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Abstract 

The discussion of paper will not shy away from the fact that English language is a lingua franca that binds 

Nigerian languages, but it intends to focus more on the reality of using English to drive our efforts towards good 

governance and national development. This paper also examines the roles that English language occupies in 

Nigeria as a medium of communication. Political, academic, economic etc activities are all carried out in English 

language, which is basically because of the heterogeneous nature of Nigerian languages. English language 

occupies an influential role in the formation of the national integration and development of the Nigerian nation 

through its status of „official language‟. English continues to enjoy primacy, especially in the formation of 

political and educational systems as a medium of communication and instruction respectively. Language is the 

only sustainable weapon that can bind a multilingual nation like Nigeria together. The English language plays a 

very significant role in good governance the formation of national values and integration. 

 

1. Introduction 

The concept of governance is as old as civilization just as civilization is as old as language which makes 

it possible. The whole of man‟s existence is dependent on language, that is to say that language is the key to 

human lives. Language undoubtedly has a very important social purpose since it is mainly used for 

communication. It is difficult to envisage a society existing without communication. Language is the basis for 

human development and growth, it is used to eliminate misunderstanding when used as an instrument to transfer 

communication among people. It is the one and only indispensable instrument that create ties without which unity 

and development will not be achieved. Language is that feature that gives man rational reasoning. Because of the 

ability to reason, language makes the growth of civilizations possible, it connects people, it grows and develops 

the society where it is being used. 

Most of the problems of governance we see and hear about are embodiment of disconnects between and 

among stakeholders. This embodiment of disconnects have a lot to do with language which when looked deeply, 

is supposed to create understanding, unity and growth in the society and nation as a whole. Communication is the 

most general form of interpersonal interaction required for decision making and the day to day running of 

government, for this to be achieved, the focus of the communication should be on how individuals and 

communities at the grassroots can participate meaningfully in the political and economic process in their 

communities. It can however, never be over emphasised that language is that instrument of communication that 

sustains the bond of a society, it makes the running of government possible. Baugh and Cable (2002) explain that 

languages are important because of the event they shape among and in nations. President Mbeki (1999) was cited 

in language policy for Higher Education (2002) as saying: 

….. the building blocks of these are all our language working together, our 

unique idiomatic expressions that reveal the inner meaning of our experiences. 

These are the foundations on which our common dream of nationhood should 

be built….. 

There cannot be good governance unless the governed can participate effectively and exercise their 

fundamental human rights in the political process which can only be possible through having access to adequate 

information. To achieve this, a citizen needs access and that access is through a language that the governed and 

the government understand. Language is very important for good governance and hence for the development of 

every nation. This paper aims at discussing the role of English language in Nigerian‟s good governance by 
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discussing what good governance entails,Nigerian as a heterogeneous nation and the emergence of English 

Language as the official language. 

 

2. Good Governance 

It is very important to put in mind that this papers aims to promote good governance through the use of 

language. Good governance is a fundamental concept for every democratic development in many countries around 

the world. Udomship was explained in Chibuike and Fafiolu (2015) that countries around the world today work 

very hard to see that balance is maintained between the officials role as a representative of the people and the 

process of governing the people. The concept of good governance can be looked at from different perspective. it is 

all of the process of governing whether undertaken by government, market or network, whether over a family, 

tribe, formal or informal organizations or territories and whether through the laws, norms power or language of an 

organized society (Bevir, 2013) Aminedu in Chibuike et al (2015) defines governance as the regime of laws, 

administrative rules, judicial rulings and practices that constrain, prescribed and enable government activity, 

where such activity denotes the production and delivery of publicly supported goods and service. AgainApreda in 

Chibuike et al (2015).Sees good governance as the separate process of management or leadership that makes 

decisions, defines expectations, grants power and verifies performance for the general good of the state and its 

citizens. Good governance has several characteristics that have possible effects on the various aspect of the nation 

as policies and practices, meeting procedures, services quality, office‟s conducts, role clarification and so many 

others. Good governance therefore, include principles, rules, procedures, goods practices, implementation, 

accountability ,transparency, responsive standard performance, participatory etc. 

Good governance represents an idea and in order to work towards achieving this idea, individuals, 

corporate bodies and government must communicate, understand and be guided by certain value, norms and 

principles that would result in the growth and development of the society and nation as a whole. 

Looking at the features of good governance, it will not be wrong to say that every citizen has the 

opportunity in the decision making process which can occur in several ways and are necessary for sustainable 

development. 

 

3. Nigeria and the Role of English Language in Good Governance 

3.1. Language   

Encyclopaedia Britainnica (2006) explains that language is a system of conventional spoken or written 

symbols by means of which humans, as members of a social group and participants in its culture communicate. 

Baugh and Cable (2002) describe language as the medium by which speakers of a language share their thoughts 

and feelings to others, the tool with which they conduct their business or the government of millions of people, the 

vehicle by which has been transmitted the science, Philosophy, the poetry of the culture. Alu and Jakonda also 

define language as an organized system of speech used by human beings as a means of communicating ideas, 

feelings, thoughts, civilizations, and philosophy. It is a body of words and system which are used to 

communication to people who are of the same community or nation. From all the definitions given above, 

language can simply be described as a tool of communication among a people with mutual understanding. 

Language plays a lot of functions for man and the environment. These functions include humanization, integration, 

instrumental, documentation, identification, heuristic, regulatory, personal and informative (Alu and Jakonda, 

2005). With these function of language to man, man is able to function in the society and contribute to the running 

and development of his community/nation. 

 

3.2. The Multilingual Nature of Nigeria 

Language, wherever it is found and whoever speaks it, has the same definition, functions and 

characteristics. According to UNESCO, quoted by Roy – Campbell (2006); Africa harbours about 2000 languages 

which is 30% of the world‟s languages. Nigeria, a country in west Africa, has about 400 indigenous languages that 

play all the roles a language plays to its users. The three principal languages in Nigeria are Hausa, Yoruba and 

Igbo. It is necessary to note that this division/classification is not as easy as it seems, because there are major - 

Minority indigenous languages and also minor – minority indigenous languages. Iwara (2008) gave an estimate of 

major and minor Nigerian languages as 396. He listed twelve major minority languages, which include – Fulfilde 
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(Fulani), Kanuri; Tiv, Nupe, Jukun, Ebira, Edo, Ibibio, Idoma, Ijaw, Efik, and Urhobo. The speakers of these 

languages enjoy recognition at different levels in the country and also have a relative standard orthography and 

literature. The minor languages on the other hand, number about 385 with about 2 million speakers. 

Quane and Glanz (2010) mention that since independence, Nigeria has been obsessed with 

integrative capacities which have to be built into the political structure of the nation, this made the people 

initially pre-occupied with the problems of holding the diverse people of the nation together in order to 

develop the nation. It is however, for this desperate desire that a national language,that is “English 

Language” came to stay. This is further explained by Ogunwale (2013); 

“One basic fact is that a common features like language which is supposed to 

be the key attribute of a nation became elusive. It is noted that wherever 

nations are lacking in this basic common features, such lack turns out to 

account for political disintegration in the affected nations.” 

Nigeria does not have a common language even though the people share common cultural heritage.This 

implies that the absence of a common language will cause bad governance and backwardness. 

 

3.3 The History of English Language in Nigeria 

English language as defined by the Wikipedia (2017) is a West – Germanic Language that was first 

spoken in early medieval England and is now the global lingual franca. The earliest form of English was a set of 

Anglo-frisian dialects brought to Great Britain by Anglo-Saxon settlers in the 5
th

 century old English. Middle 

English began in the late 11
th

 century with the Norman Conquest of England when the language was influenced by 

French. 

Early modern English began in the 15
th

century with the introduction of the printing press in London and 

the King James Bible, and the start of the Great Vowel Shift through the world wide influence of the British 

Empire modern English spread around the world from the  17
th
 to 20

th
 Centuries .The emergence of printed and 

electronic media, as well as the rise of the United states as a global super-power, made English a leading language 

of international discourse and lingua franca in many regions and professions. Ogani (1973) noted that;  

“Several factors combined to stimulate this interest in trade. One of these was the 

European renaissance („the rebirth‟ of learning) of the later middle ages which among 

other things, had given rise to a spirit of adventure ….. thesecond factor was of a 

religious nature ….. the third factor was no less important. Europeans came to West 

Africa seeking wealth and fame through trade and adventure…. finally, there was the 

desire among Europeans to find an alternative route to China and India. This became 

increasingly urgent in the fifteenth century when the Ottoman Turks sacked 

constantianople (1453) and thereby closed the overhead route to the East routes which 

Europeans….. had been using for centuries in their trade in spices, sugar, silk and 

other Oriental goods” 

From the above, it is clear that there was no record of Europeans in Africa before the fifteenth century 

and when they arrived, it was not with the intention to colonize Africa. The British Merchants, and missionaries 

introduced the English language into Africa as they went about their businesses. The merchants taught the middle 

men at the coastline simple record keeping in English language, while the missionaries introduced the formal 

school system when they discovered their converts would be better if they could read and write in English. By the 

time of colonial government, English was already in use by a small fraction of Nigerians. Moreover, the colonial 

masters, were not interest in learning Africa vernaculars. Proficiency in English became  a passport to securing the 

much cherished white collar jobs and English became the official language in Nigeria, it became the language of 

communication between the indigenous population; Danladi (2013).Eno-Abasi (2003) puts it that we cannot 

promptly specify the number of language  spoken in Nigeria as a nation .The Multiplicity of languages in Nigeria 

is so obvious and egregious that languages of people  living within a 25 kilometre radius are massively different 

and incomprehensible to one another. The implication of this complex language situation is the absence of an 

established system of communication between the various ethnic groups. This formed the basis for resorting to the 

use of English language as not only a lingua franca but also as the nation‟s official language. 
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3.4 The Importance of English Language to Good Governance in Nigeria 

Danladi (2013) states crystal (1987) that language has a „magical” and “unique” role in 

capturing the breath of human thoughts and endeavour. This implies that for a country to function 

properly, it needs the co-operation and understanding of the people. Imagine a country with about 400 

languages and each ethnic group struggle for the interest of their individual groups, this will be at the 

expense of the nation.In view of this, Adegbite (2004) concludes that English language should provide an 

expected co-coordinating role as a way of inter-ethnic and international communication, Olaoye (2013) 

mentions that language brings about national development which ranges from growth in education, 

politics, economy, science and technology.In education process, language is the main pillar through 

which man has to plan, instruct and evaluate programmes. He goes ahead to explain that the development 

of individuals in respect to their aspiration in their society means development of a nation. Individuals 

develop educationally, socially, economically, politically and culturally through their interaction with 

government agencies that disseminate ideas and policies through various media in the languages that the 

individuals best understand. This simply explains how good government is achieved; when government 

through various agencies or individuals, communicate with the people in a language that is 

comprehensible and gets the desired results .Geetha (2015) explains that man is supposed to be the height 

of the evolutionary process on earth, he does not live in isolation. This daily life wants him to interact 

with his fellow humans. To do this, he has to create meaningful sounds that are understandable to others 

around him and the reply they give him should be comprehended by him. The tool that acts as the 

communication medium between humans is called “Language”. The desire to satisfy the wants of daily 

life brough about the existence of language. 

It is natural for people to view their own first language as having intrinsic advantage over other languages, 

however, scientific approach to linguistic study and experiences from history tells us that no language acquires 

preference because of what are assumed to be purely intentional advantages.Language becomes important because 

of the events that shape it in the society. That was the case of English language in Nigeria. English language came 

into a society that is heterogeneous in nature with no any language dominating the others. English language cuts  

across language and is used as lingua franca (a connecting language amongst Nigerians from different geopolitical 

zones and different ethnicities). 

Chomsky (1979) say that language and society are so much related and this relationshipcannot be 

underestimated. Language is the oil that lubricates activities within any human society. He further says that 

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

significant ways.Bamgbose in Ker (2010) also affirms that: 

“…. It is true that there cannot be good governance unless the governed can 

participate effectively in the political process and such participation involves having 

access to adequate information. It also means knowing and being able to exercise ones 

right. To all this, a citizen needs access and that access can only be in a language he or 

she knows well.” 

This means that for a country (Nigeria) to be governed as desired, first of all, there must be a language 

that can be used for communication across the various languages and also there must be competence in that 

language. Adegbite (2004) mentions that English Language has taken the position of a national language in 

Nigeria. In addition, Obiegbu (2015) explains that the Nigerian constitution stipulates that English language of our 

colonial masters and indeed a second language to Nigeria is our official language. That paragraph 51 and 91 of the 

1988 constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria further confirms the status of English by stating that the 

business of the national assembly should be conducted in English language and in Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba when 

adequate arrangements are made. This implies that the official transaction of government, administration, trade 

and commerce, law and justice, instructions in the education sector should be done in the English language. The 

Nigerian constitution states that all official affairs in the country should be carried out in English language which 

means that all decisions and implementations of the societies and nation as a whole are carried out in English. It 

can therefore, be said that English language is the only language that determines governance in Nigeria. The use 

of the English language determines the direction of the governance, that is, if it will be good or bad, for examples, 

when certain rules are given by a leader and there is problem in the process of communication, the whole essence 

of implementing the rules will be defeated. As discussed above, Nigeria‟s indigenous languages are many and also 

tied to ethnic borders ,the status of English language as Nigeria‟s official language serves outstanding roles in 

achieving good governance and development in the nation. Ichidi as cited by Onuigbo and Eyisi (2009) say that; 
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English language is very essential for national affairs, schooling, science and technology, the mass media,, 

literature, culture, human empowerment  (Politics). All these form the backbone of modern development which 

our society yearns for. 

 

Conclusion: 

English as the official language of Nigeria contributes a lot in bringing about unity, growth and 

development in a heterogeneous society. As Eno-Abasi (2003) explains that the absence of an established 

effective communication between the ethnic groups becomes the basis for bigotry and hatred. This means that 

language is actually a medium through which one can control the minds of its users, language binds a group of 

people together and that is just what English language does (By uniting the different languages or ethnic groups)in 

Nigeria. Governance entails the ability of any nation to carry out its key functions in respect to meeting the needs 

of its citizens and to be accountable for what it does; this is by no means a small task. The medium through which 

a nation aspires to achieve this task is of great importance, in Nigeria, English language is that medium through 

which the various tasks of government are achieved .This study implies that acquiring competence in English is a 

privilege which in many contexts brings about good governance and development in Nigeria. 
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