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Abstract 
Nigeria is one of the countries that make up the Sub Saharan Africa, 

among others. The geographical location of Nigeria makes it imperative 

for the inevitability of the French language by Nigerian citizens. The paper 

focuses on the socio-economic effect of the French Language in the Sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA) as it is surrounded by French speaking countries 

with Nigeria as case study. The paper adopts the narrative approach by 

arguing that the French language would give Nigerians the advantage of 

not only understanding the culture of her French speaking neighbours, 

but also have positive edge, both socially and  economically, which would 

further help in integrating Africans living in the Sub Sahara through the 

instrument of language. The paper, therefore, finds out that language is 

one of the strongest bonds of communalism; in this instance, the Sub 

Saharan African communal basis of existence and cooperation. 
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Introduction 

Geographically, Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is situated on the south of Sahara 

in the continent of Africa. According to the United Nations, African 

countries that are fully or partially located south of the Sahara are believed 

to be Sub-Saharan Africa (Bloor and Tamrat, 1996) as quoted by Jan 

Z.(2012).The demarcation line is the southern edge of the Sahara Desert. 

African countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa include: Botswana, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Mauritius, 

Namibia, Nigeria, Saint Helena, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South 

Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia 

and Zimbabwe. These countries speak English as their official language. 

The Sub –Saharan countries which have French as their official language 

are: The Republic of Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central 

African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Congo, Côte d'Ivoire, Democratic 

Republic of  Congo, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Guinea, 

Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Mayotte, Niger, Réunion, Rwanda, Senegal, 

Togo. Portuguese speaking countries are: Angola, Cape Verde, Guinea-

Bissau, Mozambique, Sao Tome and Principe. 

 

The Geographical Location of Nigeria in the Sub Saharan Africa 

The purpose of this study is to analyse the socio-economic effect of the 

French language in the Sub-Saharan Africa with Nigeria as the case study. 

Nigeria is one of the countries in the SSA. She shares land borders with the 

Republic of Benin in the west, Chad and Cameroon in the east, and Niger 

in the north. Her coast lies on the Gulf of Guinea in the south and her 

borders with Lake Chad to the northeast. Nigeria has some notable 

geographical features, which include the Adamawa highlands, Mambilla 

Plateau, Jos Plateau, Obudu Plateau, the River Niger, the  River Benue and 

the Niger Delta.  

 

Nigeria’s geographical location in the midst of Francophone countries 

makes it imperative for the necessity and importance of the French 
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language among her citizens. There exists the benefit of balance of trade 

which is always in favour of the Francophone African countries because of 

the linguistic advantage among them unlike Nigeria, which is highly 

disadvantaged for the reason on language barrier. Linguistic barrier 

between Nigeria and her Francophone neighbours. 

 

International migration from Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is increasing in 

number and stable at around 10% of the total global international migrants 

during the period 1990 to 2010 (Sharon, 1993:297) then differentiated by 

language group, it is revealed that English-speaking SSA migrants are more 

prone to go outside of SSA and to Anglophone countries such as the United 

States of America (USA) or United Kingdom (UK), whereas French-

speaking SSA migrants move mostly within SSA and those who go beyond 

the continent move basically to Francophone countries such as France 

(Naudé, 2010). Nigeria has about 183 million people (IPCR, 2016); this is 

quite large in number. The large size of Nigerian population contributes to 

the migration of its citizens.  Nigerian citizens have the culture of finding 

greener pasture outside the country, most especially in South Africa, the 

United Kingdom and the United States of America. The choice of area of 

sojourn is influenced by the official language which is English. Although 

Nigerians travel to neighbouring SSA, Republic of Benin inclusive in other 

to trade, when one compares the rate at which the neighbouring 

Francophone countries come to Nigeria, it is minimal. Let us consider the 

case of Republic of Benin. Republic of Benin citizens seldom come to 

Nigeria in search of greener pastures due to language dichotomy. They 

rather prefer to go to countries like France, Belgium, Holland and some 

other countries where French language is spoken as official language, hence 

the need for French education in Nigeria.   

 

Nigeria, a country that was colonised by the United Kingdom is regarded 

as the product of English culture. Nigerians have their own peculiar culture 

in terms of traditional marriages which differ from one community to the 
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other, local foods, ways of dressing (fashion), local language,,etc. Despite 

these traditional ways of living, they still believe in the western civilization. 

This is why they look up to their colonial masters in England. For example, 

the church wedding is a western culture, also, in addition to Eba, Amala, 

Apu, Tuwo chinkafa, Nigerians also eat oath, anchor butter, fried rice etc. 

Other countries which Nigerians emulate are: United States of America, 

Canada, (because of the double identity). The geographical location of 

Nigeria as the only Anglophone country in the midst of several 

Francophone countries makes it imperative for the knowledge of 

Francophone culture to be acquired by Nigerians. Nigerian culture should 

be bi-cultural, that is, dual cultural background like the Cameroons.  This 

will make Nigerian citizens enjoy some assistance from other African 

countries in the SSA, including the Francophone countries. 

 

It is unwise to isolate language from the total cultural impact of the colonial 

power.  This is because language is very central to culture. Without the 

French language, it is more than difficult to learn the French culture and 

civilisation. This fact has a very big effect on Nigeria as a country. There is 

nothing bad in making Nigeria a country with dual official language. 

Although on paper it was proposed during the Abacha era, in reality it is 

an option and interest oriented. The culture, that is, ways of life, food, 

clothing, thinking of the people, is inseparable from their language. A 

whole complex of attitudes and ideological orientations might be 

influenced, modified or sometimes transformed by the impact of a 

language (Johnson.W, 2018). In this wise, French language is more 

appropriate for the purpose of this paper because Nigeria, which is used as 

the case study is expected to share the same ideology and way of life of the 

Francophone if they are to benefit from the act of migration into the 

Francophone neighbouring Sub-Saharan African countries. 

 

A group of people who speak the same language are most likely to be 

united than those who speak different languages. This is the case of   
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Francophone and Anglophone citizens in the Sub-Saharan Africa, who find 

it difficult to understand and interpret each other’s ideologies, which had 

been well planned. When Nigeria volunteered to bring to an end the 

bloodshed in Liberia, using   ECOMOG, there arose a problem between  

Anglophone and Francophone nations. The leaders of the Francophone 

nations were not happy with Nigeria’s action, who was the major financier 

of the sub- regional peace keeping force, called ECOMOG. The major 

criticisms against the ECOMOG idea emanated from the Francophone bloc, 

particularly Côte d’Ivoire and Burkina Faso (Rakissouiligri, S. 2015). 

Language, culture and ‘behavioural norms play vital roles in the realisation 

of effective regional integration. It is, therefore, pertinent to effectively 

address these areas in order to have a successful regional integration, 

especially within the West African sub region and the Sub-Saharan Africa.  
 

Advantages of French Language to Nigeria and Nigerians within the SSA  

Nigeria’s economy is highly influenced by her Francophone neighbours. 

Niger, Chad and Mali on the North, to the East is Cameroun and to the West 

is the Republic of Benin, all of which are French speaking countries. In 

addition to the English language, French is a surer way of enhancing the 

economy of Nigeria in the real sense going by the present current global 

economic crisis. With dual official language; English and French, it will be 

easy to have Nigerian goods into the Francophone markets instead of 

relying on only a single foreign language, English, for the export market.  

Diversification into manufacturing and commercial links are solutions 

which require us to intensify our relationships with key trade and 

investment partners around the sub Saharan Africa; that is why we as a 

country must work hard now to maintain our target growth even if it means 

hiring employees from other sub region of West Africa. Ideally, those with 

valuable skills who are likely to be literate in the areas of English and French 

are mostly preferable because language skills matter in investments as well 

as trade (Compass, 2003). Moreover, Language is a tool that forges 
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relationships; the economic impact of personal relationships and networks 

can sometimes be felt in very subtle ways. 

 

As Nigerians think about the economic future, about how to plan to prosper 

in the global economy, it is pertinent to understand the role of linguistic 

tendencies in determining an important competitive advantage. In view of 

our population and vast experience in trade and commerce, we can do well 

in the West African trade with English-French languages, we can learn the 

importance and ability to bridge divides of language and culture.   

 

It is the belief of business leaders and owners of conglomerates that 

individuals who know a second language derive more benefit as well as get 

employed easily. Many say that those who speak another language are 

more culturally sensitive and more likely to get better jobs (Castellanos, 

1985).  English alone in economic relations with the African sub-Sahara is 

not enough as many tenders did not sail through as a result of lack of skills 

in dual languages, both international and local. Small and medium size 

enterprises try adequately to translate their products from first language to 

the language of the country in which they export so as to gain ground in 

emerging markets. Foreign countries including France and Germany use 

different languages outside their original language as a strategy for 

exportation to varying degrees, which are 34% and 52% respectively in 

small and medium enterprises (Maître, 2003). Sixty eight percent of export 

from Denmark to other countries in Europe carries descriptions of the 

exporting products in two languages for the benefit of the importing 

country (Paula Andruss, 2008). This development has, however, been 

proven to have a positive effect on the export of Denmark. Nigeria, on the 

other hand, has approximately 52% of her products exported to the sub 

Saharan Francophone African markets, but are not fully accepted because 

they do not convey information to describe the usage in French language. 

Most goods that are able to enter into these neighboring francophone 

countries are international brands which include engine oil and textile. 
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There is a trend toward the expansion of business operations beyond the 

borders of Nigeria even by firms of moderate sizes. There is a clear 

indication that business firms often attempt to reach market segments made 

up of Nigerians with specific cultural background that may include 

language differences.  There is recognition on the part of business firms that 

effective communication is an essential element of good operational 

supervision and management. Language differences between employees 

and administrators pose a problem when the work force is drawn from an 

environment characterized by different cultural backgrounds. As 

international business and industry expand, international banking and 

financial activity naturally follows. It is evident these days that most of the 

conglomerates open more branches to the sub Saharan African region 

which possesses a rich resource base, especially oil and mineral resources, 

which can be used to enhance regional integration and growth. The 

Ecobank Transnational in Togo is also one of the emerging regional 

economic investments, particularly in the financial services and 

infrastructure sectors which is Pan‐African in outlook and has established 

subsidiaries in all the ECOWAS countries. Leading Nigerian banks have 

also established subsidiaries in several other West African countries, 

including the cross‐border investments in securities and treasury bills. For 

instance, Databank Group of Ghana manages a mutual fund, Epack, with 

group investments in Gambia, Ghana and Nigeria (Adeola, 2012). Cross‐

border investments involving the private sector and the government going 

into partnership, for instance, the West African Gas Pipeline Project where 

Chevron and Shell partnered with government owned entities in Nigeria, 

Republic of Togo and Ghana to construct a pipeline to supply natural gas 

from Nigeria to the other three countries are of utmost importance. 

Moreover, Globacom telecommunications, a Nigerian owned private 

company, also operates in the Republic of Benin, Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. 

Nigerian companies with overseas plants that manufacture machinery and 

equipment used in the sub Saharan Africa are likely to need technical and 

engineering personnel with foreign language proficiency so that language 
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differences between workers and supervisors will not pose a problem when 

the work force is drawn from an environment characterised by different 

cultural backgrounds 

 

Socio- Cultural Effect of the French Language in the SSA on Nigeria 

In a situation where one has a socio-cultural experience of a particular 

people, there is tendency for greater tolerance and broad-mindedness. The 

most obvious advantage of French language in Nigeria is that an individual 

has the opportunity to engage and be a part of two different and diverse 

communities without feeling excluded. Language is without any doubt a 

key instrument for socio-cultural integration as presumed by Crawford 

(1991). However, in the case of the speaker of a single official language, 

English for the purpose of this paper, it will be extremely challenging when 

he participates in a conference organised by the Francophone community. 

For instance, in an environment where more than one language is spoken, 

generally monolinguals are having difficulty in mixing with other 

conference attendees, they keep to themselves, not because of their lack of 

communication skills, but because of their inability to speak the other 

language which is the official language of the day. Jokes may even be 

cracked by the key note address presenter to the extent that all other 

participants will laugh but to him, it is nothing because he does not 

understand the meaning of the joke. Bilinguals have the ability to 

understand jokes in a different language, while monolinguals try to 

understand dialogue; they rather see jokes as ordinary dialogue. In a 

situation where interpreters are hired in seminars or workshops, there is 

every tendency that the message is not fully delivered. This has been the lot 

of Nigerians who often hire interpreters whenever they attend seminars or 

workshops in the sub Saharan Francophone African region, all in the effort 

to avoid missing out in salient discussions. There is no way Nigeria can be 

exempted in the sub Saharan African decisions but as it is, we are clearly at 

a disadvantage, both in numerical strength and barrier created by French 

language.  A lot of social media are being hosted in languages different from 
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English, but which may be of benefit to an English speaker. A monolingual 

in this wise is naturally and apparently disqualified by reason of language. 

 

There are quite a lot of social disadvantages for a monolingual particularly 

a Nigeria in the centre stage of social benefits in the sub Saharan Africa, 

especially xenophobia threat within the sub- regional communities. If the 

language spoken in a particular community is not understood, it will be 

difficult to interpret the imminent danger that is premeditated in the 

language of the land. The Nollywood entertainment home video which is a 

big market for Nigeria has a draw back in the sub Saharan Francophone 

Africa because it is usually not sub-titled in French to attract the French 

speaking market. Most of Nigeria’s award winning artists cannot perform 

in the Francophone African countries simply because of language barrier 

and education exchange programmes that are being enjoyed with Britain 

and America have not been extended to the Nigerian brothers in the sub 

Saharan Francophone African region (Veronique de Miguel, 2013). 

 

The tours and travel service industry are filled with bilingual and 

multilingual professionals who are capable of fluent discussions in more 

than one language. With language skill, there is every possibility that one 

expands his/her customer base, increase in potential market and availability 

of job opportunities. If a Nigerian meets with a tourist or a traveler either 

in Nigeria or around the sub-Saharan African coast, it is always beneficial 

to communicate with the tourist in his language. Not only will the 

Francophone tourists appreciate the person’s attempt to converse in his/her 

native tongue, but also he will feel that one understands his views better 

since one can comprehend the intricacies of meaning that are sometimes 

lost in translation. 

 

Naturally, same language syndrome allows closer ties and social 

relationships between two parties who speak the same language unlike an 

individual that is always speaking in the secondary tongue. If you hope to 

http://voxxi.com/author/lavoxvdemiguel/
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work for a travel agency, contractor of hotels, airlines and other 

international organizations, language skill can always get you the choice of 

assignment you are hoping for. The task of contracting hotels in a 

Francophone sub Saharan African country generally requires a fluency in 

the French language. Commission and other such mundane things as room 

allotment can be easily agreed upon without any stress. 

 

French language plays a vital role if a tourist from Nigeria is visiting a 

Francophone country and can converse in French, this will create an 

advantage for him not to hire an interpreter. This will also help him have 

firsthand information on anything he needs to know. 

 

Cultural Effect of the French Language to SSA and Nigeria Relations 

Due to the unique relationship with our Francophone sub-Saharan African 

neighbours, Nigeria is closely related in culture and values. The Republic 

of Benin people are only separated by imaginary geographical boundary 

and not by values. The two countries intermarry and share names and 

religion together. However, the colonial masters that separated them by 

language created a vacuum between the two neighbours, which can only 

be eliminated simply through same language. There is a similar scenario 

with other neighbours like Cameroon, Niger and Chad (Josiane F, 2000). 

 

Moreover, Sub-Saharan Africa involves many communities, villages and 

cities, with each having its own various traditions and beliefs. 

Fundamentally,  Africans in the Sub- Sahara believe that a self-owned 

property of an individual does not entirely belong to him alone, but must 

be shared among other extended family members; which comprises of both 

immediate and extended families who themselves have contributed to the 

lives of others in one way or the other. They may also have shared 

responsibilities within the community. The practice of extended family 

relationship is key to every African community, including Nigeria. This 

practice is not novel in the Francophone part of the sub-Saharan Africa. A 
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Nigerian who travels to the Republic of Benin, Niger, or even Cameroon 

will find it easy if he has to contend with this type of culture where he has 

to cater for some members of the family through his hard earned income.  

 

Emmanuel Adebayo is a world class and famous footballer with a Nigerian 

linage, he bears Yoruba names but by nationality, he is a Togolese. There 

are several other Togolese and Beninese in Togo and Republic of Benin with 

Nigerian origin, but cannot interact with their Nigerian brothers because of 

French – English language dichotomy. This development has brought 

division and loss of values between these communities. For proper 

integration, this language barrier must be broken by the mechanism of 

bilingualism so that the people of the two countries as well as other sub- 

Saharan Africans can acknowledge themselves as the same 

 

Recommendations  

Nigeria as one of the countries in the sub Saharan Africa cannot but pay 

attention to the language of French considering the fact that she finds 

herself in the midst of Francophone neighbours. Therefore, to take a great 

advantage of the position, the law makers must make sure there is a law 

guiding the importance of the French language in Nigeria. This law must 

be firmer than the one earlier proposed during the time of late Gen. Sanni 

Abacha in 1996, as stated in Stella, O. (2016). There must be an 

interpretation/translation bureau where intending travellers can go for 

information on French and other related languages, which could add value 

to the Nigerian economy. 

 

Government and private French learning institutes should be set up for 

young and old individuals to have the opportunity of learning the language 

up to the stage of convenience. That is, a stage where one can rely on oneself 

for adequate and first-hand information. 
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Conclusion 

From the foregoing, it can be concluded that, French language should be 

promoted in all our schools as a basic course to help our students and also 

develop our curriculum for staff so that the barrier created by language 

within the sub Saharan Africa is eradicated. This is to fast-track 

development as we daily contend with global challenges.  

 

Sub-Saharan Africa is a very enormous ground for Nigeria’s economy to 

succeed and to prosper, mainly because already, Nigeria as an 

industrialised country has the biggest economy in West Africa and Nigeria 

incidentally is the most accommodating country in the sub Saharan Africa 

(Isaac, 2004). This motivates other Africans, including Europeans from 

other countries all over the world, to come to Nigeria in search of greener 

pasture. This inward movement is easy and convenient because most of the 

immigrants understand and speak English, which is the main official 

language of Nigeria. Likewise, if we must export our work force, expertise 

technology and other resources to the sub Saharan African market, we must 

urgently do something rational about our communication. 

 

French language as the second official language of Nigeria should, 

therefore, see the light of the day; it should be a reality among most 

Nigerians so that it will have a positive effect on Nigeria in all ramifications. 
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