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Abstract  

The Nigeria society is heterogeneous and multilingual  in nature. It is the  
presence of this diversity in backgrounds and the issue of the different 
languages spoken in Nigeria that make discussions on language issues 
volatile and wrought with a lot of tension. Language issues of a multilingual 
society like Nigeria include ethno-political problems, language education 
policies, the problem of a lingual France, etc. such problems if not properly 
managed can escalate into full-fledged wars and crises. Indeed, language 
issues has led to a lot of crises in Nigeria already which has destabilized the 
economy and slowed national growth and development. This paper 
therefore, seeks to discuss issues on language and crises arising from the 
complex language situation in Nigeria. It also addresses the possibility of 
eradicating or managing such crises through language teaching. The 
concluding remarks of this paper make useful suggestions on solving the 
language problem in Nigeria emphasizing the need for a single indigenous 
Nigerian language as lingua France for Nigeria.  

Introduction  
Nigeria is a multi-lingual and multi-ethnic nation with a complex language situation and a lot 

of linguistic problems.  It is not actually easy classifying the number of languages in Nigeria.  
According to Ndukwe (1988) cited in Agbedo (2007:122) “a great deal is still not known about the 
language situation in multi-lingual Nigeria”.  Some people have placed the number of languages 
found in Nigeria at about 400; but this is not an established fact. It could be more than 400.   

 
Suffice it then to say that Nigeria has a lot of languages.  The existence of these numerous 

languages in Nigeria, most often lead to cold wars, crises and conflicts.  It is a fact that no human 
society is free from conflicts and crises, but the multi-ethnic nature of the Nigerian society makes it 
prone to conflicts due to the struggle for survival by minority languages (ethnic groups).   Garret 
(2005) cited in Agbedo (2007:98) remarked that “the idea of fighting over language might seem 
strange, but it is all too common”. This is because; language has a lot to do with the identity of a 
person. Most times, in Nigeria, conflicts arise over language issues when one ethnic group feels 
threatened or oppressed by another. In Nigeria, apart from the national language issue which is 
wrought in a lot of controversy, there is also the issue of language crises and conflicts to contend with.  
As noted by Anita and Haruna (1997) “language in multi-lingual Nigeria has thus far remained largely 
a latent tool for ethno-political action”.  Language is a volatile weapon in ethno-political conflicts 
which is common in multi-lingual societies.  It does not just cause ethno-political conflicts, most 
problems encountered in a multi-lingual nation can be traced back to language undertones. Such 
conflicts can have disastrous outcomes.  According to Agbedo (2007:99) “sometimes, disagreement 
and conflicts over language can escalate into riots and full-scale wars”.  He opined that the crises in 
the Niger-Delta region are as a result of perceived marginalization of the Ijaw ethno-linguistic stock 
by the Federal Government of Nigeria. These conflicts, wars and crises accruing from the language 
issues worsen the already pitiable position of Indigenous Nigerian languages as well as the national 
language position. 

 
The passion and fury by which language issues are addressed is alarming.  This is not 

surprising considering the words of Agbedo (2007:99)  that “the language we speak is part of who we 
are. It gives us a powerful sense of belonging with those who speak like us and equally a powerful 
sense of difference from those who do not speak like us.” Also Sapir (1940) cited in Farinder (2007: 
130) buttressed this by observing that “… the mere fact of a common speech serves as a particular 
potent symbol of the social solidarity of those who speak the language.  When someone attacks our 
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language, we feel we are being personally attached and we respond accordingly.”  It is not surprising 
then that conflicts exist in a multi-lingual nation.  There is always this struggle for supremacy and 
survival.   Every language community is determined to promote and protect the survival of its 
language and any attempt to jeopardize or counteract such a responsibility most times, leads to 
conflict and crises.  Now, language issues find their way into the political, religious, educational, etc 
scenario.  In the face of the agitation of an indigenous Nigerian language to be adopted as a lingua 
franca for Nigeria which is an uphill if not impossible task as perceived by some people, it may not be 
easy (or near impossible) to unite the various languages and ethnic groups with a view to having an 
indigenous lingua franca when the religious, economic, political and social implications are 
considered.  Against this background, there is need to settle the conflicts and crises arising from the 
multi-lingual nature of Nigeria.  One way of solving or containing such issues is through the use of 
language.  Language is useful as a tool to manage conflict and crises in Nigeria on the platform of 
education.  In other words, language conflicts and crises can also be resolved or stopped through the 
use of language.  

 
It is the thrust of this paper to discuss the possibilities of managing language crises and 

conflicts through language teaching. It also explains what language is, what is meant by language 
teaching and crises management. 
 
Language 

To understand the passion which people infuse into guarding their language, there is need to 
understand what language is.   Many people see language differently.  According to the New 
Webster’s Dictionary (2004:554) Language is an organized system of speech used by human beings 
as a means of communication”.  In other words, language makes communication between human 
beings possible.  The importance of language to an individual cannot be over emphasized.  As 
Iwuchukwu (2001:121) summarised, language could be seen as a repository of knowledge about the 
personality and culture of the individual. Infact, it is widely believed that one of the characteristics of 
language is that it reflects the culture of its speakers.  Little wonder people fight over language.  
Elugbe (1991:44) lent credence to the fact that the language of a person reflects his/her culture when 
he opined that irrespective of how language came about and how its diversity may have arisen in the 
first place, it is obvious that language is part of the culture of every human society.  In other words, 
without language, an individual has neither a culture nor an identity.  This is the reason ethnic groups 
resist any threat to their languages.  In the words of Greenberg (1971:156) cited in Onwuchekwa 
(2008:125), “Language is unique to man.  No other specie poses a truly symbolic means of 
communication and no human society however simple its material culture, lacks the basic human 
heritage of a well developed language”. 

 
 Finally, the importance of language to an individual or a given group of people is an 
indication as to why languages wars, crises and conflicts exist in a multilingual nation like Nigeria.  
According to Wardlaugh (1977:7).  “Language is the cement of the society”. Hicker (1980:106) 
explained that “a language enables its speakers to relate to their environment, to describe and identify 
natural and cultural objects and to organize and co-ordinate their activities.” Language is an important 
feature of identity and this leads people to fight over it in order to retain and preserve their identity. 
 
Language Teaching 

According to Wikipedia, the free Encyclopedia (2009), “Teaching is an art required for 
imparting knowledge or education effectively.”  Language teaching on the other hand, is a process by 
which people learn languages in addition to their native language.  It could also include improving a 
learner’s native language.  In this case, it could also include teaching learners’ about the importance of 
languages in general, positive language attitudes as well as using language as a unifying element. 
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Crises management is a relatively new field of management.  According to wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia, “Crises management involves dealing with the disasters before or after they have 
occurred.  It is a discipline within the context of management consisting of skills and techniques 
required to assess, understand and cope with any serious situation, especially from the moment it first 
occurs to the point that recovery procedures start”. It further states that activities that has to do with 
crises management involves predicting potential crises and planning how to deal with them.  It 
involves having a first hand knowledge of the nature of the crises and having ready made plans on 
how to deal with such crises. How a crisis is handled depends on one’s ability to respond to the crises. 
  
Language Wars, Crises and Conflicts in Nigeria 

Despite the clamour for an indigenous Language for national and international 
communication, English Language remains the official language in Nigeria and is still widely used.  
Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa have been recognized as major national Languages. This remains the case 
because of the multi-ethnic nature of Nigeria and due to the fact that a lot of problems can arise if a 
sole language (Indigenous Language) is given such status.  As Agbedo (2007:99) noted “sometimes a 
lot of disagreements and conflicts over language can escalate into riots and full scale wars” This is 
true of the Nigerian situation. Cases abound where language issues have resulted in crises and 
conflicts.  Most times, these conflicts or crises arise as a result of perceived fears of marginalization. 
Conflicts arising from language issues are common in the Nigeria scenario as noted by Agbedo 
(2007:86). Citing Salami, he noted that the ugly incidence where some Yoruba youth organization 
tried but failed to set fire on Ray Power Radio station in Lagos for broadcasting in Hausa during the 
1993 crisis resulting from the annulment of the June 12 Presidential election was a language related 
issue. He also cited  the account of the genocide attacks on Ndigbo residents in the northern part of 
Nigeria which culminated in the Nigerian civil war between 1967-1970 where millions of Ndigbo 
were exterminated as another language related issue.  Also recorded, according to Agbedo (2007:115) 
was the occasion of language wars in Nigeria  where newscasters on the NTA usually had to sign off 
their 9’0 clock network news broadcast by greeting their viewers “goodnight” in the three major 
languages of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. This tradition, according to him, triggered another round of 
language war with a group of minority language speakers fighting this tradition, viewing it as a kind 
of linguistic alienation. 

 
 The list goes on and on. One thing stands out in all of these which is the fact that language is 
central to ethnic conflicts.  It is both a dividing and a uniting factor in inter-ethnic conflicts. Even 
though majority of the ethnic groups live in peace, an underlying tension can be felt which can be 
triggered into conflicts at the slightest opportunity. Despite all these, there are various ways to handle 
a language issue which includes educating the human mind about language issues through language 
teaching. 
 
Language Teaching and Crises Management 

Nothing is as important as educating the human mind. Knowledge, they say is power.  Most 
language problems, wars or crises could have and can still be avoided or averted through having the 
right knowledge.  Language teaching /education is a forum for people to acquire knowledge or 
become aware of issues bordering on language.  Awareness can be created by teaching Languages not 
only to the young but also the adults and the old.  A lot of conflicts or a crisis relating to Language 
comes about as a result of lack of knowledge or understanding about language related matters. This is 
a situation that needs to be addressed to help arrest the Language situation in Nigeria.  Language 
teaching is an avenue that can be used to harness Language conflicts and crises in Nigeria. Just as 
Language is central to ethnic conflicts, so also it is central to inter-ethnic peace and stability.  The 
question is, how can Language teaching help in crises management? 

 
 In Nigeria, Language crises or conflicts arise as a result of ignorance about language related 

matters. Most times, ignorance on the part of native speakers leads them into war. It is this ignorance 
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of language issues or matters that needs to be eradicated.  This can be achieved through Language 
teaching. Teaching the basic skills of language and communication can help create a lot of awareness 
on language matters. These skills include listening, speaking, reading and writing. Listening is a skill 
that equips one with the ability of listening attentively while others speak. In a language situation, the 
ability to listen attentively to one who speaks a different language fosters peace and unity. It also 
gives the speaker confidence and bridges the language gap between the speaker and listener.  
Communication is another vital aspect of the interaction process. How well one communicates goes a 
long way in fostering peace and unity. This is important because problems can arise as a result of not 
communicating one’s thoughts and feelings clearly. In language teaching, learners are taught the rules 
of communication. They are taught the techniques of choosing the right words and using the right 
language to communicate feelings appropriately without arousing negative feelings in discussions. 
This helps in managing crises especially in a language situation. The same goes for writing and 
reading. What is read or written can affect one negatively or positively. In language teaching, learners 
are taught to write properly to avoid misinterpretation as well as to read carefully to get the intended 
meaning of the writer. Misinterpreting what one has read and writing without clearly indicating the 
meaning intended can often lead to crises or conflicts. It is necessary therefore, for the language 
teacher to develop these skills in learners to equip them in  interacting with others without creating an 
atmosphere for conflict. 

 
  In language teaching, learners are also encouraged to taught to learn not only their 

Language, but any other indigenous language spoken in Nigeria, if not for anything else, at least for 
the fact that it is spoken in Nigeria.  This gives one an affinity to the people whose language you can 
speak as well as help in carrying tribes along. 

 
 Through Language teaching also, learners are educated on how to develop their indigenous 

languages, by way of modernization and standardization, to promote its roles and status. Agbedo 
(2007:161) put this succinctly thus….. ‘such a developmental emphasis focuses on the modernization 
and standardization  of all local Languages such that their speakers receive basic education that 
affords them unrestricted access to the nation’s socio-economic and political dispensations and the 
opportunities to participate in them”… This development is not just a government responsibility alone 
but also for speakers of the different indigenous Languages.  Through Language teaching, individuals 
learn that they can develop their Languages to the point of recognition. Instead of fighting over 
language issues, they can harness resources to improve their individual languages, to the point of 
recognition at the state or federal level. 

 
Most times, Language issues result into crises and conflict mainly because those involved do 

not understand what they must do to preserve and protect their Language.  Ways should be sought to 
improve and perfect each language. This can be achieved through language teaching. Crises 
management through language teaching can also be achieved through dissemination of proper 
information. From the primary level to the secondary level even to the tertiary institution, people 
should be taught language communication skills. Through language teaching also, the public can be 
informed of the dangers and futility of engaging in wars and conflicts/ crises over Language matters 
which does not solve any problem.  Rather, attention should be focused on developing the indigenous 
languages in Nigeria, be it a major or minor language. 

 
Conclusion and Recommendation 

Too much effort has been put and is still put into quelling crises, riots, wars and conflicts in 
Nigeria arising from Language matters. What should be done now is to salvage the situation by 
enlightening the populace and creating awareness on the importance of all the Nigerian indigenous 
languages to its native speakers in particular and Nigeria as a whole. Emphasis should be shifted from 
tagging some languages as major or minor to emphasizing the importance and value of the indigenous 
Languages to its users. This way, the native speakers of the different indigenous Languages in Nigeria 
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will not feel slighted or left out or inferior.  Language teaching can go a long way in eradicating the 
feeling of inferiority among different ethnic groups and should be incorporated not only in the school 
curriculum but also as part of government’s strategy in developing the indigenous languages in the 
nation. Seminars, conferences, talkshows, campaigns, etc should be organized to enlighten the people 
on language matters. Also, effort should be made to improve all the languages in general whether 
major or minor. The more developed languages Nigeria has, the better, 
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