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Abstract 

This paper focuses on the interlocking nature of language and literature towards integration 
and cohesion in Nigeria, to evaluate the contribution of language and literature in literacy and 
national development. The paper attempts a close examination of the process of integration 
and cohesion, the contribution of language and literature towards national integration and 
cohesion in Nigeria. The English Language in Nigeria is a literate language or a language 
Nigerians rely on to promote or enhance literacy as well as the development of human capital. 
This pictures the interlocking nature of language and literature in the overall development 
and cohesion of the country. The paper also examines the role of literature in the integration of 
the various cultures in Nigeria as Nigerian writers have in their various texts, used language to 
express the Nigeria perception and subvert the white's egocentrism in favour of Nigerians. 
This paper therefore investigates the factors of integration and cohesion provided by language 
and literature in Nigeria, and comes up with a resounding conclusion that Nigeria's unity in 
diversity can only be sustained by a good knowledge of language and literature. 
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Introduction 

The word 'integration' gives an idea of bringing parts into a whole, of removal of barriers 
that cause segregation. It involves unification, combination and cooperation. It is the method of 
combining separate parts into one monolithic entity. The integrationist is an apostle of 
unification, amalgamation, consolidation, homogenization and concatenation. All these roles 
language and literature perform in Nigeria. Nigeria as a multi-ethnic society exerts pressure on 
all its members, no matter their age, to continue to conform to the norms, values and laws of the 
country. But unfortunately every society has deviants who reject the values and break the rules. 
Disintegration and lack of cohesion occur when a society contains more deviants than 
conformists, as the case with Nigeria. 

Culture is the social inheritance that gives structure to our lives and is expressed in 
language and literature. It is cognitive, normative, and transmitted through the symbolism of 
language. Conflict theorists see culture as constantly in flux. Structural functionalist shares 
norms and values as the glue that holds society together. According to Nwabueze (2005), 
“Symbolic integrationists theorize that individual action can change culture. Values are what we 
consider to be desirable, including the goals we should pursue. Norms are standards of conduct, 
how we should and should not behave” (2) 

The image of the Nigerian does not appear to be good in the international circle, despite 
the efforts of the government (especially the Buhari administration) to bleach it. The Nigerian  
needs a visa to stop at any part of the world, even on transit. He is ready to assume the nationality 
of any country under the sun, rushes out to have a child anywhere in the world in order to confer 
citizenship on the child. All these are bad images that are being addressed by language and 
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literature. 

Ruminating on the exigency of the Nigerian society in literary circle, Okeke-Ezigbo 
states that: 

Although Nigerian citizens wear expensive lace and shoes, their profile 
approximates what Ducan Williams caustically characterized as “trousered 
apes'.… The modern Nigerian has no proper knowledge of self or society. He 
lacks a focus and a destination. He is like the foolish man in the fable trying to 
run a race in iron shoes and not understanding why he cannot move. The 
average modern Nigerian is a noisy, crude fellow without moral, scruples or 
conscience (31). 

Similarly, Chinua Achebe, in apparent description of those who selfishly celebrate 
what they regard as the greatness of Nigeria, states: 

Nigeria is not a great country. It is one of the most disorderly nations of the 
world. It is one of the most corrupt, insensitive, inefficient places under the 
sun. It is one of the most expensive countries and one of those that give the least 
value for money. It is dirty, callous, noisy, ostentatious, dishonest and vulgar. 
In short, it is among the most unpleasant places on earth. 

This is not to say that Nigerians are without any effort geared towards the redemption of 
the country, and that efforts have not been made in the area of national integration and cohesion. 
These efforts do not appear strong enough to make an impact in national integration. Attempts 
have been made by previous governments in Nigeria to fight indiscipline, like General 
Muhammadu Buhari's War Against Indiscipline (WAI) 1984, the consavir attempt to evolve a 
civil society, the supposed fight against corruption by the present administration, and the efforts 
made in achieving Federal character, but none is as resounding as the efforts made by language 
and literature just as in national sport. As a nation we have goals, development plans, annual 
budgets and experts in Nigerian Language and Literature have made more conscious efforts 
towards natural integration and cohesion and are making waves more than other scattered 
efforts which do not appear concrete enough to generate ultimate unity. In the words of Ohia, 
Somiari & Nwokocha (2013), “In the area of language /literature, writings on both subjects 
change over time to reflect the need of each generation in Nigeria… It is true that literature exists 
in all cultures, writing it, people share ideas and feelings which impact positively on the nation 
(200). 

As a nation we have goals, development plans, annual budgets and experts in Nigerian 
Language and Literature have made more conscious efforts towards natural integration and 
cohesion and are making waves more than other scattered efforts which do not appear concrete 
enough to generate ultimate unity. In the words of Ohia, Somiari & Nwokocha (2013), “In the 
area of language /literature, writings on both subjects change over time to reflect the need of 
each generation in Nigeria… It is true that literature exists in all cultures, writing it, people share 
ideas and feelings which impact positively on the nation (200). 

Language, National Integration and Cohesion in Nigeria 

The interlocking nature of language and literature towards national integration and 
cohesion cannot be over stressed, language is of course crucial to the understanding of literature 
and literacy. Right from the time of philology to the time of modern-day descriptive linguistics, 
the study of language as a universal or as a specific form of communication has dwelt on its 
organization, particularly as a communicative tool in society. 

In Nigeria, there is a relationship between language and society because language is 
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socially realized as it is difficult to conceptualize culture, social behaviour and thought without 
language. Ohia & Anyaeneh (2010) state: “The English Language in Nigeria is a literate 
language or a language Nigerians rely on to promote or enhance literacy. The language of 
communication in literature has helped to mitigate the effects of multilingualism in Nigeria. 
This is a major stride of language and literature to educational advancement in Nigeria (P.1). 
This, viewed from another perspective has helped in national integration and cohesion as many 
ethnic nationalities in Nigeria are coerced to use the language of unity (English) which 
invariably is the language of Nigerian Literature. 

The invention of devices for representing language is inextricably related to issues of 
literacy; that is, to issues of who can use script and what it can be used for. Competence with 
written language, both in reading and writing, is known as literacy. When a large number of 
individuals in a society are competent in using written language to serve specialized functions, 
the whole society may be referred to as a literate society. As a literate society, there is integration 
and cohesion in the nation in all facets of human endeavour because of the common 
understandings in the individual mindsets for national development. According to Awonusi 
(2005) speaking about the history of the English Language after the use of Latin, “It took the 

standardization of the 7
th 

century through printing before English could be established as a 
literate language or put in another way, a language that society can rely on to promote or 
enhance literacy” (P.2). This viewpoint allows us to argue that in the development of human 
capital, language and literature must necessarily play prominent roles, thus showing the 
interlocking nature of language and literature to create natural integration, cohesion and 
development. In the domain of literacy, language and literature are not found wanting. 
However, an important conclusion could be drawn from the myriad of functions of language 
and literature in the sociolinguistics of literacy. 

Furthermore, the use of indigenous and exoglossic languages constitutes part of public 
policy and the educational delivery system in Nigeria. These sociolinguistic issues could be 
exemplified by an examination of the thrust of language planning in Nigeria. During the 
colonial era in Nigeria, at an initial stage of its introduction, a purely assimilationist culture 
emerged. English becomes the language of Education in Nigeria, relegating the status of 
Nigeria Languages which would have created a state of anomie and disunity. The presence of 
the English language therefore created national integration and cohesion. The Education 
conference of 1882 made English the language of instruction in schools. Nationalist 
movements, however, regarded English as the language of the entrenched colonial culture and 
called for upgrading of the status of Nigerian languages. 

The 1947 Richard’s constitution made English an official language in Nigeria while 
Hausa was recommended as an additional legislative language in Northern Nigeria. The 
Nigerian 1954 constitution recognized two demolects: national and regional. Its Article 114 
(P.1) recommended the use of English as the national official language of the South and Hausa 
as the regional language of the North with the proviso that when conflicts in interpretation 
arose, documentation done in English should be regarded as valid. With the adoption of English 
and Hausa languages as national official language, regional language and legislative language, 
it becomes obvious that language is a vehicle of national integration and cohesion in Nigeria. It 
is also clear from the National Policy on Education (NPE) and post-independent constitutions 
that language planning is aimed at producing Nigerian trilingual: a speaker of English (L2) his 
mother-tongue (L1) and an additional decamillionaire Nigeria Language. All this calls for 
national integration and cohesion. 

The dominant nature of English allows it to perform both instrumental and integrative 
roles in the Nigerian context. Besides, it is the language of access to global science and 
technology and also the dominant language of education delivery. Adegbija (2004) adds that 
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“the unchallenged and unparallel role of English in Nigeria education is another pivotal factor 

that will continue to guarantee its future” (P.37). 
This clearly demonstrates that for as long as English is perceived as the language of 

socio-economic advancement in a developing nation such as Nigeria, its functional potential 
shall continue to be felt as a tool for national integration and cohesion. 

Literature, National Integration and Cohesion in Nigeria 

The question of what literature can do to contribute to society that is characterized by its 
integration does arise. One can make bold to say that such society needs literature for national 
integration and development. This is because literature constitutes the best and brightest 
expressions of all humanity. It helps us to solve problems of existence, the problems of being 
human. 

Indifference to literature is the bane of societies like Nigeria. Any society that abhors 
literature is incapable of humanistic thinking and cultural behaviour. The literary guru, William 
Shakespeare has painted a picture of a character that is devoid of literature in his play Julius 
Caesar, and was described as unreliable and dangerous, the indefatigable Caesar confides in his 
friend, Mark Anthony that Cassius loves no plays and hears no music. The conclusion is that 
since Cassius is incapable of appreciating art, he was unreliable and dangerous. Can one 
conclude that a majority of Nigerians are incapable of appreciating literature? According to 
New (1999), literature is defined by invoking both the honorific uses of the term. We can define 
it… either as writings that have a certain neutral property, or properties, literariness; or as 
writings that have a high degree of a certain type of value, 'literary value'(P.4). 

Because literature involves a group of people who share the experiences of the 
fictional activities demonstrated in literary piece, literature becomes a veritable tool for national 
integration. Literature affects us profoundly. It moves, and frightens. Our emotions are usually 
ignited by literature with the result that the reality of the fictive materials registers in us and 
makes us feel the immediacy of the situation. It involves imagination on both the author and the 
reader and imagination is the art of thinking propositions without asserting them. 

A literary work is usually produced in a social setting with a background of shared 
concepts and conventions. The craft of writing requires the writer to have a destination and carry 
that destination through his literary work to inform, even change society. The writer has to 
channel his work towards audience in such a way that his work is seen to have utility to the 
reader. It can be directed to particular archetypal characters or the entire nation. Hence, the 
writer is many things at once: philosopher, a historical witness, a critic, a teacher, a custodian of 
the moral conscience of his society. The writer and his work become a vehicle of change. 

To be able to achieve thin feet, Nigerian literature should be a national literature in order 
to contribute to national integration and cohesion. It should transcend the present state of 
literature and transit from ethnic to national literature, the process of characterization should 
move from ethnic heroes to national heroes. Consequently, ethnic heroes like Okonkwo in 
Things Fall Apart, Ezeulu in Arrow of God, Chief Nanga in One Man, One Machete, Alade 
Moses in Chief The Honorable Minister and Obi Okonkwo in No Longer At Ease for instance, 
could transit from ethnic to national mode of heroism in order to foster cohesion and 
development in the country. 

The Process of Integration 

The term integration gives an idea of bringing parts into a whole, of removal of barriers 
that create segregation. It involves unification, combination, and cooperation. It is the method 
of combining separate parts into one. In mathematics, integration is the instance of obtaining the 
integral of a function. Without integration, there is bound to be disintegration which causes 
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cultural confusion and disorder. 

There is a relationship conscious or unconscious, between the individual and the brother 
society. Our world is ordered by the beliefs, norms, and values of the society into which we are 
born. Every society has roles that govern it, and socialization, the process of learning to become a 
member of society, is a lifelong activity. society exerts pressure on all its members no matter their 
age, to continue to conform to the norms, values, and laws of that society. But unfortunately, 
every society has deviance who reject the values and break rules. 

In pursuit of national integration, literature and the language of literature must express 
the collective consciousness of the nation, the national ideology, the national spirit. Fictional 
characters must be made to assume national stature and not regional or local heroes and heroines 
portrayed in the early beginning of African and Nigerian literatures. The traditional mode of 
literary expression lends authenticity to integration and universality. The setting of traditional 
tales is far removed from the ordinary specific settings. The involve the characters in issues of 
universal relevance to the society, not to a particular group. The setting is usually seven forests 
and seven rivers a way from the ordinary locale of the living. In an animal story, for instance, the 
action takes place in the land or country of the animals, not a specified locale of snakes or lions. 
Even when a particular animal is chosen as a character, his attitude is placed along side the 
attitude of other animals in the animal kingdom. 

Similar to the role of literature towards national cohesion and integration, Nigerian 
English and other Nigerian languages have developed Nigeria. Nigerian English, for instance, 
has impacted Nigeria heavily through the education system. Its phonology, lexis, semantics, 
syntax, pragmatics, and acceptability have been variously analysed. The “Big Three” languages 
(Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo) have helped in development of the new Englishes and this 
development has created room for easy communication, thereby creating coherence and 
integration in the day to day administration of the country. The one century’s sojourn of English 
in Nigeria has left indelible marks prominent among which are code-switching, diglossia, and 
permanent borrowings of English words and expressions into Nigerian languages and vice- 
versa. In Nigeria, the national language policy formulated the 1977 and revised in 1981 assigns 
to English the role of serving as language of instructions from the fourth year of a six-year 
primary course to the tertiary level. In addition, English is to be taught as a school subject from 
first year of primary education, through secondary education and as a General Study (G.S.) 
course in first year to third year of tertiary education. 

Literary Language, National Integration and Cohesion 

The issue of language in literature and national integration and cohesion has featured 
prominently because literature is, of necessity, of a linguistic medium. The use of language is 
what distinguishes literature from other works of art such as painting, sculpture, music, dance 
and architecture. The language question has been variously addressed in critical scholarship in 
literature that one feels reluctant to repeat or restate them here. The issue of the use of mother 
tongue (MT) in literary expression as has been noted, is out of the question because of the 
multiplicity of indigenous languages in Nigeria. The main emphasis has been on the use of an 
operative European language to express Nigerian thinking without hurting the culture of the 
people or the language used to express it. This in itself has engendered peace, national 
integration and cohesion in Nigeria. Balibar and Machery (1989) capture it thus: ''the work of 
literary production depends on the existence of a common language codifying linguistic, both 
for its national and its aims insomuch as literature contributed directly to the maintenance of a 
common language (62). 

The issue of a European language as a vehicle for literary expression does not portend 
disadvantages to the reader or the writer, but as a vehicle for national integration and 
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cohesion; the operative language should be used in such a way that it conveys meaning 
without distortion. The uniqueness of the culture or the intelligibility of the language as a 
vehicle of international exchange should be of importance. Even the creation of historical 
personage in literature allows for national history and unity. According to Inegbe (2004), 
speaking about Ogunyemi's Eniyan and The Night of Oro Cult… ''the two plays, Eniyan and 
The Night of Oro Cult therefore, bring us to the interesting conclusion that all over the 
cosmos, the essence of amorality, like tragedy, is for the betterment of man to himself, his 
society and his creator' (P.189). This emphasizes the national integration of literature 
(drama) through unity in the society via moral ethos. 

Literature through English language medium has been creating a decorous atmosphere 
in Nigeria from the colonial to the post-colonial eras. Nnolim (2006) puts it succinctly: 
''Africans, having lost pride through slavery and colonialism, created a modern literature from 
the ashes of these past experiences. It became a literature with a strong sense of loss; loss of our 
dignity; loss of our culture and tradition, loss of our religion, loss of our land; loss of our very 
humanity. Is it any wonder that the titles of our most celebrated literary works highlighted these 
losses? Have we forgotten Achebe's Thing Fall Apart; Ngugi wa Thiongo's Weep Not Child; 
Alan Paton's Cry The Beloved Country?. And protest literature over apartheid further irrigated 
Africa's tears because of man's inhumanity to a people dubbed the wretched of the earth'' (P.1). 

This fight of losses further strengthened African writers and indeed Nigeria writers to a 
force of integration and cohesion, in order to fight their common enemies, the white 
(colonialists) and the black (neo-colonialists). Advancing the frontiers of literature toward 
national integration and cohesion, most African writers have re-patterned the English language 
or recast it in form and content to suit their purpose. In other words, some of them have taken to 
the use of the African native languages. Egbudu (2005) avers: ''this recasting of the language is 
evident in Gabriel Okara's The voice, Achebe's use of transliteration, Aluko's interference. 
Tutuola's disregard for  semantic and syntactic rules of English and Ngugi's use of the Gikuyu 
Language. Similarly are Fatunde's use of Pidgin and Saro-Wiwa's use of 'rotten' English. All 
these are in a bid to communicate their experiences (P.68). The choice of language and the use 
to which the language is put is central to people's definition of themselves in relation to the 
world. As a result, new writers now want the pidgin standardized as to make the literature reach 
a wider audience, for integration, coherence through the message of the text. 

Conclusion 

This paper has perceived literature as a veritable weapon that would help us grapple 
with our problems and help to lead us to that 'no man's land' called national integration. It is 
capable of extracting us from the shackles of dictatorship, corruption, and economic 
irresponsibility. There is no better way of articulating national integration than literature. In a 
nation like Nigeria, where every other category of integration has failed, this is the only 
alternative. The writer should be able to tell the truth as he sees it, and remember that the human 
mind has the power to grasp the truth with intuitive certainty when he engages in a war for 
national integration, he should not be afraid of the consequences. 

Literature has been used exclusively to bring order, morality, and candour in society. An 
example is the English Restoration Age which arguably is a replica of the Nigerian society. 
Because literature produces a positive, moral effect on the human mind, it spires humanity to 
virtuous action. A literary work has multiplicity of contrasting, varying and mutually exclusive 
strands of meaning which are reached after interpretation of the work. For literature to make an 
impact in Nigeria, the writer should be committed in his trade and strive at national integration 
and cohesion. He should tackle the plethora of errors that impede our march to nationalism, 
attack ethnic prejudices, and correct errors which work against our national psyche. Finally, he 
should transcend from ethnic or regional literature to integration by creating characters that 
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assume national significance. 
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