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Introduction 

he term language is used every day in different 

ways with great range of applications and it 

has been variously defined by scholars. While 

Gimson (1962:3) is of the view that ‘Language is a 

system of conventional signals used for 

communication by a whole community, Hall (1964:21) 

sees it as an institution whereby humans 

communicate and interact with each other by means 

of habitually used oral auditory symbols. Language 

also extends to the unconventional signals used for 

communication by a community. Again, gestures, 

sign language and non-verbal means of 

communication pass for a language as well. 

Language is the only unique and creative property 

used for human communication. It is the only road to 

thinking as indicated by Sapir (1921), cited in Akindele 

and Adegbite (2005:91) which makes human society 

possible. It is the key to the heart of people and 

consequently their knowledge and treasures. 

Language makes man distinct and sets him apart 

from animals and other inanimate objects. It enables 

man to organize a socio-political community.  
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Language, more than any other artifact, has transformed and facilitated the 

development of humans from cave dwellers to city inhabitants who 

organize themselves into socio-economic groups, states and nations. Why 

is language seen as a very important tool in nation building? why does it 

have a lot of roles to play in the development of a nation? and why is it that 

language can bring and foster peace as well as pieces a nation? Bovillain 

(2008) conceives of language as an integral part of human behavior and it is 

the primary means of communication between people… language links 

interlocutors in a dynamic reflex process. All the definitions portray the 

significance of language in the cause of human existence. 

 

Multilingualism 

Linguistic or language diversity refers to the situation of having several 

languages, or different varieties of a language as a means of communication 

between diverse groups of people, Akindele and Adegbite (1999:7). 

Language diversity could also mean multilingualism; a situation where more 

more than any other artifact, has transformed and facilitated the 

development of humans from cave dwellers to city inhabitants who 

organize themselves into socio-economic groups, states and nations. 

National development on the other hand is usually described in terms of 

economic growth, attainment of economic targets, growth rate, 

increase in Gross National Product (GNP) or Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP), rise in per capita income, etc. Bamgbose (1991:36). The 

multilingual setting of Nigerian language did not hinder national 

development rather it aids its development. In a society where there is 

full operation of the rule of law, where human rights are not tempered 

with, where there is freedom of the press via effective use of linguistic 

diversity, such society will develop in no small measure but if a society 

lacks all these listed qualities, national development becomes a mirage.    
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than one language is used in a speech community. Fanilola (1988:89). 

Nigeria is a multilingual society that is roughly made up of 370 ethnic groups 

with a conservative estimate of over 500 language (See Banjo 1975, 

Bamgbose 1971, Hansford 1976, Ubahakwe 1973, Tomori 1973, Elugbe 1980, 

Akindele  and Adegbite 1992, Farinde 1999,2000), cited in Farinde 

(2007:157). 

Multilingualism is also viewed at the instance of an individual who uses two 

or more languages or a community of speakers where two or more 

languages are used. Native-like and non-native-like competences are the 

minimalists (narrow) and the maximalists (broad) definitions of 

multilingualism. 

 

Causes and Effects of Multilingualism 

Generally, while Akindele and Adegbite (2005:28) traced the genesis of 

multilingualism to colonialism, conquest, trade and commerce, annexation 

and borderline areas, Agbedo (2007:119) explains that factors such as 

linguistic superimposition through colonization, linguistic juxtaposition, 

military conquest and invasion, religious conversion, migration, trade and 

commerce/economic transaction bring about multilingualism. Other factors 

include political annexation, marital relation/exogamous marriages, cultural 

association and religious affiliation.  

Agbedo (2007:31-61) indicates language contact, linguistic borrowing, code 

switching, pidgin and creole, mixed language, language attitudes, language 

choice, language endangerment, language death/language loss or Attrition 

and language revival as the sociolinguistic consequences of multilingualism. 

Farinde (2007:157 identifies other effects of multilingualism to include 

disunity, anarchy, chaos…disassociation, segregation, cultural and political 

antagonism and disintegration 

 

The Concept of Development 

Development is multidimensional. It can either be positive or negative. It is 

positive when it is accepted and applauded by the masses, and it is negative 

where it arouses stern protest. For instance, what is happening in Kaduna, 
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that is the efforts put in place by the Kaduna state governor is generally a 

positive development because the government want Kaduna state to be 

modernized but to the masses, demolition of their houses and petty 

business kiosk serving as their only source of income and means of survival 

is a negative development.    

 

Theories of Development 

Several approaches to the analysis of developing economies have evolved 

over the years. Development theory is a collection of theories about how 

desirable changes in societies are best achieved. Such theories draw on a 

variety of social science disciplines and approaches. With the help of diverse 

languages, salient features and markers of development are captured in the 

theories of development propounded by different scholars. Even though 

there are many theories of development, however, this study will be limited 

to a few of these theories as itemized and explained below: 

1. Modernisation Theory: Modernisation Theory has been defined as a 

theory (Reyes, 2001) that uses a systematic process to move 

underdeveloped countries to a more sophisticated level of development. 

It is a United State and European-centric normative model of 

development. The theory emerged in the late 1950s when it appeared as 

a North American political scientists’ reaction to the incipient failure of 

many of the prescriptions of Modernisation. The theory treats 

development as a phased process. Reyes (2001, p. 2) referred to Rostow’s 

(1962) five identified stages, which give shape to the Modernisation 

theory of development as follows: 

• the traditional society; 

• preconditions for take-off; 

• take-off; 

• the road to maturity; and 

• the age of mass consumption.  

development economists (Rapley 2002, 15). 
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2. Dependency Theory: Dependency Theory has been presented as a theory 

of development that improves Modernisation Theory (Reyes, 2001). It 

combines elements from a neo-Marxist theory and adopts a revolution of 

“under developed nations’ model”. The focus of this theory is the totality 

of society and social system periphery, which highlights the differences 

between imperialistic countries in the first world and underdeveloped 

countries. Dependency Theory therefore explains these differences by 

focusing on regions and structural conditions in different nation states. 

3. Structuralism Theory: this is a concept of development in Economics not 

the structuralism in linguistics. Structuralism development theory, dating 

to the 1950s-1960s attempts to identify specific rigidities, lags and other 

characteristics of the structure of developing economies that affect 

economic adjustments and the choice of development policy.  

4. The Basic Needs Theory: the objective of the basic needs approach to 

development is to provide opportunities for the full (physical, mental, 

and social) development of the individual. It focuses on mobilizing 

particular resources for particular groups, identified as deficient in these 

resources. Drawing from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, this theory was 

introduced by the International Labour Organisation’s World 

Employment Conference in 1976. It postulates that basic human needs 

must be met before other needs can, indeed be considered in human 

community. 

5. Neoclassical Theory: Robert Solow and Trevor Swan first introduced the 

neoclassical growth theory in 1956 but it blooms more in the 1980s.  The 

neoclassical or neoliberal perspective to development represents a 

modification and further elaboration of modernisation theory. In contrast 

to modernisation theory however, neoclassical theorists see 

development as the outcome not of strategic state action but of the 

action of market forces. The theory states that economic growth is the 

result of three factors, labour, capital and technology. Its recommended 

strategy for development is to free markets from state control and 

regulation, so that capital, goods and services can have total freedom of 

movement and there can be greater openness to international trade.  



 

TIMBOU-AFRICA ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS 
FEB., 2022 EDITIONS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF: 

 

TIJASDR 

AFRICAN SUSTAINABLE DEV. RESEARCH VOL.8 

359 
ISSN: 2067-4112 

6. Classical theory: The Classical growth theory postulates that a country’s 

economic growth will decrease with an increasing population and limited 

resources. Classical theory of development is further categorized into five 

viz: Adam Smith’s Theory of Economic Development, Ricardian Theory of 

Economic Development, Malthusian Theory of Economic Development, 

J.S. Mill’s Theory of Economic Development and Marxian Theory of 

Economic development accordingly. 

 

Other theories of development include, Human Development Theory, 

World-Systems Development Theory, and Globalization Theory amongst 

others. In addition, all the theories above have their strengths and 

weaknesses as depicted in the critiques against them all but this paper does 

not require such an in-depth study of this aspect of the topic.  

 

National Development 

National development is usually described in terms of economic growth, 

attainment of economic targets, growth rate, increase in Gross National 

Product (GNP) or Gross Domestic Product (GDP), rise in per capita income, 

etc. Bamgbose (1991:36). He further asserts that amplification of such 

indicators of national development is achievable in terms of societal 

allocations, embracing allocations to different sectors of the economy 

(industry, defense, education, technology, administration, communication, 

etc.), societal goals, embracing economic prosperity and growth as 

expressed in per capita and employment rates, political efficiency, political 

participation and modernization efforts; and individual goals, embracing 

level of welfare as expressed in private consumption and housing, life 

expectancy, freedom to choose jobs or belong to organisations. 

Abdullahi (2014:141) asserts that national development has often been 

narrowly defined in terms of social, economic and monetary gains. The rates 

of growth and technological achievements and advancement in information 

technology are nowadays considered as markers of development. 

However, national development is far broader and wider than its narrow 

conceptions from economic and materials point-of-view. Within the context 
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of a nation, development covers a broader spectrum and the extent to 

which human capital and natural resources of society are harnessed and 

mobilized as input in the processes of nation building.  

Development economists tend to measure national growth and 

development from the perspective of material fortune and/or misfortune of 

a country. There are indeed two broad types of economic theory; the 

‘orthodox’ or ‘classical’ and the ‘radical and humane’ theories. The orthodox 

economic theories perceive national development in terms of economic 

aggregates such as Gross National Product (GNP). That is to say, national 

development is the aggregate of investment and capital accumulation and 

the sectorial distribution of employment, etc.  

In addition, we should note that GNP is the aggregate of all domestic 

earning plus the nation’s foreign earnings. An orthodox development 

economist like Aron (1967) believes that development involves the transfer 

of manpower from primary to secondary and tertiary sectors of the 

economy. The primary sector consists of agriculture and mining. This type 

of production is of course primitive, linear and unsophisticated in nature.  

Conversely, the secondary sector involves manufacturing; the territory 

concentrates on trade, public services, culture, pursuits of leisure and 

education in a form of complex and intricate relationships between them. 

All countries seeking to develop to an advanced level must be transformed 

from being primary agrarian to higher secondary and tertiary sectors. You 

will notice that arts, culture and education are placed in the tertiary sector 

of development. This is to say the right attitude to development must be 

sought through culture. In fact, knowledge that is usually harnessed for 

development purposes is mediated by language. The example of the 

centrality of language in the production of knowledge can be glimpsed in 

the most advanced/developed economies of the world.           

 

Indices of National Development 

Bamgbose (1991:36) identifies the factors of national development as 

regards to development of economic facets. The indices of development 

are generally measured in terms of economic and non-economic factors.  
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The economic factors include: 

• Gross Domestic Product (GDP) which is measured in relation to per 

capital income of a country; 

• Foreign exchange (FOREX) and foreign reserve ratio of the nation; 

• Agriculture i.e. the level of productivity of a country in the area of 

agriculture; and 

• Trade relationship between the country and other countries.  

 

However, the non-economic indices include development in education, 

development in culture, development in politics, development in security, 

job opportunities, freedom of information, rule of law, food security, 

clothing and shelter, etc.  

From the foregoing, it is evident that the definition covers the economic and 

non-economic indices of development. We can also imply that the definition 

has no doubt, enhances the salient use of language in the media for 

information dissemination to the citizens as a key to national development; 

in education for teaching and learning sessions; in politics for …in health 

for…as a means of cultural preservation and transmission. 

 

Multilingualism in Relation to National Development 

Communication is one of the major functions of language. The Nigerian 

government is divided into three organs or tiers. The organs include; 

legislative (law makers), executives (those who execute the law) and the 

judiciary (the interpreters of the law). Multilingualism serves as the means 

of checks and balances on them. However, this can only be possible in a 

situation where the political atmosphere of a country is fair. In a society 

where there is full operation of the rule of law, where human rights are not 

tempered with, where there is freedom of press via effective use of 

linguistic diversity, such society will develop in no small measure but if a 

society lacks all these listed qualities, national development becomes a 

mirage. 
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More so, it should be noted that there cannot be development in a nation 

without communication. Therefore, for the existence and sustenance of any 

society, there must be effective communication and it is through 

multilingualism that the ideas that may contribute to the development of a 

nation are conveniently conveyed. These include development in the areas 

of politics, education, science and technology/ical advancement, health 

domain, cultural heritage, with the aid of multiple language use. 

 

Multilingualism and Educational Development 

The recent UNESCO document portrays that linguistically heterogeneous 

nation can be characterized in term of four main contused possibilities, e.g.-

Nigeria with one official language, three major languages and 400 others, 

while English serves the official function within a society, regional language 

serves as a wider language of communication among its speakers, i.e. Hausa 

in the North, Igbo in the East and Yoruba in the South. Although the 

multilingual language policy stipulated by the National Policy on Education 

(NPE, 1981) has assisted the spread of the three major Nigerian languages: 

Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo and the MT medium policy in the primary school has 

assisted the status of some of the indigenous languages, there is still no 

language policy that is devoid of problems and prospects in a country.  

 

Multilingualism and Political Development 

The study of language and politics is aimed at understanding the role of 

linguistic communication in the functioning of social units, and how this role 

shapes language itself. From early in the history of western thought, 

language and politics have defined what it is to be human. Aristotle’s Politics 

famously describes man by nature as a political animal, and his On 

Interpretation, read in the context of his History of Animals, shows that what 

essentially separates man from beast is articulate language signifying by 

convention. The fact that the word “politics” derives from Greek polis ‘city’ 

is significant. The city as an organized social unit depends on linguistic 

communication for its functioning, and urban life places functional demands 

on language that are substantially different from those in a sparsely 
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populated rural setting. Country folk depend on the land for their living, city 

folk on one another. Politics is the art, and languages the media, whereby 

they position themselves to get what they need, and beyond that, what 

they want. 

The electorates know their rights through the use of several languages for 

national development. For instance, language is diversely used across the 

three geopolitical zones of the country for effective and efficient 

communication to take place and consequently develop the nation. Some 

viral political slogans from the West, North and East cut across the country. 

Even in the academic field and at the grassroots politics, phrases such as, “I 

want to yarn”, “I want to magana”, “I want to soro”, which means, “I want 

to talk”, “Soro soke”, which means, “speak louder” abound in the political 

jargons of the country in an attempt to draw the attention of the concerned 

electorates and drive home the messages of politicians. The politics of 

linguistic correctness and persuasion requires the adoption of different 

languages to effectively communicate.  

 

Multilingualism and Media Development 

The general public is informed through the media. He who is not informed 
is deformed. The public listen to different forms of campaigns through the 
use of languages on handbills, postal, billboards, TV programmes and 
others. They know what is right and wrong in politics through the media 
with the adoption of various languages. At the international level, the British 
Broadcasting Corporation has now incorporated Nigerian indigenous 
languages such as Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba and even Pidgins for its news 
broadcast on radio and television programmes. Coming down to Africa and 
particularly in Nigeria, news casting has always been conducted in the three 
Nigerian languages; at the federal, state and local government levels. 
Indigenous languages go a long way in reaching out to the general public in 
disseminating information and communication at large.      
 

Multilingualism and Health Development 

Through multiple language use, most media houses advertise not only the 

endemic and epidemic of diseases such as HIV/AIDS, Ebola but also Corona 
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virus all the time, how to maintain and prevent diseases. During health 

programmes such as immunisation exercises for instance, reaching out to 

convince the target audience necessarily requires the use of diversed 

languages in both the urban centres and remote areas of the country. 

Medical doctors as well as veterinary doctors also interact with patients by 

using indigenous languages as well.  

 

Multilingualism and Cultural Development 

Language does not exist in a vacuum. It is a vehicle of culture that language 

functions as an instrument of human development. Besides, a particular 

language is itself an institution within a culture where it co-occurs with other 

institutions and activities shared by the people, (Brosnahan,1962), cited in 

Akindele and Adegbite (2005:91). Thus there must be development of 

nations through their language resources such as politics, social life, 

economics, education, science and technology, arts and music before it can 

be of social relevance. In other words, linguistic and cultural development 

have a symbiotic relationship whereby one cannot be pursued separately 

from the other when discussing the affairs; positive growth, progress and 

development of a nation.  

Language is always around us, in our speech, in writing, in remembering a 

conversation, in our dreams, and even as we meditate over a problem. It is 

one of the greatest attributes and gifts given to man. The role of language/s 

in human kingdoms cannot be overemphasized. This is because it runs 

through all aspects of human endeavours and shapes activities, civilization 

and development. At the individual level, multilingualism has proven to be a 

viable means of national development as well. For instance, internal and 

international multilinguals such as Nelson Mandela, the late Emir of Suleja 

and a host of others who are bilingual, sometimes mediate between 

opponents when there is likely to be any eruption of communal crises. This 

in turn aids unity and peaceful co-existence that are required for stability 

towards growth and progress of the nation. A popular quote from the 

S/Africa freedom fighter Nelson Mandela goes a long way to buttress this 

claim thus: “if you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to 
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his head. If you talk to him in his own language, that goes to his heart.” 

Similarly, the Igbo traders do not only venture into trade and commerce in 

vacuum but indulge in learning different languages to boost their business 

and invariably polyglotism fosters growth, peace and progress of the 

nation.  

 

How Linguistic Diversity Helps in National Development  

Though many scholars within the sociolinguistic circle believe in the 

homogeneity of speech community, but a nation with a pervasive linguistic 

structure also has some advantages in terms of the quest to reach national 

goals. The merits of having linguistic diversity or multilingualism are as 

follows: 

1. Out of the conglomeration of the different languages with different 

cultures and world views existing in a single nation, multilingual 

nations like a monolingual type is also prone to a rich cultural 

heritage. It enriches a nation culturally and promotes its aesthetic 

values. 

2. In a heterogeneous society like Nigeria, different people from 

different ethnic groups can come together to harness the natural, 

human and technological resources in order to attain their joint 

economic goals. 

3. Large number of languages in a nation like Nigeria helps to 

strengthen socio-cultural tiers, promotes speaker being empathetic 

towards listeners, communication needs are achieved via switch 

between codes. Consequently, this removes ethnocentrism, ethnic 

phobia and facilitates interpersonal relationship there by enhancing 

national integration and development. 

4. Language diversity if recognized and managed will fail to give raise to 

identity assertion movements, linking of language/s with ethnicity 

and rise of separation. 

5. Nigeria’s political and economic instability/limbo cannot be only 

attributed to diverse languages spoken but to corruption and bad 

leadership styles and methods. Bad politics and brutal struggle for 
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power become a culture. Again, browing money from bank without 

paying back destroys or retards the economic growth and 

development of the country. These factors and many others should 

be taken into consideration alongside the presence of diverse 

languages. 

6. The number of languages available can help in the development of a 

nation if every region is equally represented in the country’s agenda, 

especially through the system of Federal Character Commission. 

7. In matters of defense, knowledge of many languages is a necessity, 

i.e., the ability to defend the national boarder is also an indicator of 

national development, e.g., the teaching of over 400 languages by 

the American Defence Language School is a recognition of the need 

for multilingual capability of a country.  

8. Knowledge of many languages is a resource for amity, national and 

international trade. In return, international trade is an important 

mechanism for increase in GNP of a country. This is evident in 

Japanese, Russia and China.  

 

The aforementioned are the positive effects of multilingualism to national 

development. What are the pains of multilingualism to the development of 

a nation then?  

 

How Linguistic/Language Diversity/Pluralism Mars National Development 

In any geopolitical society where a language or several languages exist, 

there is bound to be conflict of some sort. Such conflict may involve political 

decisions as well as linguistic decisions. The assignment of roles or functions 

to languages becomes a big factor in the need to assign functions to the 

existing languages in order to be able to achieve unity, growth and 

development as well as coping with modernity. The challenges posed by 

multilingualism to national development are briefly explained hereunder:  

1. One of the impending problems of linguistically preserved nations to 

development is the choice of a national language. There is simply no 

politically neutral language to integrate the diverse ethnolinguistic 
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groups.  For example, the Nigerian Civil War of 1967, Soweto Riot of 

1976, etc. all resulted from language adoption problems, nepotism 

and failed effort at integration lead to poor economic growth 

political underdevelopment in Nigeria. 

2. In multilingual nations, one language often tends to gain ascendency 

and this language domination all other languages. Consequently, the 

fear of dominations leads to agitation and political instability. 

3. In a diverse linguistic nation, different pockets of ethno-linguistic 

groups lead to lack of strong literary and culture heritage which is 

supposed to help national development.  

 

National development is not only deformed by linguistic pluralism; due to 

tribalism, egocentricism, nepotism and favouritism in most cases, a 

multilingual society as a whole can also negatively impact on the growth and 

development of a nation.       

 

How Multilingual Society Mars National Development 

The problems of mass destruction of our common wealth, killing and 

miming one another in the name of development are certainly negative 

ones in Nigeria. For instance, the inter-ethnic crises between, Fulani versus 

Hausa, Hausa versus Kataf, Tiv versus Jukun, Idoma versus Igala, Nupe 

versus Modakeke to mention but a few have led to loss of several lives and 

massive destruction of private and public properties in the country. These 

inter-ethnic conflicts mar national development in the sense that the 

budgets for capital expenditure and other meaningful proposed projects 

will now be deployed for rebuilding the structures that were destroyed 

thereby incurring loss and setback for the nation’s progress. 

Based on the aforementioned, the pros of multilingualism to national 

development obviously outweigh its cons thus we could comfortably assert 

that linguistic diversity is a plus and not a minus to national development. 

Similarly, from Whorf’s claim, as cited in Akindele and Adegbite (2005:91), 

one could extrapolate that linguistic diversity influences people’s 

development of their society. If human beings can explore, discover and 
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extend knowledge through their languages; and also if exploration, 

discovery and extension of frontiers of knowledge are the prerequisites for 

social development, then Nigerian languages must be well organized and 

developed for the nation to blossom. A proper handling of these indigenous 

languages will definitely enhance peaceful co-existence among the Nigerian 

citizenry. It will also aid in minimizing some conflicts that exist in our country 

due to plural nature of our nation. 

 

Conclusion 

There is no gainsaying that Nigeria is a heterogeneous society and 

multilingualism thrives in heterogeneous nations, that is, countries that 

their inhabitants speak different languages. Variety is said to be the spice of 

life and “United we stand; divided we fall”, goes a popular saying. Strength 

is unity and the more, the merrier. Having allowed the whites to impose 

English on the country via an activity featuring economic exploitation, 

political domination, social degradation and cultural subjugation, the time is 

ripe for us to unanimously harness not only the human and natural 

resources at the nation’s disposal but our diversed linguistic competence to 

outstandingly perform in the national integration and development of the 

country. Our indigenous languages have a lot to do in enhancing our 

development as a nation.     
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