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Abstract 
This paper aims at contending that, if Nigerian 

government and Nigerians generally are serious with 

their intention to replace English language with an 

indigenous language, the Nigerian Pidgin is a feasible 

option. To drive home our argument, we start by giving 

the reason for the agitation for an indigenous national 

language and the efforts that have been made to arrive 

at one. We then attempt to define Pidgin and venture 

into defining the Nigerian Pidgin before stretching out 

the reasons for advancing it as a feasible option. We 

finally recommend that since teachers in the areas 

where NP is dominant have been using it unofficially for 

the teaching of their students, the Nigerian government 

should declare it as a school subject like Yoruba, 

English and Hausa, and as well make it the medium of 

instruction at the pre-primary and early primary school 

levels. The Nigerian people generally should also 

change their negative attitude to its use as a step 

towards making it a possible replacement for the 

English language in the not-too distant future. 

 

Introduction  

Nigeria as a multilingual society is faced with the 

problem of the choice of a national lingual franca. 

Tengan (1994) quoted in Ogunsiji (2001) posits that 

Nigeria has between 150 and 400 languages. Akinjobi 

(2004) submits that Nigeria’s population is over 100  
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million, it has 478 languages, 470 of which are living, one is a second language and 

seven are extinct. Bamgbose (1973) had earlier claimed that based on 1963 census, 

Nigeria has 400 languages, while Jubril (1982) submits that she has 200 languages 

arguing that Bamgbose’s figure was inflated. The picture being painted here is 

however that Nigeria is a multilingual nation. This makes it extremely difficult for her 

to choose an indigenous language as her lingual franca. It is generally believed that 

the choice of one of them may lead to disintegration of the country. In fact, ordinary 

political recognition of Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo as major languages is frown at by the 

speakers of the other languages on the ground of being linguistically maginalised. This 

is the major reason the English language, believed to be the language of colonialism, 

remains her lingual franca and official language.  

A national language, according to Elugbe (1995), as an indigenous language, will 

foster unity, and as such effort should be made to develop our indigenous languages 

that one may eventually emerge as the national language. The argument of some 

scholars is that if Swahili can be used in Tanzania, Somali in Somalia and Hindi in 

India, if the will is there, an indigenous language will emerge as Nigeria’s national 

language. However, stressing the need for caution in choosing the national language, 

Bamgbose (1991) recommends that, because every language is associated with an 

ethnic group, to avoid disintegration in the country, the process should be made 

gradual rather than being radical. Efforts have however been made to come out with 

one national language (Jowitt 1991 and 1995 and Odebunmi 2001). For instance, 

Soyinka at FESTAC 1977 suggested Swahili claiming that its phonology and grammar 

are African, it is already being used as a national language in East Africa and it is 

developed. Some people, for some reasons, suggested Hausa. Afrike, a language 

spoken in Cross River State has been suggested by Joseph Ushie, a lecturer in the then 

state university (now the University of Akwa Ibon State), Uyo while Sofunke 

suggested Igala. Igbineweka proposed Guosa, a self-created language that consists of 

twenty-two Nigerian indigenous languages. Some linguists, particularly Elugbe and 

Omamor (1991), propose the Nigerian Pidgin English but it is rejected on the grounds 

that it is not sufficiently developed, has limited vocabulary and it is not respected by 

Nigerians.  

The present paper aims at subscribing to the Nigerian Pidgin as the feasible national 

language for Nigeria. It is believed that the government will find it useful in their effort 

towards choosing a national official language and sociolinguistics students, 

particularly those working in the area of NP, may find it a resourceful material. 

However, it needs to be stated right from the outset like Bamgbose (1991) that the 

replacement of English with the Nigerian Pidgin should be made gradual. Considering 

its roles in the country, the English language will, for long, continue to be Nigeria’s 

official and lingual franca regardless of whether it is spoken by a majority or not. As 
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it has argued elsewhere, the role of English in enhancing unity in Nigeria is unequalled. 

It is the language of education and politics. Instructions in all our schools, right from 

the upper primary school, are passed to the learners in it and nearly all examinations 

are written in it. It is also the language of administration and justice. Important 

documents of government at all levels are kept in it and it is the means through which 

laws are made. 

 

Pidgin Defined 

Pidgin is generally seen as a marginal language which two or more groups of people 

with different languages are compelled to adopt when they are in contact and have to 

interact. Reinecke (1964) sees it as a minimal or “makeshift language [that arises] 

when people of different speech are thrown into contact and must reach an 

understanding…” while Todd (1974) toeing his line also defines it as ”a marginal 

language which arises to fulfill certain restricted communication needs among people 

who have no common language”. These definitions, as argued by Elugbe (1995), 

suggest that pidgin as a minimal, makeshift or marginal language is not a “full” 

language, has no long history and it is not central to the communicative codes of its 

users. The definitions also reveal that pidgin comes into being usually when the people 

in contact have no common language. We want to add here that pidgin, particularly in 

Nigeria, is now generally resorted to when an educated person has to communicate 

with either an illiterate or barely literate person because they have different mother 

tongues and/or one of them does not understand Standard English, the country’s 

official language. Another point to note here is that one of the languages involved in 

Nigerian Pidgin, obviously English, will be the base while the other one(s) will hang 

on it. 

 

Origin of Nigerian Pidgin 

As reported by Egbokhare (2001), there are different accounts on the origin of the 

Nigerian Pidgin (henceforth NP). According to him, some claim a form of early pidgin 

is based on the Nigerian languages. For instance, Faraclas (1996) claims there is a 

pidginised Hausa spoken by non-native speakers of Lake Chad and a pidginised Igbo 

in some Niger Delta markets. Pidgin has also been traced to the contact between 

European and the coastal peoples of Nigeria. The first contact was made around 1469 

by the Portuguese. This was later followed by the Dutch, and finally by the English 

who controlled trade from around 1650. Elugbo and Omamor (1991) submit that 

slaves from Niger Delta spoke a form of Portuguese Pidgin where Edo and Kongo 

featured prominently. Some other people also traced NP to the missionaries and the 

freed slaves from Sierra Leone. It was argued that NP emerged because people wanted 

to speak and identify with the language of the missionaries and the freed slaves and 
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their offspring because of their status, education and role as the white man’s friends. 

Faraclas (1996) however stresses that we should not be hasty to conclude that NP 

developed from either the contact between the European traders and the coastal 

peoples or from the influence of the missionaries and the freed slaves. The two, as 

concluded by him, may play a part but their roles should not be overblown.  

Egbokhare (2001) also challenges the association of the NP to the freed slaves. 

According to him, NP was already in existence before and during the slave trade, 

especially an English form of Pidgin, between the British and the coastal people. He 

then concludes that if Pidgin originated from Niger Delta it is not likely that it was 

brought by the missionaries and the freed slaves because contrary to the belief that the 

slaves were treated with admiration and honour, quoting Ayandele (1974), Egbokhare 

contends that they were seen as moral and cultural lepers, they were totally rejected 

and where they were tolerated, they were seen as “a bunch of pitiable, bumptious and 

contemptible people”. Egbokhare therefore resorts to the identification of the peopling 

of the Niger Delta where NP is believed to have originated then. Quoting Dike (1956), 

he concludes that though there were many tribes such as Benins, Ijaws, Sobos, Jekris 

(Itsekiri), Efiks, Ibibios and even Fulatos (Fulani) at Niger Delta then, Igbo’s presence 

was predominant because of the slave trade; Igbo and Pidgin English were then used 

by Delta people as trade languages as well as to meet the communication needs of 

people from different linguistic backgrounds there.   

 

Nigerian Pidgin as a Language 

One of the problems with NP is the question of whether it is a language or a variety of 

English. The belief of some people is that it is a broken or bastardised form of English 

which need not be accorded the status of a language. The question that must be asked 

then is when does a dialect become a language? Scholars like Elugbe and Omamor 

(1991), Faraclas (1996), Egbokhare (2001) and a host of others have argued that 

considering the fact that NP has its own structure and it is associated with a community 

of speakers, it is obviously a language. Elugbe and Omamor (1991) clearly argue that 

NP is different from Broken English in that while Broken English results from 

improper acquisition of English, NP is a language with its community of speakers. 

Egbokhare (2001) submits that since NP has at least over one million people that use 

it as their mother tongue or L1, it will be wrong to see it as a broken form of English. 

NP has also been differentiated from Pseudo Pidgin. The two Pseudo Pidgin varieties 

that have been identified in Nigeria are varieties of Wakabout and Zebrudaya (a radio 

and television dramatist known for his own idiosyncratic Pidgin). Omamor argues that 

the language of Wakabout shares the features of the language of Onitsha pamphleteers, 

sub-standard English and at best, a weird, difficult-to-characterise linguistic creation. 

It does not belong to a particular community of speakers and it is encountered in areas 
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outside where NP is used. For Egbokhare (2001), Wakabout and Zebrudaya forms are 

idiosyncratic inventions of their originators without any community of users; it should 

therefore not be seen as the same thing as the NP. He then submits that since NP 

performs functions similar to those performed by other languages, it should be 

accorded the status of a language. 

 

Justification for Proposing Nigerian Pidgin  

Because our leaders and most linguists are madly married to English and are not ready 

to replace English with any other indigenous language, they are blind to the virtues in 

NP. In this aspect, some of the reasons for the feasibility of using NP as Nigeria’s 

national language are hereby advanced to establish our position that NP is a possible 

option for Nigeria’s national language. One, as argued by Elugbe (1995), since the 

sustenance of the unity of the country is the primary concern of the government for 

being careful in choosing one of the indigenous languages, NP will serve well to 

preserve the unity of the country in that it is the only ethnically neutral language in 

Nigeria. Jombadi (2020)’s finding on the attitude of Lagosians to the declaration of 

NP as Nigeria’s lingual franca reveals that some of them, even graduates, argued that 

it would solve the country’s multilingual challenges caused by its heterogeneous 

nature, bring everybody together and make the country a truly independent one. It is 

spoken by over forty million people throughout the country and it does not belong to 

a particular tribe. Two, as submitted by Elugbe (1990) cited in Elugbe (1995), a 

national language is the one spoken throughout the country, that is indigenous and that 

is declared national. Since NP satisfies two of the criteria: its use cuts across the 

country because it is spoken by Nigerians of different ethnic origins and it is 

indigenous to Nigeria because it originated from, sustained and is expanding in 

Nigeria,  it can be seen as a  national language. Elugbe contends that the English 

language that we see as do-it-all language in Nigeria meets only a condition of being 

spoken all over the country.  

Thirdly, it is stated in the National Policy on Education (2014) that at pre-primary and 

the early stage in the primary school, the language of immediate environment of the 

pupils should be used as the medium of instruction. Since there are places in Nigeria 

where NP has acquired the status of mother tongue, and there are many children who 

now use it as their first language, and they speak it as competently as their mother 

tongue, so that they are bilingual in it and their mother tongue, it can be used to teach 

many Nigerian children where many languages would have been used. This, as argued 

by Elugbe (1995), will remove the shock that the children would have had when 

meeting a language they are not familiar with as a medium of instruction. Jombadi 

(2020) reveals that most Lagos people would want the teaching of Nigerian Pidgin 

English as a subject incorporated into the school curriculum. Their argument is that it 
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would make its learning easier, enhance better interaction between the teachers and 

their students and aid technological growth of the country. 

Closely related to this is the fact that, as observed by Egbokhare (2001), three varieties 

of NP – Port-Harcourt, Warri-Sapele and Lagos varieties, which cut across the 

country, have been identified. These have also been divided into three social lects: 

acrolect (spoken by the educated Nigerians), basilect (spoken by the educated 

majority) and the mesolect (spoken by those who use it as their mother tongue). 

Faraclas (1996) argues that some Nigerians have mastered the three lects so perfectly 

that they can switch from one to the other when communicating in NP depending on 

the context /situation of communication and the person they are communicating with. 

If it is therefore being legislated as Nigeria’s future national language, it will not be as 

difficult as Hausa, Yoruba or Igbo for the people to acquire.    

 Another point that is germane here is that it has been established that some people 

who want to acquire NP use English as the base, break some of its rules of grammar 

and insert some NP words at some points and it becomes a de-creolised form of NP. 

So people who can easily do this will not find it difficult to learn the standard form, if 

it exists. A comparison of NP and English done by Elugbe (1995) to show the ease 

with which Nigerians can acquire NP is given below. 

                NP                                                          English 

               Rait                                                           write 

               I de rait                                                     he is writing 

               I rait                                                          he wrote 

              I don rait                                                     he has written 

 

Also, as argued by Egbokhare (2001), NP has about 40 million speakers more than the 

population of Hausa and Yoruba speakers put together not to talk of English that is 

spoken by merely 20 % of the Nigerian population. If it is therefore introduced into 

the primary and secondary schools curricular, and the will is there, those who are 

meeting it for the first time in school will acquire it with ease. More so, NP lexicon 

takes words from both English and Nigerian indigenous languages. The implication of 

this is that the users can resort to their indigenous languages to strengthen NP. Elugbe 

and Omamor (1991) submit that this manifests in the ease with which some Nigerian 

musicians compose and sing songs in NP. For instance, the music of Fela Anikulapo 

Kuti was generally accepted in Nigeria in the 1970s and 80s not only because it was a 

protest one but also because NP, the language popular with the generality of the 

people, was used. 

It also needs to be stated here that the role of NP has extended to the extent that it is 

now used for political campaign. Egbokhare (2001) claims that Nigerians have been 

using NP as the language of political campaign since 1979, especially when people 
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from different linguistic backgrounds and levels of education, are involved. Elugbe 

(1995) cited the case of 1993 presidential election in which the two candidates in the 

race – Chief MKO Abiola and Alhaji Basir Tofa made use of campaign materials in 

NP. One of Tofa’s jingles rendered in Pidgin was modified by Abiola’s followers as 

shown below 

Tofa you don win o, Tofa! (Tofa you have won o, Tofa!) 

Tofa you don fail o Tofa! (Tofa you have failed o, Tofa!) 

 

This apart, as observed by some linguists, government agencies now understand that 

if they want their information to get to many Nigerians, NP has to be used. This is the 

more reason the social mobilization jingles on radio and television are now broadcast 

in Nigerian Pidgin as in English and some other Nigerian languages, particularly, 

English, Yoruba and Hausa. Also, in recognition of the importance of NP today, the 

electronic media that are both privately and government owned now broadcast 

programmes in NP. Such programmes include news, request programmes and 

announcements. Unlike before, literary works such as plays, novels and poems are 

now written in NP. For instance, as reported by Jibril (1995), at least two anthologies 

written in NP have been published. These are Tori Forget Bow Leg written by Vatsa 

(1981) and Pidgin Stew and Sufferhead written by Aig-Imoukhede (1982).  Similarly, 

Saro-Wiwa (1985) also wrote a 278-line poem entitled “Dis Nigeria Sef” in NP.  

Saro-Wiwa (1985) has also written a novel entitled Soza Boy in NP. It is also reported 

that Tunde Fatunde has also written some plays in NP though with a little of Standard 

English to depict some characters. These include No Food No Country (1985) and Oga 

Na Tief Man (1986). Some of the soap operas acted in Pidgin are “Samanja”, “Village 

Headmaster”, “Masqurade” and “Insideout.” Newspaper articles, news and cartoons 

are now written in NP in the print media. As observed by Iroko (1989), weekly 

columns are now provided in newspapers such as The Guardian, Vanguard and 

Sunday Times for readers to send in their articles, stories and poems for publication.  

Egbokhare (2001) has also submitted that health information such as Breastfeeding, 

AIDS awareness, immunization, etc. is now broadcast in NP.  

Also, as reported by Jombadi (2020), NP is now used as the means of communication 

in some homes, especially when the couples are from different ethnic groups. The 

children from such marriage will also communicate with their parents in the language, 

particularly when it is the language of their immediate environment. Jibril (1995) also 

reports that NP came close to the status of an official language during the tenure of 

Fidelis Oyakhilome as military governor of River State, because at a Christmas 

ceremony he organised for the street cleaners in Port-Harcourt in appreciation of their 

effort in keeping the state clean, he addressed them in NP. Elugbe (1995) has also 

observed that private business owners have discovered the indispensability of NP and 
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now exploit it. They now advertise their products in NP with the belief that it is 

accessible to everybody. For instance, Dunlop Elite, as mentioned in Elugbe (1995) 

advertised their products in NP as ”Na Kpangba!” meaning it is very rugged and 

durable, while Capital Oil says: “Oyel moni na beta moni o!” meaning oil money is 

good money , surely!  

The role of NP has so expanded that it is now the lingual franca in ethnically 

homogenous Nigerian cities such as Sapele, Warri, Port-Harcourt, Ibadan, Lagos, 

Abuja and Kano. It is also the common language among the lower ranks of the police, 

army and other military agencies. It is the language of interstate motor parks, 

international and national markets as well as multi-ethnic neighbours. In short, it is the 

language that is used in Nigeria today where people of different ethnic, religious and 

educational backgrounds congregate. No wonder Faraclas (1991) submits that the 

ability to use NP is fast becoming indispensable for practical communication in 

Nigeria. As submitted by Agheyisi (1971), NP has gone beyond being the language of 

unskilled labourers in government agencies like Public Works Department; petty 

traders; store keepers; market women and taxi and lorry drivers. It is now used by 

nearly every Nigerian, young and old, men and women, educated and uneducated. 

For obvious reasons, the attitude of Nigerians towards NP is now changing from 

rejection to unexplainable acceptance. Parents who discourage their children from 

using it enjoy listening to their favourite stand-up comedians who use it. As submitted 

by Jombadi (2020), those who cannot speak it admire it while those who speak it show 

off with it. It has been established that even those who condemn it openly unavoidably 

use it in many informal situations. Osakwe (2005) submits that ability to speak NP is 

considered an achievement in most illiterate homes since they take it for Standard 

English. Jombadi (2020) reasons that it has become everybody’s language; it is spoken 

by the market women, students as well as university professors.          

It is also no news to say that NP is now used both for the delivery and interpretation 

of Christian sermons. And, one should not be surprised to discover that it is used, in 

addition to Arabic, to deliver Islamic sermons. We also want to state here that though 

NP is yet to be accepted as the language of education in Nigeria, some teachers, 

especially in areas where NP is dominant, now use it both to teach and to explain 

difficult terms and concepts to their students, right from the primary school to the 

university levels. Jowitt (1991) confirms that Pidgin now serves as the lingual franca 

in most higher institutions and to some extent among graduates. Also, in a study 

conducted by Akande and Salami (2010) on the attitude of University of Benin 

students to the use of NP, it was revealed that its use is high. They therefore conclude 

that NP is now favoured not only by the illiterate people but has become a popular 

means of communication even among the literates in the diaspora. In fact, Mann 
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(2001) categorically foretells that with the popularity of NP among the youth and in 

the urban areas, it may soon gain total socio-psychological acceptability. 

Another interesting thing about NP is that all the varieties are mutually intelligible. As 

claimed by Elugbe (1995), mutual intelligibility exists among all the English-Pidgins 

of West Africa: Cameroon Pidgin (CP), Ghanaian Pidgin (GP), Nigeria Pidgin (NP) 

and Sierra Leone Pidgin (Krio). He categorically claims that he had been privileged to 

listen to all the three non- Nigerian varieties and he had no problem understanding 

them, though one may need to learn some few words when one gets to the communities 

where the varieties are spoken. This further strengthens the fact that Pidgin is a 

language on its own. 

 

Recommendation 

In an attempt to make NP an indigenous national language in Nigeria, it is suggested 

that the Nigerian government should give Nigerian Pidgin the status of a national 

language like Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo. This apart, since teachers have been using it 

unofficially as the language of education in the states where it is dominant, government 

should officially make it a school subject and medium of instruction. Also, since it is 

used by people of different ethnic backgrounds, socio- religious orientations, as well 

as educational and political levels, we should change our negative attitude towards its 

use. 

 

Conclusion 

We have so far advanced our proposal for the use of the Nigerian Pidgin English as a 

feasible option for Nigeria’s national language based on its role and the rate at which 

it spreads not only in Nigeria but in West Africa generally. We tried to make us see 

the need for an indigenous national language in place of English and identified some 

of the proposals that have been rejected for some reasons. We have ventured into 

defining pidgin and the Nigerian Pidgin before stretching out our reasons for 

suggesting NP as a possible option for the position. It is finally recommended, among 

others that, since teachers in the areas where the use of NP is dominant have been 

using it unofficially for teaching, the Nigerian government should declare it a national 

language like Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo, and it should be made a medium of instruction 

in the pre- primary and primary school levels, as a step towards making it Nigeria’s 

national language.    
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