
Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 9. No. 6 September 2020                                                                ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

CC BY-NC-ND                                                                                                                        Uzoechi F 
 

127 

 

VALUE REORIENTATION AND NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA: THE LANGUAGE 

FACTOR 
 

Uzoechi Felicia C. 

Department of Language Education 

Imo State University, Owerri 

 

Abstract 

Language is purely human attribute that is unique to human beings. It is a medium through which humans 

expressed their thoughts, imaginations, creativities, aspirations, desires, emotions among others. National 

development can be possible through language, especially when the language acts as a unification factor for 

most ethnic groups in a specific nation. While nations are products of human will and imagination and the 

institutions that sustain their collective efforts, local languages could act as valuable resources that need to 

be developed and managed properly and optimally. One devastating blow on the development of the 

Nigeria nation and its economy is linguistic imperialism perpetrated by the West and ignorantly being 

promoted by Nigerians. This paper therefore argues that for proper nation development to take place there is 

need for a proper reorientation of the mental consciousness of Nigerians. 
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Introduction 

The survival of the human society has 

been made possible mainly through the vehicle of 

language. World languages represent an 

extraordinary wealth of human creativity. They 

contain and express the total ‘pool of ideas’ 

natured over time through heritage, local 

traditions and customs communicated through 

local languages (Maja, 2007). Furthermore, 

Bamgbose (1991) opine that language is a 

powerful symbol of society particularly if its 

potentials are frilly recognized and exploited. It 

can be a key contributing force towards 

nationhood and national development if properly 

managed. In today’s world, skills, 

industriousness, productivity and competitiveness 

are the determinant factors of national greatness. 

Language has frequently been considered as an 

integral part of nation’s development. Amongst 

the languages spoken in the world today, the most 

significant of all is our mother tongue early 

emotional and cognitive development through 

which we first learn to name our personal 

universe and by which we begin to achieve a 

common understanding with our parents and the 

broader community or friends and school. It is the 

language of childhood, of intimate family 

experience and of our early social relations 

(Matsuura, 2002). It is to be noted by reason of 

our colonial experience, there is a clear evidence 

of the hegemonic influence of foreign languages 

like English and French, whereby African 

languages suffer marginalization and negligence 

in terms of acquisition, learning and use. Values 

are deep seated beliefs that influence people’s 

actions and by which they make decisions within 

their society. Values determine attitude which in 

turn influence behavior. It has been documented 

that value ascription is a motivating force that 

drives positive achievement. It is therefore 

essential that every individual, group and indeed 

the entire nation must have core values which 

serve as the driving engines of development, 

growth and progress. Reorientation on the other 

hand refers to changing of a position or attitude 

relative to the situation or circumstance 

(Robinson 1999). In other words, the state of 

being redirected differently, rearrangement or 

realignment intellectually or emotionally. 

Language as natural resource 

It has recently been discovered that 

languages like other resources such as land, 

mineral products and cash crops are part of the 

natural resources of many countries and could be 

consumed locally or exported to other countries 

(Skutnabb-Kangas 2000). Some developed 

countries have utilized their languages in such a 

way that less developed countries struggle to 

identify with them. In recent times, Nigerians 

invest huge sums of money to travel to developed 

countries to learn their language. Ability to speak 

a foreign language in Nigeria seems more 

honorable than to speak a local Nigerian 

language. There is a mad rush by some Nigerians 

to become fluent speakers of foreign languages 

and by so doing, boosting the economy of nations 
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that own such languages. In institutions of higher 

learning, students enroll to study foreign 

languages, but the reverse is the case with 

Nigerians languages. 

Indigenous languages need to be looked 

at not as stumbling blocks but as potential natural 

resources. So much is hidden in every indigenous 

language waiting to be harnessed to shoot Nigeria 

into socioeconomic boom.  Jemudd and Das 

Gupta (1971) observe that the most proper way to 

look at language is to look at language is not to 

regard indigenous languages in a country as 

valuable resources and like mineral and wildlife. 

African languages also need to be developed and 

managed properly and optimally. Even scholars 

such as Dennis, F et al (1977), Osaji (1979) 

believe that the best means of acquiring linguistic 

skills is a sound linguistic foundation in the 

mother tongue. Apart from this, countries like 

Japan and China acquired their science and 

technology through the use of their indigenous 

language. They are among the technologically 

developed nations of the world today. African 

nations and indeed Nigeria should not be left out 

in its linguistic natural resources reorientation. 

Language equality 

As late 20
th
 century, even linguistic 

scholars were adamant in their belief that English 

was a superior language in terms of elegance, 

efficiency and sophistication. Furthermore, 

people assumed that small-scale, non- western 

cultures characterized by their simple technology 

suffered from, a diminished capacity to express 

complex or abstract ideas. Following the lead of 

Franz Boas, such a view is longer relevant. 

Studies conducted by several small scale 

languages have demonstrated, time and time 

again, that they are no less capable of expressing 

a wide range of ideas in high technology 

societies. 

All languages, regardless of beauty or 

elegance accomplish the same thing. They 

express ideas, exhibit displacement, provide a 

system of communication and convey thoughts. 

Every language is equally expressive, there is no 

linguistic superior language. Some linguistics 

says that all languages are equally great and are 

unique. Hence each language is a unique 

response to the human condition and each is a 

living heritage we should cherish. We believe all 

languages are unique are unique and helps 

identity who we are as a people and as 

individuals. Every language has got its own 

syntactical, morphological and phonological  

features. We may only compare one language 

with another but can’t say one language is 

superior or inferior to another. The perceived 

attitude of superiority of English over our 

language makes English enter into our private 

lives and soon we start communicating with 

friends and family in English leading to slow 

erosion of our own linguistic heritage. This low 

status accorded to local languages started as a 

result of linguistic slavery which is the ‘transfer 

of dominant language to other share equally 

recognition, for each is a unique response to 

human condition and each is a living heritage we 

should cherish. 

Language policy in Nigeria 

Policies are a set of interrelated decisions 

by a political actor or group of actors concerning 

the selection of goals and the means of achieving 

them with a specified situation where these 

decisions should in principle be within the power 

of those actors to achieve. Policy making is the 

bedrock of every administration. It is geared to 

address public needs and issues of importance to 

government. Government at all levels always 

strives to develop policy in terms of laws and 

regulations at addressing crucial needs in 

education, health, social welfare and many others 

for the benefit of the citizens. But often times, the 

implementation of such policies have always 

been the problem of each successive government 

in the country. Crystal (1990) believes that 

language policy should be understood as a 

systematic attempt to resolve the communication 

problems of a community by studying the various 

dialects it uses and developing a viable policy 

concerning the collection and use of different 

language. 

It is a common knowledge that Nigeria 

does not have a well spelled out aspects relevant 

to the leaning of various languages within the 

school system. Yet language is indispensible in 

the human society. The language policy of 

Nigeria as enshrined in section 51 of the Nigerian 

constitution of 1979 and 1989 can at best be 

referred to as mere government’s statement of 

intension towards achieving nationalism. It says: 
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Government appreciates the 

importance of language as a means 

of promoting social interaction and 

national cohesion; and preserving 

cultures. Thus every child shall 

learn the language of the 

immediate environment. 

Furthermore, in the interest of 

national unity, it is expedient that 

every child shall be required to 

learn one of the three Nigerian 

languages: Hausa, Igbo and 

Yoruba. 

Obanya (1979) hints that language is a vehicle of 

communication, a unifying and as instrument for 

learning and teaching. If languages are so 

important, one then begins to wonder why the 

government of Nigeria has not come out with a 

concrete language policy that will adequately 

cater for language and the communication 

processes in the nation. 

Language reorientation 

One of the adverse effects of the 

language imperialism in Nigeria has been the 

erroneous impression it has left on the minds of 

many Nigerians that foreign languages are 

superior to local languages. This informs the 

presence and dominance of foreign languages 

through which education is carried out in a 

country. Even some of our higher institutions of 

learning have welcomed foreign languages, 

budgeted very heavily for them and even 

displaced the indigenous languages. It is no 

longer news that the national assembly has 

adopted the inclusion of French language as 

Nigeria’s next national language after English 

language. Worse still, no incentive or 

encouragement is given to teachers and students 

of our indigenous languages. This ill-treatment 

has therefore led to the Igbo people preferring 

and abandoning their children associate imported 

languages with upwards social climbing’s. Good 

jobs, bureaucratic and political power as well as 

high and better education. They therefore do not 

maintain their local language which they 

associate with the village and primitiveness. But 

as Franz Fanon rightly observes ‘ to speak means 

to be in a position, to use certain syntax, to grasp 

the morphology of this or that language, but it 

means above all to assume a culture, to support 

the weight of a civilization’. 

When we speak foreign languages, we throw our 

weight behind that culture, thereby supporting 

foreign civilization. The foundation of this 

mentality which was laid down during the 

colonial era have assumed even more direct and 

powerful dimension today. Language and 

education are more visibly employed as tools of 

economic domination in neo-colonialism. The 

destruction of a language is the destruction of a 

rooted identity for boh groups and individuals 

(Fishman 1991). Along with the accompanying 

loss of culture, language loss can destroy a sense 

of self-worth, limiting human potential and 

complicating efforts to solve other problems, 

such as poverty, family breakdown, school failure 

and substance abuse. After all, language does not 

happen in privileged communities, it only 

happens to the dispossessed and disempowered 

people who most need their language which is 

part of their cultural resources to survive. Given 

the place of language in   human co-existence and 

creativity, there is an urgent need for a grounded 

reorientation of our people on the uniqueness of 

their language without the issue of nation-

building will continue to be a mirage. 

Conclusion/Recommendations 

Nation building is a collective 

responsibility which can be achieved through 

policy implementation and adopting a workable 

linguistic model.  The place of indigenous 

languages in this quest is so paramount to the 

extent that if we desire to make socio-political 

and economic gains just like China, India, 

Malaysia, we must work towards promoting and 

using our indigenous languages just like these 

countries did.  We recommend that the decision 

to have a language policy should be reached by 

both the federal and the state governments. Each 

state should be given a hand to decide its own 

components of language policy. The government 

should review their activities towards indigenous 

language use in Nigeria. They should insist on the 

use of local language at the lower level and this 

means making laws that in the same regards. 

Private schools are also to be properly monitored 

to ensure proper compliance.  
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