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Abstract 

Of all the cultural artefacts which diffuse from one context to the other, language elements are per-
haps the most frequent and pervasive. The English language has been with the people of Ghana in 
different levels of contact for over four centuries. The last of these centuries has seen English perva-
sively as the official language and also as a lingua franca in a variety of linguistic contexts. It is there-
fore to be expected that it has in many different ways been changed in other to reflect the culture and 
worldview of the people among whom the language is now being used.  

The present discussion examines the way in which English general greetings have diffused into the 
Ghanaian sociolinguistic context. It examines the various levels of change that the greetings have un-
dergone in the Ghanaian context. Such changes are seen to include the verbal and structural content 
of the greetings, the phonological realization, sociolinguistic distribution as well as their pragmatic im-
plications. 

The discussions would also examine these changes in the light of the process of nativisation English 
is undergoing in the Ghanaian linguistic context as in other second language environments.  

Keywords: Indigenization, Temporal Greetings, Greetings, Enquiries,  

Introduction  
The issue of indigenisation or the nativisation of English has been quite paramount in current research 
into the nature and use of English in non-native communities. (See Dako (2001), Gyening (1997), 
Bamgbose (1992, 1995), Ahulu (1994), Owusu-Ansah (1994), Bokamba (1993), Adetugbo (1991), 
Afolayan (1987), Akere (1982),  and Bailey (1973). The question would be asked as to what the purest 
or correct form of the English language is, especially when English and all  languages, like living or-
ganisms, grow and change both in native and non-native contexts, historically, geographically and 
sociolinguistically. One of such fears about the purity of English in non-native contexts has been ex-
pressed by Quirk (1990) who laments that  

….interests in varieties of English have got out of hand and has started  blinding teachers and 
the taught to the central linguistic structure from which the varieties might be varying. 

Over the years, however, it has become necessary to ‘domesticate’ the English language basically in 
response to the differences between the linguistic and cultural structure and ideas which English as a 
language offers and represents, and the language, culture and world view of the peoples among 
whom the English Language has had to be used. This linguistic need has been expressed in very cer-
tain terms by Achebe (1972:62) which to him results in what he calls ‘a new English’. Gyening’s posi-
tion on this is also worth noting:  

…as English spreads to all parts of the world, it has become necessary for its non-native 
speakers to fashion out for themselves words for concepts which are in their indigenous lan-
guages and cultures but which are absent from the English language and culture. (Gyening, 
1997: 1) 

The road to the nativisation of English has, however, meant more than the creation of new words. It 
has also involved the reinterpretation and reification of English structure in order to suit them to the 
non-native contexts.  Owusu-Ansah’s position reminiscent of Achebe (ibid) captures the effect of non-



The International Journal of Language Society and Culture   
Editors: Thao Lê and Quynh Lê 
URL: www.educ.utas.edu.au/users/tle/JOURNAL/ 
ISSN 1327-774X 

© LSC-2008  Page 114 
Issue 26 

native cultures on the English language – a situation which describes the use of English general greet-
ings among other aspects of English in the Ghanaian sociolinguistic context: 

… the socio-cultural conditions under which English is used in the outer circle makes it inevita-
ble that its forms will depart from that of the native varieties…   

(Owusu-Ansah, 1997:23)  
The concern of this paper is to investigate how far the English general greetings as used in the Gha-
naian context reflect an attempt to nativise the English Language.  Looking at the use of these greet-
ings in formal as well as non-formal contexts, it asserts that whereas there are attempts at the formal 
level to maintain the structure, use and interpretation of Standard English (hereafter SE) general 
greetings, there is a remarkable nativisation of these greetings at the informal level in structure, use 
and as well as pragmatic meaning, and this is enhanced by the creation of new greetings and res-
ponses in English. 

The study is in response to the fact that much of the phenomenal studies into nativisation have tended 
to concentrate on such aspects as grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary. These include Bobda 
(1994), Dadzie (1986), Awonusi (1990, 1994), Koranteng (1992, 2006), Adjaye (1987) Ahulu (1992, 
1994, 1995, 1996, 1997), Gyasi (1990, 1991), Sey (1973). This is as though to confirm Strevens 
(1983) who describes a non mother-tongue variety as ‘…a localised form of English identifiable 
through its distinctive mixtures of features of grammar, lexis, pronunciation, discourse and style’.  Si-
milarly, to Ahulu (1994), it is at the morphological, syntactic, phonological, and lexical levels that the 
various non-native varieties can be identified.  Not much has been done on the use of specific soci-
olinguistic elements in the non-native communities.  

Similarly, studies into greetings as a sociolinguistic element or as a speech act have tended to con-
centrate on traditional forms with little attention to nativised or cross-linguistic   forms. For instance, 
Akindele (2007) studies Sesotho greetings; Fadipe (1970) and Akindele (1997) investigate Yoruba 
greetings, Dzameshie (2002), Ameka (1991), Egblewogbe ( 1990) have researched into Ewe greet-
ings, and Emeni (2000), Irvine (1974) and  Ibrahim et al (1976) into greetings in northern African 
communities. Yet one very important situation in the new modern African state and indeed in many 
third world countries is the existence of formal, usually European, second or third language which ex-
ist side-by-side the indigenous languages and their cultures.  It would be important in view of the reali-
ties of nativisation to look at the realisation of European pragmatic forms, such as greetings, in their 
new cultural context to see the impact of the confluence of the two cultures on the realisation of the 
non-native pragmatic resources.  

Contrary to Searle (1969), Kasper (1989), Bowen, Madsen and Hilfenty (1985)  and Wilkins (1976) 
and others for  whom greetings are semantically or propositionally empty, and frozen or formulaic rou-
tine items, we see greetings in the way of Laver (1981: 304) as being far from being a ‘…relatively 
meaningless and mechanical social behaviour...’and with Akindele (2007) as ‘…extremely important 
strategies for the negotiation and control of social identity and social relationships between partici-
pants in a conversation.’  If greetings have contextual use and meaning which is influenced by the 
ethnography of the context, then we would in the light of Achebe (1976) and Owusu-Ansah (1994) 
hypothesise that English general greetings used in a different (non-native) cultural context with differ-
ent factors of ethnography are likely to reflect different form and pragmatic meanings from what per-
tains in the native context. 

Methodology 
To obtain the data for this paper, the writers observed in all seven hundred and fifty (750) instances of 
greetings involving the use of English in different contexts – the formal, the informal as well as the col-
loquial, which, for the purpose of this paper, would be classified with the informal. The considerations 
of formality took into account factors such as participant equality and familiarity, the context of interac-
tion manifesting in such issues as the purpose and exigencies of interaction, the participant roles as 
well as the expectations of the larger context. The contexts of greetings observed generally cut across 
different sub-linguistic cultures and involves people of different ethnic cultures. This was to ensure that 
the findings are representative of the general Ghanaian community. 

In addition, the writers interviewed seventy-two (72) people on their views about the use of these 
greetings. Our respondents like those whose greetings were observed belong to different ethnic and 
social backgrounds.  
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Discussions on SE General Greetings 
By general greetings, we are referring to temporal greetings which are generally used to mark the 
three main demarcations of the day – morning, afternoon and the evening, which Dzameshie (ibid), 
calls ‘Time-of-day’ greetings; the enquiries which he calls ‘How-are-you greetings’; as well as those 
that have been referred to as  valedictory greetings, (Sekyi-Baidoo, 2006).  Akindele (2007) refers to 
these ‘valedictory greetings’ as ‘Ways of Parting / Leave - taking’. This study, however, will concen-
trate on temporal and enquiries.  

As said earlier, English general greetings were observed in three main contexts within which English 
general greetings are used in Ghana. These are the formal, informal and colloquial contexts. This dis-
tinction is made still with the full understanding of the fact that the levels of formality for their wide va-
riety cannot very easily be grouped to only three. This grouping has, thus, been made for the purpos-
es of convenience. These groupings have sociolinguistic implications for the use of greetings as would 
be evident in the discussions. It would be realized, for instance, that the level of deviation from the SE 
greetings increases as formality reduces. Formality may be seen as the degree of strictness in the 
adherence to the rules of social interaction and to the institutional goals and expectations, (Sekyi-
Baidoo, 2000). Thus, as formality reduces, interactants are more likely to express their deepest feel-
ings and innovation, which becomes manifest in their use of greetings and responses. 

Temporal or Time-of-Day Greetings 

The Standard English temporal greetings are tabulated below. 

 
TIME GREETING 
Morning  Good Morning 
Mid-Morning to early Afternoon  Good Day 
Afternoon Good Afternoon  
Evening  Good Evening 

 

Time Demarcations 

The time demarcations of the English temporal greetings in Ghana do not generally follow the demar-
cations in standard usage.  The time associations of these greetings are made to conform generally to 
the time associations of the traditional greetings. Whereas ‘Good Morning’ is known to start from the 
earliest part of the day, the inception of ‘Good Afternoon’ and ‘Good Evening’ are not so clear-cut and 
agreed upon. For example except for the educated who use the watch or clock to determine the end 
of the morning (at 12.00 noon) and start of the use of ‘Good afternoon’ a minute after midday, the non-
literate speakers use the weather or sunniness, and the perception of adequate length of the day to 
determine the start of the use of ‘Good Afternoon’. Thus since weather changes from day to day, and 
the perception changes from person to person and even from day to day with the same individual, it is 
clear that the inception of the use of ‘Good afternoon’ will be  very fluid. It was observed of the 126 
instances of use by non-literate speakers that speakers used ‘Good afternoon’ earlier in sunny days 
than in rainy and cloudy weathers. The situation of the inception of ‘Good evening’ is quite similar to 
the use of ‘Good afternoon.’ The inception of ‘Good evening’ is earlier in rainy and cloudy days. On 
the other hand, in very sunny days or in days with longer days (and shorter nights), the inception of 
the use of ‘Good evening’ is delayed, sometimes to around 5.30 p.m. 

The above account, especially about the use of ‘Good afternoon’ introduces us to the idea that the 
strict SE temporal considerations associated with the time-bound English greetings gave way to the 
generally fluid demarcation, most probably under  the influence of the associations of the traditional 
temporal greetings. 
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The table below shows the view of respondents about the inception of the evening’s greetings: 

   
TIME DEMARCATION HIGHLY-

EDUCATED 
RESPONDENTS 

NOT HIGHLY 
EDUCATED 
RESPONDENTS 

TOTAL PERCENTAGE 

From 3.30/4.00 p.m. 4 26 30 20 

From 4.30/5.00 p.m. 40 29 69 46 

From the beginning of 
sunset 

40 11 51 34 

TOTAL 84 66 150 100 

 
From the table above our respondents included the well educated the middle-level people as well as 
people with minimal or least formal education. These respondents were randomly selected from the 
village, the sub-urban as well as the very urban settings. As from the table, a greater percentage of 
Ghanaians (46%) are of the idea that the evening starts from between 4.30 p.m. and 5.00 p.m.  Oth-
ers, 34%, associate the inception of the evening with sunset. Though the climatic and weather 
changes over the seasons in Ghana are not as drastic as in Britain, one cannot pin the setting of the 
sun to one particular time. It generally hovers between 4.00 p.m. and 6.00 p.m.  

As evident, the level of education has effect on people’s perception of the inception of the evening. As 
people get more educated, their idea of the inception of the evening tends to conform to or get nearer 
to SE perceptions.   Of the thirty (30) respondents who associated the inception of the evening with 
the time between 3.30 and 4.00 p.m., 86.6% are not well educated formally. Discussions with them 
established that most of them are adults who rarely got beyond the middle school.  Asked why they 
chose that time, most of them referred to the fact that whilst in school, they used ‘good evening’ at the 
closing school assemblies which were conducted between 3.30 p.m. and 4.00 p.m. at the primary and 
middle schools respectively.  Since the time of the setting of the sun generally starts from 5.00 p.m. 
which is endorsed by the second group of respondents, we can conclude that most Ghanaians asso-
ciate the inception of the ‘good evening’ temporal greetings with around 5.00 p.m. 

Indigenisation   

Of the three temporal general greetings, ‘good morning’ and ‘good evening’ have diffused into most of 
the local languages, and are used in one way or the other as local or traditional greetings. Dzameshie 
(2002) reports, for instance, that these greetings are adopted among the Ewes as local or traditional 
greetings, and speakers, thus, use them without thinking they are using English greetings.  A similar 
situation was observed among the Akans and the Gas, (Dakubu, 1981). It has not been very easy to 
explain why ‘Good afternoon’ has not been part of this diffusion. Possible reason as availed through 
this research is that even in the traditional setting, morning and evening interactions are most frequent 
and important. Consequently, the greetings associated with such interactions are opened would be 
more important. Three (3) informants explained that in the predominantly farming communities, the 
afternoons found most people on their farms and, thus, were not easily available for interactions 
where the greetings of the time would be used. On the other hand, where interactions occurred on the 
farm or in any such endeavours, incidental greetings such as ‘Mema wo adwuma’/ ‘Adwuma’ (Akan. I 
bid you a successful working session) would be used instead of the temporal greeting for that time of 
day. Since the local forms themselves were not frequently used, it could be gathered that the English 
temporal greetings for the time could not also get so popular or frequently used as to diffuse into the 
local language and usage of the people.  

Another reason assigned for the non-popularity and non-diffusion of ‘good afternoon’ is the complexity 
of its phonological constitution as compared to the two other temporal greetings.  The phonological 
complexity of ‘good afternoon’ was difficult for the then predominantly illiterate people. ‘Afternoon’ has 
three syllables just as ‘evening’ – meaning that in terms of complexity, ‘morning’ has a greater likelih-
ood of being diffused than ‘evening’ or ‘afternoon’. However, the phonological constitution of ‘after-
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noon’ makes it rather more difficult for adoption than ‘morning’ or ‘evening’. ‘Evening’, for instance, 
has undergone phonological transformation in the indigenisation. /v/, a labio-dental fricative, is not 
found in the phonological inventory of most of the languages, and is, therefore, replaced with another 
labial /b/, which is, however, a bilabial plosive. Again, the last syllable ‘-ning’ /nĩŋ/ is deleted. Even in 
Standard English, it is an unstressed syllable, and does not appear very prominent. The resulting 
structure /ibĩn/ was therefore easily assimilated into the local usage.  ‘Afternoon’, on the other 
hand, has a much complex structure as indicated above. First, the /ft/ cluster is not familiar to the pho-
notactics of most local languages, and the most likely way to indigenise the word at this point would 
be through metathesis by which a vowel, most probably /ĩ/ would be inserted between the two conso-
nants, which would also increase the number of vowels to create another level of complexity and 
make the diffusion more difficult. Perhaps, it is to go round this complexity that the Ewes of Ghana 
decided to use /gude/ (Good day) (Dzameshie, 2002: 397) instead of the more characteristic ‘Good 
afternoon’ for the middle part of the day.  

 The phonological processes described above are not the only processes by which the greetings were 
structurally indigenised. In ‘Good morning’, ‘good’ is generally ellipted, and where it is realised, the 
arresting consonant /d/ is elided giving / gu/. Again, the vowel is generally realised as a short form of 
/u:/ instead of the more central and less high form /υ/ which is more frequent and pervasive in the 
phonology of the local languages. Further, the second syllable of ‘morning’ – (-ing) /ĩŋ/ - is generally 
realised as a single vowel /ĩ/ with the other constituent of the syllable elided. ‘Good morning’, thus, 
realises in Ghanaian languages as /mכnĩ/, /gudumכnĩ/, /gumכnĩ/. In /mכnĩ/, - ‘good’ has been ellipted, 
and the arresting consonant of ‘-ning’, [ŋ] is also ellipted leaving [nĩ]. In /gudumכnĩ/, the initial vowel is 
changed as explained above; a vowel /u/ is inserted between the last consonant of good [d] and the 
initial consonant of morning [m]; and ‘morning’ is reduced as in /mכnĩ/.  In /gumכnĩ/ the initial vowel is 
changed as in /gudumכnĩ/; and the arresting consonant of ‘good’ is ellipted in order to avoid the [dm] 
cluster which necessitated the metathesis in /gudumכnĩ/. 

With ‘Good evening’, however, ‘good’ is rarely deleted, though the ‘-ning’ syllable is reduced as in 
‘morning’, giving such realisations as /gudivĩ/ (See Dzameshie ibid) gudibĩ/ or /gudimĩ/ with the enligh-
tened or the educated ones using the former. The /ĩ/ remnant of the reduced syllable, however, retains 
the nasal quality as is realised in the progressive assimilation in which the vowel takes the nasal quali-
ty of the proceeding /n/ sound. Thus, the assimilation occurs before the elision.  

Another way of indigenisation is the incorporation of aspects of the English greetings in the local or 
receiving languages. In Akan, for instance, English general greetings are preceded by the ‘I bid - ’ in-
troductory phrase: ‘Me ma -’. One could therefore have ‘Mema wo/mo mכne’ (I bid you good morning). 
Another remarkable feature of the diffused ‘morning’ is the use of reduplication which is a very impor-
tant syntactic process in many Ghanaian languages. Such reduplication of [mכnĩ] is used especially 
where the greeted are in the plural and are of the same age set or social standing as the greeter. As-
sociated with this reduplication is a remarkable level of informality, and this is why it is usually used 
among people of equal status or some intimacy or solidarity. To sustain the expected politeness in 
situations of deference, honorific address terms such as Mpaninfoכ (Elderly ones, Akan) or Efo (Older 
Kin, Ewe) etc.                     

The reduplication would normally not exceed two – ‘mכnĩmכnĩ’, but the extension of the reduplication 
normally reflects size or the scattered nature of the people being greeted as well as the level of inti-
macy and the low level of formality.  The addition of evocatives ‘o’ or ‘ε’ to greetings as in ‘Maakye o’ 
or Maakye ε’ is noticed in low formality or in situations seen to be traditional. 

Usage 

It is worthwhile to note that where borrowing increases the vocabulary of a language without a corres-
ponding increase in a semantic field, it creates synonymy and therefore choice, which is regulated by 
contextual, collocative as well as grammatical factors. In the borrowing of English greeting forms into 
the Ghanaian culture, the English forms does not replace the traditional or local ones; neither do; they 
operate in free variation with them. Rather, the two sets of greetings are used with clear socio-
pragmatic conditions which are explained below.  

The English-based greetings are used in contexts of familiarity or equality, and especially in contexts 
which can be regarded as having ‘low formality’. Thus, it is more permitted from L to L, H to H and 
from H to L than from L to H.  Dzameshie (2002) reports that sometimes some elderly people regard 
the choice of the borrowed greetings as an indication of a sour relationship. Again, English greetings 
or their indigenised forms are frowned upon in formal traditional contexts or even in informal contexts 
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where there are very important personalities such as chiefs or traditional priests. An attempt to use an 
English greeting in such socio-pragmatic context is regarded as a disregard for the traditional culture 
or the position and status of the traditional personalities. Similarly, it is generally unacceptable to use 
traditional greetings or the indigenised forms of English greetings in modern formal contexts where the 
English language is the expected code. 

Deviations in English Greetings 

The level of strictness to SE forms is associated also with the level of formality of the event. Thus, 
there is likely to be deviations to the SE forms in informal or colloquial contexts. At this section, we will 
discuss deviations to the SE form. The deviations include the ellipsis of ‘good’, the variation of the re-
sponse, and the adoption of other English greetings.  

 Ellipsis of ‘Good’ 

Characteristic of the use of English general greetings in informal or colloquial contexts is the ellipsis of 
‘good’ in levels of equality or intimacy. One would easily hear ‘Afternoon’, ‘Morning’ or ‘Evening’ with-
out the adjective ‘good’.  

Variation of Response 

The SE response to general greetings involves basically a replication of the greeting phrase. Thus, 
one gives ‘Good evening’ and receives the same in return. In this case, we can call English general 
temporal greetings replicative greetings.  Changes can be made only in the accompanying address 
phrases, which could be names or titles. Whereas this is maintained generally in formal contexts, a lot 
of variations are found in non-formal contexts. Where such deviations occur in formal contexts, they 
are normally from the H to the L, or from people of equal status, as indicated above. The following var-
iations in the response were gathered from the research: 

 Fine morning 

 Thank you 

 Fine/Good/Beautiful/ Right 

 Correct. 

 No mistake. 

The distribution of the variations is represented on the table below: 
  

 
That these ‘deviant’ responses (607) represent 86% of the responses of the 750 instances of greet-
ings observed points to a tendency to deviate from the SE general greetings responses.  Form the 

RESPONSE MALE % FEMALE % TOTAL % 
 Morning 43 35.11 51 64.89 94 15.67 

Fine morning. 63 35.83 77 64.17 120 20.00 

Fine. 58 45.83 65 54.17 120 20.00 

Yea 23 76.67 7 23.33 30 5.00 

Thank you 40 40.40 59 59.60 99 16.50 

Fine/Good/Beautiful/ 
Right/Great 

61 70.93 25 29.07 86 14.33 

Correct. 32 91.43 3 8.57 35 5.83 

TOTAL 320  287  607  
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interviews, it came out that the choice of these different responses allows the greeted to respond in 
accordance with the different aspects of the ethnography of the situation including participants and 
scene. There are situations in which people responded to the same person in different responses, and 
they explain that the contexts of the greetings vary and therefore call for different and befitting res-
ponses.  

The variations point to among other things the idea that to many Ghanaians the response of the gen-
eral temporal greetings is neither replicative nor formulaic. Being non-formulaic then, these responses 
are organised to reflect the context including, most notably, the relationship between the interactants, 
the level of formality as well as the mood or temperament of the one responding. This idea can be 
seen as a reflection of the nature of response in the traditional setting. 

It is in the light of the above that the use of ‘Fine’, Thank you’, ‘Correct’ and ‘Good’, “Nice’ or ‘Beautiful’ 
should sometimes be considered. As came out in the interviews, these terms are sometimes used to 
show the appreciation or satisfaction of the greeted for his being greeted.  Unlike the others, however, 
‘Thank you’ is acceptable in semi formal contexts where, generally, ‘Fine Morning’ is used.  

‘Fine morning’ is considered the most formal of all the variations above and is sometimes used as an 
ordinary substitute for ‘Good Morning’. ‘Fine’ is considered as a  synonym or substitute for ‘Good’ and 
is used as a way of creating variety among a people within whom creating responses as seen earlier 
reflect the ethnography of communication and again is supposed to exhibit variety and creativity. As 
observed in the table above, it has the highest occurrence among the variations of responses, and it 
has little gender implications. Among the relationships in which it was observed to have been used 
were the H+H, L+L, H+L, and L+H, giving the impression that it has no implications for social stratifi-
cation or inequality.  

On the other hand, Fine is usually used among equals or from H to L. It is considered impolite except 
general address terms such as ‘Sir’, “Madam’ or filial ones such as ‘Uncle’, ‘Auntie’ or ‘Daddy’ are 
used. ‘Fine’ as a response should not be seen as a diminutive form of “Fine Morning’ which is general-
ly as formulaic as the SE ‘Good Morning’ or ‘Good Afternoon’. It is rather organised, as intimated ear-
lier on, to reflect the mood of the speaker and his appreciation for his having been greeted. Its actual 
meaning is usually evident in the intonation with which is said.  

One thing that comes out from the table is a general tendency for the female to stick to the more ac-
ceptable or semi-formal responses such as ‘Fine Morning’ and ‘Thank you’.  Generally, whereas the 
female seem to have a more frequent use of these responses, the male are always very far ahead in 
the use of responses such as ‘Correct’, ‘No Mistake’ ‘Yea’ which are considered most colloquial, as 
the cumulative and relative frequencies show; and males who use these response forms are usually 
between mid adolescence and the middle ages, pointing to the fact that perhaps people tend to be 
more formal with greetings responses as they grow. 

The Enquiry  

Several forms of the enquiry are observed in Ghanaian spoken English: 

How are you?    - Fine 

How are you doing?   - Fine /I’m doing fine. 

How’s life?    - Fine /Okay 

How’s life treating you?   - So-so  

How (now)?    - So-so/ (We) can’t complain 

How be?    - Cool / Cool things 

How?     - How? / so-so  

Of these, the first two, ‘How are you doing?’ and especially ‘ How are you?’ are considered quite for-
mal, and are generally used from H to L or between people among whom there is little familiarity or 
intimacy. In many classrooms in the first cycle, ‘How are you?’ especially is used from school teachers 
and older visitors to the class or to the pupils, who respond: ‘I/we are well, thank you, and you?’  This 
enquiry like its equivalents in many Ghanaian languages, (Woho te sεn? - Akan)  is considered impo-
lite from L to H, except it is prefixed with honorific titles and face-saving techniques, notable of which 
is the signalling of  the fact that one knows in normal circumstances, such an enquiry is considered 
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inappropriate. Associated with the others, which are considered informal is the variation of their re-
sponse. Thus, the responses listed only point to a tendency. In reality, each of the responses can be 
used for any other enquiries.    

Among many people, both in local languages and in English, enquiries from L to H are true rather than 
phatic enquiries. Phatic enquiries are not really to enquire about the health or well-being of people. 
They are basically empty and are just for the maintenance of social relationships. On the other hand, 
true enquiries, which may follow phatic enquiries, are really attempts to discover specifics about as-
pects of the well-being of the greeted.  Because enquiries from L to H are generally deemed unac-
ceptable, they are expected to be made only where very necessary, when there is perhaps the need 
to risk being sanctioned, and this situation is when the H is known or seen to have undergone some 
health and financial or other such challenges. In such uses of the enquiry then the L depicts a lot of 
care and solidarity, which is also reinforced by the use of the honorific addressives which help to de-
pict the honour the greeter (the L) has for the greeted (the H). A number of such true enquiries from L 
to H were collected in this research: 

Daddy, How’s it today?’ 
Papa, I hope its better now/I hope you are doing well. 
Old lady, how’s the asthma today? 

The use of specific temporal designation as in ‘today’ and ‘now’ and the references to the specifics of 
well-being as in ‘the asthma’ helps to differentiate these true enquiries from phatic ones. 

One other kind of greetings which is seen as a result of nativisation is ‘How do you do? In SE, it rea-
lises originally as a greeting, which characteristically takes a repetition for its response, in line with 
‘Good morning’ and others. In Ghana, however, it is realised as an enquiry and this reflects in the in-
tonation of the greeting as well as in the response it usually elicits. In SE, the nucleus is on ‘do’ in a 
rising intonation: 

As realised in Ghanaian English, tune one, which is a falling intonation generally used for wh- ques-
tions is used. Again the nucleus is on ‘you’ as though in the question.   In its realisation in Ghanaian 
English greetings, the kinetic stresses are on ‘How’ – since it is considered as a Wh- interrogative – 
and also on ‘you’ and ‘do’. This is in reflection of the intonational patterns of Ghanaian English in 
which the Wh- element, the Subject (where it is not the Wh-- element, the main verb and its comple-
mentation are stressed. In addition is the fact that the pronoun ‘you’ and the auxiliary ‘do’ which would 
be realised in their weak forms in SE have their full forms.  Koranteng (1992: 73-8) observes similar 
situation in the realisation of unstressed words and the identification of the nucleus in Ghanaian Eng-
lish. It is evident that intonation and other suprasegmental features are a very crucial way of the nati-
visation of spoken English as observed by Sey (1973: 143): 

Deviant usage in Educated Ghanaian English pronunciation is more marked in sentence stress pat-
terns and intonation than in the pronunciation of individual words. 

Another aspect of the nativisation of this greeting is the response it elicits, and this also emphasises 
its informality: These responses comprise such forms as are used for the other enquiries such as 
‘Fine’, ‘I’m doing fine”. The following Ghanaian-oriented responses are also used: 

 So-so 

 We can’t complain 

 Small-small 

 Not bad/not so bad 

 We dey 

 How for do? 

 It’s Cool/Cool/Cool Now 

Whereas ‘Fine’ is clearly a diminutive form of the SE and the formal form, the others can be seen as 
reflections of the responses of enquiries in the various first languages and the political and socio-
economic challenges of the people. “So-so” is a Ghanaian Pidgin word meaning ‘just acceptable or 
just enough’. It is used in situations of compromise like ‘We can’t complain’. Thus, in addition to its 
pidgin origin, it reflects the hard, bizarre socio-economic conditions. It in this sense means much like 
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‘not so bad’ though the latter appears more hopeful. “Small-small’ as a response to enquiries is a 
translation of a form of response which exists in many of the traditional linguistic cultures. 

It is evident from the discussions just above that the responses of the English enquiry-greetings in the 
Ghanaian society is sometimes organised not as a formulaic response but as description of the condi-
tions surrounding the interaction. Further, it is necessary to draw attention to the fact that whereas 
‘Small-small’ could be seen as a translation of the traditional enquiry response ‘nkakra-nkakra’ (Akan), 
‘Nkadankadan’ (Hausa) the rest ‘So-so’, ‘We can’t complain’, and  ‘Not bad/not so bad’ are not related 
to traditional enquiry responses. Traditional enquiry responses are generally formulaic, and they 
usually express the gratitude of God and the hope for betterment of situations. Evidently therefore, the 
gravest form of response among the Akans, for instance, is ‘nkakra-nkakra’, or ‘oye/oyeara’ which al-
so expresses hope for, and even the inception of improvement.     

Contrasting ‘Small-small’ (‘nkakra-nkakra’), however, are ‘We can’t complain’, and ‘Not bad/not so 
bad’ which in varying degrees draw attention to the despair and frustration of life.  This change in the 
focus of enquiry responses from the hope and gratitude of the traditional ones (as well as ‘Small-
small’) and the despair and frustration of ‘We can’t complain’, and ‘Not bad/not so bad’ leads us to 
hypothesize that ‘We can’t complain’, and  ‘Not bad/not so bad’ may have emerged in response to a 
situation of life which was rarely known in the traditional setting, and which therefore called for a dras-
tic change in the focus of responses to enquiries.  Aged informants explain that associated with their 
movement into the urban centres was a drastic disengagement from the hope, assurance and belon-
gingness associated with the traditional communities. In these communities, food was generally abun-
dant. In many homes, surplus food was thrown away after most meals. Additionally, the sense of be-
longing and the communal spirit of the extended family system gave one a great deal of assurance 
even in the most traumatic of circumstances. In the urban centres, this high sense of belonging and 
assurance was drastically challenged and individuals often came face to face alone with the vicissi-
tudes of life. Food was no longer so abundant; and in addition to this, the growing taste of the mi-
grants for the expensive Western things and the increasing request for financial support from relations 
back at home exacerbated the challenges of migrant urban life. It is in this context that the English 
forms ‘We can’t complain’, and ‘Not bad/not so bad’ arose as people’s expression of their circums-
tances which were so different from the easy, assuring traditional ones. 

Other Greetings 
In the Ghanaian sociolinguistic context are other English greetings and responses, which are of basi-
cally Ghanaian origin and are therefore not considered as corruptions or reinterpretations of SE forms. 
Below is a catalogue of such greetings. 
 

GREETING RESPONSE 
Yessa Yessa/Yessa, Sir /Yessa,  Massa 
Correct Correct Sir/ No mistake 
Hello Hi 
I salute (Sir) I salute/I surrender, Sir/I catch it 
Hi Hi 
What’s Up? What’s Up? 
How be? Cool things 

  
These greetings are used generally in the colloquial context and between peers whether of age or 
achievement. Sometimes, however, they are used from H to L to depict informality.  Of these, the one 
that has remained phonologically SE is ‘Hello: Hi’. It is also seen as the most recent and is believed to 
be a borrowing from current usage in Britain and especially, the United States. The others have in var-
ious ways been phonologically nativised in consonance with the phonological and phonotactic proper-
ties which are generally common to languages in Ghana. Most notable among them is ‘Yes Sir’ which 
is realised as ‘Yessa’ /jεsa/ even among very educated speakers of English who can be said to have 
achieved a near-native competence in English.  It is considered as a formulaic structure in the sense 
that it is not seen really as depicting the meanings of the two component words of ‘Yes’ and ‘Sir’. This 
is explained in the sense that the structure is not organised as an affirmation of a question for which 
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‘Yes’ would be required. Further, it is not used with the idea of showing deference as exhibited in the 
SE use of ‘Sir’. In this sense then, “Yessa’ can be said to be semantically opaque because its mean-
ing is not discernible from the meaning of its component words. Contrary to depicting deference, it 
shows equality, informality and excitement.  

In the Ghanaian situation, then, one can observe a remarkable difference between ‘Sir’ as an addres-
sive in greetings and ‘Sir’ (written as ‘Sa’) as part of greeting response, and this also draws some 
more attention to the meaning of ‘Sir’ in greeting responses.  In the greeting, ‘Sir’ is, according to cus-
tom, added to the main greeting stem such as ‘Good morning’, ‘Fine Morning’, and ‘Correct’.  ‘Sir’ in 
the greeting itself generally carries the SE meaning as a polite address term for male adults, usually 
for people who are not very familiar or who demand some level of politeness or deference by virtue of 
their social, political or professional or vocational roles. As part of the response, however, ‘Sir’ (Sa) is 
divested of all these semantic properties with the exception of the idea + male. It does not carry the 
idea of deference associated with the SE form which is reflected in the greeting.  ‘Sir’ in the response 
is, thus, used for all males, and even sometimes for female greeters in familiar contexts as in ‘Yessa 
Madam’.  The contrast between this pervasive, non-politeness use of ‘sir’ and the normal SE use is 
that not all those for whom the non-politeness, response form is used would generally be referred to 
as ‘Sir’ in the greeting itself. For example, though an adolescent may receive ‘Yessa’ in response, it is 
very unlikely that he would be greeted Good morning, Sir’ even by people younger than him. Even in 
the secondary schools, up to the 80’s where seniority was so  seriously encouraged, juniors would not 
greet their  seniors ‘Good afternoon, Sir’. They would rather use ‘Senior’ in place of ‘Sir’.  

‘Yessa’ as a response form can also be seen as a formulaic, idiomatic form; and, thus, the meanings 
of ‘Yes’ and ‘Sir’ do not really contribute to the meaning of ‘Yessa’. It is partly in furtherance of this 
opacity that the identities of the two words have somehow been effaced with the otherwise two words 
now coalesced and the spelling of ‘sir’ changed.   

The SE meaning of ‘Sir’ as a polite male address form has already been discussed above.  None of 
these is reflected in ‘Yessa’ as a greeting response. In its Ghanaian use then, ‘Yessa’ can be equated 
to response acknowledgements in the various languages such as ‘Yaa’ as in ‘Yaa Egya’ (Akan – I re-
spond, fatherly one), ‘Naa’ (Dagbani) to which addressives may be added. It can therefore be inter-
preted as ‘I acknowledge it’. Thus, one often hears such responses involving ‘Yessa’ as 
 

 Yessa, Sir 

 Yessa, Senior 

 Yessa, Boss 

 Yessa, Master   

 Yessa, Madam. 

 Yessa, Kwasi. 

The addition of addressives to Yessa responses points to the fact that the SE meaning of ‘Sir’ is not 
acknowledged in the interpretation of the ‘Yessa’.  

The use of the evaluative responses such as ‘Correct’, ‘No mistake’, ‘Fine’ and ‘Thank you’ reflects the 
attention of Ghanaians to the importance of greetings in the body politic and the need to commend 
people who uphold this sociolinguistic principle. The following was gathered through the study to ex-
plain the adoption of these forms of greeting responses. The account established that modernisation 
with its attendant migration into the urban centres or to places other than people’s hometowns made 
the otherwise ethnic societies rather cosmopolitan, with people from different ethnic backgrounds. 
This meant that differing from what occurred in the villages, people were no longer bound by the 
strong cohesion of ethnicity and sustained coexistence between families. At the urban centres, indi-
viduals may not have known one another before, and may not be working or staying in the same close 
community. This situation was exacerbated by the feeling that one moved to the urban centres basi-
cally for wealth. The result was that people grew individualistic, and were often suspicious of one 
another except they were bound by some close ties.  

Such state of affairs affected greetings which in the ethnic communities was considered an important 
cohesive element. It became common for two people living in the same vicinity or working at the same 
place to pass without any greetings. What was most serious was the fact that children or younger 
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ones would refuse to greet adults or older ones – a situation which was very reprehensible in the tradi-
tional, ethnic communities. According to our informants this drew sharp reactions from usually the 
male adults in the communities, who would sometimes scold especially the young ones for not extend-
ing greetings in accordance with known traditional practice.  Side-by-side this scold was also com-
mendation for those who extended greetings as expected, and ‘Fine’, ‘Good’, ‘Correct’ and later ‘No 
mistake’ emerged, thus, as commendational responses. The research established that ‘good’ and 
‘fine’ were the original commendational forms to which ‘correct’ and ‘no mistake’ were added by the 
youthful populations.    

Over the years, however, ‘Correct’, ‘No Mistake’ and ‘Thank you’ seem to be losing their meaning of 
evaluating or showing commendations for greetings. As gathered from most of the youth, they use 
these responses without the idea of commending those who greet them. Thus, they have become 
largely formulaic forms whose main effect is in the expression of equality and solidarity.  Among the 
youth and young adults, the greeting ‘All Correct’ with the response ‘No mistake’ is also widespread as 
a formulaic phatic expression of intimacy or familiarity. Associated with its formulaic use is perhaps the 
corruption of the pronunciation of ‘Correct’ with the elision of the [k] in the /kt/ coda consonantal cluster 
and the realisation of the initial vowel as the back [�] instead of the central [ə].  According to infor-
mants, they would find it quite odd, if one responded ‘Correct’ with the RP pronunciation /kırεkt/ in-
stead of the corrupted /k�rεt/.  To them, they would find it difficult to recognise the RP form as a greet-
ing response.  Thus, even the highly educated informants, who would normally speak English with a 
close RP approximation and would pronounce ‘correct’ normally very close to the RP /kırεkt/,  would 
realise it as /k�rεt/ as a greeting response.   

Though the use of such commendational responses does not reflect approval for those who contribute 
to reversal of trend of the relegation of greetings as a cohesive element, they continue to be used 
generally by post-adolescents and adults, rather than by children and adolescents.  92% of such res-
ponses encountered were by post-adolescents and adults.   

It is in the same context as described above that ‘Thank you’ with its corrupted forms ‘Tankiu’ /tankjiu/ 
and ‘Tankyem’ /tant∫εm/ and the more recent ‘Thanks’  as responses to greetings emerged. As ‘fine’, 
‘good’, ‘correct’ and ‘no mistake’ were used to commend people who upheld the traditional expecta-
tions of greetings in establishing social cohesion, ‘Thank you’ with all its variations was used to ex-
press the appreciation of the greeted. In most Ghanaian communities refusal to greet (especially from 
H to L) is deemed as a show of disregard, which was most painful in the emerging cosmopolitan so-
cieties because unlike in the traditional or ethnic communities, one had a number of ways of register-
ing his disapproval and in having the young one reprimanded if he failed to greet. In this context, 
greetings were sometimes seen as an acknowledgement of the age, seniority or equality which the 
greeted did not want to loose; and the greeted, in the light of the above, responded to greetings show-
ing his gratitude for the restoration or acknowledgement of this respect. 

The corrupt realisation  of ‘Thank you’ as ‘Tankiu’ /tankjiu/ and ‘Tankyem’/tant∫εm/ draws attention to 
the education and social standing of the population among whom the responses emerged and found 
currency. In ‘Tankiu’ /tankjiu/, for instance, the [θ] of ‘thank’   /θaŋk/ is replaced with [t] as customary 
with speakers of English at the incipient stage. (Ref. Sey, 1973). Added with this also is the enhance-
ment of the palatalisation resulting in the epenthesis - the addition of the vowel /i/ between /j/ and /u/.   
/tant∫εm/ depicts a most drastic phonological change in which in addition to the replacement of the 
dental fricative /θ/ with the dental plosive /t/, the voiceless velar plosive /k/ is assibilated as /t∫/; and it 
can be argued that the corruption of ‘Thank you as ‘Tankyem’ /tant∫εm/ started only about half a cen-
tury ago. Adding weight to this hypothesis, some old informants confirmed that ‘Tankyem’ /tant∫εm/ 
was generally heard in the 1960s to the 1970s usually from men who were quite advanced in age 
even then. Throughout this study no use of ‘Tankyem’ was recorded except for intended humorous 
effect.  These corruptions lead one to hypothesise also that the population within which the corrupted 
forms of  ‘Thank you’ emerged may not have been formally educated in the English language, making 
it difficult for them to realise the dental fricative / θ /,  which is absent in the Ghanaian languages.    

Conclusion  
We have observed in the study that SE general greetings have undergone several structural, lexical, 
phonological and sociolinguistic variations in the Ghanaian culture. These changes are influenced by 
the greetings of the traditional setting as well as general sociolinguistic conditions within which the 
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English general greetings are set.  The occurrence of these changes is also determined by the for-
mality of the context of greetings. On the other hand, however, the level of education of the interac-
tants does not seem to affect the manifestation of the changes. Thus, changes to English general 
greetings such as the loss or replacement of phonological elements and the introduction of new greet-
ing formulae are widespread among both educated and uneducated Ghanaians, though some of the 
phonological changes especially may have started from non-educated users of English greetings.  It is 
such widespread nature of the changes which makes us confirm that the changes English general 
greetings have undergone in the Ghanaian context are part of the general process of nativisation or 
indigenisation which English is undergoing in the second language situation in Ghana. 
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