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Inter-religious relations in Yorubaland, Nigeria:
corpus methods and anthropological survey data

M. Insa Nolte,1 Clyde Ancarno2 and Rebecca Jones1

Abstract

This paper uses corpus methods to support the analysis of data collected
as part of a large-scale ethnographic project that focusses on inter-religious
relations in south-west Nigeria. Our corpus consists of answers to the open
questions asked in a survey. The paper explores how people in the Yoruba-
speaking south-west region of Nigeria, particularly Muslims and Christians,
manage their religious differences. Through this analysis of inter-religious
relations, we demonstrate how corpus linguistics can assist analyses of text-
based data gathered in anthropological research. Meanwhile, our study also
highlights the necessity of using anthropological methods and knowledge to
interpret corpus outputs adequately.

We carry out three types of analyses: keyness analysis, collocation
analysis and concordance analysis. These analyses allow us to determine
the ‘aboutness’ of our corpus. Four themes emerge from our analyses:
(1) religion; (2) co-operation, tolerance and shared communal values such
as ‘Yoruba-ness’; (3) social identities and hierarchies; and (4) the expression
of boundaries and personal dislike of other religious practices.
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1. Introduction

This paper uses corpus methods to support the analysis of data collected
during a large-scale anthropological project that focusses on inter-religious
relations in south-west Nigeria, the primarily Yoruba-speaking region of
Nigeria which is also referred to as Yorubaland. Our corpus consists of
answers to the open-ended questions asked in a survey (discussed below).
The main aim of this paper is to address how people in south-west Nigeria,
particularly Muslims and Christians who form the majority of the population,
characterise their relations with one another. This enables us to explore a field
of research that has received little attention: the negotiation and maintenance
of inter-religious relations in this multi-religious context.

The research presented is inherently interdisciplinary, in that the
findings are based on an extended process through which the authors
became familiar with one another’s disciplines; the paper draws on the
anthropological literature on community and seniority in Yorubaland,
but also on corpus linguistic research, particularly that focussed on the
interpretation of meaning in discourse (rather than linguistic description).3

This paper thus demonstrates how corpus techniques can contribute to
research in the humanities – here, anthropology – in analysing text-based
data: a seldom-explored combination (with the exception of Jaworska [2016:
4] who identifies that corpus-assisted discourse studies can ‘verify or refine
socio-cultural claims proposed in social sciences, specifically in tourism
studies and anthropology’). The paper contributes to the scarce literature
that explores elicited data using corpus linguistic methods of analysis (e.g.,
interviews in Gabrielatos et al., 2010; Torgersen et al., 2011; and oral history
interviews in Sealey, 2009, 2012a) and addresses an absence of studies that
explore survey data. It addresses key questions raised by Sealey (2012b)
who uses corpus linguistic software to analyse interview data (taken from
the Millennibrum Corpus) and archival anthropological data (taken from
the Mass Observation Project). Simultaneously, our paper emphasises the
relevance of ethnographic approaches for corpus linguistic studies, especially
for data produced outside the European and North American contexts that are
the focus of most corpus linguistic research. We supplement our analyses of
corpus outputs with the quantitative and qualitative results of our survey, our
knowledge of Nigerian English idioms, and the anthropological literature on
social relations in south-west Nigeria.

We follow McEnery et al. (2006: 7) and others who contend that
corpus linguistics is a methodology rather than an independent branch of
linguistics. There are many ways to analyse corpora. For example, Lee
(2008: 89) suggests that ‘corpus-informed’, ‘corpus-supported’ and ‘corpus-
induced’ are hyponyms along a continuum for which ‘corpus-based’ is

3 Since we anticipate some of our readers will have no prior knowledge of corpus linguistics,
we provide in Appendix A some key definitions to aid understanding of the corpus-assisted
work presented here.
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the superordinate. Our research lies in the tradition of corpus-assisted
discourse studies (CADS) as used by, for example, Baker et al. (2008, 2013),
Mautner (2009), O’Halloran (2010) and Partington (2009). We understand
CADS to be exploratory rather than hypothesis-driven, and to use the tools
and concepts of corpus linguistics to explore discourses. In employing
methodologies associated with CADS, we focus on the significantly
occurring lexis and phraseology of the texts in our corpus. Therefore, in our
corpus-assisted investigation into the inter-religious discourse captured by
our survey data, we explore ideas about inter-religious encounters (conveyed
through language), rather than language use itself.

This paper explores how south-west Nigerians manage their different
religious backgrounds in everyday life. We are interested in the beliefs,
values, societal norms and traditions our survey respondents draw on to
inform their engagement with religious difference, both at a micro level
(i.e., in terms of their personal experiences), and a macro level (i.e., within
the broader social and religious context of Yorubaland). After discussing
the background to the survey and our corpus-assisted research (Section 2),
we carry out three types of analyses (Sections 3 to 7): keyness analysis
(see Bondi and Scott, 2010; and Scott, 1997), collocation analysis and
concordance analysis. Three types of corpus outputs (devised using Sketch
Engine) are analysed: frequency lists (for key lemmas and multi-word
expressions), and concordance and collocation lists for specific words
(including expanded concordances). With these analyses, we explore the
‘aboutness’ (Hutchins, 1977) of our corpus. Four main themes emerge:
religion; co-operation, tolerance and shared communal values in the context
of inter-religious encounters; social identities and hierarchies and how
these inflect respondents’ perceptions and experiences of inter-religious
encounters; and the framing of religious disagreement and criticism as
personal preference rather than general disapproval. By allowing us to handle
large amounts of text systematically, these analyses provide insights into how
Yoruba-speakers manage religious difference that ethnographic approaches
reliant on participant observation on a smaller scale would not have revealed.

2. Background

2.1 The KEO project and corpus

The survey data discussed in this paper was collected during a five-year
research project entitled ‘Knowing each other: everyday religious encounters,
social identities and tolerance in southwest Nigeria’ (henceforth, KEO). This
project focusses on the co-existence of Islam, Christianity and traditional
practice in the Yoruba-speaking parts of south-west Nigeria. In addition to
methods including interviews, archival research and participant observation,
the KEO project includes a large-scale survey, carried out in 2012–3
with 2,819 respondents. Alongside asking about demographic information,
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including respondents’ religious identification over their lifetime, the survey
included fifty-nine open-ended questions about respondents’ experiences of,
and attitudes towards, inter-religious encounters in family life and everyday
social life.

The survey is ethnographic in the sense that it contributes to the
exploration of the lived reality and the shared debates and understandings
of a particular group of people. In addition to fieldwork, ethnographers
employ multiple methodologies to understand trajectories beyond the
historical present and the geographical limits of a particular field site. In
the ethnography of Africa, surveys took on particular importance in the
context of structural–functionalist and colonial anthropology. The production
of surveys suffered a general decline in the 1970s and 1980s, but older
surveys continue to provide rich ethnographic material for historians and
anthropologists of Africa (cf. McCaskie, 2000; Schumaker, 2001; and Tilley,
2011). Inspired by renewed interest in political and health-related surveys of
Africa since the late 1990s, our project reaffirms the usefulness of survey
work for ethnographic inquiry.

Yorubaland has not experienced sustained religious conflict, unlike
other multi-religious societies elsewhere in Nigeria and beyond. Members of
different religions interact with one another frequently, often on an everyday
basis. The KEO project’s focus is, therefore, not so much on how religious
identities are formed, but rather on how social identities are inflected by
encounters with religious others.

Before colonisation, religious practice in Yorubaland was diverse,
including Ifá divination (Bascom, 1969) and the worship of deities (òrìs. à)
and ancestors (Barber, 1981; and Fadipe. , 1970: 261–87); these practices
are now understood as ‘traditional’ Yoruba religion and their practitioners
are generally called ‘traditionalists’. Today, however, the Yoruba people
have converted to both Islam and Christianity in significant numbers. The
last census that recorded religious identification in south-west Nigeria was
carried out in 1963. For the area of the present-day states of Ekiti, Kwara,
Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Osun and Oyo, covered by the KEO survey, the
census data reported roughly similar numbers of Muslims (46.3 percent)
and Christians (45.5 percent), with smaller numbers of religious others (8.2
percent) (see Ostien, 2012). KEO survey numbers for contemporary south-
west Nigeria suggest a higher number of Christians (66.7 percent of our
survey respondents), and lower numbers of Muslims (31.7 percent) and
traditionalists (1.3 percent). Seventy-seven denominations are represented
amongst our Christian respondents, including traditional mission churches4

(40.6 percent of Christian respondents), Pentecostal churches5 (35.3 percent),

4 For example, Catholic, Anglican, Baptist and Methodist.
5 For example, Redeemed Christian Church of God, Mountains of Fire and Miracles
Ministries, Winners’ Chapel.
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Aladura churches6 (15.4 percent) and other denominations7 (3.4 percent).
Our Muslim respondents, meanwhile, belong to fifty-four different Muslim
groupings, of which the largest is Nasfat8 (47.3 percent of Muslim
respondents), followed by those Muslims who did not belong to any
particular grouping or who attended their town’s central mosque (17.4
percent), Ansarudeen9 (7.9 percent), and a large range of other smaller
groupings (27.4 percent in total).

Our survey is biased towards certain geographical locations, and
in the absence of an undisputed statistical frame – such as an up-to-
date population register, which would enable us to run a quantitative
(probability) sampling strategy – we cannot confirm that our data is
statistically representative of south-west Nigeria (see Teddlie and Yu, 2007).
However, statistical adjustment to our survey data with reference to the 2006
Census in Nigeria, the World Bank and the CIA World Factbook indicates
a range of 63.9 percent to 67.8 percent Christians and 31.6 percent to 35.5
percent Muslims, suggesting that KEO survey results are indicative of the
region’s religious composition. Reasons for the shift from Islam towards
Christianity over recent decades are discussed elsewhere (Nolte et al., 2016).

The answers to the survey’s fifty-nine open questions form the KEO
corpus discussed in this paper, so our corpus consists of 169,140 individual
answers, ranging from one word to over thirty-five words. Rather than divide
the corpus into sub-corpora based on the answers to each question, we
compiled one corpus consisting of answers to all open questions. This is
because we were interested not in responses to individual questions, but in
how respondents spoke about religion and inter-religious encounters across
the variety of topics encompassed in the survey questions.

Unlike some corpora, the KEO corpus is not designed to represent
a particular language variety or register and, strictly speaking, it consists of
elicited rather than naturally occurring data. However, we consider that our
corpus broadly complies with Kilgarriff’s suggestion that corpora are large
amounts of data whose gist can be accessed with the help of corpus tools:

Corpora are not easy to get a handle on. The usual way of engaging
with text is to read it, but corpora are mostly too big to read (and are not
designed to be read). So, to get to grips with a corpus, we need some
other strategy: perhaps a summary.

(Kilgarriff, 2012: 3)

6 African-instituted ‘praying churches’ predating Pentecostal churches (e.g., Christ Apostolic
Church, Celestial Church of Christ).
7 For example, Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses.
8 A group with both Reformist and Sufi features that emphasises the importance of tolerance
among Muslims and between Muslims and non-Muslims (see Soares, 2009).
9 A group that has been instrumental in Yoruba Muslims’ embrace of Western education (see
Reichmuth, 1996).
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In addition to accessing the gist of our corpus, the other reason for our
recourse to corpus tools is ‘to investigate cultural attitudes expressed through
language’ (see Hunston, 2002: 13–14).

Insofar as the reasons for the creation of the survey were clear from
the outset and the data collection was rigorous, we argue that the KEO
corpus is homogeneous. It is bilingual in that two versions of the survey were
produced, one in English and one in Yoruba, and respondents chose which
language to provide their answers in. The corpus containing answers to the
English-language survey contains 454,523 words, and the corpus of answers
to the Yoruba-language survey 437,907 words. The corpus we use in this
paper is the English component of the KEO corpus. However, Yoruba words
were occasionally used by respondents to these questionnaires, particularly
Yoruba words that have been ‘anglicised’ into Nigerian English (e.g., oba for
a ruler of a town), or where there is no English equivalent. The 599 Yoruba
words thus identified in the KEO English corpus are used 2,216 times (i.e.,
they represent approximately 0.5 percent of the 454,523 words in the English
corpus). A further sixty-nine words in Arabic were used 185 times (chiefly
in relation to Islam).10 Corpora of (south-west) Nigerian English and Yoruba
are rare and, thus, the KEO corpus constitutes an unprecedented contribution
to corpus linguistic research. While we do not plan to make the KEO corpus
more widely available to researchers, the methodology we adopt in this paper
suggests ways that researchers may work with survey data in general.

Standard Yoruba uses diacritics (i.e., tone marks above vowels
and sub-dots below certain letters). We did not use diacritics during data
entry. This was to avoid the errors commonly encountered when using
diacritics across multiple pieces of software. Furthermore, many of our
survey respondents did not use diacritics or used them irregularly. Oro was
the only Yoruba word used in the KEO English corpus for which the absence
of tone marks led to ambiguity: when not tone-marked, oro could refer to
both oròo ilé (‘lineage rites’) and the ancestral masquerade of Orò.11 In
order to distinguish between these two meanings, we replaced manually all
occurrences of oro as oròo ilé with oroo (judging the intended meaning by
the context of the sentence), whereas we left references to Orò as oro.

As spelling variation can affect corpus outputs (e.g., Baron et al.,
2009), we reduced spelling variation to a minimum while simultaneously
avoiding altering the meaning of respondents’ answers. Since literacy levels
are relatively low across Nigeria (National Population Commission, 2014:
37–8), many responses featured non-standard or idiosyncratic spelling and
grammar. We used word frequency lists to identify misspelt words and to
create a version of the dataset with standardised spelling. For instance, there

10 Similarly, English and Arabic words are present in the Yoruba component of the KEO
corpus, and these are not dealt with in this paper.
11 The un-tonemarked word oro could also have other meanings, such as ‘word’, but the
context of its use in our KEO English corpus suggests that none of these other meanings were
deployed by our respondents.
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were twenty-one variations of the spelling of Christian (e.g., Chrisitan,
Chirtian, Christien, Chritian, Cristian and Xtian). These were standardised
to Christian. Some phrases were also corrected (e.g., in other to was
standardised to in order to) where the context made it clear that this was
the phrase intended. Quotations from the survey answers in this article adopt
these ‘tidied’ answers. However, ambiguous cases were left unchanged, as
were colloquial expressions and grammatical features of Nigerian English.

Respondents represented in the KEO English corpus are 23.9 percent
Muslim and 73.9 percent Christian, compared to 31.7 percent Muslims and
66.7 percent Christians in the overall survey. This over-representation of
Christians in the KEO English corpus may result in bias in this paper towards
Christian approaches to inter-religious encounters. However, since the focus
of this article is not on the difference between Muslim and Christian answers
but on the overall corpus, we discuss this over-representation only where it
has significance for our analysis – for instance, in the discussion of the term
‘submissive’ (Section 8) as used by both Muslim and Christian respondents.

2.2 Statistics

Like many researchers (e.g., Kilgarriff, 2009; Scott, 2006; and Tabbert,
2015: 60–1), we gave the choice of reference corpus due consideration.
We conducted pilot queries to compare our outputs with a range of general
reference corpora (as opposed to ‘genred’ reference corpora, as defined by
Scott, 2006: 9), focussing on the BNC (the British National Corpus, 2007)
and ICE-Nigeria corpus (International Corpus of English–Nigeria, 2009).
The quality of the results was best when we used the ICE Nigeria corpus as
reference corpus. This is because the BNC showed that the keywords/features
identified as departing significantly from ‘the reference corpus norm’ (Scott,
2006: 2) were mostly features of Nigerian English. In comparison, when we
used the ICE Nigeria corpus, the keyword list did not focus on the differences
between British English and Nigerian English, and it was therefore better
able to highlight other distinctive features of our corpus. We therefore
considered it to be more representative of the kind of English contained in
our corpus (an issue alluded to by Baker, 2006: 30).

Insofar as we are examining collocations and keyness in this
paper, issues concerning the statistical metrics used to calculate these were
duly considered, as different metrics generate different collocation lists
(Gabrielatos and Baker, 2008), key lemmas (Kilgarriff, 2009) and multi-word
expressions (Kilgarriff et al., 2012).

For collocations (see Baker, 2006; and Bartsch and Evert, 2014, on
various techniques that can be used to calculate collocations), it is now well-
known among corpus linguists that the Mutual Information (MI) score can
include rare collocates and sometimes exclude frequent collocates; that is
to say, it is skewed to favour low-frequency words (e.g., Xiao and McEnery,
2006) but that a cut-off point of five can be used to counter this problem. This
is the position we adopt in this paper. Following the principle that combining
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measures to assess the strength of collocations enhances collocation analyses
(Lindquist, 2009), we use the MI association measure and log-likelihood
(LL) scores. The MI association measure tests the exclusivity/strength of the
relationship between two words: the higher the score, the more likely it is
that two words are collocates. The LL shows the statistical significance of a
possible collocation. The results are deemed to be statistically significant if
they have an MI score of at least 5.0 and a LL score of at least 6.67 (Allen
and Blinder, 2013; for more detailed mathematical information on these tests
see Pollach, 2012). The span used for the collocation analysis includes any
words located within five words to the left or right of the word or phrase that
is under scrutiny (i.e., a ten-word window), which we consider to be balanced
(Baker et al., 2013: 36).

LL, for keyness, focusses on statistical significance but not on how
large or small a difference is (Gabrielatos and Duguid, 2014). Kilgarriff
(2005, 2009) argues that the mathematical sophistication of MI, Log
Likelihood and Fisher’s Exact Test is of no value in generating keyword lists.
He, therefore, put forward the simple maths calculation (see Kilgarriff et al.,
2014), and that is the calculation that we use in this paper. This calculation
allows the identification of more or less common or rare words. To devise
our key lemma list, we decided to focus on both common and rare words
which are particularly salient or unusual in our data, and only words with a
minimum frequency of five are included in the list.

Although statistical calculations are used to identify the three-word
multi-word expressions (trigrams) we analyse, none are used to determine
their relative salience. They are presented in order of raw frequency.

3. The KEO corpus: general focus

In this section, we provide a preliminary insight into the overall ‘aboutness’
of the KEO corpus (i.e., we identify its main themes) inspired by Rayson
and Garside’s (2000) approach to frequency profiling. We follow the premise
(recalled by Pollach, 2012: 269) that keywords can give quantitative insights
into observations that are directly relevant to the study of the aboutness of
a text, but we also argue that researchers need to use keyword analysis in
combination with KWIC searches to be able to fully interpret their data
(Baker, 2004: xx). This is precisely what we do in this paper. We use the key
lemma list devised for the KEO corpus, with the ICE Nigeria corpus as our
reference corpus. We originally explored the keyword list for the KEO corpus
but, on reviewing it, we decided that it was more compelling to focus on the
key lemma list, since we are primarily interested in how respondents draw
on ideas and concepts to talk about inter-religious encounters, rather than the
different grammatical forms of lexemes. Also, the key lemma list allowed us
to explore the concordances for the different forms of all lemmas listed. This
is also why we focus on lemmatised lists of collocates in subsequent sections
of the article.
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Our premise is that lexical words in the KEO key lemma list reflect
the subject matter of the KEO corpus. Due to the relatively small size
of the KEO corpus and for the purpose of generalisability, our discussion
focusses on relatively high-frequency words (i.e., those with more than
twenty occurrences). This follows the logic recalled by Ringbom (1998:
192, cited in Rayson, 2008: 522) that ‘if there are fewer than twenty actual
occurrences of a word or phrase in such small corpora, not much can be
generalised about the writer’s use of this aspect of language’. Furthermore,
for ease of reference, we focus on the top sixty key lemmas in our corpus
(see Appendix B). When necessary, the ranking of words is indicated in
parentheses – for example, ‘oro (19)’ means that oro appeared in nineteenth
position in the key lemma list.

However, we also acknowledge that cut-off points are often arbitrary
(Gabrielatos and Marchi, 2012) and can lead to ‘blinkered findings’; that
less frequent or strong types can collectively lead to interesting findings
(Baker, 2004) and, moreover, since analysts carry out keyword analysis with
some degree of expectation, that it is possible to comment on what is absent
(Partington, 2014; and Taylor, 2012). Thus, in addition to the top sixty key
lemmas, we also carefully examined the entirety of our corpus outputs and,
where relevant, we discuss words that appear further down the list (e.g., co-
operative [180] and respectful [74]).

3.1 Managing religious difference in south-west Nigeria

It is to be expected that keyword analysis will reveal words that are topic-
specific and that indicate salient contextual elements (e.g., Gabrielatos,
2007). Many of the key lemmas in the KEO corpus are particular to the
Yoruba context, the features of Nigerian English and the focus of the survey
on religion, social relations and everyday life in Yorubaland. Our list of the
top sixty key lemmas for the KEO corpus (presented in Appendix B) reveals a
concentration of words centred on the following four areas (with some words
appearing in more than one area).

Firstly, religion (the focus of Section 4) is the most salient key
lemma. This is not surprising given the survey’s focus on inter-religious
encounters. Words related to the three main religions in Yorubaland also
pervade the key lemma list. Secondly, certain words in the key lemma list
do not relate specifically to religion but, rather, reflect ideas about interaction
across religious boundaries, such as: tolerant (2), tolerance (5), co-operate
(24), preach (14), preaching (53), convert (13) and behave (6). We discuss
selected examples of these terms in Sections 5 and 8.

A third subset of key lemmas relates to social identities and relations,
within the family, among religious leaders and more broadly in Yoruba
society. These include terms such as husband (7), alfa (18), chieftaincy (25),
marriage (39), oba (46), submissive (52), imam (58) and family (59). We
discuss selected examples of these terms in Section 8.
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A fourth subset of the key lemmas suggests that, while some
respondents are concerned with the crossing of religious boundaries,
they also emphasise those boundaries. This is illustrated by words such
as disagreement, doctrine and discriminate. Discriminate is discussed in
Section 8, and this subsequently leads us to focus on the trigram DO not like
(Section 7), which further illustrates this maintenance of boundaries between
religions.

4. Religion

Distinctly Islam-related words amongst the key lemmas of the KEO corpus
include Muslim (10), alfa (18), Islam (28) and imam (58), while Christianity-
related words include Christianity (4), Christian (19), Caesar (38) Biblical
(44) and Christ (48). Caesar appears in reference to the biblical injunction
‘Render therefore unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s’,12 usually to
justify respondents’ views on carrying out traditional practices despite
practising monotheist religions.

Other religion-related words include several words relating to
‘traditional’ religion: rite (8), traditionalist (9), custom (12), idol (16),
tradition (33), traditional (34), oro (40), fetish (42) and babalawo (51).
While in some cases the presence of these terms is a consequence of our
survey’s focus on religion and of the Yoruba context, these were also terms
that respondents themselves chose to mention in describing their everyday
lives, reflecting the continued importance of traditional religious practices
in Yoruba society. The quantitative results of the KEO survey similarly
suggest that while the vast majority of Yoruba people today practise Islam
or Christianity, they may still resort to traditional practices in the pursuit
of their own or their family’s wellbeing. For instance, 56.1 percent of KEO
survey respondents said that they had a family tradition or custom (even if it
was not one they practised themselves), while 19.3 percent contribute money
to family deities and 48.2 percent use traditional medicine.

5. Co-operation, tolerance, shared values and norms of behaviour

The words examined in this section are: co-operate (24) and its related forms
(co-operative [180], co-operation [219] and co-operatively [838]); tolerate
(15) and its related forms (tolerant [2] and tolerance [5]); and also behave (6),
respectful (74) and respect (84) (there were no other related forms of these
words in the key lemma list). The concordances and collocations (including
expanded concordance lines) for these key lemmas are used as the basis for
the discussion below.

12 Matthew 22: 21 (King James Bible).
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The key lemmas offer insights into respondents’ understandings of
norms of behaviour relating to inter-religious encounters. We did not use
the word co-operate (or any of its related forms) in our survey questions,
and while tolerance was mentioned in the title and in one section heading
of the questionnaire (‘religious tolerance and mutual understanding’), it was
not used in the survey questions. We therefore consider both of these words
to reflect respondents’ conceptualisations of relations with religious others,
rather than being generated simply by our survey’s focus on religion. Thus,
they represent a contrast between the KEO corpus and reference corpus
(Sealey, 2009: 218).

The collocation list for co-oper*13 reveals that co-operation is closely
associated with words such as should (sixty-two occurrences) and comply
(four occurrences) which suggest shared expectations of social behaviour.
Co-oper* was used chiefly to respond to questions about how people should
behave at social or religious events organised by people of other religions
(38.6 percent of occurrences of co-oper* were in response to this set of
questions), about how husband, wife or child should relate to other family
members’ religions (23.2 percent), and how religious and political leaders
should relate to other religions (19.8 percent).

These shared expectations of social behaviour are also perceptible
in the collocates of toler* (e.g., watchword [8] and key [9]). Toler* was
used chiefly in response to questions about how respondents would advise
religious and political leaders to relate to others’ religions (62.2 percent
of occurrences of toler* were in response to this set of questions), about
how family members should behave with regard to other religions within
the family (15.6 percent), or about what respondents admired about other
religions (12.9 percent).

Further investigation of the collocation lists for toler* and co-oper*
reveals an emphasis on tolerance as a feature of harmonious interactions with
others. The collocates of toler* include words such as accommodative (8),
accommodating (9), accommodate (27), understanding (36), mutual (29) and
respect (64).

The presence of action- and instruction-focussed verbs in the
collocation lists for toler* and co-oper* indicates the active work involved
in establishing and maintaining tolerance and co-operation. For toler*,
instruction-focussed verbs include learn (21), preach (57) and foster (49);
and for co-oper*, encourage (20) and preach (39). Other active verbs in the
collocations for co-oper* include behave (14) and perform (30), and in the
collocations of toler*, show (63), adopt (15), endure (17), display (18) and
foster (49).

13 * is a wildcard.
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Figure 2: Concordance list for co-oper* and should.

The presence of these verbs suggests that while tolerance is framed as a
normative expectation, it is also perceived as the result of personal effort
and forbearance, rather than something that can be taken for granted.

The emphasis on normative behaviour is also apparent in the key
lemma BEHAVE (ranking sixth in the key lemma list). The collocations and
concordances for this key lemma reveal a close relationship between behave
and normal. However, the concordances and collocates of normal (when used
in conjunction with behave) include twenty occurrences in total of either
human or human being, and seventeen occurrences of person. This suggests
that respondents have a pre-existing understanding of universal norms of
behaviour shared by all human beings, regardless of their religion.

The notion of respect, however, refers to norms of behaviour
represented by respondents as distinctive of the Yoruba context, rather than
of all human beings. The collocates for respect* (e.g., respect and respectful)
reveal that it is closely associated with terms such as elder (2), elderly (5),
Yorubas (13), Yoruba (55), custom (70) and culture (76). These emphasise the
particular importance of respect for others, especially elders, often idealised
in Yoruba society as a behavioural norm. These behavioural norms include
obedience and respect for elders within extended family and parent–child
relationships, as well as in society more widely (Fadipe. , 1970: 128–34).
Indeed, one respondent’s answer explicitly frames respect as a distinctly
Yoruba quality:

Yoruba are very very respectful.

This sense of ‘respect’ as a distinctive Yoruba value can be understood
in the light of the ongoing scholarly debate about the development of
Yoruba identity, which is now widely understood as a modern phenomenon
that is consciously produced or ‘made’ through ‘cultural work’ (Ad
2011; Apter, 2011; Barber, 2011; Matory, 2011; and Peel, 1989, 2011).
Prior to the colonial era, the region that is now recognised as Yorubaland
consisted of towns and city-states with shared histories and culture, but with

https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=330&h=120
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Figure 4: Concordance list for toler* and watchword.

Figure 5: Concordance list for toler* and key.

Figure 6: Concordance list for toler* and mutual.

Figure 7: Concordance list for co-oper* and behave.

considerable linguistic, political and historical variation. From the colonial
era, the production of a shared Yoruba identity, closely associated with
seminal written texts such as Samuel Johnson’s The History of the Yorubas
(1921), began to be recognised among both scholars and the Yoruba people
in general. Similarly, we see survey respondents ‘making’ Yoruba identity in
their assertions about key Yoruba values such as ‘respect’. The appearance
of respect in the key lemma list therefore partly illustrates this perception of
a shared ‘Yoruba-ness’.

Respondents also appear to use this sense of shared Yoruba-ness to
transcend religious difference:

https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=330&h=49
https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-003.jpg&w=330&h=69
https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-004.jpg&w=330&h=83


Inter-religious relations in Yorubaland 45

The Yoruba culture tolerate customs and tradition irrespective whether
you a Muslim/Christian. Their belief is that individual are converted
either Muslim/Christian.

Unity is what we need. Either Muslim or Christian or traditional Yoruba
religion we come from Olodumare.14

Figure 8: Concordance list for behave, normal and human.

This notion that religious differences are less important than a shared
Yoruba identity is similarly visible in south-west Nigerian popular culture
and associational and political life (Peel, 2000; Nolte, 2009; and Waterman,
1990). Even so, Yoruba identity cannot be regarded as a completed ‘project’.
The notion of ‘the Yoruba’ continues to be debated amongst the Yoruba
people, and the assertion of Yoruba identity remains subject to religious,
political and sub-regional divisions (Peel, 1989, 2011). Guyer (1996) has
argued that many Yoruba people consider diversity to be an important
social value; our corpus analyses confirm that in appealing to Yoruba-ness,
respondents are both affirming it as a shared identity, and recognising that it
is constituted by religious diversity.

Overall, the key lemmas scrutinised in this section indicate that
as well as emphasising personal traits such as the ability to maintain and
foster tolerance and co-operation, respondents describe religious difference
as potentially overcome by shared humanity or Yoruba-ness, and by values
they see as distinctly Yoruba (e.g., ‘respect’).

6. Religious difference and social status

The key lemmas discussed so far have provided insights into respondents’
views on the broad social and religious context of Yorubaland. However,
they also allow us to unravel micro level, personal experiences – the

14 Olódùmarè is the creator God.

https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-005.jpg&w=330&h=132
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lived experience of inter-religious encounters in families and other close
relationships – while identifying how these experiences relate to the broader
social context discussed above.

This section delves deeper into the notion of ‘co-operation’ in
our corpus. Given that with is, as might be expected, one of the highest
ranking collocates of co-oper*, we begin by examining the concordances for
co-oper* with. This allows us to comment on norms operating at the level of
the family and other close relationships. While co-operate with occasionally
refers to abstract concepts such as my religion, others’ religion, the rules
or every activity, it mainly refers to co-operation with other people: me,
each other, others, leaders of other religions, them, all, wife, husband and
parents. The recurrent use of kinship terms by respondents may reflect the
fact that many of our respondents have family members of different religions
with whom they describe the need to co-operate. Thus, for instance, this
reflects the relatively high level of inter-religious marriage in Yorubaland; 9
percent of our respondents were currently married to someone of a different
religion.15

However, two other words in the key lemma list, SUBMISSIVE

(52) and DISCRIMINATE (36), suggest that respondents do not necessarily
understand co-operation as an encounter of equals, as might be inferred from
their emphasis on shared Yoruba-ness and humanity (see Section 5). The
collocates for the key lemma SUBMISSIVE (88 occurrences) include husband
(ranked fifth in the collocation list for ‘submissive’) and wife (6), along with
woman (4), she (9) and her (10). Concordances for submissive indicate that
the onus is overwhelmingly on women to be submissive to their husbands;
sixty-nine of the eighty-eight occurrences of submissive refer to the need for
women to be submissive to their husbands, while only five apply to men being
submissive to their wives, ten to children being submissive to their parents,
and two to religious and political leaders being submissive to those they serve
(a further two answers were ambiguous).

It is beyond the scope of this paper to look in detail at differences
between Muslim and Christian or male and female respondents in this regard,
since our focus is on the corpus overall (although differences of discourse
between demographic groups within south-west Nigeria are an important
avenue for further research). However, we should note briefly that submissive
is used in similar proportions by both Christian and Muslim respondents to

15 This figure rises to 24.9 percent if we include those respondents who were married to
someone who had been of a different religion to them before they or their spouse changed
religion. By comparison, in other West African countries, such as Senegal, only 138
inter-religious marriages were registered in Greater Dakar between 1974 and 2001 (Bop,
2005: 190, cited in Jolly, 2012: 8). Inter-marriage is also less common in Western countries
such as the United Kingdom, where less than 1 percent of the UK Christian population has a
spouse from ‘other religious groups’ (Voas, 2009: 1501, cited in Jolly, 2012: 7), or the United
States, where between 2010 and 2014, 6 percent of the population were married to someone
of another religion (not including Christians married to Christians of different denominations
or to people with no religious affiliation; Pew Research Center, 2015: 45).
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Figure 9: Concordance list for submissive and husband.

refer to wifely submission (i.e., it is not especially associated with either
religion).16

While wife (6) was a stronger collocate of submissive than parent
(12) and child (26), nonetheless these terms linked to age-related family
hierarchies were more frequently associated with submission than religion-
related words were (e.g., religion [24] and God [42]). This suggests that
being submissive is more closely associated with hierarchies within the
family than with religious practice or religious communities.

This overlapping of submissive with hierarchies of both gender and
age can be understood within the wider context of the way that gender
and age can structure relations in inter-religious marriages and families
among the Yoruba (Fadipe. , 1970: 114–16, 128–34; and Olábòdé, 2015:
30–4; and Nolte and Akinjobi, 2017). While women and children do not
always follow their parents’ or husbands’ religion, they are expected to
subordinate their religious practices to those of their social seniors. Thus,
although extended families are often religiously mixed, relationships within
these reflect hierarchies of gender and age rather than religion. This social
hierarchy that structures interpersonal relationships between individuals
of different religions illustrates another aspect of the behavioural norms
discussed in Section 5. Thus the emphasis on submissive behaviour by
women and young people suggests that the previously mentioned respectful
and normal behaviour of individuals is not primarily shaped by their religious
identities but by social hierarchies associated with age and gender.

These hierarchies of age and gender are also reflected in the
collocations and concordances of the key lemma discriminate (ranking thirty-
sixth in the key lemma list). This is not a word we used in our survey
questions. Out of 121 concordances for discriminate, 119 describe either how
respondents themselves do not discriminate or their advice that others should
not discriminate. Discriminate is particularly mentioned in response to two

16 Twelve Muslim respondents and fifty-seven Christian respondents (i.e., 3.3 percent of
Muslim respondents and 5 percent of Christian respondents in the KEO English corpus)
recommend wifely submission.

https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-006.jpg&w=330&h=112
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sets of survey questions: one about how religious or political leaders such
as pastors, imams, babalawo and onis. e. gun17 or o. bas18 should engage with
people of other religions, and the second, about what advice respondents
would give to those researching religious tolerance. The concordances for
discriminate suggest a widely held understanding that people in a position
of power should not abuse their power to discriminate against others on the
basis of religion, as in the following quotations, taken from the concordances
for discriminate:

Oba must practise all religions and should not discriminate against any
religion.

Imam should not discriminate against other religions for peaceful
co-existence.

Pastor should not discriminate any religion because Christianity is a
religion of peace and love.

They [babalawo or onis.e.gun] should co-operate with them [people of
other religions] and never discriminate.

These answers reflect the fact that seniority, especially amongst older men
who are most likely to hold religious leadership positions in Yoruba society
(see Fadipe. , 1970: 129), potentially allows individuals to privilege their own
religion. From respondents’ point of view, each religion can, theoretically, be
dominant in a given social situation, simply by virtue of being associated with
a person of high status. But simultaneously, the quotations above underline
that respondents idealise the ability not to discriminate between religions as
a key attribute of people with high status.

In summary, our respondents frequently stress the importance of
co-operation and tolerance in managing religious difference. They refer to the
ways in which co-operation and tolerance must be negotiated or maintained
within the family, and by seniors in society (e.g., religious leaders). But
co-operation and tolerance are not necessarily imagined as being between
equals – rather, they are sometimes framed by other social hierarchies or
categories that are important in Yoruba society, particularly age/seniority and
gender. Widely shared norms and hierarchies such as age and gender can
be more important than religious differences when negotiating family and
broader social relationships. But, simultaneously, the key lemmas indicate
the respondents’ view that those in positions of power should not abuse their
positions to discriminate between religions. Our respondents’ answers place
the burden of ‘submission’ on women and young people, and the imperative
not to discriminate on older men and especially those of high social status,

17 Traditional divination priests and healers.
18 Traditional ruler of a Yoruba town, still an important political position in contemporary
south-west Nigeria.
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Figure 10: Concordance list for DO not like.

suggesting that shared Yoruba-ness and the associated ideal of harmonious
inter-religious relations rely on the affirmation of gendered and age-related
inequality.

7. Religious disagreement and criticism as personal rather than general

This section uses a different kind of corpus output: trigrams (the most
frequent strings of three words in a corpus). By focussing on the
phraseological tendency of language (see Greaves and Warren, 2010),
n-grams (extended units of meaning in comparison to the other corpus
outputs we have explored so far) offer valuable insights into meaning-
making in corpora. Many of the lemmatised trigrams in our corpus have
an interpersonal function (see Carter and McCarthy, 2006: 834–7 for a list
of all the functions of n-grams). They are concerned with the assertion
of boundaries between people from different religious backgrounds, often
expressing personal preferences (e.g., DO not believe, as in ‘I do not believe
in the rites of our family’ and it BE against, as in, ‘it is against my religion’).

This section draws on concordances for one of these lemmatised
trigrams, namely DO not like. DO not like is the nineteenth most frequent
lemmatised trigram in the KEO corpus (368 occurrences), and it underscores
how our respondents manage personal preferences, particularly their dislike
of certain religious practices. Our list of trigrams therefore allows us to
explore the interplay between personal preferences and wider social norms.

So far we have discussed respondents’ emphasis on units greater
than the individual (e.g., the family, human beings and Yoruba-ness)
which we interpreted as being able to overcome individual differences

https://www.euppublishing.com/action/showImage?doi=10.3366/cor.2018.0135&iName=master.img-007.jpg&w=330&h=197
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in inter-religious encounters. However, the trigram DO not like reveals
respondents’ expressions of personal dislike of certain religious practices.
The concordances of the lemmatised trigram DO not like indicate that
this phrase is used almost exclusively in combination with the first-person
singular pronoun I (338 out of 368 occurrences of DO not like), hence
indicating what the respondent does not like, with very few mentions of
things they (7 occurrences), some (1), she (6), he (2), she/he (2) husband
(6), God (2), some (1) or people (3) do not like.
Based on the concordances of DO not like, we have devised a frequency list
of things or people respondents say they do not like (see Figure 11).

Some answers, such as ‘to be famous’ and ‘to be noticed’ refer
to respondents’ reluctance to take chieftaincy titles; while these do not
explicitly relate to religion, they nonetheless refer to local hierarchies that
are closely associated with traditional practices and authority. The majority
of answers, however, relates more closely to religion. These answers reveal
that respondents often describe not liking ‘anything’ about other religions,
especially traditional religion, or they express dislike for aspects of religious
life that we asked about, such as divination, family customs or traditional
medicine.

Respondents also describe actions they do not like, referring to ways
they manage encounters with religious difference while drawing boundaries
around personal behaviour. This includes ‘visiting Muslims during this
period’, ‘taking medicine’, ‘sharing in celebrations’ or ‘celebrating family
customs’. The concordances also show that thirteen respondents used their
after DO not like, to refer to their behaviour, customs, doctrine, religion, ways
or ways of worship – thus distancing themselves from the actions, preferences
or beliefs of others. These concordance lines suggest that the dislike of
certain religious practices is framed in personal terms rather than as a general
truth (i.e., the emphasis is on one’s own behaviour rather than that of others).
Thus while the phrase DO not like asserts boundaries and active disavowals of
certain practices, it is often a recognition of personal taste, not an expression
of wider or more general social norms such as those expressed in Section 5
about ‘normal’ human beings and shared Yoruba values.

The phrase I DO not like them also featured in eighteen cases, where
respondents replied to questions about how they interacted with people or
events associated with other religions, and used this phrase to justify their
lack of interaction. As described in Section 5, behaviour in relation to others
is managed through reference to shared norms, such as behaving ‘normally’,
co-operating and tolerating one another. The context in which I DO not like
them was used suggests that respondents do not wish to proscribe particular
aspects of others’ behaviour; rather, they describe avoiding situations in
which social norms might force them to accommodate certain religious
practices.

Thus, while respondents have a clear sense of behavioural norms,
they seem to leave room for personal preference within these norms as long
as they do not impinge on others’ choices. However, this is not to say that
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the KEO corpus does not provide evidence of disagreement about religious
differences: some respondents described occasions on which they felt their
religious or personal freedoms had been curbed by others’ religious practices.
For example, in response to a question about whether they had experienced
religious disagreements in their town, two respondents said the following:

Churches and mosques disturbing with their loud speakers at night cos
of night prayers.

During the last Agemo festival where the traditionalists tried to force an
alfa to remove his cap in respect of their religion.

In these examples, critique of religious others is expressed as a perception
that those others impose their religion, rather than as the respondents’
own desire to limit others’ freedoms. This supports the view that in the
Yoruba context, it is socially unacceptable to impose one’s own religious
preferences on others, and echoes the way the trigram DO not like does not
generally indicate respondents’ disapproval of others’ behaviour but, rather,
acknowledges personal preference.

In summary, by examining collocations and concordances for the
multi-word expression DO not like, this section argues that respondents
assert their own freedom to like – and especially dislike – particular religious
practices. This applies to traditional practices which are recurrently referred
to in the collocations of DO not like (e.g., ‘I do not like divination’ and ‘I don’t
like getting involved in fetish/traditional practices’). However, respondents
generally do not impinge on the freedom of others to assert their own likes
and dislikes or on social norms they perceive as distinctively Yoruba or as
‘human’ (see Sections 5 and 8). When respondents withdraw from activities
they do not like, they assert the boundaries between religions, rather than
question the validity of other religions.

8. Conclusion

The investigation into the KEO corpus confirms existing anthropological
arguments that within the Yoruba context, shared Yoruba-ness and other
forms of communal identity, including shared humanity, are considered to
be more important than religious difference. However, the article’s analysis
of the discourse captured by the survey reveals that the subordination of
religious difference to both shared Yoruba-ness and humanity relies on the
importance of social hierarchies that are associated with gender and age,
expressed through the idiom of ‘respect’ and ‘submission’, in particular. In
most Yoruba contexts, women and young people are expected to subordinate
their religious preferences to those of their social seniors. Our respondents
also appear to assert their own religious boundaries by insisting on their
personal dislike for certain practices, but they do so by formulating them as
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personal opinions rather than as normative statements. Thus, this expression
of dislike does not seem to challenge existing hierarchies but, rather, reflects
personal withdrawal from them.

By describing the complex dynamics of inter-religious relations
in Yorubaland, this article makes an important contribution to ongoing
anthropological debates about both ethnicity and inter-religious relations in
south-west Nigeria. Our findings suggest that a closer examination of gender
and inter-generational relations are crucial for an understanding of the overall
peaceful nature of relationships between Yoruba Muslims, Christians and
traditionalists therefore constitute a promising avenue for future research.
Moreover, the contrast between the widely shared norms of ‘respect’ and
‘submission’ at the level of social encounters and the assertion of personal
religious preference through withdrawal point to the need to explore inter-
religious relations through a focus on social identity and individuation.

Our methodology has also allowed us to reconcile micro-linguistic
analyses of respondents’ personal experiences with explorations of larger
social phenomena and broader ideas about religious difference in Yoruba
society. Whilst we had not planned to use corpus methods at the time we
compiled the survey (i.e., our corpus was not devised with corpus linguistics
in mind), we consider that the type of corpus linguistic work presented in
this article has much to offer beyond the disciplinary boundaries of corpus
linguistics. Corpus linguistic methods were not only able to confirm the
validity of existing anthropological arguments concerning inter-religious
relations in Yorubaland, but they also offered a more complex understanding
of the way in which respondents spoke about inter-religious encounters than
traditional ethnographic methods alone would have permitted. By casting
light on the importance of social hierarchies and the phrasing of disagreement
as an individual preference, corpus linguistic techniques became more than
an entry point into our data: they helped illustrate new relationships and
allowed new questions to be answered.

We posit that without our anthropological knowledge of Yorubaland
and our resulting understanding of the subtleties of Nigerian English
and Yoruba, the findings of our corpus analyses might have been easily
misinterpreted. Our understanding of local terms and religious and traditional
practices was useful in our discussion of the key lemmas and in appreciating,
for example, that the term ‘respect’ in the Yoruba context normally refers
to interactions between individuals of unequal status. Our investigation into
the use of the salient multi-word expression DO not like was also informed
by our awareness of its meaning in the Nigerian context; we were then able
to use corpus tools to investigate the use of this expression in more detail.
We suggest, therefore, that the analysis of corpora of international Englishes,
including Nigerian English, should be informed by detailed knowledge and
understanding of the social context in which these varities of English are
used.

Our work highlights the potential of cross- and inter-disciplinary
research between anthropology and corpus linguistics. We know from
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personal experience that this potential can only be realised through ongoing
dialogue. Our own epistemological debates suggest that the crossing of
discipline-specific boundaries cannot be achieved without the preparedness
of all collaborators to engage sincerely with disciplines and methodologies
beyond their own. Our work seems to mark the emergence of a cognate
discipline of anthropology, corpus-assisted anthropological research, which
relates corpus linguistic description with anthropological appreciation (see
Mahlberg, 2013: 5, for comparable claims about corpus stylistics as ‘relating
the critic’s concern of aesthetic appreciation with the corpus linguist’s
concern of linguistic description’). Future research could aim, for example,
to compile anthropological data as corpora from the outset or choose existing
anthropological data for their potential to be used as corpora.
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Appendix A: Core corpus linguistic concepts used in this article.

Collocation 
list for a 
specific 
word/phrase

List of words/phrases within a given span of another node 
word/phrase (i.e., it captures the reality that certain words appear 
together more often than would be expected by chance). These can be 
listed in order of raw frequency or specific statistical measures can be 
used (e.g., t-score and MI score).

Concordance 
lines for a 
specific 
word/phrase

List of all occurrences of a given word/phrase in a corpus. A 
concordance line (unless expanded) consists of a single line of text 
with the given word/phrase in the centre and a few words before and 
after. Concordance lines can be ordered alphabetically so that 
frequently occurring phrases can easily be identified (e.g., based on 
the word immediately preceding or succeeding the word/phrase under 
scrutiny).

Corpus
Large collection of electronically available texts that can be searched 
by means of software.

Frequency 
list 

List of words appearing in a text/group of texts organised in order of 
frequency

Keyness
Quality a word or phrase has of being ‘key’ (unusually salient) in its 
context. This involves comparing one’s corpus with another corpus 
(usually called ‘reference corpus’).

Keyword 
Word that is statistically more frequent in one set of texts in 
comparison to another. Keyness analysis consists in exploring 
keyword lists.

Multiword 
expression

Contiguous sequence of words (sometimes termed n-gram, word 
cluster, lexical bundle, lexical phrase, chunk and multiword unit). 
The number of words may be specified (e.g., in the case of n-grams 
focus may be on bigram, trigram, etc.). Multiword expressions occur 
frequently and indicate a pattern of use.
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