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Abstract 
Communication is essential to human life and language 
is the strongest vehicle of human communication in any 
society. However, when humans migrate from their first 
language community to a different location, the people 
seek a means to communicate in the new locality hence; 
they learn a second language, which may eventually lead 
to loss of the first language. This paper examines how the 
migration of Mbembe speakers can lead to the loss of the 
language. It investigates how Mbembe speakers who had 
migrated to Calabar, the Cross River State capital years 
ago interact with one another linguistically, especially in 
their homes. The study also sought to find out how the 
Mbembe language has been hampered and how this has 
adversely affected intergenerational transmission of the 
language to their children. Data for this study were 
drawn from 52 Mbembe homes in Calabar municipality 
through the snowball and purposive sampling methods. 
Findings from this study reveal that migration is a 
leading cause of the loss of Mbembe by speakers of the 
language resident in Calabar, thus based on this finding; 
it is recommended that Mbembe parents should make 
deliberate efforts to speak their language to their children 
as this will help preserve their language as well as their 
culture.  
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Introduction
Communication in its simplest form is the transmission of a message from a source to 

a receiver. Communication is as old as man himself. It is a vital tool that humans 

cannot do without. That is why humans put in all efforts to communicate. Wilson and 

Ekanem (2006) aver that “man is a communication animal”, his life depends on it. 

Communication is everywhere; man cannot avoid communication because he needs 

communication to relate with himself, people and things around him. That is the basis 

for the popular saying that “man cannot not communicate”. According to Pearson, 

Nelson, Titsworth, & Harter (2013, p.5), “Communication is everywhere. You cannot 

avoid communication, and you will engage in communication nearly every minute of 

every day of your life. Communication plays a major role in nearly every aspect of 

your life”. Communication is a process through which individuals or groups of 

individuals' exchange ideas, information, messages, feelings and notion through 

previously agreed symbols in order to influence each other, (Asemah, Nwammuo and 

Nkwam-Uwaoma, 2016).
In the biblical account of the creation of the world and man in John 1:1 “In the 

beginning was the word, the word was with God, and the word was God”. This implies 

that the first form of communication in the beginning of human existence was word-

of-mouth and by extension language. Language has always been a feature of human 

communication. Humans have always employed language through approximate signs 

and symbols to encode their messages which must be understood. Language which is 

specie-specific to humans is a system of arbitrary sound or symbols through which 

members of social group pass on information, express feelings, emotions, and 

influence the activities of one another. 
Language is the most important vehicle of communication and the expression 

of peoples' culture. Language is a distinctive feature which separates human beings 

from other creatures. It is not just a medium of communication but also a symbol of 

group identity and solidarity. More so, language helps people to know who they are, 

what linguistic and ethnic entities they belong to. It is imperative for each linguistic 

community to nurture and develop its language and guard against its appearance or 

potential disappearance (Kuju, 1999). 
When a child is born, he acquires any language spoken by the parents or by 

those around him from infancy. That is to say a normal growing child is born with an 

innate predisposition which enables him to acquire basic knowledge about the nature 

and structure of the language to which he or she is exposed to from infancy (Anyanwu 

and Ikonne, 2017 p.1). There are certain unique properties of human language that 
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makes it distinctive from the way other creatures communicate; one of such features as 

identified by Yule (2008) is cultural transmission. A child may be born to inherit 

certain hereditarily traits from his parents, but acquires language which is passed on 

from one generation to the next. Meaning that the language a child learns is not 

genetically inherited but is acquired in a particular language-using environment. The 

implication is that even when people move from one location to the other and continue 

to speak their Mother-Tongue (MT). That is the reason language scholars have 

continued to stress the need for the MT of a child to be spoken irrespective of the 

language environment he/she finds himself/herself. Every normal child has the ability 

to acquire as many languages as they are exposed to. So, acquiring his/her MT first is 

important, especially when he/she is not in the language environment of the parents.
Migration is a phenomenon that has been with humans from time immemorial. 

People move from one place to the other for several reasons in search of greener 

pastures, marriage, job transfer, under development of rural areas, lack of basic 

amenities, war, natural disasters, religious reasons, and many others. As people 

migrate from one linguistic community to another, they come in contact with 

members of different speech communities; such contacts are not without 

consequences. One of such consequences is language shift. This is a situation where 

speakers of a language abandon the language of their parents in favour of another one 

(Austin, 2008). It is against this background that this work set out to ascertain the 

effects of migration on Mbembe language and its speaker's resident in Calabar.

The Mbembe People and language
The Mbembe people are inhabitants of Obubra Local Government Area which is one 

of the 18 Local Government Areas in Cross River State of Nigeria. It is spoken by 

about 180,000 people who live in Obubra Local Government Area, Ikom Local 

Government Area and some areas in Ebonyi State. Egbe (2006) says, the word 

“Mbembe” has both ethnic and linguistic aspects; ethnically Mbembe is used to refer 

to the people and linguistically, it is used to refer to the language they speak. It is one of 

the 55 languages spoken in Cross River State; the language situation in the state is so 

distinct that some local government areas have more than five languages. 
Obubra is situated within the Central Senatorial District of Cross River State. 

The Mbembe people are divided into three major tribes that make up the main dialects 

of the language – Adun, Okum and Osopong. Egbe (2006) identified seven dialects of 

the Mbembe language to include: Adun, Okum, Osopong, Ofumbongha, Ofrekpe 

(spoken in Ebonyi State), Okpodon and Akam (spoken in Ikom LGA). The Mbembe 
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people live in compact settlements. 
The occupations of the people are farming, fishing, hunting and palm wine 

tapping. In a quest to raise their standard of living, Mbembe people embraced western 

education and are taking up secular jobs that require them to move away from their 

communities to more to urban centres. Also, as a result of civilisation and 

industrialisation, the Mbembe people are moving to urban areas to venture into 

business and work as civil and public service that will better their lives and bring 

development to their people. 

Statement of the Problem
Migration has become part of human existence. That is because human needs are 

insatiable and they have to move from one place to another to satisfy their needs. As 

such, leave their linguistic community to another for survival. The implication of this 

is they have to find a way to communicate in the new environment they moved to. 

Conversely, observations made by the researchers of this paper reveal the gradual 

decline in language use by Mbembe speakers resident in Calabar. Mbembe speakers' 

residents in Calabar are gradually shifting from their language in favour of English 

language. Migration could possibly lead to language loss unless proactive measures 

are taken by native speakers to prevent losing their language. This paper therefore 

investigates how migration can lead to language loss with particular focus on Mbembe 

speakers resident in Calabar.

Objectives of the Study
This study generally aims to find the influence of migration on Mbembe language and 

speakers. Specifically, this paper hopes to:
1. find out the role of migration in the loss of Mbembe language; 
2. find out the predominant language that Mbembe speakers in Calabar use to 

communicate in their homes;
3. examine the attitude of Mbembe speakers' resident in Calabar towards the 

language and their language preferences; and
4. Equally investigate other factors leading to the loss of Mbembe language by 

residents in Calabar.

Research Questions
1. How can migration lead to the loss of Mbembe language?
2. What is the predominant language spoken by Mbembe speakers in their 

homes?
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3. What are the attitudes of Mbembe speakers towards the language and their 

language preference?
4. What are the other factors leading to the loss of Mbembe language?

Literature Review
Language and Communication
Communication comes from the Latin word communicare, which means “to make 

common” or “to share”. Pearson, Nelson, Titsworth, & Harter (2013, p.5) define 

communication as “the process of using messages to generate meaning. It is 

considered as a process because it is an activity, an exchange or a set of behaviours, not 

an unchanging product”. Communication is the exchange of information between two 

or more people. This information may be in verbal or non-verbal modes.
Communication principles and practices can resolve disputes among nations, 

as well as among friends and family. Effective communication may not solve all the 

world's problems but better communication practices can solve or avoid many 

problems. Pearson et al. (2013, p.5) explains that “communication is everywhere. You 

cannot avoid communication, and you will engage in communication nearly every 

minute of every day of your life. Regardless of your interests and goals, the ability to 

communicate effectively will enhance and enrich your life. But learning how to 

communicate is just as important as learning about communication”.
Sociologists define communication as the mechanism through which human 

relations exist and develop. In contrast, some people limit their definitions of 

communication rather narrowly, saying, communication is the process whereby one 

person tells another something in the written or spoken form. McQuail (2010) defines 

it as a process, which increase commonality, but also requires elements of 

commonality for it to occur at all. A common language, for instance, does not 

necessarily bring people together; there are other factors too at play, such as a shared 

culture and a common interest, which bring about a sense of commonality and more 

significantly, a sense of community.
According to Ezikeojiaku (2004), language is a part of our everyday life; it is 

an indispensable part of our lives without which we cease to function.  It enables us 

perform our most mundane human functions. Humans are so engrossed with language, 

what is said and how it is said, that they never sit back to think of how language makes 

all these possible. Only when communication breaks down, do we actually understand 

the importance of language and communication. Human beings are able to 

communicate with one another through language. Without language, there would not 

be any means of interaction and communication. According to Grimsley (2015, p.1), 
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“any task that requires more than one person can only be successfully completed with 

communication and it is nearly impossible to go through a day without the use of 

communication”. Different communities have a pattern of communication; they have 

codes which they understand. They use these codes to communicate and exchange 

information among themselves, this code are formalised and standard, they are 

systematic and are understood by everyone in the community, these codes are called 

language.
Thus, Edward Sapir (1921) in O'Grady, Archibald and Katamba (2011) 

defined language as a purely human and non-instinctive method of communicating 

ideas, emotions, and desires, by means of voluntarily produced symbols. Ezikeojiaku 

(2004) positing his view as regards this definition said that “the terms, ideas, emotions, 

and desires, are vague, because, however we construct them, we find that there is much 

that is communicated by language that is not covered by these, language is not limited 

to only communicating ideas, emotions and desires. For example, the term, 'idea' is 

imprecise as there are many systems of voluntarily produced symbols that do, in fact, 

communicate which we do not regard as language such as gestures, eye gaze and 

postures. Whether language is 'purely human' and 'non-instinctive is an open 

question”. 
On the other hand, Bloch and Trager (1945) in Wardhaugh (1977) define 

language as a “system of arbitrary vocal symbols by means of which a social group 

cooperates”. In contrast to Sapir, this definition makes no appeal to the communicative 

function of language, as it puts all emphasis on the social function of language, thus 

narrowing the role of language in human interaction. This is obvious for the simple 

reason that one cannot speak without using language, but one can use language 

without speech. Hall (1968, p.158) defines language as “the institution whereby 

humans communicate and interact with each other by means of habitually used oral-

auditory symbols". By institution, he means that language is a significant practice in a 

society or culture. Thus, like Sapir, Hall treats language as a purely human institution, 

that is, that language used by a particular society is a part of that society's culture. 
Communication refers to the fact that language is a process by which 

information is exchanged between individuals through a common system of symbols, 

signs or behaviour. Thus, every society has their symbols, codes, and means of 

communication which is peculiar to them. Each language is unique in its phonology, 

morphology and syntax. Ukaegbu (2018) asserts that there is no human language 

which should be neglected or relegated to the background as every human language, 

and every aspect of its study is as interesting and important as any other item of 
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scientific interest. Sweet (1984, p.4) explains that “due to ignorance, some people 

make fun of some languages that have certain peculiar and interesting features. It 

should be noted, however, that no language is superior to another. 
Some languages have some features of nasalisation, pharyngealisation, 

velarisation and clicks, to the extreme, which makes the production of some sounds in 

the language strange and out of place to the non-native speaker”. Worthy of note is the 

fact that the study of languages would have been a boring process if all languages have 

similar features, the differences make it more interesting and provides a fertile ground 

for research in contrastive linguistics on the different phonemic and morphological 

attributes of these languages. The test of the worth of a language is and only if it 

performs all the functions that the people who use it want it to perform, only then can it 

is said to be complete (Ukaegbu, 2018).
Anagbogu, Mbah and Emeh (2010, p.25), opine that “the linguist does not pass 

value judgments, that is, he does not say that one language is good or the other bad, nor 

does he say something like, “French is better than Hausa” he merely describes 

languages as he finds them, that is, as the native speaker uses them, and leaves any kind 

of judgment to non-linguists”. If therefore every language is structurally unique and 

different, they all are also worthy of study, which is the major preoccupation of the 

linguist. According to Ezikeojiaku (2004, p.8), “every language is enormously 

complex, languages vary from speaker to speaker and from area to area, languages are 

diverse, often astonishingly so. There are surprising differences in the way languages 

are organised. Despite this diversity, there are a great many universal properties of 

languages, there are characteristics shared by some languages and there are some 

peculiar to individual languages”. 
Obviously, one can see that no matter how similar two languages are, there are 

inherent differences, no matter how closely associated two speakers of the same 

language or dialect are, there will always be some differences in the way they 

pronounce the words. This is why communication patterns vary from person to person 

and from society to society. Therefore, when people move out of their linguistic 

communities to another different linguistic terrain, having become fluent in his own 

mother tongue, how does he communicate in his new environment, bearing in mind 

that the code or symbols of communication in his own language differ from his new 

language, This situation would certainly involve the introduction of a bridge language 

or the learning of the language of the new environment as a second language plus other 

acculturation processes. Therefore, migration from one's linguistic community can 

really impair the continuous usage of one's mother tongue.
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Migration and Language
Migration is defined as permanent or semi-permanent change of residence of an 

individual or group of people over a significant distance. According to Wikipedia 

(2018), “human migration is the movement by people from one place to another with 

the intentions of settling, permanently or temporarily in a new location. The 

movement is often over long distances and from one country to another, but migrating 

internally is also possible; indeed, this is the dominant form globally. People may 

migrate as individuals, in family units or as a group”. 
Lewis (2015) opines that migration is not a new phenomenon and it isn't 

always motivated by war. Some migration is motivated by natural disaster, as things 

like tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, or floods destroy homes and 

livelihoods requiring people to flee to safer locations, sometimes permanently. In 

other cases, people may be required to move by fiat of a government or through the 

acquisition of their lands by private businesses (legitimately or illegitimately).  It may 

be the case that "development", the building of dams or the creation of new towns and 

cities may displace a population. Migrations of peoples from long ago have largely 

shaped our understanding of what the "native" languages of a region are. According to 

Jandt (2010), “People migrate for variety of reasons- from fleeing from war, or 

persecution to better economic opportunities, from political conflicts to labour 

surpluses”. 
According to Pillier (2016), humans are migratory species. Although in 

modern society the dominant imagery we have created about ourselves is that it is 

normal to be sedentary, nothing could be further from the truth. Prior to the advent of 

farming about 12,000 years ago, humans were constantly on the move. Even then, not 

everyone settled and someone or other was always pushed out and had to go and look 

for new livelihoods elsewhere. It is thus no exaggeration to say that mobility is part of 

our DNA – it is a species characteristic. But how do these two species characteristics 

go together? What does our propensity to migrate mean for the way we use language? 

And how does language play out in our motilities? If you go back far enough, almost 

everybody came from somewhere else. The movement of English, Spanish, and 

French speakers across the Atlantic from Europe to the Americas, for example, has 

drastically changed the language ecologies of the Western hemisphere.  More recent 

and smaller migrations have further shaped the linguistic environments in which we 

live as well. When one considers the origin of any tribe, or linguistic community, it 

always points back to a place where it all began till they moved to a certain place.
Whatever the cause, the movement of people also means the movement of 
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languages from their original geographic locations to new locations and to new 

language ecologies. Where users of the language come in contact with speakers of a 

specific set of other languages, in the new context, they are forced to interact with this 

very different configuration of speakers and their languages, thus the necessity to learn 

this new form. These changes in the linguistic environment, studied by linguists as 

"contact linguistics" and by sociolinguists as "language ecology," result in changes in 

the languages themselves.  Look at the influence that Spanish is having on English in 

contact zones in North America, for example, and perhaps even more obviously, that 

which English is having on Spanish in both border areas and urban centres. 
Lewis (2015) explains that as we think about the influx of refugees and safety-

seekers in Europe, we can expect to see some significant modifications in the language 

repertoires of the migrants as Arabic speakers learn German and French and English, 

as their children may become more proficient in those second languages than they are 

in their mother-tongue (and certainly more proficient than their parents and 

grandparents), and as the vocabulary and structure of both the Arabic and the German 

that the migrants speak is altered by the new kinds and increased level of contact 

between a variety of different languages. Migration is one of the causes of language 

contact and new dialect formation. Ukaegbu (2015) listed migration as one of the 

factors that motivate the formation of dialects, she opines that “when two group of 

people that speak the same language, migrate in separate directions and they no longer 

maintain close contact with another, dialects emerge from this group, when these 

different groups move to a new place, and interact with a new language , and name 

some phenomenon which were non-existent in their former community, there is a 

dilution in the original language, subsequently, an examination of the original and 

latter dialects would evidently contrast”.
These contact phenomena touch on the well-known and oft-studied feature of 

linguistic variation and the implications of that variation for identifying language.  

When will a contact variety be so altered by the influence of a second language that it is 

no longer be considered to be the same language as the more standard variety spoken in 

the homeland? We often see references in the press to contact varieties that are the 

result of longer-term contact between different languages. Apart from results such as 

contact varieties, when some speakers of a language migrate to an entirely different 

language, they cannot speak their native language in this new environment, 

consequently result to a bridge language or language learning of the latter as a second 

language. When the latter is the option chosen, the native language of the immigrants 

are abandoned, for the one that is used for wider communication in the new linguistic 
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setting, some of the immigrants may still use their native language, in conversational 

settings with their fellow, immigrant-native speaker, or may not. They may equally use 

English or the indigenous Language of the Immediate Environment (LIE). Whatever 

the case, English or the language of the immediate environment (LIE) gains 

prominence over the immigrants' native language, which becomes threatened. Then 

naturally, when children are born in this setting, they acquire English or the LIE. 
Jandt (2010, p.304) says that “when immigrants come to the United States, 

they do not maintain the old lifestyle of their home country, they begin to adapt to the 

American lifestyle”. This is true, but however, immigration does not only imperialise 
st

the culture and lifestyle, but also the language. Jandt explained that, “in the early 21  

century, many migrated again, but this time to New York and Los Angeles. They 

demonstrate a unique mix of Confucian and Latin American culture, prize business 

ownership, are out to peck each other on the cheek and interact easily, speaking the 

language of their Latino production workers”. This assertion clearly reveals how 

immigrants out rightly abandon their language and take on the language of the state or 

country they have moved in to, in order to fit in and have a sense of belonging.
Thus, Adsera and Pytlikova (2017, p.342) say that “language proficiency is 

extremely important for international migrants. Better language proficiency means 

easier assimilation in the host country and greater returns to human capital as well as 

better job opportunities and job matches, among other things. In addition, language 

skills surely influence a number of non-economic outcomes such as social integration, 

the size of the migrant's social network, his or her political participation and civic 

engagement, as well as educational attainment, health outcomes and family life. 

Familiarity with the destination language helps to minimise migration costs (both the 

direct out-of-pocket expenses and the psychological costs of leaving the home 

country) and serves as an informational channel to learn about other determinants of 

migration”. Therefore, the question is asked; do different language issues in relation to 

migration arise for first-generation adult migrants and their offspring? Consequently, 

it is necessary to consider how migration can lead to language loss, contemplating on 

the effect on the offspring of the immigrants who were born in a new linguistic 

community.

Language Loss
According to O'Grady, Archibald and Katamba (2011) when you ask an 

average person, to give you an example of a death language, his first guess 

will be Latin, but in reality, Latin did not die, but evolved over the years, 
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into French, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese and Romanian. Contrast this 

with the situation of Manx, a Celtic language indigenous to the Isle of 

Manx. Its last speaker, Ned Mandrell, died in 1974. Just one hundred years 

earlier, 12,000 people had spoken Manx, now, no one does. The language 

did not just change, it ceased to be spoken. This sort of language death is 

increasingly common in the contemporary world, accelerating a process 

that has been underway for several centuries. Some estimates show that 

sixty per cent of languages of the world are currently at risk, with few, if 

any children learning them.
The death of language is lamentable for a variety of reasons; from a 

linguistic point of view, the loss of linguistic diversity means that we have 

much less information about how language works and about the different 

forms it can take. How and why do languages die? Sometimes they die 

because the people who speak them, perished as a result of war, famine or 

epidemic that wiped out the community, more commonly today is that 

languages die because their speakers gradually use them less and less in 

favour of languages that appear to offer greater economic and educational 

opportunities. However, language loss differs from language death. When 

a language dies, it must have lost its speakers, and therefore is not spoken 

at all, but when the concept, 'language loss' is introduced, it means the 

speakers of a particular language are gradually loosing or have already 

lost their linguistic identities, yet, there would still be some speakers who 

still use the language. So language loss can be used for a specific portion 

of a linguistic population who are losing their linguistic identity. O'Grady 
et al., (2011) opines that the classic pattern of language loss involves three 

generations; the parents who are monolingual in a given language (A), their children 

who become bilingual by adopting a new language, (thus A & B), and their children's 

children, who grow up monolinguals in the new language (B) and thus are unable to 

speak their grandparents' language (A). 
Language is central and fundamental to communication, culture, and the very essence 

of people's collective identities. The permanent loss of any language is therefore a 

serious matter. Language loss arises as a result of endangerment, which is due to non-
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usage. It can occur on two levels, on a personal or familial level, which is often the case 

of immigrant communities or a central level, in which one language dominates another 

in a bilingual community. Language loss is often defined as the suppression of an 

indigenous language by its speakers in favour of a more dominant one. Language loss 

is a trademark of immigration, this is because in the quest for integration with the 

people, there has to be a common ground for communication, and since the new 

language is dominant, the immigrant has to strive to acquire it, if he must gain a place 

in the society, as this would be the bases for all interactions. Therefore, his native 

language is suppressed for the new one, and if children are borne in this new 

environment, they acquire the new language, and rarely the old one, and the circle 

repeats itself just as O, Grady et al. have noticed.
According to Nortier (2011), people who migrate to another country sooner or 

later shift to the new dominant language. This is a gradual process, it doesn't happen 

overnight, and it follows certain patterns. The fact that the original language will 

become weaker over time (and perhaps even lost), is not caused by low proficiency of 

its speakers, but by the fact that there is an increased use of the new language. In the 

course of time, the new language will be used in more and more domains at the cost of 

the original language. Language skills in the first language will be affected due to a 

decrease in its use. If you don't practice, you lose your skills. The domain in which the 

original language can be maintained longest is usually the domain of home and family. 

Once the new language enters the home, there is not a very good chance for survival of 

the original language.
The problem of the intergenerational integration of immigrants through language 

skills ultimately concerns the processes and conditions for the acquisition of 

competent second language proficiency, irrespective initially of what occurs in 

relation to the native language, in other words, it concerns the linguistic assimilation 

into the receiving context or certain elements of it. This view is sometimes countered 

by the argument that in an era of increasing international migration and transnational 

relations, bilingualism and multilingualism become more important and are also 

empirically more widespread than monolingual assimilation. It is true that 

bilingualism or multilingualism is the standard pattern of language performance, even 

outside of migration contexts, and is probably more common than mere 

monolingualism. 
Esser (2006) argues that:

� The (competent) mastery of a second language 

must in no way relate to all aspects of linguistic skills, or to 

all conceivable public or private situations. However, this 
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does not alleviate the problem: what matters is that 

language proficiency meets the formal and informal 

requirements in the relevant everyday areas and functional 

systems, such as school, training and labour market. Thus, 

a “functionally differentiated” multilingualism – and not 

just any kind – is important so that partly very specific 

requirements are set, whose (non) fulfillment can have 

clear consequences for success in the relevant functional 

areas. To this is added an often neglected and self-evident 

fact: analogous to any kind of multiple inclusion in the 

process of immigrants' social integration, linguistic 

assimilation is a necessary condition for any competent 

bilingualism or multilingualism (p. 77).
Thus, the explanation of (assimilative) second language acquisition constitutes the core of all 

of the relevant processes for the linguistic social integration of immigrants, also because, in 

logical terms alone, it is always a necessary element of the explanation of bilingualism and 

multilingualism.
 Bradley (2018) explains that first-language loss occurs almost across the board 

by immigrants' third generation. That is for example, if an immigrant is named Daniel, 

- Daniel's children would most commonly be the ones experiencing this issue, with 

Daniel as a bilingual father. Factors such as home life, the concentration of an 

immigrant community and the length of time away from a native-speaking 

environment determine the rate at which first-language attrition occurs. One largest 

factor that affects the loss of language is the attitude of native speakers towards the 

language. For instance, immigrants in America think maintaining their language and 

culture is being un-American. Children of parents who moved to a new linguistic 

environment do lose their mother tongue once they have assimilated to life in the US 

and that affects the way these children communicate with their parents. This equally 

shows how the society one has migrated to can equally influence his disloyalty to his 

native language, thus, encouraging him to learn theirs and abandon his, which is the 

concept being discussed, language loss due to migration.

Theoretical Framework
The work is based on Everett Lee's Theory of Migration. This theory 

showed up in a paper presented by Everret Lee titled “A Theory of 

Migration” presented at the Annual Meeting of the Mississippi Valley 

Historical Association, Kansas City, April 23, 1965. Everett Lee in his 
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Theory of Migration divides the factors that determine the decision to 

migrate and the process of migration into four categories:
1. Factors associated with the Area of Origin: There are many factors 

which motivate people to leave their place of origin to outside area. They are push 

factors. These Push factors include, war, outbreak of an epidemic, job 

relocation/transfer, Marriage, Education and search for greener pastures, which 

lure people out of their areas of origin.
2. Factors associated with the Area of Destination: There are very attractive 

forces at the area of destination to which the proportion of “selectivity” migrants is 

high. According to Lee, such forces are found in metropolitan areas of a country. 

Pull factors are present in such areas. These include; job opportunities, better 

infrastructures and facilities, political stability, etc.
3. Intervening Obstacles: There are intervening obstacles like distance, means 

of transportation, language, which increase migrant selectivity of the area of 

destination. These obstacles have been lessened in modern times with 

technological advances. Lee also refers to cost of movements, ethnic barriers and 

personal factors as intervening obstacles.
4. Personal Factors: Lastly, it is the personal factors on which the decision to 

migrate from the place of origin to the place of destination depends. In fact, it is an 

individual's perception of the 'pull and push forces' which influence actual 

migration. He categorises these forces into “pluses” and “minuses” respectively. 

In other words, pluses are pull factors and minuses are push factors. In between 

them are “zeros” which balance the competing forces.
These are explained in Fig. 1, where the first circle represents the area of origin 

and the second circle the area of destination. The sign pluses represent the forces that 

attract people to a place (pull factors) and that of minuses represents the forces that 

push people from the area. Zeros represent the indifference of the people towards 

migration. In between these forces are the intervening obstacles.

  
Figure 1 from Divisha (2017)  
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 It is necessary to point out here, that language is one of the intervening 

obstacles that serious consideration is given to, before a migration decision is made. If 

the country has a status of compulsory learning their language before issuance of visa, 

and a consideration of the immigrants' continuous usage of his native language. The 

language status of the country would decide the survival or loss of the immigrant's first 

language. Therefore, this theory is suitable as a platform to apply the effect of 

migration on language loss.

Methodology
In most scientific research, the nature of what one is studying determines the research 

design to adopt. For this research, the survey method was used to generate data for the 

analysis. Survey research method gives the researcher an opportunity to have a face-

to-face interaction with their respondents while studying them in their natural 

environment. In-depth interview was the instrument used to gather data for the 

qualitative analysis. In-depth interviews, as noted by Wimmer and Dominick (2011, 

p.139), “is a qualitative method which provides detailed background information 

about respondents and elaborates on data concerning respondents' opinions, values, 

motivation, reconciliations, experiences and feelings”. They further note that “the 

most important advantage of the in-depth interview is the wealth of detail that it 

provides and the more accurate responses it gives on sensitive issues” (p.139). This 

method is therefore the most appropriate for the study, as it will aid the researcher 

gather information from the respondents concerning the issue under investigation.
The population of the study is the entire Mbembe speakers resident in Calabar, 

the Cross River State Capital. Although there are no figures available to ascertain the 

number of Obubra people living in Calabar, the population were drawn from the two 

Local Governments Areas in Calabar Metropolis (Calabar Municipality and Calabar 

South). 
To effectively carry out this study and reach out to the respondents, the 

research adopted the snowball sampling method. The snowball method occurs when 

you rely on members of a group to introduce you to other members (Treadwell, 2011). 

According to Wimmer and Dominick (2011, p.94 – 95) “a researcher randomly 

contacts a few qualified respondents and then asks these people for the names of 

friends, relatives, or acquaintances who may also qualify for the study”. For this study, 

the researcher who is also a speaker and native of Obubra contacted family, friends and 

acquaintances of Obubra/Mbembe origin who in turn referred the researcher to other 

speakers/homes that qualify for the research. The researcher then snowballed and 
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interviewed members of 52 homes – parents and children (25 in Calabar South and 27 

in Calabar Municipality). Using purposive sampling technique, the researcher 

conducted the interview session with only parents and teenagers. The parents are 

considered the first-generation adult migrants and their children are second-

generation migrants. 

Data Presentation and Analysis
The analysis of the data was presented qualitatively. The 52 families were interviewed 

properly with an average of 35 minutes per family. Due to the duration of the interview, 

a summary of the responses was presented based on the four research questions raised 

in the study. The following abbreviations will be used to represent respondents: PF1 – 

Parents family 1 and CF 1 – Children Family 1, 2, 3 and so on. 

Research question one: How can migration lead to the loss of 

Mbembe language?
Data collected and analysed the respondents in respect to this research question 

affirmed that migration is a leading cause of language loss by Mbembe speakers 

resident in Calabar. Responses from most of the parents indicated they have been in 

Calabar for over 25, 15, 18, 10years and some 5years. Some parents noted that they 

hardly speak the Mbembe language when they are in Calabar except when they have 

visitors in their home, send children on errands, give children commands and during 

quarrels or when attending meetings (political and association). The excerpts from one 

of the homes read:
PF-3: I have lived in Calabar for 22 years; I had 

all my children here. I hardly speak my dialect 

(Mbembe) in my house except when we have 

guest over at our house. It is only when I travel 

home for occasion that I speak the dialect. 
PF-5: I came to Calabar thirty years ago for my 

university education, since then I have lived 

here. I rarely speak my language in Calabar, 

because it is not understood by all. So even in my 

house I hardly speak it unless when relatives 

from the village come visiting or come to live 

with us. I am sure that if I were still in village my 

children would have spoken my language.
CF-3: My parents moved to Calabar when I was 
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6years old, all my other siblings were born here. 

When I was in the village my grandma and 

parents, friends used to speak language with me 

and I could respond. But right now all I can say 

are a few greetings their responses. If I were to 

be in the village or if my parents continued 

speaking with me I would have been an expert 

now.
From the data collected, it is obvious that migration is a leading cause of the 

loss of Mbembe language by those residing in Calabar. Maybe if Cross River State 

does not have this peculiar language situation of many languages, migrants moving 

from one LGA to the other or the state capital would not have the problem of 

abandoning their MT to favour any other language. The language spoken in the entire 

state would have been one language like in the case of Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba and 

people would have naturally continued to communicate in the MT. This does not mean 

that parents are to be excused for not making efforts to pass on their language to their 

children, particularly knowing that children can acquire as many languages as they are 

exposed to. 

Research question two: What is the predominant language spoken by Mbembe 

speakers in their homes?
Analysis of data collected from both parents and children indicate that the 

predominant language spoken by speakers of Mbembe language resident in Calabar 

especially in their homes is the English language. Respondents were asked how often 

they spoke the language, majority of them said very rare. However, some residents 

indicated that they use Mbembe language in their home more often, in the case of the 

residents, all the children were born in the village before migrating to Calabar. In most 

homes where the language is not spoken at all, the children were either all born in 

Calabar or one of the parents is not a native speaker.  
 PF-15: Well I don't remember the last time I spoke the 

language with my children, what we use in the house is 

mostly English language.
PF-9: When my kids were growing up, I used to speak my 

language with them but they wouldn't understand. So I 

resulted to use the English language that they all 

understand. 
CF-3: my parents hardly speak the language with us, 

what they speak is English. They only use Mbembe 
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sometimes when they want to a scold us, call us and send. 

Sometimes they use the language when they are 

quarrelling among themselves.
This means that Mbembe speakers in Calabar are gradually losing their 

language in favour of English language. Indigenous languages in African are seen a 

means of bonding families together, when these languages are endangered as result of 

its speakers abandoning it. Then families will lose their connection, they will no longer 

be any form of secrecy and the sacredness of families will no longer be revered.  

Research question three: What are the attitudes of Mbembe children towards the 

language and their language preference?
This question was posed to find out how Mbembe speakers particularly children 

perceive their language, to find out if they feel comfortable speaking their language, 

how they feel when spoken to and also find out the language they prefer. Data collected 

and analysed for this research questions revealed that the perception of a majority of 

the teenagers varied in different aspects. Responses from most of teens indicated that 

they feel comfortable with the language especially when they try to speak it. They 

noted that it is a rare and unique language that makes it different from other languages. 

Some respondents say they do not feel comfortable with the language because it sound 

weird and difficult to understand.
CF-30: I feel happy when my parents speak the language 

to me because it is rare and unique and you can hardly 

see any other person who understands it. 
CF-3: on my own I make effort to understand the 

language because I feel special whenever someone 

speaks the language to me especially in public. It gives 

me a sense of identification and am comfortable with it.
CF-2: I will like to learn how to speak Spanish or French 

because of the opportunities I will get if I can speak any 

of those languages. Mbembe language cannot take me 

far, but English and these other languages will. Mbembe 

language even sounds strange to me. 
As for the language preference, majority of the respondents noted that they 

prefer English language to Mbembe language reason been that, English is easier to 

understand by all. They also said speaking English is more convenient. Some of the 

respondents preferred their mother languages to the Mbembe language reason been 

that their mothers speak their languages more often with them compared to their 

fathers. 
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CF-8: it takes time for my siblings to understand what I am saying in Mbembe so I 

easily switch to English and will always prefer to use it.  Mbembe language doesn't 

sound as nice as English so I prefer to use it. 

Research question four: What are other factors leading to the loss of 

Mbembe language?
Data analysed from parents indicated that they are many more factors leading to the 

loss of Mbembe language other than migration. Some of these factors include: inter-

tribal marriages, dialectal differences and language preference. This means that 

migration might not be the only problem leading to the loss of Mbembe language by 

those residing in Calabar. The excerpts from respondents read:
PF-4: when we started having our children I always 

speak my language (Mbe – language spoken by the 

Mbube people in Ogoja CRS) with my children, my 

husband asked me to stop that if they the children can't 

speak his own language they should rather speak 

English.
PF-3: During the early days of our marriage, I learnt a 

few things from my husband's language but I cannot even 

remember when and how we stopped speaking the 

language and all we use in our communication in the 

house now is English. I also tried to teach my children a 

few basic words in Igbo but their father insisted it had to 

be Mbembe. Now the children can neither speak nor 

understand any of our languages.  
On the other hand, few of the parents interviewed revealed that the dialect of 

Mbembe they speak is different from that of their spouse. This sometimes confuses the 

children, and that as it stands they are currently speaking English to avoid confusing 

the children. 

Discussion of Findings
Findings from this study revealed that most Mbembe speakers resident in Calabar are 

not communicating with their language especially in their homes. Even though they 

are aware that not speaking the language with their children could lead to language 

loss. Findings also reveal that migration amongst other factor have the potential of 

leading to language loss. Further analysis of data collected indicated that both parents 

and children who are supposed to be native speakers of Mbembe prefer to use English 
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as the language of communication. The implication is that the language is losing it 

speakers and the loss of speakers consequently means the loss of language.  In some 

homes visited, they were several cases of inter-tribal marriages – Mbembe and Igbo, 

Mbembe and Ogoja, Yakuur, Boki, Akwa Ibom amongst other tribe. This scenario 

could be a major factor leading to language loss, in a home where both mother and 

father speak two different languages and the battle of supremacy ensues and the 

children are left with no language option other than English. 
Multilingualism in the home due to inter-tribal marriage should be a blessing 

and not a restrain to indigenous language use in the home. It better benefits the child 

who inadvertently learns the indigenous language of both parents alongside English 

which is an advantage and no disadvantage to him. Therefore parents need not use this 

as an excuse as the child can acquire both intermittently, as research has shown that 

children below six years can acquire as much languages   as possible, and yet be able to 

use them separately.
Nortier (2011) had opined that “people who migrate to another country sooner 

or later shift to the new dominant language. This is a gradual process, it doesn't happen 

overnight, and it follows certain patterns. The fact that the original language will 

become weaker over time (and perhaps even lost), is not caused by low proficiency of 

its speakers, but by the fact that there is an increased use of the new language. In the 

course of time, the new language will be used in more and more domains at the cost of 

the original language”. This is the fate of most Mbembe speakers resident in calabar 

now, as less population speak their native language even at home, as compared to the 

majority who speak English both at home and their working environment. 
The gradual loss of Mbembe language even in the home of supposed native 

speakers, is due to the disparity in location of Mbembe people in Calabar metropolis, 

creating a lower probability of indigenous speakers running into each other, and a 

higher propensity of communicating more with speakers of other linguistic groups. 

These people from these different backgrounds are met in the neighbourhood, 

working places, schools, church, market, etc. and the necessity to communicate 

creates the mandated effort to learn English or Efik (the language of the immediate 

environment) which the Mbembe speakers, have no option but learn at all cost to the 

detriment of their own language, which is swept under the carpet, for the ones that will 

be socially and economically relevant to him. Therefore, when the kids are born in 

Calabar, the most important language for them to acquire, becomes English, which 

they speak as their first language, ignoring their mother tongue, thus intergenerational 

transmission is cut off.
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The Mbembe language has several dialects that one will think are mutually 

intelligible, unfortunately, there are major differences in tones and some words that 

make it impossible for Mbembe speakers to easily understand themselves even in the 

same house. Let's consider the following examples:

S/NO ADUN OKOM OSOPONG GLOSS 
1. Aninje Abubuhi Akeke Pepper 
2. Ojangbohoro Arankeri Ababhun  Cassava 
3. Ogbundara Odakpa Ugbumun Spoon 
4. Odang Edung Odang Pounded yam 
5. Lep Dam Lewa Sweet 

 This situation is peculiar to the Cross River state and few other states in 

Nigeria, as these are states where three or more different languages that have no 

mutual intelligibility can co-exist in the same Local Government area. Otherwise, 

migration between local governments in the same state would not have had much 

linguistic implication, but migration within the same area, would prompt the learning 

of a new language not to talk of outside one's immediate LGA. Therefore, Cross River 

state faces more risk of language loss due to migration than most other states in 

Nigeria, as the state alone has more than fifty-four distinct languages. While this poses 

no problem for an Igbo man/family that migrates from Abia to Imo state, as the worst 

case scenario would be dialect variation, but in the area of study, the reverse is the 

case.

Conclusion
When a language dies, it dies with the history, culture and traditions of its owners, 

which is the very essence of identity, and bearing in mind that no one would save one's 

language if not oneself, it is therefore important for speakers of different languages to 

make conscious effort to maintain their language and avoid its loss, no matter where 

they find themselves. This study concludes that migration is a major factor leading to 

language loss; this means that the more people migrate from rural to urban areas, the 

more languages in Nigeria face possible endangerment. This can, however, be averted 

if native speakers of languages decide to migrate with their mother tongue to the new 

linguistic environment. 
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Recommendations
From the findings of this research, the following recommendations are made;
1. There should be passion for our indigenous languages. One should not allow 

imperialism to dominate all aspects of one's life, therefore parents should strive to 

use their indigenous languages at home mandatorily with their kids, as have been 

noticed, the indigenous language becomes a code or secret language among 

family members in foreign cities or countries. 
2. Once in a while, parents should travel to their native or country homes with 

their kids, they  should not just be concerned with language loss, but the children 

being alien to their customs and beliefs is a total failure on the part of the elder, 

who has just succeeded in disengaging his children from his roots.
3. The use of indigenous names is fundamental in preserving our languages even 

when outside our linguistic communities, as the continuous effort by people to 

know the meaning of the child's name, expands the awareness of the existence of 

such language. The teaching of indigenous songs, both religious and traditional 

songs also help to give the children a sense of identity.
4. Finally, visits among friends and relatives who use same language often 

provide the best opportunities for effective and frequent linguistic interactions, 

which have proven efficient for the survival of indigenous languages among 

families based abroad.
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