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Abstract
This study investigates hyponymy as a central semantic mechanism in Elechi Amadi's The Slave (1978), 
examining how hierarchical lexical relations structure cultural knowledge, social hierarchy, and 
ideological values within the novel. While existing scholarship on The Slave has largely privileged 
thematic and socio-cultural interpretations, limited attention has been paid to the linguistic mechanisms 
through which these meanings are organised and conveyed. Adopting a qualitative textual approach, the 
study analyses selected hyponymic expressions and groupings through the combined frameworks of 
Relevance Theory and Operational Contextual Theory. Guided by three research objectives, the analysis 
demonstrates that hyponymy encodes Ikwerre beliefs, ritual practices, social roles, and moral values by 
organising experience into culturally meaningful lexical hierarchies. The findings further reveal that 
hyponymy exhibits explanatory primacy by interacting with and stabilising other meaning relations such 
as synonymy, polysemy, collocation, and ambiguity, thereby enhancing narrative economy and 
interpretive clarity. By preserving indigenous epistemology within an English linguistic medium, 
hyponymy reinforces key themes of identity, exclusion, and communal order in the novel. The study 
contributes to African literary stylistics and lexical semantics by foregrounding hyponymy as a crucial 
interface between language, culture, and ideology in Europhone African fiction.

Keywords: Hyponymy, Cultural Knowledge, Ikwerre Society, Elechi Amadi, The Slave, Semantic 
Relations, Relevance Theory, Operational Contextual Theory, African Literary Stylistics, Lexical 
Hierarchy.
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Introduction
Language in literary studies functions not merely as a vehicle for storytelling but as a structured 
semiotic system through which writers encode ideology, culture, and social experience. Literary 
texts therefore do not only narrate events; they organise meaning through patterned lexical 
choices that reflect the world view of the society being represented. In this sense, language 
becomes a repository of cultural knowledge, social relations, and indigenous logic.

Scholars have consistently emphasised the intimate relationship between language and culture. 
According to Nwala (2015), language is an integral part of the culture of a people because it 
defines what they do and believe. He further explains that a group of people can be identified 
through their language since cultural values, norms, and traditions are sustained and transmitted 
from one generation to another through linguistic practices (p. 5). This view underscores the role 
of language as both a cultural archive and a medium of social continuity, particularly in literary 
texts rooted in indigenous societies.

Within the context of African Europhone prose, writers such as Elechi Amadi deploy the English 
language in ways that articulate indigenous realities without erasing cultural specificity. Rather 
than merely reproducing metropolitan norms, African writers indigenise English by infusing it 
with local semantic structures, cultural categories, and worldview-specific meanings. Amadi's 
novel The Slave exemplifies this linguistic negotiation through a dense layering of indigenous 
concepts, culturally marked expressions, and carefully selected lexical items that encode the 
worldview of the Ikwerre people. The novel's language reflects everyday practices, ritual 
systems, kinship structures, and social hierarchies that define Ikwerre society.

Despite substantial critical attention to Amadi's thematic concerns such as heroism, ritual 
obligation, fate, and social order, existing scholarship has largely privileged thematic, 
sociological, and anthropological readings. There remains a noticeable absence of systematic 
semantic relational analysis, particularly with respect to hyponymy. This gap is significant 
because hyponymic relations, understood as hierarchical relations between general categories 
and their specific members, provide insight into how cultural knowledge is organised, classified, 
and transmitted within a speech community.
This study therefore addresses the research problem of how hyponymic relations structure 
cultural knowledge and social hierarchy in The Slave. It argues that hyponymy is not merely a 
lexical phenomenon in the novel but a fundamental organising principle through which Ikwerre 
cultural logic, ideological values, and social distinctions are encoded in language. By 
examining how specific lexical items are grouped under broader semantic categories, the study 
reveals how everyday practices, belief systems, and power relations are linguistically ordered 
and made meaningful.

The objectives of this study are threefold. First, it aims to identify and analyse hyponymic 
expressions in The Slave and examine how they encode cultural knowledge, social hierarchy, 
and everyday practices. Second, it seeks to demonstrate the explanatory power of hyponymy in 
the novel by showing how hyponymic relations emerge from and interact with other meaning 
relations such as synonymy, polysemy, collocation, and ambiguity. Third, the study examines 
how hyponymic groupings of cultural entities reflect and transmit the indigenous cultural logic 
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and ideological values of Ikwerre society as represented in the text.

By foregrounding lexical hierarchy and indigenous semantic fields, this study contributes to 
African literary linguistics and stylistics by providing a semantic relational account of Amadi's 
prose. It extends existing scholarship by showing how hyponymy functions as a bridge between 
language, culture, and ideology, thereby demonstrating how indigenous systems of meaning are 
preserved, structured, and communicated through a foreign linguistic medium. In doing so, the 
study affirms the relevance of semantic analysis to the interpretation of African literary texts and 
deepens our understanding of how language mediates cultural representation in Europhone 
African fiction.

Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative textual research design, employing systematic close reading and 
semantic analysis of Elechi Amadi's The Slave (1978). The methodological orientation is 
interpretive and descriptive, focusing on how linguistic meaning is structured through 
hierarchical semantic relations within a literary text.

Hyponymic items were identified through purposive textual examination, involving repeated 
readings of the novel to isolate lexical items that exhibit inclusion relations, where specific 
terms function as subcategories within broader semantic domains. These items were 
categorised as hyponyms in relation to their corresponding hypernyms, based on established 
semantic criteria of entailment and hierarchical inclusion. The categorisation process prioritised 
lexical networks associated with kinship, ritual practices, occupations, material culture, social 
roles, and spiritual entities, reflecting the cultural organisation of Ikwerre society as represented 
in the narrative.
The selection of textual extracts was guided by three explicit criteria: thematic relevance to 
Ikwerre cultural practices and social hierarchy, frequency of occurrence within the text, and 
distribution across narrative contexts. Only extracts that clearly demonstrated recurring or 
culturally salient semantic patterns were retained for analysis. This ensured that the data set was 
representative rather than anecdotal.

Analysis was conducted using a frequency-based tabular structure, as presented in the data 
analysis section, to systematically organise hyponymic expressions according to expression, 
hyponymic structure, referent, relevance interpretation, and operational contextual 
interpretation. While frequency and distribution informed selection and organisation, 
interpretive emphasis was placed on thematic relevance, particularly how hyponymic relations 
structure cultural knowledge, regulate social norms, and encode ideological values.

The analytical framework integrates Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986) and 
Operational Contextual Theory, a Wittgensteinian functional approach. Relevance Theory 
accounts for how minimal lexical cues generate rich contextual inferences, while Operational 
Contextual Theory explains how meaning emerges from the functional use of lexical items 
within specific cultural and situational contexts. Together, these frameworks guide the 
interpretation of hyponymic patterns as culturally operative meaning systems rather than 
isolated linguistic choices.
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Theoretical Framework
This study is anchored in two complementary theoretical models, Relevance Theory and 
Operational Contextual Theory, which together provide a coherent explanatory framework for 
analysing hyponymic relations in The Slave. The adoption of these frameworks is motivated by 
the need to account simultaneously for the inferential processes involved in meaning 
interpretation and the cultural contexts that shape and constrain lexical meaning. Their 
integration enables a systematic explanation of how hyponymy structures cultural knowledge 
and social hierarchy in the novel.

Relevance Theory
Relevance Theory, proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986), is a cognitive pragmatic framework 
which holds that communication is oriented towards optimal relevance, whereby minimal 
linguistic input yields maximal contextual effects. Meaning is therefore not fully encoded in 
linguistic expressions but is inferred through the interaction of lexical cues and background 
knowledge.

In The Slave, hyponymic expressions function as economical lexical signals that prompt readers 
to infer broader cultural categories and social evaluations without extensive authorial 
explanation. Specific lexical choices activate shared or recoverable cultural knowledge, 
allowing readers to derive meanings related to social roles, ritual practices, and ideological 
values. Relevance Theory thus accounts for the interpretive efficiency of hyponymy and 
explains its interaction with other meaning relations such as synonymy, polysemy, collocation, 
and ambiguity within the narrative.

Operational Contextual Theory
Operational Contextual Theory emphasises that meaning emerges from the functioning of 
linguistic items within particular social and cultural contexts. Lexical items acquire significance 
through their operation within communal practices, belief systems, and situational norms rather 
than through abstract semantic definitions.

When applied to The Slave, this framework explains how indigenous lexical items function 
meaningfully without explicit glossing. Hyponyms derive their interpretive force from 
narrative contexts such as ritual activities, communal interactions, and social negotiations, 
where meaning is constrained by culturally shared expectations. This perspective enables a 
systematic examination of how hyponymic groupings reflect indigenous cultural logic and 
reinforce social hierarchy within the text.

Taken together, Relevance Theory and Operational Contextual Theory provide an integrated 
analytical model that accounts for both inferential interpretation and contextual functionality, 
making them particularly suited to the analysis of hyponymy as a mechanism for cultural 
representation in The Slave.

Related Literature
This section examines key concepts and empirical scholarship underpinning the analysis of 
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hyponymic patterns and their cultural significance in Elechi Amadi's The Slave. Emphasis is 
placed on language, culture, stylistic meaning in African prose, and semantic relations, 
particularly hyponymy and cultural categorisation in literary texts. The review situates the 
present study within related linguistic and literary concepts such as the nature of meaning, 
semantics, shades of meaning, theories and approaches to the study of meaning, and pragmatics, 
while establishing the relevance of hyponymy as an analytical tool for interpreting cultural 
meaning in The Slave.

Language
Language serves as the foundational medium for conveying meaning in literary texts and 
occupies a central position in human interaction and cultural expression. It is not merely a 
system of communication but a structured medium through which societies encode experience, 
transmit values, and organise knowledge. Agbedo (2009) describes language as the pivot upon 
which human activities revolve, ranging from the mundane to the profound. Similarly, Ndimele 
(2007) views language as a system that associates meaning with sounds or symbols in order to 
facilitate communication.
In literary discourse, language assumes an additional function as an aesthetic and ideological 
resource. Halliday's functional view of language, as cited in Azikiwe (1998), emphasises that 
language may be defined differently depending on whether one is concerned with its formal 
properties, social use, or cultural embeddedness. This perspective is particularly relevant to 
African prose, where writers manipulate linguistic resources to represent indigenous realities 
within a Europhone medium.

In The Slave, language functions as a carrier of cultural meaning rather than as a neutral vehicle. 
Amadi's lexical choices reflect the worldview, belief systems, and social organisation of Ikwerre 
society. The study of such choices therefore requires a linguistic approach that foregrounds 
meaning relations and cultural categorisation.

Culture and Stylistic Meaning in African Prose
Culture and language are mutually reinforcing systems. Cultural norms, values, and belief 
structures shape linguistic expression, while language serves as the primary means through 
which culture is sustained and transmitted. Nwala (2015) argues that language defines what a 
people do and believe, making it possible to identify a cultural group through its linguistic 
practices.

African prose writers often encode culture through stylistic strategies that reflect indigenous 
patterns of thought. Sociolinguistic scholarship has shown that African English is characterised 
by features such as code mixing, indigenous idioms, proverbs, religious symbolism, and 
culturally specific lexical choices. These features are not stylistic deviations but deliberate 
strategies for cultural representation.

In African prose, stylistic meaning frequently emerges from the patterned use of lexical items 
that resonate with indigenous categories of experience. Amadi's prose exemplifies this 
tendency, as cultural practices, ritual actions, and social hierarchies are conveyed through 
carefully organised lexical systems. Understanding stylistic meaning in such texts therefore 
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requires attention to how words relate to one another within semantic networks rather than in 
isolation.

Semantics and Meaning
Semantics: is the branch of linguistics concerned with the study of meaning in language. It 
examines how meaning is encoded in words, phrases, clauses, and texts, and how these 
meanings are interpreted by language users. Nwala (2015) describes semantics as the 
interpretive level of language that builds upon phonology and grammar to facilitate 
communication.

The nature of meaning remains a complex philosophical and linguistic question. Meaning is 
often viewed as elusive and context dependent, varying across cultural and situational contexts. 
As a result, several theories of meaning have been proposed, including the referential, mentalist, 
contextual and componential theories, each contributing to an understanding of how meaning is 
constructed and interpreted.

Meaning: is also multifaceted and exists in shades. These include denotative meaning, which 
refers to literal meaning, associative meaning, which includes connotative and social meanings, 
and thematic meaning. In Ikwerre culture, the social meaning of a word is often determined by 
the circumstances of its use in an actual situation, making context central to interpretation.

Approaches to the study of meaning: recognise various perspectives. Traditional approaches 
distinguish between naturalist views, which consider language a natural phenomenon, and 
conventionalist views, which regard language as man made. Behaviourist approaches focus on 
observable responses, while structural approaches emphasise sense relations and oppositions. 
The generative approach argues that meaning is generated in the human mind.

Semantics: is closely related to pragmatics, which complements semantic analysis by focusing 
on contextual and intentional meaning, including speaker intention and implicature. In The 
Slave, the meaning of utterances is shaped by the situation in which speech occurs and is 
governed by cooperative principles such as the maxims of quantity, quality, relation and manner. 
Pragmatic interpretation accounts for situational factors, speaker intention, and shared cultural 
knowledge. In literary texts, semantic meaning is often enriched by pragmatic inference, 
particularly where cultural knowledge is presupposed rather than explicitly stated. This 
interaction is crucial for interpreting culturally embedded lexical items in The Slave.
In literary texts, meaning is further shaped by stylistic organisation and narrative context. 

Meaning relations: according to Nwala (2015), refer to semantic situations in which words share 
specific semantic properties within a language. They reveal how words are grouped, contrasted, 
or embedded within one another. Lyons (1977) observes that meaning relations reflect how 
speakers categorise experience and structure knowledge. In literary discourse, semantic 
relations such as synonymy, polysemy, hyponymy, collocation and ambiguity contribute to 
thematic coherence and cultural representation.

Hyponymy and Cultural Categorisation in Literary Texts
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Hyponymy is a semantic relation of inclusion in which specific lexical items are subsumed 
under more general categories. Rather than functioning merely as a classificatory device, 
hyponymy reflects how speakers organise knowledge and conceptualise reality. Cruse (1986) 
defines hyponymy as a relation of semantic inclusion in which the meaning of a subordinate 
term is contained within that of a superordinate term. Lyons (1995) further emphasises that 
hyponymic relations reveal culturally shaped systems of categorisation rather than universal 
taxonomies.

Contemporary semantic studies distinguish between lexical hyponymy, contextual hyponymy 
and culturally inflected hyponymy. Lexical hyponymy refers to stable hierarchical relations 
within the lexicon, such as animal as a hypernym and goat, dog and cow as its hyponyms. 
Contextual hyponymy emerges from situational use, where a term temporarily functions as a 
hyponym within a specific context, for example trap functioning as a hypernym under which 
snare and pitfall operate within a hunting context. Culturally inflected hyponymy reflects 
indigenous systems of classification shaped by social practice, belief and ideology, such as ritual 
offerings categorised into specific types based on cultural significance rather than biological 
similarity. It is this dimension that is particularly relevant to literary texts grounded in specific 
cultural settings.

In African prose, hyponymy functions as a stylistic and ideological resource through which 
writers encode indigenous knowledge systems. Hyponymic groupings of kinship terms, ritual 
objects, social roles and spiritual entities reflect culturally specific ways of organising 
experience. As Cruse (2000) observes, the study of hyponymy provides insight into how 
meaning is organised and interrelated within the lexicon.

Within The Slave, hyponymic relations are not merely linguistic patterns but culturally 
grounded categorisations through which Ikwerre cultural logic and social hierarchy are 
projected. The present study builds on existing semantic scholarship by examining how these 
relations operate within narrative contexts to transmit cultural meaning.

Scholarship on The Slave 
Scholarly engagement with Elechi Amadi's The Slave has largely concentrated on thematic, 
sociocultural and stylistic concerns, with particular attention to gender relations, social order, 
narrative aesthetics and symbolic characterisation. Umoren (2025) examines gendered 
language as a dialectical strategy in the novel, showing how linguistic choices surrounding 
female characters function as instruments of conflict and narrative progression, reflecting 
traditional Ikwerre perceptions of gender roles. Drawing on a dialectical philosophical 
framework and close textual analysis, the study demonstrates that women's speech and 
representation frequently trigger social tension and disorder. While illuminating, this analysis 
remains focused on ideological struggle and gender politics rather than systematic semantic 
organisation.

Umoren (1986) situates The Slave within a broader investigation of social order in Amadi's 
novels, exploring how cultural norms, rituals and communal sanctions regulate behaviour. 
Through thematic and sociological analysis, the study reveals that violations of communal 
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values often result in social instability. In relation to The Slave, it highlights ritual and moral 
pressures shaping Olumati's experience. However, the study does not explore the linguistic 
mechanisms through which these cultural values are encoded.

Ohia (2023) examines suspense and dialogue in Amadi's trilogy, demonstrating how myth laden 
dialogue and ritual references heighten narrative tension and reinforce communal worldviews. 
While the study foregrounds Amadi's stylistic skill, it does not examine the semantic 
organisation of lexical items or their hierarchical relations.

Yerima, Igwedibia and Okoye Ugwu (2020) adopt a comparative approach, analysing The Slave 
alongside Shakespeare's The Tempest to explore heroic archetypes. They argue that Olumati 
embodies a complex blend of servitude and agency. Although insightful in terms of symbolism 
and characterisation, the study does not engage with linguistic or semantic analysis.

Research Gap: Hyponymic Patterns and Cultural Significance in The Slave
Taken together, existing scholarship has made valuable contributions to understanding The 
Slave in terms of gender dynamics, social order, narrative aesthetics and symbolic meaning. 
However, none of the studies undertakes a systematic semantic analysis of the text with 
particular attention to hyponymic relations. There is a notable absence of research that maps 
specific lexical items under broader cultural categories to show how meaning is hierarchically 
structured in the language of the novel. Culturally significant terms relating to ritual practices, 
kinship relations, tools, social status and exclusion remain largely unexplored from a linguistic 
perspective. This gap underscores the need for a focused investigation into how hyponymic 
patterns function as carriers of cultural knowledge in The Slave. The present study addresses 
this gap by examining how semantic hierarchies embedded in the novel's vocabulary reflect 
Ikwerre worldviews and contribute to the construction of cultural significance, belonging and 
exclusion within the narrative.

Data Presentation and Analysis
This section presents and analyses data extracted from Elechi Amadi's *The Slave* (1978) to 
address the study's three objectives. The analysis employs a qualitative textual approach, guided 
by Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986) and Operational Contextual Theory (a 
Wittgensteinian functional approach). Relevance Theory explains how readers derive maximal 
interpretive effects from minimal linguistic input through contextual inferences. Operational 
Contextual Theory emphasises that meaning emerges from lexical items' functional use within 
cultural and situational contexts. The data consist of hyponymic expressions, related semantic 
relations, and cultural groupings, selected based on thematic relevance, frequency, and 
distributional patterns in the novel. Analysis focuses on how these elements structure cultural 
knowledge, interact with other meaning relations, and transmit Ikwerre ideological values, 
while advancing narrative themes such as identity, exclusion, and social order.

Identification and Cultural Analysis of Hyponymic Expressions
To address the first objective, this subsection identifies and analyses 17 hyponymic expressions 
from the novel. Each expression is presented with its textual extract, hyponymic structure 
(hyponym � hypernym), referent, and interpretation through the theoretical frameworks. The 
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focus is on how these expressions encode Ikwerre cultural knowledge (e.g., ritual norms), social 
hierarchy (e.g., patriarchal obligations), and everyday practices (e.g., labour and material use). 
This hierarchical organisation advances thematic conflict by implicitly highlighting tensions 
between individual agency and communal expectations, enhancing narrative economy through 
concise cultural signalling.
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Expression   Hyponymic 

Structure  

 Referent   Relevance 

Interpreta�on  

 Opera�onal 

Contextual 

Interpreta�on

"Minikwe was not 

enthusias�c over 

his son's choice" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

101). 

 

 
son ⊂

 
man 

  
Minikwe's male 

offspring under 

paternal scru�ny. 

 

 
"Son" narrows 

inference to filial 

duty, yielding rich 

effects on 

authority with low 

effort. 

 

 
Func�ons in 

patriarchal 

systems, encoding 

marital approval 

and lineage 

con�nuity.

"The suspect was 

a rich trader who 

was trading with 

white men who 

came in very big 

boats on the 

Abaji" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 101). 

 

 

rich trader ⊂

 
trader 

 

 

Economically 

prominent 

individual in 

external trade. 

 

 

"Rich" specifies 

status, enabling 

quick suspicion 

inference. 

 

 

Anchors wealth to 

cultural 

transgression in 

historical trade 

contexts.

"She was 

everywhere: in the 

kitchen, on the 

road, at the farm" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

141). 

 

kitchen, road, 

farm ⊂

 

places 

 

 

Aleru's pervasive 

presence in 

Oluma�'s 

memory. 
 

Accumulated 

hyponyms create 

vivid recall 

efficiently. 
 

Encodes gendered 

func�ons: 

domes�c, social, 

and economic 

labour.

 

  

"Palm fronds, 

ropes, thatches 

and s�cks" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

63). 
 

palm fronds, 

ropes, thatches, 

s�cks ⊂

 

building 

materials 

 

 

Indigenous 

construc�on 

resources. 

 

 

Enumera�on 

provides sensory 

detail with 

minimal 

processing. 
 

Derives meaning 

from communal 

cra�smanship and 

environmental 

adapta�on.

"The Egbukele 

masquerade will 

come out for her 

ou�ng" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 71). 

Egbukele 

masquerade ⊂

masquerade 

Orjii's family ritual 

performance for 

Enaa. 

Specific name 

yields cultural 

pres�ge 

inferences 

economically. 

Signals iden�ty 

and ceremonial 

con�nuity in 

ancestral 

prac�ces.
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"The edeali and 

indigo designs on 

her skin were 

beau�ful" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 71). 

 

 

edeali, indigo 

designs ⊂

 

designs 

 

 

Decora�ve body 

markings on Enaa. 

 

 

Co-hyponyms 

ac�vate beauty 

assump�ons 

swi�ly. 

 

 

Communicates 

femininity and 

social visibility in 

aesthe�c 

tradi�ons.

"As he approached 

he could hear the 

music pot and 

Enaa's high -

pitched voice" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

71). 

music pot ⊂

musical 

instrument 

Tradi�onal sound 

object in 

communal ac�vity. 

Evokes fes�vity 

imagery with low 

effort. 

Marks celebra�on 

and interac�on in 

village acous�cs.

"Edeali raised the 

skin like whip 

marks" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 71). 
 

 edeali, whip 

marks ⊂  skin 

markings 
 

 Raised pa�erns 

metaphorically 

compared to 

scars. 
 

 Comparison 

heightens visual 

and emo�onal 

impact. 
 

 Links beauty to 

endurance in 

cultural body 

inscrip�on.

"Grass cu�er" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

72). 

 

 
grass cu�er ⊂

 animal 

 

 
Game killed by 

Oluma� in 

hun�ng. 

 

 
Familiar name 

enables precise 

subsistence 

inference. 

 

 
Reinforces 

masculine 

competence in 

rural prac�ces.

"Gi� meat tastes 

different" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 72). 

 

 

gi� meat ⊂

 

meat 

  

Meat from social 

exchange. 

 

 

"Gi�" triggers 

reciprocity 

assump�ons 

efficiently. 

 

 

Highlights 

symbolic value in 

communal food 

sharing.

"When will you 

put on the 

spirals?" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 72). 
 

spirals ⊂

 

adornments 

 

Jewellery marking 

maturity. 

 

Ac�vates 

transi�on 

knowledge 

quickly. 
 

Func�ons as 

iden�ty marker in 

ceremonial self -

presenta�on.

 

  

 

"I am sure you will 

start farming soon 

a�er the Ige 

fes�val" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 72). 

 

 

Ige fes�val ⊂

 

fes�val 

 

 

Seasonal 

celebra�on 

regula�ng 

agriculture. 

 

 

Anchors temporal 

cues economically. 

 

 

Organises 

economic life 

through ritual 

calendars.

"And your wine 

tapping" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 72). 

 

 

wine tapping ⊂

 

occupa�on 

 

 

Oluma�'s 

specialised 

livelihood. 

 

 

Specifies 

economic role 

without 

elabora�on. 

 

Situates character 

in indigenous 

resource 

u�lisa�on.

"And your 

trapping" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 72). 

trapping ⊂

occupa�on 

Animal trapping 

for subsistence. 

Signals hun�ng 

competence 

efficiently. 

Complements 

tapping in 

diversified survival 

strategies.
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These expressions demonstrate how hyponymy organises cultural elements hierarchically, 
advancing themes of social constraint (e.g., patriarchal scrutiny in Example 1) and communal 
integration (e.g., ritual markers in Example 5), without overt exposition.

 Interaction of Hyponymy with Other Meaning Relations
The second objective examines how hyponymy emerges from and interacts with synonymy, 
polysemy, collocation, and ambiguity, establishing its explanatory primacy. Four examples per 
relation illustrate this generative process. Hyponymy stabilises meaning by hierarchically 
categorising these relations, enabling narrative economy in depicting conflicts like freedom 
versus duty, while other relations depend on it for resolution.
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"He was carving 

the leading mask" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

73). 

 

 

leading mask ⊂

 

mask 

 

 

Principal mask for 

ritual procession. 

 

 

"Leading" directs 

to hierarchy 

inference. 

 

 

Encodes authority 

in ritual 

enactment.

"She studied the 

charcoal design on 

the wall" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 73). 

 

charcoal design ⊂

 

design 

 

 

Wall drawing 

using charcoal. 

 

 

Material 

specificity 

enhances clarity. 

 

Reflects ar�s�c 

expression in 

domes�c spaces.

"Oluma� picked 

up his pot" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

73). 

pot ⊂ container U�lity object for 

liquids or food. 

Familiar term 

allows instant 

situa�onal grasp. 

Grounds narra�ve 

in everyday 

material rou�nes.

From Synonymy to Hyponymy
Synonymous items often resolve into co-hyponyms under a shared hypernym.

Expression   Type   Generated 

Hyponymy  

 Relevance 

Interpreta�on  

 Opera�onal 

Contextual 

Interpreta�on

"Gasped" and 

"hardly believing 

her ears" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 10). 

 

 
Emo�ve near -

synonymy (Enaa's 

shock). 

 

 
gasped, hardly 

believing her ears 

⊂

 
expressions of 

astonishment 

(hypernym: 

emo�onal 

response). 

 
Hierarchically 

organised for 

rapid 

categorisa�on. 

 

 
Interpreted 

through cultural 

emo�onal 

categories.
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Inference: Synonymy stabilises via hyponymy, highlighting thematic tensions like emotional 
repression.

From Polysemy to Hyponymy
Polysemous senses resolve into distinct hyponyms under a domain.
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148

 
"Dry, bi�er laugh" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

23). 

 

 

Descrip�ve 

emo�ve synonymy 

(Nyege's 

resentment). 

 

 

dry laugh, bi�er 

laugh ⊂

 

laughter 

types (hypernym: 

emo�onal 

expression). 

 

 

Refines nega�ve 

emo�on without 

ambiguity. 

 

 

Signals 

suppressed 

hos�lity socially.

"Laughed a rich 

xylophone laugh" 

and "cackled" 

(Amadi, 1978, pp. 

11, 16). 

 

 

Sound quality 

synonymy 

(Nyege's 

behaviour). 

 

 

xylophone laugh, 

cackled ⊂

 

laughter 

(hypernym: vocal 

behaviour). 

 

 

Maps to 

exuberance 

efficiently. 

 

 

Reinforces 

mgbede 

excitement via 

sound symbolism.

"Two heavy sobs 

shook Aleru's 

breast" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 18). 

Gradable near -

synonymy (Aleru's 

grief). 

sobs ⊂ crying 

(hypernym: grief 

expression). 

Enables rapid 

emo�on 

categorisa�on. 

Encodes suffering 

intensity in family 

obliga�ons.

Expression   Polysemy   Generated 

Hyponymy 
 

 Relevance 

Interpreta�on 

Opera�onal 

Contextual 

Interpreta�on

"A stool carved 

from one piece of 

iroko" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 22). 

 

 

stool 

(furniture/authority). 

 

 

stool as furniture, 

stool as authority 

symbol ⊂

 

cultural 

artefacts 

(hypernym: 

symbolic objects). 

 

 

Context selects 

salient hyponym 

effortlessly. 

Infers authority 

through material 

culture.

"Your father must 

be very rich" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

11). 

 

 

rich 

(economic/ritual). 

 

 

economically rich, 

ritually capable ⊂

 

social status 

(hypernym: 

wealth). 

 

 

Triggers mul�ple 

inferences 

efficiently. 

Interprets wealth 

func�onally in 

marriage 

eligibility.

"You should lick 

hot soup slowly" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 

30). 

 

lick 

(literal/figura�ve). 

 

 

literal licking, 

figura�ve cau�on 

⊂ modes of ac�on 

(hypernym: 

behaviour). 

 

Proverbial form 

enables pragma�c 

inference. 

Encodes wisdom 

on pa�ence and 

danger.

"A stool carved 

from one piece of 

iroko" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 22). 

stool (elder status). stool as elder 

status ⊂ authority 

symbols 

(hypernym: power 

representa�on). 

Resolves 

ambiguity 

hierarchically. 

Reinforces ritual 

legi�macy.

Inference: Polysemy relies on hyponymic reorganisation for stable interpretation, 

aiding themes of social ambiguity.



From Collocation to Hyponymy
Collocations reveal underlying hierarchies.

HYPONYMIC PATTERNS Amadi N. Chizarum, Gloria Eme W., Adagogo C. Brown

Expression   Generated Hyponymy   Relevance 

Interpreta�on 
 

 Opera�onal 

Contextual 

Interpreta�on

"If his palm wine tree 

ran dry" (Amadi, 1978, 

p. 25). 

 

 
ran dry ⊂

 
misfortune 

(hypernym: 

supernatural afflic�on). 

 

 
Cues misfortune 

instantly. 

 

 
Assigns causa�on in 

belief systems.

"Tap palm wine" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 32). 

 

palm wine tapping ⊂

 
occupa�on (hypernym: 

livelihood).  

Infers iden�ty without 

explana�on. 

 

Economic survival 

mechanism.

 

 

 "Make thatches" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 32). 

 

 

making thatches ⊂

 

house construc�on 

(hypernym: domes�c 

prepara�on). 

 

 

Provides func�onal 

clarity. 

 

 

Prepares communal 

living spaces.

"Pouring liba�ons" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 64). 

pouring liba�ons ⊂

ritual acts (hypernym: 

religious prac�ce). 

Evokes spiritual duty 

efficiently. 

Honours dei�es in 

social rites.

Inference: Collocations gain stability through hyponymy, supporting narrative economy in 
labour depictions.

From Ambiguity to Hyponymy
Ambiguity selects specific hyponyms contextually.

Expression   Generated Hyponymy   Relevance 

Interpreta�on 
 

 Opera�onal 

Contextual 

Interpreta�on

"That is your name, not 

so?" (Amadi, 1978, p. 

10). 

 

 

rhetorical confirma�on 

⊂

 

speech acts 

(hypernym: 

ques�oning). 

 

 

Resolves to affirma�on 

swi�ly. 

 

 

Confirms iden�ty in 

dialogue.

"I don't want to pass 

on" (Amadi, 1978, p. 

10). 

 

 

physical movement, 

death euphemism ⊂

 

states of transi�on 

(hypernym: change). 

 

 

Context selects death 

inference. 

 

 

Euphemises mortality 

culturally.

"He has it" (Amadi, 

1978, p. 16). 

 

 

mgbede possession, 

sexual desire ⊂

 

possession states 

(hypernym: 

experience). 
 

Narrows to desire 

economically. 

 

 

Encodes ritual and 

personal longing.

"I have an eye on a girl" 

(Amadi, 1978, p. 31). 

roman�c interest ⊂

social inten�ons 

(hypernym: desire). 

Directs to courtship 

efficiently. 

Signals marital intent 

socially.
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Inference: Ambiguity resolves via hyponymy, underscoring thematic conflicts like 
desire versus norm.



Hyponymy is generative and primary because it emerges from these relations, capturing cultural 
structures uniquely, while the reverse is inconsistent.

 Hyponymic Groupings of Cultural and Ritual Entities
The third objective analyses how hyponymic groupings reflect and transmit Ikwerre cultural 
logic and ideological values, such as communal harmony, moral accountability, and gendered 
transitions. These groupings preserve indigenous epistemology in English, advancing themes of 
exclusion (e.g., Osu stigma) and belonging.

Spiritual Authorities and Deities (Hypernym: Spiritual Entities)  
- Amadioha (thunder god): Justice and power (Amadi, 1978, pp. 12, 21, 24, 64).  
- Owhonogwu (justice deity): Moral disputes (Amadi, 1978, pp. 30, 64).  
- Ali (earth god): Land and morality (Amadi, 1978, pp. 21, 23, 30, 31, 64).  
Analysis: These hyponyms encode decentralised cosmology; e.g., "Ali forbid!" (Amadi, 1978, 
pp. 18, 19) infers fundamental violations efficiently (Relevance), operationalising ethical 
boundaries in disputes.

Social Roles and Ritual Objects (Hypernym: Cultural Artefacts)  
- Osu (god's servant): Ritual stigma (Amadi, 1978, p. 24).  
- Dibia (healer): Spiritual health (Amadi, 1978, p. 140).  
- Mgbede (coming-of-age): Gender transition (Amadi, 1978, pp. 12, 15–19, 100).  
- Nche (tapping tool): Occupational item (Amadi, 1978, pp. 41, 62).  
Analysis: Osu requires contextual processing for stigma inference (Relevance), functioning as 
irreversible exclusion in social order.
Proverbial and Formulaic Expressions (Hypernym: Moral Wisdom)  
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Expression   Cultural Category   Page   Analysis

"May the day break" 
  

Par�ng formula 
  

19 
  

Opera�onalises 

harmony at day's end; 

infers closure 

efficiently.

"He who pursues an 

innocent chicken must 

stumble" 

 

 

Moral warning 

  

15 

  

Uses animal imagery 

for jus�ce; yields 

profound effects on 

ethics.

 

"Lick hot soup slowly 

from the sides" 

 

 

Strategy and pa�ence 

  

30 

  

Encodes cau�on 

proverbially; 

opera�onal in risk 

naviga�on.

"You no we �ed up her 

yams today" 

 

Agricultural idiom 

(engagement) 

 

101 

  

Signals betrothal 

through farming 

metaphor; reflects 

economic �es.

In summary, these groupings embed Ikwerre values hierarchically, ensuring cultural 
transmission and thematic depth.



Discussion of Findings
The findings demonstrate that hyponymy functions as a core semantic mechanism in The Slave, 
organising Ikwerre cultural knowledge, social hierarchy, and ideological values. Through 
hierarchical lexical relations, Amadi encodes complex cultural meanings such as ritual status, 
gendered transitions, and communal obligations with minimal explicit explanation, thereby 
enhancing narrative economy while advancing themes of identity, exclusion, and social order.

Hyponymic expressions preserve indigenous epistemology within the English language, 
enabling the transmission of Ikwerre beliefs, rituals, and moral codes without cultural dilution. 
Categories such as Osu, ritual practices, occupations, and social roles signal inclusion and 
marginalisation, foregrounding tensions between individual agency and communal norms.

The interaction of hyponymy with synonymy, polysemy, collocation, and ambiguity reveals its 
explanatory primacy, as these relations achieve stable interpretation through hierarchical 
organisation. Relevance Theory explains how hyponymic cues yield maximal interpretive 
effects with minimal processing effort, while Operational Contextual Theory accounts for 
meaning as functional use within specific cultural situations. Together, these findings affirm 
hyponymy's central role in Amadi's stylistic realism and its significance as an analytical tool for 
interpreting postcolonial African narratives.

Conclusion
This study establishes hyponymy as a central and generative semantic mechanism in Elechi 
Amadi's The Slave, demonstrating its role in structuring Ikwerre cultural knowledge, organising 
social hierarchy, and transmitting indigenous ideological values. By hierarchically categorising 
lexical items, hyponymy enables culturally grounded interpretation with minimal explicit 
explanation, thereby sustaining narrative economy while advancing themes of identity, 
exclusion, belonging, and communal regulation.

The analysis shows that hyponymy exhibits explanatory primacy over other meaning relations 
such as synonymy, polysemy, collocation, and ambiguity, as these relations consistently resolve 
into stable interpretations through hierarchical semantic organisation. Through the combined 
application of Relevance Theory and Operational Contextual Theory, the study demonstrates 
how hyponymic expressions achieve maximal interpretive effects while grounding meaning in 
functional, situational use within Ikwerre epistemology.

Furthermore, hyponymic groupings of ritual entities, social roles, occupations, and moral 
categories preserve indigenous worldviews within the English language, reinforcing Amadi's 
stylistic realism and cultural authenticity. Ultimately, this research bridges linguistic semantics 
and literary analysis, affirming hyponymy as a powerful analytical framework for interpreting 
meaning relations in postcolonial African fiction and providing a model for future studies of 
African literary texts.
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