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Abstract  
This paper attempts to prove that Nigerian Pidgin is a fully developed 
language with its own rich lexicons, which have evolved like any other 
language through contact and modification with other languages. It argues that 
the .semantic and lexical veracity of Nigerian Pidgin cannot be vitiated inspite of 
its serious condemnations. The methodology of the paper includes empirical, 
analytical and argumentative approaches. Its empirical character derives from 
the survey of some pidgin expressions for analysis. The paper explores (he tool 
of conceptual analysis in explaining the meaning of Nigerian Pidgin and its 
rich lexicons. The argumentative method is explored in defending Nigerian 
Pidgin from its various criticisms. The paper points out that neither is Nigerian 
Pidgin an inferior language nor an adulterated linguistic system, when 
compared to other developed languages of the world. Rather, it is a language 
that reflects productivity, simplicity, acceptability and understanding among 
Nigerians. The paper recommends that Nigerian Pidgin should be officialized 
and given free hand to operate without any prejudice. 

 
Introduction 

Nigerian pidgin has come of age. As a product of evolution, Pidgin language in Nigeria is 
unfolding ,and gaining momentum among the generality of the people even ever than before. Nigerian 
Pidgin has undergone a lot of modifications and re-modifications over the years by drawing its rich 
lexicons from various indigenous African languages as well as the contact language (English).-The 
historical contacts of the indigenous languages with foreign language(s) have metamorphosed into 
what we know today as Nigerian Pidgin. The productive ability of Nigerian Pidgin to create from a finite 
set of lexical items has continued to foster communicative process and interaction among Nigerians. It 
has also afforded mutual interest and understanding between indigenous citizens and foreigners. In fact, 
the social importance of Nigerian Pidgin cannot be overemphasized. 

However, one notes with utmost dismay, the unfavourable dispositions and condemnations 
some people have towards this language. Whether such dispositions are bereft of substance or not, 
remains a matter of high intellectual debate, subsequent to discussion in the latter part of the essay. 
Perhaps we may ask: Can Nigerian Pidgin be rationally defended from these severe criticisms? Can it 
survive its various derogatory qualifications? As fundamental as these questions are, their 
understanding and answers could be better appreciated within a conceptual framework of what 
Nigerian pidgin connotes. Thus, what is Nigerian pidgin? 

Nigerian pidgin is a term used to denote a marginal language peculiar among Nigerians in the 
fulfillment of their communication needs in defined circumstances. Like other pidgin languages in 
other cultural milieu, Nigerian pidgin is a colouration of indigenous languages and foreign languages. To 
buttress this point, Omamor and Elugbe (1991) in their scholarly attempt to define pidgin, conceive 
of it as "some kind of a marginal language that arises to fulfill specific communication needs in 
well-defined circumstances". This definition goes to show that Pidgin is not an official language, but a 
marginal language used for communication especially by people who do not speak each other's languages. 
While strengthening their definition, Omamor and Elugbe quoting Hall (1959) stated two conditions for a 
language to be qualified as pidgin. In their submission, for a language to be pidgin, 

"Its grammatical  structure  and  its  vocabulary must be sharply reduced;  secondly,  the  resultant 
language must be native to none of those who use it". 

While corroborating the above position, Rickford (1998:224) said: 
A pidgin usually combines elements of the native language of its users and is 
typically simpler than those native languages insofar-as it has fewer words, less 
morphology, and a more restricted range of phonological and syntactic options. 

Rickford's excerpt portrays a vivid picture of Nigerian pidgin in the sense that its phonological, 
morphological and grammatical structures are basically restricted compared to any other standard language. 
In addition to this, its social communicative functions are usually limited to the verbal and informal settings. 
This point holds true as Rickford opines further that "a pidgin is sharply restricted in social role, used for 



limited communication between speakers of two or more languages who have repeated or extended contacts 
with each other, for instance through trade, enslavement or migration". 

Given the above conceptual background of Nigerian pidgin, it is worthy of note to state that such a 
language as this, has received severe attacks and subjected to a string of derogatory definitions, such as: 
'adulterated language', 'an inferior language1, 'substandard and lesser language1, 'a deviated language form', 'a 
marginal language1, 'a bad language', 'a language with no history and no native1 among others. Also, it is seen as 
the language of the menial, uneducated and above all, an unserious language. These derogatory qualifications 
probably inform the reason why its use in the past was limited to jokes, cartoons, and entertainment in general. 
It is probably because of the biases above that its functions have been restricted to the verbal forms of 
communication alone. It has equally been seen as the language of slaves of heterogeneous backgrounds who 
came together on plantations and had to communicate among themselves. In view of all these appellations, 
could we still say that Nigerian pidgin has a future prospect? What is the historical genesis of Nigerian Pidgin? 
In fact, is it defensible from all its abuses? The attempt to answer these and other related questions, constitute 
our aim in this paper. 

Nigerian Pidgin: A Historical Perspective 
The origin of Pidgin is not very clear though a lot of scholarly speculations can be referred to. A debate 

has it that "Pidgin'1 as a word arose from the contact between the Chinese and the European traders and such 
was a mispronunciation of the word "business" by the Chinese (Naro: 1973). Another account has it that 
it came from a Portuguese word " OCUPACIAO, which means 'occupation'. 'Pidgin is also said to 
resemble or closely related to a Hebrew word "Pidjom" which means 'barter' (Rickford: 1998). It is of 
particular interest to note that pidgin has to do with trade or business, contact or migration between two 
hetero-cultural sets of people. 

Illah (2001) adds another perspective to the origin of Pidgin. He said Nigerian Pidgin was developed from the 
negative attitude of the European colonial masters who felt they could not allow their colonized 
people-Nigerians, to speak the same language with them. In other words, Nigerian pidgin was a product of 
the inferiority attitude the colonizers had towards their colonized. Because of the historical contact of 
Europeans and the Africans, the language of the former became prominent among the latter, though the correct 
usage of the English language of the colonizers by their colonized did not witness complete success. The 
resultant effect of their attempt to catch up with the new and prominent language gave rise to pidgin. However, 
this pidgin of the colonized was denied, disallowed and rejected by the Europeans as official and proper 
English language, especially within the realms of education, administration and politics. Illah therefore 
concluded that it was the inferiority presuppositions of the Europeans towards their colonized that made them 
neither accept the colonized Pidgin nor respect the colonized. 

Apart from the views above, a lot of theories have been postulated on the origins of Pidgin language. 
Some of these are: 

(1) Baby Talk Theory: The major proponent of this theory is Charles Lehard (Hall;1966). He 
sees Pidgin as originated from a similar effort, which a child has when he is trying to master a 
language. H is claimed that in doing this, the child will first master the content words as 
opposed to the functional words. Baby talk theory shows the attempt of Nigerians at speaking 
their superiors'  language, which resulted  in their getting the less superior form of the  
language. This theory has been criticized strongly by scholars. One of these criticisms is that 
the theory takes pidgin language to be an incorrect language subject to modification and as an 
actual language-in-making process. However, contrary to this perception, the language as 
experientially used by its adherents, is neither meant to satisfy modification purposes nor re- 
modification essences. But rather, it is an established language. 

(2) Nautical Jargon: John Reinecke developed this theory in 1938- This theory is based on the 
fact that since the early European sailors were people of different tongues and backgrounds, 
they used 'Pidgin1 as their own form of communication and passed on the same to traders 
they had contact with. This theory nonetheless has been criticized based on the fact that none 
of the available data on pidgin language lays claim to that, nor is there any reference to this.  
The theory is based on the fact that languages have a common core, which is known-and 
understood by all. It is this common core which formed the basis of pidgins in all languages 
as different people were just expanding on this basic core to form their own 'pidgin1 based on 



their individual local languages. 

(3) Monogenetic /Reflexification Theory: Naro (1973) is one of the major proponents of this 
theory. This theory is similar to the nautical jargon in its approach. It traces the origin of 
pidgin to the 1511' Century Portuguese sailors/traders who had contact with the Africans. To 
the proponents of this theory, it was believed that the Portuguese Pidgin was the basis on 
which the European languages were later built in all the West Africans areas where they had 
their influence. This theory has been criticized on the fact that the historical data have failed 
to answer some questions like whether or not this Portuguese pidgin gained relevance in 
Nigeria at that time. 

Independent Parallel Development Theory: This theory is rooted in the theory of language, 
which sees language as having a common ancestor of Indo-Europeans because they share 
some similarities. Likewise, it is noted that because some Pidgins share some common 
features, they can, therefore, be traced to a common ancestors of Indo-European language. 
Also, most of their speakers are drawn from West Africans who share many things in 
common. This theory has been faulted by its attempt to "overstress11 the similarities that exist 
among different Pidgins of West Africa and more importantly, it has been noted that some 
pidgins are not based on European languages. For example, scholars like Banjo (1996) have 
totally rejected Nigerian Pidgin being classified under the Indo-European languages. He 
would rather classify Nigerian Pidgin alongside the indigenous languages of Nigeria. Banjo has also 
refuted the claim that Nigerian Pidgin is a dialect of English, though he does not deny the fact that 
they are related in many ways, especially in terms of their importance. 

In view of the above debate, it is important at this juncture to make some clarifications concerning 
the developmental stages of language. Such an analysis, we believe, will enable us situate properly the lingua 
status of Nigerian pidgin. The developmental stages of language have been recognized to include: Sole 
Official (SO) language e.g. French in France; Joint Official (JO) language co-equal with at least one other e.g. 
English and French in Cameroon; German, Italian, Romanian in Switzerland; English, Yoruba, Hausa, and 
Igbo in Nigeria; Regional Official (RO) language, e.g. Yoruba in Southern Nigeria, Ibo in Eastern Nigeria, 
Hausa in-Northern Nigeria; Promoted Language (PL), lacking in official status but made use of by 
government agencies e.g. WAPE in Cameroon. Though this language is not 'official', but it is an important 
medium of communication between the government and the citizens particularly in face-to-face encounters 
and radio programmes on community development, health, agriculture and so forth. Lastly, we have Toleration 
Language (TL), which existence is recognized but ignored. Pidgin language can be regarded as a (TL) based on 
the. attitudes described above but the degree of the toleration is still questionable. The ability and extent to 
which a society can accommodate and experiment Pidgin language also show the level of development 
such a country has attained (Mafeni, 1971). Also, any seemingly developed language today has got its own 
process of development. Even while writing about English language, Johnson,' S. (1747) claims that the 
English language "was not formed by an analogy sent from heaven" and it did not "descend to us in a state of 
uniformity and perfection but it was produced by necessity, and enlarged by accident.. .composed of dissimilar 
parts, thrown together by negligence, by affection, by . learning or by ignorance". 

 

 

Nigerian Pidgin: Importance and Objections 
Pidgin serves as a major role in Nigeria and performs a number of functions.  It is worthy to -note that 

Pidgin serves as a very convenient form of communication, which makes it very handy to the advertising 
agency in communicating with most Nigerians. For example: 

As you dey cook, pepper go pour you, 
oil go pour you many things go pour you. 
na this new omo I take wash them. 
eno dey change colour ( Omonzcjele, etal: 1998). 



Its rhythmic value gives it a poetic form. It is also the language of Religious Slogan as noted in the 
follow excerpts: 

If Godbi fo mi...dis Godna helefe Jesus na 
mai Papa. Na so so wonder Jesus dey do o. 

It is quite interesting that in most campuses; students make use of Pidgin language extensively. 
A research conducted by Okon (1991) even shows that members of university community tend to use it 
excitedly. For example: 

Which lecture you get now? 
Na ENG 309 
One no kuku sabi whether di man go come. 

Such expressions as we have above make Kirk-Green. A. (1971) to retort: 
FA'en at the University, the preferred linguistic lowest common denominator of 
students speaking among themselves is Pidgin. 

Though the vocabulary of Nigerian pidgin is based on the language of the dominant groups English, 
that is, native speakers. Hence, this makes it easy to speak and learn. Moreover, pidgin is the language of 
political campaign. To reach and catch the attention of a vast number of people, politicians resort to 
Nigerian Pidgin, for example: 

Winner ooo, winner. /2ce 
Obasanjo you done win o, winner. 
Patapata you go win forever, winner (TV. Jingle) 

This shows that to get across to many people, Nigerian pidgin tends to capture better, peoples' 
audience. This is because it is usually down to earth and as such, many people are motivated and carried 
along. Nigeria Pidgin is also the language of business, public enlightenment; language of cartoon and 
entertainment, art, music of all kinds and language of broadcasting. It is a very rich language, which enjoys 
variability and can be used by all categories of people: illiterate, elite; educated or uneducated to 
communicate. 

In the music world, many musicians have used pidgin to permeate the deeper feelings and emotions of 
their fans. Also, sensitive issues of national and international interest are carefully and jocularly passed across 
to people using this medium. This has been observed in the music of such people as Yellow Man, Peter Torsh, 
Bob Marley, Raskimono, Fela Anikulapo Kuti and Femi. Pidgin is commonly used in Nigerian soap operas. 
Notable among such operas are 'Hotel de Jordan;' 'Village Headmaster1, 'Koko-Close, "Why Worry", "Inside 
Out", 'Masquerade,1 "Papa Ajasco". It has also been noted that there exist two anthologies of Nigerian Pidgin 
poetry today. These are the Vatsa (1981) and Aig-Imoukhueder (1982). 

Based on its importance, some scholars like Elugbe and Omamor (1980), have suggested that Nigeria 
Pidgin should be used in Nigeria instead of continuing the blind search for a National language. This paper 
does not support this argument, since we cannot totally lay claim to Nigerian Pidgin as being native to 
Nigeria, but we can save ourselves the embarrassment of the language heterogeneity and have Nigerian 
Pidgin as a lingual Franca, which will be a unifying force among people of different tongues as ours. 

Various Scholars have tried to make distinction between Nigerian Pidgin and Broken English, and 
Special English or deliberately incorrect English (Bamgbose, 1995; Elugbe, 1995; Igboanusi, 2001). Broken 
English, on the one hand, is the type spoken as a result of inadequate mastering of Standard English 
language. It is not as common as Pidgin. Special English, on the other hand is the type that is spoken with a 
deliberate attempt to manipulate the rules of English. It is used in most cases to create humour. Such is 
associated with characters like Zebrudaya of the television Soap Operas 'Masquerade'. Omamor (1990) 
refers to this form as a 'Pseudo Pidgin'. 

There has been a wide array of criticism leveled against Nigerian Pidgin based on its orthography, 
i.e. the representation of Nigerian Pidgin into writing. This relates to the best way to write it and what to be 
the base language; is it the European language or the indigenous language? Though some scholars like Elugbe 
and Omamor (1980) have suggested a new modern orthography, which will be based on the principles of 
modern orthography. 

Nigeria Pidgin has also been criticized because it does not have a generally acceptable model. For 
example; the Tense-agreement as we have it in English is absent as shown below: 

I am coming - I dey come Me is coming - 



He dey come We are coming - We dey 
come 

The above sentences show (hat tense is not indicated whether in relation to time, or in relation to agreement 
unlike the formal English. Also there is no gender distinction in pidgin. In most cases, the objective case 'im1 
can be used for both genders as in Na im bom the pickin 

Also, the subjective pronoun 'he' is also used in the s-ame way but for the modification in its form whereby 'e' 
has gradually replaced the English 'he' over time. E don come E go eat am 

Furthermore, the spelling system is not uniform. This of course may be traced to unavailability 
of a standard orthography. Moreover, it is found that Nigerian pidgin has a structure, which is similar with 
what exist in Yoruba language. For instance: 

 
It is in the light of the above criticisms that Nigerian Pidgin has received different derogatory 

appellations, such as: menial language for the uneducated, substandard language, among others. 

 

 

In Defense of Nigerian Pidgin 

The major defect or problem that pidgin suffers today is seen, as one of the European influences on our 
mentality, the art of seeing anything that has African undertone as being inferior. It is more or less a 
physiological problem than a linguistic one. It should be noted that the Europeans cannot be allowed to 
determine what should be given a full linguistic status and what should not, 

since language itself retains its dynamism by borrowing from different languages over ages. Thus, even the 
base of the Nigerian Pidgin we have today is not totally English and is not totally European fused, but there are 
borrowings from some West African Languages, e.g. 'wayo\ 'banza', 'suya', 'yamutu, 'pafuka' are words 
from Hausa, 'awuf, 'potopoto' are from Krio , 'sabi' (know) 'pickin1 (child) 'dash1, (to give a person) 
'palava1 - (problem) are of Portuguese origin. Also, the word 'beaucoup' translated as 'boku' (Plenty) is of 
French origin while from Yoruba language we have words like 'ole', (thief) 'kobokobo', (a stranger) 'aje1 



(witch) which different tribes in Nigeria have borrowed into their own pidgin.  
Despite all its problems, Nigerian Pidgin has a wider acceptability due to its simplicity. Thus, the 

language should be given enough recognition. Nigerian Pidgin is gradually gaining upper hand in some 
Nigerian societies like Benin, Edo, Delta, Rivers, Lagos, Port-Harcourt, Abuja, ete .For example, in 
these parts of the country, it is gradually assuming the status of a lingua-franca. Its importance as a trade 
language cannot be over emphasized in many parts of Nigeria. Nigerian Pidgin should therefore be allowed 
to thrive and given free hand to operate without any prejudice or sentiment attached to it or to the people 
who find it suitable to use in order to satisfy their varying communication needs. 

Language Planners in Nigeria should work towards improving the status of pidgin by borrowing 
from experience of Papua New Guinea and Tanzania where Pidgin has become the official language,used in 
parliament. Even in Cameroon, pidgin language is very popular, though it is not an official language. By 
implication, If Nigerian pidgin could be allowed to improve upon its present status of Tolerance Language 
(TL), with the passage of time, it is our conviction that it could assume the status of Sole Official (SO) 
language. Of course, critics may view this position we are envisaging as Utopian. But cognizance needs to 
be taken of the fact that language itself is dynamic, and susceptible to evaluation, regulation, alteration and 
improvement. Given this, Nigerian pidgin stands the benefit of proving its worth among other languages in 
Nigeria. 

Conclusion 
So far, our argument in this paper has been in defense of Nigerian pidgin. We envisaged for its 

recognition and promotion as a Lingua Franca in Nigeria. Thus, serving as a unifying language in a 
multi-lingual country, Nigeria. Its use should not be limited to trade, jokes, cartoons and advertisement 
purposes. It should be given a free hand to operate and serve wider coverage. In order to attain this height, it 
is strongly recommended that language planners must work on its codification, which will assist it in serving 
wider part of the populace, since it is not ethically bound. When language planners and government indicate 
practical interest, the attitude of different people towards Nigerian pidgin will change drastically. To gain the 
proposed ground, it will be pertinent to include it in the National Policy on Education. The National 
Orientation Agency, the National Commission for Mass Literacy, Adult and Non-formal Education will also 
play a significance role in propagating, mobilizing and re-orientating the populace on its significance and 
rationale. In conclusion, in view of the various uses to which Nigerian pidgin is being put, it will amount to 
injustice if Nigerian pidgin is not given a prominence. Its general acceptability by the majority of the Nigerian 
populace makes its recognition inevitable and is capable of enhancing its speedy progress. 
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It is quite interesting that in most campuses, students make use of Pidgin language extensively. A research 
conducted by Okon B.A (1999) even shows that members of university community tend to use it excitedly 
and language planners in Nigeria should work on how the status of Pidgin language in Nigeria can be better 
from what it is now. They can borrow from experience of Papua New Guinea and Tanzania where Pidgin is 
an official language used in Parliament. Even in Cameroon, Pidgin language is very popular though it is not 
an official language. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 



 


