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Abstract 
There is no country in the world without language problems. Even if a 

country is monolingual, there may be problem of regional or social dialects. 

Every nation has a language that is regarded as a national language.  A 

national language needs the acceptance of the community- it should be 

spoken by a majority of the population. National language problems are not 

the same in all nations. A national language is used for communication 

across all the regions of a country. No Nigerian language can perform this 

function. There are too many languages in Nigeria. It is difficult to choose 

one as a national language. English, a foreign language is the official 

language in Nigeria. This is because none of the local languages has been 

developed enough to play this role. Attempts aimed at developing one local 

language to serve as lingua franca has often engendered tension in the 

country as people are always ready to protect their languages jealously. 

These languages have helped to preserve and sustain the cultures of the 

ethnic groups that make up Nigeria. English has occupied a prominent 

position as an official language in Nigeria because of the existence of many 

languages in the country. English language is neutral, accessible and 

acceptable to virtually all communities in the country. The language is used 

in governance, mass media, commerce, education and international 

relations. A variety of English with distinct features is beginning to emerge 

in Nigeria. English has helped to link Nigeria with the global village and 
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we are benefiting from globalization with its technology-the internet, 

integrated world economy, computer and cyber space. 

 

Keywords: National language, Indigenous language, monolingual, multi 

lingual, dialect  

 
 

 

Introduction 
There is need for interpersonal, intra 

and inter ethnic and international 

communication in all nations. It is the 

basic need of all human societies- 

people desire communication with 

their fellow men. Language is an 

important tool for communication in 

every society and it serves as a symbol 

of group identity or aspiration. 

National language is the choice of a 

language for official purposes against 

other languages. There is no ideal 

community where you have just one 

form of language- a community where 

there is no conflict arising as a result 

of communication breakdown. Even if 

a country is monolingual, there may 

be the problem of regional or social 

dialects. In multilingual societies such 

as Nigeria, the problem of national 

language choice is very serious. There 

is no country in the world in which 

there is no language question, 

although the problems may differ.  

Nations strive to find a language that 

they can justly regard as their national 

language. A national language 

requires only the acceptance of one 

speech community. One of the 

conditions that surround such 

acceptance is that such language must 

have a high level of standardization as 

a matter of cultural necessity. A 

language chosen as a national 

language of a nation should carry 

prestige recognized by all or at least, 

the majority of the population. Such 

prestige may be based on economic or 

cultural factors such as, the language 

being that of an economically 

powerful group and used by this group 

in its dealings with other communities 

in the same nation. We need to be able 

to communicate easily and frequently. 

None of the Nigerian languages can 

perform this function satisfactorily for 

now.         

 

METHODOLOGY 

A review of the works of notable 

scholars on the language situation in 

Nigeria and the roles of English 

Language in the country was carried 

out to identify the major functions and 
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benefits of the language in Nigerian context 

 

THE LANGUAGE SITUATION IN NIGERIA 

Nigeria is both a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual society. There are serious 

language differences in the country. The number of Nigerian languages is 

estimated to be about 400 (Akindele & Adegbite, 1999). Three languages 

regarded as the majority are Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo. The majority/minority 

distinction is made on the basis of the population of the speakers of the 

languages. Hausa is spoken mainly in the North, Yoruba in the west and Igbo 

in the East. Other parts of the country have many languages such as North-East, 

the Middle-Belt and South-South. Indeed, each of such states as Taraba, 

Plateau, Cross-River is said to have over 60 languages (Adegbija, 1994). 

National language problems are not exactly the same in all nations. There are 

some features of the problems that are peculiar to each country because of some 

differences in the socio-cultural nature of that country. Nigeria’s structure and 

its linguistic diversity demand that there be free flow of information across 

ethnic boundaries. We need to be able to communicate easily and frequently. 

That is why each Nigerian is compelled to learn two or more languages to enable 

him communicate with other Nigerians and foreigners. 

There is compelling need for the Nigerian government to come up with 

comprehensive policies concerning the choice of one language for official 

purposes against other languages. There are social, religious and cultural 

tensions that are always caused by language differences. The differences have 

in some cases caused serious crises and political agitations. It has always been 

argued that in choosing national language, preference should be given to the 

one that is spoken by a majority of the population of a country. There is bound 

to be tension and resentment from the unfavoured groups. Such groups will feel 

at disadvantage and may fight for independence for their sections. This problem 

has caused wars in some countries. Minority ethnic groups feel threatened by 

the exclusion of their languages from the constitution (Adegbite, 2002). 

Many Nigerians have expressed the need for development of an indigenous 

national language for the country. In a multi-lingual society like Nigeria 

according to Azuike (2001), the continued existence of their language depends 

entirely on that language performing some useful functions for their society. 

This is why people will continue to protect their languages jealously. To 

Oyeleye (2005), indigenous languages are used in intimate interactions to define 

relationships such as father-son or husband-wife. For authentic cultural 
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expression, the indigenous language is the preferred medium. However, English 

is the official language used in political and business administration, in 

commerce and in higher education. English has thus acquired a high status and 

the indigenous languages low status. 

Other people in Nigeria prefer the use of English together with indigenous 

languages. Their reason is that the English language has co-existed with our 

indigenous languages for about a century now. Our local languages have not 

been forced into extinction as a result of the use of English because each has an 

important function for its speakers. The need for national integration will 

continue to bother us. It is because of the integrative function which the English 

language performs that we still use it up to now. We shall continue to use it for 

inter-ethnic communication until such a time when we develop a Nigerian 

language to replace English as common language for communication. Azuike 

(2001) warns that the choice of any one indigenous language for national use 

will certainly be divisive and a source of conflict. 

Despite the advantage English language has over local ones, its continuous use 

in Nigeria has serious disadvantage. Ikiddeh (1985) reminds us that despite the 

role English plays as a tool for national integration, it is a symbol of continued 

oppression and it conveys foreign culture. It was a language of conquest and of 

imposition. 

 

BENEFITS OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE IN NIGERIA 

English, a foreign language is regarded as a colonial language because it is a 

colonial legacy. It has been a constant feature in language policy discussions in 

Nigeria and other Anglo-phone African countries. The position which English 

occupies in Nigeria has diminished value of indigenous languages.  

Despite the fact that English is a colonial heritage in Nigeria, it serves as lingua 

franca among people of different ethnic groups. It occupies a prominent position 

as an official language due to numerous languages and ethnic groups in the 

country. It provides a bridge across the communication gap caused by the 

existence of many languages in the country. It prevents ethnic jealousy which 

will arise if one of the indigenous languages is chosen as an official language. 

Mc Arthur (1998) sums it thus; “In Nigeria, English is official because as a 

colonial and post-colonial second language, it has been ethnically neutral, 

generally accessible, and acceptable to the many distinct regional communities, 

the foremost of whose languages are Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba” (p.39). 
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English is the medium through which most national functions are performed. It 

is the language being used for government business, politics, the mass media 

and commerce. Government policies are formulated and conveyed to the people 

through English so that no section of the country will feel linguistically 

marginalized. In addition, English serves as the medium of instruction from the 

upper primary to the tertiary level of education.  

Nigerians rate English higher in social prestige than other indigenous languages 

because it has been for so long the sole language of social and educational 

advancement. Competence in the use of English is a yardstick for evaluating a 

person’s level of education. One is accorded respect and is considered educated 

if you write or speak good English. It is the language literate people from 

different ethnic groups use to communicate with one another (Adegbite, 2003). 

Increased contact between international communities has required that more 

people communicate across more boundaries. English has turned out to be the 

medium of this cross-border communication. It has become world’s major 

medium of communication. The internationality of English has produced many 

varieties of the language across the globe. Nigerian variety of English has come 

into focus as intensive researches are being carried out. Such researches have 

highlighted both the globalization of English and the use of English for the 

globalization of the world. Grammatical similarities with other forms of English 

worldwide as well as lexical and idiomatic variations make Nigeria a significant 

contributor to the development of English worldwide and a variety of English 

with district identities (Oyeleye, 2005). 

Through English, Nigeria has been able to showcase the various cultures of its 

people to the international community and to also learn about foreign cultures. 

Thus, Nigerian English is not just a vehicle for regional culture but a means of 

access to a global culture. The need for English has increased because of the 

desire to gain from cotemporary globalization with its technology: the internet, 

integrated world economy, the computer and cyber age. Nigerians are eager to 

reap from the benefits of the global village for which the English language 

happens to provide a means as well as advantage (Oyeleye, 2005) 

 

Conclusion  

The national language is a serious problem in the nation. Which languages(s) 

are to be used for inter-ethnic and international communication remains a 

dilemma for Nigeria. The federal government needs to constitute a committee 
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to examine the language question. Because of its neutrality, English language 

is playing integrative role for the country. Therefore, we are left with no option 

than to continue to use English as official language for the sake of unity. 

Adopting major languages means exterminating smaller groups and their 

cultures. For this reason, we need to develop our local languages through 

planning. 
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