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Abstract
This paper takes a look at the unifying role English language had played
and continues to play in the national life of Nigeria since contact was
first made with the language, up to date, vis-a-vis the recent upsurge of
tribal clashes that continue to threaten the corporate existence of the
country. The paper is of the opinion that in a hyper pluralistic society
such as Nigeria, with its attendant multiethnic problems; where loyalty
and patriotism to individual tribes appear stronger than loyalty and
patriotism to the nation, the only way out of further ethnic clashes is to
continue to support and encourage English language as the national
language of the country. The paper, however, recommends that efforts
should be made by governments at all level, to encourage the growth
and development of all Nigerian languages, being they "major" or
"non-major", as a way of diffusing tensions arising from tribal issues.
Introduction
Without doubt, there is unmistakably, a compelling force of unity among people who speak the
same language and use that language for their day to day activities, no matter the differences in age, sex,
religion, nationality, race or colour, In other words, there is a natural bond of love, affinity and
not-easily-breakable relationship between two people who communicate with a common language.
Language barrier is indeed a barrier to many aspects of human relationship, barrier to love, a barrier to
acceptance and appreciation, it is a barrier to friendship. For example, a Yoruba man from Nigeria will
readily fall in love with and appreciate a national of Togo who speaks Yoruba language than he will love
and appreciate a fellow citizen of Nigeria who does not speak Yoruba language. This example goes for all
other tribal groups in the country.
A strong desire and purpose are first expressed in a language. When the expression is translated
into action, the success will be total. God saw the strong desire and purpose of the whole world as
expressed through a common language and translated into a success in the building of the Tower of Babel,
and He was only able to stop their in-ordinate ambition through confusion and division among them. The
Holy Bible states:
The Lord said, if as one people speaking the same language they have
begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for
them. Come let us go down and confuse their language so they will not
understand each other (Gen. 11:6-7).
The nation Nigeria was known by the various names of the tribe that inhabited the different regions
of the country before independence in 1960. When the colonizers came, what they met in terms of
medium of communication could be better described as confusion, just like what happened following man's
attempt to build the Tower of Babel.
The newly independent nation could not be governed because the people were linguistically
unintelligible and mutual suspicion was the order of the day.
With that development on the ground the white man quickly found a common linguistic ground
for the multi-ethnic and pluralistic people of Nigeria to be administered. That informed the sure choice of
English language as the official language of the country.
Recently, there have been strong agitations for the recognition of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba, as the three
major languages in the country, successive governments, perhaps heeding to the "patriotic" calls of the
citizens of Nigeria, have indeed given and continue to give necessary assistance to these three languages
as "major languages" of the country by ensuring that they are being taught at all Federal Government
Colleges and Colleges of Education. In addition government education policy states that the language of
the child's immediate environment becomes the language of instruction at the first three years in the
primary school, thereby further giving some measure of recognition to the over 400 different
languages in the country.
Recent developments in various parts of the country where violence, ethnic-terrorism and

tribal hatred have threatened and continue to threaten the corporate existence of the nation, remind
one only of the pre-colonial days when there was no common linguistic ground for expression and
people were pursuing the cause of their tribes and looking at the other people as different fellows.
This paper therefore, intends to take a look at the integrating role English language plays in
Nigeria, vis-a-vis the conscious development of multiple languages in a society where
inter-tribal-violence, suspicion and hatred are already begging for a common formidable alternative.
English as an International Language
Recent research works on the number of "living languages" in the world show that out of
about 5000 of such languages, English is by far the most widely used. For instance, according to
Broughton, G.; Brumfit, C; Flanel, R.; Hill, P. and Pincas, A. (1980) there are about 300 million
native speakers of the language and another 250 million people who even though they have their
languages, use English as their official language. These two categories of English speakers are present
in virtually every continent of the world. Writing about the spread of English round the world, these
authors write:
Indeed, English has become a significant factor in national unity in a
broad band of nations ...it is the national language of twenty-nine
countries...(P. 3).
Writing about the linguistic importance of English language among all other languages of the
world, and its attainment of international status and rapid spread, Broughton, et al (1980) write;
Barriers of race, colour and creed are no hindrance to the continuing
spread of the use of English. Besides being a major vehicle of debates
at the United Nations and the languages of command for NATO, it is
the official language of international aviation, and unofficially is
the first language of international sport and the pop scene...
One case to be cited is the Indian experience in the 1950s when, according to Broughton, et al
(1980) a vigorous attempt was made to replace English with Hindu language as the official language
of the government. The government projected that within 15 years, there was going to be a complete
transition from English language to Hindu language. That programme, no matter how patriotic or
nationalistic it appeared to be, was a failure ending in violent protestations. Writing about the disaster
and catastrophe that attended the attempt in India, Broughton, et al (1980:2) comment;
The ensuring protestations that English was a unifying power in the
newly independent nation, a language used by the administration,
judiciary, legislators and the press for over a century, were
accompanied by bloody riots ...only after students had burnt
themselves to death and that English should continue as an associate
official language.
Despite the initial protests, the government of the India went ahead to proclaim Hindu as the
official language of government. The national disaster in terms of loss of lives and properties and the
chaos and anarchy that followed that declaration forced the government to its knees and English
language was restored as an "associate" official language in the country.
English Language and the National People
Language is very important to all forms of human interaction and development. The ideas of
interaction and development are first expressed in a language and then in tangible action. Language is
the vehicle of expression. In the book of Genesis chapter 11 where we referred to earlier, God's own
creatures almost embarrassed God because they opposed under the cohesive power of a common
language.
In Nigeria for now, the only language that can provide this cohesive power is English
language, Jimoh (1980) emphasized the necessity for a common language when he writes:
Language is the chief means by which the human personality
expresses itself and fulfils its basic needs for social interaction with
other persons.
English language has played this role more than any other language in Nigeria -be it foreign

or native because of the period the language has existed and functioned in the country and its spread
and acceptability among and by the people. English language is the official language of government,
it is the language of the court, the press, the language of commerce, etc. The acceptability of English
language in Nigeria has taken such dimension to the extent that even rural dwellers from all parts of
the country speak their indigenous Nigerian language unconsciously using some unavoidable English
words from time to time. Whether these English words are correctly pronounced or not, is a matter for
investigation.
Some years ago, 'out of people's desire, to give English its pride of place in Nigeria, conscious
attempts were made to bring the understanding of English language to the uneducated Nigerian when
"pidgin" English evolved out of the standard language. Because of that wonderful development, an
illiterate Edo or Delta State palm wine tapper will successfully sell his wine to the most educated man
from Plateau State.
Furthermore, the grammar development and teaching of most of the indigenous languages in
Nigeria, take after the pattern of English. English becomes the standard to measure the "richness" of
any other language in the country.
The choice of English language as the official language of the country was not by mistake.
Nigeria is a multi-linguistic society with according to Bamgbose (1971) as quoted in Arohunmolase
(1998:26) over 400 languages. Argument abounds for and against the subjective conclusion that
Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba languages are the major languages of the country. Even though the
correctness or otherwise of this conclusion does not form the basis for this paper, it is pertinent to
point out here that in a multilingual society such as Nigeria, the choice of any language and its
imposition on speakers of other languages could be a serious threat to national unity.
In Nigeria, English language should be encouraged to continue to play the unifying role it has
playing because it is neutral and more acceptable to all. The choice of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba as
"major languages" of Nigeria is an imposition on the speakers of other languages. Promoting one
indigenous language over another in Nigeria is dangerous because of the apparent presence of
ethnocentricity and deep-rooted language loyalty among the people. Fishman (1968) gave a condition
under which the choice of an indigenous language and its promotion over others will not pose a
problem by saying:
The basic criteria for making this choice are quite clear, the
fewer the language, the better; the less opposition to any one
language the better.
Nigeria should learn a lesson from the disaster in India in the 1950s and continue to see
English language as a unifying linguistic agent in the country. No attempt should be made to further
attach more importance to the so called three major languages at the expense of the other Nigerian
languages because the consequences could be chaotic.
Language Policy in Nigeria
As part of what Nigeria inherited from Britain, English became the official language of the country right
from independence in I960. As official language of the nation, it is the language of commerce, language
of the media, language of the court, the language of official business, the language of inter-group
community and the language of education. English is a foreign language imported into the country by
British colonial masters. The reason for this choice was not far-fetched, one, it was the original language
of the colonizers. As a way of proving their superiority, the people being colonized had to learn the
language of their masters. Two, and probably more important to this paper, was the neutral position of
English language in a linguistic society like that of Nigeria. Thus, English serves the important r ole
of a unifying factor, "providing a common vehicle of communication for the more than 100
million speakers of diverse languages in the areas of commerce, politics, administration, education,
the mass media and national international communication".
With the central and unifying role English plays in the entire life of the nation, the need to
attain proficiency in the language both at the written and spoken levels are no longer a matter of
choice. Contributing to this topic, Jimoh,(1998) writes:
If that imperialistic creation (English) served the political and economic
interests of the British colonial administration, by irony of history,
Nigeria's multi-ethnicity and the attendant multilingualism and
multicultural ism could be potent educational tools for forging national

unity and identity. The realization of such a dream would require a
bold and dynamic national language policy which respects the
socio-linguistic profile of the country.
Furthermore, the country recognizes the enhanced status of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba, as
the three major languages of the country. "In Nigeria, the three major languages, Hausa, Igbo and
Yoruba are estimated to be spoken either natively or as second languages by about 60%-70%
of the population (Bamgbose, 1992:20).
Emenanjo (2000) described these three Nigerian languages as "the developed languages"
of the country. According to him, the term "developed" steins from the fact that these languages
have got stable orthography, standard written forms, large bodies of written materials, etc. which
other Nigerian languages have not yet got or are trying to achieve.
Perhaps, the above developments accounted for government's choice of the three major
Nigerian languages. In addition, the National Policy on Education, makes it mandatory for every
Nigerian, irrespective of his/her mother-tongue, in addition to English language, offer one of the Nigerian
major languages at the junior secondary school level. The National Policy on Education (1981) states:
In addition to appreciating the importance of language in the educational
process, as 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, Ibo (Igbo) and Yoruba
(NPE, 1981:8).
The objective of the government and people of Nigeria in respect of this policy is indeed to use
these languages to unite Nigerians. There is no doubt that our major differences in the nation can be
resolved through a common language. This paper stresses this important factor in the introductory remarks.
However, having witnessed the performance of the policy since it came into being vis-a-vis the increasing
wave of interethnic attacks in the country, two questions readily come to mind. One, is it true that these
three major languages are widely being taught at junior secondary schools across the country by available
competent teachers? Two, are Nigerians actually enthusiastic to study another Nigerian language other than
their own mother-tongue? Even though the thoughts being provoked by these questions do not occupy a
central position in this paper, they will certainly assist the paper in drawing conclusions and making useful
suggestions.
The policy further recommends that the language of instruction in the first three years in primary
school, shall be the immediate local language of the community. The policy states:
Government will see to it that the medium of instruction in the
primary school is initially the mother-tongue or the language of
immediate community and, at a later stage, English.
This write agrees with this position of the government of Nigeria because of the important role
that basic background knowledge of pupils' indigenous language plays on their understanding of
foreign languages, especially English, at the later stage of their educational career. However,
this paper believes that if the period by which indigenous languages are used as media of
instruction at the primary school is reduced, it will go a long way in reducing the dialectical
problems that are identified with both the spoken and written English of many Nigerian. Most
exam candidates from the rural areas where local languages are used to communicate to the
students for as long as three years and even in some extreme cases, six years, the candidates would
have become used to certain very wrong pronunciations and sentence patterns that no effort at
correcting them will become effective.
Conclusion
. In this paper, attempts were made to examine the integrating linguistic role English plays in a
highly ethnocentric and multilingual Nigerian society. The paper also tried to look at the possible
outcome of our conscious attempt to develop and impose three languages upon more than 100 million
Nigerians who speak well over 400 different languages. The position of this paper is that even though
no indigenous language should be encouraged to die, government should not make any attempt to
create a lingua franca out of any of the indigenous Nigerian languages.
Over the years, and of course more in recent time, most of the crises in Nigeria were
inter-tribal in nature. The Tiv/Jukun crisis remains a classical example when fellow Nigerians

killed, maimed one another and committed wanton destruction to animals and properties, all in the
name of tribal differences. Nature has made us to be different, we are highly ethnocentric. Nothing
should be done to encourage that natural confusion and division. The only way to down-play the
division is to encourage the use of English language at all quarters. Disgruntled politicians, leaders of
thought, and even traditional leaders have made "effective" use of this situation to incite one tribe
against another and thereby deepening the level of hatred, suspicion and animosity that tribe has
against another.
References
Adbullahi, G.A. (1998): Nigerian Languages for National Unity: How Many Nigerian Languages? In
Arohunmolase (ed.) Nigerian Languages for National Development and Unity. Ibadan: Lolyem
Communications.
Bamgbose, A. (1978): The English Language in Nigeria. In Spenser (ed.) English Language in West
Africa. London.
Broughton, G.; Brumfit, C; Flavell, R.; Hill, P. and Pincas, A. (1980): Teaching English as a Foreign
Language. 2"d (ed.), London: Routledge and Kegan.
Emenanjo, N. (1993): Nigerian Language Studies in Nigerian Tertiary Institutions: The Past, the
Present and the Future. In Nigerian Language Studies. No. 1 Dec.
Emenanjo, N. (2000): Nigerian and Foreign and Language Education: Past, Present and Future
Trends. Journal of Education for National Development and International Co-Operation. Vol. 4:1.
F.G.N. (1981): National Policy on Education. Lagos: NERC Press.
Fishman, L; Fergusin, C.A.; and Gupta, D.J. (1968): Language Problems of Developing Nations. New
York: Wiley.
Jimoh, S.A. (1998): Language Education in the Nigerian Education System: The Challenges of the New
Millennium. A Conference Paper Presented at F.C.E.; Okene.

