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Abstract 
In recent times, there is evidence of the emergence of new linguistic dynamics in the social media 
communication engagements in the Nigerian social media culture which have consequently impacted the 
visibility of the Yoruba language. The use of Yoruba has become part of a lot of users’ everyday social 
communication practices thereby promoting the language to be more visible in the arena of social media 
platforms. This study is interested in evaluating the nature of and the extent to which the language is used on 
social media, understanding its presence to the development of social media repertoire, and how it has become 
the dominant local medium through which many Nigerian social media users negotiate and express their 
identities. The motivation for this practice, and how it is employed as a discoursal means of language promotion 
will also be investigated. The data contain Instagram comments that exhibit pure Yoruba and code mixing 
between Yoruba and English/Nigerian Pidgin English; and from the data, it is evident that Yoruba is gaining 
more popularity on social media networks amidst the dense multilingualism of Nigeria. The findings reveal that 
social media provide a discursive platform for the users to be able to reinforce dominant representation of the 
language. The paper concludes that Yoruba is emerging as a popular language of the Nigerian internet culture. 
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1. Background of the Study 
The introduction of the mobile phone and internet services in Nigeria has rapidly increased and broadened the 
horizons of studies on Computer Mediated Communication (CMC), and the development and widespread use of 
social media allow extensive examination of the relationship between language and social variables such as age, 
ethnicity, and gender (Anderson, 2015). There has been an ongoing discussion on language and media and this 
discussion continues to grow. Blyth (2008, p. 48) explains language on the internet as a “genuine new medium”. 
Amongst other features of the internet is linguistic diversity which describes the multilingual nature of the 
internet today (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011). The study of multilingualism on the internet is relatively new area 
of research. Leppanen and Peuronen (2012) provided three reasons for this. The first reason is that in the 1990s, 
most websites and internet users were English speaking. Secondly, English was usually chosen as the vehicular 
language of internet by users who had no other shared language. Finally, in the early days, computers and the 
internet operated on the basis of ‘American Standard Code for Information Interchange’ which hindered the easy 
computing in other alphabets or character sets different from those of English. The internet has however, begun 
to experience change in linguistic diversification from the early 2000s. By now, just one third of internet users 
are English speaking, Chinese-speaking users made up 22.1%, while Spanish-speaking users were at 7.9% (ibid). 
Although Nigeria is a dense multilingual speech community of over 500 languages, and about 250 ethnic groups, 
of these languages, Yoruba, Hausa, Igbo are considered major languages, and each of them serves as first 
language to over 20 million speakers (Akande et al., 2011). Specifically, Yoruba language serves as mother 
tongue to roughly 30 million people from Western Nigeria. There are about 26 dialects of the language. These 
dialects are distinct from one another based on the differences in the pronunciation, grammatical structure and 
vocabulary (Fajobi, 2012). In addition to these major languages is the Nigerian Pidgin English (NPE). The NPE 
is not a language of any specific group in Nigeria; rather it is a general Nigerian language. This is mainly so 
because of its neutrality based on its geographical, ethnicity and class spread. About 70 million people speak 
NPE as a second language, while three to five million people have it as their first language (Ihemere, 2006, as 
cited in Gbogi, 2016), and this places it as the language with the highest number of speakers in Nigeria. However, 
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of all the existing languages in Nigeria, English enjoys the highest pecking order. It is the official language, 
language of education, and language of government. 

The Nigerian online community is a pulsating and vibrant speech community which fulfils important 
communicative role of its members whose linguistic repertoires include the Nigerian local languages, the English 
language and the Nigerian Pidgin English. The Nigerian youth engagements with social media and popular 
culture in general are essential mechanisms for creating identity, translanguaging, lexical inventions, making 
linguistic choices by which certain languages are made more visible and audible than others. Research has 
proved that media and electronic technology are strong devices by which contemporary urban culture can be 
passed and language maintained (see Colangelo, 2020; Crystal, 2000; Schroeder, 2016; Sefton-Green, 2006). 
The development and spread of the internet have altered language by activating a blow-up of new vocabularies, 
genres, styles, and different linguistic practices, and Nigerian youths continue to engage within the digital space 
to discover and participate in creative ways of representing themselves using language and other practices. These 
practices afford them grounds to not only exchange information, but also perform various identities which reflect 
who they are, how they want to be seen, and how they perceive the world. Youth affiliations and preferences as 
well as regular strategies they deploy to negotiate subjectivities are portrayed by connections between language 
and identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). The relationship between language and identity on the internet has the 
power to affect and activate social meanings. Hinrich (2006) observes that using Jamaican Creole in online 
interactions not only tend to add communicative value but create a particular style, performance of ‘the identity 
of a typical Jamaican in conversation’ (p. 110).  

In a dense multilingual environment as the Nigerian online community, the exploration for identity becomes the 
primary origin of social meaning where users structure their meaning on the premise of what they are rather than 
what they do. It is not a surprise that local languages are emerging in the community in spite of the powerful 
presence of English as the de facto language of Nigeria’s online communication. Language plays an important 
role in identity construction. The process of belonging to a group has always been achieved to a great extent by 
gaining knowledge of the purposes, social distribution, and understanding of language (Ochs & Schieffelin, 
1984). Identity has been described not to be based on a lasting awareness of self but on the options one makes in 
various situations over time (Henriquez et al., 1984). Through language, a user has the capability to consciously 
and unconsciously perform much more than identity by the textual choices they make; they have the permissive 
grounds to create and recreate who they are (Warschauer, 2002). As opposed to the earlier times when the 
language of the internet was strictly English (reasons explained above), there is now the development and spread 
of languages other than the Standard English. This is a consequence of many factors which include a 
demographic broadening of the cyberspace and a reflection of a wider media movement called localization (see 
Kachru, 1992). However, more important consideration assigned to the emergence of languages on the internet is 
the crucial function the languages perform in contention of meaning and identity. 

2. Methodology 
Up till now, there has never been a developed framework specifically for the analysis of online multilingualism. 
Researchers have cast their works within the theories of traditional sociolinguistics (e.g., Kim et al., 2014), 
pragmatics (e.g., Antoniou & Katsos, 2017), and discourse analysis (e.g., Blackledge, 2008); and popular 
analytical methods employed by these theories are conversational analysis, critical discourse analysis, and 
interactional analysis (Lee, 2016). This study is qualitative in nature. The researcher adopted the approach of 
online ethnography which required her to observe how Nigerian youths made linguistic choices of 
translanguaging in Yoruba with no contact with the participants. A virtual ethnography requires that the 
ethnographic concepts, outlooks, and methods of traditional ethnography be applied to online settings (Hart, 
2017). As an online ethnographic work, the study relied on observation in order to be able to account for the 
participants’ behaviour and culture. The study is very contextualized, thoroughly descriptive, and has 
interpretative framework. The researcher observed the manner in which the participants engaged in natural 
online activity, aiming to understand this activity soundly from their viewpoints. This provided a comprehensive 
description of the online activity and also provided an explanation for the importance of the activity. The data for 
this study are screen-based data which were the textual outputs of online users that they produced in their online 
engagements under the posts the researcher considered for this study. The comments were derived from a very 
popular youth-based Nigerian blog on Instagram; it is Instablog9ja with a 6.1 million followership. This page 
was chosen because it had large followership and its followers mostly consisted of Nigerian youths. The page 
therefore suits the typical idea of a culturally diverse domain on many grounds. The data obtained from the 
platform were public because the platform was not password protected, everyone on Instagram could view and 
follow it, and it had no security settings. Also, the data are not sensitive. They are everyday opinions, ideas 
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which have no possibilities to ruin participants should their data get revealed to new audiences. The contents of 
the data do not include “criminal activities such as driving offences or the use of illegal drugs; financial 
problems; mental health issues and feelings of suicide; extramarital sexual activity; controversial political 
opinions and activism” for which a researcher must seek informed consent from participants (Townsend & 
Wallace, 2016, p. 11). Going by this baseline for seeking informed consent for social media data, this work did 
not seek consent or work on the data with regard to protecting anonymity. The derived transcripts reveal the 
extent of the frequency of the presence of Yoruba in the comment sections. The result shows that besides Yoruba 
there is barely the appearance of any other Nigerian local language in the blog investigated which by extension 
represents the social realities of Yoruba and other Nigerian local languages on social media.  

3. Does the Nigerian Music Factor Come to Play? 

There is a symbiotic relationship between social media and music. First, most music artists are on social media 
platforms where they not only socialize but also use their pages to give out information about their music, and 
circulate them. Circulation through social media is easier and wider, giving ingress to many groups especially the 
youth. Second, most of the artists’ followers on social media are also their fans, and a high portion of them are 
youths. Hence, social media serve as a channel which helps to create a visualized community. With the 
understanding that the Nigerian youth who are ardent fans of the Nigerian music are those who make a high 
proportion of the Nigerian online community, it may not be far-fetched to argue that the linguistic choices and 
practices in the music arena are transferred to the internet culture. Therefore, variations in forms and uses of 
Yoruba on social media may be reflections of the diversity of the language used by artists, song writers, whose 
linguistic practices push Yoruba dominance in the linguistic space of the Nigerian entertainment subculture.  

Yoruba language has always had a special place in the musical direction of Nigeria from the precolonial era to 
the post-independence present-day Nigeria (Adedeji, 2010). It is the indigenous language of Lagos which has 
always enjoyed being in powerful tactical spot; Lagos is the commercial and entertainment capital of Nigeria, 
and this has made it to continuously attract migrants from all over Nigeria and internationally including 
musicians. Different genres of Nigerian music which now have global recognition originated in Lagos, a Yoruba 
city in the western region of Nigeria which has been an important influence in contributing and setting the 
footing for the growth and increase of the spread of Nigeria’s popular music. For example, juju, a genre of pop 
music which uses Yoruba aesthetics, text, originated in Lagos in the 1920 (Waterman, 1990). This is same as 
with afrobeat, another popular genre whose origin is credited to Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, a Yoruba man. It has a 
fusion of English, Nigerian Pidgin English, and Yoruba, i.e., its lyrics are in English, Nigerian Pidgin English 
laden with Yoruba subtleties (Cester, 1998). Similarly, fuji, a popular genre of music is also with Yoruba origin. 
In spite of their origin, these styles of music are performed to and loved by audiences of heterogeneous ethnic 
backgrounds and linguistic leanings beyond the confines of Yorubaland where the language and other aspects of 
the culture are presented. Hip hop is another genre which rocks the Nigerian pop music culture. Although hip 
hop has its origin dated back to the African-American pop culture, it continues to grow in Nigeria to the point 
where it has now been renamed afro hip hop to express the imaginations of the Nigerian youth. This variant is 
characterized by a blend of English and one or more indigenous languages. Adedeji (2010) suggests that the 
influence of Yoruba on juju and the growth of Nigeria’s own hip hop have motivated artists who have different 
tribal affinities from Yoruba to now embrace the language in order to be accessible to the mainstream of artistic 
recognition. This claim may be supported with the fact that not only are Yoruba words used by artists of Yoruba 
descent in their music, but even popular artists of other tribal affinities have heavy presence of Yoruba in their 
lyrics. This defies natural linguistic expectations as it would be assumed that an artist be more inclined to their 
tribal extractions than other ethnicities especially in an extremely complex multilingual speech community like 
Nigeria where the linguistic structure is sensitive and highly political in nature (Adeoye, 2013). 

The influence of Yoruba on these genres of Nigerian music is not only projected in the language, but also in the 
instrumentation used in their delivery. Omobiyi (1981) notes that such instruments as talking drums whose 
variants are dùndún, gan-gan, bàtá, omele, àkúbà and shèkèrè, have ever been present and have had a long 
history in the Yoruba music culture. These musical items are always present in both jùjú and fújì. They are also 
combined with foreign modules like guitar, keyboard, microphone, and so forth. Gbèdu is also a kind of Yoruba 
drum which was present amongst the musical instruments of Fela, the one whom afrobeat origin is credited to. 
Overall, the entertainment value of Yoruba can be tied to its huge presence in the Nigerian music which has a 
high acceptance and appreciation in Nigeria and beyond. This is evident in the amount of its presence for 
instance in the airwaves, streets, and social events both locally and internationally. All the genres above 
constitute a very influential component in the mainstream Nigerian pop music and in the Nigerian entertainment 
scene at large. 



ijel.ccsenet.

The long h
most of th
pop artists
Alade, Sim
their ethni
their cultu
reputation 
additional 
coloring to

4. Data An
This study
Nigerian b
Yoruba co
them. The
undiluted Y
comments
Nigerian P
they are E
structures 

 

.org 

history of the i
e contemporar

s are from the 
mi, Kizz Danie
ic affiliations i
ure into their m

and social st
voice which p

o their lyrics w

nalysis 
y is a qualita
blog with a 6.
de switched/m

e presence of 
Yoruba senten
; yet some oth

Pidgin English
English words a

of both langua

In

impact of Yoru
ry popular arti
Yoruba speech
el, Teni, Tems
in their artistr
music and hav
tanding. Code
provides them 

which magnetiz

tive analysis 
1 million foll

mixed commen
Yoruba in the

nces, others hav
hers have hybr

h and not part o
and Yoruba wo
ages which the

nternational Jou

uba on the Nig
sts in Nigeria.
h community. 
s, Fireboy, Asa
ry as vocabula
ve been able to
e mixing Yoru
with a differen

ze their fans’ a

which used I
owership. The

nts, and they ha
e comments is
ve only lexica
ridized words 
of the vocabul
ords that were

en were approp

urnal of English 

106 

gerian pop mu
 This means th
For instance, 

ake, etc. are Y
ary of Yoruba 
o portray Yoru
uba in a song 
nt vocabulary 

attention.  

Instagram com
e items below
ave been under
s in varying d
al forms of Yor

which are co
lary stock of N
e creatively an
priated locally 

Linguistics

usic is also refl
hat most of the
Davido, Wizk

Yoruba, and the
are not lackin
uba as a repre

is an attemp
that they use t

mments under 
w present selec

rlined in color
degrees. While
ruba within En
inages that are

Nigerian Engli
d wittily blend
applicable me

lected in the et
e biggest and s
kid, Tiwa Sava
ey have time a

ng in their son
esentation of v
t to be local, 
to express them

posts made b
cted screensho
rs for the purpo
e some comme
nglish or Niger
e not from the
ish or even Sta
ded with the p
eanings. 

Vol. 13, No. 5;

thnic extractio
successful Nig
age, Olamide, Y
and again refle

ngs. They wea
very positive s

and taking o
mselves and ad

by Instablog9j
ts of transcrip
oses of spotlig
ents were mad
rian Pidgin En
e existing wor
andard English
honetic and le

2023 

ns of 
erian 
Yemi 
ected 
ve-in 

social 
on an 
dding 

9ja, a 
pts of 
hting 
de in 

nglish 
ds in 

h, but 
exical 

 



ijel.ccsenet.

 

 

.org Innternational Jouurnal of English 

107 

Linguistics Vol. 13, No. 5; 2023 

 

 



ijel.ccsenet.

 
5. Discuss
Code swit
distinct va
When cod
code switc
separately 

.org 

sion 
tching and co

arieties. Anyon
e switching is 
ching (Holmes
in different co

In

ode mixing ar
ne who speaks 

constrained by
s, 2001). The d
ontexts sugges

nternational Jou

re the inevitab
more than one
y where speak
decision for a 
sts that each la

urnal of English 

108 

 

 

 

ble consequen
e language cho
kers happen to 

speaker to lea
anguage has a 

Linguistics

nce of multilin
ooses between 
be, it can be ca

arn or have mo
social function

ngualism. It is
them accordin
alled domain-b

ore than a lang
n which no oth

Vol. 13, No. 5;

 

s moving betw
ng to circumsta
based or situat

guage and use 
her language c

2023 

 

 

ween 
ances. 
ional 
them 
could 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 13, No. 5; 2023 

109 

fulfill, and that each language symbolizes that speaker. As a result of the symbolic nature of languages, choice of 
languages is usually used to define a situation, rather than the situation defining the choice of languages. One of 
the ways the Nigerian youth establish their social identities, a way of positioning themselves within the linguistic 
structure of the Nigerian society is belonging to socially recognized groups. The majority of members of the 
Nigerian online community is youth population and may have been affected by the linguistic practices and 
attitudes of the Nigerian pop music, and consequently have these practices and attitudes transferred on to the 
internet. In a complex multilingual setting like the Nigerian online community where members belong to diverse 
linguistic backgrounds, it is a natural expectation that speakers especially those whose addressees belong to 
diverse ethnic extractions stick to a unifying linguistic code that will facilitate mutual communication, 
understanding, and interaction, which in this case should either be English or Nigerian Pidgin English (NPE), the 
shared language which ensures the widest possible comprehensibility of a large spectrum of users. However, in 
recent times, the Yoruba language has risen and marked itself a language of preference for communication by a 
lot of Nigerian youths on social media. Speakers are pushing and redefining the visibility and social role of the 
language. This has resulted in a dynamic shift in the use of the language in the social media arena, and has 
altered existing linguistic patterns. Before now, making comments had adhered strictly to the norms of English 
and NPE. However, code mixing/switching of Yoruba has become increasingly normal by which users now get 
into national and globalized discourses while still being rooted in their indigenous culture and asserting the 
dominance of the language on social media. The social media site is very dynamic and proves to be a platform 
where users can create, perform, and maintain social relationships and negotiate their socio-ethnic identities. On 
the site, there is an offer of high multilingual domains which users’ everyday lives may not afford them as they 
are likely to have contact with more speakers of diverse languages than they may have face-to-face interactions 
with. Linguistic dimensions of their engagements on social media under comment sections show how they use 
Yoruba to create role in online social interactions with community members. They use the language to reinforce 
their ethnic membership which situates them in the social media world, the trait they show in order for others to 
ascribe that trait to them.  

Therefore, Yoruba language so far has enjoyed a high social media profile and an increasing number of language 
users aside its L1 speakers are coming in contact with it socially more than any other Nigerian local language. 
The data revealed that lexicon of Nigerian online language is increasingly being enriched with words, phrases, or 
expressions drawn from Yoruba. This acts as influence that gives the language its unique social roles in the 
Nigerian social media arena, and that leaves the comment sections with the unique flavoring and verbal 
aesthetics of the words, phrases, sentences, by shifting in-between English, Nigerian Pidgin English, and Yoruba. 
This practice impacts the social media scene in a number of ways by being a discursive mechanism by which the 
youths express the dominance of the language and by changing the linguistic repertoire style and appeal of the 
language. In moving away from the linguistic norms, users do not only use pure Yoruba in comment sections but 
they also innovatively deploy different mechanisms to socialize in the language on the platform. In the case of 
code switching and mixing, sometimes they do not abandon the elements of English or Pidgin in the process of 
highlighting Yoruba, rather they use hybridized forms. For example, in the transcripts, there is the use of 
yeyebrity, ageberate, motigbetional, lazdent. Here, yeye is a Yoruba word for nonsense, agbero is a word for bus 
conductor which is also used to describe thuggery, motigbe means “I am doomed”, and lazdent is a blend of the 
Yoruba syllable la which means to have and the last syllable of English accident dent. For the first three 
examples, we have the English affixes ity, ate, tion(al). Yeyebrity is used to describe a celebrity reported to have 
done something below the expectation of their fans. So literally it means “nonsense celebrity”. Agberate is used 
to describe an act of thuggery, while motigbetional (from English motivational) is used to diss people who are 
not deemed to motivate people but want to put themselves in that position. None of these words belongs to the 
vocabulary of English, Pidgin, or Yoruba. However, they have been created out of the attempt linked to the factor 
of encouraging Yoruba visibility. This and the general heavy presence of Yoruba may have contributed to 
changes in online language attitude, and may also have redefined established language boundaries, creating 
ethnic awareness, language affiliations, and emerging identities which are performed through deliberate, 
purposeful, and premeditated writing because when writers code mix, they do so intentionally because they have 
enough time to appropriately translate the words of one language to another (Anderson, 2015). The practice is 
socially empowering as users deploy it as a tool to present the way they want to be seen or understood as per 
their identities, ethnicities, interests, and employ it to create distinct social difference of Yoruba from other 
languages. Based on the popularity and universality of the internet technology, how much of a language appears 
on the internet influences its visibility and accessibility which in turn contributes to its vitality and importance. 
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6. Conclusion 
Yoruba mixing in comment sections in the Nigerian online community is prevalent and diverse in its 
manifestations and uses. The amount of the presence of the language in comment sections differs from a single 
word to sentences. Nigeria is a very linguistically diverse speech community. However, Yoruba, of the Nigerian 
languages has the most presence on social media as evident in the transcripts presented in the data of the study. 
Nigerian youths on social media have continued to make social and linguistic shifts. The main function of the 
Yoruba switching/mixing practice is expressing the dominant status of the language which already exists in the 
Nigerian music sphere and making attempts to transfer and establish this dominant status to the Nigerian social 
media community. This they perform using the language to express values, tastes, and beliefs and seeking to 
create voices of their own within the complex multilingual space, thereby creating not only stylistic and cultural 
effects, but also social effects to negotiate identity, social visibility and accessibility over the other languages.  
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