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Abstract 

Nigeria is an African country with multiple cultures, traditions and people with heterogeneous 

backgrounds. As a result, Nigeria is a harbinger of many languages whose number is not precisely 

ascertained. Linguists and scholars continue to differ on the exact estimates and figures of languages that 

are indigenous to Nigeria, with the 2009 declaration of over 500 languages by the Nigerian Educational 

Research and Development Council (NERDC). Out of the number, three languages namely; Hausa, Igbo 

and Yoruba are tagged, “majority languages” with the rest pejoratively ranked as, “minority languages”. 

This linguistic trend has influenced the neglect and the continuous relegation of the latter to the 

background and the exclusion of same from the Nigeria‟s Educational Curriculum; which is the mandatory 

foundation and spring board for development – a prime objective of the MDGs. What then is the future and 

fate of minority languages and cultures like Tiv in a multilingual setting like Nigeria; especially in the face 

of their non-recognition by the MDGs? The paper is situated in sociolinguistics and it adopts the language 

for development approach. It employs the qualitative methodology of analysis as advocacy for the 

utilization and adoption of prospect of both the „minority‟ and „majority‟ languages as joint venture 

towards fostering national unity and sustainable development in Africa in general and Nigeria in 

particular. 
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Introduction  

The fundamental problem of human 

existence and livelihood which nations of the 

world have vested attention is the degenerating 

human living conditions of many people in many 

societies of the world. This prodigious 

circumstance has become a major concern 

resulting in extreme poverty, increased illiteracy 

levels and low education standards. Other 

features include high moral decadence, 

deteriorating health conditions, hunger, and a 

horde of others. Given the persistence of this 

phenomenon, world leaders under the umbrella of 

United Nations (UN) took up the challenge of 

creating and establishing an interventionist 

ideology to rapidly repel this interminably 

repulsive human trend. The focus was on 

improving human living standards and the 

general human wellbeing in all societies of the 

world.  

Following the Millennium Summit of the 

United Nations (UN) in May 2000, the 

formulation and adaption of the concept tagged 

“The Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) 

now “Sustainable Development Goals” (SDGs) 

became manifest, with the MDGs report released 

10 years after, in 2010. After the international 

development goals document focussing on an 

eight (8) point agenda was designed, the MDGs 

experienced a sluggish breakthrough as a result of 

the two (2) year global economic crisis 

occasioned in 2008 and 2009. At the moment, 

most of the eight (8) points captured in the 

development interventionist mechanism, which is 

now called (SDGs), a sketch which is outlined in 

the succeeding subtitle, are yet to be 

accomplished in many countries, Nigeria 

especially. 

The concern of this paper hinges on the 

absolute neglect of the language component by 

the 2010 MDGs report. Conspicuously 

unrecognised and expurgated from the 8 targeted 

concerns of the MDGs, is the crucial issue of 

language. That no ideal and meaningful 

development can take place anywhere without the 

critical role of language is merely stating the 

obvious. Again, any development efforts and 

strides directed at advancing or changing the 

course of a people which negate the 

instrumentality of language in influencing the 
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practical realisation of the set goals, is simply an 

exercise in futility. 

The work, therefore, investigates this 

phenomenon and canvases for a linguistic 

coalition between the major and minority 

languages, especially in Nigeria. It also canvases 

for true development to prevail so that there can 

never be sustainable development without 

linguistic development. 
 

Theoretical Explication  

The theories adapted in this study are the 

Language for Development Hypothesis and 

Language in Development Research in Africa. 

The exponents of these approaches are Beban 

Chumbow (2005:169) and King‟ei Kitula 

(1999:1).  

To Chumbow (2005:165), “the routine 

convention whereby quite plausible number of 

development initiatives get formulated but rarely 

succeed, is due to the neglect or failure to address 

the language factor”. The proposition amplifies 

the crucial role of indigenous languages in any 

form of development. It equally emphasises that 

whatever paradigms of human development that 

are designed for Africa and indeed Nigeria, must 

integrate and incorporate the concomitant 

indigenous language plan in order to thrive.  

Kitula (1991:1) who holds a similar view 

insists that; “Development...has failed to make 

substantial improvements in the quality of life of 

the majority, mainly because development theory 

and practice has failed to exploit local languages 

as media for development work”. Strongly in 

support of Kitula (1991) is Asen (2002:112) cited 

in Sôtyô (2013:2) who looks at language as “a 

unique and necessary weapon for harnessing, 

actualising and utilising potential human 

resources for development purposes”. 

 These hypothetical frame works apply to 

the thrust of this paper since they both project the 

centrality and indispensability of language 

component, especially the minority languages, in 

development processes in African states and 

Nigeria in particular, hence the need to re-

conceptualise the tenets of the MDGs. By 

implication, this may have accounted for setbacks 

recorded in such human development projects 

like New Partnership for Africa‟s Development 

(NEPAD), United Nations Development 

Program, (UNDP), Directorate for Food and 

Infrastructural Development (DFID), and United 

States Agency for International Development 

(USAID), to mention a few.  
 

The Concept of MDGs: An Abridged 

Exposition  

The acronym MDGs denotes Millennium 

Development Goals, and is now referred to as 

“Sustainable Development Goals” SDGs. It is the 

United Nations brain child which emerged from 

the Millennium Summit in year 2000. The 

hallmark of the concept is attributed to the 193 

UN member states, with 189 states present at the 

time of the millennium declaration, including 23 

international organisations that unanimously 

made a commitment to assist in attaining the 

under listed eight (8) Millennium Development 

Goals, by the year 2015: 

1. To eradicate extreme poverty and hunger  

2. Achieve universally primary education  

3. Promote gender equality and empower 

women  

4. Reduce child morality  

5. Improve maternal health  

6. To combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria and other 

diseases 

7. To ensure environment sustainability 

8. To develop a global partnership. 
 

Objectives of the MDGs 

The motive of the MDGs focuses on the 

promotion and encouragement of development 

via improving socio-economic status of 

extremely poorer countries of the world. The 

entire objectives are aligned under three major 

areas, namely Human Capital, Infrastructural 

Enhancement and Social, Economic, and Political 

Rights. Covered under the first initiative, is the 

interest to increase nutrition and health care 

comprising child mortality rate reduction, 

overcoming the scourge of HIV/AIDS, 

Tuberculosis and Malaria, and projecting the 

education system in educationally backward 

societies. 

The acceleration of infrastructure in 

sectors like transportation, energy, safe drinking 

water, modern information and communication 
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technology; expansion of farm outputs via 

sustainable practices and environmental 

preservation, constitute the second major focus. 

While the third group of objectives is directed at 

women empowerment, violence elimination, 

heightening political voice, enhancing security of 

property rights and guarantee of equal access to 

public services (Http:.'www.nyscmd 

gsadvocacyprojectrh gno.com.ng/home). 
 

The Language Gap in the MDGs Plan 

A dark shadow has been cast on the 

linguistic diversity by the MDGs. Elsewhere in 

this paper, it has been highlighted that human 

language, generally, is one of the most 

fundamental and important media for people‟s 

empowerment as well as, a catalyst for the 

diffusion of the development skills in indigenous 

or rural societies. Affirming this fact, Romaine 

(nd) notes that: 

Indigenous people make up 15% of 

the world... and a third of the world‟s 

9 million are rural people. They also 

speak around 60% of the world‟s 

6900 languages indeed, the fate of 

most of the world linguistics and... its 

cultural diversity lies in the hands of 

the small number of people most 

vulnerable to the pressures of 

globalization. 

By this statistics, Romaine challenges the MDGs 

agenda for undermining the minority languages 

and people in the development scheme, for 

developing nations. The non-integration of 

minority languages in the MDGs affairs vitiates 

its intentions on several linguistic fronts. 

In retrospect, linguists have predicted the 

disappearance of between 60 and 90 percent of 

the world‟s „minority‟ languages in the next 

couple of decades. The implication is that; we 

have almost reached what linguistic scholars term 

the “global language extinction” era. Prone to this 

disturbing linguistic predicament, are many small 

or minority languages like Tiv, Igala, Igede etc 

whose survival has persistently endured 

suppression by a handful of existing large 

languages including Hausa, Igbo and Yorùbá in 

the Nigerian situation. Thus, the MDGs ought to 

agitate for the linguistic and cultural vitality of 

minority groups rather than enunciating the 

current obscure state that leaves the small 

languages at the verge of death. 

Worthy of note is the fact that the MDGs 

have put to jeopardy the productivity of minority 

languages. Studies in the Saussurean synchronic 

linguistics cited in Crystal (2008:469) aver that 

the greater percentage of ethnic minority speakers 

worldwide, live in the rural areas. Their 

communicative competence mostly is in their 

mother tongue (MT). Thus, development theory 

which underscores message diffusion in the 

indigenous speech of the intended communities 

in favour of alien languages impairs the desired 

output. As is, most often, the case with minority 

languages and societies, the conveyance of 

development programs in non-native languages 

induces them to dormancy as a result of non-

usage and consequently, loss of their dynamism. 

Certain fault lines in the area of language 

of education could also be discerned in the 

second point of the MDGs which aims at 

attaining universal primary education for less 

privileged members of society. Aside functioning 

as a strong instrument for human empowerment, 

individual growth, and overall development of 

nations, education is uniquely a strong weapon 

which elevates the less-privileged, marginalized, 

uninformed, and oppressed in the society 

(Olaoye, 2013:1946). Lassa (1996: 26) also 

ascribes to this line of thought thus: 

The objective of education in 

general is the improvement of 

intellectual capabilities of the 

beneficiaries or the acquisition of 

some essential skills, and a further 

elevation of the persons from the 

position of low value or status to 

one of higher value and 

recognition. 

The optimism expressed by Lassa above, 

suggests that education generally would empower 

and make the educated become aware, exposed 

and rational in thought and action, which will 

promote growth and development in the society. 

However, this can only be achieved through 

language. 
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In addition, education anywhere in the 

world is delivered or imparted via language, the 

mother tongue (MT) in many cases, to be precise. 

In other words, the indigenous or minority 

languages remain the vehicle through which 

knowledge is imparted into community members, 

particularly in the rural areas in Nigeria. 

Therefore, learners of knowledge must be 

introduced to their culture, entrepreneurship, 

science, technology, peace studies and others, in 

their mother tongue. 

Corollary, MDG 2 inadequately 

addresses another critical concern about 

education – the under privileged and girl child 

education phenomenon. In many countries of the 

sub-Saharan Africa, including Nigeria, there is 

continued disproportionate deprivation, or is it 

discrimination, of female children and the under 

privileged who are educationally disadvantaged 

for a life time. In Northern and other parts of 

Nigeria, education for the female child is almost a 

taboo and abominable. The ultimate for this 

gender is petty-hawking and performance of 

household chores and sexual violation. This 

situation, accounts for the two-thirds of women 

been illiterates. Consequently, MDG 3 is also 

characteristically defective and falls short of the 

desired expectation too. 

A similar problem is the sudden 

indisposition of some elected Nigerian leaders 

towards the administration of basic education in 

some states of the federation. Currently, it is 

business as unusual to truncate elementary 

education system, and nearly all levels of 

education which have grossly degenerated due to 

total neglect culminating in incessant strike 

actions by teachers at all levels of our education 

system.  

Also, the country‟s National Policy on 

Education first published in 1977 and amended in 

1981 and in 1998 respectively, is not explicit 

about Mother Tongue (MT) or Indigenous 

Language Acquisition (ILA), particularly in 

relation to the nature of teaching and learning by 

pupils. A bleak picture of the Nigeria NPE is 

hereby replicated inter alia:    

NPE section 2 (sub 14-C): Government 

shall ensure that the medium of instruction is 

principally the mother tongue or the language of 

the immediate community and to this will (i) 

develop the orthography of many more Nigerian 

languages, and (ii) produce textbooks in Nigerian 

languages. NPE section 4 (subl9-e): The medium 

of instruction in the primary school shall be the 

language of the environment for the first three 

years...  English shall be taught as a subject. 

Looked at from the above perspective, 

the NPE and the Constitution of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria radically avail legal 

backing only to the teaching and learning of the 

three so called major languages in Nigeria: 

Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. As such, a large 

proportion of the minority languages are not 

made part of the education curriculum, and 

therefore do not qualify as the examinable 

subjects by examination bodies like The West 

African Examination Council (WAEC), 

National Examination Council (NECO and the 

School Leaving Certificate (SLC) (Adejir, 

2010:4). This is clearly in negation of the 

United Nations Educational Scientific and 

Cultural Organization's (UNESCO) enunciation 

on The Use of Vernacular Language in 

Education, which acknowledges that “the best 

medium for teaching is the Mother Tongue 

(MT) of the pupil... all languages... are capable 

of becoming media of school teaching”.  

In addition to the abridged NPE 

provisions stated above, the instrumentality of 

indigenous minority languages is grossly 

undermined by most countries particularly 

Nigeria as evident in chapter five, part 1, article 

55 of the 1999 constitution of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria. The document shows 

much indifference towards minority languages 

like; Tiv, Igala, Igede. Bassa and Eggon 

enshrines that “the business of the national 

assembly shall be conducted in English, and in 

Hausa, Igbo and Yorùbá”. By this token the 

NPE and the constitution are fundamental 

contrivances that impair the promotion and, 

indeed, the growth and development of 

minority languages in Nigeria. 
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Effects on the People, Languages, and the 

Achievement of the MDGs 

Arising from the discussion so far, it is 

important at this point, to highlight some 

effects of the MDGs 8-point agenda on the 

people and their languages as it relates to the 

achievement of the set down objectives.   

First of all, the Non-packaging of the MDGs 

objectives in the local languages of the target 

population or societies has greatly hindered its 

success and effectiveness in Nigeria.  The 

inability of the MDGs to clearly explicate the 

advantages of the goals or objectives, to the 

intended local or rural inhabitants in their own 

languages, for better understanding and to 

engender maximum enthusiasm and participation, 

has no doubt, contributed to its abysmal 

performance in Nigeria. 

It is also imperative to note that the message 

of the MDGs, most time, is encoded in alien 

languages and terminologies employed there-in 

are also difficult to be easily decoded and 

comprehended by the indigenous target audience. 

This has greatly contributed to its poor impact on 

the people in particular and its abysmal failure in 

general. 

In addition, the issue of girl child education 

and under-age or teenage hawking in certain 

communities, which makes female hawkers 

vulnerable to contraction of diseases like 

HIV/AIDS and other incurable diseases, lack of 

safe drinking water and a throng of others 

constitute the side effects of the MDGs. 

Similarly, there is also impairment in 

indigenous language development and promotion 

since most communities, especially those in 

Nigeria and indeed many other African nations, 

have a vast proportion of illiteracy level, the 

tendency and misconception of the majority 

population feeling that such programmes are only 

for the elite members to which they do not 

belong, hence they are not carried along, is 

heightened. Thus, establishing a defeat of the 

virtuous and functions of the programmes and 

magnifying the already prevalent futureless future 

of the developing societies of the world, mostly 

those of Nigeria and Africa at large. 

 

Suggested Way Forward 

As a way out of this phenomenon the 

paper recommends the following measures: 

1. The re-conceptualization of the MDGs 

plan to take into consideration the 

crucial role of language in the 

empowerment and development of a 

people. 

2. The propagation of knowledge about 

development plans and strategies must 

be delivered in a variety of formats in 

as many languages as possible, 

especially the minority or the 

indigenous ones like Tiv, Mada. 

Birom and a host of others. 

3. The rural communities where indices 

of underdevelopment such as extreme 

poverty, diseases, illiteracy, 

degradation, violence and other such 

inhuman vices are prevalent should 

take the front burner in development 

paradigms of the MDGs through the 

language of the target population. 

4. Radical National Education Policies 

and Enshrinements which are out of 

tune with the promotion and growth of 

minority or indigenous languages as is 

currently the case in Nigeria, should 

be favorably reviewed. 

Conclusion 

This paper focuses on the neglect of the 

language component as one of the cardinal 

objectives of the MDGs declaration by the United 

Nations, following the millennium submit in 

May, 2000. The major concern in this work 

centres on the critical role that language performs 

in human development which is completely 

ignored and unrecognised by the MDGs. It was 

found that the greater percentage of the world 

population at which development projects are 

targeted, inhabits the rural societies in which all 

manner of underdevelopment indices is 

prevalent, and employ basically their local 

dialects or indigenous languages for 

communication purposes. Thus, there can be no 

true development without linguistic development. 

So, development schemes targeted at developing 
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nations should be propagated to the people in 

their mother tongue, that is, its local rather than 

international or alien languages should be 

employed. In other words, the minority languages 

in Nigeria and indeed, Africa at large, are key to 

the empowerment and development of the less 

privileged in these societies. 

In corroborating the UNESCO's postulate 

on the use of vernacular language for human 

development purposes, this study serves as a 

wakeup call for the review
:
 and re-

conceptualization of the MDGs plan to integrate 

the language factor in its scheme; since a 

"people‟s language embodies their distinctive, 

self-defining civilisation and symbolises their 

exclusive contributions to human knowledge and 

development” (Usman, 2014:10). This linguistic 

strategy, if effectively handled, will facilitate the 

realisation of some of the present Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in most minority 

societies of Nigeria and indeed, Africa at large.   
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