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50TRésumé : 50TLes couleurs occupent une place de choix dans la vie des Hommes. 

Cependant, elles sont perçues et appréhendées de différentes manières par tous. En 

effet, en milieu analphabète, les langues ivoiriennes, les considérations 

physiologiques, psychologiques, symboliques et environnementales constituent des 

facteurs prépondérants dans la dénomination des couleurs. Au regard du contexte 

anthropologique non figé, des contraintes liées aux activités cognitives, et face à 

l’hétérogénéité des profils des cibles, il est nécessaire, pour permettre l’appropriation 

des couleurs par les analphabètes que ces personnes se fondent résolument sur leurs 

expériences personnelles et sur leurs acquis en alphabétisation fonctionnelle. 

50TMots-clés: analphabètes, alphabétisation fonctionnelle, couleurs, dénomination. 

50TAbstract : Colors hold a prominent position in people lives. However, they are 

perceived and understood in different ways by everyone. Indeed, in illiterate 

environment, Ivorian languages, the physiological, psychological, symbolic and 

environmental considerations constitute prominent factors in colors denomination. In 

regards to the unfocused anthropological context, constraints related to cognitive 

activities, and face to the heterogeneity of targets’ profiles, it is necessary, for allowing 

the colors appropriation by the illiterate that these people should resolutely take into 

account their personal experiences and their functional literacy skills. 

50TKeywords: 50T 50Tilliterate, functional literacy, colors, denomination. 
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50TIntroduction 

 

The question of colors is at the core of much research work undertaken by scientists 

and specialists in art and aesthetics. In the field, studies carried out to capture colors 

have enriched the chromatic system. In an illiterate environment, the expression and 

appropriation of colors by adults takes place on the basis of linguistic, cultural and 

andragogical processes. With regard to the evolution of colors and their meanings, it is 

necessary that their knowledge and their use in the construction of knowledge take into 

account anthropological and social determinants. Considering that the perception and 

naming of colors allow their enhancement, improving their appropriation in illiterate 

environments requires the implementation of effective strategies. 

In Côte d’Ivoire, the illiteracy rate for people aged 15 and over is estimated at 56.1% 

(according to the 2014 RGPH). Building the capacities of the illiterate through literacy 

paves the way for a lasting appropriation of colors. The use of structured processes in 

the naming of colors remains a challenge. In addition, to avoid taking 

counterproductive initiatives, the integration of colors into social life is important. This 

integration could be based on motivated choices and local development actions. In 

such a context, the questions to which we will try to provide answers are as follows. 

How is the naming of colors carried out in an illiterate environment ? Do illiterates 

rely on Ivorian languages to name colors ? Does functional literacy pave the way for 

the appropriation of colors by literates ? Do colors have any effect on the lives of men, 

and more particularly those who are literate ? The research hypothesis is that the 

naming of colors in an illiterate environment is mainly based on physical, 

physiological, linguistic and cultural factors. The aim of the study is to name the colors 

and integrate them into the socio-economic life of literate people. Our work spans 

three parts. The first deals with conceptual clarification and the theoretical framework, 

the second part concerns the methodology and the third part revolves around the 

results and the discussion. 
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1. Concepts explanation and theoretical framework 

This part of the study will focus on two essential points: conceptual clarification and 

theoretical framework. 

 

1.1. Concepts explanation 

Two concepts need to be explained. It is more concretely about color and the illiterate. 
 

1.1.1. Color 

The concept of color is complex and difficult to define (Bernard, 2015). Thus, for 

Renger (2018) color appears as "a manifestation of light along the electromagnetic 

spectrum visible to the human eye." According to her, during the manifestation of 

light, "the visible electromagnetic spectrum can be evidenced by its dispersion, 

possible through a prism, lens or diopter." As for Goupy (2011), color is a sensation 

generated by light or by the reflection of this light on objects. For her, "color does not 

exist by itself and is not a physical property of the objects around us." As far as we are 

concerned, color is an elusive phenomenon. It is considered to be a sensation arising 

from the effect produced on the eye by light emitted from a source and received 

directly or, after interacting with a non-luminous body. These are, in other words, 

sensations produced by the radiation of light on the eye. To date, there are primary 

colors and secondary colors. 

The primary colors are fundamental and without mixing of colors. They are: yellow, 

red and blue. Secondary colors are obtained by mixing primary colors with each other. 

For example, by mixing: 

- yellow and red give orange ; 

- red and blue we get purple ;  

- blue and yellow we get green. 

 

1.1.2. Illiterate 

The interest in this concept justifies the various definitions set forth by the panoply of 

practitioners. Regarding Téra (2011: 12), the illiterate is a person unable to read and 

write more often due to lack of learning or inadequate use of acquired concepts if there 
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has been learning. For this author, the illiterate is a person who has very little or no 

instrumental knowledge of reading, writing, numeracy, and the use of intellectual 

transfer tools and motivated decision-making. The illiterate for Nafisa (2018) "is 

someone who can neither read nor write." According to the author, the illiterate person 

has a lifestyle unsuited to the modern world. This inadequacy generates several 

consequences such as: difficulties in communicating, participating in the life of the 

group, lack of understanding of the know-how transfer process and the acquisition of 

cultural knowledge. This situation creates in the illiterate a feeling of exclusion and 

loss of dignity. 

 

1.2. Theoretical framework  

 

The present study is built on the theory of the naming of colors by perception of Girard 

(2019). Indeed, for decades, the said researcher has been carrying out important 

studies on the symbolism of colors, the interactions between them, etc. For her, the 

naming and integration of colors in human life is essentially based on the act of 

perceiving. According to this theory, color perception is cerebral, it does not depend 

on the eyes. In this context, the organ of sight is not the eye, rather the brain. In her 

theoretical approach to the naming of colors by perception, Laure Girard takes 

linguistic, cultural and environmental factors into account. It is also based on three 

types of phenomena: physical, physiological and chemical phenomena. 

- The naming of colors on the basis of physical phenomena takes into account not only 

the material environments, but also the elements that are found in the natural state. 

Generally, these so-called physical colors are imperceptible without light. In naming 

context, we refer to the color of fire or blood to indicate "red". Smoke appears 

"yellow" against a light background, and plants are referred to to indicate "green". 

- The naming of colors based on physiological phenomena mainly focuses on the 

interaction between the brain and the eye, the simultaneous contrasts of the color 

spectrum and the effects they produce. Indeed, the "red" stimulates mental activity, 

increases muscle tension and blood pressure. As for the "yellow", it stimulates the eye 

and the emotional level. Finally, the "green" soothes pain and lowers blood pressure. 
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- The naming of colors based on chemical phenomena does not depend on the 

presence of light. This process only applies to artificial colors used in everyday life in 

particular. For example, the "red" in reference to the "red carpet" indicates danger, 

power or prestige. Regarding the "yellow" color of "gold", it represents wealth, 

brilliance, nobility, etc. 

 

2. Research Methodology 

 

The study methodology is focused on: the literature search, the survey site, the target 

population and the study sample. It also concerns the overview of northern-wè the 

collection of data from the respondents and finally, the analysis of the data. 

 

2.1. Documents analysis  

 

The data collected in carrying out this study comes from state documents and books 

produced by private structures. We can cite, among others: publications related to the 

perception and denomination of colors by illiterate adults, reports of projects and 

programs carried out for the benefit of illiterate people and documents to strengthen 

the skills of target audiences in community centers . In addition, significant data has 

been collected from the Internet. 

 

2.2. Site of the survey  

 

The town of Facobly was chosen as the site for the investigation. The capital of the 

department, the town of Facobly is located in the west of the Ivory Coast, more 

specifically in the Guémon region. It is 585 kilometers from the Autonomous District 

of Abidjan. The choice of the town of Facobly is justified by the large number of 

illiterates it has. According to the Inspectorate of Primary Education in Literacy 

(CIEPA) of this locality, in 2020 there is an illiteracy rate estimated at nearly 70%. 

The choice of this site is motivated by our desire to understand the techniques of 

naming colors by the illiterate of this locality (Facobly). 
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2.3. Target population cible and sample of the study  

 

In this study, we used the qualitative approach "even if quantified data [...] often 

supports the findings" (Ibitowa, 2018: 183). Therefore, it was based on collecting data 

from the target population. Since the size of the target population is large, a reliable 

survey requires building a representative sample. Our sample will allow us to collect a 

wide range of usable data. This sample constitutes "a reduced model of the [target] 

population, which allows the possibility of generalizing the results obtained." 

(Diétouan and Yéo, 2018: 148). To build our study sample, we opted for the accidental 

non-probabilistic method. This method, according to N’Da (2002), consists of forming 

"a sample where the population is not defined. This is a group whose characteristics 

have not been established on the basis of research and which must be accepted as such 

in research because it is available, present in a specific place". The accidental non-

probability method is used when difficulties encountered at the survey site make the 

random sampling method partially or totally ineffective. 

We formed a composite sample. This sample, drawn up on the basis of the target 

population, is made up of the following different resource persons: the departmental 

literacy coordinator, Inspectorate Advisors for Primary Education in Literacy 

(CIEPA), the youth president of the department of Facobly, literate northern-wè (or 

wobe) speakers, endogenous literacy workers and illiterate people. These contacts 

occupy a significant place in this study. Note that out of 100 people contacted, only 70 

were able to make themselves available for the exploratory survey. The table below 

shows the resource persons contacted and interviewed. 

 

Table 1 : Contacts of the study  
 

N° Contacts Number of 

people planned 

Number of people 

interviewed 

1 Departmental Literacy Coordinator 1 0 

2 50TInspectorate of Primary Education 

in Literacy 50T(CIEPA) 

1 1 
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3 Youth President of the Facobly 

Department 

1 1 

4 Literate speaker of northern-wè (or 

wobé)  

30 20 

5 Endogenous literacy workers 20 8 

6 Illiterate people 47 40 

Total 100 70 

 

2.4. Overview of northern-wè 

 

The northern-wè or wobe is the language of the wè people. Coming from the semi-

mountainous region of western Côte d'Ivoire, the northern-Wè are specifically located 

in the departments of Facobly and Kouibly. Their administrative region of origin is 

that of Guémon. According to Deazon (2014: 10), the Ivory Coast has nearly 156,300 

speakers of Wè-Nord. Speakers of this less widely used language generally live in 

towns and villages across the country. 

 

2.5. Collection of data from respondents 

 

This activity consisted of collecting relevant data from the resource persons 

interviewed on the study site. The field survey took place from September 07 to 18, 

2020 inclusive. The interview was carried out using an interview guide, in compliance 

with the barrier measures against coronavirus disease issued by the health authorities. 

Collecting data on color naming techniques in an illiterate environment has enabled us 

to lay the groundwork for their appropriation in the long term. 

 

2.6. Data Analysis   

 

The data collected and compiled has been subjected to objective processing. Their 

exploitation following rigorous analyzes has produced tangible results. 
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3. Results and discussion 

In this section, the aim is to present the research results and to open a structured 

discussion around these results. 

 

3.1. Results 

This part of the work consisted of exposing the results of naming colors in illiterate 

communities, on the one hand, and exposing the effects of these colors on illiterate 

adults, on the other. 

 

3.1.1. Denomination of colors in an illiterate environment 

Colors are part of life and condition human relationships with the world. Social 

adaptations in the naming of colors in an illiterate environment require the use of 

ethnolinguistic procedures. Thus, the naming of colors in an illiterate context takes 

into account cultural and environmental determinants. On this basis, Guedou and 

Coninckx (1986) subdivide colors into two categories: fundamental and mimetic 

colors. 

 

3.1.1.1. Denomination of basic colors 

19TThe basic colors are as old as humanity. They are represented by three essential colors: 

white, black and red. These colors are neither primary nor secondary. Guedou and 

Coninckx (idem) classify them in the category of fundamental colors because they 

exist in reality, and they are generated outside of the human being. These colors have 

their correspondents in the Ivorian languages. As for their denomination, these three 

colors are designated by linguistic units. For example, in northern-wè, we have: 
 

19TTerm 19TGloss 

19T-Plu 19T« white » 

19TYre 19T« black » 

19TSaan 19T« red » 
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3.1.1.2. 19TDenomination of mimetic colors 

Mimetic colors are not secondary colors and even less complementary colors. Their 

denomination requires that we refer to the materials (néré powder and ash), to the 

fundamental colors (white and red) or to the substances (neither black nor red, etc.) 

whose coloring we want to use to suggest a lived color (Guedou and Coninckx, 1986). 

The expression of mimetic colors with reference to extralinguistic reality makes it 

possible to obtain appropriate terms which most often result in the use of complex 

phrases. Unlike basic colors, mimetic colors have no direct correspondents in Ivorian 

languages. Since the Ivorian languages offer many possibilities for terminological 

creation, it is important that the color naming technique be of comparative value or 

based on analogy. The effectiveness of this technique is based on taking into account 

linguistic patterns (phonological and morpho-lexical structuring) and socio-cultural 

factors. In northern-wè, we have: 

 
 

19TTerm Name with comparative value or by analogy 19TGloss 

19TPklaa pu néré powder 19T« yellow » 

 

19TBiin' ash 19T« grey » 

 

19TTu wɛnɲ leaf 19T« green » 

 

19T-Crio' -crio neither black nor red 19T« brown » 

 

19T-Plu White 19T« belgian » 

 

19TSaan red 19T« orange » 
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3.1.2. Effects of color on illiterate adults 

 

Colors are part of life and have an influence on people in various socio-cultural 

contexts (Lévy, 2014). The appropriation and adaptation of colors at different stages of 

human development are the basis of their social representations. Indeed, colors, 

whatever their status, have effects on the behavior of illiterate adults. They help 

improve living conditions and promote the well-being of adults outside the school 

system. Colors are arousing interest in administrative and professional circles. Their 

effects are psychological and physiological. In the table below, we outline some colors 

and their behavior-modifying effects in illiterate adults. 

 

Table 2P0F

1
P : Effects of color on illiterate adults 

 

 

N° 

 

Color 

Effects 

Psychological Physiological 

 

1 

 

Red 

- Stimulates vitality, 

aggressiveness and action; 

- Sensation of heat and bad 

mood. 

- Increases muscle tension; 

- Increases blood pressure; 

- Increases the respiratory rate; 

- Stimulates mental activity. 

 

2 

 

Yellow 

- Good humor, cheerfulness, 

joy; 

- Great influence on mood. 

- Stimulates the eye, attracts 

attention; 

- Encourage caution; 

- Can calm some nervous people. 

3  

Green 

- Relaxing color and calms the 

mind; 

- Stimulates harmony, patience 

and stability. 

- Sedative color; 

- Lowers blood pressure; 

- Relieves migraines and neuralgia; 

- Effective against insomnia. 

  - Color with calming - Slowing down of muscle tension; 

                                                           
1 The content of the above table taken from La Pédagogie interactive, de Racle Gabriel (1980) has been slightly 
modified and re-adapted to the context of the study. 
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4 Blue properties; 

- Promotes introspection and 

inspires peace; - Feeling 

comfortable and confident. 

- low blood pressure;- Color that 

calms the pulse; 

- Decreases the respiratory rate; 

- Moderate appetite. 

 

Source : La Pédagogie interactive, of Racle Gabriel, Editions Retz, 1980. 

 

3.2. Discussion 

 

Discussion of the results revolves around the appropriation of colors through 

functional literacy and their integration into the socio-economic life of literates. 

 

3.2.1. Colors appropriation through functional literacy 

 

The usefulness of colors in human life is recognized by all, and even in illiterate 

communities. According to Lévy (2014), colors remain powerful means of expressing 

emotions, and they have a real impact on the lives of men in general, and that of the 

illiterate, in particular. A good mastery of colors goes not only through their 

perception, but also, and above all, through their appropriation. It is worth noting that 

the process of appropriating colors through functional literacy helps learners gain rapid 

knowledge of these "mysterious" and useful phenomena (Girard, 2019). The 

structuring of thought based on the act of cognition facilitates the fixation, 

appropriation and contextual adaptation of colors. The structuring and objectification 

of thought based on functional literacy integrates writing into learning in order to 

grasp and sustainably capture the writing including the symbolism of colors. The 

appropriation of colors from their internalization through functional literacy 

contributes concretely to behavior change and to the development of new skills in 

literates. The integration of colors (basic and mimetic) in functional literacy content in 

illiterate settings paves the way for the appropriation of these colors by the target 

beneficiaries. Building the capacity of these targets for color mastery requires different 
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functional literacy strategies. These operational strategies are the basis for the 

appropriation and systematization of colors by literates. 

 

3.2.2. Integration of colors in the socio-economic life of literate people 

 

Colors are intrinsic characteristics of visual sensations which inform humans and, 

more particularly literate people, about their physical environment. They are powerful 

factors in the socio-economic integration of literates. Indeed, used as decorative, colors 

are mainly used in the reading of contours by the play of contrasts, and in the 

recognition of objects (Embrechts, 1988, cited by Wannez, 2018: 2). As instruments of 

spatial connection, colors participate in the structuring of environments, integrate 

heritage and identity values. They ensure social cohesion. Colors can be used by 

literate people in the beautification process of this ever-changing world. They appear 

on aesthetic, attractive and functional bases. To date, color management is carried out 

in an adapted social and economic logic. Thus, in the standardization of societal 

realities, literate people include colors in a dynamic of maintaining the specificity of 

environments (rural, peri-urban and urban). They contribute to the socioeconomic 

take-off of the aforementioned environments, and have an impact in: promoting the 

visual environment, improving the quality of life and establishing lasting social 

harmony. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study has enabled us to reflect on the thorny issue of colors in illiterate 

communities and their influence on the lives of literate adults. In establishing the link 

between science and artistic creation, the act of perception is understood as an 

essential determinant in the naming of colors. The appropriation by literate people of 

colors and the effects generated by their use in life contribute to the structuring of the 

visual environment and to the awakening of certain mnemonic reactions (Nguyen and 

Teller, 2013). Our study hypothesis is confirmed. In addition, this practical research 

has highlighted the effects of colors on literates, and on their integration into modern 
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socioeconomic life. It is important today to abandon defeatist plans for poverty and 

marginalization of the illiterate. Above all, it is important to nurture an ambition which 

will consist in making real changes in our societies through access to knowledge in the 

arts and aesthetics through literacy. 
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