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English Language in Nigeria, Past,Present and the Future: a
Concerned Issue

John O, Udeigwe, PhD
Department Of English Language/Literature
Abia State University - Uturu
jo.udeigwe@abiastateuniversity.edu.ng
08146142122

Abstract

Nigeria is a multilingual nation that has serious language problems. From
generation to generation, language has remained the only source of
transmitting cultures, values, norms and beliefs to her citizens. Language
is also one of the determining factors to the status and nature of any
nation. 1960 is a remarkable date in Nigeria with the attainment of
independence that warded off every aspect of imperialism, “language” in
inclusive. In spite of many indigenous languages in Nigeria, the language
of the colonial masters “English Language” is still waxing stronger in
Nigeria more than ever. This paper takes a critical look at the English
language in the past, the present and the feature. It discusses the inroads
of English into Nigerian linguistic environment and x-rays the functions of
English side-by-side with the indigenous languages. It discusses attempts
made so far to replace the English language with indigenous languages.
The policy of the Nigeria government, for instance, the constitution and
the national policy on education. The above review shows that the English
language has come to stay permanently in Nigeria.

Keywords: Indigenous Languages, Language Policy, multilingualism,
National Language and WAZOBIA.

Introduction: eventually led to a Portuguese -

A brief history of the  based pidgin (Akinjobi 2004:34)
English language in “NIGERIA”  The nineteenth century came
and the arrival of the Portuguese  with the abolition of slave trade.
at the West Coast on a trade The freed slaves had acquired the
(mission) in the fifteenth century = language of their masters or
also helped to separate the bastardized forms of it (Awonisi
variety of English language in  2024:51). Akindele and Adegbite
Nigeria the trading activities (1999:57) posit that some of the
between the Portuguese and the  freed slaves who were Christians
people of the West Coast in orientation became
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interpreters and translators in
Christian evangelization during
the early missionary period while
some others learnt the language
and became catechists and
teachers in the mission school.
According to Eligbe
(1990), Nigeria has between 394-
400 languages, Adegbite (2023)
notes that there are over 450
indigenous languages. However,
Essen (2005) maintains that the
figure 515 indigenous languages.
The official major national
languages in Nigeria are Igbo
Hausa and Yoruba. A house of
representative member in
Adamawa North-West
constituency Mallam A. Y. Bala,
while contributing on the debate
on the floor of the parliament in
1961, moved that the house urges
the government in consultation
with regional government to
introduce the teaching of Hausa,
Igbo and Yoruba into the
institution of learning,
throughout the country, with a
view of adopting one of them as
our official language in the near
future. (Daily Express 1961).
According to Lawal (2009:39),
three opinions emerged from the
discussions which followed that
move. The first group supported
the motion and would like a
Nigerian language to emerge as
an official language in the future.
The second group basically
supported the motion but
maintained that Hausa be
expressly designated as an official

ISSN: 2787-0286 & 2811-2261 (Online & Print)

language while the third group
rejected the motion to replace
English with a Nigerian language
stating that to do away with
English means to cut Nigeria off
from the world of civilization and
progress.

Based on the above argument one
can now see that the replacement
of English language in Nigeria
with any of the indigenous
languages has been a very
difficult issue for years. All the
attempts did not work out since
the three major languages in
Nigeria are not mutually
intelligible, the option therefore
is to look for a language that will
be acceptable to different ethnic
groups in the society —-a language
which, according to Babajide
(2001), has a considerable
national and international
coverage of wusers, enjoys a
metropolitan status; has a
numerical strength and some
measure of economic political
powers; and lastly has a sufficient
reliable codified form. It should
be a language which conforms to
the United Nation Educational,
Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) (1971)
reports that the official language
to be adopted by any nation of
the world should be a (native and
neutral language). In views of the
fact that the so-called three major
indigenous languages do not
meet the criteria or stipulated
guidelines by UNESCO and
Babajide (2001). this paper
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recommends the use of English
language side-by-side  with
indigenous languages.

The 1960 independence
brought about the internal
national debate on the status of
the English language in Nigeria.
There were two schools of
thought on this debate: the first is
made up of the politicians and the
second is that of language
scholars. The argument is
whether an indigenous language
should replace English language
at independence. This has been a
very big issue that has not been
resolved. This shows that Nigeria
is politically independent, but
linguistically dependent, since
English language is still waxing
even stronger in the nation at the
expense of the indigenous
languages. The question is now
“how long will the status quo
keep on? Will there be future
alternative? This is the focus of
this work.

Vol. 7 No. 1: June, 2026

On Indigenous National
Language
Various  scholars and

individuals have suggested the
need for Nigeria to have a
national language (indigenous)
that is not English. Ibineweka
(2004) suggested a fusion of
some indigenous languages
which he called “Guosa” The
language should be drawn from
twenty-two Nigerian languages.
Thus, he produced a 52-page
dictionary for it. This was
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criticized on the ground that the
language was too artificial and
that Igbineweka will be the sole
arbiter of the grammar of any of
its sentence which would be
absurd. The trilingual
"WAZOBIA" was also proposed by
Jowitt (1995:45); it is a synthesis
of the three major languages: WA
means "come" in Yoruba, ZO also
means "Come" in Hausa and BIA
translates into Igbo as "come".
Some scholars reasoned that the
synthesis arrangement of
WAZOBIA is more of an artificial
and mechanistic contradiction in
which bits (lexical items) of the
three major languages have to
pieced together for a given
expression. The correctness of
the expression is also in doubt,
because to ascertain that will
mean to go to people or group of
people that did the coinages for
the new national language to
confirm it.

Still in search of a good
alternative for national language
in  Nigeria, scholars have
nominated Nigerian and non-
Nigerian languages. Wole Soyinka,
for instance, proposed "Swahili".
He argues that its phonology and
grammar makes it indigenous to
Africa; it is well developed and it
is being used as a national
language in East Africa. Sofunke
suggested “Igala" because of its
geographical position to bridge
the gap between the largely
[slamic North and the largely
Christian South. Igaia, from the
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look of things, is even more
foreign to most of Nigerians than
even English and therefore was
not equally accepted. Scholars
also suggest that the government
should legislate one of the
indigenous languages and order
everyone to learn it within a
specified period of time. There is
no doubt that the above
suggestion will not go well with a
lot of ethnic groups, considering
the disparate components that
Nigeria is made off. Each ethnic
group will rather wanther own
native language be the one the
government legislates  upon
rather than any other. Therefore,
every attempt, by way of
suggestion, to replace the
function and status of the English
language with an indigenous
language failed. This makes it
clear that the English language
and the roles it plays in Nigeria
remains intact.
English  Versus
Languages

The period of British
colonial rule enhanced the use of
English in Nigeria. With the
amalgamation of the northern
and southern protectorates in
1914, it became more
appropriate to have a common
language that will unite the
country and makes governance
easier. As the English language is
already on the ground, the
colonial masters made it the
language of politics and all forms
of official transactions,
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administration education, and
several others. Official
government  businesses are

conducted in English at the three
tiers of government - federal,
state and local government levels.
The Education Ordinance of 1882,
which declares English as the
language of instructions in
schools and certification system
and which specifies a "Pass" in
English is mandatory for the
award of certificates, required for
employment in the government
establishments and commercial
firms, all helped to entrench
English in Nigeria at the expense
of indigenous languages.
Government policies and official
publications are made in English.
More importantly, the Nigerian
constitution is written in English.
Today, the Nigerian linguistic
situation has made the English
language attain the status of
national language because It is
called to duty in almost all
matters of serious concern.
Uhumuwangho (2000:5) posits
that the English language has
shaped Nigerian linguistic
environment in a way that the
indigenous languages play second
fiddle to it. All the languages in
Nigeria have a particular number
of speakers but none could satisfy
the UNESCO (1971) specification
of "neutrality”, because from all
indication, no native Nigerian
language is neutral. The survival
of Nigeria would be seriously
threatened, even if any of the
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constitutionally recognized three
major languages (Hausa, Yoruba
and Igbo) is recognized by
government as a national
Language. English is the only
language that breaks all forms of
ethnicity and language barriers.
The integrative role is virtually
shown in all strata of Nigerian life.
It is a language of nationalism,
because through it, Nigerians love
for one nation as a whole
manifests. According to Adegbija
(1994:50), the advent of English
language has removed what he
described as "deep rooted mutual
suspicion that results in prejudice,
stereotypes and subtle linguistic
hostility among various linguistic
groups” The role and the
importance of English in Nigeria
is numerous; many Nigerian
writers use English to write
Nigerian literatures. By so doing,
it has helped to mirror Nigeria
and Nigerians outside the world.
English is needed as a
prerequisite for admission into
higher institutions. It is a
language of international
relations and diplomacy. It serves
as language of technological
empowerment and a means of
stamping Nigeria's collective
identity on national institutions.
Most Nigerian languages
are not developed to the level of
being used as national languages.
Ethnologue (2009) posits that out
of 450 indigenous languages, less
than 30% of them have
orthography, primers,
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elaboration of functions, creation
of metal language, (the above
makes it possible for a language
to function as a language of study
and instruction). This also
includes modernization of
numeration system. Most
Nigerian languages do not have
comprehensive dictionaries to
cater for all the words that exist
in that language. English has
enjoyed a wider acceptance by
Nigerians than the indigenous
languages. In most homes in
Nigeria, indigenous languages are
forbidden to be spoken by
members in favor of the English
language. Some public and
private schools most often
encourage both teachers and
students to speak English both
within and outside classrooms.
Some schools also impose fines or
punishment of various kinds for
defaulters. Igboanusi and Ohia
(2001:130-134) notes that a
higher percentage of respondents
(65.7% out of a total of
100%)prefer the use of English as
Nigerian lingua franca. Other
scholars who examine the same
phenomenon are Bamgbose
(1985) Oyetatede (2001) and
Ansre (1975) among others.

Nigeria Language Policy

Many scholars discuss
language policy in different ways
(Akindele and Adegbite, 1999,
Ubahakwe 1973). According to
them, effective language policy
requires the formulation and
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implementation of official
statement and decisions about
proper utilization of language
resources within a bilingual or
multilingual setting. This
constitutes the important part of
national planning for sustainable
development. Essien (2023:24)
defines it as a document of
government that contains
principles, ideas, guidelines,
objectives, stipulation and
provisions of language, usually
for nation and state. Language
policy involves a continuous
process that lays a sequence of
planned formation, conduct and
planning a set of activities in a
programmed time schedule and
at the same time preparing
planning system of adjust and
correct itself according to the
information fed back from the
addressee of the planned output.

A policy therefore is a
course of action to be taken on
any issue of national interest
which is contained in national
documents, such as the
constitution. Language policy, on
the other hand, is the government
document that contains
principles, ideas and guidelines to
be followed on matters of
language within a bilingual or
multilingual nation. The pre-
independence language policy in
Nigeria gave English language a
serious advantage to flourish at
the expense of indigenous
languages.
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Also, the constitution of
1046 was the first to declare
English as the official language
and the language of
administration in Nigeria. The
British colonial government put
in a lot of policies that favoured

the continued existence of
English in Nigeria. Among the
policies also  include the

Education Ordinances of 1882,
1896, 1916 which declared
English as the language of
instructions in schools. They also
introduced the certification
system in  the country's
educational system that elevated
English language to the highest
prominence and relevance in
Nigeria. The post-independence
language policy Nigeria
formulated was a chance to
elevate indigenous languages to
prominence above English. That
was a missed opportunity. Thus,

English still maintains great
advantages over our indigenous
languages. The Nigeria

constitution of 1999 section 55
states that:
The business of the
National Assembly shall be
conducted in English, and
in Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba
when adequate
arrangements have been
made therefore, the same
goes to the House of
Assembly as continue in
section 97 of the 1999
constitution.
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The business of the
House of Assembly shall be
conducted in English but
the House may in addition
to English conduct the
business of the state as the
House may be resolution
approve going' by the
provision of the Nigerian
constitution on what it
says about the indigenous
languages, one will simply
take that English language
as come to stay
permanently in Nigeria.
Imagine that in National
Assembly, Hausa, Igbo and

Yoruba indigenous
languages can only be used
when adequate
arrangement are made.

Where are the criteria for
adequate arrangement, no
one knows. House of
Assembly is not left out
either. It states that, where
one or more languages can
be used in addition to
English as the House may
by resolution approve. This
appear very impossible in a

state that have
multilingualism. For
instance in the Second

Republic between 1979-
1983, there were debates
in the National Assembly to
find a way of implementing
the policy statement. It
generated a lot of
opposition who maintained
that English language is the
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only neutral language that
could most effectively
serve as the instrument of
Nigeria nationalism and
they had their ways. The
government is not serious
to ensure that the policy is
strictly  followed.  For
example, all the private
schools in Nigeria do not
use indigenous languages
as the medium  of
instruction. English
language serves as the only
medium of instruction
while  the indigenous
languages are merely being
taught as subjects.

The National policy in
Education (NPE 2024) states that
the medium of instruction in pre-
primary and early primary
education should be mother
tongue or language of immediate
environment. For secondary
education at the junior secondary
school level, students should be
required to learn English as well
as two Nigerian languages, one of
which will be the language of
their area, while the other will be
any of the three other languages,
subject to the availability of
teachers. In senior secondary
schools, they will be required to
learn English and one Nigerian
language. There are so many
obstacles in the of the attempt to
replace English  with any
indigenous language. For instance,
it will take very many years for
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an indigenous language, that is
used as the medium of
instruction only in the pre-
primary levels, to be developed in
the level in which it will function
as the national language. Again,
there is lack of qualified teachers
qualified to teach the language in
the state where they are not
dominant, which is also a
problem to the implementation of
the policy. Our three major
languages, Hausa, Igbo and
Yoruba, are taught in our schools
with limited qualified teachers,
but the choice of any of them to
be wupgraded as a national
language may end up in vain,
because of ethnic attachment in
each of the languages. In Nigeria,
no group would like any other
language other than his to be
elevated. Going by the above
argument, one can see that
English language enjoys a
superior status at the expense of
all the indigenous languages and
have finally come to stay.
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English language in Nigeria:
The Future

It has now become a
public opinion that English
functions in many communicative
domains in Nigeria. It is a
language for all government
transactions, commerce and
industry, the language of national
and international communication,
language of the media, language
of law, language of science and
technology, language of social
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interaction and natural
integration. Also, it is the
language of education, a medium
of instruction in schools (primary,
secondary and tertiary
institutions. The above points
have proved that Nigeria cannot
function well without English.
Some scholars have put it thus:
Alo (2005:166) defines Nigerian
English as a term we use to
designate the variety of English
spoken and written in Nigeria.
Nigerian English is a
domesticated variety of English
which functions within Nigerian
linguistic and  socio-cultural
setting as a second language.
Adegbija (2004:20) notes that
domestication gives birth to
Nigerian English. It also connotes
'home grown, native' and adapted
to suit the Nigerian environment'.
In this case it signifies that the
English Language has become a
Nigerian property. It is now
English which equals other world
English but coloured by the socio-
cultural realities of its users
within its context of use.
Therefore the future of English is
guaranteed though, no longer in
British version but now in the
Nigerian variety of English.

Conclusion
The Nigerian linguistic
environment has accepted

English as an integral part of it.
English serves as the only source
of unity and national integration
which is of immense important to
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the existence of Nigeria. The
concern now should be shifted to
how best English could be
developed for international

intelligibility and national
communication.
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Recommendation

The government should,
as a matter of importance
regularly, organize
seminars and workshops
for school teachers and
students, and also
encourage its use in all
examinations conducted in
the country.

Nigerian writers, artistes
and the media must be
encouraged to adopt it
locally and internationally
through literacy texts,
movies, television and
radio programs.
Its
standardization
linguistic levels should
been couraged at the
levels phonology,
morphology, syntax and
semantics. Authors should
be encouraged to write
books in these areas.
Comprehensive
dictionaries that will cater
for all the words that exist

continuous
at all

in it should be made
available.
e Every available means

should be used by the
government to encourage
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scholars  to
further  establish and
develop all parameters
that will identity Nigerian
English and make it
generally intelligible
within and outside Nigeria.
As normal for formal
identification, the
government should make
a policy statement which
makes it compulsory for
use in the country.

language
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