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This paper examines the extracts of the communiqué made by the 5 
Ibadan Catholic Bishops to the congregation on the Ebola epidemic. The 6 
paper identifies the practs, gives a semiotic interpretation of the signs 7 
visible, and discusses the impact of the communiqué on the Catholic 8 
faithful in the University of Ibadan, Nigeria. The data were collected 9 
from the Catholic Sunday Bulletin and the interviews conducted with, 10 
and the field notes collected from, the Catholic faithful informants 11 
(N=30) in the University of Ibadan. It utilised Mey’s pragmatic acts 12 
theory (PAT) and Saussure’s model of semiotic signs as the theoretical 13 
framework. The study shows that the communiqué is information-14 
motivated discourse on Ebola which comprises of direct acts that make 15 
use of the contextual features of shared situational knowledge, 16 
inferences, relevance, shared cultural knowledge, and references 17 
thereby exhibiting the pragmemes of cautioning, commanding, 18 
counselling and threatening; the semiotic sign ‘Holy Communion’ 19 
signifies the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ present in Bread and Wine, 20 
the semiotic sign ‘self-signing of oneself with holy water’ signifies 21 
spiritual cleansing, and the ‘sign of peace’ signifies love and unity 22 
among the people of God in the Church. Both the pragmemes and the 23 
semiotic signs have an impact on the Catholic Faithful in University of 24 
Ibadan. 25 

Keywords: Ebola Disease; Pragma-Semiotics; Practs; Pragmemes; Signs; 26 
Pragmatics; Semiotics 27 

1. Introduction 28 

There have been a lot of researches and discourses on the Ebola disease in the 29 
medical terrain, but no research has actually examined the Ebola disease in 30 
relation to language, especially as it concerns its threat to the Catholic 31 
community due to her mode of worship. The paper provides a pragma-32 
semiotic analysis of the Catholic Bishops’ communiqué addressed to the 33 
congregation on the Ebola crisis in Nigeria.  34 
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2. Background 1 

Ebola is a rare and deadly disease. It was formerly a disease of the interior 2 
region but today it has spread to the cities of various African countries 3 
including Nigeria. The Science-Express Report (2014, p. 1) asserts:  4 

Previous EVD outbreaks were confined to remote regions of Middle 5 
Africa; the largest, in 1976, had 318 cases. The current outbreak started 6 
in February 2014 in Guinea, West Africa, and spread into Liberia in 7 
March, Sierra Leone in May, and Nigeria in late July. It is the largest 8 
known EVD outbreak and is expanding exponentially with a doubling 9 
period of 34.8 days. As of August 19th, 2,240 cases and 1,229 deaths 10 
have been documented. Its emergence in the major cities of Conakry 11 
(Guinea), Freetown (Sierra Leone), Monrovia (Liberia), and Lagos 12 
(Nigeria) raises the spectre of increasing local and international 13 
dissemination. 14 

The disease is caused by infection with one of the Ebola viruses (Ebola, Sudan, 15 
Bundibugyo, or Taï Forest virus). It is contracted through direct contact 16 
(broken skin or mucous membranes) with a sick person’s blood or body 17 
fluids (urine, saliva, faeces, vomit, and semen). It can as well be contracted 18 
through direct contact with objects (such as needles) that have been 19 
contaminated with the infected body fluids or infected animals. In the entire 20 
Africa countries today, the disease of the moment is the deadly Ebola. In 21 
medical circles, social gatherings, and the media and even in the Nigerian and 22 
African content corner of the World Wide Web, the most talked-about 23 
incident is the Ebola disease. What began 38 years ago in the remote villages 24 
of Central Africa has stealthily crept into other parts of Africa, specifically 25 
some West African countries, leaving fear, dread and death in its trail (The 26 
Nigeria Tribune, 22nd September, 2014).  27 

The first case of Ebola was reported in Zaire and Sudan in 1976. It is named 28 
after river Ebola in Zaire and called Ebola-Zaire (EBOZ). The first case of 29 
Ebola in Nigeria is as a result of the ongoing Ebola outbreak in West Africa 30 
since May 2014 and was reported in July. This outbreak started in Guinea, 31 
Liberia and Sierra Leone which is the highest outbreak of Ebola in history. In 32 
2014, precisely July 25, the Ministry of Health in Nigeria announced that a 33 
man died of Ebola disease in Lagos, Nigeria. The man whose name is Patrick 34 
Sawyer was said to have arrived in Nigeria from Liberia with the Ebola 35 
disease, which infected the health officers that took care of him.  36 

As a result of the Pandora’s Box of Ebola having been opened by Patrick 37 
Sawyer in Nigeria, the Nigerian government decided to take all necessary 38 
actions to curb the spread of the Ebola disease. Thus, Nigerians were alerted 39 
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on the need to protect themselves by personal hygiene, avoidance of contact 1 
with blood and body fluids of sick people and several other recommended 2 
remedies to curb the spread of the disease. The campaign against the spread 3 
of the disease was not left in the hands of the government alone, because all 4 
Nigerians including the Catholic Church were involved. Hence, the Catholic 5 
Bishops in Ibadan province came out with a communiqué to address the 6 
congregation on the Ebola crisis. The communiqué and its impact on the 7 
Catholic faithful in the University of Ibadan (UI hereafter) is the thrust of this 8 
paper. 9 

3. Method 10 

3.1. Procedure 11 

The university of Ibadan was chosen as a suitable place for this research 12 
because, as a university environment, it accommodates people, both students 13 
and staff, from different states. More so, the Seat of Wisdom Catholic Chapel, 14 
UI, has the highest number of Catholics in Ibadan province with about five 15 
hundred (N=500) faithful (including the clergy and laity). Priests from 16 
various parts of the province often converge there for different programmes.   17 

The qualitative method of data collection was adopted for this study in order 18 
to obtain a considerable and holistic data that would ensure an effective and 19 
adequate accomplishment of the objectives of the study. The data were 20 
collected in narrative form through an in-depth interview (IDI hereafter) 21 
between August and September, 2014, while the communiqué was collected 22 
from the Catholic Bulletin. In the gathering of the interview data, 30 adult 23 
respondents (N=30) from the Catholic faithful in UI were purposively selected 24 
for individual interviews. The interview data were collected through the aid 25 
of field notes. The responses were then input to content analysis while the 26 
communiqué was subjected to pragma-semiotic interpretation. All of the 27 
above methods involved the identification of recurring themes relevant to the 28 
aims of this study. 29 

3.2. Theoretical Framework 30 

Mey’s Pragmatic Act Theory (PAT; described in Mey, 2001, and Salmani 31 
Nodoushan, 2013; 2016a,b; 2017a,b) and Saussure’s model of semiotic signs 32 
were used to analyse the data. The theory of pragmatic act is adopted because 33 
it is a function-based theory of meaning while the semiotic theory is adopted 34 
because it is a sign-based theory of signs and meaning suitable for the 35 
interpretation of signs in a speech situation. We shall first start with the 36 
description of the pragmatic act theory. According to Aremu (2015), the 37 
phrase “pragmatic act” was first introduced by GU (1993) before it was 38 
developed by Mey (2001) to be the pragmatic act theory. From the 39 
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perspective of the pragmatic act theory, a speaker may co-opt others, set 1 
them up, influence them through conversations, and deny certain claims 2 
without betraying such acts through lexical choices (Mey, 2001). The issue 3 
here is that, in this theory, there is no word or lexical item to point out a 4 
particular act other than in a context. Mey (2001) argues that a pragmatic act 5 
is instantiated through an “ipra” or “a pract” which realises “a pragmeme” as 6 
“every pract is at the same time an allopract that is a concrete instantiation of 7 
a particular pragmeme.” (Mey, 2001, p. 224).  8 

In other words, in the pragmatic acts theory, a pract is determined by 9 
participants’ knowledge of the interactional situation and the effect of the 10 
pract in a particular context (Allan & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015; Capone & 11 
Salmani Nodoushan, 2014; Salmani Nodoushan, 2017a). Thus, Odebunmi 12 
(2006, p. ??) opines that “practing resolves the problem of telling 13 
illocutionary force from perlocutionary force” (See also Gu, 1993; Kurzon, 14 
1998; 2015). The interactional situation in which the speaker and hearer 15 
realise their aim is the focus of this theory. Hence in Mey’s (2001, p. 751) 16 
word:  17 

The explanatory movement is from the outside in, rather than from the 18 
inside out: Instead of starting with what is said, and looking for what 19 
the words could mean, the situation in which the words fit is invoked to 20 
explain what can be (and is actually being) said.  21 

Also important in PAT is the word “implied identification.” This is because the 22 
focus is not on the “said” but on the “unsaid.” Thus the hearers’ are either set-23 
up, co-opted or denied to achieve the speakers’ act when the act is not 24 
explicit, and there is no speech act to show the pragmatic act, or what Salmani 25 
Nodoushan (2017a,b) called ‘pragmeme’ (i.e., the actualization of intended 26 
practs through utterances in actual language use). The only way to the 27 
identification of the act is to look out for it. 28 

The two categories that interact in the pragmatic act theory to realise a 29 
pragmeme are: (a) the textual part, and (b) the activity part. The activity part 30 
comprises various options such as speech acts, indirect speech acts, 31 
conversational acts (‘dialogue’), psychological acts (emotions), prosody 32 
(intonation, stress), physical acts, etc. These are available to speakers to carry 33 
out any function of their choice (Mey, 2001). Therefore, the realisations of 34 
pragmatic functions in a given communicative event are based on the activity 35 
part; the contextual part includes the inference (INF), reference (REF), 36 
relevance (REL), voice (VCE), shared situational knowledge (SSK), Metaphor 37 
(MPH), and metapragmatic joker (M). Odebunmi (2006) introduced shared 38 
cultural knowledge (SCK) to account for culturally related issues. 39 
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Conversely, semiotics is the study of signs.  The most important feature in 1 
semiotic study is the sign (Salmani Nodoushan, 2013; 2016a,b; 2017a,b). 2 
Although this paper adopts Saussure’s model of semiotic signs, some scholars 3 
have also contributed to semiotic studies. Ferdinand de Saussure, the father 4 
of modern linguistics is the founder of the theory of semiotics. In his writing 5 
collection known as Course in General Linguistics, he was able to put down the 6 
guiding principles of semiotics. Saussure’s model of semiotic is a dualistic 7 
presentation of signs as consisting of signifier: (1) the form which the sign 8 
takes, and (2) the signified which is the concept the sign represents. 9 
According to Saussure (1983, p. 67), “The sign is the whole that results from 10 
the association of the signifier and the signified.” He argues that a sign must 11 
have both a signifier and the signified with a particular context. For him, “a 12 
sign is more than the sum of its parts,” and “its value is determined by the 13 
relationship between the sign and other signs within the system as a whole” 14 
(Saussure 1983, pp. 112-113). Other scholars who have contributed to the 15 
development of semiotics are Leeds-Hurwtz (1993), Morris (1938), Barthes 16 
(1997), Wales (1990), and so forth. 17 

According to Leeds-Hurwtz, “the study of communication is the way any sign 18 
functions in the mind of an interpreter to convey specific meaning in a given 19 
situation” (1993, p. 1). This approach to semiotics of texts focuses on the 20 
phenomenon of communication in its totality, which includes verbal 21 
communication (i.e., language in speech and writing) as well as non-verbal 22 
communication (i.e., anything that stands for something else). Barthes (1997) 23 
argues that virtually everything in the society is meaningful and can be a 24 
significant sign to a speech community (e.g., fashion, music, dress, art works, 25 
etc.). As such, the interests of semiotics are in the message hidden in 26 
photographs, advertisements, television, and so on. Other examples are 27 
written works (i.e., literatures) and their various meaning production. Wales 28 
(1990) defines semiotics as the analysis of signs and sign systems and their 29 
meaning specifically those involved with communication between humans in 30 
different societies and culture; she further defines the scope of semiotics as 31 
“verbal language in its entire different media of speech and writing and also 32 
non-verbal communication systems” (Wales, 1990, p. 416)—such as gesture, 33 
movements, dress, and the mass media.  34 

At the heart of semiotics is semiosis, “The study of ordinary objects . . . as far 35 
as they participate in semiosis” (Morris, 1938, p. 20). Morris opines that 36 
semiosis is the “process by which something functions as signs in a social 37 
context and situation and sign action in relation to the creation and 38 
interpretation of meaning.” Morris’ view of semiotics encompasses traditional 39 
branches of Linguistics which entail include semantics (i.e., the relationship 40 
between the signifier and what it stands for), syntax (i.e., the formal 41 
structural relationship between signs), and pragmatics (i.e., the relationship 42 
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of sign to the interpreter) (Morris, 1938; see also Salmani Nodoushan, 1995, 1 
2006a,b, 2007a,b,a, 2008a,b; 2011; 2013a,b; 2016c,d; Salmani Nodoushan & 2 
Allami, 2011). Peirce describes semiosis as the process of sign interpretation 3 
(cf., Salmani Nodoushan, 2014a,b; Sari & Yusuf, 2013). Expanding Saussure’s 4 
model of semiotic signs, Sebeok (1977) opines that the sign is “One of six 5 
factors in communication which separately and together makes [sic] up the 6 
rich domain of semiotic research” (Sebeok, 1977, p. 16). These factors 7 
established by Sebeok include: (1) message, (2) source, (3) destination, (4) 8 
channel, (5) code, and (6) context. Thus, the message is the sign, the sign 9 
producer is the source, the sign receiver is the destination, the channel is the 10 
(written, spoken or other) medium through which the sign is given, the code 11 
is a set of rules by which the message is produced and interpreted, and the 12 
context is the environment in which the sign is used and interpreted. Hence, 13 
sign is defined here by Eco (1997) as “Everything that, on the grounds of 14 
previously established social conventions, can be taken as standing for 15 
something else” (Eco, 1997, p. 16).  16 

3.2.1. Context of Bishops’ communiqué  17 

The issue of context is very important in both pragmatic and semiotic 18 
discourses. Malinowski (1923) was the first scholars to introduce the context 19 
of situation in contextual discourse because they were anxious with stating 20 
meanings in terms of the context in which language is used (cf. Adegbite, 21 
2000; Adeniji & Osunbade, 2014; Bhatia & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015; Capone, 22 
2016; Johns & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015; Levinson 1983; Mey, 2001; 2009; 23 
Odebunmi, 2006; Palmer, 1996; Salmani Nodoushan, 1995, 2006b, 2011a,b; 24 
2012a,b; Salmani Nodoushan  & Khakbaz, 2011; Salmani Nodoushan  & 25 
Khakbaz, 2012;  Salmani Nodoushan  & Montazeran, 2012;  Thomas, 1995; 26 
Yule, 1996). Context is a very powerful variable in the study of pragmatics. It 27 
is inseparably linked with linguistic meaning and its clarification.  28 

Brown and Yule (1983) define pragmatics as a systematic approach which 29 
involves contextual consideration. Yule (1996, p. 3) views pragmatics as a 30 
study of speaker meaning: 31 

. . . this necessarily involves the interpretation of what people mean in a 32 
particular context and how the context influences what is said. It 33 
requires a consideration of how speakers organize what they want to 34 
say in accordance with who they’ re talking to, where, when and under 35 
what circumstances. Pragmatics is the study of contextual meaning. 36 

In the same vein, Odebunmi (2006, p. 25) observes that “context provides the 37 
background from which the meaning of a word springs,” and aptly sums up 38 
the importance of contexts in discourse by stating that “the idea of contexts 39 
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generally presupposes a mutual contextual background in which participants 1 
relate and make appropriate inferences” (Odebunmi, 2005, p. 39). The key 2 
elements in the contextual consideration of utterance identified by Adegbija 3 
(1988, p. 1) are the immediate background and the non-immediate 4 
background knowledge. 5 

The immediate background knowledge includes linguistic and situational 6 
environment for interpretation of utterances, while the non-immediate 7 
background knowledge involves aspect of social or socio-cultural knowledge 8 
(world knowledge) and cognitive knowledge. Odebunmi (2006, p. 24) 9 
explains the idea of contextual belief as assumptions or beliefs held by 10 
interactants prior to or during occasions of interactions, which facilitate the 11 
communication process. Contextual beliefs are variously termed (e.g., mutual 12 
contextual beliefs, shared contextual beliefs, shared assumptions, shared 13 
knowledge, and so on). The term operates at two levels: (1) the level of 14 
language, and (2) the level of situation. At the level of language, meaning is 15 
potentially understandable based on the shared linguistic knowledge 16 
between interactants; at the level of situation, however, contextual beliefs go 17 
beyond linguistics to include non-linguistic codes and experiences that are 18 
held in common by interactants (cf., Salmani Nodoushan, 2015a; 2017a). 19 
Odebunmi opines that “it is at this level that both the variety or dialect of the 20 
language that is selected and other situational variables are used to process 21 
meaning” (2006, p. 24). At the situational level, there are three types of 22 
shared knowledge, namely: (1) shared knowledge of subject/topic; (2) shared 23 
knowledge of word choice, referent and references; and (3) shared socio-24 
cultural experience, both previous and immediate.  25 

Context is central to several other pragmatic or discourse concepts, such as 26 
implicatures and making inference in interpersonal communication. In this 27 
connection, it should be noted that Ebola discourse requires much from the 28 
knowledge of the role of contexts (for any objective analysis and evaluation of 29 
interactional strategies that are explored by Bishops communiqué to tackle 30 
the Ebola crisis in the Catholic Church).  31 

Along the same lines, Osisanwo (2003, p. 76) identifies general features of 32 
contexts. These are physical contexts, socio-cultural contexts, psychological 33 
contexts, and linguistic contexts. The physical context of pragmatics includes 34 
the participants, the activities, the place and the time of interaction. The 35 
socio-cultural context deals with the socio-cultural background. Osisanwo 36 
relates psychological contexts to the state of the mind of each of the 37 
interlocutors in terms of sadness, joy, anger, anxiety, and so on. The linguistic 38 
context has to do with the examination of language usage of the participants 39 
for any peculiarity in lexical or syntactic choice. The views discussed above 40 
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could be summarised with Mey’s (2001, p. 39) socio-pragmatic approach 1 
which describes contexts  2 

. . . as a dynamic not a static concept: it is to be understood as the 3 
continually changing surroundings, in the widest sense, that enable the 4 
participants in the communication process to interact, and in which the 5 
linguistic expression of their interaction becomes intelligible.  6 

Here the emphasis on the relations between the linguistic and the social 7 
contexts is an important one because, without immediate and direct relations 8 
to the social contexts, the forms and practs of language cannot be fully 9 
explained. Along the same lines, Salmani Nodoushan (2015a) distinguishes 10 
between ‘static context’ that exists out there prior to interlocutors’ 11 
engagement in communication, and ‘emergent context’ which pops up during 12 
the ongoing process of communication between interlocutors. Nevertheless, 13 
context , according to Mey (2001), has been considered as the totality of the 14 
environment in which a word(s) is used.  15 

With regard to the current study, context has assisted the Catholic faithful in 16 
UI to understand the various Ebola messages through the use of the Bishops’ 17 
communiqué on the Ebola crisis. Context has helped the researcher to give 18 
meaningful interpretation to the communiqué through the application of the 19 
pragmatic and semiotic theories.  20 

3.2.2. Pragma-semiotics of the Bishops’ communiqué  21 

The pragma-semiotics of the Bishops’ communiqué on the Ebola crisis is such 22 
that the pragmatic aspect which is information-motivated exhibits a direct 23 
act. According to Osisanwo (2003, p.  65), the direct act is the correlation 24 
between the structure and the function of the structure; where the 25 
relationship is grammatically established, the utterance amounts to a direct 26 
act. The direct act interacts with the contextual features via reference (REF), 27 
inference (INF), shared situational knowledge (SSK), relevance (REL) and 28 
shared cultural knowledge (SCK) to establish the practs/pragmemes of (a) 29 
counselling, (b) cautioning, (c) commanding, and (d) threatening in the 30 
Catholic Bishops communiqué on the Ebola disease. Thus, the Priest and the 31 
Catholic faithful share the background knowledge which include the SSK, SCK, 32 
REF, INF, and REL to enable them to understand the communiqué. Saussure’s 33 
semiotic ‘sign’ as discussed in this paper is identified as the signifier and the 34 
signified as the components of the sign, where the sign itself is formed by the 35 
connective bond between the signifier and the signified. That is, the signs in 36 
the communiqué are created by their worthy associations with other signs. 37 
Thus, the three visible signs: (1) the Holy Communion, (2) self-signing with 38 
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Holy Water, and (3) sign of Peace. They are in relationship together with the 1 
practs that they manifest in the communiqué, and  are  analysed in this paper.  2 

4. Analysis 3 

4.1. Pragmatic functions in the Catholic Bishops’ communiqué 4 

The Catholic Bishops’ communiqué is an information-motivated discourse in 5 
the health management context to curb the spread of the Ebola disease. The 6 
findings in the analysis reveal the practs of counselling, cautioning, 7 
commanding and threatening through the interaction of the activity part and 8 
the contextual features of SCK, SSK, REF, INF, and REL. These practs are 9 
discussed in the extracts below: 10 
  
Extract 1: That Priests, Religious and other Pastoral workers collaborate 

with Doctors and other medical personal to sensitise and educate 
our people on the dangers, symptoms and management of the 
Ebola disease. This should take into consideration the native 
language of the people for maximum effect and for minimizing 
superstition and rumours which can do more damage than the 
disease itself. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

Extract #1 of this communiqué is a direct speech act. This act is directed to 11 
the priests, the religious and other workers in the church, on the need to 12 
work hand in hand with the doctors and all medical personnel to educate the 13 
audience on the dangerous effect of Ebola, its symptoms and how the disease 14 
could possibly be managed. The Bishops stressed the need for the audience to 15 
be enlightened in their native language for easy understanding, and for the 16 
reduction of superstition and rumours concerning the Ebola disease. This is 17 
because people could easily understand messages when communicated to 18 
them in their various languages since language will always utilize what is in 19 
their culture. The pragmatic function of this extract is counselling; hence, the 20 
pragmeme of counselling. With the application of the SSK and SCK, the priest, 21 
the religious and the other workers in the church could infer counselling as 22 
the pract of the communiqué and its importance for the safety of the 23 
congregation. 24 
  
Extract 2: That the common self-signing with water at the entrance of the 

Church and other occasions be suspended. This does not preclude 
the use of Holy Water for other purposes. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

Extract #2 is a direct speech act. It is directed to both the priests and the 25 
congregation. It seeks the suspension of the common self-signing with water 26 
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by members at the entrance of the church before entering for prayers. In the 1 
Holy Roman Catholic Church, the tradition is that a bowl of Holy Water is 2 
usually positioned at the entrance of the church for members to deep in their 3 
hands to make sign of the Cross in a prayerful mode before entering the 4 
church for any activity. The Ebola crisis made the Bishops in Ibadan Diocese 5 
to suspend this act with the assumption that a carrier who deeps his or her 6 
hand in the bowl of water is most likely to spread the Ebola disease through 7 
the water. However, this directive does not stop the use of Holy Water for 8 
other purposes in the church. The pragmatic function of this extract is 9 
commanding. Relying on the SSK and SCK, the priest and the congregation 10 
infer the commanding pract to stop the use of Holy Water for self-signing at 11 
the entrance of the church immediately to help contain the disease. 12 
  
Extract 3: That the shaking of hands for Sign of Peace at Masses be 

suspended, given the risk such contact entails at public 
celebrations. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

Extract #3, as a directive speech act, is directed to both the priest and the 13 
congregation. It seeks the suspension of hand shake as a sign of peace in the 14 
church. In the Holy Catholic Church, the tradition is that members often shake 15 
hands during masses as a sign of peace to one another. The Ebola crisis made 16 
the Bishops in Ibadan Archdiocese to suspend this act with the assumption 17 
that a carrier who shakes hand with a fellow member is most likely to spread 18 
the Ebola disease through this act. However, this directive does not stop the 19 
member from shaking hands if they so desire. The pragmatic function of this 20 
extract is commanding.  The SSK and SCK of the Ebola discourse enabled the 21 
practing commands to have effect on the priest and the congregation who 22 
inferred the stoppage of the shaking of hands as a sign of peace during mass 23 
immediately as a yardstick for curbing the spread of the disease. 24 
  
Extract 4: That Priest exercise great caution at sick calls and hospitals 

visitation and on other occasions that necessitate physical contact 
in the administration of the Sacraments. They should ensure 
regular washing of hands after such occasions. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

Extract #4 of this communiqué is directed to the priest. As a direct speech act, 25 
it pin-points the need for the priests during their visitation to the hospitals in 26 
care for the sick to be careful with body contacts, so that they don’t contract 27 
the Ebola disease. Apart from the priests being careful in order not to contract 28 
the disease, it is pertinent that they (priests) be very careful so that they will 29 
not transfer the Ebola disease from one person to another. In the church’s 30 
tradition, the priest is expected to visit the sick at the hospital or at home on 31 
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request to administer prayers, communion or anoint the sick. All these 1 
involve body contact; hence, applying the context SSK and SCK, the pract 2 
cautions the Priests to be careful. The pragmatic function of this extract is 3 
cautioning. Here the reference to washing of hands is stressed after any body 4 
contact as part of pre-emptive measures against the disease.     5 
  
Extract 5 That hygienic precautions to be taken by priest and other altar 

servers and other pastoral assistants, by all who count the 
offerings in the Church through the washing of hands, the use of 
gloves, hand sanitizers and other means necessary. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

This fifth extract is directed to the priests, altar servers and other pastoral 6 
assistants in the church. The altar servers and some groups of persons are 7 
always engaged in the counting of money after masses at the end of the day. 8 
Thus this message cautions the priests to enlighten these groups of persons 9 
(altar servers and pastoral assistants) on the need to always wash their 10 
hands, use gloves or hand sanitizers as a preventive measure against the 11 
Ebola disease. It is assumed that, if a carrier drops money as offering, every 12 
preventive measure should be taken so that the pastoral assistants do not 13 
contract the disease and spread it. The pragmatic function of this extract is 14 
counselling. First, based on the SSK and SCK of the Ebola crisis, the priests 15 
could infer that he, in return, is expected to counsel the congregation.    16 
  
Extract 6 That, given the expediency of the situation, communion in the 

hand should now be the practice with due and adequate 
catechesis of the people by competent authorities. The Bishop of 
each diocese will judge the right timing for this and give other 
directives and approve other measures considered useful on the 
local level. All churches should please put this in their bulletin and 
communications channels until further notice. 

 (Source: Catholic Chapel Sunday Bulletin, UI, 17th August, 2014.) 

Extract #6 is implicitly directed to the priests and the congregation. The 17 
priests are expected to enlighten the congregation on the reception of Holy 18 
Communion in the hand (that is the communion is placed in the hand of the 19 
recipient who eventually puts it in his/her mouth) instead of the usual 20 
reception in the mouth (that is the putting of the communion into the 21 
recipients’ mouth by the priests). In the USA Bishops Conference held in 22 
1977, this controversy was debated upon and was later made optional. In 23 
Nigeria, Bishops of dioceses are allowed to use their discretion on what to do 24 
(i.e., reception of communion in the mouth or hand), but virtually all the 25 
bishops in Nigeria had resolved to giving communion in the mouth to avoid 26 
abuse of the Holy Communion. However, the message stressed the need for 27 
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priests to properly and adequately give catechesis (enlightenment) to the 1 
congregation on the issue since the emergence of the Ebola. Thus, this 2 
communiqué as directed by the bishops should be published in all channels of 3 
communication in the church until further notice. The pragmatic function of 4 
this extract is counselling; with the application of the context SSK and SCK, 5 
the congregation could infer the reception of communion on their palms as a 6 
preventive measure against the Ebola disease.    7 

4.2. Semiotic analysis of the communiqué 8 

In the analysis of this communiqué following Saussure’s model of semiotic 9 
signs, we shall discuss the signification of certain elements used in the 10 
communiqué. 11 

4.2.1. Communion 12 

In the Holy Catholic Church, communion signifies the Body and Blood of Jesus 13 
Christ present in bread and wine. It is called the Holy Eucharist or sacrament 14 
of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ; that is, Jesus Himself present in the 15 
Host as He promised the disciples that He will be with them till the end of 16 
time. Unlike the Catholic Communion, other churches see their communion as 17 
a symbol, not as Jesus. This sacrament is the centre of worship in the Holy 18 
Catholic Church, and the average practicing Catholic with all conviction has 19 
special reverence for the communion. This belief made the bishops seek for 20 
special enlightenment on communion during the Ebola crisis. 21 

4.2.2. Self-signing with Holy Water 22 

In the Holy Catholic Church, the self-signing of oneself with holy water 23 
signifies spiritual cleansing. Members, before entering into the church for 24 
prayers or any other activity, often perform this act of cleansing. It is believed 25 
that this spiritual cleanings places the performer of the act in a state of purity 26 
before coming into the presence of God for prayers. Thus, most members of 27 
the congregation perform this act of a constant deeping of hands in the bowl 28 
of holy water, and the bishops sensed it as a way to spread or contract the 29 
Ebola disease. 30 

4.2.3. The Sign of Peace 31 

In the Holy Catholic Church, offering of the sign of peace signifies love and 32 
unity among the people of God. It is believed that sharing the sign of peace 33 
removes hatred among the congregation thus makes them feel that oneness 34 
as children of God under the banner of the love of God. This act of offering of 35 
sign of peace, as mentioned earlier, involves body contact which is the act of 36 
handshake among members with one another in the congregation. This also 37 
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made the bishops see it as a trait that can possibly ease the spread of the 1 
Ebola disease. 2 

Therefore, the signifier is the Holy Communion while the signified is the Body 3 
and Blood of Jesus Christ; the self-signing with Holy Water is the signifier 4 
while the spiritual cleansing is the signified, and the Sign of Peace is the 5 
signifier while the signified is Christian unity. All of these are in relationship 6 
to make up the semiotic sign of the bishops communiqué on the Ebola crisis 7 
in Ibadan province. The semiotic communicative factor of signs—i.e., Sebeok’s 8 
(1977) extension of Saussure’s sign—can be applied to this communiqué and 9 
interpreted thus; these factors are message, source, destination, channel, 10 
code, and context. The message, as a sign, is the Ebola crisis; the source is the 11 
Catholic Bulletin and the interviewee; the destination is the priest and the 12 
congregation; the channel is the church; the code is the communiqué itself 13 
while the context is the Ebola disease and the church (congregation and 14 
priest).      15 

4.3. The impact of the bishops’ communiqué on the congregation 16 

The impact of this communiqué is on both the priest and the congregation 17 
(the congregation is made up of the youth, young men and women as well as 18 
elderly men and women). The impact of this communiqué depends on the age 19 
of the person involved. The first controversy on this communiqué is the 20 
reception of communion on the hand or in the mouth. As the communiqué 21 
directed, the priests were told to give adequate catechesis (teaching) to the 22 
congregation on the need to give communion on the hand instead of the usual 23 
mouth. The priests instructed the congregation that they should place their 24 
left hand (palm) on their right hand (palm), after the priest might have placed 25 
the communion on the recipient’s left palm; the recipient then picks the 26 
communion with his or her right hand and put in the mouth. Most people 27 
among the congregation frowned at this teaching complaining that the Body 28 
and Blood of Jesus Christ should not be received on the left palm.  29 

This is based on the cultural belief people have on left and right handedness; 30 
for instance, Ajikobi (1995; cited in Igboanusi, 2003) states that, among the 31 
Yoruba, if a rodent or any animal runs from the left to the right side in front of 32 
one who walks along the road, it stands for bad luck the outcome of which 33 
might be disastrous unless averted with sacrifices. He also stressed that, 34 
among the Yoruba, it is believed that left-handed people are addicted to 35 
violence because they are temperamental in nature. Another instance is in the 36 
Edo culture where it is a taboo for anyone to drink in the public with his left 37 
hand unless the people belong to a cult. Among the Igbo, left hand symbolizes 38 
evil, unwanted, and unnatural (Igboanusi, 2003). He also states that the Igbo 39 
believe that left hand is frequently used to do evil, to commit abomination. 40 
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Thus the use of left and right portrays the left as negative and bad, and the 1 
right as positive and good.  2 

All these cultural beliefs on the uses of the left hand has raised a lot of 3 
exclamation. Apart from the Holy Communion issues, the suspension of the 4 
self-signing with holy water and hand shake as a sign of peace still has impact 5 
on the people. However, the interviews from the respondents could attest to 6 
the impact of this communiqué: 7 
  
 It is not the Ebola crisis that first brought the issue of reception of Holy 

Communion in the hand. The issue was first discussed at the 1977 
Bishops conference in USA, but it was not implemented here in Nigeria 
because of our peoples’ culture and way of life.  

 (Catholic Priest-IDI- Ibadan Province 17-10-14) 

The interview above from the priest explains that the Ebola crisis is not what 8 
brought the issue of receiving Holy Communion in the palm. He made it clear 9 
that the issue was discussed at the 1977 bishops conference, but was not 10 
implemented because of our peoples’ culture and way of life. Below is also an 11 
interview from another priest in Ibadan province of the Holy Catholic Church.  12 
  
 The conclusion at the Bishops conference in 1977 made reception of 

Communion on the palm or in the mouth in the Catholic Church optional 
long before the Ebola crisis in Nigeria. But the Ebola crisis brought the 
implementation of reception on the palm in Ibadan province. 

 (Catholic Priest-IDI-Ibadan Province 10-11-14) 

This respondent made it clear that the reception of Holy Communion in the 13 
palm or mouth was actually optional because of the decision at the Bishops 14 
conference in 1977 in the USA, and that the Ebola crisis brought about the 15 
implementation of reception in the palm in the Ibadan province. The 16 
comment of another priest states that the abuse of Holy Communion made in 17 
the optional reception of communion was not effective in Africa. He gave an 18 
instance where communicants in Ghana, after receiving communion in the 19 
palm, dusted off the particles of the communion from their palm, which is not 20 
supposed to be because that small particle is also the Body and Blood of Jesus 21 
Christ. Comment below:   22 
  
 The reception of Holy Communion decision at 1977 Bishops conference 

was not actually implemented in Ibadan because of instances of abuse of 
the Communion from other African countries who tried to implement 
reception on palm. A typical example is in Ghana where communicants’ 
dust off the particles of the Communion from their palm forgetting that 
that the particle is as important as the full bread. Well, since this 
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incident of Ebola has made the Bishops of Ibadan to take the decision of 
reception on palm, proper enlightenment will be done to avoid abuses. 

 (Catholic Priest-IDI-Ibadan Province 10-9-14) 

The priest’s comments above did not only emphasize the abuse of the 1 
communion, but also talked about the importance of proper enlightenment to 2 
the congregation to avoid similar abuses. A priest also stressed the 3 
importance of holiness as a recipient of Holy Communion, and not the 4 
procedure of the reception. He also said that the communiqué on the Ebola 5 
crisis has counselled and cautioned him as a priest to perform a more 6 
hygienic way of administering Holy Communion to the congregation to 7 
prevent the spread of Ebola and to receive the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ 8 
with a better disposition. His comment below:  9 
  
 Whether reception of the Holy Communion on palm or mouth, what is 

important is the disposition of the recipient’s heart, that is, the recipient 
must be in state of grace. However, the Bishops’ communiqué on Ebola is 
actually a caution and counsel to me as a priest on the administering of 
communion to the congregation to curb spread of Ebola and a better 
disposition to reception as well. 

 (Catholic Priest-IDI-University of Ibadan, 10-11-14) 

Another priest speaks on the left versus right hand dichotomy; he is of the 10 
opinion that placing the Holy Communion on the left palm of the recipient 11 
does not mean that he/she is receiving with the left palm, but the teaching is 12 
that one places the left palm on the right palm, when the communion is 13 
placed, then use the right palm to pick and put in your mouth. Comment 14 
below:    15 
  
 You don’t stretch out your left palm to receive Communion rather you 

place your left palm on your right palm together, when the Communion 
is placed on your left palm, pick the Communion with your right palm 
and put in your mouth. I don’t see any wrong with that. 

 (Catholic-Priest-IDI-Ibadan Province 10-8-14) 

The respondent below laments that the Ebola crisis calls for serious prayer 16 
for it to disappear from Nigeria. According to her, the Ebola crisis has brought 17 
disunity in the Holy Catholic church of God and the entire society. She 18 
stressed that people are now afraid to shake hands with fellow brethren, an 19 
act that is supposed to be a sign of peace, unity and love. Her response is 20 
presented below: 21 
  
 My daughter, this Ebola problem calls for serious prayer, so that it can 

disappear from Nigeria. This is because it has brought a kind of disunity 
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in the mind of people in the church. Brethrens are now afraid to have a 
hand shake with one another which is supposed to be a sign of peace, 
love and unity. Before the Ebola crisis brethren apart from hand shake, 
also hug each other but now, nothing of such, all because of Ebola. As for 
Communion, it has never been a practice in Ibadan Catholic Church to 
receive our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ in the palm. But the Ebola 
crisis has made it so. I really don’t like it. Well, the Bishops communiqué 
has counselled me to be careful in order not to contract Ebola. 

 (Catholic-Female-member-IDI University of Ibadan, 12-9-14) 

The female respondent above also frowns at the new practice of receiving 1 
communion on the palm. She equally claimed that the bishops’ communiqué 2 
had helped to counsel her on the need to be careful so that she may not 3 
contract the Ebola disease.  4 

Here is the view of a Catholic youth. He is of the opinion that there is nothing 5 
wrong with all the new practises in the church because of the Ebola crisis. He 6 
points out that if the methods are what will prevent the people from 7 
contracting Ebola, it is a welcome idea; because God cannot do it for us thus 8 
we have to pray as well as help ourselves. The respondent claims that the 9 
communiqué cautions him that Ebola can be contracted anywhere, anytime 10 
and from anybody if one is not careful. Response below: 11 

  
 If we know that we can prevent ourselves from the Ebola disease through 

this methods and practises, I think is better. God cannot come down from 
heaven to prevent Ebola. We have to pray at the same time do our best. 
The Bishops Communiqué has created a special awareness to me by 
cautioning me that Ebola can be contracted anywhere, time and from 
anybody.  

 (Catholic-youth-member-IDI-University of Ibadan, 12-9-14) 

Another youth is also of the opinion that the bishops’ communiqué has helped 12 
the priest to be more careful in order not to contract the disease and transmit 13 
to another person. The youth also comments on the stoppage of signing with 14 
holy water and sharing of peace in the church. The comment below: 15 

  
 In my opinion the communiqué has helped to save the priest and the 

congregation. This is because the priest will not contract the disease 
from one person to another. For me with or without the water, I am 
okay because I still make the sign of the cross and with faith I receive 
my blessing without water. Well the stoppage of the sign of peace 
through handshake is actually not pleasing to me because it looks as if 
that bond of peace and unity among the people is no longer there. 
Thanks be to God for this communiqué, it has really counselled and 
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cautioned me on the prevention of this Ebola disease.  
 (Catholic-youth-member-IDI-University of Ibadan, 12-9-14) 

The youth opines that the stoppage of the signing with holy water does not 1 
change him from making the sign of the cross, of which with faith he still 2 
receives blessing from God without the use of holy water. But he is not 3 
pleased with the stoppage of the sharing of peace through handshake, which 4 
he feels would have disrupted the peace and unity among members of the 5 
congregation. He also claims that the bishops’ communiqué has counselled 6 
and cautioned him more on the prevention of the Ebola disease. 7 

A church worker among the congregation also airs his opinion on the bishops’ 8 
communiqué on the Ebola disease. She claims that the bishops’ communiqué 9 
has cautioned her as a church worker who counts money to stop the habit of 10 
dipping her finger in the mouth to aid counting. She opines that the 11 
communiqué has helped to counsel the priest and the congregation, since 12 
there is need to protect the priest and the congregation. She also claims that 13 
the stoppage of the use of holy water for sign of the cross does not make any 14 
difference to her.  Response presented below. 15 

  
 The Bishops Communiqué has made me to be cautious as a person who 

counts money in the church. Before the Ebola crisis I always dip my 
finger in my mouth to collect spit for wetness when counting money, 
but now I try as much as possible not to do that again. Also there is a 
need to protect the priests and the congregation. The holy water for 
signing of the cross is already abused by the congregation before this 
crisis, thus the stoppage does not make any difference to me.  

 (Catholic-church-worker-member-IDI-University of Ibadan, 12-9-14) 

Also below is the comment of a nurse who resides in Ibadan, she claims that 16 
she had travelled round Nigeria as a professional nurse and a practising 17 
catholic she had never seen where Holy Communion is administered in the 18 
palm. She also claims that the communiqué cautions her to be more careful 19 
both in the church and outside the church to prevent contracting the Ebola 20 
disease. Response below:   21 

  
 As a professional nurse over the years, I have travelled to different 

parts of Nigeria before residing in Ibadan. I have never seen where 
Holy Communion is received in the palm except overseas. I feel it is not 
so in Nigeria because it could be abused. However, this enlightenment 
cautions me on Ebola prevention. 

 (Catholic- member-IDI-University of Ibadan, 12-9-14) 

From the foregoing analysis, the responses of the respondents suggest that 22 
the bishops’ communiqué has a positive impact on the priest and the 23 



 

 

136 P. O. Solomon-Etefia & G. O. Nweya 

congregation. Thus it has helped to curb the spread of the Ebola disease from 1 
the church angle. 2 

5. Conclusion 3 

This paper analyzed the Catholic bishops’ communiqué on the Ebola crisis in 4 
the Ibadan province from a pragma-semiotic perspective. The pragmatic 5 
description of the bishops’ communiqué is an information-motivated 6 
discourse characterized by the direct acts. Thus, the direct acts interact with 7 
the contextual features via the implementation of reference (REF), inference 8 
(INF), shared situational knowledge (SSK), shared cultural knowledge (SCK) 9 
and relevance (REL) to establish the practs of counselling, cautioning, 10 
commanding and threatening in the bishops’ communiqué on the Ebola 11 
disease. However, the pragmatic function of the communiqué is more of 12 
counselling and cautioning to the congregation.  13 

Based on the semiotic analysis of the three visible signs, the study posits that 14 
the communion signifies the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, self-signing with 15 
Holy Water signifies cleansing while the sign of peace signifies unity; all of 16 
these are in relationship with the practs, considering the way they are 17 
manifested in the communiqué. Hence, the Catholic bishops’ communiqué on 18 
the prevention of Ebola in University of Ibadan is effective with positive 19 
impact on the priest and the congregation. Thus, this pragma-semiotic 20 
analysis is used to address the thematic issue of social communication on the 21 
prevention of the Ebola disease in a Catholic setting.  22 
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