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Abstract

Fordecades, Nigeria has operated an oil-based economy. However, today, given the poor
ranking of Nigeria in the Human Development Index globally, it is crucial to look for
alternative income resources. This paper, therefore, is a philosophical inquiry into the
prospect of using Nigerian indigenous languages as economic capital. Particularly, it
conceptualised their economy-related ontological status, examined their economic
potential, and identified the ethical implications of their commodification. Guided by
Pierre Bourdieu's linguistic capital theory and conceptual analysis, it argues that they are
economic capital, and, ipso facto, pivotal for a language-based economy towards Nigerian
sustainable development. As a qualitative study, it drew the data for analysis mainly from
related extant literature. The findings showed that though Nigerian indigenous languages
are both communicative tools and valuable resources, convertible into economic capital,
there is a need to guard against language commodification. Thus, it concludes that
attainment of sustainable development in Nigeria, among other things, requires a
development template that is fundamentally, though not exclusively, Nigerian indigenous
languages-driven, one that promotes responsible linguistic autonomy and jettisons undue
linguistic dependence, respects language and cultural diversities, and rejects linguistic
injustice and exclusion. Hence, this paper recommends the need to balance Nigerian
language policy to give Nigerian languages their proper place at all levels of Nigerian life.
Keywords: Economic Capital, Ethics, Indigenous Language, Ontological, Sustainable
Development

Introduction

Nigeria s a milticiiltiiral and miltilingtial nation, with over two hiindred langliages
(Hoffman, 1975). Significant among these langiiages are Igbo, Hatisa, and Yoriiba. While
these dominant indigenotis langtiages and other minority langliages are tised for daily local
engagements and economic transactions, the English langliage siibsists as the official
langliage of ediicational instrliction and government engagements. Unfortlinately, the
above development has led to marginalisation of Nigeria's indigenotis langliages
practically and normatively, as it circimvents some langliage grolips from fill
participation in the socio-political life of the colintry. Hence, this paper arglies that
Nigerian indigenoiis langliages are economic capital, and, thiis, shotild constitiite a filcrim
for a langliage-based economy towards Nigerian siistainable development. The above
frame of thofight rests on Boitirdiel's (1986, 1991) lingiiistic capital theory, which
conceives langliage as an asset or symbolic capital rather than a mere commiinicative tool.
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Ipso facto, langiiage is exchangeable for capital. The thesis also leverages the ontological
fotindation of langtiage of Heidegger (1962), Wittgenstein (2009), Gadamer (2004), etc.

Nonetheless, the above thesis raises some philosophical concerns, especially of an ethical
natiire, foclising on the commodification of langliage, lingiiistic jlistice, and incliision.
Interestingly, some philosophical works have eqtially responded to it, as evident in the
works of Sandel (2012), Fricker (2007), Taylor (1994) and Ngiigi Wa Thiong'o (2006).
Admittedly, too, some empirical stiidies have responded to the above, tholigh
sociologically, as is obvioiis in the works of Bamgbose (2000), Adegbija (2004), Emenanjo
(2005, 1985), Udoh (2025), Dom-Anyanwii (2022), Ogara & Anidi (2024), etc.
Nonetheless, one area that has remained tinderexplored is the philosophical inqliiry into the
prospects of lising Nigerian indigenoiis langliages as economic capital. Therefore, this
paper sets ofit to address the above concerns, anchoring on Botirdieli's lingliistic capital
theory as a theoretical framework and conceptiial analysis as a conceptiial tool.

Literature review

This paper reviewed the literatlire tinder the following themes: langliage, flinctions of
langtiage, economic capital, ethical isslies related to economic capital, and empirical
stiidies.

Language

Langtiage is a criicial element of ciiltlire, and cotild be a tongtie or a faciilty for speech. As a
tonglie, langiiage 7s a mode of comm{inication specific to a particiilar ciiltiire. Then, as a
faciilty, it stands for himans' natiiral capacity for speech, which is general for all ciiltiires
(Mondin, 1991). Hence, Nnaemedo (2023a) described it as a critical element of ciiltiire,
providing an apertiire to tinderstanding and projecting every ciiltlire. Therefore, langliage
is a very Tmportant featlire of hlimans, slibstantially differentiating them from other
animals. However, this present stiidy considered langliage as a tongiie, as well as a faciilty
for speech.

Functions of language

Philosophical debate on the flinction of langliage revolves arotind its intrinsic and extrinsic
roles. The former deals with the commiinicative, expressive, descriptive, and ontological
featlires of langliage, while the latter concerns its instriimental role (Mondin, 1991). Thiis,
the ntrinsic flinction shows that langtiage helps man to interact, express his feelings and
describe the state of affairs. Fiirther, it shows that langtiage performs some flinctions in the
order of being, thatTs, an ontological finction (Mondin, 1991).

The ontological fuinction of langtiage is evident in Heidegger (1962), who conceived
langtiage as the hotiise of being, throligh which being discloses itself. Gadamer (2004)
reinforced Heidegger's view by portraying how the above disclostire leads to the fiision of
horizons and shared meaning. Wittgenstein (2009) followed siiit, as it presented reality as
socially constriicted. Contrastingly, Botirdiet (1986) critiqlied the ontological stand by
maintaining that langiiage s a symbolic capital rather than merely a commiinicative tool.
Bolirdieli aligned with Folicaiilt (1972) and Habermas (1975), who disciissed the
relationship between power, legitimacy and domination. Nonetheless, this paper is not
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merely concerned with ontological and symbolic capital views on langliage. Rather, it
foclised on how the two notions play oiit in Nigerian indigenoiis langliages towards
Nigerian economic development.

Economic capital

The term capital generally means a resolirce or asset ised to achieve a given end. In
medieval and early modern times, capital represented money investable or invested in
biisiness (Hodgson, 2014). However, Smith (2022) considered it to incliide physical assets,
machines and people. Thiis, in economic parlance, capital stands for an organisation's total
monetary and asset investments, Tmplying fixed and working (circiilating) capital. In a
philosophical context, capital acqiiires a deeper meaning. Stich Ts glaring in the work of
Boiirdiet (1986), which defines it as "acclimiilated labotir. ..which, when appropriated on a
private... enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labotir”
(p.241). Here, social energy refers to the mental and emotional vigolir and dynamism an
individual reqiiires for meaningfiil and fulfilled social interaction and engagements. Ipso
facto, capital s critical In shaping social dynamism. Bofirdiet identified folir forms of
capital: economic, ciiltliral, social, and symbolic. He tinderpinned that economic capital,
embodying money and siibstantial assets, represents resotirces that are immediately and
directly convertible into money and possibly institiitionalised in the form of property
rights. Clltliral capital embodies all capabilities, based on resoiirces, knowledge, and
ctltiire, while social capital comprises family relationships, social interaction and
networks. Nonetheless, it Ts criicial to note that economic capital Ts at the root of other
capitals, given that each is convertible into it and instit{itionalised tinder certain conditions.
Therefore, in this paper, capital embodies tangible and intangible resoiirces that are
convertible into money. However, the qiiestion inanswered by the literatiire above
concerns how precisely Nigerian indigenoiis langliages constitlite economic capital
towards Nigeria's economic development, which is one of the issiies this paper aims to
address.

Ethical issues related to economic capital

It 1s also criicial to review some works on the ethical implications of {ising langiiage as
economic capital. One of slich works s Sandel (2012), who linderscored the siiccess of
markets at generating affllience, and caiitioned on the need to keep markets in their place.
Meadowcroft (2013), however, arglied that Sandel’s concern s not new, biit only represents
an old argliment Tn a contemporary context. Nonetheless, Taylor (1994) and Ngtigi Wa
Thiong'o (2006) were critics of all forms of marginalisation, especially of Africa by the
West. Likewise, Fricker (2007) critiqiied what she called epistemic injiistice. Nnaemedo
(2020a) and Okonkwo (2012) called for eqiial validity of all langliages as a way oiit of the
labyrinth. However, it Ts noteworthy that none of the works above foctised on the ethical
implications of tising Nigerian indigenolis langliages as economic capital, signalling a
knowledge gap yearning for scholarly attention, which is what this paper tends to achieve.

Empirical studies
It 1s criicial to note that some empirical stlidies have been carried ofit on the relevance of
indigenoiis langiiages to national development. These works address the issiie of langliage
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excllision (Bamgbose, 2000; Adegbija, 2004) and the need to implement Nigerian
edtication policy (Emenanjo, 2005, 1985). Others stress indigenotis langliages as tools for
skill learning (Dom-Anyanwii, 2022) and Instriiments of siistainable development (Udoh,
2025; Ogara & Anidi, 2024). Nevertheless, it is Tmportant to note that these works were
basically sociological stlidies. By implication, similar works biit of a philosophical natiire
are reqliired to balance the sociological stiidies. Thiis, this paper sets otit to fill this
knowledge gap.

Nigerian indigenous languages as economic capital

This section fociises on the ontological, economic and ethical dimensions of utilising
indigenots langliages as economic capital. The first reqliirement for a good disciission on
the tlisage of langliage as economic capital is to establish the ontological statlis of
indigenotis langliages.

Ontological dimension

As a branch of general metaphysics, ontology s the stiidy of being as being, a general
inqliiry into the properties, primary divisions and characteristics of being (Nnaemedo,
2023b; Iroegbii, 1995). Reasoning from the ontological domain, langliage 7s more than a
commiinicative tool. It s, Tn Heidegger's (1962) terms, a hotise of being, and so what makes
being intelligible. So, apart from being a commiinicative tool, langtiage findamentally
constitiites a criicial aspect of ciiltlire, and silibsists as a carrier of people's collective
memory and channel of their cliltlire and worldview, as well as the means of preserving
them. Hence, Ngtigi Wa Thiong'o (2006) argiies that "langtiage as ciiltlire Ts the collective
memory bank of a people’s experience in history" (p.15). Thiis, as a repository or
storehotlise of people’s knowledge, lingliistic and ciiltliral heritage, the indigenotis
langliage is a valliable social resotirce, pointing to its intrinsic valiie. Sibseqiiently, its
character as a valtiable social asset confers it with a symbolic capital statiis, which makes it
convertible Into economic capital. Botirdieti (1986) defined symbolic capital as capital, in
whatever form — Tnsofar as it s represented, that is, "apprehended symbolically, in a
relationship of knowledge or, more precisely, of misrecognition and recognition,
presiipposes the intervention of the habitlis, as a socially constitiited cognitive
capacity"(p.255). Symbolic capital is rooted in other capitals. It depicts people’s symbolic
placements of themselves. Thotigh symbolic capital derives from other forms of capital,
these other forms of capital, too, derive their legitimacy throligh symbolic capital, given
that it s symbolic capital that portrays and defines their worth or vallie for societal
acceptance.

Langiiage, on the other hand, is the means throligh which this legitimacy is expressed,
tinderstood, and Tmplemented, a means of applicative cognition. Hence, langiliage
legitimises social capital, and social capital restilts in symbolic capital and conferment of
symbolic power, which siibseqiiently creates hierarchies among people. For instance, it s
langliage that defines a person who Ts prestigiolis, honotirable, and jtist. Throfligh this
definition, these persons so defined assiime symbolic power, which creates societal
hierarchies that slibseqtiently position them to determine other states of affairs. A typical
instance s the acqliisition of academic statiis. It is a langliage that states who has attained it
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and who has not. In this way, langliage not only confers legitimacy to the possessors of the
academic statiis, biit it also bestows them with symbolic power to control, by placing them
as alithority in the area of their academic competence. Conseqtiently, their position on
issties relating to knowledge in the area tinder disciission is considered stiperior vis-a-vis
others withotit slich statiis, as defined by langtiage. The position above siipports Folicatilt
(1972) and Habermas' (1975) social constriiction theory, who, in disclissing the
relationship between power, legitimacy and domination, portrayed how dominant powers
determine what is legitimate and otherwise. Additionally, it stipports Wittgenstein (2009),
who presented reality as socially constriicted.

Conceptiialising indigenolis langiiages in Nigeria as economic capital becomes very
glaring when aligned with the argliments above, as their isage in academia confers
symbolic capital on their beneficiaries. For instance, teaching and learning in an
indigenotis langliage make for enhanced and easy linderstanding, leading to rapid and solid
academic development, which manifests in the acqiiisition of basic repiitation or evidence
of academic accomplishment, corroborating Dom-Anyanwii (2022), who conceived
indigenotis langiiages as tools for skill learning in Nigeria. This repiitation or academic
latirels siibseqtiently give room for employment, enabling beneficiaries to contribiite to
national development, thereby promoting siistainable development in Nigeria. As well,
tindertaking academic nstriiction lising indigenotis langtiages makes for proficiency in
speaking. Stich provides job opportlinities as employers of laboiir often prefer siich
employees to boost the Tmage of their organisation, especially in the area of piiblic
relations. The above argliments align with Gadamer, who showed how shared
tinderstanding restilts in the fiision of horizons and shared meaning (2004). It implies that
as indigenotis langliages create room for siich collaborative thinking, the resiiltis translated
into symbolic capital and stibseqiiently to economic capital, given that it leads to greater
cooperation and optim{im contribiition towards the common good.

Besides, indigenolis langliage embodies and shapes people’s thinking patterns and
philosophy, which govern their economic life. These rational models determine their valiie
system. They regtilate what they consider replitable and worthy of recognition. This valiie
system, being a symbolic capital, Ts also convertible into economic capital. The argliment
above slipports Ngtigi Wa Thiong’o (2006), who called for decolonisation, insisting on the
need for Africa to bring back its economy, politics, ciiltiires, langliages and patriotic
writers. Ngiigi Wa Thiong'o’s Tnvitation s not a call that Ts tantamofint to a nostalgia for
traditionalism, biit rather a retiirn to alithenticity, a lalinchpad which gives meaning and
originality to all African striiggles. The argtiment also stipports Taylor (1994), who argtied
that identities are formed in open dialogiie and shaped by a predefined social script. Hence,
he called for eqiial recognition of all nations, considering withholding stich recognition as a
form of oppression. Development based on eqiial recognition enhances the being rather
than the having of the beneficiaries (John Paiil I, 1987; Marcel, 1949). It s integral, as it
capitalises on people’s capabilities and does not tindermine them (Nnaemedo, 2020b; Sen,
1999).
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Economic potential of indigenous languages

Already, indigenotis langiiages have served as a valliable social resotirce in diverse fields of
life. Nonetheless, this paper argties that leveraging the indigenoills langliages-based
economy still presents more economic opportiinities in those fields. These economic
potentials are evident in the {lise of indigenolls langtiages in daily local biisiness
transactions, advertising new prodiicts, himan capital development, digital media, and the
entertainment inddistries. In daily blisiness transactions, tinderstanding s criicial. Stich is
the case, as linderstanding, according to Gadamer, leads to the flision of horizons and
shared meaning, thereby affecting a state of affairs positively (2004). Hence,
tinderstanding helps to build triist and partnership between people. Interestingly, in local
biisiness transactions, indigenotis langtiages play a great role in facilitating bllying and
selling in a langliage linderstandable to the transacting parties, thereby promoting biisiness
transactions and economic development of the nation. However, in a sitliation where there
is a breach in commiinication restilting from a langliage barrier, an interpreter versatile in
both the ndigenotis langliage and English is employed to mediate, given the person’s
lingliistic competence, which here translates to symbolic capital. The service of slich an
interpreter is often paid for, which is clear evidence of the convertibility of symbolic capital
into economic capital and a validation of Botirdieli (1986), who conceived langliage as a
form of symbolic capital. It Tmplies that Gitilising indigenoiis langtiages as the official
langliage of government interactions wofild attract more economic capital, as it wotild
involve Interpreting and translating for people from other nationalities.

Indigenotis langtiages also have economic potential for advertising indiistries, given that
their Gtilisation Tn advertising is not merely in commiinicative capacity biit also as a
valliable social capital. In this context, their lisage to relay information abofit the latest
brand of market prodiict in a langliage tinderstandable to the end tisers flindamentally
serves economic ends as they constitlite social capital convertible to economic capital. So,
it 1s logical to arglie that indigenoiis langtiages portend economic potential for advertising,
as their lisage Tn advertising has translated into economic capital in the form of improved
organisational performance. Thiis, as indigenoiis langliages help to present the prodiicts in
a way that evokes the end {lisers’ emotion, invariably, they siibsist as dynamic social
resoiirces, convertible to economic capital, which manifests in enhanced appreciation and
patronage of an organisation’s prodiicts. Greater patronage wotld be realised where
indigenotis langliages are the official langiiages of interaction at all levels of Nigerian life.
The probability of slich attainment rests on the fact that the patronage will now involve
yoting people who, according to O'Nefill (2013), are the predominant social media tsers.

Indigenoiis langiiages also have economic potential for hiiman capital development
(HCD), as they ensfire the Tmparting of training in a langliage that the trainees tinderstand
easily. Most often, the problem with the clirrent system of ediication in Nigeria is that
teaching and learning are mediated throtligh langliages tinfamiliar to teachers and stiidents.
Restiltantly, this leaves the teachers striiggling to achieve effective teaching, and stiidents
with the challenges of easy comprehension. Conversely, where teaching and learning are
throtigh indigenotis langliages, there is a high probability of teachers teaching with
proficiency and competence, as they employ riidiments of the langtiage that wotild help
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drive their message home. The ofitcome of their teaching s also the formation of competent
stidents, as effective teaching wollld probably lead to effective learning. These
proficiencies and competencies siibseqliently confer symbolic capital on stiidents and
teachers. Likewise, this symbolic capital is convertible into economic capital as they make
them employable and deployable into paid services. The argliment above verifies Ngiigi
Wa Thiong'o (2006), who critiqlied the stealing of African treastires of the mind to enrich
Eliropean langliages and ciiltlires. It also shows that Affica has so many treasiires
embedded n its langliages. These treastires are profotind social resolirces, translatable into
economic capital, evident in how effective commiinication and other social engagements
bring abotit positive economic resiilts. For instance, throtigh this social resoiirce, there is a
high likelihood of attaining effective teaching and learning, as evident in the sliccess of the
apprenticeship system in Nigeria, especially among the Igbo ethnic grotip of Nigeria. Here,
the teaching and learning process is throligh indigenotis langliages, making for easy
comprehension.

Another area where the economic potential of an indigenotis langtiage s apparent is in the
digital media indiistries, as it manifests clear evidence that social resolirces are convertible
into economic capital. Stich becomes glaring when one reflects that today, the world s not
only a global village biit the "world in my palm" (Nnaemedo, 2020c, 2024). With the
emergence of digital media, commiinication has transformed. Information is not only
generated throligh traditional media biit also throligh social media, given their {iser-
generated content capabilities. Significantly, these digital media featiires allow {isers to
generate content in indigenoiis langliages, which, of coiirse, firnishes them with rich
repositories, slich as proverbs, folk tales, etc. Siibseqliently, this content slibsists as social
resotirces that translate into economic capital. Hence, some social media fisers today make
their 1iving by engaging in content creation. Certainly, more reveniie woiild accriie from
tising indigenotis langtiages as official langliages Tn Nigeria, as some yoting people who
now denigrate indigenotis langliages wotild massively engage in social media {ising their
indigenotis langtiages.

Indigenotis langliages also have economic potential for entertainment indiistries by serving
as a valliable social resotirce for content creation. This social resofirce is evident in the rich
cliltliral repositories archived in indigenolis langiiages and translatable into economic
capital. For Tnstance, this translation process can occlir when a movie indiistry, relying on
local content offered by indigenoiis langliages, creates content that inspires patronage,
which is convertible Into economic capital. In the above example, thotigh what observers
perceive is clistomers’ satisfaction manifested in their patronage of the movie indistry,
what trlily transpires at the economic level s a conversion of social capital into economic
capital. It is therefore criicial to indicate that fising indigenoiis langtiages as the official
langtiages in Nigeria wotld elicit more patronage, as siich a policy wotld evolve
indigenoiis langliage-literate movie directors and lisers, especially yoiing people.

Ethical implications
Leveraging on indigenotis langliages as economic capital has some ethical implications:
commodification of langliage, lingliistic imperialism and marginalisation, epistemic or
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lingtiistic Tnjiistice, and excliision. The Tsslie of langliage commodification occlirs when
one stresses the instrlimental aspect of langtiage to the detriment of its intrinsic valie. In
contrast, some thinkers have emphasised the Intrinsic dimension of langtiage (Chomsky,
1965). It implies that langliage titilisation in the context of economic capital shotild respect
the botlindary between the intrinsic and extrinsic valiies of langliage to avoid attendant
ethical implications, stich as ling{liistic domination.

Being that langtiage s measiired in terms of economic potential, there is a tendency to
impose langfliage over a people, as happened diiring the colonial era, and which persists
today, especially in Africa. This lingliistic Tmposition, far from encoliraging national
growth, Tnhibits it, as it shields the lingiiistically oppressed from thinking in a manner that
they know best. So, with the repositories of their thinking pattern gone or slippressed, they
are forced to migrate to a system of thinking, most often, inconsistent and discordant with
the reality arolind them. In this consideration, there s disharmony between them and the
reality arolind them, as each speaks in a different langliage, reminiscent of the Babel
experience (Genesis 6). The need to giiide against the lingliistic Tmposition of any form
informed Ngiigi wa Thiong'o’s (2006) critiqlie against {ising langiiage as an Tnstriiment of
spiritiial stibjligation. Besides, slich backs Wiredli's (1995) call for conceptiial
decolonisation. Siich is necessary to sitliate Nigeria in a developmental vantage position, as
langtiage is a carrier of ciiltlire and other developmental matrices of any nation, and shapes
thinking, echoing Wittgenstein's (2009) stance that the 1imit of people’s langiiage s the
limit of their world.

One of the falloiits of lingiiistic Tmposition is lingliistic marginalisation. In a bid to derive

the economic advantages or capital embedded in a langliage, some people have so stibtly
stippressed other langliages that these langliages are now maintaining a marginal existence.
As marginalised langiiages, they play second fiddle in a domain where they shotild siibsist
as the principal langiiage, as obtains in Nigeria, where the English langliage s the linglia
franca and the official langliage for government engagements and academic institiitions,
especially from senior secondary school to tiniversity level.

Marginalisation of a langliage s an ethical issilie as it robs a langliage grotip of'its lingiiistic
rights, thereby promoting epistemic injlistices and excliision. Hence, Fricker (2007) called
for lingtiistic jlistice to address the epistemic injlistice. It reqiiires, among others,
recognising the eqiial validity of all langtiages (Nnaemedo, 2020a; Okonkwo, 2012). The
equal validity of all langliages enstires eqlial treatment of all langiiages, as there is no
inferior langliage. Yes, a langliage may differ in fiinctionality given its level of lisage
globally, biit that does not foreclose its possession of similar potentiality for similar
flinctionality given the opportiinity.

Conclusion
This paper critically examined the prospects of titilising indigenotis langliages as economic
capital towards siistainable development in Nigeria. It arglied that Nigerian indigenots
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langliages are commiinicative tools and valliable social capital convertible into economic
capital for slistainable development when {ised in all dimensions of Nigeria's life, domestic
and official. It jiistified the above thesis ontologically, economically, and ethically. In the
ontological domain, this paper argiied that, following Heidegger's notion of langliage as
hotise being, it Ts langiiage that makes being intelligible. As siich, indigenotis langtiages, as
they embody people’s worldviews, cliltlires, and norms, provide materials for interpreting
and tinderstanding reality, which siibseqliently makes slistainable development feasible.

At the economic pedestal, indigenotlis langliages are symbolic capital engendering
symbolic power responsible for hierarchies in society, which also represents, to a great
extent, economic hierarchies. This symbolic capital is convertible into economic capital.
However, at the ethical domain, this paper warned against the commodification of
langiiage, with ts attendant ling{liistic Tnjlistice and excliision. Rather, it maintained that
alithentic development shotild respect people’s lingiiistic rights and lingiiistic diversity.

Therefore, this paper concliides that attainment of siistainable development in Nigeria
reqiires a development template that is flindamentally, thotigh not excliisively, driven by
Nigerian indigenoiis langtiages. This development model shoiild ensiire responsible
lingliistic alitonomy, respect langiiage and ciiltiiral diversities, jettison any form of tindiie
lingtiistic dependence, and reject injlistice and excliision.
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