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Abstract
West African Pidgin (“Pidgin”) is a cluster of related, mutually intelligible, restructured

Englishes with up to 140 million speakers in Nigeria, Cameroon, Ghana, Sierra Leone,

Equatorial Guinea, and The Gambia. Spoken by just few thousand people two centuries

ago, “modernisation” and “shallow social entrenchment” have driven the transformation

of Pidgin into a “super-central” world language. Demographic growth, migration, the

expansion of West African cultural industries and economies, and people-to-people

contacts are likely to expand Pidgin further. Already the largest language of West

Africa, Pidgin may be spoken by 400 million people by 2100. The rise of Pidgin goes

against the grain. World languages like English, French, Chinese, or Arabic mostly spread

through colonisation, elite engineering, and state intervention. The trajectory of Pidgin,

therefore, holds great potential for exploring the dynamics of large-scale natural lan-

guage evolution in the twenty-first century.

Manuscript received 1 January 2024; accepted 15 May 2024

Keywords
West Africa, Pidgin, language, social change, demographic change

School of Humanities (Linguistics), The University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR

Corresponding Author:
Kofi Yakpo, School of Humanities (Linguistics), The University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam, Hong Kong SAR.

Email: kofi@hku.hk

Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons

Attribution 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduc-

tion and distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as

specified on the SAGE and Open Access page (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

Research Article

Africa Spectrum

1–24

© The Author(s) 2024

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/00020397241263364

journals.sagepub.com/home/afr

mailto:kofi@hku.hk
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/afr


Introduction
The population of Africa is projected to quadruple in the next eighty years, reaching over
four billion and around 40 per cent of the world’s population by 2100 (United Nations
Population Division, 2022). As a result of this demographic shift, the fastest growing lan-
guages of the world are African lingua francas spoken (or soon to be spoken) by over 100
million speakers each in vast areas across national boundaries in Africa. Among these are
Swahili, Hausa, Arabic, Lingala, Manden (Bamana-Maninka-Jula), and Oromo (Prah,
2012).

The most notable among these languages is West African Pidgin (generally referred to as
“Pidgin” by its speakers), a cluster of six closely related, mutually intelligible dialectal var-
ieties numbering up to 140 million speakers (see Map 1). Pidgin is composed of two groups.
The first group, which I refer to as “West African Pidgin proper” in Map 1 comprises Naija
(the emerging self-designation for Nigerian Pidgin), Cameroon Pidgin, and Ghanaian
Pidgin. The second group encompasses Krio (Sierra Leone) along with its two direct off-
shoots – Pichi (Equatorial Guinea) and Aku (The Gambia) (more on the demarcation of
the six varieties in the subsection Sierra Leonean Founders and Domestic Spreaders).

The Pidgin varieties of West Africa are a subgroup of African Caribbean English
Creole (ACEC), a trans-Atlantic, intercontinental cluster that constitutes a world language
in its own right (Yakpo, Forthcoming). ACEC emerged in the seventeenth century from
contact between African languages and English in the Caribbean and West Africa and
is now spoken in some 30 countries across the Atlantic basin. Apart from the African var-
ieties listed above, well-known Caribbean varieties of ACEC include Jamaican Creole,
Creolese (Guyana), Trinidad Creole English, and Sranan (Suriname) (Hancock, 1969,

Map 1. Countries where West African Pidgin is spoken.
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1987; Smith, 2015). Genetic links with African American English and Gullah (South
Carolina and Georgia) have also been suggested (Winford, 2017).

The West African ACEC varieties are noteworthy because they primarily function as
lingua francas, enabling communication outside the home. By contrast, the Caribbean
ACEC varieties primarily function as vernaculars, i.e., languages acquired in the home
during childhood. Another remarkable characteristic of the West African varieties con-
cerns demography. The rapid growth of Africa’s population in the twenty-first century
is likely to entail a corresponding growth in speaker numbers and the use of Pidgin as
a vernacular language, particularly in urban areas. The pace and extent to which
Pidgin is, and will be, acquired by new speakers are probably unlike that of any other
language in recorded history. Further growth of Pidgin beyond its home region is
likely to ensue from increased migration out of Pidgin-speaking countries into Africa
and the world in the coming decades, as well as Africa’s growing economic and cultural
role in general and of the demographic behemoth Nigeria in particular. Yet, the rapid
growth of Pidgin in the wake of demographic and socio-economic change in Africa con-
stitutes a blind spot in sociolinguistic research about the continent. Scholars who write on
these developments still receive scant attention in mainstream linguistics (e.g., see the
seminal Akande and Salami, 2021).

Pidgin is a typical “super-central” world language (de Swaan, 2001). It is a lingua
franca that allows speakers of less widely spoken “central” and “peripheral” languages
to communicate across large geographic spaces, though not necessarily on a global
scale. Pidgin is, however, a world language against the grain. A language’s position in
the global linguistic order is seen to be influenced by the degree of standardisation, offi-
cialisation, use in institutionalised high culture, and as a written medium. Additionally, its
position is viewed to be impacted by its use in formal education, law, international busi-
ness, technology, science, and the economic and geopolitical power of its speakers
(Ammon, 2010; Chan, 2016; de Swaan, 2001).

However, none of the attributes above aptly characterise the rise of Pidgin. No variety
of Pidgin has been standardised, nor is it employed as a language of administration, edu-
cation, elite culture, state media, official politics, or the formal economy. Instead, the
expansion of Pidgin is entirely self-organised, negotiated in local social networks,
fuelled by the informal economy, driven by a buoyant popular culture expressed
through music, film, radio, and social media, and articulated in complex multilingual con-
figurations. Likewise, the countries in which Pidgin is spoken are not considered rich or
powerful by mainstream economics and politics. Instead, the rise of Pidgin is part of a
bundle of socio-economic and sociolinguistic factors that I group together under the
terms “modernisation” and “shallow social entrenchment.”

Overall, the trajectory of Pidgin, therefore, offers great potential for exploring the
dynamics of the self-organised evolution of language regimes that characterise twenty-
first century globalisation as opposed to earlier times when national elites self-
consciously engineered such regimes through bureaucratic intervention.

In the next section, I first explore the sociohistorical trajectory of the rise of Pidgin and
discuss the aptness of the term “world language” for its present role while exploring
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“modernisation” and “shallow social entrenchment” as factors in its recent expansion in
the following section. I then take a closer look at demography as a driver of growth that
may result in speaker numbers of up to 400 million by 2100 in the next section before
concluding this article with some final observations.

The Sociolinguistic Dynamics of West African Pidgin: Past and
Present
The rapid growth of Pidgin in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has ushered in an
estimated 140 million speakers, making it the largest language cluster in West Africa and
one of the largest in Africa as shown in the next subsection. In the following subsections,
I discuss the historical and sociolinguistic backdrop to this development before turning to
the emergence of Pidgin as a super-central world language with important social, polit-
ical, and economic functions.

Up to 140 Million Speakers of West African Pidgin?
The present transcontinental distribution of ACEC across the Atlantic is rooted in the
mass deportation of Africans by European and Euro-American slave traders during the
invasions of the Americas and Africa by Western European nations. The exponential
growth of ACEC has for the most part taken place through the expansion of West
African Pidgin in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and has been accelerating in
the last few decades. Today, around 95 per cent of the speaker population of ACEC
speaks Pidgin (Yakpo, 2020: 64), and demographic growth in West Africa is likely to
shrink the Caribbean percentage further. Due to the demographic weight of Nigeria, in
turn, speakers of Naija account for around 70 per cent of the current Pidgin-speaking
population. Simultaneously, the Krio varieties constitute no more than 8 per cent of
the Pidgin speaker stock due to the smaller population of Sierra Leone, Equatorial
Guinea, and The Gambia combined. However, there are no comprehensive census data
on the use of Pidgin as a vernacular and lingua franca. Approximate speaker numbers
must be extrapolated from existing estimates and recent demographics.

Table 1 contains estimated speaker numbers and ranges for the six Pidgin varieties
contained in the sources cited, adjusted for the most recent UN population figures
(2022). Speaker number estimates were obtained by applying the percentages provided
by the sources in the fourth column to the 2022 UN population figures.

Based on the estimates in Table 1, the six varieties presently number anywhere
between 106 and 143 million speakers. There are, however, substantial differences in
the percentage of speakers in each country, ranging from about 50 per cent in Nigeria
and Cameroon to below one per cent in The Gambia. Overall, Pidgin forms the largest
language cluster of West Africa, exceeding the two largest indigenous international lan-
guages of the region –Hausa (an estimated 100 million speakers, see Wolff, forthcoming)
and Manden (Bamana-Maninka-Jula) (at least 20 million speakers, see Vydrin, 2013: 76).
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Sierra Leonean Founders and Domestic Spreaders
All varieties of Pidgin ultimately trace most of their roots back to Krio. However, each
has evolved distinctively, adapting to the linguistic and social ecologies of their respect-
ive regions. In what follows, I will outline the evolutionary process leading to the speci-
ation of the various Pidgin varieties of West Africa.

Beginning in 1787, the British Crown relocated formerly enslaved people of African
descent from North America, Jamaica, and various parts of West Africa to the area now
known as Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone (Fyfe, 1962). The restructured and creo-
lised “Englishes” spoken by these groups merged with those of resident Sierra Leoneans
during the nineteenth century. This process ushered in the English-lexicon creole lan-
guage “Krio” (Hancock, 1969), which accompanied the ethnogenesis of the people
that go by the same name of “Krio.”

During the nineteenth century, Krios established small communities numbering
several thousand in major towns along the West African coast all over British-occu-
pied West Africa (Fyfe, 1962). Krios garnered social prestige due to their entrepre-
neurial success in the colonial economy, access to European education, cultural
proximity to the English colonisers through the practice of Christianity, and a
Europeanised material culture (Lynn, 1992). The Krio people of Freetown acted as
founders for both creolised and standardised Englishes in the region (for the latter,
see Bobda, 2003). Soft social boundaries between Krio communities, African host
populations (see, e.g., Aranzadi, 2016), and other African communities of strangers,
e.g., soldiers in the service of colonial armies and Afro-Brazilian returnees (Dakubu,
1997: 155; von Hesse and Yarak, 2018), facilitated the acquisition of the Krio lan-
guage by non-Krios. The creolised English of these Krio founders thus became the

Table 1. Estimated Speaker Numbers of West African Pidgin.

Variety

Country

spoken

Speaker

estimates

Percentage of

population (2022) Sources

Naija Nigeria 80–112 mil. 36–51% Faraclas (2021);

Ihemere (2006)

Cameroon

Pidgin

Cameroon 10–15 mil. 36–54% Eberhard et al. (2023)

Ghanaian

Pidgin

Ghana 8 mil. 24% Huber (2013)

Krio Sierra Leone 8 mil. 89% Finney (2013)

Pichi Equatorial

Guinea

200,000 10% Yakpo (2013a)

Aku The Gambia 14,000 0.5% Juffermans and

McGlynn (2010)

Total West Africa c. 106–143 mil. 36–48%
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acquisition target for African frontline workers in the colonial economy who inter-
acted with the Krios (Yakpo, 2022).

As it spread beyond Sierra Leone, Krio followed two diverging paths. The populations
from Sierra Leone that implanted Pichi (Yakpo, 2019: 6–11) and Aku (Dalphinis, 1980)
in Equatorial Guinea and The Gambia remained socio-economically and culturally
compact. As a result, Aku and Pichi were transmitted to subsequent generations
without all too much influence from surrounding languages and have remained similar
enough to Krio to still be considered dialectal variants of the same (Yakpo, 2022).

This differs from the impact that Krio had in Cameroon, Nigeria, and Ghana. Krio
people arrived in the mid-nineteenth century in Limbe, Douala, and other coastal
towns of present-day “anglophone” Cameroon from neighbouring Bioko Island
(Equatorial Guinea) and Sierra Leone. In the same period, Krios from Freetown also
settled in Lagos and Port Harcourt – two major towns of southern Nigeria (Huber,
1999: 125). Tens of thousands of colonial migrant labourers then moved from Nigeria
to Ghana in the early twentieth century, bringing with them a second generation,
Krio-influenced variety of Pidgin (Huber 1999: 126–129). In Cameroon, Nigeria, and
Ghana, Krio communities gradually melted into the African urban population during
the twentieth century, such that domestic coastal populations became the main “sprea-
ders” of the spin-off varieties of Krio. These varieties “indigenised” under the influence
of the African languages spoken alongside them and speciated into the continuum of
Pidgin varieties today known as Naija, Cameroon Pidgin, and Ghanaian Pidgin
(Yakpo, 2024). Consequently, these three varieties have for quite some time been seen
as a group termed “West African Pidgin” in the literature, separate from Krio and its
direct offshoots (see Map 1) (e.g., Dwyer, 1966).

The differences between Pidgin proper and Krio and its direct offshoots are chiefly
phonological. For example, Pidgin features diphthongs where Krio has monophthongs,
as in háws (Pidgin) vs hós (Krio) for “house.” Some Pidgin consonants have also
become more English-like where Krio has retained the original forms, e.g., <v>vs <b>
in dráyv (Pidgin) vs drɛ́b (Krio) for “drive.” However, these differences are not categor-
ical. For example, Pichi, a member of the Krio subgroup, has all four variants listed
above. Conversely, Cameroon Pidgin shows variation between more recent diphthongal
variants and older monophthongal ones e.g., táwn vs tɔ́n for “town” (Todd and Jumbam,
1992). With respect to grammar, the differences between Pidgin proper and Krio are even
less systematically distributed along denominational fault lines (for further discussion,
see Yakpo, 2013b; Yakpo and Smith, 2020). Some writers have also made an ontological
distinction between Pidgin varieties as (once) reduced “pidgins” or “pidgincreoles” and
Krio and its offshoots as expanded “creoles” (e.g., Fonka, 2019). I have not found
linguistic-structural evidence to support the distinction, nor are the socio-functional dif-
ferences between the two clusters significantly different (except, perhaps, Ghanaian
Pidgin, see Yakpo, forthcoming). Most speakers of both clusters use their variety as a
lingua franca outside of the home rather than as a vernacular. All varieties are also
used in all social domains save the most formal ones (e.g., for administration and insti-
tutionalised education). The academic appellations do not always follow speaker
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practices either. Pichi (< “Pidgin”), for example, is a direct offshoot of Krio, not Naija nor
Cameroon Pidgin. Finally, the Pidgin and Krio varieties are mutually intelligible to a con-
siderable degree as shown in the next section. The data presented above show that all six
varieties can be considered as one group. In what follows, I therefore collectively refer to
Krio and all five Krio-influenced varieties as “(West African) Pidgin” for practicality.

West African Pidgin as a Super-Central World Language
The exposition thus far has shown that individual Pidgin varieties are spoken in six West
African countries. The notion of “world language” suggests a lingua franca with numer-
ous first- and second-language users that enables international and interlingual commu-
nication across large spaces (Ammon, 2010; de Swaan, 2001). World languages are
ranked by global reach, with English as the only “hyper-central” language due to its
extensive use resulting from colonialism, indigenisation, and second-language learning
(de Swaan, 2001). “Super-central” languages like Arabic, French, Chinese, German, or
Swahili have large speaker numbers (usually over 100 million) and serve as lingua
francas within specific regions, connecting speakers of more localised “central”
languages.

The question, therefore, arises whether Pidgin constitutes a single cluster, and if its
political, economic, and sociocultural importance merits the label of a “world language.”
Relevant in this context are linguistic criteria such as the degree of structural similarity
and mutual intelligibility between varieties used across geographic and political bound-
aries, as well as socio-functional ones, e.g., the size and nature of the speaker community,
standardisation and officialisation, the economic strength of speaker nations, and use in
business and science (Ammon, 2010). In the following, I discuss these criteria critically
with respect to Pidgin.

Linguistic studies on Pidgin varieties show substantial overlaps in grammar. Hancock
(1987) analyses 50 features across ACEC and identifies a distinct West African cluster,
which is supported by a phylogenetic analysis by Daval-Makussen and Bakker (2011). A
phylogenetic analysis of the English-derived basic lexicon also groups all Pidgin varieties
together separate from English due to shared phonological and semantic innovations
(Yakpo, 2009: 12). Shared structural features between the African varieties are a tone
system that includes tonal case distinctions, e.g., wì sí àm (low tone marks subject
case) “we saw him/her” vs. ì sí wí “he/she saw us” (high tone marks object case),
shared grammatical words like a pluraliser derived from English “them,” e.g., dì gyál
dɛ̀m “the girl-s”; a shared core tense, aspect, and mood system featuring an opposition
between perfective (marked by the bare verb, e.g., à gó háws “I went home”) and imper-
fective (marked by dè, e.g., à dè gó háws “I am/was going home”), a future tense marker
gò (< “go,” e.g., à gò gó háws “I’ll go home”), a subjunctive complementiser mék (<
“make,” e.g., à wɔ́nt mék à gó háws “I want to go home”), and a post-verbal completive
marker dɔ́n (< “done”) or fínìsh (e.g., à chɔ́p fínìsh “I am done eating”). Where there are
more pronounced differences, these still conform to widely shared areal patterns that are
easy to decode for speakers of other varieties. For example, like all other languages in the
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region, Ghanaian Pidgin, and Pichi both employ locative nouns. However, these precede
the noun they specify in Pichi and follow it in Ghanaian Pidgin, i.e., è dé ɔ̀ntɔ́p dì tébùl vs.
ì dé dɛ̀ tébl tɔ́p “it is on the table” (for a detailed discussion, see Yakpo, 2017).

Pidgin speakers are typically multilingual, possessing varying degrees of competence
in the colonial official languages English, French, and Spanish (the latter two, in
Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea, respectively), as well as in African ancestral lan-
guages. The colonial languages function as socially superordinate “superstrates” due to
their use in official functions like education and administration. The African languages
function as more symmetrical “adstrates” (for a detailed discussion of the terms, see
Kouwenberg and Singler, 2008). African adstrates share the fate of Pidgin in being
denied official functions. However, Pidgin speakers often also view the African adstrates
as “superior” to Pidgin because they index ethnic, cultural, regional, and territorial
entities, perceived as venerable and fixed, while Pidgin indexes a “de-ethnicized urban
identity” (Ajagbe et al., 2022), perceived as recent and variable. Plurilingual practices
involving Pidgin, the superstrate and adstrates are often so conventionalised that lan-
guages like Ghanaian Pidgin, English, and Akan (in Ghana), or Cameroon Pidgin,
English, French, and Duala (in Cameroon) can constitute a unified code, fulfilling linguis-
tic functions within a conversation typically covered by a single language in more mono-
lingual societies (for examples, see Osei-Tutu, 2016).

Pidgin varieties are structurally very similar and display flexible boundaries with
English. Moreover, Pidgin and the African languages spoken in the region have many
commonalities. These elements contribute to a significant level of mutual intelligibility
across all Pidgin varieties. The only study so far to assess mutual intelligibility of
ACEC varieties includes Ghanaian Pidgin and Naija, showing that most Ghanaians
judged Naija to be “extremely” or “moderately easy” to understand (Bartens et al., forth-
coming). In turn, half of the Nigerians surveyed thought the same of Ghanaian Pidgin. I
have also been witness to, and participated in, numerous successful interdialectal conver-
sations between speakers of closely related varieties like Cameroon Pidgin and Naija, and
varieties further apart like Pichi and Ghanaian Pidgin. Uses of Pidgin for interdialectal
communication have also been reported for West African diaspora communities (e.g.,
in Germany, see Mair, 2022).

The concept of a “Dachsprache” (roofing language) in the dialectological literature
describes a standardised centre that enables communication across national, social, and
geographic boundaries (Muljačić, 1993). Pidgin lacks such a standardised centre.
However, the relatively recent implantation of Krio and Pidgin in West Africa has not
allowed for significant differentiation despite borders. Second, British colonisers initiated
extensive forced labour and population movements between colonies (Martino, 2016),
followed by post-independence migration, especially to Nigeria and Ghana (Yeboah,
1986). The more recent expansion of transport infrastructure, mediated digital communi-
cation, and rapid urbanisation have further diminished the impact of geographic separ-
ation (see the section The Expansion of West African Pidgin).

Additionally, Nigeria’s emergence as a Pidgin “epicentre” (Mair, 2022) due to its
demographic, economic, and cultural influence has promoted unidirectional familiarity
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and intelligibility of Naija by non-Nigerians, as confirmed by Bartens et al.’s (forthcom-
ing) survey. Consequently, Naija may be considered an informal “Dachsprache” for
Pidgin, even though it constitutes a self-organised system rather than a standardised one.

Another criterion for the importance of a world language in the literature is economic
weight, measured in the size of the GDP of speaker countries (e.g., Ammon, 2010), an
indicator typical of the state-administered, recorded, capital-intensive economies of the
North. Most people in West Africa are, however, economically active in the unrecorded
“informal” business sector, characterised by low capital intensity, small-scale production
and trade, and face-to-face interaction (Mbaye, 2015). Invigorated by the free movement
of people in the Economic Community of West African States, Pidgin has become the
most important language for small-scale cross-border trade between “anglophone”
West African countries (Ajagbe et al., 2022).

Ghanaian, Nigerian, and Cameroonian traders and migrant workers, who I befriended
during fieldwork in Equatorial Guinea in the 2000s, told me they had transitioned
smoothly from their home varieties of Pidgin to Pichi, the Equatorial Guinean offshoot
of Sierra Leone Krio, by sticking to a common grammatical template and substituting
English lexicon with Spanish where necessary. Conversely, Pichi speakers are acutely
aware of the international reach of their language. My informant Agustín Nguema
Eñeso expressed his experiences of travel in West Africa in the following way: À gó
Nigeria, tɔ́k Píchì dɛ̀n gò híà, à gó Ghana, à gó Sierra Leone, nà Píchì. Yù dè mék
àm plés bày plés dɛ̀n dè tɔ́k àm “(if) I go to Nigeria, (and I) speak Pidgin, they’ll under-
stand, I go to Ghana, to Sierra Leone, it’s Pichi. You do it from place to place, they’ll
speak it.” (Yakpo, 2016: 222).

A further indicator of the importance of a world language found in the literature is the
influence of its elite culture, the size of its literary and scientific text corpus, and the pres-
tige of institutionalised artistic production in the language (de Swaan, 2001, 2020). A
Google search for the content of university programmes in “World Languages and
Cultures” illustrates this. However, popular culture, rather than “high culture,” is one of
the most important factors in the spread of Pidgin. The last two decades or so have seen
the meteoric rise of a regional Pidgin-mediated popular culture in music, film, radio, and
social media (see the subsection Shallow Social Entrenchment for further discussion).

The digital media revolution has also led to an explosion in the use of Pidgin vernacu-
lar orthographies (Heyd, 2016). An English-oriented written koine has long been in use in
West Africa in literature, comic strips, poetry, music lyrics, and advertising (for an
early overview, see Amoako, 1992: 114–128). The Lagos office of the BBC started pro-
ducing written and audio-visual content in West African Pidgin in 2017, a move that has
enjoyed considerable success in the region (e.g., see BBC News Pidgin, 2024). In coun-
tries where advanced knowledge of written and spoken colonial languages is limited to
small elites, Pidgin has, paradoxically, also become the most widely used language for
political campaigning by these very elites (for Nigeria, see Egbokhare, 2021: 70).

The widespread use of Pidgin contrasts starkly with its political and legal status.
Countries where Pidgin is spoken exhibit ideological and policy continuities from colo-
nialism that devalue Pidgin vis-a-vis the superstrate (Yakpo, 2016). In all six countries,
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the colonial language has remained the sole de facto official language. No Pidgin variety
has undergone state-driven standardisation, serves as a language of administration or edu-
cation, possesses a widely accepted standard orthography, nor has been claimed as a lan-
guage of national identity by a significant portion of the elites (Yakpo, 2020). Although
all six Pidgin-speaking countries have provided some constitutional recognition to
African languages, Pidgin is excluded. Only Krio (Sierra Leone) received some policy-
making attention until the outbreak of civil war in 2002. The process of implementation
has, however, stalled, and Krio has continued to grow through self-organised processes
alone, like elsewhere.

Officialisation (Ammon, 2010), which relies on state-organised language regimes,
does not, therefore, seem to be a reliable measure for the vibrancy of a world language
either. In West Africa, media formats are predominantly run by private TV and radio sta-
tions and distributed through social media with minimal government oversight. Driven by
profit, the private media and advertising industry have been quick to adapt to reality by
prioritising widely spoken African languages, and Pidgin in particular (for advertising,
see Ofulue and Yakpo, 2021).

In sum, most existing literature does not sufficiently account for the ongoing reconfig-
uration of language regimes through socio-economic, technological, and cultural change.
Sources do not factor in the emergence of more pluricentric linguistic ecologies besides
the continuing forces of linguistic homogeneisation inherited from colonial globalisation.
It is in such ecologies that Pidgin has thrived and outgrown other languages that are either
linked to the exercise of a distant state power (i.e., colonial languages like English and
French in West Africa) or interlocked with more traditional categories like ethnicity, geo-
graphic origin, and religious denomination (e.g., African ancestral languages like Yoruba
and Hausa in Nigeria).

Moreover, existing sources do not account for the role of demographic change in the
twenty-first century and a pronounced shift in global population and speaker majorities
(see the section Demography as a Driver of Growth). Given the above, the concept of
“world language” warrants a critical revision to reflect present realities, embracing Pidgin
and other emerging world languages. In the following, I will investigate the social causes
of the expansion of Pidgin as a world language against the grain in greater detail.

The Expansion of West African Pidgin
The developments outlined in the preceding section warrant exploring the socio-
economic and sociolinguistic factors that have been influencing the expansion of
Pidgin to new speaker populations. I propose two broad hypotheses, broken down into
sub-themes listed below, and discussed further in this section. I suggest that macro-level
(1) “modernisation” factors and meso-level (2) sociolinguistic factors are at work. I char-
acterise the latter with the shorthand “shallow social entrenchment.”

1. “Modernisation” factors
- High infrastructure density
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- High urbanisation rate
- Low median age
- High secondary school enrolment
- High female labour force participation
- Large “informal” business sectors

2. “Shallow social entrenchment” factors
- Absence of ethnolinguistic and social class ownership of Pidgin
- Pidgin as the default medium in loose social networks
- Pidgin as a youth sociolect (“glotto-juvenescence”)
- Use of Pidgin by socio-economic elites
- Absence of a competing lingua franca
- Absence of standardisation/officialisation
- Pidgin as a language of cultural industries

“Modernisation” and “shallow social entrenchment” are unevenly distributed geograph-
ically and therefore contribute to differential rates of expansion of Pidgin varieties
between and within countries. I discuss factors (1) and (2) in the following subsections
respectively.

“Modernisation”
I suggest that the expansion of Pidgin correlates positively with a set of “modernisation”
factors relating to demography, technology, and political economy.

For example, the technological variable of road density has been identified as a signifi-
cant factor in language death (Bromham et al., 2022) and a shift to larger languages. Road
density is higher in southern Nigeria and Ghana than in their respective northern parts.
Accordingly, Naija and Ghanaian Pidgin have spread faster to the smaller cities and
rural areas in the south than in the north. These Pidgin varieties were, of course, first
implanted in the south (see the subsection Sierra Leonean Founders and Domestic
Spreaders). Proximity to the coast could, therefore, also be seen as an expansion factor
on its own (see Faraclas, 2021), though linked to road density due to generally higher
economic “development” in the south than in the north of these two countries (e.g.,
see Raheem et al., 2014).

Further, the high rate of urbanisation experienced by all Pidgin-speaking countries in
the last few decades has led to more urban multilingualism and language contact than
ever before in the region. In Africa, galloping urbanisation has been accompanied by
the emergence and spread of “new urban languages” (Beck, 2010) and youth sociolects
(Nassenstein and Hollington, 2015) based on existing lingua francas, and is often accom-
panied by intergenerational shift to these varieties. Speakers based in economic capital
cities like Lagos, Accra, and Douala have functioned as accelerators of the spread of
Pidgin through rural–urban circular migration, (temporary) employment in urban areas,
and the consumption and production of popular culture in and from these cities
(Yakpo, 2020).
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The demographic variable of a low median age, e.g., 19 years in Nigeria and Sierra
Leone, 18 in Cameroon, and 21 in Ghana (Index Mundi, 2023), correlates with a
young population (e.g., 60 per cent under the age of 20 in Sierra Leone and
Cameroon), high population growth, high rates of rural–urban migration, high rates of
(social) media use and the spread of youth sociolects of Pidgin as discussed above.

A high female labour force participation, e.g., 67 per cent in Cameroon vs 22 per cent
in Urdu-speaking Pakistan (The World Bank, 2022), is potentially linked to greater eco-
nomic independence of women and higher female mobility, which favour higher interlin-
gual exogamy and a greater likelihood that women acquire and socialise their children in
Pidgin. Women’s predominance in informal economies favours this pattern.

All Pidgin-speaking countries have large “informal” business sectors, much of which
are run by women (Fapohunda, 2012). Traders and producers in the sector must rely on
mobility, reactivity, extensive and open networks, and effective communication, all of
which favours the use of lingua francas rather than functionally more restricted lan-
guages. The “modernisation” factors covered above are therefore linked in feedback
loops with the spread of Pidgin.

“Shallow Social Entrenchment”
I propose that the expansion of Pidgin correlates positively with its “shallow social
entrenchment.” All varieties are still geographically linked with their original homelands
on the coast of Pidgin-speaking countries from whence they spread inland, and the extent
of social neutrality differs from country to country. Cameroon Pidgin, for example, has
emerged as an index of a strong regional identity, not ethnic, but closely associated with
the “anglophone” south-west of Cameroon. Nonetheless, all Pidgin varieties have out-
grown their former association with the Krio diaspora of Sierra Leone (see the subsection
Sierra Leonean Founders and Domestic Spreaders). Speakers of Pidgin, therefore, no
longer project a compact ethnolinguistic identity nor does any social class claim owner-
ship of it.

Notwithstanding regional differences, all Pidgin varieties exhibit a high “sociolinguis-
tic vitality” (Mann, 2000). Institutional support for Pidgin may be lacking in all countries,
but Pidgin fulfils both practical functions for interlingual communication and subsistence,
as well as social functions of informality, intimacy, self-expression, and communion.
This combination of the practical economic value and social functions of Pidgin increases
the motivation to acquire and use it. Due to weak norm enforcement, Pidgin also predo-
minates in loose, social networks, and in outgroup communication with strangers. These
two features provide another reason why Pidgin spreads faster than other African lan-
guages that are typically used in the denser networks of rural, intraethnic, and family
systems.

Further, a youthful population benefiting from a growing secondary school enrolment
ratio (see “modernisation” factors in the subsection Modernisation) has promoted the
development and spread of youth sociolects of Pidgin on school and university campuses,
and in the streets and yards of the ethnically heterogeneous cities (see, e.g., the
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sociolinguistic profiles of Naija speakers in Mazzoli, 2017). This process, which one may
call “glotto-juvenescence” (Greek, “relating to language” + Latin, “being or becoming
young”), has led to youth sociolects becoming the numerically preponderant varieties
and the main source of lexical and structural innovation and change in Pidgin.

The glotto-juvenescence of Ghanaian Pidgin, for example, has ushered in the emer-
gence of a variety called “Student Pidgin” in the literature (Dako and Bonnie, 2014).
Since this variety emerged in the cities of the more urbanised, economically dynamic
south of Ghana, knowledge of Student Pidgin has become an emblem of familiarity
with urban life, which strengthens its covert prestige (for a similar situation re. the
Surinamese ACEC Sranan, see Yakpo and Muysken, 2017). Student Pidgin is gradually
replacing older varieties of Ghanaian Pidgin by becoming the target variety for youth
learners. Naija has also undergone glotto-juvenescence (Isiaka, 2020).

Another influence on the expansion of Pidgin is the absence of a competing lingua
franca. Ghanaian Pidgin has largely remained an L2 (second or additional language)
lingua franca for almost all its speakers. Ghana’s existing lingua franca is Akan, which
functions as the default language of interregional and interlingual communication, includ-
ing in the capital Accra (Yankson, 2018). Ghanaian Pidgin therefore still mainly func-
tions as a youth sociolect, although it has recently been acquiring more general lingua
franca functions.

In contrast, Naija has become the uncontested lingua franca across the traditional
“Pidgin zone” of the Nigerian south (Mann, 2000: 464) in the absence of a competing
lingua franca – save in exceptionally monolingual pockets, e.g., the cities of Ibadan
and parts of Lagos where Yoruba dominates (Egbokhare et al., 2019). In the so-called
Middle Belt and the northerly federal states of Nigeria the competing lingua franca
Hausa, has not been displaced by Naija. Nevertheless, Naija has been radiating outwards
from the country’s capital Abuja and other large cities of the Middle Belt and the north in
more recent times (Caron, 2019). Naija is also the dominant language in army and police
barracks across Nigeria, where it is acquired and used by northerners and southerners
alike (Agbo and Plag, 2020: 355). In the linguistically very heterogeneous Niger Delta
states, and urban southern Nigeria in general, millions of speakers have also been acquir-
ing Naija as an L1 (first or native language) (Egbokhare, 2021). A similar situation holds
for Cameroon Pidgin, which has assumed lingua franca functions in the western and
central parts of the country but not in the north, where the lingua franca Fulfulde dom-
inates (Ebongue, 2017). The accelerated spread of Krio in Sierra Leone after the civil
war – almost the entire population presently uses it as an L1 or L2 (Finney, 2013) –
has also taken place in the absence of an alternative lingua franca.

Absent or weak standardisation implies that shared speech norms arise through
bottom-up emergent processes instead of top-down elite engineering and administrative
action. This allows translanguaging and other norm-defying speech styles (e.g., the youth
sociolects discussed above) to be integrated into the core grammar and pragmatics of
Pidgin. This contrasts with the standardised European colonial languages, where such
practices are contained in the social periphery (see, e.g., Wiese, 2015). At the same
time, Pidgin speech styles are not embedded in the social hierarchies of African ancestral
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language systems, either. Egbokhare (2021) argues that the absence of standardisation
and weak norm enforcement are important reasons for the vitality of Pidgin.

As a consequence of the factors described above, Pidgin has become the main lan-
guage of cultural industries in most Pidgin-speaking countries. Pidgin has become the
primary language of the Nigerian-Ghanaian musical genre known as “Afrobeats.” The
genre has long outgrown its region and features global pop icons like Burna Boy
(Pareles, 2022), and has been incorporated into the popular music styles of Cameroon
(e.g., Libianca, 2023), Equatorial Guinea (e.g., Deymond, 2021), and Sierra Leone
(e.g., Mello Seven, 2023). Similarly, the Lagos-based Nigerian “Nollywood” movie
industry, ranked second in global output of films after India’s “Bollywood” and before
“Hollywood,” (Collins, 2022) increasingly produces films in Pidgin in order to capture
audiences beyond national markets. The catalogues of Netflix, Prime Video, and prom-
inent art film festivals, for example, include numerous movies whose primary language is
Naija or a Pidgin koine when non-Nigerian actors are involved (e.g., the award winning
“Mami Wata,” see Salau, 2023, and the action film “Brotherhood,” 2022).

The use of Pidgin as a medium of film and music, supported by the visual imagery of
glossy videoclips and consumerist celebrity culture is boosting the informal status of
Pidgin, particularly among the young. This represents quite a radical departure from
the language ideologies of older generations, which still tend to view Pidgin as a deficient
form of English (see, e.g., d’Epie Alobwede, 1998).

Demography as a Driver of Growth
“Shallow social entrenchment” and “modernisation” were discussed as factors affecting
the recent expansion of Pidgin (see the section The Expansion of West African Pidgin). In
the following, I discuss demographic growth in greater detail since it functions as an
important driver of the various socio-economic and cultural trends I have outlined in
the preceding sections.

The United Nations and other reliable sources have converged on the projection that
Africa’s population will increase by 50 per cent from 1.4 billion in 2022 to 2.1 billion in
2050 (United Nations Population Division, 2022). Probabilistic projections for the end of
the century are less reliable due to the complex amalgam of sociocultural, economic, and
political factors that impact on demographic growth (for an overview, see Paice, 2021: 5).
But a middle-of-the-road UN figure for 2100 is 3.9 billion Africans, hence roughly 40 per
cent of a global population of 10.3 billion.

The projections for the six Pidgin-speaking countries for 2050 and 2100 under the UN
medium growth scenario are a total 502 and 732 million for 2050 and 2100 respectively,
up from 294 million in 2022, as shown in Table 2. The “youth factor” in the growth of
Pidgin is taken into account by providing the projected median age of populations at the
three cut-off dates in Table 2. If the projections turn out to be valid, the population of
Pidgin-speaking countries will increase by 70 per cent by 2050 and by 150 per cent by
2100. Even with the gradual slowdown of African demographic growth over the course of
this century shown in Table 2, the combined median age of these six countries in 2100
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(35 years) will still be 12 and 15 years below that of Asia (47 years) and Europe (50 years),
respectively. Further, current urbanisation trends are expected to accelerate. Africa is pre-
dicted to harbour the largest and highest number of cities in the world in 2100, with some
predictions of the Pidgin hub Lagos growing to 88 million (Hoornweg and Pope, 2017).

The anticipated ripple effects of such demographic growth include the migration of
young Africans out of Pidgin-speaking Africa in search of economic opportunity and
to provide much-needed labour and skills for ageing societies elsewhere – Nigerians
already constitute the most highly educated group of the immigrant and resident popula-
tion in the USA (Jackson-Obot, 2020). Migratory outflows depend at least as much on
socio-political and economic factors as does long-term population growth. The numbers
can therefore only be tentative. Equally, policy reactions to African immigration on the
massive scale required by the shrinking populations of the northern hemisphere are unpre-
dictable. Nigeria will make up 75 per cent of the total projected West African Pidgin-speak-
ing population in Table 2 in 2050 and 2100, respectively, and will likely cover most net
migration in the coming periods as well. According to government sources, 17 million
first- and second-generation Nigerians were estimated to reside outside of the country in
2017, most of whom were elsewhere in Africa (Fidelis, 2017), in line with existing
trends of intra-African migration (International Organization for Migration, 2022).

The UN provides an estimated total out-migration of 82 million people from the six
Pidgin-speaking countries by 2050 (United Nations Population Division, 2022). A
sophisticated probabilistic study by Vollset et al. (2020) that takes into account socio-
demographic factors, crude population growth, and probabilities of conflict and climate
change produces a more modest combined emigration of approximately 44 million
people out of the six Pidgin-speaking countries in 2050, with the lion’s share (70 per
cent) of emigrants being Nigerian. The number is predicted to reach 75 million in
2100, with Nigerians accounting for 80 per cent of emigrants.

Under the conservative assumption that the percentages of Pidgin speakers in Table 1 will
not change over time, and taking the lower estimates for Nigeria and Cameroon (36 per cent)

Table 2. Population Projections for West African Pidgin-Speaking Countries (in Million).

Country

2022 2050 2100

Pop. Med. age Pop. Med. age Pop. Med. age

Nigeria 219 17.1 377 22.4 545 34.5

Cameroon 28 17.6 51 22.9 86 32.8

Ghana 33 20.5 52 26.8 73 36.5

Sierra Leone 9 19.0 14 26.6 17 37.5

The Gambia 3 17.0 5 24.4 7 37.0

Equatorial Guinea 2 20.8 3 26.5 4 37.2

Total 294m 18.3 yrs. 502m 25.5 yrs. 732m 36.75 yrs.

(United Nations Population Division, 2022)
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into account, the total number of speakers would reach 270 million at the end of this century.
With the higher estimates, this number could swell to above 360 million by 2100.

Such counts are, however, only based on crude demographic growth, hence disregard-
ing the continuation of the growth of Pidgin through language shift and acquisition as an
additional language (Egbokhare, 2021). It is more likely that the sociolinguistic and
socio-economic dynamics outlined in the section The Expansion of West African
Pidgin will come to bear even more in the coming decades and that the acquisition of
Pidgin will therefore accelerate. In such a scenario, it is not unrealistic to expect up to
400 million speakers of Pidgin by 2100.

It is not clear to what extent the use of Pidgin will expand outside ofWest Africa. Naija
functions as the predominant authenticating code in Nigerian diaspora communities,
often alongside Nigerian English (Affia, 2023; Honkanen, 2021). Speakers also report
using Pidgin alongside English for identity purposes, social communion, and practical
communication when congregating abroad with nationals of other “anglophone” West
African countries (Mair, 2022). A study of Ghanaian immigrants in Italy, by contrast,
shows that a mixed Akan–English code, rather than Ghanaian Pidgin, serves as an iden-
tity marker (Guerini, 2014). Equally, Pidgin does not seem to have substantially pene-
trated “francophone” West Africa.

Despite the expected growth within Pidgin-speaking West Africa, one cannot, there-
fore, predict to what degree Pidgin will, in the coming decades, be acquired by speakers
outside of the six home countries of Pidgin through migration, social and economic inter-
action, people-to-people contacts, intermarriage, and cultural diffusion. Such growth is
likely to revolve around existing West African migration hubs in (urban) North
America, Western Europe, and East and Southern Africa, as well as emerging ones in
Latin America and East and South East Asia (for the African presence in China, see
Bodomo, 2015).

Finally, it is crucial to underline the prominence of Nigeria in the growth scenarios of
Pidgin. Already today, speakers of Naija make up two-thirds of the total speaker popu-
lation of Pidgin (see Table 1). Nigeria’s dynamic Naija-infused popular culture, media,
and brand of evangelical Christianity radiate far beyond West Africa, prompting Mair
(2022) to characterise the country as an “informal epicentre” in the world system of
Englishes. Even if Naija were still spoken by the lower estimate of 36 per cent of
Nigeria’s total population in 2100 (see Table 1), the total speaker number would reach
200 million by that time. Due to the factors described in the section The Expansion of
West African Pidgin, it seems more likely, however, that Naija will continue to
expand its percentage over the course of this century and reach upward of 300 million
speakers within Nigeria by 2100.

Conclusion
Pidgin is on a trajectory of significant growth. I identified a set of socio-economic (“mod-
ernisation”) and sociolinguistic (“shallow social entrenchment”) factors that appear to be
fuelling its expansion. A cautious appraisal of tendencies of demographic growth,
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urbanisation, migration trends, and socio-economic change leads to the plausible conclu-
sion that Pidgin will be spoken by between 300 and 400 million people by 2100. If this
prediction turns out to be true, Pidgin will be among the most widely spoken languages of
the Western Hemisphere. Pidgin speaker numbers would also rival those of other fast-
growing world languages spoken around the globe (e.g., Hindi-Urdu, Malay-Indonesian,
Swahili, French, and Portuguese).

Probably never, in recorded history, has a language once spoken by a few thousand
people just over two centuries ago expanded so rapidly. This circumstance is even
more striking since Pidgin has spread exclusively by self-organised processes without
conquest, enslavement, colonisation, population displacement, genocide, elite engineer-
ing, administrative action, and state intervention by a section of its speakers.

The trajectory of West African Pidgin contrasts sharply with the way that European
colonial languages were entrenched in Africa. English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish
were enforced as the only languages of the colonial administration and post-primary school-
ing. They also served as the language of command for European colonials and their African
auxiliaries in colonial armies, the police, mission stations, prisons, plantations, mines, and
domestic service. Further, mastery of the colonial language constituted the only channel
of restricted upward social mobility for Africans, buttressed by ideologies that disparaged
African languages (for Côte d’Ivoire, see N’Guessan, 2007). Post-independence elites in
almost all of Africa have perpetuated colonial language regimes and are heavily invested
in them, although only a small fraction of African populations use colonial languages as
vernaculars (Mufwene, 2011).

Pidgin’s rise as a “super-central” world language therefore goes against the grain. At
the same time, it fits into the trend towards decentred, neoliberal globalisation aptly cap-
tured by the metaphor of “liquid modernity” (Bauman, 2000). Africans have been experi-
encing the dismantling of the legal-bureaucratic state since the “structural adjustment
programmes” of the 1980s (e.g., Stein and Nissanke, 1999). This has involved the
retrenchment of bureaucracies, the dismantling of public enterprises, education and
health systems, and the erosion of traditional political parties and trade unions, state
media, mainline churches, and extended families. The shrinking of the state has also
gone hand in hand with the devastation of rural economies, migration to cities and
other countries, as well as the proliferation of informal economies. In the resulting
climate of uncertainty, Pidgin has come to constitute a valuable asset for mobilising eco-
nomic and social resources in the struggle for livelihoods.

For a typical speaker below twenty years of age, the seductiveness of Pidgin goes
beyond practicality, however. It also lies in the self-determination over the creative
and identity-affirming powers of speech that the standardised colonial languages
remain unresponsive to in an era of “breath-taking speed of change” (Bauman, 2000:
155).

The trajectory of Pidgin therefore holds tremendous potential for studying the
large-scale, bottom-up language evolution that has come to characterise the present.
Given the magnitude of the developments illustrated here, linguists, educators, activists,
and policy makers are well advised to engage deeply with West African Pidgin.
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Le West African Pidgin : une langue mondiale à contre-courant

Résumé
Le West African Pidgin1 («Pidgin») constitue un groupe de variétés d’anglais restructurées
et mutuellement intelligibles, comptant jusqu’à 140 millions de locuteurs au Nigéria, au

Cameroun, au Ghana, en Sierra Leone, en Guinée équatoriale et en Gambie. Parlé par

seulement quelques milliers de personnes il y a deux siècles, la «modernisation» et «l’en-
racinement social peu profond» ont conduit à la transformation du Pidgin en une langue

mondiale «super-centrale». La croissance démographique, les migrations, l’expansion
des industries culturelles et des économies d’Afrique de l’Ouest, et les contacts entre

les peuples sont susceptibles de développer davantage le Pidgin. Déjà la plus grande lan-

gue d’Afrique de l’Ouest, le Pidgin pourrait être parlé par 400 millions de personnes d’ici
2100. L’essor du Pidgin va à contre courant. Les langues mondiales comme l’anglais, le
français, le chinois ou l’arabe se sont surtout répandues par la colonisation, l’ingénierie
des élites et l’intervention administrative. La trajectoire du Pidgin offre donc un grand

potentiel pour explorer les dynamiques de l’évolution linguistique naturelle à grande

échelle au XXIe siècle.
1In order to avoid confusion with the ontological category of “pidgin” as “simplified”

language system, the selfdesignation “(West African) Pidgin” is not translated in the

French and German abstracts.

Mots-clés
Afrique de l’Ouest, pidgin, langue, changement social, changement démographique
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West African Pidgin: Eine Weltsprache gegen die Norm

Zusammenfassung
Das West African Pidgin1 (“Pidgin“) ist eine Gruppe eng verwandter, restrukturierter

Varietäten des Englischen, die von bis zu 140 Millionen Menschen in Nigeria, Kamerun,

Ghana, Sierra Leone, Äquatorialguinea und Gambia gesprochen werden. Vor zwei

Jahrhunderten wurde Pidgin nur von wenigen tausend Menschen gesprochen.

“Modernisierung” und “flache soziale Verankerung” haben die Verwandlung von Pidgin in

eine “superzentrale” Weltsprache der Gegenwart vorangetrieben. Bevölkerungswachstum,

Migration, die Expansion westafrikanischer Kulturindustrien und Volkswirtschaften

sowie zwischenmenschliche Kontakte werden voraussichtlich dazu führen, dass Pidgin

sich weiter verbreitet. Bereits jetzt ist Pidgin die größte Sprache Westafrikas und

könnte bis zum Jahr 2100 von 400 Millionen Menschen gesprochen werden. Der

Aufstieg von Pidgin widerspricht der Norm. Weltsprachen wie Englisch, Französisch,

Chinesisch oder Arabisch haben sich vor allem durch Kolonialisierung, Sprachplanung

durch Eliten und staatliche Intervention ausgebreitet. Die Entwicklung des Pidgin bietet

daher großes Potenzial, um die Dynamiken der natürlichen Sprachevolution des 21.

Jahrhunderts zu erforschen.
1In order to avoid confusion with the ontological category of “pidgin” as “simplified”

language system, the selfdesignation “(West African) Pidgin” is not translated in the

French and German abstracts.

Schlagwörter
Westafrika, Pidgin, Sprache, sozialer Wandel, demografischer Wandel
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