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Language is a vital tool which 

distinguishes human beings from other 
creatures. Other creatures too have their 
ways of communication which cannot be 
coded or transmitted into any written or 
literal form. Language in human endeavour 
cannot be underestimated because of the 
formidable role it plays among human 
beings. Infact, no language, no human 
being, all the things that are taking place 
from time to time among people are 
carried out through the means of language 
(Ayilara, 2009). 

A definition of language sees it as 
a formal system of signs governed by 
grammatical rules of combination to 
communicate meaning. This definition 
stressing the fact that human language can 
be described as cloud structural systems 
counselling of rules that relate particular 
signs to particular meanings. Ferdinand 
(2012) the definitions articulate succinctly  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
what great roles language can play within 
the life of people. That language is a 
means of communication and vehicle for 
conveying cultures and tradition. In our 
daily activities, we employ language to 
disseminate our ideas to others and listen 
to feedback. Language is not only a means 
of communicating information; it is also a 
very important means of inculcating norms 
and values into children and even adults. 
 
The Igbo Language   

Language is the basis of whatever 
social elevation we can get – (Bloomfield, 
1993: page 6) says inter alia: 

 
“It determines in a large measured 
way we look at the world, it enables 
us to control it. It links the past 
intimately with the present and 
makes possible at least some 
continuity into the future. It 

Abstract 
This paper examined the place of Igbo language in the 
upbringing of a child. If languages especially Igbo language 
could be employed in the general training of our children by 
the use of our folktales, proverbs some cultural values are 
suggestions that were highlighted in the paper is strictly 
adhered to will not only help us train responsible children 
but future leaders of our generation. 
 

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE IN THE UPBRINGING OF A CHILD: 
THE IGBO EXAMPLE 

 
 

Amos M. Chika 
Department of Igbo,  

Federal College of Education, 
 Zaria. 

 



 

2

possesses magic and hypnotic 
power. It may elevate and depress. 
We cannot escape its influence even 
by silence. We need it to grasp 
things intellectually and to get others 
to do so. We cannot avoid it even 
when we talk about it. To a large 
extent, it defends our humanity”. 

 
The Igbo is a national language of 

Nigeria. It is written in the Latin Script 
which was introduced by British 
colonialists. Secret societies such as the 
ekpe use the Nsibidi symbols which were 
invented by the Ejagham and were used to 
represent other languages like Efik. 

It is because of the importance of 
language in character formation that apart 
from individual language scholars and 
writers, the different language associations 
in the country like the Fulani language 
board, the society for promoting Igbo 
language and culture, and the Yoruba 
studies association and the government are 
strong to perpetuate these languages 
through various ways and means. 

Igbo language can play a very 
significant role in the upbringing of the 
child in a number of ways: 
 
Igbo Proverbs 

Good upbringing is taken very 
seriously in the lives of people especially 
children so there are some proverbs that 
teach good morals, some of them are: 
1. The good of a child is first put into 

consideration before assigning a 
particular job to him. One should 
receive responsibility according to 
what he may be able to handle. 

2. It is better to wait to see the tree to be 
cut down before spraying the palm 
with saliva. It is good to build hope 
only on what is realizable. 

3. A person should not abandon his 
father’s farm simply because it has 
been overgrown with weeds. The 
courage to start a difficult task is a 
major step to successful execution. 

4.  A dog does not eat kola nut unless it 
is under a spell. Somebody in his 
right senses does not do things that 
will compromise his source of 
happiness.  

5. The funeral drum (abia) is never good 
for moonlight plays. Things of great 
value are not to be used for trivial 
purposes. 

 
Igbo Folktales 

According to Uche (2000) 
folktales are introduced to traditional Igbo 
child from infancy. This means in the 
sound moral upbringing and the total way 
of life of his folktales as fiction make use 
of characters in telling the tales. 

 
Cora (2012) also pointed out that it 

is only the story that can continue beyond 
the war and warrior. It is the story that 
outlives the sound of war drums and the 
exploits of brave fighters. It is the story 
that saves our progeny from blundering 
like blind beggars into the spikes of the 
cactus fence Achebe (1987). 

 
These expressly say that it is the 

experience gathered from listening to some 
stories that leave lasting and effects on a 
child. For example when the tale of the 
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stubborn child and the spirit is told, the 
child by himself hears the reparcaution of 
being stubborn, the lesson is passed on 
without much effort and so many other 
instructive teachers or corrective tales.  

 
Jayaiakshimi says Achebe believed 

that culture use folklore to pass on great 
cultural richness thinks such folklore can 
provide solutions to a peoples questions 
and problems. Hence folklore which is an 
important feature of the Igbo culture, finds 
ample and appropriate place in the novels 
of Achebe. 
 
Religion 

Early in life Nwadike (2011) noted 
that the Igbo child is taught the religion of 
his birth by admonition and practical 
examples. He is taught to obey and respect 
the laws of the land, tell the truth, and 
avoid those acts and pronouncements that 
breed friction within the Igbo society 
having cultivated these early in life grow 
up to live exemplary lives in the society. 
 
Cultures 

The Igbo family values the 
upbringing of a child in Igbo ways some of 
these ways are: 
1. Greetings: Greeting is an important 

aspect of Igbo culture. To the Igbo 
people, it is an indicator of a good 
upbringing when a child sees an elder 
and where, when he greets it shows the 
kind of training that child has received 
from home or even at school. 
 

2. Hospitality: This is another trait 
shown by a real Igbo man or woman 

you do not leave an Igbo man’s house 
without eating something, infact the 
offering of drinks, food and meat are 
not regarded so important in Igbo 
culture as the offering of kolanut, this 
has to be presented to their guests, but 
recently this practice has been replaced 
by the serving of drinks or even food., 
the act of hospitality is imbibed from a 
good home children grow with those 
character traits and also carry it into 
their own homes. 

 
Igbo Marriages 

Marriage in Igbo land is an 
arrangement which enables individuals 
(man/woman) to live together and 
cooperate in an orderly social life (Uzoma, 
2012) it is through the right arrangement of 
marriage that a couple is able to cooperate 
in an orderly way as to bring forth children 
and share in the responsibility of raising 
them up in good moral upbringing. In a 
situation were by a child is left for a single 
parent especially children born out of 
wedlock, that child’s upbringing cannot be 
balanced because both a man and a woman 
have their different roles in the upbringing 
of a child. 
 
Conclusion 

To assume that we have exhausted 
all the roles of Igbo language towards the 
upbringing of a child, it becomes glaring 
that Igbo language when given prior 
attention in Nigeria will go a long way in 
bringing up our children in an orderly way 
and more importantly raising leaders of our 
great nation. 
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Recommendations 
One of the greatest challenges in 

Nigeria today is moral decadence among 
the youths in the geo-ethnic and religious 
groups. Added to this are the twin 
monsters of armed robbery and 
kidnapping. There is no gain saying the 
fact that each human activity is a large 
product of the upbringing he had. This 
brings to fore the influence of environment 
on human behaviors and actions. As we 
have earlier stated, language especially 
some Igbo cultural views like the proverbs, 
folktales and others have roles to play in 
ensuring proper moral development of the 
child. 

For a nation held hostage by fears 
of outbreak of violence at any time, the use 
of folktales to redirect the youths can never 
be overemphasized. Fear and violence are 
among the major themes in folktales. 
Proverbs are meant to caution children and 
understand the essence of wise living. 
Through this the child is brought face to 
face with some of the essential challenges 
which he will battle with later in life. 
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