
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• postcolonial discourse by examining how language and symbolism function as 
tools of resistance and identity formation. 

Research Questions 

Five questions are posed to guide the study, thus: 

1. What morpho-syntactic features, patterns of code-switching, and Igbo rhetorical 
strategies are employed by Isidore Diala in The Pyre, and how do they function 
within the text? 

2. Which symbolic elements are present in the play, and how do they relate to Igbo 
cultural identity, history, and worldview? 

3. How are Igbo cultural expressions—such as proverbs, folktales, rituals, and 
traditional beliefs—embedded in the play, and what roles do they play in 
shaping interpretation? 

4. In what ways do linguistic choices and symbolic elements contribute to 
meaning-making in the play, and how do they shape its thematic concerns? 

5. How does language participate in preserving and transmitting Igbo cultural 
values through the play’s literary representation? 

Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative approach, combining literary analysis and 
linguistic examination. This was done through textual analysis to identify and 
interpret linguistic patterns, symbolism, and cultural expressions, thematic analysis 
to explore how language and symbols contribute to meaning-making making and 
comparative analysis with other Igbo literary works to contextualise Diala’s stylistic 
and cultural choices. Thus, a qualitative textual analysis was conducted, focusing 
on:   

1. Linguistic Features: Code-switching instances (e.g., ―Tufiakwa! Ala!‖  [Diala, 
1995, p. 13]), Igbo proverbs, and syntactic structures.   

2. Symbolism: Thematic coding of symbols (fire, thunder, kola nut) using NVivo to 
identify cultural and moral connotations.   

3. Comparative Analysis: Contrasting Diala’s techniques with Achebe’s Things Fall 
Apart (1958) and Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) to contextualise his 
stylistic innovations.   

Primary data included direct quotations from The Pyre, while secondary sources 
spanned postcolonial theory, linguistic studies, and Igbo cultural scholarship. 

Review of Related Literature  

The interplay of language and cultural symbolism in African literature has been 
extensively theorised. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) posits that decolonising African 
narratives requires reclaiming indigenous languages, as they embody ―historical 
consciousness and cultural authenticity‖ (p. 3). This aligns with Diala’s bilingual 
approach in The Pyre, where Igbo proverbs and code-switching reflect what 
Adejunmobi (2004) terms ―linguistic hybridity,‖ a negotiation between colonial and 
indigenous identities (p. 100). Similarly, Soyinka’s (1976) analysis of Yoruba 
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mythology underscores how ―symbols like fire and masks mediate spiritual and 
societal conflicts‖ (p. 68), a dynamic mirrored in Diala’s use of thunder as divine 
judgment. Recent scholarship by Eze (2018) expands this discourse, arguing that 
postcolonial Igbo literature ―reconfigures tradition to address modernity’s 
dislocations‖ (p. 112). Meanwhile, Nwaozuzu (2020) emphasises ―the pedagogical 
role of proverbs in preserving oral traditions within written texts‖ (p. 45). These 
frameworks inform our analysis of The Pyre, particularly its synthesis of linguistic 
innovation and cultural symbolism. 

Language in African literature is often a powerful medium of cultural identity and 
resistance. Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising the Mind (1986) argues that the 
colonisation of language plays a crucial role in cultural domination. Ngugi (1986) 
asserts that, ―by returning to indigenous languages in African literature, writers can 
challenge colonial narratives and reinforce cultural authenticity‖ (p. 3). This idea is 
particularly relevant to Diala’s use of Igbo alongside English in The Pyre, which 
reflects the complex cultural dynamics that emerge when indigenous languages are 
blended with colonial ones. Adejunmobi (2004) explores linguistic hybridity in 
African literature, focusing on the tension between indigenous African languages 
and European languages in postcolonial texts. She explains that, ―language serves 
as a means of navigating cultural identity, especially when writers like Chinua 
Achebe and Wole Soyinka employ English to convey African experiences while 
integrating local dialects to maintain cultural grounding‖ (p. 100). In The Pyre, Diala 
navigates this linguistic tension by mixing Igbo and English, reinforcing the theme 
of cultural survival in a postcolonial world. 

Symbolism plays a vital role in African literature as a medium for conveying social, 
historical, and spiritual meanings. Soyinka (1976) states that, ―African symbols 
often bridge the human and spiritual realms, serving as metaphors for societal 
values and individual struggles‖ (Soyinka, 1976, p. 68). Diala’s use of the fire 
symbol in The Pyre can be interpreted as a representation of spiritual cleansing and 
destruction, encapsulating the novel’s exploration of the destructive power of 
history and the need for renewal in postcolonial Africa. Tutuola (1993) describes 
―the use of symbolism in African myths, where elements such as fire, ancestors, and 
rituals carry symbolic meanings that reflect the collective consciousness of the 
community‖ (p. 49). In The Pyre, such symbols are intricately woven into the 
narrative, highlighting themes of resistance and spirituality. The recurring fire 
imagery, in particular, serves as a powerful metaphor for personal transformation 
and the recurrence of cultural values. 

Igbo culture is rich in oral traditions and ritualistic expressions, including proverbs, 
myths, and songs, which are foundational in both the literary and social fabric of 
the Igbo people. According to Nwachukwu-Agbada (2001), ―proverbs are a vital 
part of Igbo cultural communication, encapsulating the values, wisdom, and 
historical narratives of the people. Proverbs, in Igbo tradition, function as moral 
guides and are central to communication in both everyday discourse and literary 
works‖ (p. 233). In The Pyre, Diala uses proverbs not only to advance the plot but 
also to underscore the moral dilemmas faced by the characters, emphasising the 
connection between cultural wisdom and personal responsibility.  
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The intersections of language, symbolism, and cultural expressions have been 
explored in African literary studies, particularly in the works of Chinua Achebe and 
Wole Soyinka, who incorporate these elements to discuss the political, social, and 
cultural challenges of African communities. Odebiyi (2005) highlights how writers 
combine linguistic innovation and symbolic imagery to convey historical 
consciousness and cultural resistance. Odebiyi (2005) asserts that, ―African writers 
use symbols and language to present counter narratives that challenge colonial 
discourse and assert a unique African worldview‖ (p. 89). Diala’s The Pyre follows 
this tradition, employing language and symbolism as tools of resistance and 
identity assertion in a postcolonial context. 

Moreover, Ogbondah (2013) discusses how ―oral traditions in contemporary 
African novels create a hybrid form of expression that merges oral culture with 
literary techniques‖ (p. 146). This hybridity, seen in The Pyre, enables Diala to 
preserve Igbo cultural practices while addressing modern concerns such as identity, 
resilience, and community in a globalised world. Thus, the reviewed literature 
illustrates the centrality of language, symbolism, and cultural expressions in African 
literature, especially in Igbo fiction.  

Theoretical framework  

This study employs Chomsky’s (1957) Phrase Structure Grammar (PSG) to analyse 
syntactic patterns in The Pyre, complemented by Homi Bhabha’s (1994) theory of 
hybridity. PSG elucidates how Diala’s Igbo-influenced English syntax, such as noun 
phrases like ―Our elders‖ (Diala, 1995, p. 25), preserves indigenous linguistic 
structures. Bhabha’s concept of the ―third space‖ (1994, p. 37), where colonial and 
native cultures intersect, further contextualises the play’s code-switching as 
resistance to linguistic erasure. Together, these theories reveal how Diala’s language 
choices negotiate cultural identity in a postcolonial context. PSG focuses on the 
hierarchical structure of sentences. It posits that ―sentences are composed of 
phrases, which are in turn composed of smaller phrases and ultimately words‖ 
(Chomsky, 1957, p. 26). As Chomsky (1957) notes, ―The fundamental principle of 
phrase structure grammar is that the sentence is regarded as a hierarchical structure 
of phrases, rather than a linear sequence of words‖ (p. 26).  PSG posits that phrases 
are the basic building blocks of sentences. According to Radford (1988), ―Phrases 
are composed of a head word and its dependents (e.g., modifiers, complements)‖ 
(p. 123). PSG uses phrase structure rules (PSRs) to generate the hierarchical 
structure of sentences. Chomsky (1957) notes that, ―PSRs are of the form A     β, 
where A is a phrase and β is a sequence of phrases or words‖ (p. 30). In addition, 
Radford (1988) explains that, ―PSG allows for recursion, which enables the 
generation of complex sentences with embedded phrases‖ (p. 150). Example: The big 
red car looks beautiful. Here, the big red car is a noun phrase (NP), looks beautiful is a 
verb phrase (VP). Thus, the sentence as a whole is a sentence (S).  

We can represent this analysis using a phrase structure tree. 
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This tree shows the hierarchical structure of the sentence, with phrases nested inside other 
phrases. 

Let’s explore phrase structure grammar (PSG) further, using examples from Isidore Diala’s 
play, The Pyre. 

Example 1: Noun Phrase (NP) Structure 

In Act 1 of The Pyre, the character of the 3rd Member says: ―Our elders have a saying‖. (p. 
25). 

The NP here is ―Our elders‖, where   NP          Det (our) + N (elders) 

 

This tree shows the hierarchical structure of the noun phrase, with the possessive 
determiner our modifying the noun elders using PSG. We can analyse the sentence, 
our elders have a saying. 

Example 2: Verb Phrase (VP) Structure has a saying. 

Using PSG, we can analyse the verb phrase have a saying as follows, 

VP    V (have) + Det (a) + NP (saying) 
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This tree shows the hierarchical structure of the verb phrase, which takes the noun 
phrase a saying as its complement. These examples illustrate how PSG can be used 
to analyse the grammatical structure of sentences in The Pyre. By examining the 
phrase structure trees, we can gain insight into the linguistic patterns and 
relationships that underlie the play’s language. Isidore Diala’s play The Pyre 
intricately weaves morpho-syntactic features with Igbo cultural elements, creating a 
rich tapestry that reflects the linguistic and cultural identity of the Igbo people. 

Synopsis of the Play 

The Pyre by Isidore Diala won a joint-winner 1992 ANA drama prize. It is a two-act 
play of 68 pages with a prologue and glossary at the end. The play is indeed a 
masterful work of African drama, offering profound insights into the human 
condition and societal struggles in an Igbo context. It stands out for its ability to 
marry universal themes with a deeply rooted cultural narrative, making it a 
significant contribution to contemporary African literature.  

The play invites readers and audiences to reflect on the complexities of justice, 
morality, and the possibility of redemption. Thus, it revolves around an Igbo 
community facing moral and societal decay, with leadership struggling to maintain 
order amidst widespread disillusionment. The pyre, a central metaphor in the play, 
symbolises destruction, purification, and renewal. It represents both the societal 
collapse and the potential for a new beginning. Through the struggles of the 
protagonist and other characters, the play delves into issues of justice, sacrifice, and 
the cyclical nature of human frailties.  

Diala’s dramatic style in the play is characterised by rich dialogue, evocative 
imagery, and symbolic undertones. He integrates elements of African oral tradition, 
folklore, and ritual, enhancing the cultural depth of the play. The tension builds 
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steadily through its acts, culminating in a climactic moment of reckoning. The Pyre 
is a profound reflection on the cyclical nature of human struggles and the enduring 
quest for justice and moral clarity.  

It contributes significantly to African dramatic literature, offering a nuanced 
critique of societal dynamics in a post-colonial context. The play’s universal themes 
and cultural resonance make it a powerful piece of theatre. The play is rich in 
symbolism, addressing profound social, political, and cultural themes through the 
lens of human conflict and morality. Set in a fictional African society, the drama 
critically explores the consequences of betrayal, the fragility of leadership, and the 
tensions between tradition and modernity. 

Linguistic Exploration of Igbo Cultural Expressions in the Play  

Code-Switching and Code-Mixing: Diala employs code-switching between English 
and Igbo to reflect the bilingual nature of Nigerian society. This technique adds 
authenticity to the characters’ voices and emphasises cultural nuances. This is seen 
in the character of Ndudiri: Take my ofo, the sacred symbol of my authority‖ (p. 
30).  There are cases of this in the prologue: ―You carry Agwu isi with two hands, 
no matter its size‖, ―Ala, daa juu‖ (p. 4). Ndudiri: ―Tufiakwa! Ala! Forbid! Not even 
Agwu would move‖ (p. 13).  Ekere: ―As though Ala, like an incensed mother‖, (35). 
These linguistic practices capture the bilingual reality of the Igbo community and 
convey cultural nuances that English alone cannot encapsulate. It ensures that 
cultural meanings are retained and understood within their original contexts, even 
as English serves as the medium of broader communication. 

Use of Igbo Proverbs and Idioms: Proverbs, idioms, and folk tales are central to 
Igbo oral traditions and are frequently incorporated into the play. These insertions 
serve as a bridge between oral and written traditions, ensuring the continuity of 
cultural values. The audience gains insights into Igbo wisdom and philosophy, even 
if they are unfamiliar with the language. The play incorporates Igbo proverbs and 
idiomatic expressions, enriching the dialogue and providing a deeper cultural 
context. These expressions often carry meanings that transcend their literal 
translations, offering insights into Igbo philosophy and worldview. Check the 
following examples: 1st Member: ―…. But a man whose house is ablaze does not 
pursue rats‖, (p. 16).  2nd Member: ―…. The usual scream is, mother, flee, father is in 
pursuit…. A woman first perfects the chameleon’s strides of pride then she 
complains that the world is laughing at her‖, (p. 17). 3rd Member: ―…. The ear first 
refuses counsels and then is cut off alongside the head‖, (p. 18). 2nd Member: ―…. 
Amakwe was forewarned. But a doomed dog cannot perceive the scent of 
excrement. The fly that scorns counsels follows a corpse into the grave. Behold the 
snake and what it swallowed. But then, it is only a case of a rotten palm fruit in a 
hole-ridden mortar‖ (p. 20). 2nd Member: ―A wise man does not overfeed a child to 
the point of death because the child is his father re-incarnate‖ (p. 19).  Ekere: ―Our 
land already drips with kindred blood; the whole town reeks of desecration; if your 
ears were not carved of wood, you’ll shudder at the howls of mother Earth. Keep 
off her‖ (p. 59). 

Syntactic Structures Reflecting Igbo Speech Patterns: Diala mirrors Igbo syntactic 
structures within English sentences, capturing the rhythm and flow of Igbo speech. 
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This approach preserves the linguistic essence of the Igbo language, even when 
characters speak in English. For example, Ekere: ―Then he exclaimed onwu!. But he 
surely meant onwa‖ (p. 52). Ekere: ―An abomination, Ala relentlessly punishes: 
who would believe this? (p. 50).  Nneoma: ―I beg you, no!‖ (p. 32). 
Nneoma:―…..Those determined to soar high must fly on the wings of the gods. Find 
your salvation. I’ve found mine‖. (p. 28).  

Representation of Traditional Beliefs and Practices: The play delves into Igbo 
cosmology, rituals, and societal norms, portraying the community’s connection to 
ancestral traditions. This cultural backdrop informs character motivations and the 
narrative arc, highlighting the significance of heritage in shaping identity. Diala’s 
rootedness in Igbo culture, especially his sensitivity to spiritual experiences, deeply 
influences his work. For example, Ndudiri’s eulogy of Amadioha, the god of 
thunder,  

―Amadioha, miracle of light, 

Spirit of truth, dread white light of the gods, 

Receive whiteness and cleanse us of guilt. 

Restore to us the life-giving innocence of this chick‖. (p. 7). 

Symbolism and Metaphor: Drawing from Igbo lore, Diala employs symbols and 
metaphors that resonate with Igbo audiences. Elements such as the kola nut, the 
yam, or the palm tree are imbued with cultural significance, serving as metaphors 
for concepts like hospitality, prosperity, and resilience. Igbo lore presupposes a 
symbolic underpinning of everything, encrypting meanings in symbols to create a 
larger-than-life understanding. Examples: Ndudiri: ―One pampers a newborn babe. 
A woman is a babe‖. (p. 19).  Nneoma: ―…. It is all as clear as a bangle on our wrist 
which we need no mirror to behold‖. (p. 9-10) 

Themes of Grief: The narrative explores themes of loss and renewal, reflecting Igbo 
beliefs in the cyclical nature of life and the possibility of regeneration. This thematic 
focus aligns with Igbo cultural narratives that view life and death as interconnected 
phases of existence. Grief is used to convey strong symbolic messages and to 
advance an Igbo belief in the regeneration of life. This can be traced from Nneoma, 
―Death knows only too well how to torment us….‖ (p.46). 

Use of Igbo Lexical Items in English Sentences: Diala integrates Igbo words and 
expressions into English sentences without translation, relying on the context to 
convey their meaning. This strategy reflects cultural pride and authenticity while 
allowing the audience to infer meaning from the narrative. Example; Words like, 
Ala (The Earth goddess), aghirigha nkwu (The bunch of palm fruits after the nuts 
have been extracted), Igwe (the sky), Nlu (an abomination committed perhaps even 
in one’s after life which attracts ill fortune and cannot be unpropitiated), onwa (the 
moon), onwu (death), ose ocha (white pepper) tufiakwa (God forbid),  chi (personal 
god/ destiny), udu (clay pot), and Amadioha (the god of thunder and lightning) 
appear frequently, embedding Igbo spirituality and worldview into the text. These 
insertions demonstrate the limitations of English in fully capturing the Igbo cultural 
experience, highlighting the necessity of bilingualism in storytelling. 
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Linguistic Hybridity and Identity: The interplay of Igbo and English reflects the 
dual identity of the characters and the larger Igbo society. This hybridity symbolises 
the coexistence of traditional and modern influences within the Igbo community. 
Characters navigate their cultural heritage while engaging with contemporary 
issues, using both languages (English and Igbo) to express their realities. It portrays 
the complexity of postcolonial identity, where individuals balance local traditions 
and global influences. 

Igbo Syntactic Influence on English Structure: The sentence construction in The Pyre 
often mirrors Igbo syntactic patterns, reflecting the influence of Igbo on English 
expression.  An Igbo rhetorical question might be directly translated into English, 
for example, Ugonna: But what more do they really seek? They have desecrated the 
gods;…‖, (p.40). This structure preserves the rhythm and tone of Igbo speech, even 
when conveyed in English. It maintains the cultural authenticity of the dialogue, 
showcasing how language interfaces can enrich storytelling. Through these 
morpho-syntactic choices and cultural references, Isidore Diala’s The Pyre not only 
tells a compelling story but also serves as a vessel for preserving and promoting 
Igbo linguistic and cultural heritage. 

Morpho-Syntactic Exploration of Cultural Identity in the Play 

Isidore Diala’s play The Pyre intricately explores Igbo cultural identity through its 
narrative, character development, and thematic concerns. The play delves into 
traditional beliefs, societal norms, and the complexities of cultural transitions within 
the Igbo community. There are cases of: 

Traditional Beliefs and Mythology: The narrative is deeply rooted in Igbo 
mythology, particularly the belief that victims of thunderstorms are guilty of 
heinous sins, referred to as nlu in Igbo. This cultural axiom is central to the play’s 
conflict, as the protagonist, Amakwere, becomes a victim of a thunderstorm, 
leading the community to question his moral integrity. A character known as the 3rd 
member, Act 1 notes, ―Our elders have a saying:  Only a fool gets drenched by a 
rain.  Heralded by prodigious signs ―. (p. 25). Ndudiri: ―…. Amadioha, flaming god, 
….‖ (p. 25-26). Ekere: ―…. As though Ala, like an incensed mother, has knotted the 
severed cord of being into a hangman’s rope, and pulls relentlessly‖.  (p. 35). 2nd 
Member: ―…. Their homestead is Agwu’s shrine. (p. 20). 

Communal Values and Individual Sacrifice: The play highlights the tension 
between communal values and individual actions. The character Ndudiri, the chief 
priest of Amadioha, embodies the communal expectation of self-sacrifice for the 
greater good. His decision to offer himself as a sacrifice to appease the gods 
underscores the Igbo cultural emphasis on communal harmony and the lengths 
individuals are expected to go to maintain it. The character known as Ekere: 
―Master, we saw the members of the cult in flight. And our elders have a saying. No 
utterance can capture the horror of a scene. As powerfully as, even the ancestral 
mask fled‖! (p. 27) 

Gender Roles and Expectations: The character Nneoma, Amakwere’s widow, 
represents the Igbo notion that a wife’s testimony about her husband is the most 
accurate. Her unwavering defense of her late husband’s character, despite societal 
condemnation, highlights the significant role women play in upholding family 
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honor and the weight their words carry in Igbo culture. This plays out in the 
character called Nneoma: ―Oh! You are my witnesses, you dreaded gods‖! (p. 11) 

Rituals and Symbolism: Rituals play a pivotal role in the narrative, reflecting the 
Igbo belief in the metaphysical and the importance of appeasing deities to restore 
balance. The sacrificial acts depicted in the play symbolise the community’s 
adherence to traditional practices and the lengths they will go to maintain cosmic 
harmony. Diala’s work often explores how a culture with a metaphysical attitude in 
its interpretation of natural phenomena responds to scientific innovations and 
individualism.  

Conflict Between Tradition and Modernity: The Pyre examines the clash between 
traditional beliefs and emerging modern perspectives. Characters grapple with 
interpreting natural phenomena through a metaphysical lens versus a scientific 
understanding, mirroring the broader societal transition within the Igbo 
community. Diala reflects on this cultural transition, questioning how a culture that 
espouses communal values responds to individualism. Through these elements, 
Isidore Diala’s The Pyre offers a nuanced portrayal of Igbo cultural identity, 
shedding light on the complexities and contradictions inherent in a society 
navigating the interplay between tradition and modernity. 

Symbolism in the Play  

In The Pyre, Isidore Diala uses cultural symbolism to create a layered narrative that 
reflects the values, struggles, and identity of the Igbo people. These symbols serve 
as vehicles for storytelling, offering insights into the community’s worldview while 
engaging with universal themes of justice, morality, and human connection. By 
intertwining these cultural elements, Diala preserves Igbo heritage and ensures its 
relevance in a rapidly evolving world. Cultural symbolism in Isidore Diala’s The 
Pyre serves as a powerful tool for expressing the values, beliefs, and worldview of 
the Igbo people. Through symbols such as thunder, fire, kola nut, yams, and the 
pyre itself, Diala weaves a narrative that highlights the interconnectedness of 
spirituality, morality, and communal identity within Igbo culture. These symbols 
not only preserve the richness of Igbo heritage but also provide a framework for 
navigating conflicts, upholding justice, and fostering unity in a rapidly modernising 
society. In Isidore Diala’s The Pyre, cultural symbolism is deeply rooted in Igbo 
traditions and beliefs, reflecting the socio-cultural realities of the Igbo people. In the 
play, there are a series of symbols, ranging from; 

Symbols of Spirituality and Cosmology 

Thunder and Amadioha (The God of Thunder and Lightning).  In Igbo cosmology, 
thunder symbolises divine judgment and moral reckoning. The god Amadioha, 
associated with thunder, represents justice and cosmic order. In The Pyre, the 
thunderstorm that strikes Amakwere is interpreted by the community as a divine 
punishment, symbolising guilt and the need for atonement. This reflects the Igbo 
belief in supernatural forces governing morality and societal order. 

Kola Nut: The kola nut is a cultural symbol of hospitality, respect, and communal 
harmony. In Igbo land, the tradition stresses that he who brings a kola nut brings 
peace and unity. In the play, the presentation and breaking of the kola nut during 
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gatherings underscore unity and the significance of tradition in conflict resolution. 
It emphasises the role of rituals in maintaining social cohesion within the Igbo 
community. 

Symbols of Communal Identity 

The Pyre Itself: The pyre, used for ritual sacrifices or symbolic acts, represents 
cleansing, renewal, and the collective will of the community. In The Pyre, the 
burning of the pyre as a sacrificial act reflects the community’s efforts to appease 
the gods and restore harmony. (p. 29). This symbolises the importance of collective 
responsibility and the communal approach to resolving crises in Igbo society. 

Yam: Yam is a symbol of prosperity, masculinity, and success in Igbo culture. In The 
Pyre, characters’ references to yam farming and its harvest illustrate their 
connection to the land and traditional values of hard work and self-reliance. It 
reinforces the agrarian roots of the Igbo people and the centrality of yams in their 
cultural identity. 

Symbols of Gender and Roles 

The Widow’s Mourning Cloth: The mourning cloth worn by widows symbolises 
loss, respect for the deceased, and societal expectations of women in Igbo culture. In 
The Pyre Nneoma, Amakwere’s widow dons mourning attire while defending her 
husband’s character, highlighting her dual role as a mourner and a custodian of his 
honour. (Act 1, p. 11). This symbolises the burden placed on women in Igbo land to 
uphold family dignity and navigate societal judgment. 

Palm Tree and Palm Wine: The palm tree symbolises life, resilience, and economic 
vitality, while palm wine represents communal bonding and celebration. In the 
play, palm wine is shared during gatherings, serving as a medium for discussion 
and decision-making. These symbols emphasise the interconnectedness of 
community life and natural resources in Igbo culture. 

Symbols of Conflict and Transition 

The Storm: The storm represents the clash between tradition and modernity, as well 
as the turbulence of cultural transitions. In The Pyre, the storm that strikes 
Amakwere is both literal and symbolic, reflecting societal upheaval and the tension 
between traditional beliefs and emerging ideologies. It underscores the Igbo 
community’s struggle to reconcile its heritage with contemporary challenges. 

Fire: Fire symbolises purification, destruction, and transformation. In The Pyre, 
flames signify both the destruction of the old (sins, guilt) and the possibility of 
renewal (reconciliation with the gods). This dual symbolism reflects the cyclical 
nature of life and death in Igbo cosmology. 

Symbols of Justice and Morality 

The White Chalk: White chalk, used in Igbo rituals, symbolises purity, truth, and 
peace. In moments of negotiation or appeasement, white chalk is employed to mark 
the beginning of peaceful resolutions. It highlights the community’s commitment to 
justice and the sacred nature of truth in societal dealings. In The Pyre, we see an 
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elderly man with chalk marks all over his body. (p. 1). This man plays the role of 
the priest. 

The Mask: Masks in Igbo culture often represent ancestral spirits or deities. In The 
Pyre, the mask appears in ceremonial contexts (p. 1). It symbolises the presence of 
the ancestors or divine intervention. It bridges the physical and spiritual realms, 
reaffirming the community’s connection to its ancestry. 

Conclusions 

1. The Pyre uses a consciously Igbo-inflected morpho-syntactic palette to encode 
cultural identity within a postcolonial English text. Diala leverages Igbo-influenced 
word order, complex noun phrases that carry ritual and status meanings, and verb-
phrase serialisation to create a cadence and orality that evoke Igbo speech even 
when English is the surface language. These features anchor social hierarchies, 
cosmology, and communal action, while signaling the tension between tradition 
and modernity. 

Code-switching patterns—ranging from boundary-coded lexical switches to mid-
sentence Igbo insertions and sentence-initial Igbo phrases—function as linguistic 
signposts of hybridity, authenticity, and ritual register. Proverb-driven exchanges 
and untranslated or hybrid Igbo phrases preserve communal wisdom and rhetorical 
authority, enabling the audience to access meaning through cultural context even 
when English dominates the discourse. The syntactic impact of Igbo speech is 
complemented by calques and Igbo-inspired sentence structures that foreground 
topicalisation and performative, ritualized speech acts. 

Igbo rhetorical strategies, including proverbs, cosmological invocations (Amadioha, 
Ala), and NP-rich ritual objects, are tightly braided into the syntax. Proverbs act as 
grammar—embedded within dialogue to persuade, warn, or legitimize social 
judgments; ritual references function as performative syntax that enacts divine 
sanction and communal order. The Pyre thus uses morpho-syntactic choices to 
illuminate identity, memory, and resistance, while dramatizing how language 
embodies cultural heritage, negotiates tradition and modernity, and shapes 
collective moral discourse. 

2. The Pyre uses a rich system of symbols that ground Igbo cultural identity, history, 
and worldviews within an English-language drama. Central among these are 
thunder and Amadioha, the pyre as a ritual fire, the kola nut, yam and agricultural 
imagery, the palm tree and palm wine, masks and ancestral imagery, earth deity 
Ala, and a network of proverbs. Each symbol encodes core aspects of Igbo 
cosmology—divine justice, communal memory, hospitality, prosperity, and 
lineage—and they work together to frame moral order, social authority, and 
communal response to crisis. 

Thunder and Amadioha embody cosmic justice and moral reckoning, linking 
natural phenomena to communal accountability and ancestral authority. The pyre 
itself represents purification and renewal, dramatizing the Igbo belief in cyclical 
history where destruction can yield social restoration. The kola nut functions as a 
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ritual guarantor of peace and negotiation, while yam anchors identity in agrarian 
labor, masculinity, and intergenerational continuity. The palm tree and palm wine 
underscore resilience and social bonding, reinforcing communal decision-making 
and shared rites. Masks and ancestral imagery bring the spiritual world into moral 
adjudication, bridging the present with lineage and reinforcing legitimacy through 
ritual memory. 

Together with earth-centered notions embodied by Ala and language-rich proverbs, 
these symbols fuse cosmology with everyday ethics, shaping how characters justify 
actions, negotiate leadership, and perform communal cohesion. The symbolic fabric 
also foregrounds postcolonial resilience: Igbo worldview persists within an English-
dominated text by embedding culturally dense symbols that invite readers to access 
a shared cultural memory through both ritualized language and symbolic action. If 
you’d like, I can map each symbol to specific scenes or craft a concise analytic 
paragraph linking a particular passage to its cultural significance. 

3. The Pyre embeds Igbo cultural expressions—proverbs, rituals, cosmology, 
folktales, and traditional beliefs—within English dialogue to shape interpretation 
and sustain cultural meaning. Proverbs appear within dialogue, untranslated or 
partially translated, functioning as authoritative warrants that anchor morality, 
memory, and communal norms for readers and audiences. They cue ethical 
judgments and situate events within Igbo philosophy, even as surface language 
shifts to English. 

Rituals and ceremonial practices are woven into dialogue, stage directions, and 
description, creating an ontological frame where morality and social harmony are 
maintained through ritual action. Ritual language signals transitions between the 
mundane and sacred, conferring legitimacy on leaders and shaping how audiences 
perceive authority, communal responsibility, and the boundaries of individual 
action. 

Igbo cosmology and deities (Amadioha, Ala) appear throughout as symbolic 
scaffolds for interpreting events. Natural phenomena are read as signs of divine 
judgment and moral consequence, grounding conflict, leadership, and guilt in a 
sacred worldview. Folktale motifs and storytelling cadences link characters to 
collective memory, offering layered moral readings beyond the plot and 
highlighting resilience and communal ethics in the face of disruption. 

These cultural expressions fuse Igbo worldviews with postcolonial discourse, 
guiding interpretation through a blend of linguistic hybridity, ritual authority, and 
cosmological reasoning. They invite readers to access deeper meanings via cultural 
memory, while also presenting translation and comprehension challenges that 
underscore the text’s epistemic richness. If you’d like, I can craft a compact analytic 
paragraph anchored to a specific scene or provide a thematic map linking each 
expression to key moments in The Pyre. 

4. The play uses a tightly interwoven system of linguistic choices and symbolic 
elements to create meaning and propel its themes. Linguistically, code-switching 
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between Igbo and English, the use of proverbs, and ritualized speech patterns 
generate a layered discourse where cultural authority and communal norms are 
negotiated at the boundary between languages. Proverbs function as compact moral 
grammars that anchor interpretation in Igbo cosmology, while ritual language and 
performative utterances mark moments of judgment, sanction, or communal 
renewal. The resulting rhythm and orality—accelerated by serial predicates and 
topicalised structures—refer back to Igbo orature and reinforce themes of memory, 
legitimacy, and shared governance in a postcolonial context. 

Symbolically, the play’s imagery—thunder and Amadioha, the purificatory pyre, 
kola nut, yam and agricultural motifs, palm tree and palm wine, masks, and Ala—
operates as a cosmological map for interpreting events. Cosmic justice frames 
leadership and guilt as outcomes of divine or ancestral will; the pyre embodies 
cleansing and cyclical renewal; ritual commodities anchor social negotiations and 
intergenerational duty; ancestral imagery and earth symbolism legitimize authority 
and reinforce communal memory. Proverbial and ritual language function as active 
symbols themselves, encoding Igbo philosophy and guiding reader response. 

Together, linguistic choices and symbolic elements shape themes of identity, 
authority, memory, and moral order. Language hybridity foregrounds postcolonial 
resilience and cultural pride, while ritual and cosmology provide an interpretive 
framework that renders social conflict as morally and ritually legible. This 
combination invites readers to engage with Igbo worldview through a postcolonial 
lens, highlighting how language and symbol collaborate to sustain community 
values in the face of disruption. If you’d like, I can map these elements to specific 
scenes or craft a concise analytic paragraph anchored to a line or moment. 

5. Language functions as the principal vehicle for preserving and transmitting Igbo 
cultural values within the play. The deliberate code-switching between Igbo and 
English preserves indigenous concepts—deities, ritual objects, social roles, and 
ethical norms—in a form that remains accessible to a broader audience, while also 
signaling cultural continuity amid postcolonial pressures. 

Proverbs and idioms act as compact vessels of communal wisdom. Embedded in 
dialogue, often untranslated or lightly glossed, they anchor moral reasoning, 
legitimize social judgments, and encode shared expectations. By foregrounding 
these proverbs, the play elevates Igbo interpretive frameworks, inviting readers to 
engage with cultural logic even when the surface language shifts to English. 

Ritual speech and ceremonial actions is another key channel for value transmission. 
The performative quality of language—invocations, blessings, oaths, and 
condemnations—teaches and reinforces communal norms, legitimizes leaders, and 
marks transitions between ordinary life and sacred duty. Together, these linguistic 
devices create a living archive that preserves memory, sustains identity, and 
sustains social order across linguistic boundaries. 

In conclusion, Diala’s The Pyre exemplifies how language and symbolism can 
preserve cultural heritage while engaging global discourses. The play’s code-
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switching and Igbo proverbs, such as ―a doomed dog cannot perceive the scent of 
excrement‖ (Diala, 1995, p. 20), reinforce oral traditions within a written medium, 
echoing Nwaozuzu’s (2020) assertion that ―proverbs anchor Igbo philosophy in 
modernity‖ (p. 49). Similarly, symbols like the pyre itself, a metaphor for communal 
renewal which reflect Soyinka’s (1976) view of fire as both ―destruction and 
regeneration‖ (p. 72). Also, the play’s exploration of the tension between tradition 
and modernity reveals the dynamic nature of cultural identity, emphasising the 
need to balance heritage with the demands of a changing world. By integrating Igbo 
rituals, proverbs, and cosmological elements into the play, Diala ensures the 
continuity of cultural values while making them accessible and relatable to a 
broader audience. Thus, this study underscores the significance of cultural 
symbolism in African literature as a means of preserving and transmitting 
indigenous knowledge and traditions. It also highlights the role of literature in 
fostering cultural pride and understanding, providing a platform for marginalised 
voices to engage with global discourses on identity, justice, and human 
relationships. However, this study’s focus on linguistic structures invites future 
research into how syntactic hybridity influences reader interpretation. 
Pedagogically, integrating such texts into curricula, as recommended by Eze (2018), 
―can foster cultural pride among African youth‖ (p. 120). Ultimately, The Pyre 
challenges postcolonial societies to balance tradition with innovation, offering a 
model for literary resistance against cultural erasure. 

Recommendations 

• Educational curricula, particularly in African contexts, should incorporate 
indigenous symbols, proverbs, and cultural narratives. This can enhance students’ 
appreciation of their heritage and promote cultural continuity. 

• Writers and publishers should encourage the production of bilingual or 
multilingual literary works to reflect the interplay between indigenous languages 
and English. This approach will ensure the preservation of cultural nuances often 
lost in translation. 

• Scholars and literary critics should engage in comparative studies of cultural 
symbolism across different ethnic groups. This can foster a deeper understanding of 
shared human experiences and the unique contributions of diverse cultures. 

• Scholars should explore the evolving significance of cultural symbols in 
contemporary contexts, particularly in how they adapt to global influences and 
modern challenges. Such research can provide insights into the resilience and 
transformation of cultural identities. 

   

 
References  

Achebe, C. (1958). Things Fall Apart. Heinemann.   
Adejunmobi, M. (2004). Language and hybridity in African literature. Postcolonial 

Discourse, 12(2), 95–110.   
Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The location of culture. Routledge.   
Chomsky, N. (1957). Syntactic structures. Mouton.   



Nsukka Journal of the Humanities, September 2025 
https://doi.org/10. 62250/nsuk.2025.33.3.249-265  

 265 
 

Diala, I. (1995). The pyre. Alphabet Nigeria Publishers.   
Eze, C. (2018). Postcolonial identity in Igbo literature. Journal of African Studies, 44(3), 110–

125.   
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. (1986). Decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African literature. 

Heinemann.   
Nwachukwu-Agbada, J. (2001). The African oral tradition and its role in African fiction. 

African Literature Today, 19(4), 230–245.   
Nwaozuzu, G. (2020). Proverbs and modernity: Igbo oral traditions in contemporary texts. 

Research in African Literatures, 51(1), 40–55.   
Odebiyi, S. (2005). Cultural symbolism in African literature. Journal of African Literary 

Studies, 3(1), 85–92.   
Ogbondah, L. (2013). Orality and the modern African novel. Oxford University Press. 
Radford, A. (1988). Transformational grammar: A first course. Cambridge University Press. 
Soyinka, W. (1976). Myth, literature, and the African world. Cambridge University Press.   
Tutuola, A. (1993). The palm-wine drinkard and other stories. Faber & Faber. 
Uchendu, V. (1965). The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria. Holt, Rinehart & Winston.   
_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Publisher’s Note/Disclaimer: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely 

those of the individual author(s) and contributor(s) and not of NJH. NJH disclaims responsibility for any 

injury to people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the 

content. 


