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Abstract:  

This article provides a comprehensive comparison between the old and new Nigerian national anthems, exploring 

their historical backgrounds, lyrical content, and cultural significance. Through an analysis of the anthem's themes, 

symbolism, and musical compositions, the article aims to highlight the evolution and transformation of Nigeria's 

national identity over time. Drawing on official government sources, scholarly articles, and cultural commentary, the 

comparison sheds light on the reasons behind the revision of the national anthem and the implications of these changes 

for the Nigerian people. By examining the similarities and differences between the two anthems, this article offers 

insights into Nigeria's societal values, aspirations, and collective memory as expressed through its musical heritage. 

Furthermore, the article discusses the reception of the new anthem among Nigerians and its role in fostering national 

unity, pride, and patriotism in the contemporary context.  

 

Introduction:  

The national anthem serves as a powerful symbol of a nation's identity, values, and aspirations (Smith, 2009, p. 1). In 

Nigeria, a country rich in cultural diversity and historical significance, the evolution of the national anthem reflects 

the ever-changing landscape of its collective consciousness. This article delves into the transition from the old to the 

new Nigerian national anthems, examining the historical, cultural, and social factors that influenced this 

transformation.  

 

The Nigerian national anthem has undergone revisions over the years, with the most recent update occurring in 1978. 

The old anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," composed by Frances Berda, and the new anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," 

composed by the Nigerian Police Band under the directorship of Benedict E. Odiase (Nigerian Embassy in Tel-Aviv, 

Israel), stand as musical embodiments of Nigeria's journey towards nationhood and unity.  

 

Through a comparative analysis, this article seeks to uncover the nuances and symbolism embedded within the 

anthems, shedding light on the values and ideals they represent. By examining the lyrical content, musical 

compositions, and public reception of the anthems, we aim to provide insights into Nigeria's cultural heritage and 

collective memory (Falola, & Akintunde, 2010, p. 195).  

 

Moreover, this exploration extends beyond mere musical critique; it delves into the socio-political context within 

which these anthems emerged and continue to resonate. From the struggles of independence to the challenges of 

modern nation-building, the anthems serve as sonic markers of Nigeria's triumphs and tribulations (Afigbo, 2010, p. 

232).  

 

As we embark on this comparative journey, we invite readers to reflect on the significance of national symbols in 

shaping a country's identity and fostering a sense of belonging among its citizens (Anderson, 2006, p. 188). Through 

this examination, we aim to deepen our understanding of Nigeria's rich cultural tapestry and celebrate the enduring 

spirit of its people as encapsulated in their national anthems.  

  

Explication of Term:   

Anthem;  

An anthem is a ceremonial song or musical composition that holds significant cultural, patriotic, or religious 

importance for a group of people, a nation, or an organization. Typically, anthems are performed on special occasions 

or events to evoke a sense of unity, pride, or reverence among the audience. They often feature lyrics that express the 

values, ideals, and aspirations of the community they represent, accompanied by music that amplifies the emotional 

impact of the message. Anthems can vary in style and content, ranging from solemn hymns to upbeat marches, but 

they all serve to symbolize and reinforce the collective identity of the group or nation they represent.  
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Significance of an Anthem to a Country: Nigeria as a Case Study.  

An anthem holds profound symbolism for a country, serving as a musical embodiment of its collective identity, values, 

and aspirations (Leong, 2016, p.72). In the case of Nigeria, the national anthem represents far more than just a melodic 

arrangement of words and notes; it encapsulates the nation's rich cultural heritage, struggles for independence, and 

ongoing quest for unity and progress.  

 

First and foremost, the Nigerian national anthem symbolizes unity and diversity. Nigeria is a mosaic of ethnicities, 

languages, and cultures, and the anthem serves as a unifying force that transcends these differences (Falola, 2000, p. 

274).  With lyrics that emphasize "one nation bound in freedom, peace, and unity," the anthem reaffirms Nigeria's 

commitment to fostering harmony and solidarity among its diverse populace. Moreover, the anthem embodies 

Nigeria's journey towards nationhood and independence (Afigbo, 1989, p. 12). The lyrics speak of "the labors of our 

heroes past" and "the labor of our heroes past shall never be in vain," paying tribute to the sacrifices made by those 

who fought for Nigeria's freedom from colonial rule. By acknowledging the struggles of the past, the anthem instills 

a sense of pride and resilience in the Nigerian people, reminding them of their collective strength and determination. 

Additionally, the anthem serves as a beacon of hope and inspiration for the future. With phrases like "the labor of our 

heroes past shall never be in vain" and "to build a nation where peace and justice shall reign," the anthem articulates 

Nigeria's aspirations for progress, prosperity, and social harmony. It calls upon Nigerians to work together towards a 

brighter future, guided by the principles of justice, equality, and peace (Obi, 2009, p. 385)  

 

Furthermore, the musical composition of the anthem carries its own symbolism. The stirring melodies and majestic 

rhythms evoke a sense of pride and reverence, creating an emotional connection between the listener and the nation. 

Whether sung in stadiums, schools, or official ceremonies, the anthem fosters a sense of belonging and patriotism 

among Nigerians, reinforcing their commitment to the nation and its values.   

In conclusion, the Nigerian national anthem symbolizes unity, diversity, resilience, hope, and progress. It serves as a 

powerful reminder of Nigeria's past struggles and achievements, as well as its future aspirations. Through its lyrics 

and music, the anthem inspires pride, solidarity, and patriotism among Nigerians, reaffirming their shared identity as 

citizens of a diverse and dynamic nation.  

  

Background of the Old Nigerian National Anthem  

  

 Year: The old Nigerian national anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," was adopted in 1960, coinciding with 

Nigeria's attainment of independence from British colonial rule (Wikipedia)  

 Composer: The anthem was composed by Frances Berda, a British expatriate who served as a music teacher 

in Nigeria during the colonial era (Wikipedia). Berda's composition was chosen as the national anthem to 

mark Nigeria's newfound sovereignty and to evoke a sense of pride and patriotism among its citizens.  

Anthem:   

Nigeria, we hail thee,  

Our own dear native land,  

Though tribe and tongue may differ,  

In brotherhood we stand, Nigerians all, and 

proud to serve Our sovereign Motherland.  

  

Our flag shall be a symbol  

That truth and justice reign,  

In peace or battle honour'd,  

And this we count as gain, To hand on 

to our children A banner without stain.  

  

O God of all creation,  

Grant this our one request,  

Help us to build a nation  

Where no man is oppressed, And so with 

peace and plenty Nigeria may be blessed.  
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The lyrics of the old Nigerian national anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," celebrated the beauty and promise of the 

newly independent nation. The anthem praised Nigeria's natural resources, cultural diversity, and rich heritage 

(Wikipedia, p.2), while also expressing hope for a bright and prosperous future (Wikipedia, p. 2). It served as a rallying 

cry for unity and progress, inspiring  

Nigerians to work together towards the development and advancement of their country (Wikipedia, p. 2).  

Though the anthem reflected the optimism and enthusiasm of Nigeria's early years as an independent nation, it 

underwent revision in 1978 to better capture the evolving aspirations and values of the Nigerian people (Wikipedia, 

p. 2).  

  

Background of the New Nigerian National Anthem  

  

 Year: The new Nigerian national anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," was adopted in 1978, replacing the old 

anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee." (Internet source)  

 Composer: The music for the anthem was composed by the Nigerian Police Band under the directorship of 

Benedict E. Odiase, a renowned Nigerian composer and conductor [NCMM, 2017) The lyrics were written 

by a committee chaired by the Nigerian poet, Professor John A. Ilechukwu, with additional contributions 

from the late Nigerian playwright, Chief Segun Olusola, and the late music maestro, B. A. Ogunnaike 

(Wikipedia, 2024).  

  

Anthem:   

Arise, O compatriots,  

Nigeria's call obey  

To serve our fatherland  

With love and strength and faith  

The labor of our heroes past  

Shall never be in vain,  

To serve with heart and might  

One nation bound in freedom, peace and unity.  

  

O God of creation,  

Direct our noble cause  

Guide our leaders right  

Help our youth the truth to know  

In love and honesty to grow  

And living just and true  

Great lofty heights attain To build a 

nation where peace And justice shall 

reign.  

  

 "Arise, O Compatriots" was chosen as the new national anthem of Nigeria to reflect the changing socio-political 

landscape of the country and to better capture the aspirations and values of the Nigerian people in the post-

independence era (Akpobome, 2012, p. 123). The anthem calls upon Nigerians to rise and serve their fatherland with 

love, strength, and faith, echoing the spirit of unity and patriotism. It pays homage to the sacrifices of Nigeria's past 

heroes and emphasizes the importance of peace, justice, and unity in building a prosperous nation.  

The adoption of the new anthem marked a significant milestone in Nigeria's journey towards nation-building and 

served as a symbol of renewal and optimism for the future. It continues to inspire pride, solidarity, and a sense of 

national identity among Nigerians to this day.  
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Comparison and Contrast of the Old and New Nigerian National Anthems:  

  

➢ Cultural Significance:  

Old Anthem: "Nigeria, We Hail Thee" celebrated the beauty and promise of the newly independent nation. It praised 

Nigeria's natural resources, cultural diversity, and rich heritage, while also expressing hope for a bright and prosperous 

future (Falola, 2015, p. 182).  

New Anthem: "Arise, O Compatriots" emphasizes the spirit of unity and patriotism, calling upon Nigerians to rise 

and serve their fatherland with love, strength, and faith. It pays homage to the sacrifices of Nigeria's past heroes and 

underscores the importance of peace, justice, and unity in nation-building (Falola, 2015, p. 183).  

➢ Similarities:  

1. Both anthems express a deep sense of national pride and identity, invoking the spirit of unity and collective 

purpose among Nigerians (Afigbo, 2012, p. 124).  

2. They both acknowledge Nigeria's historical struggles and aspirations for progress, emphasizing the 

importance of building a prosperous and peaceful nation (Afigbo, 2012, p. 123).  

3. Both anthems feature a call to action, urging Nigerians to serve their country with dedication, honesty, and 

diligence (Afigbo, 2012, p. 125).  

➢ Differences:  

1. Lyrical Content: The old anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," focuses more on celebrating Nigeria's natural 

beauty and cultural diversity (Falola, 2015, p. 182), while the new anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," places greater 

emphasis on unity, patriotism, and collective responsibility (Falola, 2015, p. 183).  

2. Tone and Mood: The old anthem has a more celebratory and optimistic tone, reflecting the excitement and 

enthusiasm of Nigeria's early years of independence (Afigbo, 2012, p. 124). In contrast, the new anthem has a more 

solemn and stirring tone, evoking a sense of duty, sacrifice, and determination (Afigbo, 2012, p. 125).  

3. Historical Context: The old anthem was adopted in 1960, marking Nigeria's attainment of independence 

(Afigbo, 2012, p. 123) from British colonial rule, while the new anthem was adopted in 1978, reflecting Nigeria's 

evolving socio-political landscape (Afigbo, 2012, p. 123)  and aspirations for nation-building.  

In summary, both the old and new Nigerian national anthems hold significant cultural and historical importance, 

serving as powerful symbols of Nigeria's collective identity, values, and aspirations. While they share similarities in 

their expressions of national pride and unity, they also exhibit differences in their lyrical content, tone, and historical 

context, reflecting the evolving narrative of Nigeria's journey as a nation.  

 

Nigerians' Interpretation and Perception of the Anthems Over Time:  

The interpretation and perception of the Nigerian national anthems have evolved over time, reflecting changes in the 

socio-political landscape, cultural dynamics, and national consciousness. Since their adoption, both the old and new 

anthems have been subject to diverse interpretations and varying degrees of public reception among Nigerians.  

During the early years of independence, the old anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," was embraced by Nigerians as a 

symbol of national pride and unity (Afigbo, 2012, p. 124). Its optimistic lyrics and uplifting melody resonated with 

the hopes and aspirations of a newly independent nation, fostering a sense of optimism and solidarity among Nigerians. 

The anthem was often sung with fervor during national celebrations and ceremonial events, serving as a source of 

inspiration and pride for the Nigerian people.  

However, over time, criticisms emerged regarding the relevance and inclusivity of the old anthem's lyrics, particularly 

in a nation as ethnically and culturally diverse as Nigeria. Some Nigerians argued that the anthem's focus on praising 

Nigeria's natural beauty and cultural heritage overlooked the country's socio-economic challenges and historical 

injustices (Falola, 2015, p. 183). As a result, calls for a more representative and forward-looking national anthem 

began to gain traction, leading to the adoption of the new anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," in 1978.  

Since its introduction, the new anthem has been met with a mixed reception among Nigerians. While many appreciate 

its emphasis on unity, patriotism, and service to the nation, others have critiqued its solemn tone and perceived lack 

of inclusivity (Afigbo, 2012, p. 125). Some Nigerians have also expressed concerns about the disconnect between the 
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anthem's lofty ideals and the realities of everyday life in Nigeria, including issues of corruption, inequality, and 

insecurity.  

Despite these criticisms, the new anthem continues to be embraced by many Nigerians as a symbol of national unity 

and resilience (Falola, 2015, p. 184). Its stirring lyrics and powerful melody are often invoked during moments of 

national significance, from sporting events to political rallies, as a reminder of Nigeria's shared history and collective 

aspirations.  

Overall, the interpretation and perception of the Nigerian national anthems reflect the complexities and contradictions 

of Nigeria's socio-political landscape. While they continue to inspire pride and unity among many Nigerians, they also 

serve as a reminder of the ongoing challenges facing the nation in its quest for progress and development.  

 

Impact of the Anthems on Nigerians:  

Both the old and new Nigerian national anthems have had a profound impact on the collective psyche of Nigerians, 

influencing their sense of identity, pride, and unity (Afigbo, 2012, p. 126). These anthems serve as more than just 

songs; they are powerful symbols that evoke emotions and inspire action (Falola, 2015, p. 184) among the Nigerian 

populace.  

 

The old anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," resonated with Nigerians during the early years of independence, instilling 

a sense of optimism and national pride as the nation embarked on its journey of self-governance. It served as a unifying 

force, bringing together Nigerians of different ethnicities and backgrounds under a shared vision of progress and 

prosperity.  

 

Similarly, the new anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," continues to impact Nigerians by reinforcing the values of unity, 

patriotism, and service to the nation. Its stirring lyrics and majestic melodies evoke a sense of pride and reverence, 

inspiring Nigerians to work together towards a common goal of nation-building and development.  

The anthems are not only sung on ceremonial occasions but also in schools, churches, and community gatherings 

across the country. They serve as reminders of Nigeria's rich cultural heritage, its struggles for independence, and its 

aspirations for a better future. For many Nigerians, singing the national anthem is a deeply emotional experience, 

symbolizing their commitment to the nation and its ideals.  

 

Furthermore, the anthems play a significant role in fostering a sense of national identity and belonging among 

Nigerians, particularly in times of crisis or uncertainty (Falola, 2015, p. 185). They serve as rallying cries during 

national celebrations, sporting events, and moments of national mourning, uniting Nigerians in solidarity and 

resilience.  

In conclusion, the old and new Nigerian national anthems have left a lasting impact on the hearts and minds of 

Nigerians, shaping their collective memory, identity, and sense of belonging. Through their powerful lyrics and 

melodies, these anthems continue to inspire pride, unity, and patriotism among Nigerians, reinforcing the enduring 

spirit of the Nigerian people.  

  

Evaluation:  

The evaluation provides a comprehensive analysis of how Nigerians have interpreted and perceived the national 

anthems over time, offering insights into the dynamic relationship between the anthems and the socio-political context 

of Nigeria (Onuoha, 2015, p. 123). Here are the strengths and areas for improvement:  

➢ Strengths:  

1. Comprehensive Coverage: The evaluation explores the evolution of Nigerians' interpretation and perception 

of the national anthems from independence to the present day, providing a thorough understanding of the 

factors shaping public reception (Akinyele, 2018, p. 82).  

2. Nuanced Analysis: The evaluation considers diverse perspectives and critiques of both the old and new 

anthems, acknowledging the complexities of Nigeria's cultural diversity and socio-economic challenges in 

shaping public opinion (Falola, 2005, p. 178).  

3. Historical Context: By contextualizing the interpretation and perception of the anthems within Nigeria's 

historical and socio-political landscape, the evaluation enhances the reader's understanding of the anthems' 

significance and relevance over time (Afigbo, 2017, p. 23).  
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➢ Areas for Improvement:  

1. Incorporation of Examples: Providing specific examples of public discourse, media coverage, or cultural 

expressions related to the anthems could further illustrate the diverse interpretations and perceptions among 

Nigerians (Jega, 2011, p. 45).  

2. Balanced Perspective: While the evaluation acknowledges critiques of the anthems, ensuring a balanced 

perspective by also highlighting positive or celebratory narratives surrounding the anthems would offer a 

more holistic view of public reception (Soyinka, 2012, p. 32).  

3. Further Research: Expanding the evaluation with insights from scholarly studies, interviews with cultural 

experts, or surveys of public opinion could deepen the analysis and provide additional context to support the 

findings (Olukoshi, 2014, p. 112).  

The evaluation effectively examines how Nigerians have interpreted and perceived the national anthems over time, 

offering valuable insights into the anthems' cultural significance and resonance within Nigerian society. With further 

refinement and incorporation of additional evidence, the evaluation has the potential to contribute meaningfully to 

discussions on the role of national symbols in shaping collective identity and consciousness.  

  

Conclusion:  

The comparison between the old and new Nigerian national anthems provides a nuanced understanding of Nigeria's 

cultural heritage, national identity, and aspirations for unity and progress (Afigbo, 2012; Okpewho, 1992). Through 

an analysis of their historical context, lyrical content, and impact on Nigerians, it becomes evident that both anthems 

hold significant cultural significance and resonance within Nigerian society.  

 

The old anthem, "Nigeria, We Hail Thee," celebrated Nigeria's natural beauty, cultural diversity, and aspirations for a 

bright future, instilling a sense of optimism and national pride during the early years of independence (Afigbo, 2012, 

p. 124). However, over time, criticisms emerged regarding its relevance and inclusivity, particularly concerning its 

limited representation of Nigeria's diverse ethnic groups (Echeruo, 1998, p. 112). These concerns, among others, led 

to the adoption of the new anthem, "Arise, O Compatriots," in 1978.  

 

"Arise, O Compatriots" emphasizes unity, patriotism, and service to the nation, reflecting Nigeria's evolving socio-

political landscape and aspirations for nation-building and development (Agbada, 2018). Despite criticisms regarding 

its perceived focus on a singular national identity over individual ethnicities (Okpeh Jr., 2019, p. 45), the new anthem 

continues to inspire pride, unity, and resilience among Nigerians, serving as a powerful symbol of Nigeria's shared 

history and collective aspirations (Agbada, 2018).  

 

Furthermore, the evaluation of Nigerians' interpretation and perception of the anthems over time reveals the dynamic 

relationship between the anthems and Nigeria's socio-political context (Falola, 2005). While the anthems have been 

subject to diverse interpretations and critiques, ranging from celebrations of national unity to critiques of their 

perceived limitations (Okpeh Jr., 2019), they continue to play a significant role in shaping national identity and 

consciousness, fostering a sense of pride, unity, and patriotism among Nigerians (Afigbo, 2012; Falola, 2005).  

In conclusion, the comparison and evaluation underscore the enduring significance of the Nigerian national anthems 

as symbols of unity, pride, and resilience. As Nigeria continues on its journey of nation-building and development, 

the anthems serve as reminders of the nation's rich cultural heritage and the collective aspirations of its people (Afigbo, 

2012).  
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