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Abstract 

Nigeria is multilingual country with over 500 indigenous language which share different 

linguistic identity, culture and social life. The English language plays a vital role in uniting 

this diverse ethnic groups and cultures thereby shaping the destiny of the country. English 

language has enjoyed unfettered legislative, executive, judicial and social support in Nigeria. 

The English language will remain the official language and the language in conducting her 

affairs. Moreover, English language will remain the official language and the language which 

will be used to sustain her democracy. Therefore, to talk of democracy in Nigeria will be to 

talk of how the English language could be used to re-awaken National consciousness geared 

towards sustainable level. The paper discussed on English language and democracy in Nigeria, 

the concept of peace, unity and democracy, functions of English language in Nigeria society 

and problems of learning English in Nigeria. Recommendations were offered at the end of 

paper. 
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Introduction 
The importance of communication to man is inevitable, the means through which 

communication takes place is language. The primacy of language in human history has never been in 

doubt. In social and political policy, language functions as a vehicle of interaction and an instrument 

of communication. It plays a crucial role in the social, political, economic life support of the people 

who use it. Agbedo (2020). Language is acclaimed as the most valuable human institution, it is 

indispensable in all sphere of life. Crystal 2020 conceptualized perhaps magical mystical & league 

role in capturing the breadth of human thoughts of endeavor. 

Language functions include the sophisticated mechanism of human communication and as such it is 

crucial component of cultural identity and the most striking factor in distinguishing one culture from 

another. Owolabi (2016). This is why there is need to democratic English for sustainable development 

in Nigeria to meet up with the challenges of globalization. Individuals with good skills such as good 

command of the English language are more likely to be in demand by sectors and services that are 

connected to the international economy, therefore these individual’s are the ones most likely to 

benefit. 

The purpose of education differs from nation to nation. This is because or purpose of 

education refers to the aims, goals and objectives of education. But generally, education has being 

said to be an instrument of development. In any nation, where there is no peace and unity, there can’t 

be any meaningful development, Agbedo (2020).  

Language and society are so much related. Their relationship cannot be underestimated. 

Language is the oil that lubricates activities within any human society (Chomsky 2007). It is an 

indispensable medium that helps man to achieve effective communication as it mirrors the mind in 

deep and significance ways.  
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The English language has taken the position of a national language in Nigeria. There is no 

gain saying the fact that English has become a Nigerian language. Adegbite (2004). The language 

has become an invaluable legacy of the British colonial masters. Several years after independence, 

English still survives and has assumed a more important status in Nigeria. The English language 

forms a key factor to sustainable democracy in Nigeria Browny (2007). 

 

English Language and Democracy in Nigeria 

Language and Democracy are interrelated and interdependent, they both exist to serve man 

in advancing his course for successful living in the society. At the heart of democracy are people 

like Abraham Lincoln, America’s 16
th
 President, in his conception of democracy infers that 

democracy is the government of the people, for the people and by the people. Therefore, without 

the people, there is no democracy. The people are supposed to have equal opportunity to 

participate and contribute to the decision making and administration of their country. Participation 

in this sense goes beyond voting in elections to include avenues for contributing to government 

policy. The binding force of a people is language.  

Democracy thrives when the people are effectively mobilized to participate in the process 

of governance, (Adamu, 2016). 

This however cannot be achieved when the people are unable to access the language of 

government. This is where English language comes in Nigeria. There is no gain saying that the 

successful institutionalization of an enduring and sustainable democracy in any policy depends to a 

large extent, on a dear desideration, which ensures unfettered flow of information and direct 

communication between leaders and the led (Agbedo, 2020). Nigeria is not a hurry to use any 

indigenous language in the conduct of the affairs of the National Assembly or state assemblies.  

Consequently, the English language remains the language of the legislature and the 

language which will be used to sustain Nigeria’s democracy. To talk of democracy in Nigeria is to 

talk of how the English language could be used to re-awaken national consciousness in the people 

geared towards the promotion of a virile and egalitarian Nigeria democratic society (Otagbureagu 

2016), there is therefore need to build new scenarios to establish local understandings which will 

nativize and democratize English in Nigeria.  

It is mere delusion to think that Nigerians will achieve native speaker competence in 

English. It is unlikely. This is not however in any way to promote substandard English (Owolabi, 

2016), but advocating a pragmatic and achievable notarized variety. This position has been 

expressed by Crystal (2020) who observes that the people who were once colonized by the 

language are now rapidly remaking it, becoming more relaxed about the way they use it. What this 

means is that although English has gained worldwide prominence as a global language, it is not 

used exactly the same way everywhere. Owolabi (2016) points out that, although British 

imperialism resulted in the global spread of English, the English of Jamaicans is not the same as 

that of Canadians or Kenyans, and that a continuum exist between usage throughout the world. To 

democratize English in Nigeria, therefore, would mean to embrace local contents which should 

however universal appeal and international intelligibility have. This clearly indicates that we need 

to rethink the way we teach English in Nigeria. We need to deconstruct the old rules of teaching 

English and reconstruct new alternatives which will serve both our domestic needs and be 

intelligible to the global community. English as the language of education in Nigeria contributes in 

no small way to the rapid development experienced in Nigeria. There is no doubt that Nigeria, as a 

country has benefited tremendously through the use of the English language to advance the 

development of the country. Akindele (2005) stated that whether we like it or curse it, English is 

the closest thing to a lingua-franca around the globe. Nigeria can lay claim to greater achievement, 

peace and unity through her adoption of English as a second language. 
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The Concept of Peace, Unity and Democracy 

Peace means state of freedom from war Hornby (2005). The American Heritage 

Dictionary of the English language defines peace as freedom from quarrels and disagreement a 

state of tranquility. Unity is the state of being one, singleness or condition of agreement. It also 

means unification. Taiwo (2017). 

Onazi (2005) defined peace as a process of interaction for fairness, and justice between 

individuals, groups, nations or an organized body for relatively sustainable values of peace. 

Therefore, peace in Nigeria should not be seen as absence of war alone but as involving 

cooperation and nonviolent social change aimed at creating more equitable and just structures in a 

society.  

Peace in Nigeria has being an issue that successive government in Nigeria has being 

finding difficult to maintain.  

Peace and security are regarded as some of the greatest fortunes of democracy, 

unfortunately, many states are immersed in political conflicts and crises casting shadows of doubt 

on the efficacy of democracy in Nigeria. 

Peace is freedom from disturbance. It is a state or period in which there is no war. It is the absence 

of chaos. Peace means tranquility. It is a state of calm or restfulness. Wikipedia, the free 

encyclopedia (2018) described peace as harmony, the absence of hostility, a lack of conflict and 

freedom from fear of violence between heterogeneous people. It is when people are able to resolve 

their conflicts without, violence, while working together to improve the quality of their lives 

(international Alet).  

According to Hanna (2008), peace goes beyond absence of war and violence to the 

management of conflict as an important opportunity for change and increased understanding. It is a 

commitment to understanding celebrating and learning from difference, as well as a commitment 

not to harm, but to nurture all individuals.  

Unity is a state of being united as a whole. Vocabulary.com (2018) defined unity as “being 

together or at one with someone or something”. It is also defined as ‘an individual or unbroken 

completeness or totality with nothing wanting. The role of unity in nation building is 

indispensable. A society is first a unit of a nation and so where there is unity in organization of a 

nation, there would be a well – ordered society.  

Democracy is a type of government where the citizens of a country are free to participate 

in the affairs of the people by the people and for the people. In this form of government the interest 

of the majority of the citizens are taken into consideration in the formation and execution of 

policies. Democracy is further defined in chambers English Dictionary as:  

“A form of government in which the supreme is vested in the people collectively and is 

administered by them or officers appointed by them; the common people, a state of society 

characterized by recognition of equality of rights and privileges; political, social or legal equality”. 

It is believed that when this type of government is operating in a country, peace and 

stability will be achieved. 

 

Functions of English Language in Nigeria Society  

Educationally, the purpose of Education in Nigeria is for national unity and development. 

This has informed many of the reform programmes of successive Nigerian governments. There 

have been initiatives by government on nomadic education, technical skills development, 

professional enhancements and continuous education among others. It is only through the English 

language that basic education at different levels can be achieved. Even the nomadic education has 

to be done in English language, because this concept to be used in teaching at a higher level (right 

after primary three) has to be provided in the English language. 
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The English language is the language of education in Nigeria Hanna (2008), apart from the 

first three years of a child’s life in the primary school that was mentioned in the National policy on 

Education, the rest of the child’s life in the primary, secondary and tertiary institutions, all 

academic activities must be done in the English language.  

English is the language of prestige for excellence and a firm knowledge of it is an assurances of 

climbing the educational ladder of success in Nigeria. Credit in five subjects including English and 

Mathematics in the West African school certificate is a passport to any Nigerian university and 

subsequently offers a speedy access to employment in the job market. 

Economically, English language is the avenue to sustainable development in Nigeria. 

Economists in Nigeria believe that English crucial for economic growth as it helps them trade 

more widely on an international scale. Nigeria can do international businesses because we have 

English as our official language. The international community can easily and comfortably be 

reached because of the prestigious language. English is very important when hiring a new 

employee. This underlines the fact that English language skills enhance business and trade, while 

also improving an individual’s economic condition.  

An individual’s economic empowerment in Nigeria is closely linked with good comment 

of English. A wide range of business categories in Nigeria including the banking industry, 

technology, the pharmaceutical industry, and even vocational workers such as carpenters and 

electricians seeincreased need for English language skills. A salaried professional with good 

English language skill can earn an average of thirty percent (30%) more than someone with no 

English language skills in Nigeria. 

The government of Nigeria firmly recognized that English is a key element of business 

communication and it is essential for attracting new investments. With government and companies 

pushing for far more English speaking workers, it can be expected that more individuals will view 

English, among other skills as a step towards career advancement and higher pay. This is 

motivating factor for individuals to learn English in order to obtain well paid jobs within the most 

dynamic organizations and industries in Nigeria, clearly, we all can see that prospective employees 

who can speak and write English well have better opportunities economically. 

English is equally the language of nationalism Hanna (2008). The love of a country has to 

be manifested through the language that everybody can understand lest the ethnic agenda be 

implied, this was why, even in the old political days, nationalists like Herbert Macaulay, 

ObafemiAwolowo, Ahmadu Bello, NnamdiAzikiwe etc. had to use English language as a weapon 

of nationalist struggle. A nationalist bases his patriotic views in English. If English language is not 

used to express the same ideas for which he is known as a nationalist, he is seen instantly as a 

tribalist and not a nationalist. English is the language of authenticity in Nigeria.  

English language is the language of collective identity in Nigeria. The army, the Navy, the 

Air force, and the police, that all safeguard the territorial integrity of Nigeria and its peaceful 

existence are propelled with English language (standard British English). The National youth 

service corps (NYSC) which is aimed at bringing together all the educated Nigerian youths from 

the universities is a great ideal of the Nigerian government. This ideal would not have been 

possible without the English language which binds all together at the camps and at their primary 

places of assignment. The idea of the National youth service corps is geared towards reinforcing 

the spirit of oneness among Nigerian youths.  

However, ongoing challenges of security and national unity which the vicious Boko 

Harams, Bandits, and kidnappers have caused in the northern part of Nigeria are causing a lot of 

threat to this good scheme of the Nigerian government because the youths are now afraid to go to 

the northern part of the country for the service scheme. We believe that with providence on our 

side, the English language will continue to bind us together. 
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The constitution of the Federal Republic is written in English to create a level playing 

grounds for all Nigerians. The National Anthem, the National Flag, the National Independence 

Day, the National Associations as well as several national monuments are designed in English and 

all of these “assert” that English is the foundation of the giant structure called Nigeria. English 

language remains a very big tool in favour of sustainable democracy. 

 

Problems of Learning English in Nigeria  

One major problem associated with the learning of the language is found in the fact that 

the language is learned as a second language by the students who are already proficient in the use 

of one language. The common problem associated with this is interference. Majority of the 

teachers who teach the language, are incompetent. Moreover, the teachers themselves are victims 

of incompetent teaching. Part of the problems in the learning of the language according to 

Akindele, (2005) is found in “the difficulty” inherent in the language itself, such as irregular 

pattern, according to him, (the plural of man is men but the plural of pan is not “pen”) one of the 

problems usually encountered by learners is that some elements of his native language tend to 

show up in the English they produce, a phenomenon commonly referred to as interference. This is 

common especially, in the translation of idioms and other expressions and forms which are wide 

spread in Africa and accepted as feature of African English but not found in English language. It is 

not wholly correct to say that all subjects are badly taught, but English language is giving most 

teachers much difficulty, and since English system, other subjects taught in the school are naturally 

affected. This naturally affects the quality of teaching. Thus more attention should be paid to the 

training and welfare of teachers as first steps in improving the standard of teaching as well as the 

quality of teacher. 

 

Conclusion  

English language is a powerful factor for unity that promotes the felling of oneness, 

progress and national consciousness. The teaching and learning of the language as a subject as well 

as the medium of instruction has placed the language above all other native languages and this has 

helped to suppress the power tussles of ethnics. The use of English encourages, peace and unity in 

the country. It is believed that a common language will bring about national cohesion, harmony 

and unity in the country as well as ensure sustainable democracy. A national language would 

ensure that there will be national interest, as well as see that corruption nepotism and favouritism 

is eradicated from our society. When there is a national interest that people are attached to, 

regional and personal interests will be of the barest minimum. A common language would also 

help to strengthen national integration. It is believed that English language is powerful in bringing 

about sustainable democracy and political stability. 

 

Recommendations 

- Peaceful co-existence leading to national unity cannot take place in any nation where the 

majority of the population is illiterate. Literacy therefore, becomes the first stage in the National 

unity in the country. 

- The existing curriculum of primary and junior secondary school should be extended to 

include course(s) that will instill respect and appreciation for various ethnic groups and religions as 

well as knowing negative effects of riots, disunity, student unrest and cultism. This would make 

the students and staff to understand and respect the cultural values and religions of other people, 

and it will make students shun student unrest and cultism thereby rise to peace and unity, in the 

country. 

- Both the various arms of the government and non-governmental agencies (NGO) should be 

made to engage in propagation and giving of enlightenment campaigns on peace and National 
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unity to various people especially the youths. These activities should start from the grassroot level.  

That is from the ward or village level to the local and state government level. Mass media has a lot 

of roles to play on peace and national unity campaign and peace education in Nigeria. 

- Conferences, workshops and seminars should be organized at all levels of Nigerian 

Educational system on the need for morally upright individually peaceful co-existence and unity 

among Nigerian divergent groups and social political/religions tolerance in Nigeria. 

- Language assessment should focus on learners’ language competence rather than what 

learners do not remember or cannot do. Teachers should therefore be able to analyze their 

instructional goals and what kinds of assessments support these goals.  

- Nigerian universities should publish Nigerian English Dictionaries and grammar books, and 

most importantly, adapt oral and written English syllabus for schools to better validate the way 

Nigerian English should be spoken and written. 

- There is the need for a reform in English education in Nigeria given its multifarious roles. 

The English language is not only an official language but also the language of teaching other 

subjects. 

- Government as a matter of urgency, should make concerted efforts to improve & upgrade 

the existing facilities in our schools, particularly library, teaching and learning materials among 

others.  

- Language Assessment should focus on learner’s language competence. 

- New Approaches to teaching and learning of English need to be improved upon to be in line 

with the changing nature of the education process.   
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