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SUMMARY  

It is the general belief by experts (Chuka Okonkwo”2002; E. Hoff, 2009, Joseph Kizerbo, 

1966: Fishman J.A.: 1984, etc…) that the mother tongue is the best medium for the child to 

acquire knowledge at school. The child is more at ease in understanding and tackling 

problems in the language he is used to than in the one that he hardly has a better grip of. It 

takes years for a Nigerian child, long after even he has finished his secondary education to 

have a mastery of the English language, so that one can logically conclude that all the 

knowledge dispensed in earlier years at school have simply been half understood. Now, to 

what extent can the option of using the mother tongue be viable in the acquisition of modern 

technological cultures? Can Nigerian languages be structurally adequate in dispensing higher 

knowledge in science and technology? Our paper agrees that they are all structurally capable 

to transmit these higher cultures but under certain conditions of rehabilitation and greater 

attention by stake holders. No language is superior to another from the linguistic point of 

view so that what one can do, others can equally do provided there is determination and hard 

work.  
 

Introduction  

History has it that Africa was at the forefront of the race for technological development and 

has contributed immensely to world technology. Egypt‟s contribution cannot be overlooked 

as she started the race before giving the baton to other participants. But following the slave 

trade and the subsequent European/Arab colonization‟s that sapped Africa of its dynamism, 

traditional values were relegated to the background. Though, generally speaking, oralcy was 

primarily the traditional vehicle for African cultural and intellectual development, African 

peoples had their own technologies which eventually paved the way to the present scientific 

and technological cultures of the Western world and their modes of expression. Vernacular 

languages had in the past adequate provisions of vocabulary and grammar to express 

emotions, thoughts, points of views and ideas in Science and technology. But these 

technologies were smashed and denigrated by colonial ruthlessness. The languages used to 

express them were made to stagnate for want of adequate sustenance, as a result of which 

some went into oblivion.   

European cultures set in, subjecting the traditional African ones to dormancy and neglect. 

These new technologies were adapted to the ideology and culture of Europe and the 

indigenous users were subjected to the cultural styles and ideological practices of their 

European producers. As a result, industries were constructed to produce economic results 

which tended to satisfy ideological objectives. By right, technology is supposed to solve 

problems, taking into account the people‟s environmental and social factors. Experience has 

however shown that some of these imported technologies do not solve our problem; they 

rather tend to destroy the socio-cultural and economic balance of recipient countries and even 

constitute serious dangers to the lives of the citizens. The Union Carbide disaster in India 

serves as a good example of this situation.  



Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS) 
Volume 5. June 2018  ISSN: 2536-6300  Http://www.jolls.com.ng 

   
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs                                     OKEKE VINCENT 

   

Page 69 

Not only are Western technologies elitist in nature, the gap which they create between the 

developed and developing counties is now a matter of grave concern. The overwhelming 

superiority of imperial powers in their application forces us to a position of perpetual 

consumers and parasites. These are the present problems of the globalization process which 

the third world tends to snob.   

However, we cannot for that reason fold our arms and watch progress in modern trends elude 

us. We must have to participate. All we need to do is to be masters of own fates, to acquire 

technology once again (foreign or indigenous), operated by us to solve our problems of 

hunger, clothing, shelter and disease in order to (Moyibi Amoda, 1958:p. 150):  

Reduce the alarming high rates or morbidity and mortality; improve 

life expectancy, longevity and productivity of the African peoples. 

Though European languages are presently the medium of science and technological 

knowledge in most third world schools, there is a general feeling that these forms of 

knowledge could be more suitably assimilated if they were taught in maternal languages. In 

fact, many of the researches on education in developing countries suggest the use of 

vernacular languages for early primary science. We feel obliged, while we talk of technology, 

to talk equally of science because training in basic sciences as a prerequisite to the learning 

and development of technology, is an imperative approach to realistic technological growth.  
 

Have languages particular vocations?  

The generally accepted theory in language use in Medieval Europe was that the languages, 

Greek, Latin and Hebrew were the languages of culture whereas others were seen as 

languages of emotion and daily life. Greek was considered to be the noblest form of human 

speech, while Latin, by its precision and force became attractive in any setting and no where 

appropriate than in the work of a scientist (Savory T.H, 1967). It was even in the 19
th

 century 

that languages like English and French were emancipated from the grips of these prestigious 

and classical tongues, though still a great quantity of specialized expressions reminiscent of 

their imperialism are still indelibly entrenched in them.  

Primitive societies were not even considered apt to possess languages. Their speeches were 

only made up of jargons and noises which would certainly not be considered fit to vehicle 

any serious thought. Thanks to anthropologists and linguists of the 20
th

 century, these 

„vituperations‟ of the primitive man have been found to be languages, just like those of the 

civilized man and these languages have been found to be structurally adequate to transmit all 

pre-occupations of their native users. Every language disposes of a finite set of rules which 

permit it to generate an infinite number of correct sentences (Chomsky N: 1965). In this 

regard therefore, all languages are equal by their natural dispositions.  

There are however, a certain number of particularities that distinguish language groups from 

each other. Their preoccupations, social and physical environments are not the same and their 

tenets are expressed by quite different sets of lexicon. According to Whorf B.L. (1976), the 

world in which we live is seen from different focuses and these are determined by the 

language we speak. The same Whorf B.L in his doctrine of linguistic determinism proposes 

that there are differences in cognition associated with the languages we speak. If we were to 

tow the lines of these arguments, we would give a „NO‟ response to the question raised by 

our title.  
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From the cultural point of view, the world is presently conceived from two (cultural) 

perspectives: the western scientific and technological cultures which are now tending to be 

universal and other regional and group limited cultures. We live therefore in two worlds of 

different cultural values. Many countries of the third world never had a powerful secular 

literary tradition and only came in contact with writing through their colonial ties and through 

the same, came to experience another world view of science and technology. All while living 

in these two different worlds, the world citizen is grappling with the relationship between 

language and certain aspects of cognition. He finds that his survival lies in his adopting into 

the culture imperatives of his former colonial master, now that his own has been devalued. In 

this, his western counterpart is, of course, far ahead being the originator of those values.  

The African in his predicament is bent on catching up. He wants to acquire the modern 

cultures of science and technology. Most of the tenets of this culture, as we have seen, are 

abstract to him, though he needs to know them in order to survive. They would perhaps be 

better understood if translated or transmitted in vernacular languages. Of course, yes in the 

words of Mohamed Hyder (1966),  

By passively accepting English as the medium of intellectual activity, 

we are unwillingly placing a barrier to the intellectual development of 

our peoples --- being always incapacitated to undertake any serious 

thinking in our languages.  

Using the example of Igbo (out of other African languages) which was defective in serious 

creative writing, writing per se was not an African cultural activity, though it started in 

Africa, (specifically in Egypt). Presently, writings in our languages are limited to religious 

tracts, simple school textbooks, folktales and proverbs. Summarizing our topic, our question 

can be thus reframed: can Igbo language, language of oral tradition possess large enough 

vocabulary to satisfy the degree of specificity required of a language of science and 

technology? We would answer an outright “yes” because if our people are capable of 

assimilating a culture which is foreign to them, their language would equally be able to 

accommodate any degree of specificity required of it.  

In the words of Edward Sapir (1968), “language is a complex inventory of all the ideas, 

interests and occupations that take up the attention of a community”. Originally, most of the 

scientific and technological concepts now used in our community did not take up the 

attention of our people, but now, they constitute a way of life for most of our people, and they 

live by these experiences. The underdeveloped countries of the world had particular cultures 

to express, not necessarily the same as Western countries. The important point is that, using 

the words of Joshua Fishman at all (1968) underdeveloped countries were not living in tabula 

rasa waiting virginally for western ideas to be inscribed. We had original cultures. The 

problem now is that emphasis has shifted from one area to another, so that if our culture had 

received universal acceptance as did those of some European countries, the reverse would 

have been the case and the Europeans would have been struggling to catch up with our own 

languages for the acquisition of a culture which would equally have appeared too abstract for 

them.  

Use of Maternal Language for the UBE (Universal Basic Education) Scheme  

Ideally speaking, the use of the mother-tongue is the best means of inculcating knowledge to 

a growing child instead of forcing him to acquire new ideas in a foreign tongue which he 

hardly understands. This is the language he speaks in the home and which he has learnt in the 
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most natural way. Obviously, learning in this language would be a continuation of what the 

child practices in the home. However, we must admit that there are two sides to the coin. In 

the preset day Nigeria where so many families, especially in the urban areas have embraced 

the western style of living, where the language of the home is no longer the mother tongue 

but English which is the national official language, teaching the child at school in the mother 

tongue would pose serious problems.  

Nigeria is an extremely heterogeneous language environment with over 250 languages and 

none of these has the status of a national language spoken by every citizen. As a result of this, 

the use of the mother tongue in the urban areas houses the greater number of primary schools 

than even the rural areas. Secondly, most families endow their children with English as the 

first language of the home. These children hardly speak the maternal language in the home 

but express themselves more in the national official language so that one wonders if teaching 

them at school in the maternal language (LI) would not constitute a great disadvantage and 

set back. Also many parents are not even fluent and knowledgeable in the vernacular 

language so back. Also many parents are not even fluent and knowledgeable in the vernacular 

language so that one equally wonders about the quality of this language they can impart on 

their children in the home. Our observation here is based on the language habits of the Igbo 

speaking people of the country. It is generally observed that Yoruba and Hausa indigenes 

make an outstanding use of the mother tongue in all their spheres of interaction unlike the 

Igbo who hardly speaks in the mother tongue. Surely these other language/ ethnic groups will 

profit more from the orchestrated use of the mother tongue for the UBE scheme than their 

Igbo counterparts.  

Equally, we know that a child is prone to greater linguistic competence at the early stages of 

life than at a later stage. Jean Piaget (1945) puts this at the tender age of between 1—4 years. 

This is the greatest moment that a child can learn any language at all with greater ease and 

efficiency. Any Nigerian child who is exposed to another language environment at all at this 

age can have the same linguistic competence in that language as even the native speakers so 

that I would prefer a situation where a child who is endowed with English as the language of 

the home can continue in that language at school. It would be more convenient for him and he 

can function more effectively in it without any impairment since the language is the basis of 

his higher educational acquisition for the rest of his life.  

As for the ability of vernacular languages to vehicle the content of school curriculum, there is 

no doubt that they can achieve this without any difficulty but they should be introduced to 

other languages at this early age since his capabilities to learn foreign languages are very 

acute. So, one can introduce them to English language and French (which has now become 

the second official language of the nation). The absolute use of the mother tongue can best be 

achieved for noble purposes in contexts where the mother tongue would continue to be the 

language of education and greater scientific inquiries in the future of the child. We would not 

be comparing the English child who learns in his maternal language in school with his 

Nigerian counterpart who does the same because the English person continues with the same 

language on which he has already built a solid base, whereas the Nigerian child would be 

obliged to star another language at a time he is supposed to be consolidating on the linguistic 

knowledge he has already acquired. So, I would prefer he be exposed to that language which 

he will use for the rest of his life at the tender years of his cultural identity and pride. He is 
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capable of doing that and this would be our position in this paper in so far as the mother 

tongue and the UBE scheme are concerned.  

Had Africans any technological past before the advent of European technology? 

Africans had their own traditional technologies and basic sciences which they applied to 

build bridges, industries. They were advanced in pottery, sculpturing, smiting and 

architectural technologies. They constructed their own agricultural tools. The vernacular 

languages disposed of all the necessary tolls to express all these. The need did not arise to 

borrow any term for expressing any concept whatsoever. Instead they continued generating 

new vocabulary in the face of newer development in these sciences. But alas, colonization 

and the attendant imposition of a completely new life perspective halted the onward 

advancement of our people in the direction of their science and technology.   

In the domain of medicine, a lot of advancement was already attained. We had doctors 

specialized in gynecology and obstetrics, who performed successful surgeries and 

administered drugs, all of which had names. All the attendant surgical tools had names, most 

of which have gone into oblivion from sheer neglect. If our people had mustered all the 

courage and violent disposition needed to go into colonial adventurism and then colonized 

the Western nations, thereby imposing our model of science and technology, Europeans 

would be looking up to us for innovations in those areas originated by us. Modes of 

administration would be different and in our own vocabularies. Thus, the inability of 

vernacular languages to transmit Western models of science and technology derives from this 

relegation of own values for a foreign visionary pattern. Briefly said, Africans made solid 

contributions to world technology, as exemplified by the advanced technologies of Egypt. 

Besides, the architectural patterns in Africa testify to this uniqueness.  
 

Structural dispositions of English and Igbo  

From the structural point of view, Igbo language is morpho-syntactically and phonetically 

adequate to vehicle any realities at all, including those that fall outside her realism of cultural 

influence, just like English (Okeke, 2017). But when it comes to transmitting two different 

cultural realities, the shortfall derives from only the lexical cum semantic domins. Quite a 

number of languages have a large chunk of vocabulary for concepts which others express 

with fewer terms. The fact that Eskimos have far more terms in their language to express the 

concept of snow than English (Sapir, 1967) does not make it superior; English can 

satisfactorily express snow to her speakers who would not be interested in the menu precision 

which an Eskimo would expect. In the words of Charles Hockett (1954), the difference 

between languages is not so much as to what can be said in them but rather as to what it is 

relatively easy to say. 

In other words, all those terms which we find in English, as our people learn the sciences, can 

equally be expressed in Igbo though with perhaps not as much ease as in English. That is why 

our major concern in research seminars, is that emphasis has very often been placed on 

finding terms which would translate concepts with greater ease and precision. We shall 

therefore delve into a comparative analysis of both languages especially as concerns the 

generation of new lexicon. We shall, by this medium discover why Igbo is finding it more 

difficult than English to cope with the ever-growing technical register. Is it a problem of 

intrinsic structural properties and to what extent can they be overcome? 
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Every language has the means of generating terms for new concepts and experiences. Words 

can be borrowed from foreign languages and adapted phonemically into the system of the 

recipient language. They can equally be coined to meet the new needs; they can be borrowed 

from ordinary speech and be given a new semantic interpretation. A new concept can also be 

translated with paraphrases. These procedures vary with languages though some are more 

generally applied than others. 

In English, the radical has been the major source of lexical innovations for science and 

technological terms. With its derivational cum flexional attributes, the radical stands out to 

help generate other grammatical categories whose meanings the language user can easily 

sieve from basic forms. Thus, the use of prefixes and suffixes are primordial in generating 

new expressions in English. To illustrate this statement, seven other expressions can be 

generated from the word “origin”. 

Aborigine, original, aboriginal, originally. 

Originate, originally, origination. 

Any competent speaker of English would have no difficulties understanding what they all 

mean, based on the meaning of the source term. This has the advantage of combining both 

logic and the economy of means. Also, 44 compounds are understood to have emerged from 

the sole term thermo-;54 scientific terms from phono-, 57 from tele-, even the verb that 

serves to express these new concepts can be formed in English from substantives and other 

grammatical categories can thereupon be formed from the same. From the word, “oxygen”, 

one can get: oxide, oxidation, oxidizer, oxidizable, oxygenate, whereas in Igbo, for example, 

each of these new expressions would require a separate paraphrase or at best a new word. 

The use of prefixes and suffixes is characteristic not only of English but also of other 

languages like French, Spanish, German which are presently used to vehicle technology. It 

constitutes a great advantage for the user of the languages vis-à-vis their Igbo counterparts 

who only sparingly can enjoy incidents of flexion in their language. This use of separable 

extension of the radical to modify meanings and generate fresh lexicon is not conducive in 

the logical development of Igbo. The speakers most often have to go through the description 

process of tortuous paraphrasing. 

Igbo expresses most of her meanings in vague and general terms. The terms: water, fluid, 

liquid, wet, river, pool, humid, water, swamp, rain, drizzle, mucous can all be expressed by 

the term “mmiri” or “mmiri-mmiri” (for adjectival forms). The tenets of science and 

technology demand precision and accuracy. Besides, naming a thing is not the same as 

describing it because more than one concept can have a similar description. The descriptive 

name for pen “mkpisi e ji ede ihe” can satisfy the same description for other tools for similar 

purpose like bic, pencil, marker, nib. Thus, until specificity is attained, the speaker of Igbo 

will continue to have a vague perception of facts and not until then will the language be 

viable to express science and technology. We are not however saying that the language is 

incapable of expressing knowledge in this area. Words are for the most part polyvalent in 

Igbo as can be illustrated by the examples that follow: 

Leader, 

Chief, 

Director, 

Commander,      can all be translated by the word      “Onye-isi” 

Foreman, 
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Supervisor 

This does not mean that equivalent and more specific terms cannot be evolved. On the 

realization that a name has the simple role of identifying, a fresh word does not need to be 

descriptive. After all, nothing in the word “ulo” (house) indicates its function of giving 

shelter. The disadvantage of always describing a concept is that where this concept is not 

culture based or is abstract, translation becomes somewhat difficult. Judging from the volume 

of such alien and foreign concepts that are more often abstract in the expression of science 

and technology, one has to admit that meta-language activities are seriously under challenge. 

The trend can only be reversed by more tenacious and conscious approach. 

It is often argued that European languages are preferable to African, languages in the study of 

sciences because African languages lack scientific precision and hardly express notions and 

concepts with mathematical accuracy. (Laraki in Ezeani E. : 2001). 
 

Appraising the Nigerian languages so far   

As the people‟s horizon of experience widens, the need arises to formulate linguistic term for 

new lexical needs. Whatever new experiences take the people‟s attention must have to be 

expressed in one way or the other, through a number of strategies like, intra-language 

borrowings, loan blends, phrase derivation and a series of adaptations. 

The Igbo society is a limited society living only in the Eastern part of Nigeria. The 

environment which the Igbo language expresses does not go beyond the confines of South-

Eastern Nigeria and its tropical environment. Taking this language as an example, we would 

not be comparing it with English which is spoken everywhere (in Britain, American, 

Australia, Canada, all of which constitute different geographical, social and cultural 

environments). The particular experiences in these locations help foster the growth of 

English. A concept which is difficult for the English man from Britain to formulate may 

perhaps be easier for the American or Australian to evolve in the same language. As there is 

no desert, for example, in South Eastern Nigeria as well as in Britain, one would expect the 

expression of terms related to the desert to be equally difficult for the two peoples. But since 

a similar environment exists in the USA, the British speaker of English only needs to look up 

into his dictionary to discover an already made repertory. His Igbo counterpart would be 

racking his head, trying to generate the vast vocabulary that is associated with the desert and 

its features. Thus the richness of English today is the aggregate of the many sided efforts and 

innovations brought about by the culturally different speakers of the language.       

Appraising the situation so far, one would say that Igbo and other Nigerian languages have 

not yet got vast enough linguistic resources to express the new world view of science and 

technology. Not enough research has so far been done at providing adequate literature in that 

domain, notwithstanding the fact that some effort has been recorded in that regard. Quite a 

number of bodies charged with the promotion of indigenous languages (especially the three 

major languages) are relentless in efforts to generate technical terms, through sponsoring 

seminars and meta-language workshops but the impact is not being sufficiently felt. This is 

because there is no science literature in vernacular languages, the constant reading of which 

would put the subject in constant touch with scientific thought. As a result, native speakers 

are obliged to think in English for new technical ideas and in local languages for ordinary day 

to day activities. Added to these is the fact there is inadequate publicizing of new derivations 

by language committees; also Government is very passive to the development of vernacular 
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languages. Well-to-do/eminent Nigerians hardly endow a kobo for research in these 

languages (Elugbe Ben O. 1990, p. 17). They hardly see any need for that and their prejudices 

hamper the growth of vernacular languages. 

The great interest shown by Americans as a whole to science is fostered by the steady 

availability of scientific literature of all kinds, apart from the normal flow of “official and 

sponsored pamphlets, bulletins dealing with the problems of agriculture, forestry, nutrition 

and health and all the many manufacturing and commercial processes that have their 

foundation in pure science” (Savory T., 1967).The average American is thus in contract with 

the science of the day and its literature. The contrary is the case with the Nigeria in own 

vernacular language. 

In the face of the so many shortcomings of the vernacular languages, as exemplified by Igbo 

vis-à-vis the other languages which have been privileged by circumstances in the 

transmission of science and technological thought, quite a number of measures need to be 

taken. Otherwise, if the situation remains as it actually is, our languages will never be able to 

transmit higher technological cultures despite the fact that they have the potentials to achieve 

that. 
 

Conclusion 

Judging from the half efforts already made to equip Igbo with the wherewithal to transmit 

science and technology, one would lose hope to say that vernacular languages are not viable 

to transmit higher cultures of science and technology. Presently, there seems to be an un-

ending Igbonization of English expressions and if the rate of these processes of lexical 

acquisition were allowed to continue unchecked, Igbo and other Nigeria languages would 

lose their autonomy and quasi totally espouse the structure of English. Looking back at 

history, we discover that many language groups have already achieved these aspirations. The 

Japanese language, a few years ago, could not transmit these higher thoughts, especially in 

the domain of medicine. German served them as resources pool. For years, they borrowed 

from German and sat on the indigestible heap of foreign concepts, but gradually domesticated 

them by sheer commitment. (Herbert Passin: 1977). 

Nigerian languages have today a high level of undigested English lexicon. Events in history 

may force us one day to fall back on these languages which we frustrate with reckless 

abandon. Finally, faced with the immediate necessity to transmit modern science and 

technology in them, Igbo and any language at all can transmit these higher cultures though 

the process has to be gradual with steady hard work.   
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