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ABSTRACT

One of the national problemsin Nigeria that has been defying resolution is the
issue of national language. This work, therefore, takes a critical look into the
whole saga. The concept of national language is extensively examined. Efforts
made by different groups and governments towards adopting or choosing a
language are equally examined and some of the reasons why such efforts failed
are also identified. Ditto the reasons why a national language is needed in
Nigeria. Attempt is madeto identify and discussthe costs implication of choosing
or adopting a national language for Nigeria on the part of the government,
ethnic groups and individuals. Based on some identified reasons, the work
concluded that English Language should be adopted as a national language in
Nigeria.
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INTRODUCTION

TheNigeria's centenarian experience has proved to be myriads of hopesand aspirations.
Some of these have been achieved; someremain stalemate, whilethe questsfor othersare
gtill ongoing. For instance, alot hasbeen achievedin thefield of education-establishment
of so many Primary, Secondary and Tertiary institutions; production of world class
professiondss; academiciansand scientists; provision of freeuniversal basic educetion etc.
Ditto the heal th sector where so many teaching hospital's, general hospitals, specialist
hospitals have been provided for primary, secondary and tertiary health cares; doctors
and other medica personnd aretrained and hired into variousmedical centresetc. Thisis
equdly trueof socid sector wheremusic, film, fashion and other entertaining industriesare
flourishing at their peak. But the samething can hardly be said about national unity. One of
theinherent objectivesof 1914 ama gamationwasto create apowerful nation out of multi-
socia and cultural diversity but theideaisgradually becoming amirage. In Nigeriaof
today, nepotism and ethnic chauvinismreign supremeover patriotismand desirefor nationa
unity. Ironicaly, achieving unity in diversity andincul cating high sense of patriotisminthe
mindsof citizensareawaysthetop most priority of nearly all theregimesthat the nation
haswitnessed. Unfortunately, none of them could boast of remarkableachievementinthis
respect. One of themajor factorsthat might have beenresponsiblefor their failureinthis
regard isthe absence of national language. Thus, theissue of national language can be
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regarded as a social bug seriously eating the fabric of Nigeria's national unity and
development. However, for posterity sake, thissocia bug must not bealowed to continue
to exist. Something must be doneto put astop toit. Theobjective of thispaper, therefore,
isto discussthe need for anational languagein Nigeriaand how thefeat can be achieved.

TheNeed for National L anguage

National language hasbeen varioudy defined and it is pertinent to consider some of these
definitionshereto Stuatethe entirewrite-up inameaningful context. The concept, “ nationa
language” isdefined as* alanguage (or language variant i.e. dialect) which has some
connection-defacto or dejure-with apeople and perhapsby extension theterritory they
occupy” (http://en.Wikipedia.Org/National Language). Thisdefinitionisnot only vague
but equally inadequate. A language may be connected with apeopleor territory and yet
not used or adopted as national language. For example, Yoruba, Hausaand Igbo are
languagesin Nigeria They al met the conditionsin theabovedefinition. Yet, noneof them
isadopted or used asanational languagein the country. Brann (1994) givesfour quite
distinctive meaningsto the concept of national language especidly asrelatestoAfrica His
explanaionsgothus:

I. Territorial Language of aparticular people (chtonol ect)

i. Regiond language (Choraect)

i L anguage-in-common or community language used throughout acountry (demol ect)
\VA Central language used by government and perhaps having asymbolic value

(Politolect)

Likethefirst definition, theexplanation on each of themeaningsgiven by Brannis
not explicit enough. For onething, not dl territoria or regional languagesareadoptedina
country. Another meaning of national language according to an Onlinesourceisthat “a
National Language may for instancerepresent the national identity of anation or country”
(http://en. W ki pedia.Org/National Language). “ National Language may alternatively be
designation given to one or more languages spoken asfirst languagein theterritory of a
country” Thisexplanation isquite appropriate because national languageistruly amere
designationin acountry wherethefirst or the mother tongue is adopted asthe national
language. However, Akindel e and Adegbbite (1999) provide comprehensiveinformation
onthemeaning of theterm*National Language’.

A national language refers to a language which has the authority of

the government conferred on it as the language of a humber of ethnic

groups in a given geo socio-political area. It is deliberately chosen as

a symbol of oneness and unity and of achievement of independence in

an erstwhile colonial situation and of the state of nationhood. Such a

language must, as a matter of necessity, cut across the entire strata of

the society in its use and application, e.g. the English in England,

Canada and USA. It can also be qualified as a language that is both

elite and mass oriented integrating everybody in the political community.
Theaboveinformationisquitecomprehens ve, gopropriate and adequate about the meaning,
the function and the official status of any language that may beregarded asanational
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language. Nationa language, therefore, isthe onethat isused, in addition to other roles
andfunctions, to performal thefunctionsof nationalism, thelanguagethat apeopleof geo
socio-politica arearegard asthelanguage of their fatherland. There hasbeen notracking
record of serious attempt towards adopting a national language for Nigeria since
independence. Thismay not beunconnected withthelinguistic plurdity and culturd diversity
of thecountry aswdll aslack of trust among the numerousethnic groupsthat congtitutethe
country. Because of thisreasons, successive government in the country hasbeen evading
decisvepalicy onnationd languageeventhemilitary adminigtrations. Thenoti cesbleattempt
inthisregard could befound in the National Policy on Education (2004). ThusNational
Policy on Education wasthefirst official document whereroleswereassignedto English
andindigenouslanguages. Englishlanguage was designated aslanguage of education from
upper primary totertiary ingtitutionswhileindigenouslanguage was gpproved asthemedium
of ingructioninthelower primary. Another similar attempt was made by agroup of people
who bdlieved that anationa |anguage must beformed for the country by combining sounds
and structures and lexicd itemsfrom thethree main languages: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba.
Frantic effortswere madetowards selling theideato the entire citizenry of the country.
Oneof thelegaciesof thisgroup wasthe concept of WAZOBIA. Unfortunatdly, theagenda
likeits predecessors could not stand thetrial sof the embersof anation whoseunity isin
diversity. Thus, theexperiment was short lived.

Thequestion may ariseastowhy clamouring for nationa languagewhenthenation
hasexisted for acentury without it and when many countriesare doing without any. The
answer isvery simple. Adopting anational language is necessary because of certain
advantagesinherent in having oneasanation. One of such advantagesistheability of a
national languagetofoster unity. With anationa language, the nation, in spite of thedegree
of diversity, will haveacommon tongue and speak with onevoice. Under that condition,
every citizen hashigh senseof belonging and hence seesother citizensasbrothersthough
tribe and tongue may differ. Thisno doubt will heighten the spirit of onenessand thus
enhancescollectiveresponsbility and collaborative effortstowards national unity.

Anacther smilar advantageof adopting anationd languagefor acountry isembedded
initspower toincul cate high sense of patriotisnincitizens. If every citizen associateshim/
hersalf with alanguage, any message or information passed through such alanguagewill
bereceived withaglad heart. Inaddition, al clarion calsto nationa functionsareanswered
with unparaled enthusiasm and unalloyed willingnessto servethenation with faithfulness,
loyalty and honesty, and equally ready to defend theintegrity of the country withthelast
drop of his/her blood. The added advantage of national languageisthefact that it can
facilitate speedy nationa devel opment. All round national devel opment thriveswell ina
society that isdevoid of rancoursand crises. One of the waysto measure peaceful co-
exigenceisthepresenceof unity with the practical demongtration of high senseof patriotism
inthecitizensof acountry. Asdiscussed in the previous paragraphs, meansof achieving
thisharmoniousliving among different ethnicsgroupsisinherent in adopting anationa
languagefor acountry. More so, citizenswith theloveof their country at heart will be
willing to contributeto the progress and development of such acountry. They will avoid
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doing anything that can bring the repute of the country down or act that can tarnish the
imageof their country. If the ultimate desire of the citizensisto contributeto the national
growth of such acountry, definitely, the devel opment of such acountry must not only be
rapid, it must equally betotal. Because of the af orementioned reasonsand many similar
others, itisobviousthat adopting anationd languagefor acountry isof tremendous benefits
to theentirecitizenry of such acountry. Thus, one can conclude that adopting anational
languagefor Nigeriaisnot only desirable, itisalso necessary.

TheCostsof Adopting National Languagein Nigeria

Adopting anational languagefor acultural and linguistic complex nation like Nigeriacan
hardly be achieved without corresponding complex costsin terms of human and non-
human resources. But in spiteof it enormity, thecostswill turn out to beaworthy sacrifice,
if all Nigerians can endeavour to execute them. First and foremost isthe shedding of
individua ethnic group’sidentity. All thegroupsin the country must beready todrop their
cultura and ethnic particularity and superiority. Instead of thealegianceto the cultura and
ethnicidentity that iscurrently the order of the day; national identity that makesevery
citizen seeshim/hersdlf first asaNigerian before ethnic group consideration should be
sncerely embraced. Thepseudo belief of “hallier than”, “ superior than”, wiser than” among
the ethnic groups must be abolished compl etely. Every Nigerian should see and accept
othersasequalsregardlessof their cultural and ethnic differences.

Inthesamevein, thegovernment at the centrewill need to come out with definite
language policy. Thepolicy so adopted must bethe onethat will take care of the cultural
and linguistic heterogeneity of Nigeriaasacountry. The policy must, as a matter of
compulsion, bebound ontheregiona or state governments. The“amoda” type of policy
decisionisrecommended inthisregard. Thisisbecausethereisno feeling of unity of
history, customs, values or mission traceableinto adistant past of the country (Akindele
and Adegbite,1999). In addition, the government must be ready to commit large number
of human and non human resourcesto theredlization of the objective. A large number of
peoplemust betrained toimplement thepolicy tothegrassrootslevel andto creste necessary
public awarenessamong the entire citizenry. And there may be need to provide adequate
necessary equipment to facilitate easy implementation of the policy. Theprovision of these
resourceswill entail ahugefinancial commitment on the part of the government. Onthe
part of thecitizenry, thecostisso ssmple. What isrequired of themisgenuine commitment
totheprocessof learning thechosen language and willingnessto useit freely informal and
informal contexts. The adaptation of thelanguagein socid, economic, politica, religious,
educational settings and interactions must be total in both inter and intra-ethnic
communicative contexts. Thiswill imply de-emphasizing the use of any other language
apart fromthe adopted nationa language.

TheChoiceof National Languagein Nigeria
Although no decisive decision or concrete steps have been taken towards choosing or
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adopting National Language(s) in Nigeria, yet alot of decisions (action) havetaken place
onthematter (Akindeleand Adegbite 1999). To Soyinka(1977), an external Pan-African
language such as Swahili should be considered becauseit enjoyslarge number of speakers
comparativewith other Africanlanguagesin genera and Nigerian languagesin particular.
Inthesameway, Olagoke (1982) isof the opinion that the three major languages: Hausa,
Igbo and Yorubabe adopted as National languagesin Nigeria. Thisisbecausethethree
languages havelarger number of speakersin Nigeria. In contrary to these, some people
wereof theopinionthat an artificid languageformed from theamal gamation of e ementsof
existing Nigerian languages such asWazobiaand Guosa be adopted as Nigerian national
language (Akindeleand Adegbite, 1999).

Bamigbose (1990) summarizesall these agitationswhen he observed that the
existing proposal sof nationa languages can be categorized into two terms: the unilingual
and multilingua approaches. When theformer approach contains suggestionssuch asthe
choiceof pidgin English, artificial languages, English; amajor indigenouslanguage; or a
minor indigenous|language or an external Pan-African language, etc. thelatter places
emphasisonthe choice of thethree mgor languages. Hausa, Igho and Yoruba. Infact, the
agitationfor national languagein Nigeriaisunending.

Nevertheless, none of the suggestions on the adoption or choosing of national
languagefor Nigeriahas passed without criticisms. Some of these are presented hereto
Stuatethe eventua suggestioninthiswork asregardsthe choiceof anationa languagefor
Nigeriainwell informed academic contexts. Bamigbose (1990) isof theopinion that of the
possiblecandidatefor selection asaunilingua model, some can bedismissed out of hand.
Includeinthiscategory arethe Pidgin English, artificid language, any Pan-Africalanguage
or any of theminority languages. Gani-lkilama(1990) believesthat thechoiceof Pidgin
Englishfor national languageisnot likely becauseitssocia statusislow anditisequaly
associated with semi-literate citizens. Thisbeing so, thelanguageisregarded ashighly
sub-standard and therefore held inlow esteem especially among the educated elite. In
caseof an artificial language like Wazobiaor Guosa, it isbelieved that such alanguage
cannot be chosen becauseitisdevoid of the propertiesof creetivity and generdity that are
inherent inthe natural language. In addition, language usageisbasically conventional .
Therefore, therulesguiding it usage must beformed by tacit agreement among members
of asociety and not by trust of anumbersof individuals (Elugbe, 1990).

Also, the choice of English Language has been rgjected for nationalistic reasons
and lack of any sizeable constituency (Akindele and Adeghbite, 1990). Sofunke (1990) is
of theview that the national language of Nigeriahasto be Nigerian language which can
fully expressand preservethe experience and culture of Nigerians. By and large, itis
obviousthat no choice of national languagefor Nigeriacan befreeof criticisms. Any
government willing to adopt any language must beready toresist persuasion and criticisms
sinceitisnot possibleto satisfy everybody at the sametime. The government should
weather the storm of criticism unweariedly and establish very strong mechanisms of
implementation that will stand thetest of time, logi sticsand saboteurs. However, what this
work isout to advocateisthefact that the choice of national languageislong overduein
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Nigeria. Therefore, itishightimethe government of theday adopted onenationa language
with awell defined modality for implementation. There should bewell calculated steps
towardsdoing thison the part of the government. First, the*® cultivation approach” must be
adopted becausethe approach involvesthe publicin generd andintellectua in particular
(Akindeleand Adeghite 1999). Second, the choicemust be based on monolingud principle
to avoid the concept of “ Jack of all tradesand master of none”. Third, the choice must
equally bebased on*“exglossa’ because choosing any Nigerian IndigenousLanguagewill
createfriction andill feelingsamong the numerousethnic groupsin Nigeriaanditisnot
possibleto adopt al theindigenouslanguages (more than 400 L anguages) asour national
languages.

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

Theissue of adopting national |anguagefor Nigeriahasbeen one of the unresolved critical
issueseven after acentury of existenceasanation. Thiswork hasexamined the concept of
netiond languageand itsimportanceinthelifeof anaion. Theeffortsof Nigeriangovernments
(both the past and present) towards choosing anationa languagewere equally examined
with emphasis on the reasonswhy Nigeriaasanation should strive to adopt anational
language. Thelikely costsof getting onefor the nation were a so spelt out. Some of the
possibilitiesopento Nigeriain the course of choosing anationd languagewerehighlighted
and arguments against each of them were briefly discussed. Regardless of the obvious
hindrances, thiswork urged Nigeriagovernment to take decisive stepstowards choosing
anational languagefor the nation. Because of the glaring comparative advantages over
others, thisstudy advocatesthe choiceof “exglossid’ based on* cultivation principle’. This
in essence strongly recommends the choi ce of English language as Nigerian national
language. Thisisbecause noneof Nigerian Indigenouslanguages can be chosen without
inter ethnic crises. English Language hasbeen serving astheofficia languageaswdl asthe
language of wider communicationinthecountry. Infact, inNigeria, thelanguageisserving
aslingual Franca. Whatever may bethe criticismsagainst it, the choice of English as
Nigerian national languageisone of thewisest language decisionsthat Nigeriaasanation
cantake. Thewisdominthisclarion call isfully reflected in thefollowing statement of
Akindeleand Adeghite (1990) and it will beused to bring thediscussonontheissuetoa
benefitingend

A suggestion in the line of exoglossia is to use English as the national

language of Nigeria. It is argued that because English is neutral to

the various ethnic groups in Nigeria, the choice of the language will

avert any tension which the choice of an indigenous language might

create. Also, being a developed language with a vast amount of

literature, there will be less problems encountered in the implementation

of the choice.
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