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Abstract
There is no doubt that language and information dissemination is directly related.
It has been argued that learning is much more facilitated through theMother-tongue of an 
individual. In like manner, social messages/reproductivehealth information /reports, 
including messages to prevent or combat the spread of HIV/AIDS can best be passed 
acrossthrough a medium of the language which one understands better,in this case, 
theIndigenous language (or the mother tongue of an individual). This is because 
communication between a counselor /health worker and a counselee/patient is made more 
effective when it is passed uninterrupted by a third party or intermediary or an interpreter, 
who may not be able to interpret the psychological state of the patient or counselee.In a 
communication carried outvia an indigenous language, confidentiality is preserved thereby 
giving the HIV-positive or an AIDS patient the opportunity of effectiveinteraction between 
him and the counselor or health worker.An effectivemeans of communication is the one that 
ensures one- to- one interaction; hence messages aimed at educating people on health 
issues are best put in a language that the patient understands better. This paper is then out 
tohighlight the role of indigenous languages in communicating healthmessages especially 
as it regards educating the rural populace, who are largely illiterate in English but literate 
in their indigenous languages, on the activities thatexpose them to HIV/AIDS infection, 
taking into cognizance  the fact that HIV/AIDS is prevalent in the rural areas. The 
advantages of using theindigenous languages in effecting behavioral change are 
highlighted.Also the problems facing the indigenous languages in their use to 
fightHIV/AIDS are spotlighted. Suggestions as to improve the indigenouslanguages to make 
them more effective for social communications areproffered. The work advanced a 
comprehensive conclusion.

THE PLACE OF INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES 
IN THE FIGHT AGAINST HIV/AIDS
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INTRODUCTION
The world has been remarkably advancing in science and technology sinceafter the world 
war second. The field of medicine is not left out in thisadvancement and development to 
match up with challenges of the 20th and 21stcenturies. Despite the tremendous records of 
growth in science and technology humanity is still being faced with challenges, especially 
in the area of healthamong which is the scourge of HIV/AIDS since the last lap of the 20th 
century.
Recent reports have it that about 1.7 billion youths are infected globally, and out of this 5.4 
million are Nigerian youths.(African Journal of Reproductive Health AJRH 2012)
In the same vein, scientists and technologists have been striving hard to find a solution 
through several research efforts. Meanwhile, such advancements and break-through in 
science/technologyand in the field of medicine can only be passed across via language and 
communication. For thisreason, there is a need also for advancements in communication 
technology,and a choice of which language to use for passing the information etc.
Language, communication and education are in direct relationship with information 
dissemination concerning any issue at all. Language of course is the instrument of passing 
across thesedevelopments and advancements in the fields of science and technology. But 
unfortunately most of these latest developments are beingcarried out through only some of 
the languages of the advanced nations likeEnglish, French, Portuguese, German, etc., while 
the African languages havenot featured in any prominent position in transmitting 
information onscientific/technological and medical findings, and not on the issues of 
reproductive health.
Wood (1997) cited in Aborisade (2004.2) contends, "Increasingly the language of 
publication(in the field) is English, adding further that the position of English in some fields 
is even more stark. The major journals in practically alldisciplines are in English. "
Language is a veritable tool for effective information dissemination andeducation. It is 
intricately and intimately linked with the process of educationwhether formal or informal 
and at all levels. Communication in this work will bereferring to behavioural change 
through communication and information onreproductive health and the use of 
language/communication in the fight against~-HIV/AIDS in Africa and Nigeria in 
particular, while education will refer toenlightenment through language for behavioural 
change in matters of health asit concerns awareness about HIV/AIDS transmission and 
'cure'. 

HIV/AIDS Explained: It's Prevalence and Pandemic Nature in the Sub-Saharan 
Africa
HIV refers to Human Immunodeficiency Virus – This attacks the body's immune system 
and makes difficult to fight diseases, bacteria, virus and infections,leading to a breakdown 
of the immune system of the victim and subsequentlyleads tomany other opportunistic 
conditions which eventually leads to the Acquired ImmuneDeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) 
and eventually death.AIDS on the other hand, is theAcquired Immune Deficiency 

Global Forum for African Studies (GLOFASE) - Volume 2 No 2 June 2014
IP INDEXING ISSN: 119-0133



87

Syndrome - a clinical syndrome (a group ofvarious illnesses that together characterize a 
disease) resulting from damage tothe immune system caused by infection with the Human 
ImmunodeficiencyVirus (HIV). (Microsoft Suite 2003.14).
HIV/AIDS have been a global challenge to both the developed anddeveloping nations, 
posing economic and political problems.HIV/AIDSpandemic has resulted into illnesses 
and deaths of a large number of adults in theprime of their age, leaving many young children 
orphans. For instance World Bank report (2011)says “HIV has caused immense human 
suffering in the continent. The most obvious effect has been illness and death, but the impact 
has not been confined to the health sector; households, schools, workplaces and economies 
have been badly affected.”
HIV/AIDS is a major public health concern and cause of death in many parts of Africa. 
Although the continent is home to about 15.2 percent of the world's population, Sub-
Sahara Africa alone accounted for an estimated 70 percent of all people living with HIV 
and 70 percent of all AIDS death  in 2011(World Bank Report).
According to 2013 special report issued by the Joint United Nations Programmed on 
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the number of HIV positive people in Africa receiving anti-
retroviral treatment in 2012 was over seven times the number receiving treatment in 2005, 
“with nearly 1 million added in the last year alone. The number of AIDS-related deaths in 
Sub-Saharan Africa in 2011 was 33 percent less than the number of new HIV infections in 
Sub-Sahara Africa in 2011 was 25 percent less than the number in 2001.
Microsoft Encarta Dictionary (1993 - 2003), reports that over 25 million people are 
estimatedto have died from AIDS worldwide by the end of year 2002.At that time, 
29.4million individuals in sub-Saharan Africa were estimated to be living withHIV/AIDS, 
representing 8.8 percent of all adults of the estimated 5 millionpeople who acquired new 
HIV infection during 2002, 3-5 million lived in Sub-Sahara Africa, and over 75 percent of 
3.1 million adults and children who dieddue to AIDS during 2002 also lived in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. In four Sub-SaharanAfrican countries of Botswana, Lesotho, and Swaziland, more 
than 30 percent of the adult population is now infected.
By the last decade,a total of about 25 million people were estimated to have died from AIDS 
since the start of the pandemic.What a figure! What a pandemic! “Since the early 1980s 
when it was firstreportedit has been a major cause of death in both the industrialized world 
andthe developing nations including Sub-Saharan Africa, which has recorded thelargest 
number of deaths ever among children under age 5” (Medicine TodayVol.1 No.2 1991).
Lamenting about South Africa, (Time February 2001:40), comments,"even as youread this, 
AIDS is taking lives in Sub-Saharan Africa, swallowing families,communities, hopes 
,adding."An intimate look at a modern curse”
"In Sub-Saharan Africa, people with HIV-related diseases occupy more than half of all 
hospital beds.…Large numbers of healthcare professionals are being directly affected 
….Botswana, for example, lost 17 percent of its healthcare workforce due to AIDS between 
1999 and 2005. ”The report adds, “the toll of HIV and AIDS on households can be very 
severe. It is often the poorest sectors of society that are most vulnerable. In many cases 
AIDS causes the household to dissolve, as parents die and children are sent to relatives for 
care and upbringing, much happened before this dissolution takes place: AIDS strips 
families of their assets and income earners, further impoverishing the poor”.(World Bank 
2011 Reports)
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Nigeria the most populous country in Sub- Saharan Africa is not left out,with an estimation 
of over 6million being positive with HIV/AIDS, with Benue State topping the list with 
600,000 persons currently living with the virus.(247UREPORTS 2012)
African Journal of Medical Science September (2010:233-9), notes Nigeria as “the home to 
the third largest number of persons living with HIV/AIDS”. It is no newsthat HIV/AIDS 
remains one of the most burdensome diseases in the world today.
Commenting on the menace of the scourge of HIV/AIDS on the global youth population, 
Prof. John Idoko, Director General National Agency for the Control of AIDS (NACA) in 
Nigeria, in (AJRH 2012), notes, out of the 1.7 billion global youth population living with 
HIV/AIDS, 5.4 million are living in Nigeria. According to him, “in Nigeria 40% of persons 
living with HIV are young persons and majority between the ages of 15 and 30'', adding, 
that” about 70,000 persons get infected with the HIV on a yearly basis”.The high risk factor 
according to him include:-

“Early sexual initiation, heterosexual (biological vulnerability, inequality in 
relationships, sex with older men); men who have sex with men,sexually 
transmitted infections, alcohol, tobacco, and drugs; lack of awareness; and 
population effect/family level vulnerability”.

Recentlyin a keynote address, the DG (NACA) in Nigeria, Prof. Idoko, laments the 
vulnerability of Nigerian youths to HIV/AIDS, noting in particular that young women of the 
age brackets of 15-24 tops all other groups living with HIV/AIDS.
Notes the (AJRH 2012), in Nigeria, the HIV prevalence rate among adults age 15-49 is 3.9 
percent revealing thatNigeria has the third largest number of people living with HIV in the 
Sub-Saharan Africa.

The Role of Language in Fight against the menace of HIV/AIDS
There is an urgent need for education and social communication. This work is an attempt to 
assess the place of indigenous languages (in Nigeria) andAfrica as a whole in combating 
HIV/AIDS. It is meant to highlight the use of theIndigenous languages in communicating 
health information and practices that couldhelp reduce the HIV/AIDS pandemic. It is also 
aimed at using the indigenouslanguages in educating the masses (especially the illiterate) on 
health practicesand attitudes that can curb the spread of HIV/AIDS and enhance the lives of 
HIV positive victims, care and attitudes towards AIDS patients, information onretroviral 
drugs, etc. It is also meant to step upbehavioral change through theappropriate use of 
language.
This is because according to the World Bank report (2011), “as access to treatment is slowly 
expanded throughout the continent, millions are being extended and hope is being given to 
people who previously had none. Unfortunately though, the majority of people in need of 
treatment are still not receiving it, and campaigns to prevent new infections are lacking 
many areas”
Language and appropriate information dissemination medium are important to drive home 
the UN's message and goals of “zero new infections, zero stigmas, discrimination and zero 
HIV related deaths”, through some strategic  directions which according to the D.G NACA 
(2012) include:
(1). Revolutionizing HIV prevention 
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(2).Advancement of Human Rights and Gender equality, and 
(3).Catalising the next phase of treatment, care and support. The work also highlights the 
problems facing theindigenous languages as a tool for carrying out the onerous task, in the 
face oflack of a body of literature, on some of these languages, difficulties in translatingand 
transmitting scientific texts, etc.

Indigenous Languages in Education and Communicating Reproductive Health 
Issues.
Language is intricately and intimately linked with the process of education - formal or in 
formal and at all levels.Education on the other hand involves the socialization, integration 
anddevelopment of individuals' skills and intellect, for national survival, growth 
anddevelopment.
Communicating/reporting reproductive health has to do with passing information onhealth 
practices/issues, furnishing the people with new developments in issues ofhealth and 
preventive medicine, through sensitization and enlightenmentcampaigns. The role of 
language in education and health campaigns cannot beover-emphasized, as effective 
communication is a product of well-packagedinformation through language. That is to say, 
language use is paramount to thekind of reaction to be produced.The use of the indigenous 
languages (African languages) in the fight against HIV/AIDS has much more to do with the 
use of appropriatelanguage (of theimmediate environment) for effective communication, 
and for communication tobe effective it must have to produce result or must have produced 
resultbetween the encoder and the decoder.
Speaking about the language of scientific discoveries into which the field of medicinefalls, 
you talk about English. Most of the terminologies and publications in medicineappear in 
English.
The instrumentality of the indigenous languages as a medium ofinstruction has been eroded 
by many factors including contact with Englishlanguage which has taken an advantage of it 
as a means of bridging communication gap in a multi-lingual and multi-ethnic settings 
which has beingthe bane of most of the African countries; and as such it has been used as 
thelanguage of wider communication to enhance communication.
Yet the role of the language used as a medium of instruction in theEducational process and 
awareness campaign programs on HIV/AIDS depends(among other things) on whether 
effective communication has taken placebetween the health workers/agencies organizing 
such campaigns and the targetaudience or not. Thus education/campaign by any 
appropriate languagemedium provides knowledge, skills, values and information needed 
for effectivebehavioral change.
Emenanjo (1988 p.3) in that regard comments no two languages areever sufficiently similar 
to be considered as representing the same socialreality all learning is more meaningful, 
more effective and more creative when conducted in the mother tongue".
Effective information dissemination via the appropriate language isinevitable in the fight 
against HIV/AIDS in Africa, more so, when most of theInhabitants are rural dwellers and 
majority illiterate (in English). But theappropriate language for driving home the message 
of HIV/AIDS and some other health and reproductive health issues have beendifficult to 
come by.
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Laments a Pretoria University's Mary Crewe (Time February 12, 2001), "Wehave no 
language to talk about sex", adding, "We have no civil language aboutAIDS."
The risk factors contributing to the spread of HIV, including “prostitution high-risk 
practices among itinerant workers, high prevalence of sexually transmitted 
infections(STD)clandestine high-risk heterosexual and homosexual practices, 
international trafficking of women, and irregular blood screening”, (AJRH 2012),need to 
be communicatedthrough appropriate language. As the scourge of AIDS continues to rage 
through all Africa, people continue to perish in ignorance for lack of adequate information
and communication in an   appropriate language and inadequateinformation on HIV/AIDS 
based on the language which the cross - section ofthe mostly affected understand. Also 
issues on sexuality can be only effectivelyconveyed through the indigenous languages. To 
this end, flyers, pamphletsworkshops and meetings written or organized in the indigenous 
languages toreach the masses that are largely illiterate and dwelling mostly in the 
ruralareas, with less information and education on health issues and sexuality.
Notes the Daily Sun (June 2, 2004):

“Police and 'okada' riders top theHIV/AIDS carriers in Nigeria. No doubt, this is 
an area you find most illiteratesand semi-literates being self - employed, and due 
to the nature of their jobs areexposed to unprotected sex which is the root cause of 
HIV infection, as theypatronize the 'corners and joints to find succour after a 
day's hard work. Themilitary and those on essential duties like long-distant 
driving which take somemen outside their matrimonial homes for days/weeks, 
stand the greatest risk ofcontracting HIV infection”.

Sex education in the languages can be carried out using deejays andmusical artists who 
compose music songs in the local languages.
Uganda used this method and was able to achieve appreciable result that issaid to have kept 
down HIV/AIDS spread in the country (Newsweek July 17,2000),the method of 
communicating HIV/AIDS messages through musicals inthe languages was also used to 
change behavior in America and Europe.
Musicals on the indigenous languages from both the old and the youngmusicians in and 
around Africa, who are cherished by their fans as their iconscan go all long way as a means 
of education to change behaviour and attitude.
According to the South African- born and world acclaimed musician, Miriam
Makeba, (Time Magazine February 12, 2001), "The goal is to have each artistsay a message 
in his mother -tongue. These messages and parts of theperformance will be broadcast on 
radio and television all over Africa".
There is no doubt that education is more effective and more convincing inthe mother 
tongue of an individual, hence the UNESCO 1953 Conference ofSpecialists emphasized 
the need for mother-tongue education or the language ofthe immediate environment as a 
medium of instruction for enhancing cognitivelearning, scientific and technological 
development. India, China, Japan and ofcourse, the former Soviet Union before the break 
up of Communism, haveachieved remarkable scientific and technological feats through 
their indigenouslanguages (Ikara 1987.30).There is no doubting the fact that well - 
articulated messages in theindigenous languages will produce a better effect on the 
majority of the Africanpopulace who are rural dwellers, struggling to conquer hunger and 
poverty.
Towards the use of the indigenous languages for combating HIV/AIDS, effort should be 
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made to raise the standard and status of thelanguages against their counterparts in the 
advanced and industrialized nations,which have already made their marks on science and 
technology and medicalterminologies and vocabularies.

Problems of the Indigenous Languages in the Fight against HIV/AIDS.
In spite of the benefits accruing to the use of the African indigenouslanguages in combating 
HIV/AIDS, the languages are still facing a lot of handicaps to contend with. Apart from the 
age - long history of colonizationand contact with English, French or Portuguese, which 
have seemed tosubsume the Africa languages into the European languages.  Most of the 
Africalanguages are still grappling with the peculiar problems of status, standard andunder-
development, to match with the alarming growth of scientific andtechnological discoveries 
and inventions in which they are deficient.English as in the case of Nigeria has become the 
lingua franca – thelanguage of administration, law and politics, and the day-to-day running 
ofgovernment. In fact, it has been seen as a 'prestige' language and a gateway topublic 
enterprises and economic attainment. This has only left a negativeattitude on the part of the 
Nigerians towards the indigenous languages. To thisend, polices that are meant to favour 
and uplift the Nigerian languages aretreated with levity and in most cases relegated to the 
background.In Africa generally, Essien(1993:6) laments this situation;

“For if African languages are not used aslanguages in which the business 
of government isconducted, if they are not languages of education, 
inparticular, higher education, there simply will be no incentive on the 
part of the African populace to studythem, for one wants to study a 
language that will giveone access to a job, economic power, political 
influenceand social acceptability”.

Besides, most of the African countries have a linguistic history ofmultilingualism and 
multi-ethnicity and at the same time deficient in enough vocabulary, conditions which have 
made theEducation Research and Development Council (NERDC) and the 
NigerianLanguage Centre (NLC) to embark on the research and the publishing of the meta-
languages of some of the major Nigerian languages and some of the minority languages, 
and I guess those of the other major Nigerianlanguages, if they have been published, might 
not have been earlier than 1980sand 1990s. The meta-languages have also been deficient 
and inadequate in their coverage, which has catered only for linguistic terms, political and 
governmentterminologies, while the major areas of science/technology and medicine are 
yetto be tackled.Similarly, most of the Nigerian languages lack (as has already 
beenmentioned) standard and reliable dictionaries as most of what are in use todayare only 
mere compilations by the 'colonial missionary linguists', whose workthrough informants 
might have been outdated and may not compare with a workdone by a native-speaker 
linguist, who has a first-hand information on hislanguage. Apart from the above, the 
teaching of the linguistics of most of theseNigerian languages in the universities is still done 
in English language for lack ofappropriate registers and meta-languages for the teaching of 
the linguistics ofthese Nigerian languages. This could be termed 'one step forward and two 
stepsbackwards', as far as trying to develop the indigenous languages is concerned.In the 
same vein, translating and transcribing scientific texts into most ofthe indigenous 
languages with no standard orthography and standardizationsystems have left effective 
communication in the indigenous languages as itconcerns the fight against HIV/AIDS on 
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the cross roads, as HIV/AIDSterminologies have not been able to be domesticated into the 
indigenouslanguages systems. This leaves heath workers on HIV/AIDS with difficulties 
inpassing across certain information on the subject of HIV/AIDS, onmethods of 
transmission, stages of incubation and the tell-tale signs to be observedin HIV/AIDS 
infections.This of course creates communication barrier between health 
workers/counselors and HIV/AIDS carriers/patients. Confidentiality might be lost when an 
interpreteror a go-between has to be employed to decode information between 
healthworkers and the local communities. Vital information may also be lost on 
t ransi t . I l l i teracy and poverty also affect  a t t i tude and educat ion on 
HIV/AIDS,Affection/detection, "especially in the developing countries where constraint 
toHIV tests and case reporting is particularly acute" (Medicine Today 1991).Effective 
communication is therefore achieved when the right language isemployed to produce the 
right response/attitude from a target audience.

Methodology of Using the Indigenous Languages in Combating HIV/AIDS.
Language is a necessary vehicle for communication and that is the majortool to be used to 
address issues concerning the scourge of HIV/AIDS in Africa Preventive activity which is 
the most important tool in combating or reducingHIV/AIDS scourge can be communicated 
in the mother -tongue or a languagemost understood by the masses and the victims.For easy 
communication and effective preventive strategies on AIDSprevention and health practices, 
information should be in the indigenouslanguages. This has (as mentioned earlier), worked 
in Uganda, U.S and Europeto reduce AIDS spread. Using testimonial adverts on radio and 
television in thelanguages of the victims/AIDS activists (who are either carriers or patients 
ofHIV/AIDS, to convince the masses about the dangers of HIV/AIDS, will go along way to 
convince 'die-hard unbelievers' about the existence and dangers ofHIV/AIDS. This also 
worked in Uganda in 1993, when a former rebel fighter andarmy officer Major Rubara Mira 
Ruranga, publicly declares his HIV-status at arally on world AIDS Day. He did not stop at 
that, he set up a network for thoseliving with HIV/AIDS in Uganda, and says he, "so that 
people had somewhere togo to talk to friends" (Time Magazine Feb 12, 2001:54).Fans of 
musical artists, musicians, and artists hold their favorite artistsas icons, so these deejays, 
musicians and artists performing in the indigenousLanguages, can drive home faster the 
message of HIV/AIDS.
Miriam Makebaonce did that in South Africa (Newsweek July, 2001).Pamphlets, 
billboards, leaflets published in the indigenous languages andalso workshops, are right 
steps to create awareness and raise campaignsagainst HIV/AIDS infection and sex 
education. Some of such billboard advertsexist in Hausa language in Nigeria used by 
USAIDS to drive home the messageof condom use in preventing communicable diseases 
and family planning. HIVprevention policies should be translated into the indigenous 
languages andaction plans to address the needs of people living with HIV/AIDS (where 
theycome together to share experiences in a more intimate form) as the case inUganda, (Op. 
cit.), should be organized from time to time.Simple health practices should be translated into 
the local language forthe consumption of the general populace on issues of HIV/AIDS and 
generalhealth matters. Health practices for HIV/AIDS victims and activities should 
becommunicated in a more effective language - the mother tongue as the casemay be.Also, 
food and nutritional habits should be produced in the local languages forboth the public and 
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the victims of HIV/AIDS. Generally, basic information aboutHIV/AIDS is much more 
effectively transmitted through the indigenouslanguages.Since language and education 
work hand- in-hand, language and education are therefore needed by both the HIV/AIDS 
victims and the generalpublic on information about safety application of the spread and 
prevention ofHIV/AIDS in the society,thus the risk behaviours that expose people to HIV 
infection, care for the victims and interaction with them in order not to make them a carrier, 
thereby alleviating their psychologicaltrauma.This information must be put in the 
appropriate language to ease understanding.

Conclusion
The work has carried us through the basic definitions and explanationsabout language, its 
functions, HIV/AIDS, and the place of language incombating HIV/AIDS in Africa. From 
such detour, it is obvious that language asa source of information dissemination is relevant 
at every level of combating theHIV/AIDS scourge. Effective language education produces 
behavioural changethat put people on the right pedestal to rise above the ugly monster 
ravaging thevery basis of the Sub-Saharan African nations.
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