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Abstract

This paper examines the English Language and Gender Issues in Nigeria. The term gender has come to
be associated with many terminologies such as gender identity, gender distinction, gender role, gender
studies and gender conventions in an attempt to bring out a range of differences between men and
women. Specifically, the paper focuses on gender communication in English Language as a way of
highlighting gender differences in communication. In this connection, attempt is made to show how
language reflects the difference in social status between genders. Certain communication practices
which reflect notions about gender and also create concepts of genders will be discussed. The supposed
social and cultural constructions of masculinities and femininities can best be assessed in the context of
language activities where it could be determined whether women process it differently. The challenges
that women face due to the issue of gender in the Nigeria society will also be highlighted.

Introduction

Over the years, English Language has come to be regarded as the world language. Among its
characteristics are its unending flexibility, possibility and adaptability. Many countries of the
world including Nigeria use English Language for various purposes and have experimented with
it as a language of communication, business, education, and politics. It is the language of the
modern society. Eka (2009) observes that from being the language of a very small nation,
(England), the English language spread over the rest of the British Isles and from the early days
of colonization in the Americas, the pace increased. As people migrated to other nations, and
settled down, the language also found its way into their everyday communication. It has virtually
become a global language.

The use of gender to refer to masculinity and femininity as types is attested throughout the
history of modern English from about the 14th Century (Hodges and Whitten, 1984). The Greek
Philosopher Protagoras used the terms "masculine”, "feminine" or neuter to classify nouns,
introducing the concept of grammatical gender. The usage of gender in the context of
grammatical distinctions is a specific and technical usage. Early in the decade, gender was used
in ways consistent with both the history of English and the roots of words. However, by the end
of the decade consensus was achieved among feminists regarding this terminology. It was
argued that human life is based on social distinctions which are also anchored on matters of
gender.

The emergence of single-sex schools according to Kaminer (1998) hastened the revival of
separate gender roles. He also notes that in peasant societies, gender roles are likely to be
more clearly defined. In the last two decades of the 20th century, the use of gender in
academics increased greatly, outnumbering uses of sex in the social sciences. This indicates
acceptance of the feminist theory of human nature. However in many instances, the term
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“gender” still refers to sexual distinctions. The third objective of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) announced in the 2000 declaration aims “to promote gender equality and
empower women”. This goal attempted to set a target to eliminate gender disparity in primary
and secondary education by 2005. It was observed that although the overall ratio of girls per
hundred boys entering primary education in the developing world advanced from 87 to 94
between 1990 and 2005, the UN MDG Report for 2008 disclosed that 113 countries failed to
achieve parity. The lowest ratios are found in rural areas within Sub-Saharan Africa where
extreme poverty compels girls to perform domestic tasks such as collecting water and firewood,
rather than attend school.

The overview above attests to the fact that there is gender issues the world over. These are
imminent in language, politics, job placement and attitude of the people towards women. The
former UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, once said that there is no tool for development more
effective than the education of girls. The Convention to Eliminate all Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) spells out the areas in which women experience discrimination and
commits countries to amend their laws, construct national gender policies that create avenues
to deliver them. Part of the CEDAW endorsement came at the Fourth World Conference on
women held in Beijing in September 1995. Governments committed themselves to the Beijing
Platform for Action for eradication of discrimination against women.

From the background given above, it is obvious that women experience some forms of
discrimination including language expression. It is the task of this paper therefore to assess the
Nigerian situation as for as the use of English language by women is concerned.

Feminism and Gender Studies

The philosopher and feminist Simone de Beauvoir applied existentialism to women'’s experience
in life. “One is not born a woman, one becomes one” Butter (1985). In context, this is a
philosophical statement; women are given some orientation expected of their sex. Within
feminist theory, terminology for gender issues developed over the 1970s. The use of ‘innate
gender’ ‘learned’ ‘sex roles’, ‘sex’ became popular. By 1980 most feminist writings had agreed
on using gender for socio-culturally adapted traits. In gender studies the term gender came to
be associated with social and cultural construction of masculinities and femininities. The way
human beings behave as masculine or feminine interacts with social expectations. It is no
accident therefore that American myths focus on the active male and the supporting female, or
that Aristotle described women as “deformity, a misbegotten male”. This prejudice plays out in
our everyday life when a man or woman is judged differently because he or she does not
present the correct gender.

In English both 'sex’ and 'gender' can be used in contexts where they could not be substituted,
examples, 'sexual intercourse’, 'safe sex/, 'sex worker' and 'gender'. Other languages like German
or Dutch, use the same word: de Geschlecht or nl: geslacht, to refer not only to biological sex,
but social differences as well, making a distinction between biological sex and gender. In
Swedish, gender is translated with the linguistically cognate sv: genus, including sociological
contexts. A common distinction is made between Kon (sex) and genus (gender).

In French, the word, ‘sexes’ is widely used for both 'sex' and 'gender' in everyday context.
However, the word genre is used to refer to gender in academic contexts, (Thorne, & Henley,
1975). It may be reasoned from the above discussion that historically, the word gender means
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things that we treat differently because of their inherent differences". According to Porter and
Samovar (1985), it has three applications in Contemporary English. Most commonly, it is applied
to the general difference between men and women, without any overt assumptions regarding
biology or sociology. Sometimes, however, the usage is technical; it refers to the theory of
human nature. Finally the same word ‘gender’ is also commonly applied to the concept of
distinctive word categories in certain languages. In the context of this paper, the first
application holds: that is the general differences between men and a woman as far as language
application is concerned.

Issues in Language

Language is the medium through which a people express its world view. Like culture, language
is learned and it serves to convey thought, transmit values, beliefs, perceptions, norms and
actions, (Penington, 1985). Other components of language include attitudes, temporality,
religion, myths, expressive forms, relationships, communication networks and interpolative
patterns. The importance of language to communication is most obvious when people speak
different languages. Yet differences in meaning across culture can be just as significant when
each culture or people use the same language. If a British native tells a Nigerian friend to close
the trunk, the Nigerian friend may not know immediately what to do due to the use of trunk. This
is only a typical example, but Porter and Samovar (1985) observes that objects, experiences,
and feelings have a particular label or name solely because a community of people have
arbitrarily decided to name them so.

In the Nigerian context, significant differences occur in communication patterns across genders.
These differences manifest in written, verbal and non-verbal usages which also reflect
differences in social status between genders. For the purpose of this write-up, the following
discussion will centre on Gender and Communication.

Gender and Communication

Tannen (1990) agrees that communication is a process of transferring information from one
source to another. Communication processes are sign-mediated interactions between at least
two people who share a repertoire of signs and semiotic rules. Communication is commonly
defined as "the imparting or interchange of thoughts, opinions, or information by speech, writing
or signs". Communication requires that all parties have an area of communicative commonality.
There are auditory means, such as speaking, singing and sometimes tone of voice, nonverbal,
physical means, such as body language, sign language, paralanguage, touch, eye contact and by
using writing. The process requires a vast repertoire of skills in intrapersonal and interpersonal
processing, listening, observing, speaking, questioning, analyzing and evaluating. It is through
communication that collaboration and cooperation occur.

Both men and women learn and use language; however as it is observed by Wood (1994),
chemically, they appear to process it differently. Differences in male and female use of
language are likely reflections both of biological preferences, aptitude, and learned patterns.
This naturally leads us to the question of gender performativity. Here we wish to assess how
males and females perform some language acts.

Written Communication
Communication occurs at three levels of semiotic rules. These are syntactic, (formal properties
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of signs and symbols), pragmatic (concerned with relations between signs, expressions and
their users) and semantic (study of relationships between signs and symbols and what they
represent). Communication is a social interaction and any use of language for communication
exhibits an attitude.

Emecheta (1985) a renowned feminist writer portrays the language of her female character as
consisting of apologetic statements which depict self pity and submission in a male dominated
society. At the early stage, a child is taught different linguistic practices. Communicative
behaviours which are acceptable for boys, for instance, may be considered inappropriate for
girls. Thus, women experience linguistic discrimination in two ways: In the way they are taught
to use language and, in the way, general language usage treats them. (Thorne and Henley 1975)
Concerning written communication, girls are taught the more formal styles such as neat and
decipherable handwriting, use of polite written expressions and total avoidance of slangs. A few
examples will suffice here. A male student has the total liberty to use careless sometimes very
untidy handwriting, inappropriate and archaic expressions/words. A girl who attempts to do so
will quickly be blamed: why do you write like this? Are you a boy? Women reflect their social
roles by adopting linguistic practices such as use of question tags, qualifiers and fillers to
soften their messages. Even when some men lack the ability to depict the right meaning as
shown in their handwriting, spatial arrangement of words or the use of emotive words, they
hardly take any blame because of their masculinity (gender). Wole Soyinka demonstrates his
masculinity in the sorts of language items he uses in The Road, The Interpreters, and The Strong
Breed.

Verbal Communication

The main composition of verbal communication is orality. This is seen in dialogue, speech,
lecture and debates. Here linguistic elements such as tone of the voice, enunciation, pitch, come
into play. Men are seen to play their gender roles (Wood 1994). The tone of their voice is harsh,
authoritative and can reverberate throughout the length and breadth of a venue. In fact they end
up generating "noise" as a form of communication, such that reception and decoding of content
may be faulty and the desired effect of the presentation defeated.

Research on gender and language reveals that female language strategies invariably emulate
the sub-ordinate, nonaggressive role of women in the society. Seen across various professions
such as teaching, news-casting, preaching, the system of signals such as voice quality, emotion,
speaking style, rhythm, pitch and stress are well manipulated by women. Their performances
are also seen in areas of precision, adequacy, tonal voice modulations and fluctuations. Tannen
(1990) notes that the ways in which concepts of social relationship and their accompanying
communication patterns differ between genders are parallel to gender differences in world view.

Non-Verbal Communication

This is the process of communicating through sending and receiving of wordless messages.
Nonverbal communication relies mostly on the use of gesture, body language, posture,
movement, facial expression and eye contact. Message can also be communicated through
objects such as clothing, hairstyle, skin, or symbols and infographics. Here again, society
provides a string of perception, or models of behaviour appropriate to the one gender or the
other. Men tend to act out their gender in a repetitive manner. They display gender attributes
which are sometimes outrageous but 'acceptable’ as for society's expectations are concerned.
They move with enormous force, shoulders held high and posture highly elevated. Besides they
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occupy a lot of space. Wood (1994) points out that difference in the amount of space given to
and taken by women and men reflect societal gender roles.

Men communicate a great deal in their facial expression, eye contact and body language,
(Uruzjzian, 2018). Our male Nigerian artists act out gender characteristics which are against the
norms of the society. Their female counterparts are 'incapable’ of performing such roles for the
mere reason that such attributes belong to a man.

Gender Issues and the Challenges of the Nigerian Woman

The Nigerian woman faces a number of challenges with regard to the issue of gender in the
Nigerian society. A woman is expected to play certain predetermined roles; elements of such
include clothing, speech patterns, movement, occupations and political affiliation etc. Hall and
Buchattz (2008) argue that "there is huge incentive for a child to concede to socialization with
gender shaping the individual's opportunities for education, work, family, sexuality, reproduction,
authority and to make an impact on the production of culture and knowledge". Adults who do
not perform these ascribed roles are perceived from this perspective as deviants and improperly
socialized.

Ackner (2002) see gender issues in the following interacting social processes.

i. The construction of divisions along lines of gender, such as those which are
produced by labour, power, family, the state, even allowed behaviours and
location in physical space.

ii. The construction of symbols and images such as languages, ideology, dress and
the media, that explain, express and reinforce, or sometimes oppose those
divisions.

iii. Interactions between men and women, women and women; and men and men
which involve any form of dominance and submission.

iv. The way in which the preceding three processes help to produce gendered
components of individual identity, i.e. the way in which they create and maintain
an image of a gendered self.

V. Gender is implicated in fundamental, on-going processes of creating and
conceptualizing social structures.

It is apparent from the above dichotomy that gender is transfigured into a vehicle for the
social division of power. Gender difference is a mere construct of society used to enforce
the distinctions between a man and a woman and allow for domination of masculinity over
femininity, (Effiong, (2019); Lakoff; 1975).

It follows from this view that by the cultural codes and conventions of the Nigerian society,
men are allocated specific traits where language application is given a consideration. Men
have the liberty to use English Language even arbitrarily so long as the society approves,
(Udoka, 2021). This is an acceptable gender attribute. It is not uncommon for the Nigerian
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male to flare up with the opposite gender using an abusive language: idiot, bastard, harlot,
you are very stupid. | am going to deal with you.

All that a woman can do in this situation is to retreat out of a gendered self image. A man is
ready to use all manners of language codes to communicate feelings and thoughts.
Differences in language usage and patterns suggest that gender is an important factor in
the Nigeria society. Conversational theorists have studied the way in which interruptions;
turn taking and the setting of topics recreate gender inequality in the flow of ordinary talk,
(Ackner 2002). The way we behave as masculine or feminine interacts with social
expectations. Politically, a man's orientation is equally different. He may use all sorts of foul
language during campaigns in order to run down his opponent. In the Nigeria socio-political
context, a woman is not supposed to be lousy as a weaker sex let alone rain verbal abuses
on her opponent. In an attempt to fulfill society's expectations, according to Effiong,
Kingdom, and Wordu, (2018), she limits herself to monotones, dialogue and mild
expressions which are a direct opposite of the masculine language usage of his male
counterpart.

In any language act a sender and a receiver are linked reciprocally. In a speech act for
example, the sender's personal fillers and the receiver's personal fillers may vary depending
upon gender, which may alter content. This important function of language is never fully
achieved by women. According to Enang, Urujzian, Udoka, (2013), the way women use
simplistic terms, in communication suggest that women are discriminated against in
language application. Women see talk as essence of a relationship while men use talk to
exert control, preserve independence and enhance status. Research on gender and
language,such as Enang, Eshiet, Udoka, (2013), and Udoka, (2021), reveals that female
language strategies invariably emulate the subordinate, non-aggressive role of women in the
Nigerian society. Female communication in the law court, classroom, politics, business and
the society at large portray women as submissive, less independent, and less competitive.
The tendency in the Nigerian society is to imply that maleness is the standard for normalcy;
we hear of such references about women: "woman doctor’, "a chairperson’, and an
academic doctor as "Dr. (Mrs.)". What we have come to know about gender then is reflected
in our language usage.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper sets to discuss English Language and Gender Issues in Nigeria. The discussion
reveals that communication plays a significant role in gender issues in Nigeria. The
communication perspective has made it possible for us to examine gender communication
from the point of view of written, verbal and nonverbal codes of language. The overview
study has revealed that differences exist between males and females in their application of
language. In this case, it is possible to conclude that gender influences usage. This
difference can create problems in communication especially in the school system.
Awareness of such problem can be helpful in ungrouping gender role in the Nigerian society.

Government should embark on programmes that will increase sensitivity to gender. By
learning not to assume that men and women are the same, we can become more sensitive
to the fact that men and women's values and goals may differ and generally, their written,
verbal and nonverbal language will vary as well. Avoiding societal preconceptions,
stereotypes and misinterpretations can help us to ignore assumed difference between



AKSU Annals of Sustainable Development, Volume 4 Number 1, June 2026; ISSN: (P) 3027-0499; ISSN: (E) 3043-4955

females and males. The tendency to evaluate women communication as subjective and
men's as objective and aggressive should be discouraged. We should recognize this as a
style and not a form of social misfit.
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