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Abstract

Nigerians can be said to be culturally conscious, this is especially so with the Yoruba, who use every avenue to be culturally
creative. The improvised strategy observed in the Nigerian society in the use of COVID-19 face mask is significant to this study.
This improvisation and stems on creativity and aesthetics among other indices across different strata of the society, ethnic groups,
professional bodies, association and even political entity forms the motivation for this study. Using the participant orientation
part of the theory of Ethnography, the paper examined people’s disposition towards the use of facemasks and the functions they
perform during COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria, other than the function of preventing them from contacting the virus. The data
(twenty-eight samples) was got through participant observation, media and pictures of people wearing facemasks, WhatsApp
and online images of people wearing facemasks. Our findings reveal that apart from protection from the deadly virus, people’s
personal or group disposition to the wearing of masks reveal their leanings towards religion, culture, fashion, politics etc. The
mandatory use of facemasks also created emergency entrepreneurs on mask-making, which serves as economic opportunity. The
research concludes that more education on prevention and coping strategies are needed worldwide for COVID-19 and other
related pandemic virus, since it seems that the world would have to tolerate its presence for some time, and any other related
virus that may later emerge with similar spread pattern, as scientists work on the vaccine for prevention and medicine for cure.
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1. Introduction

Looking at the various aspects of the possible relationships
between language, society, cultural practices and human be-
havior, a society can be said to be made up of a group of peo-
ple who share cultural aspects of life such as language, dress,
norms of behavior and artistic forms. This group of people has
common interest or form themselves into associations, organiza-
tions or groups for common goal or any form of mutual benefit
or relationship. Sociolinguistics is that aspect of language studies

which deals with the study of language in relation to society. A
lot of academic articles and discussions have been written on the
studies on language and society and sociolinguistics. Some of
these include: [1, 4, 8, 10, 12-14, 16, 23, 24].

Trudgill tries to summarize some of the earlier writings and
makes all kinds of distinctions between all kinds of language
studies [23]. He concludes that, studies that help people to
learn more about language and also investigate topics such as
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the mechanisms of linguistic change, the nature of linguistic
variability and the structure of linguistic systems are aimed at
improving linguistic theory and at developing our understand-
ing of the nature of language. Downes characterizes sociolin-
guistic research as [6];

work which is intended to achieve a better understanding of

the nature of human language by studying language in its

social context and/or to achieve a better understanding of
the nature of the relationship and interaction between lan-
guage and society.

In an attempt to complement the quotation above,
Wardhaugh in his writings, notes that one of the possible rela-
tionships between language and society is that social structure
may either influence or determine linguistic structure and or
behavior [24]. One aspect of sociolinguistics which we have
used as the theoretical framework for this work is ethnography
which has to do with human social organizations and activities.
Duranti says;

Ethnography is the written description of the social organi-

zation, social activities, symbolic and material resources,

and interpretive practices characteristic of a particular

group of people [5].

In other words, ethnographers try to find out what is hap-
pening around the community and then try to provide accounts
which show behavioral patterns and how such patterns make
sense within the community that is being observed in [24]. For
example, Gardner notes the uncooperative attitude of the Puli-
yanese of South India in that they seem not to have much to
talk about, yet, they live together [9]. Fox reported that silence
is interpreted as a sign of some kind of stress, confusion or
dejection among the Roti in the island of Timor in Eastern In-
donesia [10]. This is in contrast to the attitude of the Puli-
yanese of South India who hardly find much to talk about.
Reisman also reports the social situation when one enters a
small group among the Antigua in the West Indies as another
kind of indulgence in talk [21]. A person just keeps on talking
until others in the group decide to pay attention and listen. In
other words, a speaker has to assert himself/herself to be able
to enter a conversation. All these are behavioral patterns that
are of interest to sociolinguists. Hymes then proposed an eth-
nographic framework that can take care of the various factors
involved in speaking with the acronym SPEAKING which
means setting, participants, ends, act, sequence, key, instru-
mentalities, norms of interaction and interpretation and genre
[15].

In an article on pre-school in three cultures, Tobin notes the
social awareness and harmony among the Japanese as opposed to
the American encouragement of individual assertiveness and
suggests the need for appropriate language use for different lan-
guage groups as part of cultural knowledge [22]. Johnstone in a
related article says “ethnography presupposes that the best expla-
nations of human behavior are particular and culturally relative”
rather than general and universal [16]. He notes further that in
ethnographies the focus is not only on the language but also the
cultural practices that the language reflects.
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People generally fill certain socially specified roles and
they have particular orientation towards those roles. This pa-
per is therefore aimed at investigating participant orientation
towards the wearing of masks in the wake of COVID-19 pan-
demic in Nigeria as the present researchers note the indiscrim-
inate use of facemasks by the Nigerian populace. Therefore,
using the principles of ethnography which is based on first
hand observations of behavior in a group of people in their
natural setting, we have tried to look into the use of face masks,
the various types and their supposed functions as regards the
corona virus pandemic in Nigeria.

2. Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19)

With a frightening history of previous pandemics which
have caused thousands of deaths in the past and the present
record of deaths as a result of Corona Virus Pandemic termed
COVID-19, governments of the nations of the world have
taken giant steps to curb its spread. It hit the world starting
from China in late 2019. Since then, there has been serious
sensitization as regards the dangers inherent in getting in-
fected at the national, community or individual levels. It defi-
nitely hit the world at a time that most people least expected
probably because of enlightenment and advancement in sci-
ence, agricultural practices, medicine, education and technol-
ogy. The immediate response to the pandemic was a stay-at-
home order across the globe which made most nations of the
world inactive for close to two months (between March and April
2020) and this affected the economy of most nations adversely.
The stay-at-home order was meant to stop or reduce the move-
ment of people so as to curb the spread of the virus. Only those
on special or essential duties were allowed to move to distribute
palliatives and drugs and also attend to people in need.

Different nations of the world have taken different steps to
curb the spread of the virus based on research and suggestions
from World Health Organization (WHO). COVID-19 is said
to be highly contagious and could be contacted by touching
the eye, nose or mouth with infected hands and if not imme-
diately attended to could lead to death. The symptoms resem-
ble that of malaria along with difficulty in breathing. As at the
time of the writing of this article, no notable cure or vaccine
has been discovered for COVID-19. WHO has in the mean-
time recommended the use of facemasks by all in public
places to prevent transmission, frequent washing of hands
with soap, use of alcohol-based sanitizer, and maintenance of
social distance. Gatherings of large number of people have
also been discouraged and compliance enforced by govern-
ments of most nations, Nigeria inclusive.

3. Wearing Masks in Nigeria

Masks are no strange concepts in Nigeria or Africa as a
whole. They are used in all spheres of life by traditional reli-
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gion worshipers, entertainers, health workers and even crimi-
nals. Apart from being a multicultural or multilingual nation,
Nigeria is also a multi-religious nation. It is interesting to note
that most of the various tribes and adherents of some of the

religious beliefs make use of masks for one reason or the other.

In the Southwest, traditional religion adherents believe in dead
ancestors coming back to life to help the living but that when
they do, they are all covered (masked) with all kinds of clothes
and fearful face masks that leave no part of the face open. It is
believed they are from the land of the dead and they speak
with unnatural voices. Whenever they appear, they are called
masquerades.

Masquerades are presented as coming from the world be-
yond usually to bless the living. It is surprising that even
though they are said to come to bless the living, while some
of them go round the streets of major towns, they receive
money from the living. This seems reciprocal as giving begets
giving but the curious question to ask is — Do the dead still
spend earthly money in the world beyond? The Igbo people in
the Eastern part of Nigeria also have different kinds of mas-
querades with different kinds of masks. The masquerades do
not only come as beings from the world beyond but they also
entertain by dancing and doing all kinds of acrobatic displays.

Some musicians in the entertainment industry have also
tried to carve out an identity for themselves either by painting
their faces or wearing masks to hide their real identity. An ex-
ample is the popular singer ‘Lagbaja’ in the music industry
and who for years now has been identified with a special kind
of masquerade dressing or outfit. He has not only masked his
personality but has also masked his name because ‘Lagbaja’
in Yoruba language literally means ‘somebody’. So, culturally
in Nigeria, it can be said that masks are used for hiding iden-
tity.

Facemasks are used in the health sector by medical profes-
sionals for personal protection in different sections of the hos-
pitals or medical centers, e.g, laboratories, theaters, pharma-
cies, blood banks, consulting rooms etc. Medical/surgical
facemasks used by health workers are usually disposable. It is
actually part of the ethics of their profession to discard face-
masks or gloves after being used for a patient or as often as
when they deem it fit to do so.

Mask along with a hood that covers both the head and the
facial part of the body is also used by criminals to perpetuate
all kinds of crimes such as armed robbery, kidnapping, rape,
internet fraud especially in front of ATM machines.

Research on masks has been done looking at the use of
masks from different angles in Nigeria. In addressing the topic
on the criminality and implications of masks for security in
Nigeria, Ayodele notes that apart from the fact that mask pro-
vides covers for wearers; it encourages anonymity which hin-
ders public identification. He reviews the linkage between
masks and aberrant behavior in the Nigerian society [2]. Ayo-
dele hinged his article on the dratological theory and notes the
insecurity and aberrant acts that unbridled use of masks can
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cause [2]. He went further to comment on legal masks for gov-
ernment officials which are the immunity that some govern-
ment officials have which protects them from being prose-
cuted while in office. He suggests that such legal masks be
removed to curb corruption and that surveillance cameras be
installed in major facilities and public spaces.

In a technical study on masks from Cross River region of
Nigeria and Cameroon at the National Museum of African
Arts (NMAFA), Owczarek examines nineteen covered masks
as regards the materials used such as; the wood, skin and sur-
face applications, construction features etc [20]. Owczarek’s
visual examination of masks is through x-radiography and
other chemicals. The study shows that the skin covered masks
in the NMAFA collection support and agree with the literature
in this area of study and also illustrates a wider variety of tech-
niques and materials.

Ogoina in an article on the rational use of face masks in
Nigeria notes the Federal government’s insistence on manda-
tory use of masks in public places which has led to a lot of
misuse and abuse by public, government and health workers
[19]. He notes that inappropriate use could promote the spread
of the virus and that indiscriminate disposal of face masks
could also promote it. He goes further to say that the Federal
and State governments should consider local applicability,
feasibility and sustainability. The government should also
identify and mitigate all potential risks and unintended conse-
quences. He also notes the need for intensive public sensitiza-
tion and education on appropriate use and disposal of face-
masks in the country.

Many online sites also have various articles on masks in Ni-
geria. Some Nigerian celebrities are said to have appeared at
a glitzy award ceremony wearing glittery, jeweled facemasks
amid corona virus pandemic and it is reported that one of the
stars said that they were using the mask to make a statement
not to prevent the spread of the virus
http://www.bbc.com.news. This corroborates the observations
of Ogoina on the inappropriate use of facemasks [19]. Doctors
have however warned that people do not have to wear a mask
if they are not close to people and they are not coughing or
sneezing.

Some other online sites such as reuters.com also note the
letter from Nigeria Governor’s forum that the thirty-six gov-
ernors in Nigeria urge the president of Nigeria, President
Muhammadu Bubhari to approve the compulsory use of face-
masks in public places as a result of the increasing rise in the
number of corona cases. They note that some Nigerian tai-
lors and designers have taken their creativity to making fash-
ionable facemasks that add glamour and style to health and
safety. They note that some Nigerians wear facemasks with
flair; healthcarewise.punch.ng.com however notes that face-
masks made from local fabric is unfit for health workers. The
National Agency for Food and Drug Administration and
Control (NAFDAC) in Nigeria warns that such face masks
may reduce the spread of droplets but cannot prevent infec-
tion.
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Studies also abound across the globe on facemasks. For ex-
ample, Macintyre, et al. note that many countries are stockpil-
ing face masks to be used as non-pharmaceutical intervention
to control virus transmission during an influenza pandemic
[18]. They note that research conducted in 2006, 2007 on two
hundred and eighty-six exposed adults from one hundred and
forty-three households reveals that adherence to mask use re-
duced the risk of influenza-like illness (ILI).

On the efficacy of facemasks, Leung, et al. in an article on
respiratory virus shedding and the efficacy of facemasks
identifies seasonal human corona viruses, influenza viruses
and rhino viruses in exhaled breath and coughs of children
and adults with acute respiratory illness [17]. They also note
that surgical masks reduced the detection of influenza virus
RNA in respiratory droplets etc. Their results show that sur-
gical masks could prevent transmission of human corona vi-
ruses and influenza viruses from symptomatic individuals.

In an evidence review and analysis of the use of masks,
Cheng et al. support mass masking in the advent of the corona
virus pandemic [3]. They also note the need for a stronger pub-
lic health awareness to protect others from infection through
droplets. Esposito et al. note among other tests conducted that
surgical masks can prevent the inhalation of large droplets and
sprays but have limited ability to filter sub micro-sized air-
borne particles [7]. To them, surgical masks have proved to
intercept other human corona viruses during coughing. They
also note that compliance is needed for protection. Most of the
research works on masks that are reviewed above focus
mainly on the efficacy of masks in curtailing the corona virus,
the present study probes further by taking a sociological look
at the use of facemasks in Nigeria.

In compliance to the directive of WHO, Nigeria as a nation
through the President and National Centre for Disease Control
(NCDC) has stressed the need to take responsibility by taking
all necessary laid down instructions to prevent the spread of
COVID-19 and this includes the wearing of masks in public
places. It is to be noted that Ayodele wrote on the link between
masks and aberrant behavior and insecurity in the Nigerian
society but the corona virus pandemic has brought another di-
mension to the use of masks which has now put on hold the
suggestions of Ayodele and this is of uttermost interest in so-
ciolinguistic studies [2]. In this paper, the researchers note the
indiscriminate use of masks which in addition to protection
seems to be mocking the corona virus pandemic among dif-
ferent sets of people in Nigeria.

4. The Data

The data for this work was got through participant observa-
tion of real life instances of people wearing masks, media
houses showing pictures of people wearing masks and
online/whatsap images of people wearing masks. Twenty-
eight samples of people wearing masks were observed, ana-
lyzed and discussed.
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5. Discussion

Our interaction with the data reveals that there are different
kinds of masks for different purposes. People sew facemasks
to suit their own purpose not just for prevention. While some
people do not bother about colors of facemasks that they wear,
some people think it fashionable to use masks that blend with
their outfit. In other words, it has become a dress accompani-
ment. Doctors, nurses and other health worker wear their
masks religiously within and outside hospital environment be-
cause they are at the forefront of the fight against corona virus
pandemic and they know the implication of getting infected.
With the reports from media houses, it is observed that some
people dare the virus and care less about precautionary
measures. The government at a point had to employ the ser-
vices of law enforcement agents to make people comply.

6. Types of Masks

6.1. Medical/Surgical Type

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, different types of
facemasks are used by people. Non-health workers rushed to
buy the medical ones used by health workers in hospitals and
clinics to the extent that the prices went up and hospitals were
almost short of supply. Below are examples of the medi-
cal/surgical masks used by health workers in the theatres, clin-
ics, laboratories, and now, everywhere in the teaching hospi-
tals and primary health centers across the country. These are
however not as frequently discarded as hand gloves.

Figure 1. A medical doctor wearing a facemask getting ready to see
patients.

Figure 2. A nurse wearing a facemask in the Church premises.
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6.2. Local Fabric Type

As a result of the Presidential directive on the mandatory
use of masks in public places, there is a high demand for face
masks and the prices of the few available medical/surgical
ones went up. The common man could not afford the price and
this makes many people go after the locally sewn ones. Almost
every available piece of cloth has been used in sewing face-
masks. Some are sewn using ‘Ankara’ material, cotton, rayon,
nylon etc of different colors and shades. Emergency tailors
and designers immediately came up and people were and are
still advertising the sale of facemasks online while some oth-
ers hawk theirs on the streets, markets and the entrance of ma-
jor institutions like universities, ministries, hospitals, bus
stops, banks, supermarkets etc. because of the compulsion on
the use of facemasks in public places [28].

#MASK

PROTECT
STOP

—
i

Another opportunity to get

cheap mask... She will deliver in
Osun State

Figure 3. Advertisement of locally made facemasks.

Figure 3 advertises facemasks made from ‘Ankara’ and cot-
ton fabrics. The entrepreneur is even ready to supply across
states in the nation.

7. Functions of Masks

7.1. Virus Protection

It is observed that even though people wear masks, it is for
different purposes. The fear and panic that followed the an-
nouncement of the virus made people to comply initially with
whatever could prevent them from getting infected. While
some people behave like the doubting Thomas, some people
take the instructions seriously. By the middle of April 2020
when people saw that the record of infected people and deaths
were not as serious as were recorded in overseas countries,
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people relaxed and said it is one of those ailments that could
be cured using traditional medical approach. Some people
wear the facemasks religiously everywhere as prescribed and
directed by the President of Nigeria and NCDC.

To help the populace, there are a lot of help images and vid-
eos on instructions on how to wear facemasks correctly and
how to use them. Below are some examples.

While at the doctors office today, we were informed
by a Nurse the proper way to use a medical mask. |
didn’t know about this before. | thought it would be
helpful to share, Because | was using them wrong the
entire time.

When using a medical mask you're suppose to use as
follows:

Colored side out if you're sick and do not want to
spread your germs around.

White side out (this is the filter part) for when you're
not sick and you want to stop germs from getting in.

| always just assumed the color (blue) side went
outward.

The Nurse said the entire doctors office never knew
either, until the supplier sent them “proper directions”
for them this past week!

Hope this helps!

Figure 4. A demonstration of the right and wrong use of nose mask.

#covid-19
=3 & kong_sarawit

Figure 5. A description of the proper placement of nose mask.
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Figure 6. A depiction of how to cover the mouth while coughing or
sneezing.

Figure 7. Students wearing facemasks.

Figure 4 instructs on which side of the face mask should be
worn inside and which side should be worn on the outside
which many people are ignorant of. The mask should be worn
with the deeper color on the outside if you do not have any
infection but the deeper color should be on the inside if you
have any infection and do not want to infect others with it.
Figure 5 instructs on how to handle the facemask while putting
it on and while removing it. Figure 6 shows what to do in the
advent of a cough which is one of the symptoms of the infec-
tion while Figure 7 shows people wearing locally made face-
masks correctly.

7.2. Facemasks for Culture Promotion

Apart from the main function of the facemask which is sup-

posed to be for protection, promotion of culture is also noticed.

Culture is the knowledge that a person must possess to get
through the task of daily living in any society. This knowledge
is socially constructed and it manifests in day-to-day language
of communication, music, literature, dressing, general com-
portment, and all arts in general. Goodenough says:
A society’s culture consists of whatever it is one has to
know or believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable
to its members and to do so in any role that they accept for
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any one of themselves [11].

To Goodenough, that kind of knowledge is socially ac-
quired, and the necessary behaviors are learned and do not
come from any kind of genetic endowment [11]. Some of the
facemasks reflect the culture of the Yoruba in terms of the ma-
terial used and the dressings. The three people in the images
below are putting on three different kinds of aso ofi.

Figure 8 pictures a man with a traditional cap made with
aso ofi who also used the same material for his facemask. 4so
ofi or aso oke is one of the highly valued attires of the Yoruba
people in Southwestern Nigeria and ‘aso ofi’ production is the
main business of the people of Iseyin in Southwestern Nigeria.
The type that the man in Figure 8 below is wearing as cap and
facemask is called sanyan which is one of the most expensive
types of aso ofi. It is carton brown color and it is believed that
sanyan is the rich people’s choice because of the high price.

The use of some types of aso ofi by some individuals could
be indicative of the wealth or social status of the person be-
cause aso ofi are of different types. The man in Figure 8 is
trying to make a statement with his use of aso ofi. Apart from
advertising Yoruba traditional attire, he is also trying to say
that our local fabric is equally good for disease prevention. It
is thick enough to prevent droplets from entering someone’s
nose or eyes and also adequate as facemasks. In other words,
we should look inwards for locally made items and materials
we need to stop the spread of the corona virus. If imported
masks are expensive, traditional fabric could be used as face-
masks.

”

<

=

Figure 8. Man wearing aso ofi (sanyan cap and face mask).

Figure 9. Aso ofi used for blouse and wrapper with facemask to
match.
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Figure 10. All for tradition and fashion.

Figure 9 shows a lady in yellow traditional attire who also
displays culture. Blouse and wrapper with a wrap round mate-
rial as extra cloth, (ipele) which accompanies the main outfit is
a typical traditional style of Yoruba women for occasions. She
also tries to make a statement that restriction on large gatherings
or ceremonies cannot be a hindrance from dressing the tradi-
tional way. A person can beat the virus to it by using part of the
material for the outfit to sew the facemask and will be good to
go for any ceremony. Figure 10 shows an “all for tradition’ man.
His outfit (trouser and top), shoe, chair he sits on, stool cover,
cap, facemask, throw pillow are all made of stripped blue local
material. Even the bottles on the table have a color that blends
with his attire. He proves that he believes in using locally made
materials and he is proud to use them for everything possible.
He is probably saying that the solution to Nigeria’s economic
problem is embracing locally made materials and the promotion
of such materials. All these and others prove that culture is dy-
namic and can be adapted to suit different situations or different

purposes.

7.3. Facemasks for Fashion

The need to look cute despite the restrictions on movement
and the mandatory wearing of masks is probably one of the
reasons for fashionable facemasks. Figure 11 shows ladies
wearing fashionable head gear and facemasks to match with
Adire and Ankara materials. These are locally made materials
designed stylishly in a fashionable manner to meet the needs
of the hour.

Figure 11. Using gele fabrics for nose mask.

34

Omo! Coman see Aba made. Naija's got
talent. Even China and America go bow!
Ayam loving this!

Figure 12. Pictures advertising ankara made face shield and nose
mask.

Some of the wearers put them on for show amid corona vi-
rus fears and concerns. The ‘Ankara’ materials used by the
ladies in Figure 11 for headgear combined with facemasks to
match are some of the current trendy fashion. Figure 12 has a
special transparent plastic to cover the eyes and this makes it
look more compact. The wearers are trying to prove that co-
rona virus cannot stop them from being fashionable. Some
online reports have presented some Nigerian celebrities in
glittery, jeweled facemasks at award ceremonies in the United
Kingdom http://www.bbc.com.news Corona virus: Nigerian
celebrities wear blinged-up masks 15 March 2020) [25].
voanews.com also notes that in Nigeria, masks are new glam-
our accessory.

In another award ceremony, Big Brother Naija finalist,
Omashola Kola Oburoh said he turned up to the Africa Magic
viewer’s choice award (AMVCA) in glittery mask in protest
and notes that fashion can also be a protest/educative not just
a statement [29]. Some of these celebrities post their pictures
with the hash tag- #coronavirusfashion. Some other online re-
port has it that masks appeared at cat walk at Paris fashion
week at the end of February 2020, just to prove that it is not
only in Nigeria that corona virus facemasks have been made
part of fashion [27].

Figure 13. Packed shirts/ designer shirts with face masks.
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Figure 14. Facemask plus face cap.

Figure 13 shows newly made packed/designer shirts with
facemasks to match made in Aba, a popular city in the Eastern
part of Nigeria. The interrelatedness of health and fashion is
hereby highlighted making it possible to be fashionable de-
spite a pandemic or even disability. Designer shirts and mate-
rials always have pieces or items to match to make them at-
tractive and fashionable. The inclusion of facemasks has be-
come an added assessory to designer materials or local mate-
rials as tailors now use part for the materials to be sewn for a
fitting facemask alongside sown materials without being told
to do so.

Adverts of locally customized clothing or facemasks (i.e
Figure 13) have inscriptions such as:

Aba couture???

Naija no dey carry last

No more bow ties

It’s now ‘nose ties’

The inscriptions are written in both Nigerian Pidgin and
British English. The writer emphasizes the place of manufac-
ture which is Aba in the Eastern part of the country, Nigeria
which is stylishly called ‘Naija’. The fact that Nigeria does not
waste time adjusting to new situations and change for good is
clear in the Nigerian pidgin expression ‘Naija no dey carry
last’. Instead of bow ties, it is now nose ties.

Figure 14 has three pictures of a young girl with locally
made face cap with facemask. This is specially designed for
young men/women who naturally want a hidden identity. The
text on the advert of the facemask reads thus:

Aba made facemasks

book your own now

no try them

please let’s support African ingenuity

they may save the world from this pandemic

The linguistic elements are written in capital letters to em-
phasize the points made. They note the importance of the face-
mask and encourage made in Nigeria goods and materials. The
advertiser notes that African made goods could be part of the
solution to be pandemic troubling the whole world. ‘No try
them’ which is written in Nigerian Pidgin means ‘Don’t think
it’s a joke, they are serious minded people’. The introduction
of Nigerian Pidgin here brings in a regional language variation
touch that is meant to make users of the facemasks feel at
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home with the facemasks.

Our findings show that if they can afford it, most young
people prefer the fashionable facemasks because they do not
want the corona virus pandemic scare to make them engage in
incomplete or unfashionable dressing or appearance. Some of
the fashion designers understand this and have therefore keyed
into this by making fashionable dresses/male outfits with fit-
ting masks. It was also discovered that some people do not
really like wearing the facemasks because it is a little uncom-
fortable as it hinders free flow of air into the lungs. With fash-
ionable ones however, the young wear them stylishly without
being forced. The older people on the other hand prefer the
simple ones and would relax its use once out of a crowd. Alt-
hough, some still wear it with all nose and mouth covered
while walking alone on the street or alone in a car.

7.4. Facemasks for Religious Identity

Figure 15 shows a traditionalist wearing a facemask with
cowries on it. He probably sees the wearing of this type of face
mask as a way of revealing his identity as a member of a soci-
ety of elders who believe in the traditional way of handling
issues of culture and power. Our findings on the other hand
reveal that such cowry symbols could be an identification
mark of the ‘Ogboni’ society of elders. The triangular cowry
symbol on the face mask we are told means ‘it is only the el-
ders who know the language of the cult’. Since their meetings
are not as secretive as they used to be, adherents/members
therefore see it as a thing of pride to display some of the em-
blems of the society on a facemask. Only members of the cult
or society would want to wear such a special kind of mask as
any other person could be queried by members if they put on
such.

Figure 16. A lady using a small pocket bible as a nose mask.


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ellc

English Language, Literature & Culture

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ellc

Figure 16 on the other hand shows a lady using a small
pocket bible as a nose mask thinking that the powers behind
the contents of the bible is able to protect from corona virus
infection. People show their religious bias in various ways
through acts such as the above or inscriptions on nose masks
such as ‘Jesus saves’ etc.

As regards facemask for children, some parents do not only
dress themselves up using face masks but they also dress up
little children with fitting face masks for the children’s color-
ful dresses or attire. Doctors have however advised that chil-
dren need not be burdened with wearing facemasks especially
if they are not in an endemic area. Figures 17, 18 and 19 are
examples. In Figure 19, a mother who is a nurse allows the
son to put on a customized masks made for the Association of
Nigerian Nurses and Midwives.

Figure 19. A boy using nose mask in church.
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7.5. Face Masks for Political Identity

>
g A

Figure 20. Nose mask depicting political party logo.

People can use anything to promote their political stand. By
so doing, they identify with a political party. Figure 20 shows
face masks advertising the People’s Democratic Party (PDP),
one of the major political parties in Nigeria. Giving out polit-
ically marked materials could be a form of propaganda for the
party and it could make people more inclined towards the
party ideals especially when they are distributed free and the
materials meet the need of the hour [26]. It is a form of polit-
ical propaganda or attraction to the party. Figure 20 is an ex-
ample.

7.6. Face Masks for Professional Identity

Different professional groups also made facemasks for their
group members. Wardhaugh actually notes that ethnographic
studies often deal with issues of identity and power [24] In
different parts of Nigeria, different kinds of masks with dif-
ferent logos of different professional groups are noticed on
people. For example, at Obafemi Awolowo University, Nige-
ria, professional groups like Academic Staff Union of Nige-
rian Universities (ASUU), Senior Staff Association (SSA) in
Obafemi Awolowo University Teaching Hospitals Complex
(OAUTHC), National Association of Nigerian Nurses and
Mid-wives (NNANW) and many other groups have special
facemasks made for their members.

Some companies, business outfits such as REAL Estates etc.
have special customized facemasks with their logos on them.
Just like customized Tee-shirts, the inscriptions on the face
masks advertise the professional groups or business outfits.
These masks are given freely to their members at work, family
members and clients. The masks therefore serve dual function
of protecting the wearer and also advertising their companies,
associations, groups etc. For nurses and doctors and other
health workers, the medically prescribed masks are the ones
used in the theatres, laboratories etc. The specially made ones
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with fabrics are used outside work places. Figures 21 and 22
are examples.

'I‘

Figure 21. Facemask made for Senior Staff Association Members at
OAUTHC, lle Ife, Nigeria.

Figure 22. Facemask made for Academic staff members Obafemi
Awolowo University Ile Ife, Nigeria.

8. Mocking Corona Virus Facemask

Figure 23. Leaves as facemask.

It is unfortunate to note that while many people take the
news about the pandemic serious and try to guide against its
spread, and despite the reports from different countries on the
devastating effects of corona virus infection, some people do
not believe that the virus exists or that it is real. Some Nigeri-

ans believe that the symptoms associated with the virus infec-
tion are those of some of the illnesses that have appeared in
the past in Nigeria and which have been dealt with tradition-
ally using herbs and the roots of trees as cure. This has resulted
in some form of reluctance on the part of some people as re-
gards the wearing of masks. Some shy away from wearing it
while some wear it carelessly. Some people even mock the
whole idea of ever discovering a virus like that by putting on
wrapped leaves, nylon bags, bible etc. They are trying to say
that ‘since you asked us to put on facemasks, we will put on
something. If such people through their carelessness or igno-
rance get infected, they could infect others. Examples are
demonstrated in Figures 16, 23 and 24.

Figure 24. Nylon bags as face, feet and head mask.

9. Coping with the Challenges of
Wearing Facemasks

Human beings are good at inventing things and new ways
of dealing with issues and problems of life. With the com-
plaints about not having enough oxygen to breath in when the
nose and mouth are covered, some face shields have been de-
signed having transparent plastic cover for the entire face.
This design is free enough to allow free flow of air but not
covered enough to prevent infection. People have therefore
been advised to use it with the medical/locally made one if it
is to be used at all. Something similar to these types is noticed
on school children in China with the resumption of schools
after the lockdown and security personnel of some banks in
Nigeria who stay outside to control the movement of custom-
ers into the bank. This type is also used by some lecturers in
higher institutions, business people and individuals who feel
committed to the non-spread of the corona virus infection in
Nigeria and other places in the world. An example is Figure
25 where the nose mask is worn separately from the face
shield. The message is — ‘protecting yourself is not enough,
protecting others is equally important to stop the spread of the
virus’. This type is quite different from the one in Figure 11 in
this article where the eyes are covered by the plastic shield but
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the mouth and nose are covered using a local fabric, but sewn
together. There are all kinds of innovative variations in the
production and use of masks not only in Nigeria but world-
wide all in an attempt to fight the pandemic.

Figure 25. Nose mask plus face shield.

Another challenge is how to prevent self-infection by keep-
ing the facemask in place without touching the frontal part as
advised by medical experts. Figures 26 and 27 present another
design of a facemask where a technique of opening the mouth
is put in place which enables the wearer to eat without touch-
ing the face or the mask. It is done in such a way that the mask
automatically gets lifted up to allow food into the mouth. It is
important to devise these coping strategies as this killer virus
may take some time to clear off from nations of the world.

Figure 27. The opening of the mouth with open nose mask to eat.
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9.1. Socio-economic Effect of the Use of Masks

Emergency tailors emerged as a result of this sudden need
for masks in Nigeria. Some of the young people who have
been jobless keyed into this and some of them are making and
hawking facemasks on the streets and some online. Figure 3
advertises facemasks made from ‘Ankara’ and cotton fabrics.
The entrepreneur is even ready to supply across states in the
nation.

In the same vein, as a result of the restriction on large gath-
erings which prohibits social gatherings, ceremonies or at
most, reduced the gatherings of people to twenty persons with
good social or physical distance, many tailors were out of job.
With the compulsion on the wearing of facemasks some of
them bounced back to work and are able to sew and design
fashionable facemasks not only for themselves but also for
sale. Tailors in particular complained a lot because of the re-
striction on social gatherings because in this part of the nation,
Southwest, tailors make most of their earnings from sewing
aso ebi (family cloth) for many people going for the same cer-
emony at the same time. Such occasions include, wedding cer-
emonies, traditional wedding engagements, burial ceremonies,
birthday ceremonies, chieftaincy titles, political meetings etc.

Aso ebi (family cloth) is the kind of uniform cloth sewn by
family members during social engagements where many peo-
ple are expected. Aso ebi is usually worn to identify with the
celebrant. Tailors make a lot of money sewing different types
of clothes for people and in particular aso ebi for different oc-
casions that come up regularly every weekend in different
places within the communities, across towns and cities and
states because Nigerians love celebrations. The prices for sew-
ing different cloths vary depending on the material and style.
However, it is not only tailors that are adversely affected by
the lockdown; every sector of the economy has been affected
by the lockdown except those selling food items. People have
to eat to survive the pandemic, so, those conveying food items
are allowed to move apart from those on essential duties.

9.2. Psychological Effect of the Lockdown

It is however interesting to note that prior to the announce-
ment of COVID-19 pandemic there were all kinds of cases and
reports of suicide and attempted suicide among different cat-
egories of people who said they were either depressed or fed
up with life in general. Some were rescued attempting to jump
into the Lagoon, some drank Jik and Hypo (used for bleaching
cloths) which are corrosive agents that could kill within
minutes and some of them actually died. Some even put it on
their status pages that they are contemplating suicide. So many
comments would then follow advising them not to end their
lives tragically or otherwise. It was so serious that within the
last three years, some institutions had to set up counseling
units in higher institutions to help students who had suicide
tendencies. But since the announcement of the deadly corona
virus that is able to claim lives, we do not hear much of people
talking about having suicide tendencies. In fact, many people
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stayed indoors during the enforced lockdown because of the
fear of death through COVID-19, so, one wonders what the
dread is about COVID-19 that people do not want to be con-
sumed by it.

10. Conclusion

In this paper, we have tried to examine the various types of
face masks used by people in Nigeria for prevention of the
corona virus infection. We looked at the participant orienta-
tion towards the use of masks in Nigeria. We noted that the
various types of masks speak volumes as regards their uses
within the community for virus prevention fashion, promotion
of culture, political affiliation and subtle advertisement of
companies or business outfits who made customized face-
masks for their workers and customers. We also noted that as
a result of some people’s inability to understand or believe in
the existence and devastating effect of the virus, they do not
take prevention serious. It is however important to note that
the virus may not disappear quickly from the world, hence the
need for more prevention and coping strategies to curb its
spread and effect on the general wellbeing of people and econ-
omies of nations of the world.
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