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Abstract 
Development, in its multifaceted form, is today the concept that drives and 
shapes policy reforms in various nations of the contemporary world. This 
paper explores the role of English in Nigeria’s development or 
underdevelopment by asking the following questions: What is the role of 
language and culture in development? Would Nigeria be a better nation with 
or without English? Is English an assets or a liability in Nigeria’s 
development drive? The probe came up with a major discovery; language and 
culture do have a central role to play in Nigeria’s development, and the part 
played by English is both facilitative and inhibitory. It’s inhibitory because the 
culture in which it operates is alien to the Nigerian environment. Therefore, 
English alone cannot stimulate the sought after development in Nigeria, but 
must be supported by the nation’s indigenous languages and cultures. 
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Development today suggests growth as reflected in, for instance, the quality of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), capital projects - such as industrial plants, the 
provision of quality health care, improved, food production through mechanized 
farming, the creation of employment, quality investment, etc. All these are evidently 
reliant on skill acquisition and sound education, which in Nigeria is supposedly 
obtainable through the English language. Education, in other words, is the best and 
fastest access to development. However, for education to be effective, its medium must 
be suited to the beneficiaries of the education process. Is English language the most 
suitable medium of education and communication in Nigeria? Banjo and Jowit (2010) 
reveal that even teachers of English are not so comfortable with the language because 
the cultural artifacts of which English is essentially a part of, and the social attitude 
inspired by it have always been and will continue to be foreign to the Nigerian's nature 
and environment. 

 
 The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of English in Nigeria's 
development or underdevelopment. Specifically, the paper examines the policy that 
made English the official language of education and government business and the 
impact of that policy on the country’s attempt to attain meaningful development. In 
other words, the paper investigates whether Nigeria would be a better nation with or 
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without English. The following key issues are first discussed: the concept of 
development, including its indices and various types, the role of language and culture in 
development, Nigeria’s development initiative, and the part played by English in the 
process. 
 
 As a result of the aggressive globalization drive around the world, African 
countries are increasingly seeking ways through which they can attain the right kind of 
development. One of such ways is by exploring the link, if any, between language, 
culture and development, as well as how that link, could be exploited to achieve the 
desired objective. One forum where issues like this were discussed was the seventh 
language and development conference, which took place in Ghana in October 2010. 
Some quiet interesting revelations were made at this conference. One of them is that 
low rates of literacy in Africa make it hard for people to contribute to and benefit from 
socio-economic development. Another revelation is that the use of a foreign language 
(mostly English) is the cause of limited access to literacy and education by Africans. 
The third is that there is a need now more than ever to reinstate African languages in 
education as a key to achieving the often elusive economic and social growth. Let us 
use our own culture for our own good.  
 
 The second and third revelations above came as a surprise to many. 
Specifically, the argument which suggests that policies promoting the use of English in 
education are detrimental to learning came as a challenge to governments and policy 
makers, who thought that children who start learning in a global language – English as 
early as possibly inevitably have an advantage over those taught in the mother-tongue. 
Johnclegg, an education consultant, argued at the conference that learners who do not 
have good foundation in their mother-tongue are disadvantaged if taught in a second 
language – English, and that this situation is compounded when teachers using the 
second language themselves lack confidence in that language. This suggests that 
policies that continue to promote the use of English in education, despite being driven 
by good intentions, may be having adverse effects on African learners by limiting their 
school achievement. Such policies may also be capable of downgrading the native 
languages and cultures of Africa to the advantage of a foreign language and culture – 
English. Clearly therefore, there is a need for a better understanding of the impact of 
language policies on the overall development of African countries. 
 
The Concept of Development 
 Development is a relatively new concept that describes an aspect of social 
change. It refers to an improvement in the structure and function of a social system, 
which either originates from within the social system (immanent change) or comes as a 
result of exposure to foreign ideas (contact change). Although economic growth is 
essential to development, the two are not synonymous. Development transcends 
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economic and material transformation, for it suggests all-round improvement in the 
living conditions of a people. 
 
 According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2006), a 
country’s development is gauged by certain indices such as improved Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP), which is an output of the economy, improved standard of living – 
including food, shelter, healthcare, and education, and a prolonged lifespan, which is 
usually determined by standard of living, health services, literacy level, etc. Other 
indices of development are reduced poverty (i.e. the lack of resources necessary for 
subsistence, which is normally measured in terms of an individual’s earning and the 
price index in a society): improved employment opportunity which should be a part 
with population growth (i.e. more people, more jobs) and increased literacy level as 
reflected in both quantity and quality of education. National development, therefore, 
refers to the growth of a nation as reflected in its unity, education rate, economic 
growth, mass participation in government, improved healthcare, etc. 
 
 The antonym of development is underdevelopment, which suggests the absence 
or poor state of all that has been cited above, it suggest, for instance, low GDP, poor 
standard of living, short lifespan, mass poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, high rate of 
diseases, crime an ineffective political system, insurgence attack and low productivity. 
 
The Nigerian Situation 
 Judging from the indices of development cited above, Nigeria could best be 
described as an underdeveloped country. This is because despite its being the biggest 
exporter of crude oil in Africa (the sixth largest in the world) and the most populous 
country on the continent, the nation is bedeviled by poverty, disease, illiteracy, crime, 
ethno-religious conflicts, hunger and unemployment. Similarly, inspite of its huge 
reverses of solid mineral resources, vast agricultural resources and an army of educated 
technocrats, scientists and economists, the country still remains economically retarded. 
Other indices of underdevelopment in Nigeria are low GDP, an ailing and overburdened 
economy, short life expectancy (presently put at 52 years), deplorable and sometimes 
non-existent healthcare facilities, a high mortality rate, poor quality education, a high 
failure rate in schools, institutionalized corruption in government, political violence, 
and state manipulation of elections. Others are human rights abuse, poor condition of 
life, an alarming inflation rate, over-dependence on food imports, and a virtually non-
existent supply of state utilities – water, electricity and telecommunication services. 
 
 Nigeria, aware of its condition as described above, joined other members of the 
United Nations (UN) to design a blueprint aimed at addressing all the developmental 
needs of the nine UN member states. This blueprint, known as the eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), seeks to meet the following goals by the year 2015. (1) to 
eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; (2) to achieve universal primary education; (3) to 
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promote gender equality and empower women; (4) to reduce child mortality; (5) to 
improve maternal health; (6) to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; (7) to 
ensure environmental sustainability; and (8) to develop a global partnership for 
development. In addition, Nigeria joined the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD) to realize other development objectives similarly to the above. 
 
 Achieving the goals cited above require enormous time and commitment on the 
part of the individual countries involved in this drive. It would also take various 
strategies and schemes. In the words of the former UN Secretary General, Mr. Kofi 
Annan: 
 

We will have time to reach the millennium development goals – worldwide and 
in most, or even all, individual countries – but only if we break with business 
as usual. We cannot win overnight. Success will require sustained action 
across the entire decade between now and the deadline. It takes time to train 
the teachers, nurses and engineers, to build the roads, schools, and hospitals, 
to grow the small and large businesses able to create the jobs and income 
needed. So we must start now. And we must more than double global 
development assistance over the next few years. Nothing else will help to 
achieve the goals (United Nations, 2005:1). 

 
 The strategy that is of most relevance to this paper is the one that examines the 
dual role of language and culture in helping Nigeria achieves its development goals. 
Specially, the paper examines whether English, Nigeria’s official language, has any role 
to play in this drive. If yes, what kind of role, and if no what the hitch is. 
 
Language and Development in Nigeria 
 The use of language as a tool for national development in Africa draws on work 
by Herman Batibo, Tanzanian linguist and professor. According to Moore (2010), 
Batibo argues that the adoption of majority or globally languages, such as English, in 
some countries has often resulted in the deterioration of the rich resources of African 
languages and cultures. Batibo advocates an approach to national language policy that 
recognizes the cultural and economic value of many languages and policies, setting 
specific national roles for global languages, national languages and regional and 
community languages.  
 

The policy that sanctions the use of English in Nigeria is a colonial inheritance, 
and is exoglossic, i.e. one that favours a foreign language over indigenous Nigerian 
languages – in contrast with an endoglossic policy that does otherwise. English is the 
official language of administration, government, law, education, the media and 
international trade and diplomacy. But given the state of underdevelopment in Nigeria, 
55 years after its independence and inspite of its huge human and natural resources, 
questions are being asked as to why the country continues to fail in its attempt to attain 
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national development and what it would take to succeed in doing so. Language is one of 
the factors that are coming under intensive scrutiny, specifically the English language. 
Adekunle (2010) expresses the concern that: 

 
The English language in Nigeria is a huge, costly, but important enterprise… 
However, the nation’s high investment in English language appears not to be 
yielding any substantial dividends. The percentage and quality of passes in the 
subject at primary and secondary school levels are disconcertingly low 
nationwide and the situation is not better at tertiary level institutions. 
 
This view and others like it make it mandatory now to ask this direct question: 

Does the use of English as Nigeria’s official language make any difference in its 
development attempt? Is English an asset or a liability in Nigeria’s development drive? 
There are two major arguments so far in support of English, and against it. 
 
The Facilitative Role of English  
 Arguments have been put forward which project English as a facilitator of 
development in Nigeria. The arguments include, but are not restricted to the following: 
firstly, education through the English medium enables the acquisition of knowledge in 
science, technology, and modern medicine. This in turn, promotes industrial 
development and scientific growth, prolongs lifespan, reduces mortality rate, and 
promotes the general well being of citizens through disease prevention. The 2003 
Nigeria demographic and health survey, for instance, demonstrates conclusively a very 
strong relationship between the educational attainment of mothers and family health 
outcomes, such as reduced infant mortality, improved nutrition, reduced fertility, and 
better awareness of how to avoid or manage diseases. Quality education also enables 
the production of an educated workforce to facilitate mechanized agricultural 
production and the effect utilization of Nigeria’s vast fertile land. In the words of 
Aminu (2010), qualitative education is the most potent means of reform, social change 
and development. This is because, it is a way of influencing thinking and living, and 
expresses a nation’s social, institutional, and philosophical change. 
 
 The second argument that reflects the facilitative role of English in 
development is that literacy and learning, which are required through the medium of 
English, allow Nigerians access to new and constantly emerging discoveries among the 
global academic community. In addition, global communication is greatly facilitated, 
since a great percentage of international communication e.g. via the internet, is in 
English. That is to say, since the world is now shrinking because of globalization and 
worldwide communication, and English has become a global language, communication, 
and English has become a global language, communication in the English medium 
offers individuals and nations a great advantage over others. 
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 Thirdly, participation in global business and trade, especially through multi-
national corporations, is also made possible through the English medium. An 
overwhelming majority of such corporations use English in their transactions. Similarly, 
because English is the most important language of international diplomacy – it is the 
language of the UN, the commonwealth, the African union, the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), religious organizations, sports bodies, and 
trade unions – its users have a great advantage over others. Furthermore, English is the 
official language of international travel and aircraft traffic control. Proficiency in its 
therefore gives one an edge over those that do not have it. 
 
 Other arguments in favour of English in Nigeria include the economy 
argument, which claims that the use of English is simply the most economical option 
for the country. Any major changes in the education system of Nigeria or the language 
policy would require huge monetary expenses in curriculum change, teacher training 
programmes, production and development of textbooks, and expanding the education 
system to cater for the new language(s). Moreover, the continued use of English serves 
as a national unity mechanism because only English cuts across ethnic, linguistic, 
religious and political barriers due to its neutrality. That is to say the selection and use 
of any Nigerian language in place of English would threaten the unit of the nation. 
 
 Finally, there is also a technological argument, that modern technology and 
science education would hardly be possible in Nigerian languages due to their seeming 
deficiency and restricted vocabulary when compared to English. On the whole, 
therefore, English is projected as a language of great value, and a very instrumental tool 
to Nigeria’s development. 
 
The Inhibitory Role of English 
 Contrary to the arguments that extol English as a facilitator of development, 
there exist other arguments which project it as an inhibitor of development, thus a 
catalyst of underdevelopment in Nigeria. The first of these is the popular 
psycholinguistic argument which suggests that mother-tongue education is better and 
healthier for the Nigerian child’s cognitive development, and that education acquisition 
in a foreign language, English in this case, is slow and detrimental. 
 Adekunle (2010) argues that: 
 

It is generally agreed by most educators that the first twelve years is the most 
formative period in a child’s life. It is during this period that attitudes are 
developed… if the Nigerian child is to be encouraged… to develop curiosity, 
manipulative ability, good spatial visualization, spontaneous flexibility, 
originality, initiative, industry, manual dexterity, and mechanical 
comprehension, he should acquire these skills and attitudes in his mother-
tongue, which is the most natural way to learn. That is how children in 
Europe, Asia and American learn. 
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 Another argument against English is that it is a language of only an elitist few; 
10% of Nigerians, according to Ikara (2006), 20% according to Emenanjo (2008) and 
Olugbosi (2010) and 30% according to Elugbe (2010). The insistence on the use of 
English in Nigeria, therefore, results in the mass exclusion of the majority of Nigerians 
from participation in government because they do not have the required level of English 
education or proficiency. Democracy and development cannot truly exist where only an 
elitist few (speakers of English) have access to the best paid jobs, or hold key positions 
in government exclusively. The activities of these elites, which the English language 
has formed and preserved, destroy rather than develop the country. Common among 
these are blatant abuse of power; corruption and the mismanagement of resources, all of 
which directly cause Nigeria’s underdevelopment, as reflected in mass poverty, 
unemployment, illiteracy, disease, crime, insecurity, anarchy, and political violence. In 
other words, English, the preserve of a microscopic elite that operates in a foreign 
language to the disadvantage of the majority, destroys rather than promote democracy 
and integrative development. For a language to effectively contribute to national 
development, argues Jowitt (2010), it needs to be characteristic of, and common to an 
entire nation, i.e. have nationwide accessibility and utility. 
 
 There is also a cultural argument against English, which is that the use of the 
language results in the imposition of a western culture, a value system, technology 
products and a world view. English is (originally) a language of a European nation and 
cannot truly express indigenous Nigerian associations and experience. The use of such 
language puts the Nigerian at a disadvantage and alienates him from his own cultural 
background. Evidence of this is found, for instance, in law courts where legal 
proceedings are painstakingly translated to and from English, when they involve 
uneducated or non-English speaking person. No nation attains national development, 
according to this argument, through the use of an alien language. In fact, many a nation 
prospers when it uses its own language – European, Asian and Latin American 
countries are examples. Civilization, it can further be argued, is not synonymous with 
English. Many civilizations have flourished and others still flourish, which have 
nothing to do with English. 
 
 A related point is the linguistic imperialism argument which says that since 
English was imposed on Nigerians by the British colonial powers and because Nigeria 
is now an independent nation, all remnants of colonialism, including the language, 
should be scrapped. Failure to do that would only result in English truimphalism, i.e. 
the celebration of the success of English over indigenous Nigerian languages. 
 
Counter-Arguments 
 The above is a review of some of the main arguments that project the dual roles 
of English in Nigeria. But as expected, many of the arguments could effectively be 

English Language, Culture … 



8 
 

refuted when put under scrutiny, while some have substance in them. For instance, one 
could argue in defence of the perceived deficiency of Nigerian languages and the claim 
that developing them would require colossal amounts of money. Developing a Nigerian 
language and getting it ready to replace English as a national language would not be as 
expensive as thought. Afterall, some Nigerian languages are already developed enough 
to be used for official purposes, and such is reflected in their global use in education, 
media and trade. Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo are good examples. Hausa, for instance, is the 
largest West African language recognized by the African Union (AU), one of the 27 
world languages into which the programmes of UNESCo are translated and the biggest 
languages of Africa – Arabic, Hausa and Swahili. It is also taught in several European 
and American universities, in addition to it being used for international broadcast in 
about 10 countries in Africa, Europe, Asia and North America.  
 
 Furthermore, most continental trade within the West African sub-region is 
carried out in languages other than English. Similarly, since so much has already been 
achieved regarding the expansion of the vocabulary of many Nigerian languages to 
accommodate technological and scientific vocabulary, they can arguably be said to be 
ready for any modern day development. Microsoft has plans to design computer 
software in Hausa which would remarkably enhance the capabilities of the language to 
meet all modern communication needs. All these show that indigenous Nigerian 
languages too have a very facilitative role to play, perhaps more than the role currently 
played by English. 
 
 In debunking the national unity argument given earlier in favour of English, 
one could say that the use of a common language is no guarantee to peace and harmony. 
The use of English in Nigeria has, so far, not prevented any ethnic conflicts, anyway. 
Despite the use of English, numerous kinds of intolerance exist in Nigeria today – 
ethnic, religious, cultural, regional, political, social, and recently zonal intolerance. 
Rather than uniting the people of Nigeria and helping them achieve the desired national 
unity, critics argue it only resulted in elite formation and preservation, as well as intra-
national and international links between them. 
 
 On the other hand, one could also counter the psycholinguistic argument 
against English by citing other studies which show that multilingual education also 
triggers otherwise latent mental capacities. And that suggests English education per se 
is not in any way harmful to the mental development of the Nigerian child. The 
linguistic imperialism argument could also be countered using the view which suggests 
that English should no longer be seen as the property of one or two imperial nations, 
since it has, in its various forms, developed into a true world language with indigenized 
national varieties including Nigerian English. English, then, has become the property of 
Nigerians and should no longer be seen as a colonial or imperial legacy. Nobody owns a 
language as a birthright. A language belongs to those who use it. Finally, the cultural 
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alienation argument against English could be debunked by insisting that it is now 
possible to express just about anything in Nigerian English. Afterall, African life in 
general has already incorporated so many features of modern western international life 
that English is only one of them. Furthermore, African writers suggest Schmied 
(1991:104), have already proved that is possible to convey African and by extension 
Nigerian – culture, life and even tradition in the English language, if this language is 
appropriately adapted. 
 
Table 1: The Roles of English in Nigeria’s Development  
 Development goal Role of 

English 
Remarks 

1 Increased literacy 
quantity and quality of 
education  

Inhibitory English – medium is fast losing its quality and standards as 
testified by teachers and examination bodies (Schmied, 
2013). Students and pupils find it hard to follow teachers’ 
explanations of a complicated subject matter in a language 
that the teacher nor them are comfortable with, that impedes 
the learning of English both as subject and mode of 
communication. 

2 Eradicating  of poverty 
and hunger and ensuring 
improved GDP and 
standard of living  

Facilitative  Education and literacy in English enable the production of 
skilled and educated workforce to facilitate industrial 
development and mechanized farming, thus improved 
income and GDP. That gives access to sufficient food, 
better healthcare, shelter, employment and prolonged 
lifespan. 

3 Achievement of 
universal primary 
education 

Facilitative  English is better equipped than indigenous languages in the 
promotion of education for all. 

4 Political development Inhibitory Since only a minority in Nigerians i.e. the English speaking 
elite comprising 30% or less, has access to political offices, 
mass participation in governance denied. 

5 Combating HIV/AIDS, 
malaria, etc 

Facilitative Education and economic empowerment increase awareness 
on health matters and ability to combat diseases – sound 
medical education also facilitate the management of 
diseases. 

6 Ensuring environmental 
sustainability 

Inhibitory To ensure a sustainable environment, mass public 
enlightenment is required, and since no more than 30% of 
Nigerians are proficient in English, some indigenous 
languages are needed to do the job. 

7 Socio-cultural 
development 

Inhibitory English is alien to Nigerians and through it western culture, 
values, and world view are imposed on them. English also 
accelerates the death or decaying of small indigenous 
languages. 

8 Developing as global 
partnership 

Facilitative English being a language of global communication e.g. 
among governments, international agencies and 
multinational corporation, is better positioned to help 
achieve this MDG. 
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Concluding Remarks 
 From the foregoing, it is quite certain that Nigeria, after 55 years of 
independence, needs to critically assess its level of development or underdevelopment. 
It is only by doing so that it can effectively identify its development needs, achieve its 
millennium development goals and also, harness the benefits of the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD), an effective language policy is no doubt, instrumental 
to achieving this set of goals. From the investigations in this paper, it is found that 
language – and by extension culture – does have a very central role in development. 
However, in deciding a practical and equitable language policy, the government should 
focus on what works and find out why. It does not matter whether that working 
language is English or some other language. From the arguments we have seen so far, 
English is far from being the only language to stimulate development in Nigeria. But 
that is not to denounce the instrumental value of the language given its global status 
today. 
 
 If meaningful development is to take place, there is a need for mass literacy 
among Nigerian citizens, mass participation in politics and governance, and mass 
economic and cultural empowerment. One of the leading thinkers on language and 
development, Ayo Bamgbose, argues that for meaningful development to take place, 
emphasis needs to be placed on education and mass participation in economic 
processes. If the majority of the population is to be reached, Nigerian indigenous 
languages need to be used for learning and teaching and in many other domains while a 
global language such as English is a useful tool for development. Community 
development programmes cannot be successfully implemented without recourse to the 
language and culture that the people understand well.  
 

To answer the central question posed at the beginning of this study therefore, 
one may say that English, despite being a world language, cannot solely and effectively 
bring about development in Nigeria. This is because the culture in which the language 
operates is alien and inaccessible to Nigerians and only a negligible minority is 
proficient in it. As development could only be brought about with mass participation, 
recourse must be made to a language and culture that is indigenous and with which the 
majority are comfortable. 
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