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Abstract 

It is no longer news 

that the agitation of 

most Nigerian linguists 

is for the country to 

have her own 

indigenous national 

language. They believe 

that the benefits 

therein are enormous. 

While some, making 

reference to some 

countries, are of the 

opinion that we have 

to be radical about it, 

some, considering  

some salient factors 

associate themselves 

to the gradualist 

approach. However, 

for some socio-

political ethnic and 

religious reasons, all 
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INTRODUCTION  

“Language”, as seen 

by Eva Engholm cited 

by Adegbija 

(1994:134), “is the 

key to the heart of a 

people. If we lose the 

key, we lose the 

people.” This simply 

means that the best 

way to appreciate a 

people, their culture 

and everything about 

them is by 

understanding their 

language. A people’s 

language preserves 

and projects their 

culture better than a 

foreign language. This 

seems to be in the 

minds of the linguists, 

language experts and 

social reformers who 

clamor for the 

evolution of a truly 

national Nigerian 

language, and with 

independence, one 

would expect the 

country to have done 

away with the  
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efforts made so far to 

evolve one have been 

futile. The aim of this 

paper is therefore to 

join other scholars 

who have contributed 

to the debate with the 

objectives of reviewing 

some of the individual 

proposals that have 

been suggested and 

governmental efforts 

made towards 

evolving a truly 

Nigerian national 

language as well as 

considering the 

strengths and 

weaknesses of these 

proposals. We, at the 

end, contend that, 

particularly, for ethno-

political reasons, 

English should be 

allowed to stay as our 

official language in 

Nigeria; however, it 

can be given a Nigerian 

face to accommodate 

our socio-cultural and 

linguistic peculiarities. 

It is our belief that 

researchers working 

on the issues of 

national language/ 

Nigerian English will 

find this paper very 

resourceful. 

 

language, English. And, truly speaking, a national language, as argued by 

Elugbe (1990), is synonymous with “indigenous”, which may be a symbol 

of national unity. A national language also carries “national pride” and 

nationwide constituency with it. In this wise, though English can be said to 

be have a national outlook, since it has no ethnic constituency in Nigeria, it 

cannot be referred to as our national language. Those who agitate for the 

evolvement of an indigenous national language are thus justified. 

Linguists and language experts have written extensively on the topic, and 

have advanced some proposals (See for instance, Soyinka 1977, Olagoke 

1982, Elugbe 1990, Jowitt 1995, Akindele & Adegbite 1999, Ogunsiji 2001 

& 2004, Odebunmi 2001 & 2016, Adedimeji 2014). It has however been 

difficult choosing any of them. In this paper, we shall review some of the 

serious proposals made, examine their strengths and weaknesses, and 

consider some factors that are making it increasingly difficult to have one 

national language before suggesting our proposal, which may be 

acceptable to the generality of the Nigerians. It is our belief that 

researchers working on the issue of national language/ Nigerian English 

will find this paper very resourceful. Nigerian government as well as policy 

makers may also find it a useful guide in taking serious decision on 
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language. In the next section, we go to the discussion of some serious 

proposals made by some authoritative figures. 

 

The Proposals 

In discussing the proposals, Bamgbose’s (1990) classification used by 

Akindele & Adegbite (1999: 96) shall be adopted. They divide the 

proposals into unilingual and multilingual approaches. A unilingual 

approach involves using one language, while a multilingual approach 

involves using more than one language as national languages. Also, as done 

by Jowitt (1995: 45), for easy analysis, the unilingual proposals will be 

broken down into: (1) an African language though not indigenous; (2) an 

artificial language; (3) a minority language; (4) Pidgin English; and (5) a 

major indigenous language. We take unilingual proposals in turn below. 

At the 1977 FESTAC, Wole Soyinka suggested Swahili. He argued that 

Swahili is indigenous to Africa considering its phonological and 

grammatical structures, it is a lingual franca in East Africa, it is already 

functioning as the national language of Tanzania and Kenya, and it is well 

developed. Soyinka’s proposal is however rejected by Nigerians on the 

grounds that national identity counts far more than continental or racial 

identity on which Soyinka anchored his proposal. This apart, Swahili has 

no existing ethnic constituency in Nigeria. Though African, Swahili is more 

foreign than English to us in Nigeria in that a percentage of Nigerians speak 

English no matter how small they may be. Finally, the problem of getting 

personnel to teach Swahili in our schools will also be there. 

Arabic is another African though not indigenous language proposed. 

Adedimeji (2004) in his paper titled “The Nigerian National Language 

Question: Arabic as a Viable Option” contends that Arabic is the first foreign 

language to get to Nigeria, most indigenous Nigerian languages have many 

words with Arabic origin and it is currently being used as one of the 

languages at the United Nations and at regional organisations such as the 

African Union and the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), it is being used by the BBC, VOA, and the Voice of Nigeria, the 

Dutch, French, German and Russian national radio stations continually air 

Arabic versions of their programmes over their networks and numerous 
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Arabic satellite transmitting stations beam programmes to the world on 

daily basis. He is also quick to add that apart from 35 countries that are 

officially recognized as Islamic states, about 17 other countries which 

include Nigeria, have large Muslim percentage ranging from 38 to 98. He 

finally argues that there are native speakers of Arabic in Africa and Asia 

and its numerous non-native speakers are all over the world. Adedimeji 

however fails to realize that, in addition to the fact that Arabic has no ethnic 

constituency in Nigeria and there will be problem of getting personnel that 

will teach Nigerians the language, it is the liturgical language of Islam and 

Nigeria being a secular state, non-Muslim Nigerians will see it as an attempt 

to islamise them.  

 Igbineweka also proposed Guosa, a self-created language. He said that the 

language is based on 22 existing Nigerian languages; he produced a 52-

page dictionary on it and gave copies to the members of the 1988-89 

Constituent Assembly. Guosa has however been vigorously criticized by 

linguists for its artificiality. Bamgbose also said that if Guosa is accepted, 

Igbineweka would be the sole arbiter of the grammaticality of any of its 

sentences, which would be absurd. Also, the fact that its name is a 

borrowing from one half of the investor’s middle name also tends to be 

ridiculous. Elugbe (1994) argues that if Guosa is accepted, the survival of 

the language would depend on Mr. Igbineweka’s continued good health.  

Joseph Ushie, a lecturer at the University of Cross River State (now the 

University of Akwa Ibon State), Uyo, has also proposed Afrike, a language 

of Cross River State spoken by 3,500 people, according to 1953 census. This 

language has problems of development and size in that it is not yet 

developed and it has only few speakers. Sofunke also proposed Igala. 

Unlike Guosa and Afrike, Igala is developed, and as argued by Sofunke, it 

“will qualify to serve as the cultural bridge between the Islamic North and 

the Christian South”, because of its geographical position and history as a 

cultural melting point. However, Igala is rejected because it is unfamiliar to 

the majority of Nigerians. Two, accepting it will be tantamount to imposing 

it on Nigerians, which has the tendency of causing insurrection in the 

country.    
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Nigerian Pidgin has also been suggested by some linguists, particularly 

those who are from the educated class in the Southern part of Nigeria. 

Although Elugbe and Omamor (1991) take it that the phonological and 

grammatical structures of Pidgin are African; it is a major lingual franca in 

the South and to some extent also in the North; it is used in broadcasting 

and for literary purposes; and no ethnic group can lay claim to it as their 

own. They are quick to add that Pidgin is insufficiently developed, and its 

vocabulary is limited. Moreover, the Nigerians still regard it as “a debased 

form of English, spoken typically by houseboys, village layabouts and other 

such characters with no social standing”. Though it appears Pidgin has 

more support than any of the proposed languages, its demerits outweigh 

its merits. 

A significant number of linguists, particularly Simpson (1978), have also 

suggested Hausa, because of its wide geographical claim across Africa, and 

for its development. They advanced a number of reasonable reasons for 

this. One, it is spoken in some countries outside Nigeria, e.g. Niger Republic; 

two, it is used for broadcast on BBC, VOA, and Deutsche Welle, and texts, 

dailies and magazines have been written in it. Finally, since its dialects are 

relatively few when compared with other Nigerian languages, it would be 

easier for people to learn. In spite of all these reasons, a lot of reasons have 

however been put forward to reject this option. One, there is no way 

government will force people to learn a language, and, if they are forced to 

learn a language, they may develop a negative attitude toward it, and may 

not use it except when it is unavoidably necessary. Two, the problem of 

getting sufficient manpower to teach people the language will also be there. 

Three, adoption of Hausa will create tension in the country because it will 

be tantamount to saying that an ethnic group or a number of ethnic groups 

are more important than others. Adegbija (1994) observes that the pride 

the Hausa have in their language, their negative attitude to and disregard 

for other Nigerian indigenous languages, and their assumed belief that they 

are born to rule in Nigeria, as the country’s leadership mantle has largely 

resided with the Hausa ethnic group, have made people to frown at the 

adoption of Hausa language. Finally, Akindele and Adegbite (1999:98) 

argue that the problem of isolationism will be there in that Nigeria will find 
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it difficult communicating with other nations of the world if English is 

replaced with Hausa.  

An attempt was also made in 1976 by the military regime to announce one 

of the three major languages as the national language and to make people 

to learn it within a specified time. After the expiration of the time, it would 

replace English as the national language. Most of the reasons raised to 

reject Hausa are also germane here, but particularly, the attempt was 

discarded to avoid disintegration in the country. There was another 

attempt to amalgamate the three major languages in the country. This is 

what is now referred to as WAZOBIA, meaning, in English “Come”. “WA”, 

“ZO” and “BIA” are Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo words meaning “come”. The 

suggestion was rejected because it was believed that it would be an 

unrealistic and futile effort.      

In the line of exoglossia, some linguists have also suggested English as the 

country’s national language. They point out that since English is neutral to 

all the ethnic groups in the country, the tension which the choice of any 

other Nigerian indigenous language would create would be averted. This 

apart, it is developed, so the implementation problem will not be there. 

Also, as argued by Jowitt (1995:37), “English is today, and more than ever 

before, deeply entrenched in the country’s life in most domains with the 

exception of the home.” Many scholars have however rejected it on the 

grounds that it is generally seen as a foreign language imported to the 

country by the colonial masters. It is therefore a symbol of colonialism and 

oppression. This is not all. A national language should be a Nigerian 

language which can adequately express and preserve our culture and 

experiences. Also, only a negligible percentage of the country’s population 

(15%) actually speaks and understands English very well. As summed up 

by Akindele and Adegbite (1999), it is rejected for nationalistic reasons, 

lack of sizeable constituency in the country and for being able to divide the 

country into two opposing groups of the governor and the governed 

(Sofunke 1990, Elugbe 1990 and Bamgbose 1990).  

Concerning the multilingual approach, it has been observed that the 

proposals suggested here took three major forms. The first one is that the 

government, in the spirit of endoglossia, should declare many indigenous 
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languages official, and that they should be taught in schools. Though this 

suggestion takes care of ethnic particularism, it is doubtful if it will foster 

unity in the country, especially if English is eventually replaced. Two, since 

not all the indigenous languages in the country will be taught, what will be 

the criteria for the exclusion of the ones presently used on the radio and 

television? Three, the children will also face a mountainous problem 

learning many indigenous languages at a time. It may also be difficult 

getting personnel to teach ‘the many indigenous languages” in schools. 

Finally, citing the case of Italian in Switzerland, it has been argued that 

although three major languages can be placed on an equal footing as official 

languages, one of them may not receive the same recognition as the other 

two. 

The second suggestion in this category is that in the spirit of endo-

exoglossia, in addition to English, the three major Nigerian languages 

namely Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba should be selected as the national 

languages based on a number of factors among which are: (i) the size of the 

speakers of the three languages; (ii) the usage of the language in education 

and mass media, and the possession of relatively large bodies of textbooks 

and (iii) the population of the speakers being large enough to produce 

enough teachers to teach other ethnic groups. Evidently, since English is 

included here, the problem of isolationism will be avoided. Scholars like 

Bamgbose (1990) argue that English will continue for long to play a major 

role in Nigeria as the country search for the national language. Bamgbose 

specifically submits that “even countries with a radical language policy 

such as India still make use of English”. Yet, some of the problems raised in 

the previous suggestions above will also be encountered here. For instance, 

it will be difficult to think of how to persuade the speakers of other 

indigenous languages to accept the chosen ones. Secondly, the problems of 

funding and development will also there. In fact, some scholars like 

Adekunle (1990) categorically argue that it will be difficult evolving a 

national language that will project a culture if this suggestion is adopted 

since a language projects a culture. 

The third suggestion, also in the spirit of edo-exoglossia, is that the 

government could declare support for each cultural group or local 
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government to choose by referendum or any other means, and develop its 

own language or any language of its choice as much as possible while at the 

same time the government still affirms its support for English until when it 

can be oust by an indigenous language that will be generally acceptable to 

and at the same time unify all the ethnic groups in the country as English. 

This proposal has also be vigorously criticized on the grounds that it will 

demand too much of the child’s mental ability, time and energy, and there 

will also be the problem of getting adequate textbooks and personnel to 

teach the language. Again, none of the suggestions above says nothing on 

how to communicate technical information to the majority of the illiterate 

population. 

Another point that is worthy of note is that there is no indigenous language 

in Nigeria that is not foreign to more people than its speakers, though it can 

be rightly argued that it will not be as foreign as English since the speakers 

of an indigenous Nigerian language reside in Nigeria and not as far from 

speakers of other Nigerian languages as the native speakers of English. 

Secondly, the speakers of an indigenous Nigerian language can be seen in 

their area, they live there and we can readily interact with them than we 

can with the native speakers of English. Also, many Nigerian languages 

belong to the same language family, and as such, there are similarities in 

the cultures of their speakers. Thus, these languages will be easier for the 

people to learn than languages like English that are completely foreign to 

them.        

 

The Governmental Efforts 

The Nigerian government took two giant steps in her attempt at evolving a 

Nigerian national language though without total commitment. The first one 

is the political statements she made on language in the National Policy on 

Education NPE (1977) and the incorporation of language policy in the 

Nigerian Constitution of 1999. These will be discussed in turn below 

starting with the language statements in the New National Policy on 

Education. The first language statement in the NPE is in Section 1 Sub 

Section 8, page 9 which reads: 
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In addition to appreciating the importance of language in 

educational process, and a means of preserving the 

people’s culture, the government considers it to be in the 

interest of national unity that each child should be 

encouraged to learn one of the three major languages other 

than his own mother tongue. In this connection, the 

government considers the three major languages in Nigeria 

to be Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. 

 

The second statement that is germane to our analysis here is in Section 3 

Sub Section 15.4 page 13 which says: 

Government will see to it that the medium of instruction in 

the Primary School is initially the mother tongue or the 

language of the immediate community and, at a later stage, 

English. 

 

From the very beginning, it is obvious that the government has given 

official recognition to only three languages which she refers to as the Major 

ones out of over 400 indigenous languages in the country. By implication, 

all other languages apart from these three are Minor. This expectedly did 

not go down well with the speakers of the so-called Minor languages. They 

see it as a way of imposing some peoples’ languages on them. It is therefore 

not surprising to note that till now Nigerian child learns only his regional 

language. There are a lot of contradictions in the second statement. One, 

the language of the immediate community of the child can only be used if 

the language is developed or codified. But disappointingly, only few of the 

Nigerian languages are developed. The students are therefore left with no 

option than to resort to the use of either a major or a major minor language 

in his region. Two, the meanings of the words “initial” and “later” in the 

statement are vague. Some scholars therefore, in criticizing these 

statements, argue that they are anti-democratic (Sofunke 1990) and 

discriminatory (Essien 1990) and cannot see how they will lead to the 

emergence of a national language.  
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Another difficulty which most people have identified in connection with 

the statements in the NPE is the insufficiency or unavailability of teachers. 

Initially it was said that those that would be employed to teach a Nigerian 

language in another state must be native speakers of that language. When 

this proved difficult possibly because the host states were not ready to 

offer attractive conditions of service or because the teachers were not 

ready to work in far places, it was later accepted that non-native speakers 

should be allowed to undergo a teacher training course in the language in 

their state of origin. However, before graduation, they would have to spend 

some time with the native speakers of the language for immersion. Things 

are however easier said in Nigeria than done. This policy has died in 

Nigeria for non-implementation. 

Concerning the language policy provisions in the Nigerian Constitution, we 

also have two statements to consider. The first one is in Chapter V, Section 

55 which stipulates that: 

The business of the National Assembly shall be conducted in 

English and Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba when adequate 

arrangements have been made thereof. 

  

First, if the order of the languages mentioned in the statement is taken into 

consideration, it will be seen that English is exalted over others. It implies 

that English only will be used for the conduct of the business of the National 

Assembly; Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba can only be used after “adequate 

arrangements” are made. What is difficult to imagine is when and how the 

arrangements will be made. The members of the National Assembly are 

from different ethnic groups in the country with different languages, and 

the only language that unites them is English. And it will sound ridiculous 

to make proficiency in all the four languages an essential condition for 

being in the National Assemble. It will therefore be extremely difficult 

making arrangements to use the regional languages. 

The second statement to be considered in the constitution is in Chapter V, 

Section 97 Page A 928 which reads: 

The business of the House of Assemble shall be conducted in 

English, but the House may in addition to English conduct the 
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business of the House in one or more other languages spoken 

in the state as the House may by resolution approve. 

 

Like that of the National Assembly, it is obvious that English is emphasized 

here. The modal “may” used reinforces the fact that it is not compulsory 

they use the indigenous languages. Also, how will they select the 

indigenous language(s) to be used in multilingual states like Plateau and 

Cross Rivers where they speak about 62 and 67 languages respectively 

(Adegbija, 1994). It is difficult to see how this constitutional statement will 

lead to the evolvement of a Nigerian national language. It is saddening to 

state here that the attempt made by Lagos State House of Assembly to use 

an indigenous language was rubbished by some members of the House.                 

From all said above, it is clear that it is difficult to have a single Nigerian 

language as the national language, and equally anti-democratic to give the 

status of national languages to the three major languages in the country. 

This however does not mean that it is not impossible to evolve (a) national 

language(s) in Nigeria. To say that it is not possible is to be incurably 

pessimistic. Understandably, as argued by Jowitt (1995), a cursory look at 

the multilingual setting of the country will reveal that her case is uniquely 

peculiar in that it has three large and equally competing ethnic groups who 

form half the population of the country, followed by many other smaller 

ethnic groups of various sizes who constitute the other half of the country’s 

population. Nigeria cannot be compared with India or the Soviet Union 

fondly cited by people. Acceptably, India is also a multilingual country, but 

unlike Nigeria, her sociolinguistic configuration is conducive to the 

emergence of a national language. As observed by Jowitt, more than 30% 

of her population speaks Hindi as their L1, and another 40% speak 

languages closely related to Hindi in the Indo-Aryan group, and they all 

have their root in Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hindu religion to which 

nearly 83% of the Indians belong. Similarly, the Soviet Union had a 

linguistic structure that was simpler than that of Nigeria; more than half of 

her population speaks Russian as their L1. Peculiar though Nigeria’s 

multilingualism is, it is possible to evolve an indigenous national language. 

But as suggested by Bamgbose (1991), it has to be gradual. 
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Endo-exoglossic Evolvement Approach: Our Suggestion 

By this approach, we mean that as suggested by many scholars, in the spirit 

of endo-exoglossia, the three major languages of Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba 

should be declared as the national languages by the government, but unlike 

others, Nigerian variety of English will continue to be used as our official 

language. Our belief is that the three major Nigerian languages are already 

entrenched in the constitution and the National Policy on Education. They 

are used in the three major regions of the country as regional languages. 

So, Nigerians generally have accepted them. Their declaration will 

therefore not cause much noise, at least not as a minor or foreign language 

like Swahili will cause. And, as argued before, they are not as foreign to 

Nigerians as English or French in that the speakers of the languages are 

close to one another, they see, live and are fairly familiar with one another’s 

culture. In fact, there is hardly a community in Nigeria where the speakers 

of the three languages will not be present. This apart, there are some 

Nigerians who already understand the three languages as a result of their 

interaction with the native speakers of these languages. More so, these 

languages are already developed; they have large number of textbooks 

written on them and there are many teachers on them. Also, as submitted 

by Bamgbose (2006:16-17) Awobuluyi (2010; 22-23) and Owolabi 

(2013:550), five Houses of Assembly (Ogun, Oyo, Ondo, Ekiti and Lagos) in 

the South Western part of the country now conduct their legislative 

discourse in Yoruba language, though once weekly. And as reported by 

Bamgbose (2006), some other states in the zone are also working hard to 

not to be left behind. We want to add that before long, States Houses in the 

other two regions of the country will also take after them, and with time, it 

will extend to the National Assembly.  

However, realizing the role English plays in Nigeria and the world at large 

today, it is hard to do away with it. For instance, Ogunsiji (2004:86-87) has 

submitted that English is the language of administration because the 

government affairs at the three tiers of government are conducted in 

English; the language promotes trade activities across the country, and as 

the language of education, in addition to being a subject, it is the medium 
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of instruction right from the later stage in the primary school to the 

university level; finally, it is the language of national integration in the 

country because it unites all the ethnic groups in the country. As a global 

language, nations like France, Brazil and Russia that “had tried to edge out 

English from their policies have not been successful in the language 

practices and beliefs of their people” (Mustapha 2013; 53). In the same 

vein, Ogunsiji (2004) argues that English as the language of science and 

technology interconnects Nigeria with other countries of the world. Many 

international organisations to which Nigeria belongs such as United 

Nations Organisation (UNO), Organisation of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC), etc. make use of English. So for Nigeria to benefit from 

what happens internationally, she cannot but retain English. But the form 

of English we recommend is the Nigerian variety. English as submitted by 

Kachru (1995: iv), “is no more a ‘guest’ in the linguistic ecology of West 

Africa but has become an integral part of the linguistic family” This claim is 

strengthened by Odebunmi (2016:4) quoting Halliday, Mcintosh and 

Strevens (1964) as saying that “English is no longer the possession of the 

British, or even the Americas, but…exists in an increasingly large number 

of different varieties.” When Quirk (1985) takes different positions by 

claiming that “the speakers of different varieties of English will soon 

become unintelligible to one another”, Kachru, in reaction contends that: 

a. it is natural for some speakers of English not to be intelligible to 

other speakers of the language even in the native contexts. 

b. the possible variation in the mother tongue varieties is 

extendable to the institutionalized or non-institutionalised Outer 

circle English. 

 

Kachru (1995) therefore submits that various manifestations of non-

native variety of English are evident in the works of Amos Tutuola, Cyprian 

Ekwensi, Wole Soyinka and Chinua Achebe. Nigerian English, as defined by 

Ogunsiji (2004:87), is “a nativised variety of English in Nigeria with its own 

peculiarities which are conditioned by the Nigerian socio-cultural 

environment.” As Odebunmi (ibid) has put it, it is the variety of English in 

which the cultures, ecology, education, politics, socio-domestic life, 
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officialdom and other domains have constrained people to make peculiar 

choices such as “my junior brother” (instead of “my younger brother”), 

“there is no market” ( for “ there is no sale”), “ he is a big man” ( for “he is 

very rich/ influential”), “she is our house maid” (for” she is our house 

help”), “let’s wet the flower” (for “ let’s water the flower”) and “He is not 

on seat” ( for “ He is not available in the office”) (cf Odebunmi 2016). 

 

Conclusion 

We have so far written on the solution to the national language question in 

Nigeria. In an attempt to do justice to the topic, we have argued that it is 

true that Nigerians are tired of using English as their national language, 

they want an indigenous language, a language that has a constituency in 

the country, a language that has a culture to project, as their national 

language, we have also reviewed some of the efforts that have been made 

by both the individuals and the government at evolving an indigenous 

national language, though everyone has its limitations. We finally present 

a proposal that the government should declare the three major Nigerian 

languages as the national languages in addition to English. But rather than 

adhering strictly to the British variety, we suggest that Nigerian Variety, 

the indigenized form that takes care of our socio-cultural contexts should 

be used.                
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