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Abstract 
This work was targeted at analyzing the effect of English language in peoples’ 

culture. Igbo culture is distinct component of the Igbo identity as one of the Benue-

Congo language groups and basically for the ethnic identities in the Eastern part 

and South-South part of Nigeria. Language medium is the vehicle for values, 

custom, acceptable cultural truth and social belief system of the Igbo people. on 

this pedestal, it was found that English language (foreign Language) has 

overshadowed speaking of Igbo language in Igbo communities thereby bringing 

decay in the Igbo native language. One of the causes of this loss of identity and 

values is the promulgation and recognition of English language as formal means 

of communication in Igbo homes and communities in Nigeria. The shore of 

Nigeria is characterized by multiplicity of languages and sub-languages and use 

of English language is more threatening than what many think. Thus there is high 

degree of misspelt words, wrong pronunciation of words and extinction of Igbo 

values in Igbo communities. The study advanced two research questions, two 

objectives and used 80 respondents for the field survey. Hence conclusion was 

drawn in relation to the subject matter. 
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Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Undoubtedly, language has been a long historic part of human existence and as humans 

from different climes, region, topography, did evolve, so the languages spoken by these 

people change proportionately to suit taste, time, and culture. Language has been used as 

tool of identification of people, tribes and in many degrees religion as in most in some 

setups. Arguably, Nnagbo (2021) has advanced that language is basically a medium 

through which communication is made whether through known words i.e. spoken or 

through known and understandable signs made through body gestures and movements 

to express intents. And upon this fact it can be established living proof that English 

language is a language that have served for communication purpose, culture purpose, 
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knowledge transmission, and even the intangible cultural technology of the people of 

England through which trades and international bonding is carried out easily. This simply 

typifies how language in disguised manner can influence human life in all spheres. 

 

Man has been able to conquer the immediate environment even the ecosystem for the 

animals through the use of language which is seen across plains where wild animals have 

been domesticated and even tamed to serve the purpose of man. Apparently language can 

be classified into three categories which is- indigenous language, second language and 

foreign language.  

 

Two categories which is- 

I. Indigenous language- this is a language and subcultural way of life of a particular 

people that are found in a region. the language spoken by the people of the region 

which is not spoken and easily understood by people that are not natives of the speech 

community is an indigenous language. And this serves as identity of that people of the 

region for life (IGI-Global, 2021) 

 

II.  Second language – Here a learner moves from the first language to L2. The learner 

has elements of the language through contacts. Some wrong versions of the language 

is picked which is to be corrected by a teacher. The L1 speaker who tries to learn or 

communicate with the language transfers his or her L1 to the second language which 

results to error. The second language is an official language of a country that is 

accepted as a medium for instructions, communication and commerce etc. In Nigeria, 

English language is an officially accepted language for instructions in schools. In as 

much as it is an official language, it does not mean that the language automatically 

becomes an indegeneous language. It is still seen as an adopted language (Paige, 2020). 

 

III. Foreign language- any language spoken as foreign language is only learnt in 

classrooms but not used officially as a medium for instructions in schools. French is a 

foreign language in Nigeria while English language is a second language. To this work 

both languages are seen as foreign language hence they are not indigenous. Any other 

language added to the second language as a way of identification and foreign culture 

that is brought by another region for the sake of bonding and transitions as well as 

identifying with non-natives of that region is considered as foreign language. Though, 

the methods through which this language is learnt and spoken across climes differ 

greatly from country to country. And the use of English has given rise to too many 

terminologies like English as second Language, Teaching of English as foreign 

language and also the concept of English language learners etc. (Paige, 2020). 
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Over the years, language has been a social medium through which different creators and 

speakers interact with people within and beyond their environments. It unveils the 

pathway through which the development or underdevelopment of places and peoples can 

take place. This means as the society opens to changes it develops and so does it language 

which also maintains fragments of its ancestry even in the pathway of evolution. 

Accordingly, Ahmed and Daniel (2019) advanced that language is a central system which 

cuts across the world. Convincingly, Nigeria is no doubt an entity with multilingual 

feature and has more than 400 languages as well as dialects and English as the surest 

medium of communication which in the other hand is the Lingua franca. Though Nigeria 

has different shades of languages; three languages amongst the hundreds dominate – Igbo, 

Yoruba, and Hausa which also points to the major ethnic tribes in Nigeria. The degree of 

importance ascribed to the use of English language as lingua franca robs the major 

languages of their actual positions in the scheme of things. This means that these languages 

especially the Igbo language loses its worth, values, honor and would not have the level of 

acceptability which English language has in the country neither in the world. To have a 

clear understanding of this, Igbo language is not trying to compete with English language 

but the idea is to preserve the cultural values and traditions which is the identity of the 

Igbos through Igbo Language which is on its way to extinction.  

 

Concretely, the igbo language is a language strand of the Benue-Congo group which has 

other variants and also has existed for more than 6000years. The Benue- Congo group is a 

subgroup of the Niger-Congo group whilst the Igbo language is estimated to have other 

subfamily known as the “kwa family” and as one of the major types of language structure 

in Nigeria entity which was also recognized in the Nigerian 1999 constitution. It is a 

language spoken by a community of people with same ethnic nationality that is also easily 

comprehensible by the individuals that from this community. Additionally, the Igbo 

language speakers with a population of over 20 million people prefer the use of English 

language for communication both within their ethnic tribe and those outside their ethnic 

nation. This follows that Igbo language has been considered less important in the nation 

even by its own speakers. Hence, use of English language in Igbo speaking spheres has 

been promoted, internalized and accepted by the people (Ahmed & Daniel, 2019; Nnagbo 

2021).  

 

Critically, anytime there is language contact what follows is language conflict, and the 

attempt to resolving such conflict as a result of language contact has more surpassing 

effects than many people can imagine. The language contact occurs by the interaction of 

two or more languages which are sort of varieties. By this, one of such varieties would 

influence the other in the course of the tradeoff: it then follows that the language(s) which 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 2 June, 2021 
 

The Effect of the English Language on the people’s culture:A case of Igbos Language and culture.  290 

influences becomes a superstratrum and is considered as better off with more advantages 

than the other languages which are influenced. Technically, the coming of the colonialists 

and the use of English language influenced the indigenous Nigerian languages it came in 

contact with, influencing especially the Igbo language and gave rise to bilingual, 

multilingual, borrowing, assimilation etc. even within the Igbo communities where Igbo 

language should be the dominant language. 

 

To this end, Ahmed and Daniel (2019) advanced that language contact is in a broader sense 

the interaction of cultures that emerge from wars, trades, knowledge cross fertilization, 

migration and colonization of regions and entities by certain group of people whose value 

systems and language composition is superior to the existing ones in the regions that are 

overpowered.  

 

Contently, the influence of English language in the speaking and communication of the 

Igbo people is registered across different lights which may be inconsequential to non-igbo 

speakers but very dear to the custodians of the Igbo culture and language- in the 

pronunciation of words; the superimposition of the oral tongue from the sounds of terms 

and words in English language are often transferred when the native Igbo speakers engage 

kin conversation with other speakers in cultural matters; often two things are observed 

from this misnomer- most Igbo speakers that have had contact with the native English 

speakers for as very long time find it difficulty most times to pronounce words and sound 

correctly the way such words should be pronounced. The second fact is that of 

psychological language suppression ion which the native speakers feel it as being out of 

place to speak as the native language speaker thus the native speakers are seen as 

uneducated and uncultured in the English ways that is one the superior way to do things 

(Ahmed & Daniels, 2019). 

 

The consequence of tradeoffs that occurred between other cultures and Igbo culture is the 

extinction of the Igbo language, belief, custom, tradition and the enterprise spirit from the 

surface of the earth. As it has been revealed in Egbolonu (2015) in lamentation of late 

Ojukwu that “Ibos should disallow the death of Igbo language and culture”. And it was 

because of this charge that British Broadcasting corporation (BBC) resorted to have some 

programs in Igbo, most Igbo actors also joined hands to the production of Igbo dramas to 

preserving the culture of the Igbos which is gradually been washed away by external 

influence of English language learning that does not only occur in schools but also in 

homes, play centers and religious institutions. It is upon this ground that this study delves 

into investigating the effect of English language learning on Igbo culture. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Obviously, it can be established thus, as language makes the identity of a group of people 

called ethnic nation; so also the culture of that people defines their identity. In a broader 

sense, language which is a linguistic construct and an innate bestowal is a subset of culture.  

And as language of people which is their identity goes into extinction so also the culture 

of the people. The Igbo culture remains a unique set of traits that describe God-given 

potentials which empower the Igbo individual and nation to be different on the face of the 

earth. The statement of the problem in this context is that the learning of English in both 

formal and informal setups which is also used in day to day dealings has far reaching 

effects on the Igbo culture.  As young ones hardly communicate with one another without 

combining or mixing the Igbo language with English words. Also some practices that are 

foreign to Igbo culture have been introduced as a result of the English language learning 

and contacts. In most cases the names of various items could be hardly named by these 

individuals because of lack of appropriate knowledge for the names of things. 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study  

The objectives considered in the course of this study were: 

1. To find out what positive and negative effects the L2 learning has on the norms 

and values of Igbo traditions. 

2. To identify the pathways through which English language learning has influenced 

Igbo culture and language 

 

1.4 Research Questions  

 The following research questions were advanced as framework to guiding the study: 

1. What are the positive and negative effects the L2 learning has on the norms and 

values of Igbo traditions? 

2. What are the pathways through which English language learning has influenced 

Igbo culture and language? 

 

1.5 Scope and Limitation of the Study  

The scope of the study covered Igbo communities in the South-East geopolitical zone and 

Communities in Diaspora which is across America, Europe, and also Asia. Certainly, the 

number of states that are of central focus in the South-East are Abia, Enugu, Anambra, 

Ebonyi, Imo. Also some Igbo speaking clans can be found in states like Delta, Rivers and 

Benue states traditional exhibitions and language. Though cultural practices may 

somewhat differ but the dialect and core cultural norms that common with larger Igbo 

culture makes these sub Igbo group as one with others basically on linguistic affiliations 

and semblances.   
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2.1 Literature Review 

The Igbo language like any other is the linguistic concept with which a group of 

individuals found in the eastern part of Nigeria communicate with one another, relate 

feelings, ideas, transmit knowledge, uphold rituals and traditions and carry out the modes 

of worship. Igbo language is the vehicle of Igbo wealth of culture. The Igbo descents are 

historically believed to be an organized set of people with democratic grounds that permit 

representation of people, clan, families, and community by selected or appointed 

individuals to attend matters in the land.  Associatively, Igbo language is affirmed to be a 

variant of Benue-Congo language which is composed of other sublanguages and dialects 

that define the natural identity of people that are located within a geographical region. the 

Benue-Congo language is a subtype of Niger-Congo language; the Igbo language is said to 

have existed for 6000 years and has subfamily called the “kwa family”. It is one of the major 

languages that characterized one of the largest tribe in Nigeria’s Sphere and is recognized 

by the national constitutions as one of the languages in the nation. Truly, after the 

imperialists exit, Igbo amongst other tribes like Hausa and Yoruba was taught in schools 

with developed curricula that improved the speaking and communication effectiveness of 

the Igbo speaking tribe and also those that wanted to learn it as second language (Nnagbo, 

2021). 

 

Egbulonu, (2015) summits that culture is the totality of people’s way of living. And that it 

is a set in human existence which includes beliefs, morals, customs, knowledge, habits, 

and other capabilities that are carried out by man as a useful part of the society. According 

to Ibrahim (2019) the culture of a people is often transmitted through the consistent 

speaking and use of language which shows the cultural identity of that individual or group 

of people. That through globalization the saturation of one culture over another has been 

made effective hence it is adequate for cultural identity which reveals values and traditions 

of the people be consciously taught by first the parents and the people that surrounds a 

person. The home should be the core and most effectual place where culture is transmitted 

instead of leaving it to the hands of teachers in schools which is practically the point of 

language dilution and evaporation. he researcher further revealed that of English is taught 

more effective in the schools and could exerts more influence on language and culture of 

the people then language like Igbo should be taught strongly at home and that the 

inferiority mentality and practices commonly seen amongst Africans in the use of language 

to identity others of the specific clans should be discourage by speaking more of that 

language. Suffice to say, Okoro (2018) revealed that consistent adherence to the rules of 

English language, holding the second language which is English as prestigious symbolism, 

and the belief that language cannot go into extinction is highly affecting the Igbo language. 

In realistic attack to this effect, the researcher established that the disappearance or 
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language shift which can easily take place if care is not taken leads to cultural shift or 

disappearance of such language. And when this happens it carries away the values, rituals 

and the customs performed by then Igbos which should be passed on from one generation 

to another.   

 

Language contact is considered as the ground of meeting by two or more languages that 

are foreign and a situation where one exerts more influence and becomes superior to the 

other forms of language (Ahmed & Daniel, 2019). The contact of language does not just 

take place, it results first in conflict of language and then gradually creates grounds for 

influence of one language over the lesser one. And the byproducts of language contact 

become multilingualism, bilingualism, code mixing, code switching, interference and 

borrowing. Thus, learning of English language in Igbo communities as official language 

for induces foreign cultures into the psyche of the natives of Igbo land thereby decimating 

the Igbo culture. Whereas foundations of the Igbo culture which are honesty, hard work, 

self-worth, brotherhood, hospitality, respect for human lives, sanctimonious living, etc. are 

opposed to the oppressive and abusive culture of English language which strips Igbo 

culture off these set of values. 

 

2.1 Implication of English Language Learning and Igbo Culture 

The use of English language and its learning surfaced after the colonization of Nigeria by 

Britain; this gave English language grounds hence it was made the official language- for 

schools, media communication, organizational set ups and other endeavours in the polity. 

The interest on African culture and language has in recent times created a global research 

space for black activism and studies which also differed most significantly form the normal 

Africa cultural researches. This also have slowed the cooperation of most whites in 

researching on constructs as such the simple reason is that Africans took to making 

researchers and publishing in different local languages to show how significant and vital 

language is to the human race. The use of English language in publishing ideals of the Igbo 

culture also took a toll in regards to global research space, this made open for African 

cultural research. the core of interaction of languages is to primarily complement each 

other for two languages that are in contact which is of positive influence. But the influence 

of English language has an overlapping negative and that is this study is core to uphold 

the pride of the culture of the Igbos (Rastas & NIkunen, 2019). 

 

Extensively, government of Nigeria, has made the dominance of English language to 

become possible because of its policy on English language learning and usage in every 

sphere of the country especially in carrying out basic functions whether job related or 

education per se. the government policies favour English language in that it is also a 
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prerequisite subject to be offered in schools and to be sat for in the senior school certificate 

exams while Igbo language is hardly taught neither do students appreciate it. Hence 

affecting the culture of the Igbos adversely. Upon these ground, Nnagbo (2021) advanced 

that there are great negative influences which the use of English communication had on 

Igbo language and culture and this can be seen in the issue of misspellings of names and 

observance of unpronounced letters that are found in Igbo words but are all practiced as 

pronounced letters in Igbo but not pronounced in English language- words such as Mba, 

Ume, Eze are spelt in English language with the use of “h” at the end of the words. 

 

3.1 Analyses of Research Questions  

Table 1   

Responses 

INS   NIS    IND  

 Total 

 

Percentages  

INS   NIS   IND 

1.78     8       14                          

2. 64    0       36 

3. 70    15     15 

4. 100   0      0 

5. 60    30     10 

6. 61     8      31  

7. 100   0      0 

8. 100   0      0 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

78       8          14 

64       0           36 

70       15         15 

100      0           0 

 60       30        10 

61         8         31 

100       0          0 

100       0          0 

 

The table revealed that item 1 was upheld by 78 percent of the respondent’s stance which 

opposed and annulled the responses of the remaining 8 and 14 percent that were for not 

in support and indifferent response tag. Thus Igbo traditional rituals and norms have lost 

relevance through use of English language and dominance in our communities. Items 2 

and 3 revealed that 64 percent and 70 percent respectively were in support of the statement 

of the instrument which means that though English language is used to make meanings of 

Igbo Language simpler to younger speakers and others in diaspora, it should not be made 

superior to Igbo language. And also that poor educational policies in schools is one of the 

factors that militate against the growth of Igbo language in Nigeria and Diaspora. 

 

Coherently, items 4, 5 and 6 in the table reveled thus that 100 percent, 60 percent and 

61percent respectively were in support of the statement and this validates the item. Upon 

this the researcher can forward that Perceptions of native Igbo speakers fight against 

growth of Igbo language ion Nigeria and the Diaspora. More so, English language should 

be used as complementary language and not as a core language in Igbo speaking 

communities. This means that schools within the Igbo speaking communities must teach 
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Igbo as a core subjects as against teaching English language as an option. And that more 

of literatures should be published while English language can be used as endnote 

translation mechanism in those same Igbo literatures. This means that a typical Igbo text 

should have English language as an endnote translation language or means just like the 

Shakespearean plays which has endnote interpretations of the ancient English usage. 

 

Ultimately, items 7 and 8 revealed thus that 100 percent and another 100 percent 

subscribed to the in-support response tag which means that the addition of unpronounced 

letters to Igbo spellings has influenced Igbo spellings, pronunciations and the 

communication through the use of Igbo hence the distortion of the cultural identity of the 

people. And that since English language transmits the knowledge of English culture then 

its dominance has affected Igbo language speaking and cultural identity and appearance 

negatively. This means that culture, language and the core heritage of the Igbo ethnic 

nation may has been watered down. 

 

3.2 Conclusion 

The analyses have revealed thus far that English language through its teaching transmits 

the knowledge of English culture which also adulterates the core cultural heritage and 

identity of the Igbo nation.  It also factually stated that the perception of native Igbo 

speakers as well as educational policies in the 5 Igbo states that make up the largest Igbo 

ethnic nation hinder the growth of Igbo language growth and dominance in Nigeria and 

Diaspora which means that making of English language learning as compulsory where 

Igbo language is just optional spells a great loss to the ethnic identity. Therefore, against 

all odds, it was measured out that Igbo language should be made compulsory while 

English language should be a complementary subject that can be used to make the terms, 

proverbs and the language of Igbo in a comprehensible thing. And also more literatures in 

Igbo language and structure of the culture and the values system should be produced in 

such a manner that English language can be used as endnote translation mechanisms to 

simplify the communication between authors and the various readers. 
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