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Abstract 

In Nigeria, langauage serve as social bond, willingly or subconsciously, people 
signal degrees of intimacy, solidarity, respect, exclusion, discrimination by 
choice of language. Nigeria being a multilingual and multi-ethnic country faces 
a great deal of challenges, emerging with a functioning language policy thus 
undermining the nationalism of Nigeria as it depends on foreign language 
(English) as the official language due to political implication of multilingualism 
and multi-ethnicity. How long will Nigeria survive on a foreign language and 
without afunctioning language policy? This paper addresses the issue of 
multilingualism as it affects theunity of Nigeria, the functionality of Nigeria 
Language policy and the way forward. 
 

The statistical information on the languages being spoken in Nigeria puts the number of 
languages between 521 and 527; 7 extinct, 520 living. (Wikipedia, free encyclopedia) Among the living 
languages, 20 are institutional, 77 are developing, 353 are vigorous, 27 are in trouble while 45 are dying. 
(Lewis and Paul, 2015). It seems a general belief that the existence of numerous languages within a 
country is an index of backwardness of the nationals of that country, but it is important that a distinction 
is made between what are two different languages and what are dialects of the same language. When the 
distinction is made, it will be easier to reduce the number of languages and be focused to enforce 
development. 
 

For instance, varieties of Yoruba language such as Ekiti, Igun, Ikale, llaje, Ijesa, Ijebu, Ile-Oluji, 
Ondo, Ife, to mention a few are grouped under the umbrella ofYoruba language and are so addressed. The 
same measures are applied to Hausa and Igbo languages. When distinctions are made between dialects 
and languages, it will enhance the possibility of having some languages collapsed under a bigger 
umbrella, thereby reducing the number of languages in Nigeria and paving way for development by 
bringing the idea of having a national language close to reality. This to a large extent will promote a sense 
of unity among Nigerians rather thanevery language whether a dialect or a distinct language seeking 
prominence over the other. 
 
Dialect Or Language? 

There is no universally accepted criterion for distinguishing a language from a dialect. A number 
of rough measures exist but the most common and most purely linguistic criterion is that of mutual 
intelligibility. Two varieties are said to be dialects of the same language if being a speaker of one variety 
confers sufficient knowledge to understand and be understood by a speaker of the other. 
Many historical linguists view any speech form as a dialect of the older medium of communication from 
which it developed. (Wikipedia; free encyclopedia) This point of view sees the modern Romans 
languages as dialects of Latin; Modern Greek as a dialect of ancient Greek. This paradigm sees genetic 
relationships as paramount. A parent language may spawn several dialects which themselves sub-divide 
into various branches. For instance, Bini languages in Nigeria is said to have spawn several other dialects 
which include: Ora and Ishan dialects. 
 

Dialects refer to a variety of language that is a characteristic of a particular groupof the speakers 
of the language. It is distinguished by its vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation. A standard dialect is a 
dialect that is supported by institutions. Such institutional support may include government recognition or 
designation as being the correct form of language in schools. 
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A non-standard dialect like a standard dialect has a complete vocabulary, grammar and syntax but 
it is usually not the beneficiary of institutional support.Instances are: Southern American English and 
Western Austrian English. 
 
Concept of Mutual Intelligability 

The distinction between language and dialect is based on the notion of mutual intelligibility. 
Dialects of the same language should be mutually intelligible while different languages are not. This 
mutual intelligibility would then be a reflection of similarities between different varieties of speech. 
(Hoch, 1991). 
 

According to Lindsay (2010), dividing based on intelligibility is a morescientific concept to the 
dialect/language concept than the sociolinguistic orpolitical concepts currently used that have resulted in 
chaos surrounding the language/dialect question. He asserted that dividing languages on sociological or 
political grounds is almost thoroughly anti-scientific which may lead to odd cases such as Galician and 
Mirandese where two intelligible dialects wish to insist that they speak different languages e.g. Urhobo 
and Okpe (in Niger Delta) Igbo and Ikwere (in South East Nigeria).  
 

It has been proven that there is mutual intelligibility among all Urhobo varieties of' speech. This 
has also been ascertained between Isoko and Urhobo languages, Mutual intelligibility is part of what 
informed the classification of Nigerian languages into Yoruba, Igboid, Ijoid, Edoid etc (Uruah 2003). 

Haliu (1986) opines that language allows their speakers to have only certain kinds of experience 
and constrain their speakers to form only the appropriate kinds of conceptions, views etc allowed by the 
languages. When people who claim to speak different languages are seen to share the same cultural 
affinity, then it is a probability of language affinity which may make such languages dialects of 
oneanother, languages in this category include Urhobo and Isoko in the Niger Delta, the Yoruba in the 
Western Nigeria and the Igbos in the Eastern Nigeria. 
 

Some groups of language speakers in Nigeria seem not to agree with the idea of grouping their 
language as a dialect of another language, they would rather prefer that the speech form maintains the 
status of a language even though it is evident that such speech is a variant of another speech. This is 
primarily due to the value judgement associated with the term "language" and "dialect". Languages are 
considered more prestigious in comparison with the importance attached to dialect. 

Research has revealed that nations whose level of multilingualism is very high are usually very 
low on a scale of economic wellbeing that would be evidence of a measurable deleterious effect of 
multilingualism. What measures should then be taken to reduce the number of language in Nigeria for the 
purpose of boosting the nation's economy and also to reduce the challenge posed to emergence of an 
indigenous national language due to an ever increasing number of indigenous languages in Nigeria. 

It has also been discovered that some languages has more than one identity. "Ilue" endangered 
lower-cross language is also known as Idua, (Connell 1991) in Uruah (2003) such situation may lead to 
implication of and confusion over a language name.  
 
Multilingualism and Development 

Jahr (1998) in Ebongqueen (2011) states that chaotic language differences aredeterminants of 
economic disadvantage. Virtually all nations on earth are characterized by multiplicity of languages. The 
essential differences lie in the disposition of each nation on language issues. Agbedo (2013). 
A problem of multilingualism rests on the English language dominance. English is the preferred means of 
communication in business and science. It was predicted in Okwudishu (2003) that by the end of the 21st 
century, 90% ofthe languages spoken today may disappear. English is arguably the biggest current threat 
to global linguistic wealth. The current undeniable status of English poses a challenge to development of 
indigenous languages. 
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We talk about pupils starting educational career in mother-tongue, how many, mother tongues 
and what is the possibility of the availability of teachers in all the languages in Nigeria? What about texts 
and other instructional materials in all thelanguages in Nigeria? The more languages there are, the more 
difficult it will be tomake language policy realistic. In an attempt to save all the languages as each 
language speaker clamor to save his language from extinction, a greater percentage of indigenous 
languages may be lost as earlier predicted while English continue to thrive taking advantage of language 
situation in Nigeria 

 
Oyetade (2001) posits that languages differ in their functions and the degree of use or, functions 

allotted to different languages vary depending on several variables. 
Ferguson (1960) in Oyetade (2001) proposes seven functions of language in a . country namely; group 
function, official language, wider communication, education, religions, intemational and school subject. 
Additional three functions were given by stewart (1968) these include; provincial, capital and literacy, 
this given a sum total often functions. 
 

The essence of this grouping is the notion of domain or spheres of activities where specific 
languages are used. Dirvin (1991) attempts a distinction between what he described as primary and 
secondary domains, where primary domain accords with the soft sectors of life involving; family, kinship, 
local markets, friendships, cultural life and the like while the secondary domains corresponds with 
advanced areas of life where issues like education, science and technology, government administration, 
judiciary etc are given prominence. 
 
Domains of Language Use 

Educational policy of the use of mother tongue at the early stages of education and subsequently 
English will be more meaningful where efforts are put in place to cut down on the number of 
acknowledged indigenous languages in Nigeria. To achieve this, distinctions has to be made between 
dialects and standard languages as it is the case in the three major languages in Nigeria; Hausa, Yoruba 
and Igbo. For instance, in a place such as Delta State where Okpe speakers hold tenaciously to according 
their language the status of a standard language rather than admitting the status of a dialect. 
 
Concept of Linguistic Right 

This is human and civil rights concerning the individual and collective right to choose the 
language or languages for communication in a private or public atmosphere. Linguistics rights include 
among others, the right to own one's language in legal, administrative and judicial acts, language 
education and media in a language understood and freely chosen by those concerned. 
 

There are a number of documents on the international level granting linguistic right. The United 
Nations International covenant on civil and political right adopted by the U.N. general assembly in 1966 
makes international law provision for protection of minorities. Article 27 states that individuals of 
linguisticsminorities cannot be denied the right to use their own language. 
 

Every linguistic group tends to assert its linguistic right by means of protecting the language in 
order to protect the speakers from linguistic inferiority. Linguisticinferiority refers to tendency of 
speakers of the socially dominated group in a society to interpret speech of a subordinate group as 
linguistically inferior to that of their own. This bias has the likelihood of being among speakers of the 
standard variety of a language due to the differences of various groups in their status and power relations. 
Linguistics consider any dialect or variant of a language to be fundamentally regular and worthy of its 
existence. 
 

The capacity of the existence of a language is of vital importance since every language cannot 
exist in the capacity of a standard variety. This attitude will only lead to chaos and ineffectiveness in that 
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the available resources may be insufficient in developing the numerous languages. 
 

When dialects and languages are properly grouped into different domains according to their status 
and functions, it may then be easier to ascertain effectiveness. Each distinct language may then be 
categorized to function in their different domains according to functions allocated to each of them. 
Standard indigenous languages may then function in the domain of education, judiciary and other related 
domains as indigenous languages are already in use in the Grade C customary and alkali courts in 
addition to English language, While dialects function in primary domain which involves family, kinship, 
friendship network, local. markets, religion, cultural life and the like. 

 
 
 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
Nigeria is a highly multilingual and multi-ethnic country. According to Wikipedia; language of 

the African Union (2009) These languages exist side by side with English Language which is the official 
language without an indigenous national language. Nigerian indigenous languages are only classified into 
various categories such as major, minor, developed, developing, and underdeveloped. Emenanjo(1990) in 
Alamu (2012 states that the number of speakers of these languages and their various stages of 
standardization are some of the criteria employed in classifying them. Each category of languages has 
dialects and speakers of some of these dialects or variants are bent on treating them as full fledged 
languages, among other reasons, to protect ethnic identity and allay the fear of 
marginalization.Reasonable as it may sound, developing every language regardless of whether it isa 
variant of one language or not especially due to the political implication has a far reaching implication of 
the unity and economy of the nation. When dialect/variants  assume its position and languages are 
grouped into domains with respect to their functions, the cost of language development will be minimized 
and this will help the cause of arriving at evolving indigenous national language or languages because 
there will be fewer number of languages to deal with. When languages are separated from dialects, 
available resources can be utilized in developing standard languages as it is the case in Hausa, Yoruba and 
Igbo. These languages have dialects but the dialects are kept for use in the domains to which they belong 
without unnecessarily striving to assume the position of the standard languages, while attention for 
development is given to indigenous languages in Nigeria, the idea of developing Nigerian languages will 
become easier and less burdensomebecause, attention will then be more on standard form. 'There are nine 
indigenous official languages in South Africa in addition to English. and Afrikaans, Four official 
languages in Switzerland, each of these countries are multilingual in nature. Priorities must be given to 
some languages over some others in order that the country arrives at successfully addressing the problem 
of having a functioning language policy in Nigeria. 
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