
ÉKWÉ INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF IGBO SCHOLARS 
FORUM FOR SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT (INC) 
Volume 18 No 4, October, 2025 ISSN: 2476-8448                                                             

1 

 

INDIGENEOUS LANGUAGE AS A TOOL 
FOR PRESERVATION OF OUR CULTURAL 

HERITAGE IN NIGERIA 
 

Nwokeji, Sabina Ngozika 
Department of Linguistics and Nigerian Languages 

University of Ilorin, Ilorin, Nigeria. 
nwokeji.sn@unilorin.edu.ng  

Abstract 

This study explores the role of indigenous 
languages in preserving Nigeria's rich and diverse 
cultural heritage, applying an integrated theoretical 
framework that combines Linguistic Ecology 
(Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2017) and the 
Digital Language Vitality perspective (Túbọ̀sún, 
2023). Linguistic Ecology emphasizes the 
interdependence between languages, cultures, and 
their sociopolitical environments, asserting that 
indigenous languages are crucial ecosystems for the 
transmission of identity, values, oral traditions, and 
worldviews. Complementing this, the Digital 
Language Vitality framework highlights the 
importance of digital engagement and 
representation in ensuring the continued relevance, 
use, and transmission of indigenous languages in the 
21st century. Methodologically, the study adopts a 
mixed-methods approach, combining ethnographic 
fieldwork with digital content analysis. Data will be 
collected through interviews with native speakers, 
language activists, and cultural custodians across 
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selected Nigerian communities. Additionally, the 
study will analyze the presence and use of 
indigenous languages in digital platforms-such as 
social media, mobile applications, Wikipedia, and 
podcasts-to assess their contemporary relevance and 
vitality. Findings from this study are expected to 
demonstrate that indigenous languages are not only 
vehicles for safeguarding intangible cultural 
heritage—such as folklore, traditional music, 
rituals, proverbs, and customs—but also adaptable 
tools in modern digital spaces. The study argues that 
the deliberate use and promotion of indigenous 
languages in both physical and digital cultural 
domains are critical to resisting linguistic 
marginalization and ensuring intergenerational 
cultural continuity. This article contributes to 
scholarship in language planning, digital 
humanities, and African linguistics, and offers 
policy recommendations for revitalizing indigenous 
languages through education, media, and 
technology. 

Keywords: Indigenous languages, cultural heritage, 
linguistic ecology, digital language vitality, 
language preservation 

Introduction 

Language is a cultural archive, a repository of a 
people’s worldview, traditional wisdom, and 
communal identity. For indigenous communities, 
language is more than communication; it is a 
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medium through which oral traditions, social norms, 
belief systems, and ecological knowledge are 
transmitted (Harrison, 2007). In Nigeria, the decline 
of indigenous languages has become a subject of 
concern due to the growing threat of cultural 
erosion. As UNESCO (2020) asserts, the extinction 
of a language equates to the loss of an entire cultural 
world. 

Nigeria, often celebrated as the “Giant of Africa,” is 
home to over 500 indigenous languages and more 
than 250 ethnic groups, making it one of the most 
linguistically diverse nations in the world. These 
languages are not merely tools of communication—
they are living archives of cultural memory, oral 
tradition, and communal identity. Each indigenous 
language encapsulates a unique worldview, a 
repository of ancestral wisdom, and a framework for 
social norms, rituals, and artistic expression.  

However, this rich linguistic heritage is under 
threat. The forces of globalization, urban migration, 
and the dominance of English in education and 
media have led to a steady decline in the use of 
native tongues, particularly among younger 
generations. As languages fade, so too do the 
cultural practices, values, and histories they carry. 
The loss of any indigenous language in Nigeria is 
not just a linguistic tragedy—it is the erosion of a 
people’s identity and a fracture in the nation’s 
cultural mosaic.  
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This paper critically examines the role of 
indigenous languages in cultural preservation, 
especially within the Nigerian context. It 
incorporates modern theoretical insights to explain 
the interdependence of language and culture, while 
also addressing the implications of language loss 
and the urgency of revitalization efforts. It also 
argues that indigenous languages are indispensable 
tools for preserving Nigeria’s cultural heritage. 
Drawing on Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, (2017) 
the Linguistic Ecology framework and the Túbọ̀sún, 
(2023), emerging Digital Language Vitality 
perspective, it explores how language functions as a 
vessel for cultural continuity and how digital 
platforms can serve as new domains for 
revitalization. By examining community-based 
efforts, educational policies, and digital 
innovations, this study highlights the urgent need 
for a multidimensional approach to language 
preservation—one that honors tradition while 
embracing modernity. 

In doing so, the article contributes to the broader 
discourse on cultural sustainability and linguistic 
justice, positioning indigenous languages not as 
relics of the past, but as dynamic instruments for 
shaping Nigeria’s future. 
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Indigenous Language and Cultural Heritage: A 
Conceptual 
Overview
 
Indigenous languages are languages that are native to 
a specific region and spoken by people who are 
descendants of the original inhabitant and have been 
traditionally spoken for generations. It is often 
unwritten, localized, and closely tied to the land, oral 
history, traditional governance, and belief systems 
(Harrison, 2007). Cultural heritage, on the other 
hand, encompasses tangible and intangible elements 
such as rituals, proverbs, music, folklore, dress, 
religious practices, and local knowledge systems. 
These languages are deeply tied to local 
environments, customs, rituals, and social 
institutions (Grenoble & Whaley, 2006). Cultural 
heritage, particularly intangible heritage, includes 
oral traditions, performing arts, rituals, and 
knowledge systems—most of which are transmitted 
and maintained through indigenous languages. 

The preservation of this cultural heritage heavily 
depends on the transmission of language, as culture 
is encoded in language. Linguistic Relativity 
Theory, famously linked to Sapir and Whorf 
(Whorf, 1956), supports the view that language 
shapes thought and influences cultural cognition. 
The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis or Linguistic Relativity 
Theory suggests that language shapes cultural 
perception and cognitive behavior (Whorf, 1956). 
Thus, the loss of an indigenous language often 
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entails a loss of traditional worldviews embedded 
within the language. 

Indigenous Language as a Tool of Cultural 
Continuity 

Indigenous languages serve as repositories of oral 
tradition, ancestral wisdom, ecological knowledge, 
and communal practices. For example: 

Folklore and Oral History: Indigenous languages 
serve as vessels for transmitting oral literature—
folktales, Myths, legends, and historical accounts—
that shape community identity. As Finnegan (2012) 
notes, oral traditions are richer and more meaningful 
in native tongues due to cultural nuances that may 
be lost in translation. He also explains that historical 
narratives are preserved in native tongues, 
providing insight into the past and reinforcing group 
identity.     

Proverbs, Music, and Symbolism: Language is 
integral to indigenous music, proverbs, and 
ceremonial expressions. Achebe (1975) emphasized 
that proverbs are the palm oil with which words are 
eaten in Igbo culture, underscoring how language 
frames indigenous wisdom. He explains that 
indigenous proverbs and songs encapsulate moral 
teachings, social norms, and traditional knowledge. 
These forms lose nuance when translated into 
dominant global languages. 
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Rituals and Spirituality: Ritual performances and 
spiritual incantations in Nigeria are often 
inseparable from the indigenous language of the 
practitioners. These expressions lose meaning and 
efficacy outside the native linguistic context. That 
many indigenous rituals can only be meaningfully 
performed in native languages, as the linguistic 
expressions are tightly woven into spiritual meaning 
(Eme&Uba, 2016). 

Endangerment and Threats 

Despite Nigeria’s rich linguistic diversity, many 
indigenous languages face extinction. The National 
Institute for Nigerian Languages (NINLAN) and 
other studies have identified languages like Jibu, 
Gade, and Duguza as endangered are critically 
endangered. The dominance of English in schools, 
media, and government has marginalized 
indigenous languages, leading to language shift and 
eventual language death (Bamgbose, 2011). 

This decline is attributed to: 

 The dominance of English in education, 
governance, and media; 

 Intergenerational language shift where younger 
generations prefer English or Pidgin; 

 Lack of institutional support for indigenous 
language education (Bamgbose, 2011). 
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UNESCO (2020) estimates that over 40% of global 
languages are endangered, many of which are 
indigenous languages in Africa. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study adopts the Linguistic Ecology 
framework (Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2017) 
alongside the emerging Digital Language Vitality 
perspective (Túbọ̀sún, 2023), to explore how 
indigenous languages in Nigeria serve not only as 
vehicles of cultural heritage but also as dynamic 
actors within shifting digital and sociopolitical 
ecosystems. 

Haugen (1972) introduced the term, but it has been 
developed in the 21st century by scholars like 
Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson (2017) advocate for 
linguistic human rights and language maintenance 
in postcolonial contexts. As Skutnabb-Kangas and 
Phillipson (2017) propose, linguistic ecology views 
languages as part of an ecosystem where every 
language contributes to the diversity and balance of 
the whole. Linguistic ecology views languages as 
part of an interdependent ecosystem, where each 
language interacts with its environment—social, 
cultural, political, and ecological. It emphasizes 
sustainability, diversity, and the balance between 
dominant and minority languages. It allows us to 
examine how indigenous Nigerian languages 
function within multilingual communities, the 
threats they face, and how cultural sustainability 
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depends on language preservation. Language death 
is likened to species extinction, and efforts should 
focus on maintaining linguistic biodiversity. 

Túbọ̀sún (2023) introduces a digital approach to 
language vitality; this emerging theory evaluates a 
language’s survival not just in physical 
communities but in digital spaces - social media, 
texting, AI, online education, and digital media. It 
emphasizes "techno-linguistic inclusion”. In 
today’s Nigeria, many indigenous languages are 
missing from the internet, keyboards, apps, and AI 
tools. This framework shifts the conversation 
toward revitalizing heritage through technology. 

Literature Review: Cultural Semiotics of 
Indigenous Language as a Tool for Preservation 
of Our Cultural Heritage in Nigeria 

Cultural semiotics, which studies how signs and 
symbols function in cultural contexts, offers a 
potent theoretical lens for understanding the role of 
indigenous languages in preserving cultural 
heritage. As a field, cultural semiotics regards 
language not merely as a medium of communication 
but as a system of culturally loaded signs that 
encode traditions, identities, and worldviews 
(Lotman, 1990; Cobley, 2010). Within the Nigerian 
context, indigenous languages serve as complex 
semiotic systems that encapsulate centuries of 
communal knowledge, customs, rituals, oral 
literature, and philosophies. 
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Indigenous Languages as Semiotic Reservoirs 

Languages such as Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, Efik, Tiv, 
and others function as semiotic reservoirs, 
preserving culturally specific metaphors, proverbs, 
idioms, taboos, and worldviews (Egbokhare, 2004; 
Adegbija, 2004). For example, in the Igbo language, 
the use of proverbs (ilu) is a key semiotic device for 
transmitting ethical values and societal expectations 
(Nwoga, 1984). Similarly, Yoruba oríkì (praise 
poetry) reflects an intricate system of identity 
construction, genealogical memory, and cultural 
valuation (Barber, 1991). These linguistic signs are 
not neutral but carry deep cultural meanings that 
reflect and sustain communal values. 

Semiotics of Oral Traditions and Performance 

Indigenous languages also serve as vehicles for the 
performance of oral traditions - storytelling, songs, 
chants, and rituals—which are rich in semiotic 
codes (Finnegan, 2012; Okpewho, 1992). These 
performances are typically embedded with 
symbolic references to myths, deities, cosmologies, 
and socio-political structures. The language used in 
these oral forms is not just descriptive but 
performative - it enacts and reinforces cultural 
values. This performativity aligns with Eco’s (1976) 
notion that semiotics is not limited to static signs but 
includes dynamic, context-driven meaning-making. 
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Cultural Identity and Linguistic Semiotics 

Language is central to the construction and 
reinforcement of cultural identity. According to 
Hall (1997), identity is constructed through 
discourse, and indigenous languages constitute the 
primary discursive space for many Nigerian 
communities. When these languages decline, so too 
does the semiotic system that maintains cultural 
identity. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson (2017) 
argue that language loss leads to epistemicide - the 
erasure of entire ways of knowing - making the 
preservation of indigenous languages an ethical 
imperative. 

Colonial Disruption and the Erosion of Semiotic 
Systems 

The imposition of colonial languages (English, 
French, and Portuguese) disrupted indigenous 
semiotic systems in Nigeria and across Africa. This 
led to the devaluation of indigenous languages and 
a break in the transmission of cultural codes 
(Bamgbose, 2000; NgũgĩwaThiong'o, 1986). As a 
result, younger generations often lack access to the 
deep symbolic meanings encoded in their ancestral 
languages, leading to cultural dislocation and 
identity fragmentation (Ugorji, 2022). 

Digital Semiotics and Revitalization 

Contemporary efforts to digitize indigenous 
languages through mobile apps, online dictionaries, 
and social media have created new semiotic spaces 
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for cultural expression and heritage preservation 
(Túbọ̀sún, 2023; Edewor&Alu, 2022). These digital 
platforms recontextualize traditional semiotic signs 
in new media environments, creating hybrid cultural 
forms that can reach a global audience while 
preserving local identities. This aligns with the 
emerging Digital Language Vitality framework, 
which recognizes technology as a critical tool for 
the revitalization of endangered linguistic semiotic 
systems. 

Methodology                                                                    
Methodology adopted in this study are ethnographic 
fieldwork, Digital and Technological 
methodologies 

 

Ethnographic 
fieldwork
 
Ethnographic fieldwork involves immersive 
observation and documentation of cultural 
practices, rituals, oral traditions, and belief systems 
is conducted in indigenous languages. This is used 
to validate the language as a medium of cultural 
transmission. It is carried out through community 
interviews, folk narratives, and participant 
observation. The researcher also made use of Digital 
and Technological Method being that in this 21st 
century digital methods are critical. Hence the 
Digital Language Vitality framework encourages the 
use of digital platforms for indigenous language 
preservation.Thus: development of language apps 
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and online dictionaries, use of social media for 
storytelling in local languages, creating subtitles 
and voice-overs in indigenous languages on Face 
book, Instagram, YouTube and TikTok. These tools 
enable the recontextualization of cultural narratives 
into modern formats accessible to the 
youth.
 
The Role of Indigenous Language in Cultural 
Preservation 

Indigenous languages perform a wide range of 
functions that are fundamental to the preservation, 
transmission, and continuity of cultural heritage. 
These languages are more than mere tools of 
communication; they are powerful vessels of 
identity, knowledge, values, and worldview. 
Scholars and organizations alike have underscored 
the irreplaceable roles these languages play in 
sustaining cultural systems (UNESCO, 2022; 
Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 2017). 

a) Cultural Identity and Group Cohesion 

Indigenous languages are intrinsic to ethnic and 
cultural identity. They reflect the shared 
experiences, histories, and beliefs of a people. 
According to Emenanjo (2015), language defines a 
people’s existence and social reality, serving as a 
powerful marker of group solidarity and communal 
belonging. 
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b). Preservation of Oral Traditions 

One of the most critical functions of indigenous 
languages is the preservation of oral traditions—
folktales, proverbs, myths, songs, and epics. These 
oral forms encapsulate cultural memory and moral 
instruction. As Finnegan (2012) emphasizes, oral 
literature passed down in indigenous languages 
forms the foundation of African cultural education 
and historical continuity. 

c) Repository of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

Indigenous languages encode complex systems of 
knowledge related to the environment, medicine, 
agriculture, and spirituality. This knowledge, often 
unwritten, is transmitted orally across generations. 
Túbọ̀sún (2023) highlights how digital tools are 
now being used to document such knowledge, 
which remains deeply rooted in native languages. 

d) Spiritual and Religious Expression 

Religious beliefs and traditional spirituality are best 
expressed through indigenous languages. Prayers, 
invocations, and rituals lose their full meaning when 
translated. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson (2017) 
observe that language holds spiritual power in many 
indigenous societies, making it central to sacred 
rites and belief systems. 
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e) Customary Law and Governance 

Traditional governance systems, including dispute 
resolution and communal administration, are 
conducted in indigenous languages. These 
languages encode the legal and moral frameworks 
of indigenous communities. For example, in 
Nigeria, customary courts frequently operate in 
local languages such as Yoruba or Igbo (Emenanjo, 
2015). 

f) Symbolic Naming and Cultural Expression 

Naming in indigenous cultures is deeply symbolic 
and meaningful. Names often reflect circumstances 
of birth, spiritual beliefs, or ancestral lineage. These 
names, given in indigenous languages, serve as 
historical and cultural markers (UNESCO, 2022). 

g) Cultural Ceremonies and Festivals 

Rituals and ceremonies such as marriages, 
initiations, funerals, and festivals are typically 
conducted in indigenous languages. These 
languages convey traditional chants, songs, and 
prayers that define the spiritual and cultural purpose 
of the events (Finnegan, 2012). 

h) Creative Arts and Performance 

Indigenous languages are critical to artistic 
expression - poetry, songs, dances, and storytelling. 
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The linguistic devices within these languages (such 
as idioms, metaphors, and tonal variations) enrich 
cultural aesthetics and communication. According 
to Túbọ̀sún (2023), the use of indigenous languages 
in creative works also strengthens their vitality and 
appeal to younger generations. 

i) Intergenerational Learning and Informal 
Education 

Elders pass down traditional knowledge, ethics, and 
customs to children using indigenous languages. 
This informal system of education fosters cultural 
continuity. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson (2017) 
note that when children are denied access to their 
mother tongue; they are disconnected from essential 
cultural values and wisdom. 

j) Worldview and Cognitive Framing 

Language influences thought, perception, and 
behavior. The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis supports the 
idea that indigenous languages shape unique 
worldviews—how people understand time, space, 
and existence (Finnegan, 2012). These perspectives 
are encoded in language-specific expressions and 
cultural logic. 

k). Diaspora Cultural Continuity 

For displaced or diasporas communities, indigenous 
languages help maintain ties to ancestral heritage. 
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Efforts to revive or maintain indigenous languages 
among Diasporas reflect a desire to preserve 
identity and cultural memory (Túbọ̀sún, 2023). 

Threats to Indigenous Languages in Nigeria or 
Challenges to Indigenous Language Survival 

Indigenous languages across the world are facing a 
growing threat of extinction due to multiple 
intersecting challenges. These challenges, driven by 
historical, sociopolitical, economic, and 
technological forces, have undermined the vitality 
and intergenerational transmission of these 
languages. According to UNESCO (2022), nearly 
40% of the 7,000+ languages spoken globally are 
endangered, with the majority of them being 
indigenous. 

(a) Colonial Legacy and Language Displacement 

The imposition of colonial languages such as 
English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish across 
Africa, Asia, and the Americas has led to the 
marginalization of indigenous languages. During 
colonial rule, indigenous languages were often 
suppressed in schools, churches, and 
administration, resulting in language shift and loss 
of prestige (Skutnabb-Kangas&Phillipson, 2017). 
This historical marginalization has continued into 
the postcolonial era, where former colonial 
languages remain official and dominant in most 
institutions. 
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(b)Globalization and Linguistic Homogenization 

Globalization promotes dominant global languages, 
especially English, as the languages of international 
communication, commerce, science, and 
technology. This trend exerts immense pressure on 
speakers of indigenous languages to shift towards 
economically and socially "useful" languages, thus 
accelerating language endangerment (Crystal, 2000; 
Túbọ̀sún, 2023). The rise of digital media in 
dominant languages further limits the visibility and 
relevance of indigenous languages. 

(c) Lack of Institutional Support 

Indigenous languages often lack formal recognition 
or support in national constitutions, education 
policies, and media. Many are excluded from 
schools, courts, public administration, and literacy 
programs. As UNESCO (2022) points out, when a 
language is absent from the formal domains of 
power, its status declines, and younger generations 
lose motivation to learn or speak it. 

(d) Intergenerational Transmission Breakdown 

A key factor in language survival is the consistent 
transmission of the language from parents to 
children. In many indigenous communities, this 
transmission is weakening as parents choose to raise 
their children in more dominant or urban languages 
for economic or social mobility. According to 
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Fishman (1991), the breakdown in home-based 
language transmission is often the final stage before 
language death. 

(e) Urbanization and Migration 

Rapid urbanization and internal migration have led 
to the erosion of traditional language domains. In 
urban centers, dominant national or colonial 
languages are prioritized for social interaction, 
education, and employment, while indigenous 
languages are seen as rural or backward. Children 
born in cities often grow up monolingual in 
dominant languages, distancing themselves from 
their linguistic heritage (Bamgbose, 2011). 

(f) Negative Language Attitudes and 
Stigmatization 

Indigenous languages are often stigmatized as 
“primitive,” “uneducated,” or “non-modern.” Such 
negative attitudes - internalized even by native 
speakers - lead to language shame and 
abandonment. According to Emenanjo (2015), 
many African youths reject their mother tongues in 
favor of English or French because indigenous 
languages are not seen as gateways to success. 

(g) Digital and Technological Exclusion 

The digital revolution has not been inclusive of most 
indigenous languages. The lack of keyboards, 
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software, mobile applications, and online content in 
native languages limits their use in the digital age. 
Túbọ̀sún (2023) emphasizes that indigenous 
African languages are significantly 
underrepresented online, which undermines their 
relevance among digital-native generations. 

(h) Language Policy Gaps and Implementation 
Failures 

Even in countries where indigenous language 
policies exist, implementation is often weak or 
inconsistent. Language planning is frequently 
centralized, ignoring linguistic diversity and 
community involvement. Bamgbose (2011) refers 
to this as the “implementation syndrome,” where 
good policies on paper are not backed by practical, 
sustained action. 

(i)Intergenerational Transmission Breakdown 

A major threat to indigenous languages is the failure 
of parents to pass them on to their children. Many 
families now use English or Pidgin at home, 
especially in urban areas, which disrupt the natural 
transmission of the native language (Fishman, 
1991). 
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(j) Educational Exclusion and Language 
Hierarchies 

Formal education systems often prioritize one or 
two national languages at the expense of others. 
Many indigenous languages are not developed or 
standardized for use in schools, and there is a 
shortage of instructional materials and trained 
teachers. As a result, children are denied education 
in their mother tongue, which is essential for 
cognitive development and cultural retention 
(UNESCO, 2022). 

(k) Climate Change and Displacement 

Environmental degradation, conflicts, and 
development projects have displaced many 
indigenous communities, leading to language shift 
or loss. When communities are forced to relocate or 
assimilate into dominant linguistic environments, 
their language vitality is endangered. UNESCO 
(2022) notes the link between environmental 
vulnerability and linguistic vulnerability in many 
indigenous populations. 

 Importance of the Digital Language Vitality 
Framework in the 21st Century 

The Digital Language Vitality (DLV) framework 
has become increasingly important in the 21st 
century as a response to the dominance of digital 
technology in everyday life. It recognizes that for 
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indigenous languages to remain relevant, usable, 
and transmittable across generations, they must be 
actively represented and engaged within digital 
spaces. The framework builds upon traditional 
measures of language vitality - such as speaker 
population and intergenerational transmission 
(UNESCO, 2003) - but expands these to include 
digital presence as a crucial criterion for survival in 
the modern era. 

As highlighted by Túbọ̀sún (2023), a language not 
visible or functional in digital platforms - such as 
social media, mobile apps, online dictionaries, and 
AI systems - risks being sidelined by speakers, 
especially among youth who primarily engage with 
content through digital means. The DLV framework 
thus shifts the focus from offline community use to 
digital engagement, promoting the inclusion of 
indigenous languages in apps, websites, voice 
assistants, translation tools, and learning platforms. 

In doing so, the framework enhances 
intergenerational transmission, as younger speakers 
increasingly learn, use, and interact with their 
languages through digital storytelling, YouTube 
videos, and online learning apps. Furthermore, it 
addresses digital inequality, advocating for 
technological support and representation for 
marginalized languages often excluded from 
mainstream digital infrastructures (Baldwin et al., 
2020). 
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In essence, the DLV framework empowers 
communities to document, teach, and innovate with 
their languages using digital tools, ensuring their 
survival and growth in a globalized, 
technologically-driven world. It redefines language 
vitality in a way that aligns with the realities of 21st-
century communication, education, and identity. 

Case Studies 

Threats to the Igbo Language, despite being one of 
the three major languages in Nigeria, Igbo faces 
growing neglect among younger generations. 
Research by Emenanjo (2020) and Eze & Nnamani 
(2021) shows that many Igbo children—especially 
in urban areas—can neither speak nor write fluently 
in Igbo. Key factors are preference for English in 
formal education, media, and homes, Social 
perception that fluency in Igbo equals being “local” 
or “less educated.”Also digital exclusion – Igbo is 
underrepresented in online spaces and tech 
platforms. 

Threats to the Yoruba Language, the Yoruba 
language remains widely spoken, but its standard 
form is endangered in urban and Diasporas contexts. 
Bamgbose (2019) notes increasing code-switching 
and the rise of "Yoruba-English hybrids" among 
young speakers. Key factors are Urbanization and 
globalization influencing language attitudes, 
neglect in digital/technical domains (e.g., poor 
Yoruba presence in AI, tech platforms), educational 
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policy shifts toward English-medium instruction 
and emigration and Diaspora influence, where 
children are rarely taught Yoruba. 

Threats to Minority Languages in Nigeria, Region: 
North-Central, North-East, South-South 
Languages: Izere, Shanga, Ọkọ, Jju, and others. 
Nigeria’s minority languages (spoken by fewer than 
10,000 people) are the most critically endangered. 
Blench (2023) estimates that over 100Nigerian 
minority languages may go extinct by 2050 if urgent 
action is not taken. 

Key Factors are Language shift to dominant 
regional languages (Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo), 
migration, intermarriage, and loss of cultural 
identity, lack of orthographies, language education, 
or state support and neglect in media and digital 
platforms. Examples: 

1. Shanga Language (Kebbi State): Fewer than 
5,000 speakers; youth shift to Hausa (Blench, 
2019). 

2. Ọkọ Language (Cross River): Spoken only by 
elderly; dying oral traditions (Okon&Udoh, 
2022). 

3. Izere Language (Plateau): Active shift to Hausa 
among youth (Yakubu, 2020). Etc. 
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Summary Table of Threats by Case Study 

Language Region Threats Source (Year) 
Igbo South-East 

Nigeria 
Neglect in 
schools, parental 
disuse, English 
dominance 

Eze&Nnamani 
(2021), Emenanjo 
(2020) 

Yoruba South-West 
Nigeria 

Code-switching, 
loss of standard 
form, digital 
exclusion 

Bamgbose (2019), 
Adeleke & 
Ogundipe (2019) 

Minority 
Languages 

North/South 
Nigeria 

Shift to 
Hausa/English, 
lack of support, 
dying speakers 

Blench (2023), 
Yakubu (2020), 
Okon& Udoh 
(2022) 

These case studies show that both major and 
minority indigenous languages in Nigeria are under 
threat, although for different reasons. While Igbo 
and Yoruba face prestige and intergenerational 
issues, minority languages face extinction without 
urgent preservation measures. Revitalization 
efforts—including language policy reforms, 
mother-tongue education, and digital integration—
are critical. 

 Strategies for Language Preservation and 
Revitalization                                                                                 
The increasing threat of indigenous language 
endangerment has prompted global concern and 
scholarly engagement on how best to preserve and 
revitalize these languages. Preservation involves 
safeguarding languages from extinction, while 
revitalization refers to active efforts to restore the 
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use of endangered or dormant languages. According 
to UNESCO (2022), successful strategies must be 
community-centered, culturally sensitive, and 
policy-supported. 

(a)Mother-Tongue Based Multilingual 
Education (MTB-MLE) 

Using indigenous languages as the medium of 
instruction in early childhood and primary 
education helps promote literacy, cultural pride, and 
language retention. UNESCO (2022) emphasizes 
that children learn best in their mother tongue, and 
this approach also strengthens identity and 
intergenerational language transfer. Bamgbose 
(2011) argues for curriculum development in 
indigenous languages to ensure their formal use and 
pedagogical relevance. 

(b) Language Documentation and Archiving 

Comprehensive documentation-through 
dictionaries, grammars, audio recordings, and texts-
is essential for languages at risk of extinction. This 
strategy ensures that the linguistic and cultural 
knowledge of a people is preserved even if the 
language falls out of daily use. Himmelmann (1998) 
identifies documentation as a “recording of 
linguistic practices” necessary for future revival 
efforts. The Endangered Languages Project (2023) 
and similar initiatives contribute to global 
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preservation by archiving vulnerable languages 
online. 

(c) Community-Based Language Revitalization 
Programs 

Local community involvement is crucial in 
sustaining language revitalization. Grassroots 
efforts such as language nests (e.g., Māori and 
Hawaiian), adult immersion classes, and 
intergenerational transmission projects foster 
natural language acquisition. Fishman (1991) 
highlights that communities, not institutions, are the 
key actors in reversing language shift, especially 
through family and home-based transmission. 

(d) Legal and Policy Recognition 

Official recognition of indigenous languages in 
national constitutions, education policies, and 
public administration raises their prestige and 
usage. Countries like Bolivia and South Africa have 
granted official status to multiple indigenous 
languages. Skutnabb-Kangas&Phillipson(2017) 
argue that linguistic human rights must be protected 
by law to empower speakers of minority languages. 

(f) Media and Technology Engagement 

Incorporating indigenous languages into radio, 
television, film, mobile apps, and social media 
platforms increases their relevance, especially 
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among youth. Túbọ̀sún (2023) advocates for 
developing digital tools—such as keyboards, 
translation software, and content platforms—in 
African languages to revitalize them in modern 
spaces. Projects like Wikipedia in indigenous 
languages and YouTube channels for oral 
storytelling are innovative examples. 

(g) Corpus Development and Language 
Standardization 

Developing standardized orthographies, writing 
systems, and vocabulary lists enhances the 
functionality of indigenous languages for education 
and publication. Standardization, while complex, 
enables broader use of the language in formal 
settings. Bamgbose (2011) calls for harmonization 
of dialects and creation of reference materials to aid 
literacy and pedagogy. 

(h) Cultural and Artistic Integration 

Promoting indigenous languages through festivals, 
theatre, literature, music, and poetry helps maintain 
their use in informal and artistic domains. 
According to Finnegan (2012), oral literature is both 
a form of cultural expression and a strategy for 
language continuity. Cultural performances in 
native languages foster pride and audience 
engagement, especially in multilingual societies. 

(i) Capacity Building and Teacher Training 
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Training teachers fluent in indigenous languages 
and developing educational materials are vital for 
sustainable language instruction. Without 
competent instructors and resources, efforts to 
introduce native languages into classrooms may 
fail. UNESCO (2022) stresses the importance of 
teacher education programs that include linguistic 
and pedagogical training in indigenous languages. 

(j) Economic and Social Incentives 

Creating economic opportunities tied to indigenous 
language use—such as publishing, tourism, or 
translation services—can boost their perceived 
value. Skutnabb-Kangas&Phillipson (2017) suggest 
that if language use leads to economic mobility, 
speakers are more likely to invest in preserving their 
heritage. 

(k) Intergenerational and Family Language 
Practices 

Families play a pivotal role in language survival. 
Encouraging parents and elders to speak indigenous 
languages at home fosters early acquisition. 
Fishman (1991) underscores that revitalization 
begins in the home, with informal, daily language 
use being more influential than formal instruction. 

The survival and revival of indigenous languages 
depend on integrated strategies involving education, 
documentation, community participation, media, 
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and supportive policies. Language revitalization is 
not a one-size-fits-all process; rather, it must be 
tailored to the sociolinguistic realities of each 
community. As UNESCO (2022) affirms, 
preserving linguistic diversity is essential not just 
for cultural heritage but for human rights and 
sustainable development. 

Recommendations and Revitalization Strategies 

To preserve indigenous languages and, by 
extension, cultural heritage, the following strategies 
are recommended: 

Policy Enforcement: Governments must 
implement and monitor mother-tongue instruction 
policies in basic education. 

Digital Inclusion: Software developers, linguists, 
and cultural activists should collaborate to develop 
mobile applications, dictionaries, and language 
learning platforms in indigenous languages. 

Media Engagement: Indigenous languages should 
be promoted in broadcasting, film, and literature. 
Public campaigns in native languages can raise 
awareness of cultural pride. 

Community Involvement: Language preservation 
should be a grassroots effort. Communities can hold 
cultural festivals, storytelling nights, and local 
competitions in their languages. 
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Research and Documentation: Universities and 
linguistic institutions should prioritize research on 
endangered languages and develop orthographies, 
grammars, and textbooks. 

Conclusion 

In summary, indigenous languages are 
indispensable to cultural heritage. They sustain 
identity, preserve oral traditions, encode traditional 
knowledge, and ensure cultural continuity. Their 
loss equates to the loss of entire cultural systems. 
Hence, language revitalization efforts - both policy-
driven and community-based - are essential for 
safeguarding humanity’s diverse cultural wealth 
(UNESCO, 2022; Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 
2017; Túbọ̀sún, 2023). 

The survival of indigenous languages is threatened 
by a combination of historical injustices, 
globalization pressures, weak policy 
implementation, and negative social perceptions. 
Without deliberate, sustained efforts in 
revitalization, documentation, and community 
empowerment, many of these languages face 
extinction within the 21st century. However, with 
inclusive language policies, digital innovation, 
community involvement, and positive attitudinal 
change, indigenous languages can be preserved and 
revitalized for future generations. 
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Indigenous languages in Nigeria are far more than 
means of everyday communication—they are 
dynamic repositories of the nation’s diverse cultural 
identities, traditional knowledge systems, spiritual 
worldviews, and social norms. As Nigeria is home 
to over 500 indigenous languages (Eberhard, 
Simons & Fennig, 2023), each language reflects a 
unique worldview and contributes richly to the 
mosaic of Nigerian cultural heritage. From oral 
traditions, folklore, and music to rituals, indigenous 
science, and moral values, the use of indigenous 
languages remains central to the survival of these 
cultural practices. 

However, despite their intrinsic value, many 
Nigerian indigenous languages are endangered due 
to globalization, lack of institutional support, urban 
migration, negative language attitudes, and the 
dominance of English in education and governance. 
As a result, younger generations are increasingly 
disconnected from their linguistic roots, leading to 
a gradual erosion of cultural identity and continuity. 

To counter this, revitalizing and promoting 
indigenous languages must be a national priority. 
Integrating mother-tongue instruction in early 
education, supporting media content in local 
languages, documenting endangered languages, and 
empowering communities through language rights 
are essential steps toward sustainable cultural 
preservation. As scholars like Skutnabb-Kangas and 
Phillipson (2017) and organizations like UNESCO 
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(2022) have emphasized, safeguarding indigenous 
languages is not only a linguistic imperative but also 
a cultural and human rights responsibility. 

In the Nigerian context, indigenous languages 
should be seen as strategic tools for decolonizing 
education, promoting national unity through 
cultural diversity, and preserving the intangible 
cultural heritage of future generations. Without 
urgent and coordinated action, Nigeria risks losing 
not just its languages, but also the values, wisdom, 
and identities they encode. Therefore, protecting 
indigenous languages is, in essence, protecting 
Nigeria’s soul. 
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