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Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to thank the Oxford Igbo Union UK for 
inviting me to be a part of this event.  When I was asked to give a talk on the roles and 
activities of government in sustaining the Igbo language, I accepted the challenge, not 
because I could immediately point at that many ongoing activities, but because I knew 
that there had to be some very practical roles which any responsible governments faced 
with the stark possibilities of the disappearance of their language could play to come to 
its rescue. 
 
But before I go any further, could I please ask that we acknowledge and appreciate with 

a generous round of applause, all our heroes, past and present, who have contributed to 

the promotion and preservation of the Igbo language: and I have in mind the entire 

members of the now defunct Society for Promoting Igbo Language and Culture, but in 

particular its founder and lifetime chairman Maazị FC Ọgbalụ, and its secretary, Professor 

Nọlue Emenanjọ.  Both of them, like many others, have now joined their ancestors in the 

great beyond.  We pray that all their efforts shall never be in vain.  Isee! 

Now, before I go into the focus of my talk, I would please like to give my considered 
opinion on the question before us today: “Is Igbo language in danger of extinction?”  
Well, it seems to me that the question has already answered itself.  The very fact that we 
have chosen to pose that question in English and are now trying to find an answer in 
English is a confirmation that the man on a sick bed is now at that critical stage at which 
he is no longer considered capable of speaking for himself, so the question on every-
body‟s lips is “will he survive another day?” or “how long has he got to live?”   
 
It is the same questions that have been asked time and time again in different places and 

by different language experts and authorities throughout the last century.  Every now 

and again a team of „doctors‟ would come together, like we are gathered here today, and 

attempt a diagnosis of the poor man‟s ailment and generate copious reports and then 

walk away, leaving him to groan in his well accustomed anguish! 

I guess the point I am  making here is  that no  amount of  intellectualization  of the Igbo   
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language problem is ever going to solve it without the Igbo man actually making a con-
scious decision to begin to speak the language to one another and, especially, to our chil-
dren. Common sense dictates that when the next generation cannot get enough 
exposure to the language as to be able to pass it onto the generation coming after it, the 
result is that the language will someday take a silent exit when the last adult speakers 
are gone.  It is as simple as that.  A population does not have to be wiped out by war or 
disease for its language to die!   
 
My response to the question therefore is that the Igbo language is currently standing 
right at the edge of a cliff waiting for the Igbo man to either pull it back or push it over. 
The choice is ours, and I would like to hope that everyone gathered here today will take 
the first option, knowing that it is the Igbo language that gives us our unique identity in 
the world and makes us who we are as Ndịigbo.  
 
My assigned task today is to examine the roles and activities of our governments in the 
efforts to pull the Igbo language back from that brink where it has been standing for 
years and years and years.      
 

I shall begin by first acknowledging the efforts of past governments, beginning with the 

colonial administration, for as we say in Igbo, “onye na-echetaghị ebe mmiri siri maba ya 

agaghị echeta ebe ọ nọrọ kọọ”, meaning that he who does not remember where the rain 

began to drench him will likely not remember where it stopped, or, for that matter, 

where he got a help to dry himself. 

History has it that up until 1926, the Igbo language was at the mercy of the antics of the 
missionary societies who brought western education to our parts as a tool for spreading 
the gospel, namely: the Church Missionary Society, the Roman Catholics, the 
Presibitarians and the Methodists.  For over 70 years, they were locked in a vicious 
rivalry1, each employing whatever tactics and propaganda it could muster to poach and 
win converts. They fought amongst themselves on every subject, including whether there 
was any need for „vernacular education‟, which dialect of the Igbo language to use that 
would win them the most converts around Igboland, and how such a dialect was to be 
represented in the creation of religious pamphlets. 
 

In an effort to bring order and arrest the chaos, the colonial government waded in from 

about 1926 and tried to identify a new writing system and a universal dialect that would 

not only be acceptable to all the warring parties but also serve the need of vernacular 

education in Igbo language.  To their credit, they made a policy decision that 

thenceforth, Igbo was to be used as a medium of instruction in primary schools.  They 

introduced adult literacy programmes and also made efforts to create a body of literature 

in the language.  To do this, they set up a Translation Bureau in Ụmụahịa, which ran 

intermittently from 1930 until 1951 and also organised a creative writing competition in 

Igbo with prizes provided by the International Institute of African Languages2.   
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That, in a nuthell sums up the contribution of the colonial administration to the growth of 
the Igbo language.  However, it was not all smooth sailing, as they encountered 
insurmountable challenges not only from the missionaries but also from the emerging 
generation of Igbo elites who by then were already up in arms for political independence.  
On the one hand, the policy of vernacular primary education, which, in fairness to them, 
was first championed by the CMS missionaries, suffered a still-birth, as parents and 
teachers were encouraged to see in it “an attempt by the [Whiteman] to prevent the 
Igbo masses from becoming successful in life”3. That accusation was based on the claim 
that only the pupils who had gained some smattering command of the English language 
were able to gain positions with the government or other foreign establishments as 
teachers, clerical assistants, interpreters and messengers, who from then on became the 
new winners and controllers of the new wealth that had come with the Whiteman.  That 
materialistic thinking was to seal the fate of the Igbo language to this day.  From then 
on, the Igbo language was no longer considered functional enough or prestigious 
enough.  It began to represent backwardness and a lack of intelligence or academic 
brilliance. 
 
A more scathing attack on the colonial government over the introduction of a new writing 
system came in the form of newspaper articles in the West African Pilots and the Nigerian 
Spokesman, each accusing the government of deliberately sponsoring the new orthogra-
phy in order “to kill – or ostracise - the Igbo language and safeguard the supremacy of 
English”4.  
 

The irony here is that 57 years after the colonial government left us to manage 

ourselves, we are here today still pondering the question as to whether the Igbo 

language is in danger of extinction.  My view is that were the Igbo language to die today, 

we could not possibly say that we did not see it coming. And of course, there will still be 

considerable academic interest, some of which may even include how to wake up the 

dead. But a lot more questions would certainly be asked about how generations of Igbo 

elites carelessly saw off their heritage language to its grave. 

Next, we look at the activities and efforts of the indigenous governments since independ-

ence.  It is on record that one of the first achievements of the new government of the 

Eastern Region was setting up a commission in 1961 to revisit the orthography issue to 

make a lasting recommendation on the Igbo writing system after an earlier one chaired 

by Alvan Ikoku in 1952 ended in fiasco due to boycotts by some of its members5.  The 

new commission by the new government headed by Dr S. E. Ọnwụ, a staunch member of 

the Society for Promoting Igbo Language and Culture (SPILC) delivered its 

recommendations in June 1962, which were immediately accepted and approved by the 

government and thus brought to a peaceful end the age long orthography saga.   

It was the Ọnwụ orthography that came to form the foundation for what we know today 

as the Standard Igbo. It is  not  perfect, but  it is serving  its purpose, even as many Igbo  
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elites of today continue to deride it. One is not sure how far the new government would 
have gone in its efforts to encourage the growth of the Igbo language, as it was not long 
before it got overthrown by a military coup in January 1966, which was then followed a 
year later by the disruptive civil war.  But I think it was more than a coincidence that the 
head of the government which commissioned and approved the Ọnwụ orthography, Dr 
Francis Akanu Ibiam, was himself a life president of the Society for Promoting Igbo 
Language and Culture.   
 
In 1977, the Federal government of Nigeria, acting in the interest of national unity and 
cohesion, came up with a national Language policy as part of the National Policy on Edu-
cation6.  Among others, the policy held that the mother tongue was to serve as medium 
of instruction in early primary and pre-primary education, thus reinventing the policy that 
had been ill-advisedly rejected when the colonial government introduced it many decades 
earlier.  The policy also elevated the three major Nigerian languages (Hausa, Igbo and 
Yoruba) as national languages and recommended that every Nigerian child should learn 
any one of these in addition to their own mother tongue plus the English, which was to 
serve as official language; and that alongside English, the three major languages were to 
be used in the conduct of businesses at the national assemblies.   
 
The policy has been reviewed and revised many times since then and has also been en-

shrined in the national constitution.  However, 40 years later, the reality is that it stands 

very tall on paper but very short on implementation.  For one thing, the government it-

self has not actually shown much commitment towards its implementation.7  There are 

not enough teachers with sufficient training in these languages and no educational mate-

rials to help put the policy into widespread practice.  While some schools have managed 

to comply to a certain degree, others are either not bothered or they are just not able, 

and the government has not demonstrated that it is capable of enforcing compliance.  

Also, the government stands accused of failing to properly sensitize the populace on the 

rationale behind the policy, and the high levels of insecurity in parts of the country con-

tinue to make implementation in those areas impossible.  Additionally, none of the three 

major languages can as yet be used at the national assemblies, for aside from the fact 

that not every law maker is proficient in legislative terminologies in their native lan-

guages, auto-translation across these languages remains a thing of the distant future.  

But all these are hardly surprising, considering the type of governments we have enjoyed 

over the years and how much they have been able to address other pressing matters of 

governance!  

Back home in Igboland, the old Anambra State in the early 1980s ran an Igbo newspaper 

called Ogene, alongside the Daily Star, and the late Chief MKO Abiola was encouraged to 

establish an Igbo version of his Concord Newspaper in Enugu, called Udoka. 

Unfortunately, both papers soon went to sleep due to a lack of readership.   
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More recently, there seems to be some encouraging developments to suggest that the 
new generation governments are waking up to the plight of the Igbo language. For ex-
ample, on the 26th May 2010, the government of Anambra State, under Governor Peter 
Obi, made history by signing into law a Bill aimed at enforcing the speaking and writing 
of the Igbo language in the conduct of public services and the recognition of Wednesday 
as Igbo language day in all public institutions in the state, in support of a renaissance ini-
tiative called Sụwakwa Igbo.8  Some of the many provisions of this bill included the offi-
cial abolition of corporal punishment for pupils found guilty of speaking vernacular in the 
classroom; the provision that students were not to be promoted from Junior to Senior 
Secondary Schools without a pass in the Igbo language, and the provision that all work 
seekers to public services must possess at least a pass in the Igbo language. 
 
They also established a specialist Igbo language school called the F. C. Ogbalu Igbo Lan-

guage Centre to run adult and holiday programmes in the Igbo language and also set up 

substantial cash prizes for students graduating from Secondary Schools around the coun-

try who had made the best results in the Igbo language.   

On their part, the Imo State government has also recently made it mandatory for Igbo to 
be taught in all state institutions and that a credit pass in Igbo at the GCE or equivalent 
levels has been made a prerequisite for admission into Universities and other tertiary in-
stitutions. Additionally, the state government has also made it compulsory that “every 
traditional ruler in the state must speak the Igbo language whilst engaging in any official 
functions”.9  
  
In the time that I had to prepare for this, I was unable to establish the positions of the 
other three states: Enugu, Ẹbọnyị and Abịa on the matter of state policies on the Igbo 
language, but one hopes that the likes of the Anambra initiatives can be emulated and 
sustained across the board to address the rising decline of our heritage language. 
 
As far as policy statements go, the afore-mentioned are all laudable pronouncements.  
But they are also no more than mere statements of government‟s expectations which 
need to be matched with action for them to bear fruits.  Policies do not implement them-
selves; people do, and these require a certain measure of co-operation and co-ordination 
at every level for them to amount to anything.  For example, it is one thing to put out a 
policy that students are not to be promoted from Junior to Senior Secondary Schools 
without a pass in the Igbo language. But it is another thing to see to it that those stu-
dents are actually being taught Igbo in the way it would not be just another subject on 
the curriculum to make up numbers for promotions to the next class.   
 
I also fear that one of the challenges the policies may face is, first and foremost, a lack 
of consistency and government commitment and political will to see them through.  Every 
government comes into power with its own set of objectives and priorities, if any, and a 
promise made by one government in power may not necessarily be binding on its succes-
sors.  Also, unlike  the  early  days of political  independence,  Igboland  is now under the  
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control of over five different governments who may not exactly share the same 
viewpoints with regards to the current state of the language, let alone agree on how to 
move it forward, or for that matter, accept that the affairs of the Igbo language has 
anything to do with them.  As our ancestors once said: “Ọ bụ ihe onye kpọrọ mkpa na-
echu ya ụra n‟abalị”, meaning: it is only that which one considers a burden or a priority 
that keeps one awake at night. It remains to be seen therefore whether our disparate 
governments can muster enough political will to champion a common cause for the Igbo 
language. As things stand, there is no evidence on the ground to suggest that this will be 
a part of their agenda sometime soon. 
 

Another big challenge concerns the attitude of the average Igbo elite towards the lan-
guage.  In the minds of many, the Igbo language still represents primitivity and back-
wardness; hence they would rather have their children speaking the English language 
from a very early age but not Igbo.  So, even if the governments were able to enforce 
the teaching of Igbo in schools, a child is still none the wiser when they would come 
home to watch parents and guardians conducting the family business in English or 
pidgin, rather than the Igbo language.  It sends a direct message to the young minds 
that English is after all the language endorsed by mum and dad, or aunties and uncles.  
 

In roughly the last fifty years, a good deal of Igbo sons and daughters have grown up in 
the world Diaspora without parental encouragements to speak the Igbo language.  To-
day, many of them feel justified in stating that they have done quite well for themselves 
in life without Igbo, so why would they need it now?  So, where is the hope in hell that 
such persons will ever be able to pass the language onto their own children?  Ndị Igbo 
sịrị na ihe onye natara nna ka ọ na-enye nwa ya... In matters of heritage, it is that which 
one received from the father that one is able to pass onto the child.  If all that our 
generation is able to pass on to our children is the English language, then it follows that 
in all likelihood, that too is what they will be passing onto their own children. 
 

Suggested measures: 
 

It is all very well to make public pronouncements of government‟s intentions and expec-
tations in line with the Federal government‟s policy on education.  But these in them-
selves do not necessarily translate to public confidence in the use of the Igbo language 
outside the classrooms; nor do they amount to a change in public opinion and attitude.  
It is also not a consolation that the language is still being taught in schools, as this has 
always been the case from the colonial times. I think that what would be even more 
beneficial to the growth and survival of the language is for the governments to come out 
with a joint package of targeted, practical and deliverable measures to boost the lan-
guage in all its forms, written as well as spoken, such as:  
 

1. Setting up and supporting a Translation Bureau as was successfully done by the co-
lonial government.  An Igbo adage says that a blacksmith who does not know how 
to forge a metal gong should take a cue from the tail of a kite... (Ụzụ amaghị akpụ 
ogele, ya lere egbe anya n‟ọdụ).  I believe that such a measure would help to 
create a knowledge base in the Igbo language in subject areas like politics, law, the 
sciences,  commerce, finance, medicine, etc.   This  can  be  achieved  by   bringing  
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together experts in each field and supporting them with experts in Igbo linguistics 
to find an acceptable meta language that would in turn enable translation works in 
each of the subject areas. 

 
2. Organising creative writing competitions in association with reputable third party 

agencies, the likes of which produced our first ever literary classic – Omenụkọ by 
Pita Nwanna in 1933.10   It is lamentable that while Igbo men and women enjoy a 
worldwide acclaim for their roles in the creation of a variety of popular literature in 
English, from Chinua Achebe, Cyprain Ekwensi, Chukwuemaka Ike, John Munonye, 
Flora Nwapa, to modern day writers like Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Chinelo 
Okparanta, Okey Ndibe and Chigozie Obioma, to mention but a few, there are no 
equivalent or even comparable creations in the Igbo language since Tony Ubesie‟s 
works of the early 1970s, which have all since gone out of print and out of 
circulation.   

 
3. Commissioning basic self-help text books and readers for second language learners, 

including tourists and speakers of other Nigerian languages and any foreigners who 
may be interested in doing businesses with us.  These could then be made widely 
available in such public places as the libraries, the up-and-coming shopping com-
plexes and the airport stands where they could be easily accessible.  

 
4. Establishing more libraries in local communities in collaboration with the various lo-

cal governments and equipping same with general readers as well as Igbo language 
materials to encourage readership in the language. I recognise that the materials 
that I propose may not be immediately available, but were the governments to take 
onboard and implement the other recommendations, they should be in a position to 
make this a reality too.   

 
5. Encouraging adult literacy programmes - such as the F. C. Ọgbalụ Igbo Language 

Centre referred to above - to ensure that a lot more people, and not just school 
children, get to learn to read and write Igbo.  It is very disappointing that while we 
compare very highly against other ethnic groups in Nigeria in English literacy, it is 
hard to find anyone who is very conversant with the Igbo writing system, aside 
from those who have undertaken the language as a course of higher studies. In 
comparison, it is hard to find a Yoruba or Hausa person (young or old) who has 
ever passed through the four walls of elementary school who is not able to read and 
write properly in those languages.  Reading and writing are not stuff that only 
school children do! 

 
6. Undertaking public awareness campaigns in the urban and rural areas, through the 

local media outlets, so that the masses get to understand what we all stand to lose 
if the Igbo language were to die as a result of our lack of heritage consciousness. 
Everything is not all about money.  The Igbo language situation truly calls for a 
thorough re-orientation of the Igbo mind.  Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong‟o calls it “a  
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decolonization of the mind”. Everyone, young and old, needs to understand, not just 
by precept but by genuine examples from role models, why they need to speak the 
Igbo language and speak it with PRIDE!   The Anambra initiative is a step in the 
right direction, only I think that Igbo should not be consigned to just Wednesdays; 
it should be a language for every waking day, otherwise it becomes the subject of 
office jokes.  It is easy to see what difference it can make in a society when people 
are encouraged to take pride in themselves and in what they have.  Take the 
varieties of Asian voices swirling around us here in the United Kingdom as an 
example.  There is no third or fourth generation Asian child raised in the UK who 
does not speak their mother tongue quite fluently while also maintaining a native 
speaker command of the English language.  On another level, here is a little story to 
drive home my point: In February 1952, a group of students fighting for the 
recognition of their language in what was East Pakistan were shot dead by the 
Pakistani police. Today, that language (Bangla) not only survived, it gave rise to a 
new country called Bangladesh. In the year 2000, as a memoriam to those who lost 
their lives in that protest, the United Nations established the day of their deaths 
(21st February) as the International Mother Language Day.11 Contrast this with the 
story that in 1984/85, a group of Igbo students at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 
were fighting to have Igbo erased from the Certificates that they earned on 
graduation that normally read: “B.A (Hons) Linguistics/Igbo”. Why? Because they 
saw Igbo as nothing but a dent on their certificates and a devaluation of their well 
earned qualifications! That speaks volumes about our collective self-awareness, 
regardless of our levels of academic attainment. 
 

7. Setting up scholarship schemes and student grants for all persons aspiring to study 
Igbo at university level. As pointed out earlier, aspiring students are reluctant to 
take up the study of Igbo because they share the mistaken belief that it is not pres-
tigious or functional enough.  In other words, we still have it deep in our psyche 
that it cannot take anybody anywhere!  However, I have no doubt that encouraging 
more and more people to find prestige in their heritage language and backing this 
up with employment opportunities on graduation will inspire others to consider Igbo 
a subject worthy of study and a language capable of “taking someone somewhere”. 
I also believe that this will in turn boost the heritage consciousness and the literacy 
levels in the language within the general population. 

 
8. Setting up a joint Igbo language board or Igbo language academy manned by 

language experts, to serve as the official authority on the language with a 

responsibility to document all language forms in use, including idioms, proverbs and 

folk tales; create new words for previously unknown concepts as they become 

available, especially in the world of modern technology and also invest in computer 

programmes to support the teaching and learning of the language at all levels.  

They can also harness all the rich resources available in our various dialects which 

are now in danger of extinction as the generations that bore witness to them are 

gradually passing away.12  I believe that a language that is able to tap all its  
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gradually passing away.12  I believe that a language that is able to tap all its local 
resources will have a less need to borrow terms from other languages. 
 
Conclusion: 
 
I would like to conclude this by paraphrasing the words of Sylvia Leith-Ross, a young 

British researcher of the 1930s, that the future of the Igbo language lies in the hands of 

the Igboman himself; his attitude towards the language [and his willingness to rise above 

the politics of dialect supremacy] and transform the language from just the spoken lan-

guage of his past to a vibrant written language capable of expressing his future in the 

modern world.13  (- parenthesis mine). 

It is a matter for debates whether our colonial experience was a blessing or curse for the 
Igbo man.  But I think that it is about time that we began to acknowledge that that 
which plagues us is in fact in ourselves and in our character – “Ihe na-eme anyị si anyị 
n‟aka”.  If the Igbo language is now in danger of extinction, it is not because it has been 
suppressed and dominated by the English language; it is because we, the Igbo people, 
have allowed it to suffer such dreadful neglect.  No language is capable of killing another 
without the direct complicity of the speakers of the „suppressed language‟. In the words 
of Adiele Afigbo: “The educated Igbo failed their language even more than the European 
political service did...The Igbo resisted British political and economic domination but 
allowed their language to fall the abject victim of the English language”.14   
 
It is worth remembering that the English language came to us in the same way that it 
went to other nations around the world. But while all other nations have managed to ac-
commodate the intruder (or special guest?) without losing their heads in the process, we 
are about the only group in our part of the world - with a population estimated at over 32 
million people15 - whose language has remained the subject of every speculation for close 
to a century as to how much longer it will live before it gets totally eclipsed by the 
English language. 
 
I will now leave you to ruminate on the Igbo sayings: “Okeeke nyochaa akọ na uche ya, 
ma Okaafọ jiri ire ya gụọ eze ya ọnụ”.   
 
Ndeewo nu.  
Thank you and God bless you. 

 

************************************************************************ 

Ezike Bon Ugwu is the author of Ìgbò – Our Mother Language – an illustrated Igbo Language 
textbook, first published in London in April 2014 with a second edition in January 2016. 
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