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Abstract 

The use of language is central to economic life, as no business can be 
translated effectively without the use of language. Language is an 
important instrumental that can be used in mobilizing the populace for 
various purposes. This paper therefore looks at the relevance of 
indigenous language as an important means of national development 
of any country, specifically, the paper examined the benefits of 
language and the important role indigenous language plays important 
in training the individual and the nation in acquiring knowledge, skill, 
attitude, e.t.c which are important ingredients for the development of 
any nation. The paper goes further to talk about what indigenous 
language meant. The paper also discussed the concept of development 
and further highlighted the role of indigenous languages. Also the 
paper talks about the challenges facing Nigerians indigenous 
languages and the way forward. The paper concluded by 
recommending what the nation needs for national development and 
noted that the government is working towards achieving the stated 
goal, which can only be achieved through the use of indigenous 
languages which are understood and spoken by majority of the Nigeria 
populace. 
 
 
Various authors and scholars have different opinions on the definition of 

language. The paper will examine few of these definitions. According to Hall (1968), 
language is the introduction through which human beings communicate and interact 
with each other by means of arbitrarily used and auditory symbols. Izuagie (1995) sees 
language as natural to everyone of the eating, sleeping and berating, it is an 
indispensable tool to all social animals. Kayode, (1997) said that language is used to 
inform and mis-inform, to tell the truth as well as tell lies. For Akindele F. and 
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Adegbite W, (1992), language is a system of vocal symbols by which human beings 
communicate ideas. All the views arrived at the same particular meeting point. i.e 
language is meant for communication . 
 According to the definitions started above, language can be used to express 
desires, give command and exchange pantries. It is one of the people’s culture. It is 
used for interaction. 
The society treasures and preserves this aspect of culture very well. It is strong and 
effective in communication, socialization and sound development. A good mode of 
educational instruction in every educational background level. No wonder the federal 
government of Nigeria spends a huge amount of money to develop and improve 
Nigerian languages. The purpose of this paper is to highlight the relevance of 
indigenous languages in national development especially in pre-primary and primary 
schools. 
 
What is Indigenous Language? 

Indigenous languages are the native, local languages or mother tongue. Ebe 
(2003) defines it as the language that belongs to a given people, he goes further to say 
that it is the language that individuals speak from birth, the language of his parents 
which he is familiar with. It is the language through which he acquired his first 
experiences, it is the one thing he dreams and thinks about, which he can easily orally 
use to express his feelings and emotions similar to the above definitions, Nwadike 
(2002) said that;  “Indeed the indigenous language is the key to the heart of the people, 
if the key is lost the people’s heart is lost but if it is treasured and kept safe, it will 
unlock the door to untold riches which cannot be guessed out from the other door” 

The Nigerian language is the language that belongs to Nigeria as a result; the 
development of an individual is closely bound to the use of his indigenous language. 
Individuals grow, learn, and lean on the culture of the land through the effective use of 
the indigenous language of his environment. If an individual lacks to a very great extent 
in the informal education of his area, this directly affects his performance in formal 
education. 

In Abiril (1982), Nigeria is a mathematical and multilingual nation with over 
300 language groups. Three out of these many languages are being recognized by the 
government and are referred to as major Nigeria languages. These are Hausa, Igbo and 
Yoruba. The three groups compete over the teaching of these languages in schools and 
colleges with a view of including the ethnic of their respective culture among their 
youths. 
 
The Role of Indigenous Languages 
Many schools of thought, Adegbija, 2002 (Bamgbose, 2001) have consistently 
emphasized the need for the Nigerian people to develop positive attitudes towards both 
indigenous languages and English. This stemmed from the following; 
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1. The use of mother-tongue in informal context enhances ethnic solidarity, social 
integration, linguistic and cultural efficiency in communication. The use of mother-
tongue in the education of a child enhances cognitive development and instructional 
capacity, creativity and manipulative ability (Bamgbose, 1976, Chunbow, 1990). 
2. A human being without competence in his/her mother tongue is deprived and 
dehumanized. To be denied the opportunity to acquire education or communication in 
ones mother-tongue is a violation of one’s linguistic right. 
3. Multilingualism is an asset if the linguistic resources are well planned. Such 
planning must recognize the primary complementary role of the second language and 
the voluntary option of learning other languages. The diversity of multilingualism can 
be positively harnessed to engender unity and progress in a nation. 
4. English is a second language in Nigeria. The high soil prestige attached to it 
may be justified on the ground that it performs certain instructional functions as 
language of inter-ethnic communication language of education and language 
globalization, providing  access to education, gainful employment and information 
technology (Crystal, 1997). But it hinders effective social mobilization and does not 
convey effectively all the murices, cultural loading, feelings and emotion required by 
particular messages people want to communicate (Adegbiji, 1994). 
 
The Concept of Development 
 This is seen as a multi dimensional process involving changes in structural, 
attitude and institutions as well as the acceleration of economic growth, the reduction of 
inequality and poverty. This concept of development encompasses a lot of variables 
which if properly and timely tapped, can bring a lot of progress to a nation. 
Development is, in this sense, the quality of improving human lives as well as the 
quantity of manpower available in, generally defined, development means the gradual 
growth of something which could be a system, value, community e.t.c. so that it 
becomes bigger or more advanced. A nation or country can go through this growth and 
advancement when there is increase in infrastructure buoyancy in the economy, 
increase in the number of professionals and intellectuals and improvement in the living 
conditions of the people. In shorts, development is growth and change in form, social, 
cultural as well as economical among others. 
 
Importance of Nigeria Languages to National Development: 
 Development has to do with the sustainable socio-cultural, economic and 
technological transformation of the society. In this regard, languages become important 
variable in the development process. As a matter of fact, the indigenous languages of 
the society in focus becomes essentially related to it’s developmental efforts. Fafunwa 
(2005) says: 
“One of the most important factors that militate against the dissemination of knowledge 
and skills and therefore of rapid social and economic well being of the majority of 
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people in developing countries is the imposed medium of communication. In the case 
of Nigeria, for instance, English is the language of commercial trade, administration, 
politics education and international communication. We know that about 80qr of our 
people who do not speak English carry on the business of life and living on their farms 
and their markets, at festivals and religious ceremonies speaking in their own mother 
tongues just as all the Germans, Russians, Japanese, English and Chinese do in their 
own language (pg 1-2).” 

Perhaps, it is on the basis of the above observation that the Federal Government 
of Nigeria began from the late 1970’s onwards to take official interest in and make 
policy pronouncements on teaching of indigenous languages. As the Universal 
Declarations of the Linguistic Right (UDLR) 1996 states thus; 
“language or linguistic rights are fundamental human right not only are all persons 
equal in essence, so all languages are equal in essence. To correct linguistic imbalance 
and to ensure the respect and full development of all languages and establishing the 
principle for a just and linguistics pence throughout the world as key factor in 
maintenance of harmonious social relations, all languages like all people around are not 
only to be seen, to be equal in all respects, but also to be seen and to be treated equally 
in all aspects and policies.” 

In the real sense, one can hardly talk of national development without taking 
cognizance of language development. This is because language plays a vital role in 
reasoning, formation of ideas, policies and programmes capable of moving any nation 
forward. This shows that the development and growth of the society can never be 
separated from language which links the people together. With this regard to Nigerian 
language and National development, Owolabi (2006) made the following comments; 
1. That the use of Nigeria’s native languages particularly in specialized domain is 
a sine qua non for national development. 
2. That the rapid and genuine technological, political, social and economic 
empowerment of vast majority of Nigerians so as to enable them utilize  scientific and 
technological knowledge in creating wealth, and  to contribute meaningful to national 
development, can only be possible through the medium of their own native languages. 
As a matter of fact, development involves the appropriate transformation of socio-
cultural, political and economic belief system of the society. 
 In the same way, the indigenous languages like foreign languages are well 
equipped to cater for the peoples’ need, aspirations, challenges and exigencies. For 
example Chukwu (2009) discloses that;  
 During the ill-fated civil war (1967-1970) the Igbo people then known as 
Biafrans, in a retaliated Igbo language invented sophisticated ammunitions, constructed 
oil refineries and even built aerodromes. The inventions together with “Ogbunigwe” 
(mass killer), Mbaise Battery and Ojukwu Bunker, (underground tunnel) are great 
technological breakthroughs. They also used their language to invent ingredients for 
embalmment of corpses. 
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 Even though, the war claimed many lives and properties, language played a 
vital role in both the prosecution and resolution of the conflict. This supports the fact 
that much Nigerian local technology can be developed to meet international standard 
and according to Aziza (1998), this can be most effectively done in the language in 
which the ideas are formulated in the first place. It is pertinent to note that Japan and 
China which are well known for their technological breakthrough are what they are 
today because they attached great importance to use of and development of their 
languages. Aziza also said that nations like China, Indonesia,   Malaysia, Japan and 
Singapore  revolutionalized the educational systems policies on indigenous languages 
and are now among the world’s most developed countries in terms of wealth creation 
through science and technology. In fact all items or products from there such as 
vehicles, machines, televisions, video machines, personal computers and laptops 
usually bear the Japanese and Chinese names. This helps in promoting and popularizing 
their languages. 
 In the same way, Tarugaria (2009) is of the opinion that language is like seed to 
be planted watered, and weeded before it matures and bears fruits. As he observed;  
“For as long as the medium of instruction in Africa schools remains dominantly foreign 
language, there can be no remarkable self propelled development. There is no country 
in the world which has attained advanced technology by depending on a foreign 
language while looking down on it’s own indigenous languages. No education can be 
adequate in a situation where the mother tongue is false, Shallow and Trivial (pg 214).” 

The statement above together with the observation of some renowned scholars 
(Aziza 1998, Fafunwa 2005, Owolabi 2006) clearly indicated that the relevance and 
importance of indigenous languages in the various ways of the national development, 
like education, political, socio-economic, cultural and technological development 
cannot be overemphasized. In most countries such as Singapore and Malaysia, there are 
dictionaries and other reference literature for medicine, science and commerce and at 
least two of their indigenous languages are equally recognized as English. Tarugarina 
(2009:194). It is pertinent to note that the more a language is being used in different 
areas of human endeavors, the more it becomes popular and relevant in the society, and 
a language can hardly grow if its use is limited or hampered in the society. There is no 
doubt that English attained its international status due to its wide usage and 
international coverage. 
Relatively in Nigeria, the language policy is designed to solve the following problem 
purposes: 
1. An equal access to information in the public sector leading to equal 
opportunities to have access to information. 
2. Increased inter-ethnic communication leading to national integration through 
common indigenous languages. 
3. Increases access to our indigenous literary arts and opportunities to participate 
and contribute to and propagate them. 
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Challenges Facing Nigerian’s Indigenous Languages 
The use of indigenous languages to achieve national development in this 

country is never a new issue. The struggle started after independence when some 
scholars spoke of linguistic independence and this brought about the creation of 
department of Nigerian Languages in the Colleges of Education and Universities. The 
process was to develop and produce teachers to teach the indigenous languages. 
The question here is how many indigenous languages do we have and how many are to 
be taught in the institutions also how many of the indigenous languages have been fully 
developed. This programme faces stiff oppositions from minority languages, since only 
(Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba) languages are taught according to the law they used in 
establishing the department. 
 
Other Challenges Facing Indigenous Languages can be as follows: 
1. Non-enough funds are usually provided for the development of indigenous 
languages 
2. The high domain accorded to English Language against the low esteemed 
indigenous  languages has made it possible for virtually every facet of Nigeria to be 
dominated by English Language, all government policies, administration, and the 
media, all the English as a medium of communication because it is considered natural. 
3. It is highly held that science and technology cannot be successfully transmitted 
through indigenous languages 
4. Indigenous Languages do not carry economic, political or administrative power 
like the foreign languages are so privileged. 
5. There is also the issue of inadequate manpower and inconsistencies in research 
in the field of indigenous languages which are not adequately developed to express 
modern scientific and technological knowledge. 
 
The Way Forward 
From the above discussion, it is sufficient to proffer the following suggestions as a way 
forward with regard to boosting the Nigerian indigenous language in order to enhance 
their role in national development. 
1. The implementation of the language policy of the National Policy on Education 
(NPE) should be held seriously by both the government and the stakeholders. This will 
go a long way in facilitating their development and relevance in the task of national 
development. 
2. The teaching of and learning of Nigerian languages should be made 
compulsory in Nigerian schools including nursery and primary schools. 
3. Nigerians should develop a positive attitude towards the use and study of our 
indigenous languages. This is because language is a cultural identity and heritage which 
is indispensable in social interaction and national integration. 
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4. To minimize language conflict, the government should stop from classifying 
some languages as major and others minor. This is because all languages are equal as 
they perform the same roles or functions in the society. 
5. Linguistic scholars and students should be computer literate so as to be able to 
explore the Information and Technology Facilities especially the internet in sourcing 
and disseminating the information on Nigerian indigenous languages. 
6. Relatively, both the teachers and students of Nigerian indigenous languages 
should be well motivated so as to boost their morale in the teaching and learning of the 
indigenous languages. 
7. Since the indigenous languages have been found to be indispensable in the 
national development, and the available indigenous language teachers are not sufficient, 
Adegbite (1993), more emphasis should be placed on indigenous languages in 
education in institutions of learning so that more and adequately trained indigenous 
language teachers as well as indigenous teachers should be available for this lofty 
project. 
8. English should be used only officially to complement the local languages since 
it is the official language of the country. 
 
Conclusion 

The significance of indigenous languages as integral component of economic 
life of the nation cannot be over stressed. They are effective tools that can be well 
utilized in mobilizing, sensitizing and motivating the populace for national 
development in all ramifications. These, if well articulated will no doubt, pave a 
straight path for the realization of national development.  
It is evident that from the paper that the nation needs national development, hence the 
government is working towards national development, it can only be achieved through 
indigenous languages which are understood and spoken by majority of the Nigerian 
populace. 
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