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THE NOTION LANGUAGE 

 Every language is characterized by variation within the speech 

community that uses it. If the resulting speech varieties are sufficiently 

similar as to be considered merely characteristic of a particular 

geographic region or social grouping, they are generally referred to as 

dialects; it implies that Nnewi and Ikwerre are usually considered to be 

dialects of Igbo. Sometimes social, political and historical pressures are 

such that the varieties are considered to be distinct enough to be treated 

as separate languages, like Yoruba and Efik or Igbo and Hausa.  
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THE NOTION LANGUAGE 

A particular language may be known by one name to scholarship and 

another to the speakers; thus the name Afikpo is not generally used by 

speakers of the language since Afikpo constitutes a dialect. More 

importantly, current estimates put the number of languages spoken 

around the world to be around 7000; the reason for discrepancy in the 

correct number due to gaps in our knowledge, especially about 

languages spoken in inaccessible regions. 
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LANGUAGES CLASSIFICATION 

Languages can be classified in a number of different ways for a 

number of different purposes. They include the following below: 

 Generic Classification 

 Areal Classification 

 Lexicostatistic Classification 

 Typological Classification 
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GENERIC CLASSIFICATION 

 This approach is one in which languages are classified into 

families based on divergence from a presumed common ancestor. Good 

examples are Egu (Benne republic) and Yoruba language. These 

languages can be shown to descend from a common ancestor, a 

common protolanguage. More speculative classifications, far from 

universally accepted, relate more language families together and hence 

try to explore language further back in time. 
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AREAL CLASSIFICATION  

 Similar features and shared lexicon suggest that the languages in 

question have been in contact with each other over a long period of time. In a 

stricter sense, areal classification is concerned with the diffusion of structural 

features across language boundaries within a geographical area. The term 

“linguistic area” refers to a geographical area in which, due to borrowing and 

language contact, languages of a region come to share certain structural 

features and other traits. It is assumed that the reason why the languages of the 

area share these traits is through contact and borrowing e.g. 

(1) Benue (Idoma) Ugwu (hill)  

(2) Enugu (Igbo) Ugwu (hill). 
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LEXICOSTATISTIC CLASSIFICATION 

 It is a statistical method for distinguishing groups and 

subgroups in genetically related language. It is based on the idea that 

basic vocabulary is relatively resistant to change, and will be renewed 

rarely compared to non-basic vocabulary. Most scholars require that 

basic vocabulary be part of the supporting evidence for any distant 

genetic relationship. Basic vocabulary is generally understood to 

include terms for body parts, close kinship, frequenting enchanted 

aspects of the natural world such as mountain, river and cloud e.g. 

Rivers (Ikwerre) Eze = king.  Abia (Ngwa) Eze = king. 
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TYPOLOGICAL CLASSIFICATION 

 The main types were isolating which means that 

words are monomorphic and invariable, agglutinating 

which entails that words are formed by a root and a dearly 

detachable sequence of affixes, each of them expressing a 

separate item of meaning it extends to a range of other 

linguistic features and to an interest in universal linguistic 

properties. 

8 



DISTRIBUTION OF LANGUAGES 

 Languages are not spread evenly across the 

world, there is a high density of languages in 

some regions, even though this spreads across 

continents and Islands separated by expanses of 

sea. Nigeria has a high biogenetic density 

compared to other regions of the world. 
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MAJOR FAMILIES OF THE 

WORLDS LANGUAGES 

 The languages of the world can be divided 

into a member of families of related languages, 

possibly grouped into larger stocks, plus a residue of 

isolated languages that appear not to be genetically 

related to any other known language, languages that 

form one-member families to their own.  
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MAJOR FAMILIES OF THE 

WORLDS LANGUAGES 

Below are six major language families: 

• Indo-European 

• Austronesian 

• Afrosiatic 

• Niger-Congo 

• Sino-Tietan 

• Trans-New Guinea 
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INDO – EUROPEAN 

 The Indo – European languages have been recognized as forming a 

family since at least the late seventeenth century when Andreas Jager 

observed in 1686 that Persian and many of the languages of Europe are 

descendants of a single language. Indeed, Indo-European languages are 

spoken throughout most of Europe, across Iran, through central Asia and 

India. With the colonial expansion of the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries, 

they spread into the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, Africa and Asia in 

the process, diversifying into numerous dialects. They have become a major 

language in many of the former colonies and are spoken by about half billion 

speakers. 
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AUSTRONESIAN 

Austronesian is the largest universally accepted language family in the 

world with over 1,200 languages spoken by some 300million speakers 

from Madagascar in the West to Eastern Island in the East, Taiwan in the 

North and New Zealand in the South, with the exception of Australia and 

most of the Island of New Guinea. It is clear that there is considerable 

greater diversity in the languages of Taiwan that in all of the rest of the 

languages. Taiwan is thus the most likely homeland for Austronesian. The 

languages spread via migrations of people travelling over sea. 
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AFROSIATIC 
Afrosiatic consists of about 353 languages spoken in Northern Africa and Southwest Asia by 

nearly 340million people. It is regarded as the best established of the four families that African 

languages are now generally divided into, the other three families, Niger-Congo and the more 

contentious Nilo-Saharan and Khoisan. 

Afrosiatic is generally divided into six groups: Berber (consisting of 30 languages spoken in 

Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Mali including Zen gaga), Chadic ( made up of nearly 200 languages 

spoken in Nigeria, Chad, Cameroon, including Hausa, Miya and Ngizim), Cushitic (with about 

50 languages in Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Kenya and Tanzania, including Somali), Egyptian 

(one language, Coptic which became extinct in the fourteenth century, Semitic (consisting of 

about 50 languages spoken in Ethiopia and Middle East including Arabic, Hebrew and Aramaic) 

and Omotic (with about 20 languages spoken mainly in Ethiopia including Dizi and Ganza). 
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NIGER-CONGO 

 It consists of about 1,500 languages, the Niger – Congo 

family is the largest language family in Africa. Bantu 

languages are a subgroup of the Bantoid group. They comprise 

over 400 languages (including Swahili, Fang, Luganda and 

Shona) with perhaps 60 million speakers. Bantu speaking 

people migrated over the next 3,000 years, taking West African 

yam agriculture with them. 
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SINO – TIBETAN 

 It is made up of about 400 languages, Sino–Tibetan is 

the second largest language family of the world in terms of the 

number of speakers with approximately half the number of 

speakers of Indo–European. It includes Mandarin Chinese – 

the language with the largest number of native speakers. It 

falls under two groups namely Sinitic which consists of 14 

languages including Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese and Tibetan 

Burman which consists of about 350 languages. 
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TRANS – NEW GUINEA 

 New Guinea is the most linguistically diverse 

region in the world, populated by some 1,200 languages. 

These are usually divided into two groups, Austronesian 

and Papuan. Papuan languages fall into 300 more distinct 

genetic families and some two dozen isolates. Most of 

these families are relatively small, with an average of 25 

languages and an average of less than 3,000 speakers. 
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PROBLEMS WITH GENETIC 

RELATION 

 New languages emerge as the eventual result of geographical 

or social separations of speakers of a single language. This model 

underlies the notion of genetic relatedness of languages, the notion that 

each language has a single parent language from which it is ultimately 

separated from. Sometimes, borrowing between languages is as 

extensive that it observes the genetic picture. New languages come into 

being as the result of interaction between two or more languages or 

rather, between speakers of two or more languages. 
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PROBLEMS WITH GENETIC 

RELATION 

Groups of problem languages: 

PIDGINS 

CREOLES 

MIXED 
LANGUAGES 
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PIDGINS 

 Pidgins are simplified forms of speed that sometimes arise in contact 

situations, when speakers at mutually unintelligible languages come into contact with 

one another in a limited range of social interactions. These interactions might be for 

purposes of trade or labor. Many Pidgins arose in the wake of European colonialism, 

in the pacific region, the Americas and Africa; the lexical items of these Pidgins often 

derived from the languages of the colonizers, but are usually pronounced according to 

the sound system of the languages of the colonized, which represent the majority of 

speakers. Pidgins often show considerable variation across speakers in vocabulary 

and pronunciation, depending partly on the speaker’s mother tongue. The pidgins 

speaker in Calabar arose in interactions between European settlers/traders and Efik 

people.  
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CREOLES 

 Creoles are full languages, structurally and functionally 

comparable with ordinary human languages. The process of creolization is 

associated with increase in the range and depth of vocabulary and in the 

structural complexity of the former Pidgins as well as expansion in stylistic 

range. Interestingly, creoles seem to share more with one another 

grammatically than they do with other natural languages, suggesting that 

those similarities may be attributed to general linguistic abilities shared by 

all people. In Nigeria for instance, the inhabitants of Benin City 

predominately make use of creole as a method of communication. 
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MIXED LANGUAGES 

The third group of problem languages is mixed languages, hybrid 

language components of which come from different sources. Thus, 

some aspects (lexicon) indicate that the language belongs to one family, 

while others (grammar) suggest they belong to another. Perhaps the 

paradigm example of a mixed languages is Orokamu (Benue) an 

endangered language spoken by a few people in Benue state.  Some of 

the nouns come mainly from Igbo nouns. For instance, one might 

suggest that the French language is borrowed extensively from the 

English language. That is why some French words are similar or same 

with English Lexicon. 
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Thanks for reading!!! 


