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ABSTRACT

The global expansion of English has transformed it from a geographically restricted language into a
worldwide communicative resource with multiple localized forms. Rather than developing into a uniform
system, English has diversified into numerous regional and national varieties shaped by the
sociolinguistic environments in which it is used. This paper examines the emergence, evolution, and
structural features of Nigerian English within the theoretical frameworks of World Englishes and
sociolinguistics. It argues that Nigerian English is not a deviant or erroneous form of Standard British
English, but a systematic and functional variety that has developed through prolonged contact between
English and Nigeria’s indigenous languages. The study adopts a qualitative interpretive approach
grounded in sociolinguistic theory and postcolonial language ideology. It traces the historical introduction
of English into Nigeria through colonial contact, missionary activities, and administrative governance,
and examines how the language has been localized through processes of nativization, acculturation, and
domestication. Drawing on the works of Eka (2000), Bamgbose (1995), Adegbija (2004), and Udofot
(2007), the paper identifies key grammatical, lexical, phonological, and discourse features of Nigerian
English, including reduplication, prepositional variation, subject omission, and innovative idiomatic
usage. The paper further situates Nigerian English within global debates on linguistic ownership, arguing
that English in Nigeria has become an identity marker and a unifying communicative tool in a highly
multilingual society. It concludes that Nigerian English represents a legitimate and stable variety of
World Englishes, reflecting both local cultural realities and global linguistic influence.

Keywords: Nigerian English, World Englishes, sociolinguistics, language variation, domestication,
postcolonial linguistics

1. INTRODUCTION

The English language today occupies an unprecedented position as the most widely distributed global
language, functioning as a primary medium of communication in education, governance, international
trade, science, and technology. Its global dominance is not accidental but historically driven by colonial
expansion, economic globalization, and technological advancement. As Stevenson (1994) observes, a
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global political and economic structure requires a shared linguistic system, and English has gradually
assumed that role.

However, the global spread of English has not resulted in linguistic uniformity. Instead, English has
diversified into multiple localized forms shaped by the linguistic, cultural, and social environments of its
speakers. This phenomenon has led to the emergence of what linguists describe as “World Englishes,” a
framework that recognizes the legitimacy of multiple English varieties rather than privileging a single
native standard.

Within this global context, Nigerian English has emerged as one of the most significant and widely
studied non-native varieties. It reflects the interaction between English and Nigeria’s multilingual
linguistic ecology, where over 400 indigenous languages coexist. The result of this contact is a localized
form of English that carries distinct grammatical, phonological, lexical, and pragmatic features.

Earlier linguistic assumptions predicted that the global spread of English would lead to convergence
toward a single standardized form. However, empirical evidence has shown otherwise. Scholars such as
Eka (2000) and Udofot (2007) demonstrate that local languages exert strong structural influence on
English, resulting in stable regional varieties. These varieties are not random deviations but systematic
linguistic systems governed by internal rules.

Eka (2000) emphasizes that English is as diverse as its global speech communities, noting that Nigerian
English represents a legitimate subset of global English usage. This paper builds on that perspective by
examining the historical emergence, sociolinguistic status, and structural characteristics of Nigerian
English.

2. English in Nigeria: Sociolinguistic Context and Development

The development of English in Nigeria is deeply rooted in the country’s colonial history and its
subsequent multilingual reality. English was introduced into Nigeria through trade relations, missionary
education, and colonial administration during the nineteenth century. Its initial function was limited to
administrative control and religious conversion, but it gradually became institutionalized as the language
of formal education and governance.

Nigeria’s linguistic landscape, characterized by extreme multilingualism, played a crucial role in shaping
the evolution of English. With over 400 indigenous languages, Nigeria required a neutral linguistic
medium to facilitate communication across ethnic boundaries. English, therefore, assumed the role of a
lingua franca, enabling interaction among diverse linguistic communities.

Eka (2000) argues that when a language is transplanted into a new environment, it inevitably adapts to
local conditions. In Nigeria, this adaptation is evident in the emergence of distinct linguistic features
influenced by indigenous languages. These influences include phonological substitutions, syntactic
restructuring, and lexical innovations.

Udofot (2007) further explains that English in Nigeria is not merely a borrowed language but a functional
tool for expressing Nigerian realities. It has been localized to accommodate cultural concepts, social
practices, and communicative norms that are uniquely Nigerian. As a result, Nigerian English has
developed into a stable and recognizable variety.

The sociolinguistic reality of Nigeria has also contributed to the widespread acceptance of English across
social domains. In many Nigerian families, English is prioritized in education and communication, often
at the expense of indigenous languages. This has reinforced the dominance of English while
simultaneously accelerating its localization.

3. The Status of English in Nigeria: Institutional and Functional Expansion

English occupies a dominant institutional position in Nigeria, functioning as the official language of
government, education, law, media, and commerce. Its widespread use is embedded in the country’s
constitutional and administrative structures.

In education, English serves as both a subject of study and the primary medium of instruction from
primary to tertiary levels. It is the language used in national examinations such as the West African Senior
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School Certificate Examination (WASSCE), the Joint Admissions and Matriculation Board (JAMB)
examination, and other standardized assessments.

In governance, English is the official language of legislative proceedings at both federal and state levels.
The Nigerian Constitution (1999) explicitly mandates the use of English in parliamentary activities,
although provisions exist for the inclusion of major indigenous languages where feasible. This legal
recognition further strengthens English as the language of national administration.

In the legal system, English dominates court proceedings and legal documentation, replacing earlier
reliance on Latin or other colonial legal languages. Similarly, in the media and political sectors, English
functions as the primary language of communication, enabling national and international outreach.
Despite ongoing debates regarding the adoption of an indigenous national language, English remains the
most viable linguistic option due to Nigeria’s ethnic diversity. Its role as a unifying language ensures its
continued dominance across all formal domains.

4. The Evolution of Nigerian English: Contact and Nativization

The evolution of Nigerian English can be traced through stages of linguistic contact, adaptation, and
stabilization. Early interactions between English and Nigerian languages produced contact varieties such
as pidgin English and broken English, which served as initial communicative bridges between Europeans
and indigenous populations.

Historical records, including diaries and colonial documents, reveal early forms of English usage that
deviated significantly from native British norms. These early varieties were characterized by simplified
grammar, lexical borrowing, and structural innovations.

With the consolidation of colonial administration and the expansion of Western education, English
became more standardized in formal contexts. However, even this standardized form was gradually
reshaped by indigenous linguistic influences.

Adegbija (2004) describes this process as the “domestication” of English, where the language is adapted
to reflect local cultural realities. Bamgbose (1995) similarly refers to this phenomenon as nativization,
acculturation, and structural modification.

Through these processes, Nigerian English emerged as a distinct variety characterized by systematic
deviations from British English that reflect local linguistic logic rather than random error. Today,
Nigerian English exists as a continuum ranging from near-standard forms to highly localized variants
influenced by pidgin and indigenous languages.

5. Concept of Language Variety in World Englishes

In sociolinguistics, a language variety refers to a distinct form of a language that differs systematically
from other forms. Hudson (2001) defines it as a set of linguistic features with shared social distribution.
Within the World Englishes paradigm, English is no longer viewed as a single homogeneous system but
as a global network of related varieties. These include British English, American English, Australian
English, Indian English, Ghanaian English, and Nigerian English, among others.

Each variety reflects the sociohistorical experiences of its speakers. As English spreads globally, it
interacts with local languages and cultures, resulting in structural and functional variation. This variation
is not linguistic decay but evidence of linguistic adaptation and creativity.

Nigerian English, therefore, should be understood as part of this global system of variation, rather than as
a deviation from an external norm.

6. Nigerian English Variety

Undoubtedly, English is today's dominant language in both Nigeria and the rest of the world. It is a global
language that is spoken on every continent. English serves a number of first, second, and foreign language
functions due to its status as a world language. Due to its status as a global language, it has spawned a
number of regional variations. British, American, Canadian, and New Zealanders are famous examples of
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native speakers, while non-native speakers (NOUN) include those from Ghana, Nigeria, Singapore, and
India.

Through economic contacts and colonization, the British introduced the English language to Nigeria in
the late nineteenth century AD. It was accepted in 1914 thanks to the unification of Northern and
Southern Nigeria. The English language had to adapt its structure to fit its new surroundings since it had
relocated to Nigeria. By doing this, the once-foreign English language must be tamed, domesticated, and
adapted to fit our environment. Since its creation, various indigenous languages have developed alongside
English. This resulted in the development of the Nigerian variant of English, which has a range of
pronunciation patterns and no standard method of pronouncing words (Okafor and Ugwu 2007, p. 54).
Okafor and Ugwu, citing Jibril, Jowitt, Bamgbose, and Banjo, assert that there are numerous types of
Nigerian English, ranging from something quite similar to Standard English to the patois of the
marketplace. It is an amalgam of various kinds that are similar enough to one another in terms of quality
to be referred to as "Nigeria English."

Nigerians utilize the English dialect known as "Nigerian English" to communicate across sociocultural
divides. It differs from the original speaker's variation in that it employs some culturally specific
transformations and disregards some global and surface structural restrictions. Nigerian English, like
British and American English, should be seen as a dialect or a range of diverse forms of a language
devoid of any overt connotations of inferiority, according to Adetugbo in (NOUN).

In Nigeria, there are varieties of English that are learnt in a formal setting (classroom) and others that are
learnt outside the classroom,(broken or pidgin English) in an attempt to communicate. In Nigeria, there
are many varieties of English as there are local languages. Without mincing words, Nigerian English may
be defined as the speech form that embraces all the speakers of English in Nigeria. This makes it difficult
to decide on the types of English that exist in Nigeria. This obvious challenge made scholars to attempt to
classify English types as used in Nigeria.

6.1 Brosnaham’s Varieties Nigerian English

Classifications of Varieties of Nigerian English Brosnaham (1958) as quoted (NOUN, p.50) classified
English varieties used in Nigeria by using education criterion. He classified it based on four levels:

Level i: the variety called Pidgin English used mainly by illiterates. This variety is spoken by a large
number of speakers, mostly market women, artisans, labourers and at times the educated Nigerians lapse
into it when they are in informal environments and they need to communicate across socio-cultural
boundaries.

Level ii: The variety of English as used by high school graduates. It is characterized by some degree of
communicative fluently and with a wide range of lexical items.

Level iii: This is the primary school English. It is the English as used by people with primary school
education, and it has the greatest number of users.

Level iv: This is the university English. This is the English used by the university graduates and it is
characterized by linguistic features close to Standard English.

6.2 Banjo's Varieties of Nigerian English

Banjo's classification of Nigerian English quoted in NOUN and Okafor and Ugwu (2007) used the criteria
of local acceptability to classify it into four varieties:

L. Variety used by people with an imperfect knowledge of the language. Here transliteration is
obtained.
ii. It is the variety that is highly accepted socially and used by 75% of Nigerian speakers.

Linguistically, the variety is syntactically close to Standard British English (SBE) but differ at
phonological and lexical levels.
iii. It is another variety marketed by low social acceptability and high international intelligibility. It is
used by only 10% of Nigerians. He described such variety as having RP deep structure and Nigerian
surface structure.
Iv. Another variety is the variety that is characterized by low social and high international intelligibility.
This variety is used by a handful of Nigerians who are privileged to have English as their L1 through
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birth by native speaker parent or were brought up in native speaker environment. This he equates with
Standard British English (SBE).

6.3 Bangbose’s Varieties of Nigerian English

There is yet another classification by Bamgbose (quoted in NOUN). Bamgbose classifies Nigerian
English into three varieties. The first variety he called:

i. The contact English (CE) which is the type found in Antera Duke's diary of events in Calabar
between 1785 and 1788. Example:

".. I see my men was liv with him to Canow com up and tell me ... I Run and Go Down for landing I find
no Canow ..."

Same kind of English was found in King Jaja of Opobo’s (1824) diary and it reads, "suppose my fader, or
my fader fader come up from ground and peak me why English man do dat, I no sabby tell why".

ii. Broken English and Nigeria Pidgin English. Similar examples of this variety can be found in "New
masquerade" by Chief Zebrudaya and Ken Saro-Wiwa's "Sozaboy."

Bamgbose's second variety is the Victorian English associated with the so called cosmopolitan 19th
century Lagos Negro English which is spoken to "impress rather than express."

iii. The School English (SE) A summary of Bamgbose's description of Nigerian English (NE) is
based on evolution of varieties of English in Nigeria - Contact English (CE) with its varieties
as Nigerian pidgin (NP) and Broken English (BE); Victorian English (VE) and School
English (SE). The above combine together to form what is called standard Nigerian English.

From the classifications above, it is crystal clear that we have Nigerian English varieties.

7. The Features of Nigerian English
Below are the features of Nigerian English which are regionally, nationally and perhaps internationally
recognized, used and accepted in terms of structure, pronunciation and meaning.

1. Phonological Features

2. Lexico-semantic Features

3. Discourse Features

4. Grammatical Features

8. Conclusion

These varieties of Nigerian English have come to stay in Nigeria. They have developed tap roots due to
the roles and functions assigned to them both officially and unofficially. The reason for this is
authenticated by the fact that, “language functions determine language esteem and future (Adegbija,
2004: 37). Due to the many years English Language co-existed with Nigerian local languages, it has been
identified as a distinct variety which Nigerians have accepted as their own. Many people no longer see
these varieties of Nigerian English as completely a foreign language but rather as a second language
which enables them interact with people outside their immediate environment.
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