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Abstract 

Nigeria’s linguistic diversity poses significant challenges to national unity and development. 

This study critically examines the country’s language policy, exploring the historical, social and 

political factors shaping the quest for a national language. Through a critical discourse analysis 

of existing language policies and literature, this research investigates the implications of 

language policy on national identity, education and socio-economic development. The findings 

highlight the complexities and tensions surrounding language policies in Nigeria, underscoring 

the need for a nuanced approach that balances linguistic diversity, with national cohesion. This 

study contributes to the ongoing debate on language policy and national development. 

Keywords: National Language, Critical Analysis, Language Policy, Implications 

 

Introduction 

Nigeria’s linguistic landscape is among the 

most diverse globally, with over 500 

languages spoken by I its population of 

more than 200 million people. Adegbaja 

(2004) . This diversity mirrors the nation’s 

complex and cultural ethnic makeup where 

three dominant languages-Hausa, Igbo and 

Yoruba serve as the primary linguistic 

vehicles of communication in their 

respective regions. However, the 

prominence of these three languages often 

marginalized smaller, lesser known 
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languages creating tension in national 

identity and language policies  

 The quest for a smaller native language to 

represent Nigeria has been met with debates 

and challenges as the government’s 

language policies have attempted to balance 

Unity and diversity. Bamgbose (1991). The 

implications of these policies extend 

beyond communication, influencing 

education, politics and inter-ethnic 

relations. This study critically examines the 

evolution of language policies in Nigeria 

exploring their impact on national cohesion 

and the rights of minority language 

speakers. 

This essay critically analyses Nigeria’s 

language policy by examining the 

challenges faced in establishing a national 

language and the broader implications of 

these effects for national unity, 

communication and cultural identity, 

revealing how policy decisions impact both 

the integration of diverse linguistic groups 

and the preservation of cultural heritage. 

A NATIONAL LANGUAGE  

A national language is a language that 

represents a country’s identity, culture and 

unity. This language is often officially 

recognized by the government. It is widely 

spoken by a vast majority of the population 

and it is also accepted. It is also used in 

official contexts, government, education, 

media etc and it is symbolic of national 

identity. 

IMPORTANCE OF A NATIONAL 

LANGUAGE  

A national language plays a critical role in 

fostering national unity, facilitating 

communication and preserving cultural 

identity particularly in a multilingual 

society like Nigeria. In a country where 

over 500 languages are spoken,Adegbaja 

(2004), the quest for a unifying language is 

paramount to achieving  cohesive national 

development.  A national language serves as 

a symbol of collective identity and pride, 

offering a medium through which citizens 

can engage in national discourse and 
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participate in governance. It also acts as a 

bridge between various ethnic groups 

fostering mutual understanding and 

minimizing the ethnic and linguistic 

tensions that have historically threatened 

unity. 

NATIONAL UNITY  

 One of the key arguments in favour of 

adopting a national language is its potential 

to unify diverse ethnic groups. In Nigeria, 

the linguistic divide often parallel ‘s ethnic 

and regional divisions, leading to social and 

political fragmentation . A national 

language can function as a neutral medium 

of communication, transcending these 

divisions and creating a sense of belonging 

for all citizens. Bamgbose (1991) highlights 

the absence of a commonly accepted 

national language, regionalism exacerbates 

and undermines the process of nation 

building. This, selecting a national language 

could promote national cohesion and serve 

t as a tool  for fostering unity among 

Nigeria’s diverse population. 

 COMMUNICATION  

Effective communication is vital for the 

functioning of any nation particularly one 

with complex linguistic diversity like 

Nigeria. In the absence of a national 

language, communication barriers often 

arise between different ethnic groups, 

resulting in misunderstanding and 

inefficiency particularly in the domains of 

governance, education and public services. 

A national language would provide a 

common linguistic platform that enables 

smooth communication across regions, 

helping to streamline administrative 

processes and ensuring that government 

policies are understood and implemented 

uniformly.  

CULTURAL IDENTITY  

 Beyond fostering communication and 

unity, a national language also carries 

cultural significance, it becomes a 

responsibility of collective memory, 

cultural heritage and of values. For Nigeria, 

a country marked by its rich, cultural 
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diversity, a national language could serve as 

a symbol of the nation’s cultural identity. 

However, as scholars like Bamgbose (1991) 

point out, the challenges lie in selecting a 

language that is acceptable to the majority. 

Languages which are equally significant 

carriers of cultural heritage. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXTS OF 

LANGUAGE POLICY I IN NIGERIA  

 Influence of British colonial rule  

• Colonial Era: During the British 

colonial period,(1861-1960) Nigeria’s 

linguistic landscape was significantly 

influenced by the colonial 

administration. The British introduced 

the English as the official language 

which was used in government, 

education and legal systems. This 

imposition had a profound impact on 

Nigeria’s diverse linguistic 

environment. 

• The focus in English contributed to the 

marginalization of indigenous 

languages which were relegated to 

informal contexts and local usage. The 

educational administrative systems 

established during this period 

predominantly used English, 

reinforcing its status and limiting the 

development and recognition of 

indigenous languages. Owolabi (2003) 

EFFECTS ON INDIGENOUS 

LANGUAGES  

The colonial emphasis on English created a 

linguistic hierarchy that favoured  English 

over the numerous indigenous languages 

spoken across Nigeria. This led to a gradual 

erosion of the status and functionality of 

local languages affecting their use in formal 

settings and contributing to the shift 

towards English as a marker of socio-

economic advancement and modernity. 

Smith (1994). 

POST-INDEPENDENCE EFFECTS 

Early independence efforts: After gaining 

independence in 1960, Nigeria faced the 

challenge of addressing its complex 

linguistic diversity while moving away 
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from the colonial legacy of English 

dominance. Early post - independence 

policies aimed at promoting national unity 

and integrating various ethnic groups 

included, attempts to elevate the status of 

indigenous languages. However, these 

efforts were often limited by political and 

practical challenges such as the lack of a 

unified approach and resources for the 

development of multiple languages. 

Bamgbose (1991) 

LANGUAGE POLICY REFORMS  

  In the decades following independence, 

several policies and initiatives were 

introduced to promote indigenous 

languages and address the language 

question. For instance, ;  

•  The 1979 National policy on 

education emphasized the use of 

indigenous languages in primary 

education to preserve cultural heritage 

and improve literacy among local 

populations and also encourage 

bilingual education in senior secondary 

level..Adegbaja (2004),  

• The National language policy of 1989 

recommended the dominant languages: 

Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba languages be 

used as national languages. 

• The establishment of language 

institutes  

such as the National institute for 

Nigerian languages aimed to research 

and promote Nigerian languages and 

support their development and 

documentations.  

•  The 1999 constitution of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria section 51, 

recognizes the English language as our 

official language and also guarantees 

rights to language and culture 

according to section 4o. 

LANGUAGE   POLICY OBJECTIVES  

Language policy objectives are goals that 

guide the development, implementations 
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and evaluation of language policies. Such 

policies focus on:  

• National Unity and Identity: this 

promotes national unity through 

language, encourages linguistic 

diversity and fosters a sense of national 

identity. 

• Language Education: This objective 

focuses on increasing language 

proficiency, developing language 

teacher training programs and also 

improving language instructions in 

schools. 

• Language Presentation: One main 

objective of the language policy is the 

preservation of endangered languages 

to avoid language shift and language 

death. This involves documenting and 

promoting minority languages and 

also support language revitalization. 

• Economic Development: These 

policies enhance economic 

opportunities through language, 

promote language tourism and also 

develop language related industries  

• Social justice and Equality:This 

objective helps to promote language 

rights, ensure language access and 

equity and also address language 

based discrimination. 

• Cultural Preservation: This policy 

functions on preserving cultural 

heritage through language by 

promoting cultural exchange in 

intercultural marriages and also 

support language based cultural 

initiatives. These objectives guide 

language policy development, ensuring 

that align with national, regional and 

international goals. 

CHALLENGES AND CONTINUING 

EFFORTS  

Despite these efforts, challenges remain. 

The dominance of English language 

continues in higher education, official 

communication and the media which 

perpetuates the marginalization of 
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indigenous languages. Additionally, the 

lack of a standardized approach to language 

development and the multiplicity of 

languages complicate efforts to implement 

effective language policies. 

CURRENT TRENDS  

Recently, there has been a renewed interest 

in promoting indigenous languages through 

cultural programs media and educational 

reform. However, achieving a balance 

between maintaining English as a global 

lingua franca and the fostering indigenous 

languages remain a complex and ongoing 

challenge. 

CHALLENGES IN ESTABLISHING A 

NATIONAL LANGUAGE  

• Establishing a national language 

in Nigeria presents several 

challenges due to the country’s 

complex linguistic and socio-

political landscape. Let’s look at the 

key challenges;  

• Linguistic Diversity: Nigeria is 

home to over 500 languages creating 

a rich but complex linguistic 

environment. Selecting a single 

national language from this diverse 

array poses significant challenges as 

any choice maybe viewed as 

favouring one ethnic group over 

others. This can lead to resistance 

and potential conflicts among 

different linguistic communities. 

Bamgbose (1991). 

• Political and Regional Biases: the 

process of selecting a national 

language is often influenced by 

political and regional biases. 

Different regions and their own 

languages based on political power, 

historical significance or perceived 

benefits. This politicization 

complicates the decision-making 

process and can lead to 

dissatisfaction. 
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• Cultural and Historical 

Significance: The choice of 

Nigerian languages carries its own 

cultural and historical significance. 

Choosing a national language 

involves balancing respect for 

cultural heritage with the need for 

national cohesion. A decision to 

prioritize one language over others 

could undermine the cultural 

identities of various ethnic groups 

and diminish the richness of 

Nigeria’s linguistic heritage. 

• Resistance to Change: In most 

cases, there is resistance to adopting 

a new national language due to 

entrenched linguistic practices and 

the existing dominance of English. 

English is deeply embedded in 

Nigeria’s educational, legal and 

administrative systems and its 

removal or reduction as an official 

language may face considerable 

opposition from those who perceive 

it as crucial for international 

communication and economic 

opportunity. Bamgbose (1991). 

• Educational and Economic 

Implications: The transition to e 

new national language could have 

significant educational and 

economic implications. Educational 

institutions would need to adapt 

their curricula and train educators in 

the new language which could 

disrupt the existing education 

system. Furthermore, businesses 

and government agencies would 

face the cost of translating 

documents and adapting to new 

linguistic norms. 

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF NIGERIA’S 

EXISTING LANGUAGE POLICY  

• Historical Evolution:(colonial legacy) 

the foundation of Nigeria’s language 

policy was significantly shaped by 

British colonial rule which established 

English as the official language. This 

legacy created a linguistic hierarchy 
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that favoured English for official, 

educational and legal purposes, 

marginalizing indigenous languages. 

The post-independence challenges was 

to address this colonial imposition 

while recognizing Nigeria’s linguistic 

diversity. 

• Post-Independence Reforms: After 

independence, Nigeria attempted to 

address the language question through 

various policies. The 1979 National 

policy on education marked a 

significant shift by advocating the use 

of indigenous languages in primary 

education aiming to preserve the 

cultural heritage and improve literacy. 

However, implementation challenges 

and lack of uniformity in policy 

application hindered the effectiveness 

of these reforms. English remains the 

official language of Nigeria and the 

national policy on education supports 

the use of indigenous languages at the 

primary level but there is limited 

progress in extending this support to 

higher education and other official 

domain. 

 QUALIFICATIONS FOR A 

LANGUAGE TO  BE REGARDED AS A 

NATIONAL LANGUAGE  

According to language policies, a language 

qualifies to be regarded as a national 

language if it typically needs to meet several 

criteria. These criteria may vary depending 

on the specific contexts and the goals of 

the language policy. 

• Widespread Usage:  A national 

language is often characterized by its 

widespread usage across different 

regions and among diverse linguistic 

groups within a country. It should be 

spoken by a significant portion of the 

populace, facilitating communication 

and integration across various ethnic 

and linguistic communities. Haugen 

(1983) . 

• Government Endorsement: it must 

receive formal recognition and 

endorsement by the government 
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because it typically involves legal and 

administrative measures that establish 

the language as a medium for 

government operations. 

• General and historical significance: 

a national language has cultural and 

historical importance that reflects the 

nation’s identity and heritage. It may 

serve as a symbol of national unity 

and pride embodying the collective 

history. 

• Public Support: A national language 

often enjoys broad public support and 

acceptance. It should be embraced by 

a significant portion of the populace 

which helps in its adoption and 

integration into everyday life. 

• Practical Functionality: The 

language should be practical for use 

in various domains such as 

government, business and daily 

communication.  

 

CAN NIGERIA HAVE A NATIONAL 

LANGUAGE? 

There are about 500l distinct languages 

spoken across the 250 ethnic groups in the 

country. Statistics show that out of the so 

many languages used in different states 

these are the potential national languages 

spoken based on speaker percentage  

• Hausa (22%) 

• Yoruba (20%) 

• Igbo  (18 %) 

We should note that these figures are 

estimates, because language distribution 

varies within states and also other 

languages have significant speaker 

population.  

There have been successful multilingual 

nations that Nigeria can learn from in its 

quest for a national language.  

India has Hindu as its official language with 

22 scheduled languages. 
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Switzerland adopted German, French, 

Italian and Romansh as its official and 

national language. 

Belgium has Dutch, French and German 

as its official language  

Canada speaks English and French  

South Africa has one official language 

including Afrikaans, English, IsiXhosa, 

IsiNdebele and many others. However, it is 

crucial to conduct language survey and 

impact assessment, of the targeted national 

language, engage stakeholders and 

linguistic experts, develop effective 

language education and training programs 

and also garner support from international 

language support like UNESCO language 

support policy and language rights and 

African’s charter on human and P’s right 

(Article 24). 

Having multiple national languages is 

feasible but requires careful planning, 

implementation and management. 

In Nigeria’s context, having three languages 

as national languages could promote unity 

among the three major ethnic groups 

(Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba).. it could also 

help facilitate communication across 

linguistic groups and recognize and respect 

regional identity and dialects. 

FEASIBILITY OF HAVING A 

NATIONAL LANGUAGE IN NIGERIA  

   The benefits of having a multiple national 

language can enhance national unity and 

inclusiveness. This might be achieved by  

•   Inculcating language teaching 

methods by immersion programs, 

language e - subject courses, bilingual 

and multilingual education and 

language support programmes for 

minority languages  

• This requires significant funding for 

language education and implementation 

and building resource centres. 

• Marrying multiple languages in 

government, media and education. 
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SUBMISSION  

  Based on the analysis, it is evident that 

Nigeria’s language policy faces significant 

challenges due to the country’s complex 

linguistic diversity and bilingualism. The 

current policy has limitations in addressing 

the needs of all linguistic groups leading to  

• Language inequality  

• Limited access to education and 

economic opportunities  

• Cultural preservation concerns. 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

  To address these challenges, and hope for 

a national language, the following 

recommendations are proposed:  

•  Short term (2023-2025) 

 This involves the reviewing and 

revisioning the national language policy to 

incorporate multilingualism  

Establishing language commissions in 

states to promote language education  

Develop language education programmes 

for minority languages  

Introduce various teaching methods like 

immersion programme where two official 

Languages are taught. 

• Middle - term (2025 -2030) 

 Bilingual education programmes can be 

implemented in primary and secondary 

schools  

Promotion of language documentation and 

preservation  

Establishing language resource centres 

around the country. 

• Long - term (2030- 2040) 

 Developing a comprehensive language 

policy framework addressing linguistic 

diversity. 

Establishing a national language institute 

to coordinates language education  

Strategic Planning and Policy 

Development  

Encourages community involvement in 

language policy development. 
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Fosters partnership between government, 

NGOS and language experts. 

Allocating sufficient resources for language 

education and policy implementation. 

Recognizing and promoting Nigeria’s 

diversity. 

Establishing language rights for minority 

groups. 

Developing language education 

programmes for t indigenous languages. 

Conclusion  

The quest for a national language in Nigeria 

is a complex issue shaped by its colonial 

history and linguistic diversity. English, 

established as the official language during 

British rule continues to dominate while 

efforts to promote indigenous languages 

have faced so many challenges. A national 

language must balance widespread use, 

government support, cultural significance 

and practicality. Addressing these 

challenges requires a nuanced approach that 

respects Nigeria’s diverse linguistic 

heritage and promotes national unity and 

effective communication. Successful policy 

implementation will hinge on inclusive 

decision making and adequate resource 

allocation. 
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