
Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.1 March, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

The Role of French Language in an Emerging Economy: Nigerian Experience   469 

The Role of French Language in an Emerging Economy: Nigerian 

Experience 

By 

 

Nnanna Ngozi Roseline  

Department of General Studies School of Foundation 

Captain Elechi Amadi Polytechnic  

P.M.B, 5936, Rumuola, Port Harcourt Rivers State. 

 

Abstract 
French language as a second official language has come to stay. The fact 

that Nigeria shares border with Niger, Lake Chad on the forth, Benin 

Republic on the West and Cameroon on the East only goes to force the 

issue. The attempt by General Sani Abacha in 1996 to make it a second 

official language is to say the least, long overdue. Therefore, the much 

talked issue of making French language the second official language in 

Nigeria will become less contention when viewed against the background 

of the extensive roles it plays. The gradual evolution of the French 

language Vulgar Latin to the classical period of 15th century, at the height 

of Louis IV reign has not spared the shores of Nigeria since it gained global 

acceptance AS one of the language of diplomacy. The even geographical 

distribution of French and its continued expansion will be given special 

mention in this paper. 

 

Introduction 

Language is a medium of expression. All over the world, people express 

themselves with one form of language or the other which could either be 

local or international. Language is an important aspect of any culture and 

it helps in identifying the locality, ethnicity or nationality of an individual. 

Human development can only be sustained when people, individually and 

collectively are exposed to new and greater opportunities only when 

human beings communicate with one another. Thus for any meaningful 

sustainable development to take place, therefore, access to information is 

paramount and important. 
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When one is not informed or properly informed, abuse is inevitable. 

Meanwhile, the main channel of information flow is communication 

thereby making communication a preeminent factor in development 

efforts. If effective communication is the tap root of development, then 

language related issues could not be toyed with since language enjoys the 

sine qua non position in communication. 

 

In the world today, some of the international languages which are cognized 

especially by the United Nations for conduct of business or foreign affairs 

are English, French, Portuguese, Spanish, Russia, Arabic, Chinese and 

amongst others. Among these foreign languages mentioned above, French 

language forms the discourse in this paper. French language is an 

international language spoken virtually in all the continents of the world. 

According to Ogunleke (2016) French is used by more than 55 countries in 

the world and more than 250 million people and this represents one quarter 

of the countries of the United Nations, n .Africa, it is an official language 

of 20 countries. French is a language of instruction, language of 

government and inter-governmental organizations, business, commerce, 

trade and international diplomacy/foreign relations. With the advent of 

globalization in the century, where the world is becoming more and more 

of a global village, where no country can boast of being autarkical, it 

incomes imperative that every modem man should speak more :r.an one 

international language (Ogunleke, 2016). French language is a major 

international language of communication, and is second only to English. In 

international institutions, French and English enjoy the same status 

(Ogunleke, 2016). 
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Language is the ability to use complex systems of communication, 

particularly the human ability to do so and a language is any specific 

example of such a system. 

 

A foreign language is any language different from the mother tongue, if 

we want to put it simply. But this definition will be deceptive if we 

consider the relationship between Igbo and Hausa. Because of this we will 

say Hausa is a foreign language to Igbo speech community and vice visa. 

But if we consider it otherwise, whereby it is geographically and politically 

exogenous to the mother tongue and identifiable in the geopolitical speech 

community then we can say that French is a foreign language in Nigeria. 

English is not a foreign language even though it is not the mother tongue 

but it is spoken by choice because of its cultural background and as an 

official language. 

 

Evolution of the French Language 

The origin of the French language commences with the colonization of 

Gaul by Roman. Gaul was originally inhabited by Celts who were indo - 

Europeans related to the Greeks, Roman and Germanic people in both 

culture and language. French language is one of the romance languages 

(languages designated from Latin) like Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, 

Romanian, Catalan and others, descended from the spoken Latin language 

of the Roman Empire. This is close by related to the langue d’oil, 

historically spoken in Northern French and in Southern Belgium. 

 

The history of the French language is therefore concerned with the various 

changes through which Latin as spoken in Paris and its environs, with the 

elevation of this local language to the dignity of a national tongue, and with 

its adoption and development as the literary medium of French and French 

speaking people throughout the world. The earliest document in the 

French language was a Romance text in Strasbourg Oath Casement de 

Strasbourg. This took place on the 14th February1842 to cement the alliance 
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between two brothers - Charles and Louis against their brother Lothair. 

This text was quoted in the original romana lingua and theotisca lingua. 

The evolution of French from this period could be classified with various 

phrases. During the first centuries after the introduction of Latin into Gaul, 

the language developed on practically the same time as in the rest of the 

empire. This period came to an end with the breakup of the empire and is 

generally described as the Vulgar Latin period. 

 

The second period is marked by a gradual differentiation of the Latin of 

Gaul from that of the other part of empire. This period is often known as 

the Gallo-Roman period and closes with the establishing of a live and 

coverage between the dialect of the North - Langue d’oil and of the South 

- Langue d’oil. That led to the signing of the Strasbourg Oath and to 

embrace that period of most shaking literacy activity (12th and 13th 

centuries). 

 

The middle breach period is characterized by the decay of the classical 

wage of the twelfth century and general hesitation and pronunciation, 

Question and syntax. This hesitation persist throughout the sixteenth 

century and hence the middle period consist of the fourteenth, fifteenth 

and seventeenth centuries and the modern French period dating from the 

seventeenth century. We can therefore justify this diversion by virtue of its 

practical convenience and we can boldly say that both the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries constitute the formative period of modem French. 

 

According to Bathye and Hivizte 1992, French is the 11th of the world’s most 

widely spoken languages coming after Chinese, English, Russia, Spanish, 

Hindu, Potuguese, German, Japanese, Bengali and Arabic. It is however a 

truism that after the routing of France in the franco-Punsian war of 1870, 

and the emergence of Germany as a world power, France began to make 

her influence felt in Africa and Asia. The slave trade which was quickly 

followed by colonialism made the France to wage a vigorous campaign in 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.1 March, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

The Role of French Language in an Emerging Economy: Nigerian Experience   473 

favour of the prestige of the French language. Through the tenets of 

assimilation, French authorities took it upon themselves to promote French 

language. As a result of a well-orchestrated policy of deliberate promotion 

of the French language. Literature and culture beyond the French territory, 

coupled with the positive attitude of consumers, the modem world has 

been able to accord a pride of place for the French language. 

 

The coming of French to Africa is largely due to colonialism, introduced as 

early as 1624.Battye and Hivitze (p.5). It is on the continent of Africa that 

are concentrated the largest area and the largest potential francophone 

populations outside Europe. The south of Sahara alone boast p. 17 

countries with French as their official language, these are; Benin, Burundi, 

Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Bilingual), Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Gabon, Guinea, 

Mali, Mauritania, Niger, the Central African Republic, Rwanda, Senegal, 

Chad, Togo, Congo DR, these are all ex-colonies of France and still 

maintain a strong link with France in spite of their political independence. 

 

French was first introduced in Nigeria in 1859, but it took a huge time 

before it was introduced in the Nigerian educational curriculum. This came 

a few years before independence. This lateness could be as a result of the 

mending rivaliy between the colonial powers-Great Britain and France. 

Because of the need to work in French establishments and the introduction 

that it will afford the speakers, this was a reawakening of national 

consciousness for this language. France also found in Nigeria an 

exceptional political and economic partner. Students of French language in 

tertiary institution were highly motivated by the government of the day. 

Scholarships were easily accessible and language immersion programmes 

were done in France. 

 
1 According to Okeke pg. 98. 

Par ce programme, tout etudiant de hience en principe et 

Parfoise de NCE etait censee passer une annee scolaire 
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entiere en France ou en pays francophone pour pourvoir 

vivre la culline et l’even ement discrisif chez le locuteur 

natif lui-meme. 
 

The economic growth of the 70’s helped to propagate the study and 

spread of the French language in Nigeria. Being a major petroleum 

exporting country, the country undertook gigantic projects one of them 

being Festival of Arts and culture (FATAE 77). This afforded the new 

French-speaking citizens to go for training. 
 

The Geographical distribution of French in the world. 

Although French occupied the 11th position as the language with the most 

position, it is the second most widespread language worldwide after 

English. It is the official language of 29 countries, most of which are 

members of the francophone, which is the community of French-speaking 

countries. This language is spoken as first language in France, Southern 

Belgium, Western Switzerland, Monaco, Canada and various communities 

elsewhere. 
 

As a result of French and Belgium colonialism from the 17th and 18th century 

onward, French was introduced to new territories in the Americas, Africa 

and Asia. In 2015, French was estimated to have around 77-110 million 

native speakers. Approximately 274 million people are able to speak the 

language. According to a demographic projection led by the Universite 

Lanai and the Reseau demographic de l’Agence universitaire de la 

Francophonie, total French speakers will number approximately 500 

million people in 2025 and 650million by 2050. 
 

Africa forms the bulk of the world’s French speaking population. 

According to the 2007 report by the organization in French so that they can 

ease communication for this all - important international event we can say 

that this was the period when French Language grew and Spread 

experientially. 
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According to Nzeocha (2005 P. 21). Entre 1966 et 1977 le Frangais 

a connu un essor bien impressionant au Nigeria. Le Government 

Francais accordait alors beaucoup de bousers pour Fapprentissage 

du frangais an Nigeria pour soutenir le rapprochement socio-

Culturel dans la sous- region. Le but etait Foeverture vers des pays 

francophones et la france (—) C’etait les jours de gloire pour le 

frangais au Nigeria.1 

 

Internationale de la Francophonie, an estimated 115 million African people 

spread across by Francophone countries can speak French as either a first 

or second language, excluding the people living in non francophone 

African countries who have learned French as a foreign language. 

 

Although French is mostly a second language in Africa, it has become a 

first language in some urban areas such as the region of Abidjan (Cote d’ 

Ivoire) and in Libreville (Gabon). 

 

French is the official language in the following African countries Benin, 

Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic of Congo, 

Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Guinea, Madagascar, Mali, Niger, 

Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Senegal, Seychelles, Togo; For administrative 

and cultural progress; Nigeria, Morocco, Mauritius, Mauritania and 

Algeria. 

 

The use of French language in Nigeria has been neither here nor there. To 

say the least, it has been ignored by the authorities and even those who 

took it as a cause of study in tertiary institution. It has been acknowledged 

that no Nigeria Head of State has been known to be a French speaker in 

spite of the overwhelming presence of French speaking countries in the sub 

                                                 

1 According to Nzeocha (2005 P. 21). Entre 1966 et 1977 le 

Francais a connu un essor bien impressionant au Nigeria. 
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region and frontiers, On the other hand most of the presidents or head of 

state in some of the French speaking countries could express themselves in 

English that could be said to be above average. Instances abound when our 

former president has met with the Ivorien President Alassane Dramane 

Quattara who seemed to be doing the job of interpreter for him. Having 

worked in the IMF and other international organization, speaking English 

language only comes national. Others like Bani Iyayi, Fame Gurasingbe of 

Benin and Togo respectively deserve special mention. Nigeria has been 

denied leadership roles in the multinational force because of the inability 

of our armed forces to communicate in French language. Ladre Quedrago’s 

success as president of ECOWAS commission might be attributed to his 

ability to communicate in English in addition to French. Nigeria cannot 

therefore afford to renounce French as we are bordered on North, West and 

East by French speaking African countries. 

 

The Role of French Language in Nigeria as an emerging 

economy 

The oil boom of the seventies engendered the emergence of a new class of 

intellectuals as they were motivated and provided with all that they need 

by a government which has enough funds to prosecute a thorough 

academic programmes. Students were sent to France for a whole one year. 

 

Language immersion programme which is seen as a pre-requisite for the 

award of first degree in French has afforded exposure to the world labour 

force and enhance interaction with the outside world. Even though this is 

not the case nowadays with students of French language, this has afforded 

the country a class of well trained individuals. 

 

However, a palliative measure was provided in the establishment of the 

Nigerian French language village in Badagry in 1991 since the government 

could no longer afford the huge cost of sending student to France. The 

Nigerian French language village is well equipped to assume this role of 
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linguistic assimilation of French students, in addition to the most modem 

teaching aids and well trained personnel in modem and current 

methodology. With this unemployment problem was taken care of as some 

indigenes and even Nigerians from other regions were gainfully employed 

in the Nigeria French Language Village Badagry. It has remained a 

reference point and one of the boldest moves in the propagation of French 

language in Nigeria. 

 

Apart from the French language village there are other centers established 

by the French government in collaboration with the Nigerian government 

for the promotion of French language. The centre for French training and 

documentation (CFTD) which aims at enhancing teaching activities and 

research in French language .ocated in Jos (established in 1990), Ibadan 

(established in 2002) and Enugu (established in 2004) has turned out a huge 

number of quality teachers of French language and enhanced the skill of 

others. It has also provided gainful employment for both Nigerians and 

foreigners. The CFTD was set up within the framework of the Franco-

Nigerian project for improving the teaching/learning of French language 

in Nigeria. It is the product of the agreement signed between the French 

government the Nigerian government. The state governments are to 

provide the environment while the French government is to finance and 

run the centers. CFTD Enugu is in charge of the training of the teachers of 

pilot schools in the 242 Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural 

Development Southeast and the South South. CFTD Ibadan covers South 

Western States, Kwara and Kogi states while CFTD Jos covers the 

remaining Northern States. In addition to the roles listed above, the CFTD 

offers courses at various venues for groups, companies, institutions, 

organizations, schools, pupils, etc., on agreement basis (Akindiya Jobi, 

2007: personal communication). They also engage in translation services of 

legal, business and technical documents from French into English and 

English into French. The CFTD complements the activities of Alliance 

Frangaise, which is an international nonprofit- making organization whose 
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objective is to promote the French language and culture worldwide. It has 

existed in Nigeria since 1 995. According to Igboanusi, H. 2008, in his 

several visits to CFTD in search of materials for paper publications and as 

well as to assess the activities of the centre, he found out that the level of 

interest in French has been on the increase. For instance, several police and 

military officers, lawyers, medical doctors, pastors, businessmen and -

women, students and unemployed youths regularly come to the centre for 

proficiency courses in French. 

 

There is also the Nigeria French Language Project (NFLP) run both by the 

Federal Government of Nigeria and the French Government, the NFLP is 

the overall coordinating centre for French language teaching and 

promotion. Faced with high needs and limited financial resources, the 

government is relying on support from France and has consequently set up 

this small mission department, the NFLP, to organize this partnership. 

Through the effort of the NFLP, the French government in 2002 approved 

a total of tl, 320,000 for a reform project to overhaul French language 

teaching in the Nigerian education system. The three-year reform project 

is aimed at the training of teachers of French and the teaching of French in 

secondary schools (http:/www.diplomatic.gouv.frl). Precisely, the NFLP 

was established in 2005 to improve the teaching of French in Nigeria in 

partnership with the Embassy of France (cf. Okon, 2005:1}. Okon added 

that part of the responsibility of NFLP is to undertake the reform of French 

examinations organized by the West African Examinations Council 

(WAEC). The National Examination Council (NECO) and the Joint 

Admissions and Matriculation Board (JAMB). Other agencies through 

which the French government is supporting the implementation of the 

policy on French include 10 Alliance Frangaise centres (located in Lagos, 

florin, Ibadan, Enugu, Jos, Owerri, Kaduna, Kano, Port Harcourt and 

Maiduguri), a branch of the French Institute for Research in Africa (IFRA) 

in Ibadan, and the French village in Badagry. In order to meet the needs of 

teaching the language in Nigeria’s secondary schools, the Federal Ministry 

http://www.diplomatic.gou/
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of Education recruited many teachers from francophone countries to teach 

French in unity schools (Igbeneghu, 1999). On its part, the Embassy of 

France has undertaken to provide learning materials such as television, 

video, audio tapes, books, satellite dishes, etc, to such schools in order to 

facilitate the teaching of the language. Competitions in French are 

organized annually at the primary and secondary school levels, and 

successful schools benefit from scholarship awards for short trips to some 

francophone countries. -Also, French teachers at various levels of 

education now regularly enjoy scholarships to go to France for training 

courses on new teaching methods. 

 

Alliance Frangaise located in all the six geopolitical zones in Nigeria and 

other cities with large French speaking population like Queesie has helped 

in managing the method of French learning. 

 

Economically, Nigeria has a long history of trade with the French 

establishments. The first French trading company in Nigeria CFAO, was 

established as far back as 1902. Infact the French started living in Nigeria 

in 1981. The oil boom saw the advent of oil giants like ELF, TOTAL, 

Nisco, Schlumberger, BNP, SCOA, Fougerolle etc. and even 

manufacturing companies like Michelin. The use of Peugeot cars in 

Nigeria demonstrates the closeness of Nigeria with these car 

manufacturers who even have their car plants in Nigeria. These French 

companies offer employment to Nigerians who have working 

knowledge and understand French language. Those Nigerians 

employed in these companies overtime travel to France for courses 

which gives them extra advantage at their place of work. 

 

Conclusion 

French as a foreign language is the second most frequently taught 

language in the world after English. French is the only language other 

than English spoken on five continents. French and English are the only 
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two global languages. When deciding on a foreign language for work or 

school, consider that French is the language that will give you the most 

choices later on in your studies or your career. Nigeria is a business hub, 

it has a lot of foreigners coming into the country to transact and many 

of them are French and to transact with English speakers they would 

need a translator. 

 

Economically, French language has played a major role by creating job 

opportunities for Nigerians who studied French language, many work 

as French teachers in secondary and tertiary institutions, others work in 

French establishments like Air France, ELF, TOTAL, Schlumbeger, etc.  

 

The Nigerian society we are living in is growing in size and complexity 

eveiy day that requires adjustment in lifestyle. Such adjustment is in 

language development of which this paper has examined that of French. 

French language in recent times has become part of the Nigerian society 

as has been seen by several efforts made by the Federal Government of 

Nigeria, the French Embassy and French business organizations 

towards the growth and development of French Language in Nigeria. 

From the foregoing, all that is crucial and needed is the sustainability of 

these laudable efforts by these bodies and organizations to support the 

growth and development of French language in Nigeria should go 

beyond the educational system to the mass media, especially through 

interactive radio and television programmes as they have wide 

coverage. More so, the audiovisual aspect in the television network is an 

added advantage to bring this laudable project to have maximum 

impact on the people. While the federal government of Nigeria has done 

much in this regard, the state government should follow suit to 

complement the efforts of the federal government. 

 

French language learning in Nigeria is becoming more receptive by the 

Nigerian populace and its presence is very visible but adequate enough. So 
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whatever may be said about a more robust policy of encouraging French 

Language beyond the school system ought to be done with serious 

attention. While the current policy has recorded a huge success there is 

need for greater efforts to be done both by the Nigerian government and 

the French government in Nigeria through its embassy. Thus, with the 

willingness on the part of the both the Nigerian and French governments 

to promote French language development in Nigeria as well as rising 

favorable disposition of Nigerians towards it, the future of French 

language in Nigeria is secured and will eventually be sustained. 

 

Based on the above analysis, this paper recommends that more efforts need 

to be made at the grass root level in the rural areas using the Federal 

government agency-the National Orientation Agency (NOA) to mobilize 

its personnel across the rural communities to sensitize the populace to 

embrace French language. 
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