
Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 1 March, 2021 

 

Meaning in President Muhammadu Buhari’s First Covid-19 Address to Nigerians on 29th March, 2020  53 

Meaning in President Muhammadu Buhari’s First Covid-19 Address to Nigerians on 

29th March, 2020 

By 

 

Samuel Adebayo Omotunde 

Department of English and Literary Studies, 

Ekiti State University, 

Ado-Ekiti, Nigeria. 

adebayo.omotunde@eksu.edu.ng 

 

Abstract 
Different situations propel a country’s political leader to address his/her citizens. 

To many listeners, such addresses have direct and one-way interpretations. 

However, the fact is that political leaders more often than not pass across different 

meanings in their speeches which can only be interpreted by using the appropriate 

linguistic theories and concepts. It is on the basis of this assertion that this paper 

takes a look at the various meanings in President Buhari’s first COVID-19 speech 

which he delivered to Nigerians on the 29th of March, 2020 using insight from 

pragmatics, specifically H.P. Grice’s theory of implicature, Austin’s illocutionary 

act and the concept of context. It is discovered that four types of meanings could 

be identified in the speech which are: meaning through the structure of the 

utterance (in which the fronting of some adverbial phrases and clauses is meant to 

pass across certain meanings); meaning through military or war register (which 

investigates the pragmatic meaning behind the copious deployment of 

military/war register in the speech); meaning through pronoun and verb/verb 

phrase selection (which analyses the meaning behind the selection of the first 

person singular pronoun “I” in some places as well as the choice of action verbs 

like “directed” and “instructed”); and lastly meaning through illocutionary act 

(which probes into the intention behind certain utterances in the speech). 

 

Keywords:  COVID-19, President Buhari, illocutionary act, adverbial fronting, war 

register. 

 

I Introduction 

Political leaders all over the world deliver different speeches to their citizens of which the 

most notable and global ones are campaign speeches, Independence Day Anniversary 

Speeches, Acceptance Speeches, Inaugural Speeches and Labour Day Speeches. There are 

equally congratulatory speeches delivered on festive occasions to celebrate with religious 

groups such as Christians and Muslims. However, many current world leaders, Nigerian 

President inclusive, have suddenly found a new occasion or situation thrusts on them to 
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address their citizens. This occasion is the outbreak of Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19) 

in China in December, 2019 which many people have described as the greatest global 

health challenge of the modern time. The suddenness with which the disease broke out, its 

unprecedented rate of infection, global spread and fatality especially in countries like Italy, 

Spain, and the USA made every sane people to be anxious, jittery and fearful, hence, the 

need for each country’s leader to act. 

 

One of the most notable functions of a country’s leader is to provide, timely, detailed, 

accurate and up-to-date information on anything that is perceived to be of interest 

(negative or positive) to the generality of the people in any area of the country’s life- 

political, economic, religions, cultural, educational, health and so on. The information so 

provided usually through both print and electronic media may be to serve different 

purposes such as to warn, advise, assure, clarify, sensitise, inform and sometimes a 

combination of all the above depending on how the information or address is encoded and 

how it is decoded by each of the listeners. The Nigerian President, Muhammadu Buhari, 

in order not to keep Nigerians in the dark about the ravaging corona virus disease 

addressed Nigerians for the first time on it on 29th March, 2020. The address, although not 

so voluminous, is written in such a way that different meanings are passed across in it 

using varied linguistic choices. It is, however, significant to note that many of these 

meanings may not be immediately conspicuous to a casual reader. Hence, the major aim 

of this paper is to analyse the various meanings in the speech using insight from 

pragmatics. 

 

2. Theoretical Orientation 

This work is underpinned by pragmatics. Pragmatics as a branch of linguistic was first 

popularised as a branch of semiotics by Charles Morris in 1934 which “investigates the 

relations between signs and their users” (Al-Hindawi and Saffah, 2017: p. 93). This means 

that pragmatics examines what a language user means when he/she uses certain linguistic 

expression in a particular context. Yule (1996: p. 3) gives a detailed definition of pragmatics 

by writing that it is “the study of speaker meaning, contextual meaning, how more gets 

communicated than is said and the study of the expression of relative distance”. Scholars 

believe that pragmatics evolves as a result of the inadequacy of the formalist approach to 

account fully for meaning in linguistic communication. Bader and Abdel-Karim (2010: p. 

24) write that pragmatics unites linguistic forms and their communicative functions. They 

add that pragmatics “is the study of the use and meaning of utterances in relation to their 

situation”. The concept of “context” is very central to the determination of meaning in 

pragmatics. Omotunde (2014: p. 4) observes that “meaning in pragmatics takes into 

account not only the words and sentences used, but also some contextual variables which 
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are relevant to the determination of meaning”. In the same vein, Al-Hindawi and Saffah 

(2017: p. 94) citing Horn and Kecskes (2013: p. 356) declare that “pragmatics is concerned 

with those facets of meaning that are context-variable. It endeavours to widen the scope of 

traditional linguistics by housing many issues and aspects that characterize language in 

use”. Since context is very germane to the investigation of meaning in pragmatics, it is 

important to state that the situational context for the speech under analysis is the deadly 

corona virus pandemic that broke out in China in December, 2019 and spreading over the 

globe like a harmattan fire. The speech was delivered on the 29th of March to Nigerians so 

that people will not be thinking that the Federal Government did not care for its citizens 

or formally inform them of the health challenge seeing what was happening in other 

nations of the world. The situational knowledge or background to the speech will make it 

possible to pragmatically interpret some utterances in it. 

 

Apart from context, for the purpose of this paper, the author makes use of insight from 

pragmatic concepts of implicature and Austin’s (1962) illocutionary act. Implicature is one 

of the ways of encoding meaning far and beyond what is communicated linguistically 

through words, phrases, and sentences (Omotunde, 2014: p. 60). It is a type of meaning 

that is determined not merely with the application of syntactic and semantic knowledge 

but by appealing to other type of knowledge necessary for meaning interpretation. Mey 

(2001) provides an illuminating account of the origin of implicature thus: 

 

The word “implicature” is derived from the word “to imply” as its cognate 

“implication”. Originally, to imply means “to fold something into 

something else” (from the Latin verb “plicare” to fold”) hence, that which 

is implied is folded in “and has to be “unfolded” in order to be 

understood. 

 

The deployment of implicature will make it possible to easily determine the additional 

meanings which the encoder of the speech has in mind with reference to the fronting of a 

particular sentence element in some parts of the speech. Apart from the above, appealing 

to implicature will make it possible to account for the encoder’s selection of some, 

pronouns, verbs and military/war register in the speech. 

 

Austin (1962) proposes the concept of illocutionary act. He avers that three sub-acts are 

usually performed when making an utterance. These are locutionary act, illocutionary act 

and perlocutionary act. These three acts are succinctly summarised by Odebunmi (2006: p. 

88) thus:  
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Locution refers to the exact utterance. Illocution is the intention the 

speaker has to utter the statement and perlocution is the effect the 

utterance has on the hearer. Word uttered can be intended to serve as a 

warning, make a request or appeal, persuade, apologize, etc. with the 

expectation that some actions corresponding to the speaker’s intention 

would be embarked upon by the hearer. 

 

Palmer (1976: p. 162) writes that illocutionary act refers to the purpose which locutionary 

serves. In essence, it refers to the particular purpose that the encoder wants his/her 

utterance to accomplish in a particular situation or context. 

 

The author also appeals to illocutionary act in order to make it possible to investigate what 

is done (the intention of the encoder) using some utterances in the speech. 

 

3. Aim of the Current Study 

Every political leader wishes to show that he/she is responsible, reliable, decisive and 

caring when there is any issue or problem affecting the citizens of the country. To this end, 

any speech that is rendered by such a leader is always well-crafted using the medium of 

language to reflect his/her approach and orientation towards the issue and in the process 

pass across different meanings which can only be fully accounted for by deploying 

appropriate linguistic framework. The current paper, therefore, aims to analyse the various 

meanings passed across in President Muhammadu Buhari’s first COVID-19 speech 

delivered on March 29, 2020. The paper wishes to affirm that context, intention, the 

structure of an utterance and lexical choice all play significant roles in interpreting the 

meaning of a text. 

 

4. Source of Data 

The data for this work entitled “Address by H.E Muhammadu Buhari, President of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria on the COVID-19 pandemic, Sunday 29th March, 2020” was 

downloaded on the internet (https://guardian.ng/features/ for-the-record/buharis-

national-broadcast-speech-on-coronavirus). Though the speech was delivered orally, it has 

been converted to the written medium. 

 

5. Method of Data Analysis 

The analysis of the meanings in the speech is grouped under four major headings which 

are: 

I. Meaning through the structure of the utterance 

II. Meaning through military register 
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III. Meaning through illocution 

IV. Meaning through pronouns and verb/verb phrase selection. 

 

Relevant excerpts are identified in the speech to buttress each of the meanings identified 

above. Also, the pragmatic concept of analysis (implicature, illocutionary act) that is 

relevant to each type of meaning is also highlighted. It is important to note that to the best 

of the author’s knowledge, there has been no work done on the speech under analysis. This 

accounts for the absence of any review work on it. 

 

6. Data Analysis 

This section analyses the data based on the meanings identified above 

 

a. Meaning through structure of the utterance. It is discovered in the speech that 

adverbial phrases and clauses are fronted in some sentences to achieve different pragmatic 

goals based on the prevailing situation at that point in time in Nigeria. In other words, the 

positioning of the adverbial phrases and clauses is not just coincidental, but rather 

deliberate to pass across certain implicature. Below are excerpts in the speech to illustrate 

the point. The adverbial phrases and clauses are italicised. 

i. From the first signs that corona virus or COVID-19 was turning into an epidemic and was 

officially declared a world-wide emergency, the Federal Government starts planning 

preventive, containment and curative measures in the event the disease hits 

Nigeria.  

ii. By the morning of March 29th, the total confirmed cases within Nigeria had risen to 

ninety seven. 

iii. For now, the best and most effective way to avoid getting infected is through 

regular and sanitary practices as well as social distancing. 

iv. Based on the advice of the Federal Ministry of Health and the NCDC, I am directing the 

cessation of all movements in Lagos and the FCT for an initial period of 14 days 

with effect from 11p.m on Monday, 20th March, 2020. 

 

The additional meaning in the fronted adverbial clause in the first excerpt above can only 

be appreciated by taking note of the interval between when the corona virus broke out in 

China and when the Federal Government of Nigeria eventually addressed its citizens on 

it. Meanwhile, before the address, many Nigerians had been complaining that the Federal 

Government has not been doing anything in order to safeguard the people against the 

rampaging virus. So, in the underlined expression, the President passes across the 

implicature that his Government has been monitoring the situation right from the onset 

contrary to what critics have been saying, that is, the government has not been shirking its 
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responsibilities. Hence, the implicature derived from the subordinate adverbial clause 

when added to the main clause is that the Federal Government has been proactive, vigilant 

and highly concerned about the welfare of its citizens. In the second excerpt, the fronted 

adverbial phrase has the implicature that the government is paying attention to every little 

detail about the effect of the virus in Nigeria. Combined with the clause that follows, the 

implicature in the adverbial phrase is that at any particular time of any day, the 

government can give an update information about the corona virus in Nigeria. It implies 

that the Federal Government is abreast of the situations in Nigeria. The implicature in “for 

now” in the third excerpt is that prevention is what people should be aiming at rather than 

cure since there were no known treatments for the virus that time. One of the major points 

in the speech which is the cessation of movements in Lagos and FCT in order to curb the 

spread of the corona virus is expressed in the excerpt. Being a very critical decision with 

far-reaching effects on the masses in the two places concerned, the President passed across 

additional meanings through implicature to Nigerians in the fronted adverbial phrase. So, 

when he says “Based on the advice of the Federal Ministry of Health and the NCDC, I am 

directing the cessation of all movements… The implicature in the fronted underlined 

adverbial phrase is that the (painful) decision to impose lockdown in Lagos and FCT is not 

his and therefore should not be held responsible but rather based on the advice of those 

who are believed to know better about the current health issue. 

 

b. Meaning through Military Register 

In the speech under consideration, the encoder selects certain military and war register to 

convey the implicature that the rampaging corona virus is not just an ordinary health 

challenge, but rather a war against the human race. The implicature generated through the 

military register is meant to awake the mental consciousness of the people as to the 

seriousness of the disease, hence, the desire to adopt the preventive measures put forward 

by the government. The following are excerpts from the speech to illustrate the point. The 

military register in them are italicised. 

 

i. The whole instruments of government are now mobilized to confront what has now 

become both a health emergency…  

ii. As individuals, we remain the greatest weapon to fight this pandemic. 

iii. In Nigeria’s fight against COVID-19… 

iv. So far, in Lagos and Abuja, we have recruited hundreds of ad-hoc staff… 

v. I also requested, through the Governors Forum for all State Government to 

nominate Doctors and Nurses who will be trained by the NCDC and Lagos State 

Government on tactical and operational responses to the virus… 
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vi. This training will also include medical representatives from our armed forces, paramilitary 

and security and intelligence agencies. 

vii. Based on the advice of the Federal Ministry of Health and the NCDC, I am directing the 

cessation of all movements in Lagos and the FCT for an initial period of 14 days with effect 

from 11p.m on Monday, 30th March 2020. 

viii. All citizens in these areas are to stay in their homes. Travel to or from other states should 

be postponed. All business and offices within these locations should be fully closed during 

this period. 

ix. Furthermore, heads of security and intelligence agencies have also been briefed. 

x. Accordingly, the Hon. Minister of Health is hereby directed to redeploy all Port Health 

Authority employees previously stationed in the Lagos and Abuja Airports to key roads 

that serve as entry and exit points to these restricted zones. 

 

The above are few of the military register in the speech with the implicature that COVID-

19 is war in Nigeria and must be seen as such as this mentality will go a long way in helping 

the people in winning the war. 

 

c. Meaning through pronoun and verb/verb phrase selection.  

Different personal pronouns are used to pass across different pragmatic meanings for 

achieving different effects. However, the focus of this work is on the implicature in the use 

of first person singular pronoun by the speech encoder viz-à-viz  the verb or verb phrase 

that follows it. In the speech, President Muhammadu Buhari uses “I” in many places to 

show that he is the instigator of the action indicated in the verb or verb phrase that follows. 

In many places in the speech, he uses certain “weighty” verbs with the first person singular 

pronoun to pass across certain implicature or additional meanings. Below are few excerpts 

from the speech to illustrate the point. The pronoun and the verb/verb phrase are italicised. 

 

i. Furthermore, although schools are closed, I have instructed the Ministry of 

Humanitarian Affairs, Disaster Management and Social Development to work 

with State Government. 

ii. Furthermore, I have directed that a three month repayment moratorium for all 

TraderMoni, MarketMoni and FarmerMoni loans to be implemented with 

immediate effect. 

iii. I have also directed that a similar moratorium be given to all Federal Government 

funded loans… 

iv. For on-lending activities, using capital from international and multilateral 

development partners, I have directed our development financial institutions to 

engage… 
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v. For the most vulnerable in our society, I have directed that the conditional cash 

transfers for the next two months be paid immediately. 

vi. As we all pray for the best possible outcome, we shall continue planning for all 

eventualities. This is why I directed that all stadia, pilgrims camps and other 

facilities be converted to isolation centres and makeshift hospitals. 

 

Through the italicised expressions, President Muhammadu Buhari implicates two 

meanings: first, that he has the power and the authority to direct and instruct as he wishes 

in order to curb the spread of the pandemic; second, that he is an active president who 

takes different and far-reaching decisions that are meant to mitigate the effect of the corona 

virus on Nigerian citizens. Intentionally, President Muhammadu Buhari does not use the 

faceless “Presidency” or the “invisible Federal Government” as the instigator of all the 

above actions. 

 

Meaning through Illocutions 

Apart from the surface meaning, illocutionary meaning probes into the intention behind 

each utterance that makes up the whole text under considerations. There are some 

illocutionary acts covertly performed in the speech which are meant to achieve one thing 

or the other. It is essential to note that when a nation is faced with a very serious challenge 

such as the one which the nation was passing through at the time of rendering the speech, 

what the citizens need most from the Government is assurance that the Government is 

taking steps to solve the problem. It is on the basis of the above that this section identifies 

some excerpts in the speech which perform the illocutionary act of assurance. 

 

i. The whole instruments of government are now mobilized to confront what has 

now become both a health emergency and an economic crisis. 

ii. Since the outbreak was reported in China, our Government has been monitoring 

the situation closely and study the various responses adopted by other countries. 

iii. To date, we have introduced healthcare measures, border security, fiscal and 

monetary policies in our response. 

iv. My fellow Nigerian, as a Government, we will avail all necessary resources to 

support the responses and recovery. We remain committed to do whatever it takes 

to confront COVID-19 in our country. 

v. I want to assure you all that Government Ministries, Departments and Agencies 

with a role to play in the outbreak response are working hard to bring this virus 

under control. All the above excerpts perform the illocutionary act of assurance 

that the Government is alive to its responsibilities. 
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7. Discussion and Conclusion 

The analysis above has revealed that there are different ways of encoding meanings in a 

text with the consequence that different approaches are equally needed to reveal them of 

which pragmatics is one. Three basic concepts in pragmatics – context, implicature and 

illocutionary meaning are used to investigate the different shades of meaning encoded by 

President Muhammadu Buhari in the first COVID-19 speech he delivered to Nigerians on 

the 29th of March, 2020. The first focus of analysis centres on the implicature that is 

inherent in the fronting of some adverbial phrases and clauses in the speech. The fronted 

adverbial phrases and clauses are designed to give different meanings which can only be 

effectively understood and decoded by someone who is familiar with the context 

surrounding the production of the speech. 

 

The second approach to meaning adopted in the paper deals with how deployment of 

military register passes across the meaning of the encoder that corona virus is war. To this 

end, President Buhari also uses military register to reveal how he as an individual and the 

Federal Government as an entity hope to “defeat” the pandemic. The deployment of 

military register gives the meaning that something concrete is being done to save the 

situation. Another approach that is used in investigating meaning in the speech is by 

studying the use of first person singular pronoun “I” and the verb or verb phrase that 

follows it. It is discovered that President Muhammadu Buhari uses “I” to pass across the 

meaning that he is directly involved in all actions and steps meant to bring succor to the 

people as a result of the suffering brought upon them by the pandemic. Furthermore, the 

meaning in the use of verbs like “directed” and “instructed” with the first person singular 

pronoun “I” is that the encoder is institutionally vested with the power and authority to 

do the “directing” and “instructing”. Lastly, the paper investigated meaning passed across 

to Nigerians through illocution, specifically, that of assurance. This simply means that 

President Buhari makes use of some expressions of which their illocutionary meaning is 

that of assurance to Nigerians. These assurances are meant to convince Nigerians that the 

Federal Government of Nigeria is living up to expectations with respect to curbing the 

corona virus, that it is on top of the situation and that it will not disappoint Nigerians. 
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