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Abstract 

After more than 50 years of independence from Britain, Nigeria is still an underdeveloped country. 
Nevertheless, it has witnessed changes in virtually all spheres of life. Within the period, the country 
faced a lot of challenges which often threatened its unity from time to time.  These include coup det’at, 
conflicts, insecurity, ethnic mistrust, unemployment, etc. Despite these challenges, Nigeria’s profile as 
a culturally diverse, multi-ethnic and multilingual country has not changed.  This paper therefore, ap-
praises language diversity in Nigeria, a feature which makes the country a rare multicultural union in 
Africa. It is recommended that efforts should be made by the government to develop the minority in-
digenous languages in the country so that they can be taught in schools, like the few majority ones. 
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Introduction 

It is no gainsaying that language is an essential heritage of every society. This is because it is not on-
ly a cultural trait but one which is of great antiquity.  It is the most important vehicle of a people’s cul-
ture (Oluwabamide, 2003).  Apart from that, language is the most distinctive of all the traits which 
separate human beings from any other being conceivable (Oyelaran, 1990). Furthermore, it is quite 
impossible to conceive of either the origin or the development of culture apart from language (Kroe-
ber, 1941). This is because language, according to Greenberg (1948), is that part of culture, which 
more than any other, enables men not only to make their own experiences and learning continuous 
but, as well, to participate in the experiences and learning of others.  It is obvious therefore, that lan-
guage plays a unique role in the total network of cultural patterns, since, it apparently functions to-
gether with most, if not all, other cultural behaviour. 
Among the cultural traits that can be considered as Nigerian heritage, language is the most important.  
It is obvious that language, especially the indigenous languages is the most important cultural herit-
age of the people of Nigeria. This is because it has not only endured but also survived through the 
ages.  It may be interesting to note that though some of Nigeria’s indigenous languages face the dan-
ger of extinction, they still continue to exist and are still being spoken by the people. That language is 
the most important heritage of any country, which can be buttressed by the following comments made 
by Elugbe (1990, p.12): 

Language is one of the, if not the, most enduring artefacts of culture.  Unless forced by con-
quest or by superior numbers, or by social, economic and political domination to give up their 
language, a people can always have their history traced through their language. 

Nigeria is a multicultural country; this implies that it is a multilingual country.  In other words, in Nige-
ria, so many languages represent so many cultures.  Here, the ethnic communities are in their tradi-
tional, social and cultural environments. Ethnic loyalty and language loyalty are strong due to the fact 
that centripetal force or the regional ethnic tendency had been well entrenched before the more re-
cent centripetal force (Adekunle, 1990).  Nigeria is a plural society, that is, it is a country made up of 
many ethnic groups (Oluwabamide, 2007). There are three (3) major ethnic groups in the country – 
Ibo, Hausa and Yoruba -, each of which has its own unique language. There are other minority cul-
tures numbering more than three hundred. Like the three major cultures, each of these minority cul-
tures has its own unique language. 
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The ethnic groups in Nigeria 

The ethnic groups in Nigeria may, for convenience, be looked at from the perspective of the old three 
regions though today the country is divided into six geopolitical zones.  The Northern Region as it is 
often known covers more than seventy-five per cent (75%) of the total land area of Nigeria (Coleman, 
1986).It claims more than sixty per cent (60%) of the Nigerian population. Furthermore, five of the ten 
largest linguistic groups in the country (Hausa, Fulani, Kanuri, Tiv and Nupe) are in the region. 
Prior to the time when the British occupy the area in 1900, the peoples of the Northern Region were 
divided politically into three main groups. First, in the northeast, the Kanuri-speaking peoples of Bornu 
and Lake Chad area who were subjects of the Shehu of Bornu. Second, in the west the Fulani and 
Hausa-speaking peoples organized into a large number of semi-independent emirates, governed by a 
Fulani aristocracy, which recognized the religious leadership of the Sultan of Sokoto (Sarkin Musu-
limi). Third, in the Middle Belt, on the Jos Plateau and interspersed elsewhere through the lower half 
of the region, were the pastural Fulani, the Tiv, the Berom, the Gwari and more than 200 other linguis-
tic groups. 
Of all the ethnic groups in the Northern Region, the Fulani peoples are the most widespread.  In fact 
they spread through the North and West Africa (Onwuejeogwu, 1975; Africa Today, 1991). The Hausa 
are basically only a linguistic group, which includes a wide variety of cultures and physical types 
(Coleman, 1986). They are found in sizeable numbers in all areas of the north. But they concentrate 
mainly in Kano, Sokoto, Katsina, Kaduna and Zamfara States. Principally, the Hausa language identi-
fies most other ethnic groups in the north because the proper Hausa peoples have, over the centu-
ries, assimilated them. It is pertinent to note therefore, that more than forty percent (40%) of the popu-
lation of the Northern Region speak Hausa as their mother tongue.    
Another major ethnic group in the Northern Region is the Kanuri-speaking people. They are mainly 
found in the Chad Basin.  Kanuri is a collective term applying to allied peoples who came from 
Kanem.  The Kanuri people are Muslims, a religion, which they have been practicing for centuries.  
The Nupe are also found in the Northern Region.  They are the fourth and smallest of the predomi-
nantly Moslem groups in the Northern Region. They inhabit the Niger River valley above its conflu-
ence with River Benue.  Another major ethnic group in the Northern Region is the Tiv, also known as 
Munshi.  The former is their popular name. Tiv is a distinct group inhabiting mainly a compact area 
south of the Benue River.    
Apart from the majority ethnic groups of the Northern Region (discussed above), there are many mi-
nority ethnic in the region. These minority groups constitute thirty-five percent of the population of the 
region. They include: Igala, Bachama, Jukun, Bede, Igbirra, Warji, Nunji, Gwari, Berom, Bura, 
Ganawuri etc. 
In the Eastern Region, an area covered by a dense forest, there are three major ethnic groups (Ibo, 
Ibibio and Ijaw) and other minor groups such as Leyigha, Yako, Ogoni, Andoni, etc.  The Ibo nationali-
ty is divided into thirty (30) sub-tribes, 699 clans and some fairly autonomous villages or village 
groups (Coleman, 1986). Prominent among the Ibo clans are the Onitsha, the Ngwa and the Aro-
chukwu (Afikpo, 1983).   
The Ibibio constitute the second and only other large group in the Eastern Region.  There are many 
similarities in the social structure of the Ibibio and Ibo peoples. But such similarities do not mean that 
both societies have strong cultural or linguistic affinities (Ekong, 1983).  They are indeed, two different 
ethnic groups. The Ijaw people cut across both the Western and Eastern regions of Nigeria. That is, 
they are divided almost evenly between the Western and Eastern regions. Their language has little or 
no affinity with any other in Nigeria. Except for the small enclave of Jarki, the Ijaw are the principal 
inhabitants of the Delta region of the Niger.  They were among the first to feel the impact of Westerni-
zation through their contact with the European traders and later the missionaries. 
The Yoruba are the dominant ethnic group in the Western Region of Nigeria. This is not to say that 
there are no other ethnic groups in the region but they are minority groups. According to Coleman 
(1986:25),the Yoruba peoples might rightly claim to be the largest cultural aggregation in West Africa 
with a history of political unity and a common historical tradition.   Apart from the Efik of Old Calabar 
and a few sections of Ijaw on the Niger Delta, the Yoruba peoples have been subjected to more in-
tensive westernization than any other group in Nigeria (Coleman, 1986). Christian missionaries en-
tered into the area in 1841, and Lagos, a predominantly Yoruba city, was annexed to the British Colo-
ny in 1861.  Lagos subsequently served as the country’s capital for many years. These and other fac-
tors differentiate the Yoruba markedly from other groups. 
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Status of English language in Nigeria 

At present, the language that is commonly spoken throughout the length and breadth of Nigeria de-
spite its cultural heterogeneity is English. The language was introduced to Nigeria during the colonial 
period. The colonial masters used it as a means of communicating among themselves and also with 
Nigerians. In fact, the English language was introduced essentially to communicate with the indige-
nous peoples of Nigeria who could neither speak nor understand the language then.  Nigerians had to 
learn the language in order to be able to communicate with their British colonial lords.    
By the time Nigeria obtained her independence in 1960, it became necessary for her to continue to 
use the English language as a form of lingua franca. At that point in time, it was practically difficult for 
the country to develop an indigenous lingua franca considering the multilingual and/or multicultural 
nature of the country. 
It should be noted at this juncture, that English language is not a national language in Nigeria. It is 
one of Nigeria’s lingua franca, and it is also the official language, being the language of administra-
tion, business, secondary and tertiary education etc (Elugbe, 1990). Elugbe considers Hausa, Ibo and 
Yoruba as national languages at least because they are widely spoken. In his (Elugbe ,1990, p. 10) 
words; 

While Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba can be national in so far as they have large constituencies in 
Nigeria, English lacks any such constituency and is clearly not a rallying point for even a 
meaningful minority. 

But these languages (Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba) have no official status at the Federal level of the Nige-
rian government. They are viewed as lingua franca at least, because they are included in the Nigerian 
constitution (for the first time in1979). The reason for this is not far-fetched. However, according to 
Ikara (1981) the reason why the then Head of State, General Olusegun Obasanjo inserted Ibo, Hausa 
and Yoruba into the 1979 Constitution as national languages was that it would be embarrassing at 
that stage of the country’s political development to continue to use the English, a foreign language, 
alone.  This point is clearly presented in sections 51 and 91 of the said Constitution. 
The English language, which was introduced at the beginning of colonialism in Nigeria, is still the 
country’s official language. It still serves as the language of administration, business, secondary and 
tertiary education etc.  For example, all Nigerian constitutions past and present are written in English. 
Discussions in the National Assembly and most state legislatures are conducted in English. Policy 
decisions of the government at the three levels (Federal, state and local) are taken and documented 
still in English language. 

Majority and minority languages in Nigeria 

In Nigeria three ethnic groups are often regarded as the majority groups and/or cultures. These are 
Yoruba, Ibo and Hausa.  By implication, the languages of these three ethnic groups are regarded as 
the majority languages.  On the other hand, other ethnic groups numbering more than three hundred 
whose population and influence are not as vital as the other three are altogether regarded as minority 
groups and/or cultures and their languages as minority languages.  Perhaps Bleambo’s definition may 
enhance some understanding of the concepts of minority and majority languages in Nigeria. Bleambo 
(1991, p.1) conceives of minor languages as “those Nigerian languages that are not major.”  Accord-
ing to Bleambo the major languages are in two groups: the foremost being Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba, 
closely followed by the second, which comprises of Edo,Efik, Fulfulde, Igala, Izon, Kanuri, Nupe and 
Tiv.  But in the Nigerian parlance, Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba are considered as major languages. 
The Nigerian governments, past and present, have given Ibo, Hausa and Yoruba languages much 
recognition, which buttresses the fact they are regarded as the majority indigenous languages.  
Ofuokwu (1990) notes that at the federal level of government in Nigeria, efforts have always been 
made to give Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba languages a pride of place among other languages.  He made 
particular reference to both the 1979 constitution and the National Policy on Education (NPE). Thus, 
Section 51 of the Nigerian 1979 constitution states: 

The business of the National Assembly shall be conducted in English and in Hausa, Igbo and 
Yoruba when adequate arrangements have been made. 

On its part, the National Policy on Education (NPE) in paragraph 8 titled “The Importance of Lan-
guage” states as follows: 
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In addition to appreciating the importance of language in the education process and as a 
means of preserving the people’s culture, the Government considers it to be in the interest of 
national unity that each child should be encouraged to learn one of the three major lan-
guages, other than his own mother tongue.  In this connection, the Government considers the 
three major languages in Nigeria to be Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. 

From the two government documents quoted above, it is crystal clear that the three languages recog-
nized by government as majority are Hausa, Ibo and Yoruba. It therefore means that all other Nigeri-
an languages are considered as minority languages. 

Classification issues 

It has been observed that none of the many extant typologies on multilingualism in classical sociolin-
guistics discourse can really describe the Nigerian situation (Hurel, 1970; Brann, 1989; Emenanjo, 
1990).Apart from this category there are some more recent typologies which if considered may con-
vey some meanings with regards to the Nigerian situation. According to Emenanjo, these later classi-
fications of Nigerian languages were presented by the scholars concerned based on their different 
audiences and the purposes intended. 
Adekunle (1972) cited in Emenanjo (1990) has classified Nigerian languages into six groups “accord-
ing to their interaction within and across administrative units of division, province, state, region and 
nation”. The typology of Williamson (1990) quoted in Emenanjo (1990) was based on demography 
especially on the amount of written texts available.  Brann (1989) used four categories of indicators – 
language analysis, publications, mass media and instruction in these languages – as a rationale for 
the majority/minority dichotomy in the discussion of Nigerian languages. 
Agheyisi (1986) classified Nigerian languages into “major”, “minor” and “minority” on the basis of “na-
tive speaking population”. But  Emenanjo (1983,1986,1990) advocates a cross-cutting three-way 
classification of Nigerian languages in terms of developed for “those with well-established orthogra-
phies, standard written varieties, long traditions of writing, large and varied corpora of written literature 
among other types of texts and sophisticated and dynamic metalanguages”.  He proposed developing 
for “those with recent traditions of writing, incipient standard varieties, some amount of written litera-
ture among other types of texts and nascent metalanguages.”  Emenanjo regarded as underdevel-
oped those languages that have no standardized) orthographies, no standard varieties, no written 
literature and no metalanguages. 
From the above discussion, it is obvious that Nigeria’s indigenous languages have been classified 
and reclassified through time. This exercise still continues as linguists continue to research into Nige-
rian languages. They shall definitely identify new perspectives from which the issue can be reas-
sessed.  But we strongly agree with Emenanjo’s (1990) assertion that the important thing about avail-
able classifications of Nigerian languages is that they are all valid and complementary. 
Brann’s more recent demographic approach to the classification of Nigerian languages has been ap-
preciated by a good number of linguists including Emenanjo and Bleambo. In fact, most recently 
many scholars have adopted this method of classification.  In his demographic classification (Brann, 
1986) identified four groups of Nigerian languages, these are: 

(i) the decamillionaries referring to languages spoken by more than ten million people (or 
demolects); 

(ii) the millionaires,that is, languages spoken by more than one million people (or choralects); 
(iii) the centimils, that is, languages spoken by more than 100,000 peoples (or ethnolects); 

and, 
(iv) the minorities, that is, languages spoken by less than 100,000 people.  

In summary with respect to indigenous languages in Nigeria, Brann identified 3 decamillionaire, 12 
millionaires, a little more than 50 centimils and all the others he considered as minorities. 

What is the number of Nigerian languages? 

This is a very hard question to answer. This is because to-date, there is no generally accepted figure 
especially among scholars of Nigerian languages. But we shall consider the views of different re-
searchers and/or scholars. 
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Agheyisis (1986) identified 390 minority languages in Nigeria.  Emenanjo (1990) regarded these as 
“390 odd Nigerian languages”.   In addition, he identified “9 odd major Nigerian languages”.  Put to-
gether, the total number of Nigerian languages identified by Emenanjo is 390. Bleambo (1999, p. 2) 
accepts the figure given by Agheyisi and Emenanjo. According to him by current knowledge, there are 
about 390 members in this group. He is referring to the minority group. 
Dawulung (1999, p. 32) observes: “The Nigerian community is made up of as many as 395 different 
languages or more, about 50 of which are in Plateau State”. But he remarked that more languages 
will be identified through time.  This implies that Dawulung strongly believes that the figure is probably 
higher than the one he has stated. 
Crozier and Blench (1992) list over 400 languages in Nigeria.  Similarly, Ethnologue (2000) cited in 
Urua (2003) lists 500 languages for Nigeria.  The list includes both endoglossic and exoglossic lan-
guages. Urua describes endoglossic languages as those languages that are considered to be indige-
nous to Nigeria while the exoglossic languages as those that have been introduced into Nigeria over 
the years (such as Arabic, English and French).  Urua agrees with Grimes (2000) in his estimate, 
which puts the number of endoglossic (indigenous) Nigerian languages at 500.  Earlier on Bamgbose 
(1978) cited in Modo (1994) had estimated about 513 languages spoken in Nigeria and of this number 
about 8 to 10 have up to one million speakers each. Okeke (2003) states that there are over 400 lan-
guages in Nigeria.  He describes the country as the most linguistically heterogeneous country in the 
whole of Africa. 
From the above discussion, it is obvious that there is no generally accepted estimate of the number of 
languages in Nigeria.  But from the figures provided by various researchers and/or scholars, it may be 
said that there are between 370 to 550 languages in the country 

Conclusion 

Nigeria is obviously a multilingual country. The languages spoken in the country are English and sev-
eral indigenous languages.  Presently, the country’s most widely spoken language is English. Others 
which are indigenous languages are limited to particular regions or sections of the country.  Though 
the indigenous languages are many, only a very few of them have well established orthographies, 
standard written varieties and long tradition of writing. The others, which are undeveloped, face the 
challenge of extinction especially now that the English language is increasingly being used in all 
spheres of the Nigerian society. The English language which was introduced at the beginning of the 
colonial rule in Nigeria is still the country’s official language. This is indeed inevitable considering the 
fact that it has been difficult to choose any indigenous language as Nigeria’s official language due to 
ethnic mistrust or ethnicity. The consequence of this situation is the increasing threat of extinction fac-
ing most of the indigenous languages. Therefore, something reasonable has to be done urgently to 
deal with this threat if the Nigerian linguistic (or cultural) heritage is to be preserved. 
Firstly, undeveloped indigenous languages should be developed.  They should be taught in relevant 
schools such as primary and secondary schools. Secondly, the government should extensively use 
the mass media to propagate and promote the use of Nigeria’s indigenous languages.  Thirdly, the 
government should encourage all the leaders of various religions in the country to always use indige-
nous languages during their gatherings. Fourthly, children should be encouraged to speak their indig-
enous languages regularly. To this end, teachers and parents should be encouraged to help the chil-
dren learn how to speak at least their own languages. 
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