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Abstract

Nigeria’s linguistic environment is characterized by remarkable diversity, with over 500 indigenous
languages coexisting alongside English and Nigerian Pidgin. Religious settings such as churches and
mosques represent important domains where multilingual practices are frequently observed. This study
examines patterns and functions of code-switching and language choice in Nigerian religious discourse,
particularly within Christian sermon contexts. Drawing on Fishman’s Domain Theory, Communication
Accommodation Theory, and Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model, the study analyzes sermon excerpts
and worship discourse to identify patterns of language alternation. Using qualitative discourse analysis of
twenty sermons collected from Nigerian churches, the study finds that code-switching between English,
Nigerian Pidgin, and indigenous languages serves several communicative functions, including audience
accommodation, rhetorical emphasis, identity construction, and emotional engagement. The findings
demonstrate that multilingual practices are not random but strategic communicative tools used by
religious leaders to reach diverse congregations. The study contributes to sociolinguistic research by
highlighting the role of religion as a key domain of multilingual interaction in Nigeria.
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Introduction

Nigeria is widely recognized as one of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world. Linguists
estimate that the country has over 500 indigenous languages distributed across numerous ethnic groups
(Bamgbose, 1991). English serves as the official language and the medium of instruction in education,
while indigenous languages dominate interpersonal communication within ethnic communities. Nigerian
Pidgin functions as a lingua franca that enables communication across linguistic and ethnic boundaries.

In such a multilingual environment, language users often engage in code-switching, which refers to the
alternation between two or more languages within a conversation or discourse (Gumperz, 1982). Code-
switching is particularly common in contexts where speakers interact with audiences possessing different
linguistic competencies.

One important domain where multilingual practices are highly visible is religion. Religious gatherings in
Nigeria frequently bring together individuals from diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. As a result,
religious leaders often switch between languages during sermons, prayers, and congregational interactions.
Religious discourse in Nigeria is therefore not only a spiritual activity but also a sociolinguistic
phenomenon. Through language choice, preachers negotiate identity, authority, and solidarity while
ensuring that religious messages are accessible to diverse audiences.

This study investigates patterns and motivations of code-switching in Nigerian religious settings, focusing
specifically on sermon discourse. The study argues that language choice in religious communication is a
strategic tool used to enhance comprehension, emotional engagement, and communal identity.

Literature Review

Code-Switching in Sociolinguistic Research

Code-switching has long been recognized as a common feature of multilingual communities. Gumperz
(1982) describes it as a conversational strategy that speakers use to convey contextual meaning and signal
social relationships. Myers-Scotton (1993) further argues that speakers select linguistic codes based on
social expectations and the symbolic meanings associated with each language. Studies across multilingual
societies have demonstrated that code-switching performs several communicative functions, including
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emphasis, clarification, topic shift, and identity construction. Wardhaugh and Fuller (2015) note that
code-switching reflects speakers’ ability to navigate complex social and linguistic environments.

Recent research has expanded the study of code-switching into domains such as education, digital
communication, and religious discourse, highlighting its importance as a communicative resource in
multilingual societies.

Multilingualism in Nigeria

Nigeria’s multilingual nature has been extensively documented in sociolinguistic literature. Bamgbose
(1991) describes Nigeria as a “linguistic mosaic,” where languages perform different social roles. English
is typically associated with formal institutions such as government, education, and the media. Indigenous
languages function as markers of ethnic identity and cultural heritage, while Nigerian Pidgin facilitates
informal communication across ethnic groups (Faraclas, 1996). Because of these overlapping linguistic
functions, speakers often switch between languages depending on context, audience, and communicative
goals.

Language and Religion in Nigeria

Religion has historically played a crucial role in language development and maintenance. Missionary
activities during the colonial period contributed to the translation of religious texts into indigenous
languages, thereby promoting literacy and linguistic standardization.

In contemporary Nigeria, religious institutions remain important sites for language use and innovation.
Sermons, prayers, hymns, and testimonies frequently incorporate multiple languages to accommodate
diverse congregations.

Previous studies suggest that religious leaders employ multilingual discourse to enhance comprehension
and emotional connection with congregants. However, systematic studies focusing specifically on
patterns of code-switching within Nigerian sermons remain limited.

This study therefore seeks to contribute to the growing body of research on language and religion in
multilingual societies.

Theoretical Framework
This study is guided by three sociolinguistic theories: Fishman’s Domain Theory, Communication
Accommodation Theory, and Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model.

Fishman’s Domain Theory
Fishman (1972) proposed that language use in multilingual societies is structured according to domains
such as family, education, government, and religion. Each domain tends to favor particular languages
based on social expectations.

Religion represents an important sociolinguistic domain in Nigeria because it brings together individuals
from diverse linguistic backgrounds. Within this domain, English often functions as the language of
formal sermon delivery, while indigenous languages and Nigerian Pidgin are used for clarification and
emotional expression.

Communication Accommodation Theory

Communication Accommodation Theory (Giles, 1973) explains how speakers adjust their language in
response to their audience in order to achieve effective communication and social approval.
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In religious contexts, pastors often modify their language to match the linguistic preferences of their
congregations. This process of convergence helps reduce social distance and strengthen rapport between
speakers and listeners.

Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model

According to Myers-Scotton (1993), speakers choose linguistic codes based on the social meanings
attached to them.

In Nigerian religious settings:

English often represents authority and formality

Indigenous languages signal cultural identity

Nigerian Pidgin conveys informality and solidarity

Switching between these codes allows preachers to manage relationships with their congregations.

Methodology

Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative discourse analysis approach to examine patterns of language use in
Nigerian religious discourse.

The qualitative method allows for detailed examination of language use within its social and cultural
context.

Data Collection

Data were collected from three primary sources:

Recorded church sermons, Participant observation of worship services, and Online sermon broadcasts

A total of 20 sermons from Nigerian churches were analyzed. The sermons ranged from 20 to 45 minutes
in length.

Sampling Procedure

The study employed purposive sampling, selecting sermons that demonstrated multilingual language use.
Selection criteria included:

Sermons delivered in multilingual congregations, Sermons containing observable code-switching and
Sermons representing different church denominations

Data Transcription
All sermons were transcribed using orthographic transcription, preserving the original language forms.
Instances of language switching were carefully marked.

Analytical Method

The data were analyzed using discourse analysis, focusing on:

Types of code-switching, Frequency of language shifts, Communicative functions of switching
Each instance of code-switching was categorized according to its communicative purpose.

Data Analysis
Types of Code-Switching

Three main types of code-switching were observed.

Inter-sentential Switching
Language switching occurs between sentences.

Example:
“God will deliver you from every problem.
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Olorun yo60 gba o lowo gbogbo wahala.”

Intra-sentential Switching

Switching occurs within the same sentence.
Example:

“Chineke will perform a miracle in your life.”

Tag Switching

A short expression from another language is inserted.
Example:

“God is faithful, amen o!”

Distribution of Code-Switching

Analysis of the twenty sermons revealed the following distribution:
Language Combination, Frequency and Percentage

English — Indigenous language

58/48%

English — Nigerian Pidgin

43 /36%

Indigenous language — English insertions
20/16%

The results indicate that English—indigenous language switching is the most common pattern.

Functions of Code-Switching

Emphasis and Message Reinforcement

Preachers frequently repeat key points in another language to reinforce the message.
Example:

“The Lord will bless you abundantly.

God go bless una well well.”

Audience Accommodation

Switching languages helps accommodate diverse linguistic groups.
Example:

“God can heal every sickness.

Yesu na iya warkar da kowace cuta.”

Cultural Identity
Indigenous languages reinforce cultural identity.
Example: “Chineke agaghi echefu umu ya.”

Emotional Expression

Switching to indigenous languages often occurs during prayers.
Example: “Father, we thank you.

Olorun wa, a dupe lowo r¢.”

Discussion

The findings indicate that code-switching in Nigerian religious discourse is both strategic and functional.
Fishman’s Domain Theory explains why multilingual practices occur within the religious domain.
Communication Accommodation Theory clarifies how preachers adapt their language to their audience,
while the Markedness Model explains how language choices signal social relationships and identities.

15



DR. ALIYU, ADAORA E.A & DR. IKELE ALOCHUKWU L.M: CODE-SWITCHING AND LANGUAGE CHOICE IN NIGERIAN RELIGIOUS
SETTINGS

Religious discourse therefore reflects broader sociolinguistic dynamics within Nigerian society.

Conclusion

This study examined patterns and functions of code-switching in Nigerian religious settings. The findings
demonstrate that multilingual practices are essential tools for effective religious communication.

Through strategic language switching, religious leaders enhance comprehension, strengthen emotional
engagement, and reinforce communal identity. Future studies may expand this research through
ethnographic fieldwork across multiple regions and religious traditions in Nigeria.
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