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ABSTRACT 

Language is an indispensable cultural legacy with which all forms of human interactions are carried out. 

Indigenous languages especially facilitate smooth social inter-personal relationships which in turn 

enhance political, economic and other activities carried out for the progress and stability of the society. 

Nigeria has witnessed a lot of crises ranging from ethno-religious to ethno-political which have threatened 

the unity and peaceful co-existence of the diverse peoples of the country. Language barrier has been 

identified as one of the factors to have led to misunderstanding, suspicion, conflict, and insecurity in the 

country. This paper therefore brings to the fore once again the issue of indigenous language policy in 

Nigeria. It also recommends attitudinal change from the elites toward Nigerian languages and call on 

government at various levels to consciously and conscientiously enforce the implementation of the policy.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Language is species-specific to man. It is the distinguishing phenomenon between man and other 

creatures. Ihezuonu (2014, p.27) says that “man is the only creature that uses words intentionally and 

habitually.” This confirms that only human species have the capacity to acquire and learn language and in 

human community. Language is a distinctively human system of communication based on oral and 

written symbols. It is the vehicle through which people’s culture is transmitted. It is an extremely 

important aspect of a community. It is an index of identity which serves as a repository of a people’s 

culture, industry and exploits. It is language that differentiates the Homo sapiens from other animals. The 

most effective engine of a people’s culture is their mother tongue. Indigenous languages are treasures of 

our culture and self-identity (Olaoye, 2013). In other words, it is the indicator of history and self-

identification. 

Nigeria has witnessed a lot of crises ranging from ethno-religious to ethno-political which have threatened 

the unity and peaceful co-existence of the diverse peoples of the country. The problem has become so 

challenging that some observers predict that if urgent measures are not taken to forestall these crises, 

Nigeria is likely to witness another civil war. Peace and security of life and property are very necessary 

for harmonious living among humans. Okafor, Nwogu and Osuagwu (2018) observe that the need to 

harness the resources of language in order to ensure peace and security in Nigeria becomes necessary as 

no nation can be guaranteed stability needed for accelerated economic growth without a common 

language.  

For instance, the activities of the Boko Haram sect in the North, the Avengers in the Niger Delta, 

Independent people of Biafra and the Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra in 

the East to mention but a few have wrecked monumental havoc in Nigeria as a whole. It has resulted in 

loss of lives, property and security in the country and every Nigerian is affected directly or indirectly. In 

fact, the feeling of insecurity is not being experienced by only those who reside in the Northern part of the 
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country. It is being felt by all Nigerians as a whole. Okafor (2012, p.21) agrees with the above assertion 

as he stated, “before you can have progress and development within any level of human community, there 

must of necessity be a semblance of harmony, peaceful co-existence and tolerance among the constituent 

members of the given society”. 

Harmony as a concept has been defined by the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English as a state 

of agreement; peacefulness, the pleasant effect made by parts being combined into a whole. One 

Wikipedia definition gives an explicit meaning, as a situation in which people are peaceful and agree with 

each other, or when things seem right or suitable together. Harmony also connotes nationalism which is a 

demand for the active participation of citizen in the affairs of the nation and feeling of brotherhood. It is 

also defined as identification of oneself with a single nation…and placing of such nation or unit beyond 

good and evil, recognizing no other duty than that of advancing its interest (Ani, 2012). The relationship 

between nationalism and harmony is symbiotic. Harmony will make way for citizens to volunteer to do so 

much for their country 

At the present, the language situation in Nigeria does not permit peace and harmonious co-existence of 

people from different tribes. Nigeria, as a multilingual nation, is in a situation where many different 

languages co-exist within the bounds of one society. In the words of Ehinze (2011), the number of ethno-

linguistic groups that make up Nigeria is grossly indeterminate mainly due to lack of consensus on what 

criteria to use in determining an ethnic group. It is on this premise that this paper attempts to exploit the 

instrumentality of indigenous Nigerian languages to forestall impending crises capable of threatening 

peace and security in the nation, and elicit its potency to enable the citizens co-exist harmoniously. 

  

2. The Nigerian Linguistic Situation 

Nigeria is a multilingual and multi-cultural nation with about 400 indigenous languages (Adeoye, 2013, 

p.29). These languages are very diverse linguistically, unequal in size and status, and are at different 

stages or levels of development. The orthographies of many of them have not yet been designed or 

developed. This means that many of them are yet to be committed into writing. Nigeria is an 

heterogeneous society with diverse culture, ethnic groups and numerous languages. Nigeria, comprising 

of 36 states and a central government in Abuja, is said to have an estimated population of 207,082,359 as 

at September 10, 2020, (see www.worldometers.info/world-population/nigeria). It is ethnically diverse, 

having about 250 ethnic groups and over 500 languages (Attoh, 2019). However, amidst this diversity 

some languages are widely spoken across some populations such as Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo. Hausa is 

spoken by over 63 million people, Yoruba by over 42 million people and Igbo by over 35 million people. 

The other languages which are widely spoken include Fulfude, Ijaw, Edo, Ibibio, Kanuri, Tiv and Nupe. 

The Nigerian linguistic situation has been variously described and classified by Olaoye (2013, p.29-30) as 

follows: 

1. Three (3) foreign or exoglossic languages: English, French and Arabic. Awonusi (1990) cited in 

Olaoye (2013) calls these three exoglossic languages top level languages that are used for 

national and international communication. They are also regarded as world languages, with 

English and French being regarded as languages of colonization. 

2.  Four (4) very large languages: Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, and Pidgin. The three major languages 

(Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba) are called “Decamillionaires” and they serve as regional Lingua 

Franca. Pidgin functions as a restricted Lingua Franca. 

3.  Nine (9) large languages: Edo, Efik, Ebira, Fulfulde, Idoma, Igala, Kanuri, Nupe and Tiv . These 

Nine languages described as network (Radio) languages are called Millionaire languages, and are 

used in the Nigeria mass media. 

4.  Twenty (20) medium-sized languages, many of which are called minority languages. 

5.  About 350 small size languages are also called minority languages.  

Having described the Nigeria linguistic situation, let us now examine if English language has been able to 

unify the country or not. We shall also discuss the role of Nigerian indigenous languages as a catalyst for 

harmonious co-existence in Nigeria. 
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3. Failure of English Language 

Ikara (1987) as cited by Jatau (2019, p.8) posits that English language unites, ‘…only about 10% of the 

people in common pursuit for material well-being and cut-throat competition for power and affluence in 

society…’ The author further drops ‘‘it may be pointed out that at this stage whatever the circumstances, 

and whatever the form the nation takes one of its major binding forces is that of language. It is perhaps 

even that a people constituting one nationality and one state should possess a language spoken and 

understood by all’’. 

What is certain is that, whatever benefit we may be deriving from English language, it still remains a 

foreign language imposed on Nigeria through colonial conquest. Our dream of unity, progress and 

development require us patronise and develop our indigenous languages for efficient and effective 

communication among the people, and dissemination of information particularly from the government to 

the citizenry. English language has not been able to achieve that desire as one need only to look at the 

yearly results of English language examinations of NECO and WAEC to confirm the failure of English as 

massive. 

English, being the official language, is widely used for education, business transactions and for official 

purposes. Seibert, (2010) as cited by Jatau (2019, p.9) submits that  

English, however, remains an exclusive preserve of a small minority of the country's 

urban elite, and is not spoken in rural areas. With approximately 75% of Nigeria's 

populace in the rural areas, the major languages of communication in the country remain 

tribal languages, with the most widely spoken being Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. Foreign 

minorities speak their own languages aside from English and/or major native languages 

as their second language.  

Moreover, Fatoba and Okanume (2016) also reveal that the English language, as a foreign language of 

which 75-90% of the population cannot communicate through, has been the main weapon used by the 

Nigerian elite class to gain undue economic and political power and exclude ordinary Nigerians from 

enjoying their fair share of the much touted dividends of democracy. It appears that both the ruling elites 

and the underclass are united in the perception that Nigeria belongs to the English–speaking elites alone. 

This explains why the exclusion of the ordinary people from the scheme of things in the country 

continues to blossom unchecked as the elites continue to appropriate the country’s resources and plum 

position to themselves using the English language as their sickle. This negative trend has continued to 

generated bad blood, suspicion, and fear of domination among the people, resulting in restiveness and 

conflict within the country. 

 

4. The Indispensability of Indigenous Language Education 
The efficacy of indigenous languages of Africa at solving social problems is becoming more apparent. 

For instance, the potential of Nigerian indigenous languages to bring about national peace, harmony and 

security was aptly captured by Orru (2015, p.183) thus: 

One major causes of absence of peace in the nation arises from poor handling of conflict 

resolution. This results from lack of proper understanding of the means of language 

communication-English language. Given a situation where the vast majority of Nigerians cannot 

communicate fluently in English, resorting to the use of Nigerian languages in dialogue will not 

only help sheath “the sword” in the heart of negotiators but also such negotiation will be well 

understood and approached with convivial disposition. If this approach is sustained, it will no 

doubt engender unity and harmony. This will usher in peace and security. 

 

To achieve true participatory democracy in Nigeria, Ayọ̀ Bámgbóṣé, Emeritus Professor of Linguistics at 

the University of Ibadan has suggested that more attention should be paid to the use of local languages for 

mass mobilization. He argued that instead of making the masses to learn English, the languages of the 

ruling elite, Nigerian ruling elite must endeavour to learn the language of the masses. Likewise, Professor 

Ọládélé Awóbùlúyì at a lecture delivered at Adékúnlé Ajásin University, Àkùngbá Àkókó, in 2013 and 
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later At Ọbáfẹ́mi Awólọ́wọ̀ University, Ilé-Ifẹ̀ in 2014, wondered why black Africans stuck to the 

language of their colonial masters as if it was an inevitable consequence of colonisation. He referred to 

the example of the Arabs in North Africa and the Indians in Southeast Asia whose indigenous languages 

were give prominent roles after they became independent countries. Besides, by means of indigenous 

language, man is able to impart information, to express feelings and emotions, to influence the activities 

of others, and to comfort him with varying degrees of friendliness or hostility toward persons who make 

use of substantially the same set of noises. 

Qualitative education in any nation is not a luxury, but an imperative to national peace, harmony and 

development. In order to achieve national cohesion and unity Nigeria recognizes the importance of 

mother tongue education hence she states in her National Policy on Education (NPE) that:  

Government appreciates the importance of language as a means of promoting social 

interaction and national cohesion, and preserving cultures. Thus every child shall learn the 

language of the immediate environment. Furthermore, in the interest of national unity, it is 

expedient that every child shall be required to learn one of the three Nigerian languages: 

Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba (FRN, 2004, p.10).  

Nigerian indigenous language is the most important tool with which society is organized. It is hardly 

possible to talk of national peace, harmony and development without including the languages with which 

the people formulate their thoughts, ideas and needs. On the other hand, language and the peoples’ 

culture, which is embedded in their literature, are inseparable. Literature, especially oral literature tends 

towards complying with all generally accepted norms and life’s value of a society so as to make a positive 

impact in the life of an individual. According to Owoniho (2015, p.65), “the transmission of cultural 

values and ethical values are done through language especially through oral literary medium”. For 

instance, the Yoruba oral literature such as stories, folktales, songs, etc are educative and humanistic 

resources which can be used to teach learner to imbibe good character, shun anti-social activities and 

violence. The good use of these methods, if embedded in peoples’ mind can make ways for achieving 

peaceful co-existence and national harmony in Nigeria. 

In Nigeria, language is a very powerful tool which confers identity and a sense of belonging to those who 

share a common language. The implication is that a universal indigenous language spoken across the 

various ethnic groups would enhance social cohesion and bring about social order through enhanced 

social interaction devoid of suspicion. Evidence from countries in East Africa, where Swahili is spoken as 

a lingua franca tends to buttress this assertion. Members of the society can relate with each other as 

brothers and sisters and not as strangers. It will help fix the mutual suspicion that characterizes social 

relations in the country. 

In addition, multilingual education is capable of eradicating illiteracy. It provides political awareness and 

sociopolitical stability. Government’s programmes and policies reach the grassroots with the use of 

indigenous languages. National unity depends largely on mutual understanding of each other’s language 

and culture, including interests. This is why Nigeria considers it to be in the interest of national unity that 

each child should be encouraged to learn one of the three major Nigerian languages other than his own 

mother tongue. Unity means strength or power, and it is language that unifies people. Indigenous 

languages therefore confer power on a nation. 

 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 

In view of the fact that unity, peaceful and harmonious coexistence is indispensable and sacrosanct for a 

nation’s sustainable political and economic development, and that these can only be achieved when and 

until the indigenous languages are given proper and sincere attention, the following recommendations are 

hereby made: 

1. There is need for attitudinal change from the elites especially towards Nigerian languages. We must 

begin to have positive attitude toward the teaching and learning of these languages. Also, we must 

stop referring to them as “vernacular”, rather they should be accorded the same status as English 
language. 
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2. If the Federal government sincerely appreciates the importance of Nigerian languages as means by 

which national unity could be promoted, then, the study of these languages i.e. Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba 

should be made compulsory at primary and post-primary levels of education. Each student should be 

made to learn/study one other than his/her mother tongue or language of immediate environment. Also, 

it should be made a requirement for promotion from one class to another in secondary schools 

nationwide.   

3. In all higher institution, the study of Nigerian languages should be made a General Studies in Education 

(GSE) course, and be made compulsory for all students at all levels.  

4. The Federal government should have political will to enforce the implementation of Language Policy on 

Education, and encourage State governments, and private owned institutions to comply as well. 

5. Lastly, if the Federal government sees the study of Nigerian languages as a means of fostering national 

unity and cohesion, it should give incentives, in form of scholarship or bursary award to encourage and 

motivate intending students into Nigerian languages’ programme. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
Nigeria has lived under the illusion that English as international language would be able to unify the country. 

Whereas in spite of the prominent position accorded this language (as official language) unity, peaceful and 

harmonious co-existence has been a mirage. It therefore behoves government at various levels and the political 

elites to look inward and have a rethink by revisiting, and gather political will to implementing to the letter, the 

policies that promote our indigenous languages for the purpose of national unity and harmonious co-existence 

of the citizenry.  
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