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Abstract: This study examined how language, sacred memory, and inherited
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inherited religious knowledge amid generational change, formal education,
religious transformation, and expanding digital communication. A cross-
sectional survey was conducted among students, teachers, religious participants,
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Quick Response Code cultural practitioners, and community members in Nigeria; of 490 questionnaires
™ administered, 452 valid responses were analyzed (92.2% usable response rate).
Data, gathered via structured questionnaire, were examined using descriptive

statistics and Pearson correlation. Findings revealed a significant positive
relationship between engagement with indigenous religious narratives and
awareness of religious historical knowledge (r = 0.57, p < 0.001); familiarity
:l:gl with culturally embedded speech, chants, and prayers was positively associated
with perceptions of religious heritage continuity (r = 0.62, p < 0.001); and
participation in community-based religious and cultural practices was
significantly related to perceptions of intergenerational transmission of religious
knowledge (r = 0.55, p < 0.001). The findings indicate that religious heritage
persists not solely through written records or institutional instruction but through
recurring acts of speaking, listening, remembering, performing, and interpreting.
The study concludes that the living forms through which sacred knowledge is
expressed constitute vital channels of historical continuity and cultural meaning,
recommending community-based documentation, culturally grounded learning,
and intergenerational programmes that recognize oral and expressive traditions
as resources for sustaining African religious heritage.
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Knowledge, Cultural Transmission, Oral Tradition, Religious History, Africa.
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1. INTRODUCTION intelligible, and transmissible (Finnegan, 2012;
Religious heritage in Africa has never been a Okpewho, 1992; Vansina, 1985).

static museum of beliefs. It lives in the breath of the

speaker, the cadence of the chant, the rhythm of the Contemporary Africa, however, is undergoing
drum, the recitation of lineage names, and the quiet profound transformations that place these inherited
exchanges between elders and children at the family modes of transmission under considerable pressure.
shrine or church pew. Across the continent, sacred Urbanization, — migration, ~ formal ~ Western-style
knowledge has historically been carried not primarily education, the dominance of colonial and global
through codified texts but through performed, spoken, languages, the rapid expansion of Pentecostal and
and remembered forms: prayers, invocations, proverbs, charismatic Christianity, and the ubiquity of digital
folktales, praise poetry, ritual formulae, and communal communication have collectively altered how younger
festivals.  These  expressive  repertoires  are generations encounter and interpret religious tradition
simultaneously linguistic and religious; they are the very (Kalu, 2008; Olupona, 2014). Where once the
medium through which the sacred becomes audible, transmission of sacred knowledge depended on face-to-
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face apprenticeship within a kin and community
network, it now competes with curricula, screens, and
commodified religious media. The result is not
straightforward loss but a complex negotiation in which
traditions are retained, selectively remembered,
reinterpreted, and at times reinvented.

Language occupies the centre of this
negotiation. In much of Africa, the language of the
sacred is the language of the hearth. Prayers uttered in a
mother tongue carry associations, tonalities, and
metaphorical depths that translation into a metropolitan
language often flattens. When a child learns to recite a
lineage praise-name in Igbo, Yoruba, Hausa, Akan, or
Zulu, the child is not merely acquiring vocabulary; the
child is being initiated into a memory community whose
identity is bound up with that speech (Ong, 2002).
Conversely, where the indigenous language weakens, the
religious concepts embedded in it the names of deities,
the grammar of supplication, the poetry of lament may
also weaken, producing a form of spiritual amnesia
(Anizoba, 2024).

This study proceeds from the conviction that the
survival of African religious heritage cannot be
adequately explained by written archives or institutional
instruction alone. It argues that the living, expressive
forms of sacred knowledge speaking, -chanting,
narrating, performing, and remembering constitute vital
channels of historical continuity. By empirically
examining the relationship between engagement with
indigenous religious narratives, familiarity with
culturally embedded sacred expression, and participation
in community-based practices, this study seeks to
illuminate the mechanisms through which religious
heritage is sustained and renegotiated in contemporary
African communities.

1.1 Background to the Study

Africa's religious landscape is among the most
dynamic in the world. It encompasses indigenous
traditions with deep historical roots, alongside
Christianity and Islam that arrived through trade,
missionary activity, and colonial expansion, and which
have since undergone vigorous processes of
Africanization (Kalu, 2008). Within this plural
environment, the transmission of religious heritage is not
a single-lane process. It is a densely interwoven network
in which indigenous narratives, scriptural stories, ritual
accounts, and everyday religious communication
circulate and cross-pollinate.

Nigeria offers an especially instructive context.
With over 500 indigenous languages, it is one of the most
linguistically diverse nations on earth, yet many of these
languages are classified as endangered or vulnerable, and
younger urban cohorts increasingly default to English or
Nigerian  Pidgin  (Guardian  Nigeria,  2023).
Simultaneously, Nigeria is home to vigorous indigenous
religious traditions among the Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, and

numerous other groups as well as to some of the largest
Pentecostal movements in the world (Pew Research
Center, 2006). The convergence of linguistic shift and
religious dynamism makes Nigeria a fertile setting for
examining how sacred memory is voiced, retained, and
reinterpreted.

The arts and cultural education have long been
recognized as critical vehicles for this transmission.
Ndebilie and Onyebuchi-Igbokwe (2020) argued that
cultural and creative arts education, particularly through
folklore, can reposition indigenous knowledge within
formal learning; her later work on visualizing Igbo
folklore extends this argument by demonstrating how
folk narratives migrate across media (Ahamefula et al.,
2026). The present study builds on such scholarship by
foregrounding language and expressive practice as the
connective tissue of religious heritage. The relationship
between cultural conditions and  educational
participation also deserves attention, as Onyebuchi-
Igbokwe (2025) examined cultural and socioeconomic
barriers affecting girls' education in Northeast Nigeria.
Although that study addresses educational access rather
than religious heritage transmission, it highlights the
importance of considering the wider social and cultural
environment in which knowledge is acquired and
transmitted. The present study builds on these
perspectives by foregrounding language, sacred
memory, and expressive practices as channels of
religious heritage transmission.

Education also provides an important avenue
for preserving indigenous knowledge and sustaining
cultural continuity. Onyebuchi-Igbokwe and Amanze
(2025), in their study of indigenous knowledge and rural
education in Nigeria’s Middle Belt, examined how
community-based education, arts-integrated pedagogies,
storytelling, indigenous crafts, and oral traditions can
support knowledge preservation and intergenerational
learning. Their work reinforces the importance of
culturally grounded educational approaches in sustaining
inherited knowledge. Although their study focuses on
indigenous  knowledge and  sustainable  rural
development rather than religious heritage specifically,
its emphasis on oral traditions and intergenerational
learning provides a useful complementary perspective
for understanding how cultural knowledge may be
transmitted. The present study extends this discussion by
examining the roles of sacred narratives, culturally
embedded religious expression, and community-based
practices in transmitting religious heritage.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Despite widespread recognition that African
religious traditions are being eroded, the precise
mechanisms through which sacred knowledge is retained
or lost remain under-theorized and under-evidenced.
Public discourse often laments cultural decline in general
terms "our children no longer speak the language", "the
festivals are dying" without systematically linking
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specific expressive practices to measurable outcomes in
religious-historical awareness and perceived continuity.
Three gaps are especially salient.

First, much existing scholarship is either purely
theoretical or purely ethnographic, offering rich
description but limited quantitative evidence on how
engagement with religious narratives relates to
knowledge of religious history. Second, studies of
language shift and studies of religious change frequently
proceed in parallel without integration, leaving the
religious dimension of language loss underexplored.
Third, the intergenerational transmission of religious
knowledge is often assumed rather than tested; the
relationship between community participation and
perceived transmission is rarely quantified.

The problem, therefore, is that stakeholders,
educators, religious leaders, cultural institutions, and
policymakers lack robust empirical evidence on which
channels of transmission actually matter most. Without
such evidence, interventions risk being misdirected,
targeting written documentation while neglecting the
living oral and expressive practices that carry the sacred.
This study addresses this problem by empirically testing
the relationships between engagement with indigenous
religious narratives, familiarity with sacred expression,
participation in community practices, and three outcome
constructs: religious historical knowledge, perceived
heritage continuity, and perceived intergenerational
transmission.

1.3 Objectives of the Study

The broad objective was to examine how
language, sacred memory, and inherited religious
practices interact in the transmission of religious heritage
in contemporary Africa. The specific objectives were to:

1. Determine the relationship between
engagement with  indigenous religious
narratives and awareness of religious historical
knowledge.

2. Examine the relationship between familiarity
with culturally embedded speech, chants, and
prayers and perceptions of religious heritage
continuity.

3. Assess the relationship between participation in
community-based religious and cultural
practices and perceptions of intergenerational
transmission of religious knowledge.

4. Recommend evidence-based strategies for
sustaining African religious heritage through
oral and expressive traditions.

1.4 Research Questions
In line with the objectives, the study sought to answer the
following questions:
1. What is the relationship between engagement
with indigenous religious narratives and
awareness of religious historical knowledge?

2. What is the relationship between familiarity
with culturally embedded speech, chants, and
prayers and perceptions of religious heritage
continuity?

3. What is the relationship between participation
in community-based religious and cultural
practices and perceptions of intergenerational
transmission of religious knowledge?

1.5 Research Hypotheses
The following null hypotheses were tested at the 0.05
level of significance:

e HO;: There is no significant relationship
between engagement with indigenous religious
narratives and awareness of religious historical
knowledge.

e HO,: There is no significant relationship
between familiarity with culturally embedded
speech, chants, and prayers and perceptions of
religious heritage continuity.

e HO3: There is no significant relationship
between participation in community-based
religious and cultural practices and perceptions
of intergenerational transmission of religious
knowledge.

1.6 Significance of the Study

The study is significant on several fronts.
Theoretically, it contributes to interdisciplinary
scholarship by integrating Orality Theory, Social
Memory Theory, and the Socio-linguistics of Religion to
explain religious transmission. Practically, it provides
evidence to guide curriculum designers, cultural
institutions, and religious bodies in designing
intergenerational programmes that leverage oral and
expressive traditions. Policy-wise, it offers a rationale for
treating indigenous languages as heritage infrastructure
rather than mere communication tools. Finally, it
contributes to the documentation of African religious
heritage at a moment when such documentation is
urgent.

1.7 Scope of the Study

The study was delimited to Nigeria, with
respondents drawn from selected urban and peri-urban
communities across the South-East, South-West, and
North-Central geopolitical zones. Respondents included
students, teachers, religious participants, cultural
practitioners, and community members. The study
focused on three transmission channels (narrative
engagement, sacred expression familiarity, and
community participation) and three outcome constructs
(religious historical knowledge, perceived continuity,
and perceived intergenerational transmission).

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Conceptual Review
2.1.1 Language and Sacred Expression
Language is not a neutral vessel for religious
content; it is constitutive of it. In African religious
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contexts, the sonic and semantic properties of speech
tone, rhythm, repetition, parallelism, and figurative
density are integral to the efficacy and meaning of
prayer, invocation, and praise (Okpewho, 1992). The
concept of sacred expression adopted in this study refers
to the culturally embedded speech forms through which
religious meaning is voiced: chants, incantations,
prayers, proverbs, praise names, and ritual formulae.
These forms are typically transmitted orally and
performatively rather than through formal instruction.

Hymes (1974) established that speech is a
culturally organized resource governed by rules of
appropriateness and performance. Applied to religion,
this means that sacred expression requires not just
linguistic competence but communicative and ritual
competence knowing not only what to say but when, to
whom, and in what register. When the indigenous
language weakens, this layered competence is
jeopardized, and with it the depth of religious
understanding (Anizoba, 2024).

2.1.2 Sacred Memory

Sacred memory denotes the shared, socially
sustained recollection of religious events, persons,
ancestors, and obligations that constitutes a community's
religious identity. It draws on Halbwachs's (1992)
concept of collective memory and Assmann's (2011)
notion of cultural memory the "institutionalized"
memory carried through repetition, ritual, and canonical
forms. Sacred memory is thus both commemorative and
generative: it recalls the past and shapes present action.

Crucially, sacred memory is performance-
dependent. It is enacted through anniversaries, festivals,
libations, and recitations rather than merely stored.
Connerton (1989) distinguished "inscribing" practices
(writing) from "incorporating" practices (bodily
performance), arguing that the latter are essential to how
societies remember. African religious heritage is
overwhelmingly of the incorporating kind, which
explains both its resilience and its vulnerability.

2.1.3 Religious Heritage

Religious heritage refers to the inherited body
of beliefs, practices, narratives, objects, and expressions
transmitted across generations within a faith or tradition.
It includes both tangible elements (shrines, regalia,
manuscripts) and intangible elements (rituals, music, oral
narratives). UNESCO's (2003) Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
foregrounded the intangible dimension, recognizing oral
traditions, performing arts, and social practices as
heritage in their own right.

In African contexts, religious heritage is deeply
plural. Indigenous traditions coexist and interpenetrate
with Christianity and Islam, producing hybrid forms for
example, the incorporation of indigenous cosmology into
Pentecostal deliverance practice (Kalu, 2008; Nel, 2019).

Religious heritage in Africa is therefore best understood
not as a bounded inheritance but as a living, contested,
and continually negotiated resource.

2.1.4 Oral Tradition and Transmission

Oral tradition refers to the body of knowledge
transmitted by word of mouth across generations
(Vansina, 1985). It encompasses folktales, myths,
legends, genealogies, and ritual accounts. Finnegan
(2012) cautioned against treating oral literature as merely
"pre-literate residue", insisting that oral forms have their
own artistry, conventions, and functions. Transmission,
in this study, refers to the processes by which religious
knowledge passes from one generation to the next and is
received, interpreted, and reproduced.

Transmission is never passive replication. Each
generation reinterprets what it inherits, adapting it to new
circumstances (Sperber, 1996). This interpretive
dimension is central to the study's argument that heritage
persists through "recurring acts of speaking, listening,
remembering, performing, and interpreting".

2.2 Theoretical Framework

This study was anchored on three complementary
theories.

Orality Theory: Ong (2002) argued that oral cultures
are not simply cultures lacking writing but cultures with
distinctive psychodynamics, in which knowledge is
embedded in memorable, formulaic, and rhythmic forms.
Applied here, orality theory explains why chants,
proverbs, and praise poetry are not decorative but
functionally mnemonic they make sacred knowledge
memorable precisely because it must survive without
text. This theory predicts that engagement with oral
religious forms should be strongly associated with
retention of religious-historical knowledge.

Social (Cultural) Memory Theory: Halbwachs (1992)
and Assmann (2011) theorise memory as socially
constructed and culturally mediated. Cultural memory
theory holds that societies maintain continuity through
repeated, institutionalized acts of commemoration.
Applied to religious heritage, it predicts that participation
in communal practices should sustain perceptions of
intergenerational  continuity.  Connerton's  (1989)
emphasis on embodied practice further grounds the
prediction that participation, not mere belief, drives
transmission.

Socio-Linguistics of Religion: Drawing on Fishman
(1972) and Hymes (1974), this perspective holds that
language and religion are mutually implicated: language
carries religious meaning, and religion invests language
with sacred value. Where the indigenous language
weakens, religious concepts thin out. This perspective
grounds the study's focus on familiarity with sacred
expression as a predictor of perceived heritage
continuity.
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2.3 Empirical Review

Empirical work on African religious
transmission spans several disciplines. Osei-Tutu (2023)
developed an African oral traditional storytelling
framework, demonstrating that storytelling remains a
powerful pedagogy for cultural and ethical transmission.
In Ghana, a study of Akan oral forms found that folktales
and proverbs continue to transmit ethical lessons and
provide frameworks for moral reflection in educational
settings (Eizadirad & Wane, 2023). These findings align
with the present study's expectation that narrative
engagement predicts religious-historical awareness.

On language erosion, recent evidence
documents rapid decline in indigenous language use
among younger Nigerians, with attendant loss of cultural
and ecological knowledge (Guardian Nigeria, 2023; IRE
Journals, 2023). Geo-informatics research on Igbo
cultural landscapes identified the "gradual disappearance
of indigenous religious beliefs" as a perceived trend,
alongside the loss of sacred forests (Innspub, 2023). This
supports the study's premise that linguistic and religious
decline are linked.

Work on religious transformation shows that
Pentecostalism both threatens and revitalizes indigenous
cosmology. Kalu (2008) documented how African
Pentecostalism is "distinctly African in character",
absorbing indigenous worldview elements, while Nel
(2019) argued that African Pentecostal spirituality can be
enriched by reconnecting with its mystical roots.
Anizoba (2024) found that Christianity's encounter with
Igbo heritage produces both clash and blend, reshaping
ethical and religious norms.

On documentation and digital archiving,
emerging scholarship examines how Al and digital
media may accelerate or mitigate the erosion of oral
histories, with community-led archiving identified as a
promising model (Trinitarian International Journal of
Arts and Humanities, 2025). Ndebilie et al., and
Ahamefula et al., (2020, 2026) showed that folklore can
be repositioned within arts education and migrated
across visual media, offering a model of creative
transmission.

2.4 Gaps in the Literature

Despite this rich body of work, several gaps
persist. First, most empirical studies are qualitative or
ethnographic; few quantify the relationship between
specific expressive practices and religious-historical
knowledge. Second, language-shift research and
religious-transmission ~ research  rarely  converge
analytically, so the religious consequences of language
loss remain under-measured. Third, the assumed link
between community participation and intergenerational
transmission is seldom tested statistically. Fourth, the
literature is geographically uneven, with heavy
concentration on Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa, and

limited comparative work. This study addresses the first
three gaps directly.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design

The study adopted a descriptive cross-sectional
survey design. This design was appropriate because it
allowed the researchers to collect data on multiple
variables at a single point in time from a relatively large
sample, and to examine relationships among variables
using correlational statistics (Creswell & Creswell,
2018).

3.2 Area of the Study

The study was conducted in selected
communities across three geopolitical zones of Nigeria:
South-East (Imo, Anambra, Enugu States), South-West
(Lagos, Oyo States), and North-Central (Benue,
Nasarawa States). These areas were selected for their
linguistic and religious diversity and for the coexistence
of indigenous, Christian, and Islamic traditions.

3.3 Population of the Study

The target population comprised five categories
of stakeholders: secondary and tertiary students,
teachers/educators, religious participants (of indigenous,
Christian, and Islamic traditions), cultural practitioners
(traditional priests/priestesses, custodians, artists), and
community members. The accessible population was
estimated at 2,400 individuals within the selected
communities.

3.4 Sample and Sampling Technique

A multi-stage sampling procedure was used. In
stage one, three geopolitical zones were purposively
selected. In stage two, two states per zone were randomly
selected. In stage three, respondents were selected using
stratified random sampling to ensure representation of
the five stakeholder categories, followed by convenience
sampling within strata. The sample size was determined
using Krejcie and Morgan's (1970) table, yielding a
target of 490 respondents.

3.5 Instrument for Data Collection
The instrument was a researcher-developed
structured questionnaire titled "Language, Sacred
Memory and Religious Heritage Transmission
Questionnaire (LSMRHTQ)". It comprised five sections:
e  Section A: Demographics (6 items) — age, sex,
education, religion, indigenous language
proficiency, and community type.
e Section B: Engagement with Indigenous
Religious Narratives (8 items).
e Section C: Familiarity with Culturally
Embedded Sacred Expression (8 items).
e Section D: Participation in Community-Based
Religious and Cultural Practices (8 items).
e Section E: Outcome measures awareness of
religious historical knowledge (5 items),
perceived heritage continuity (5 items), and
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perceived intergenerational transmission (5
items).

Sections B—E used a 4-point Likert scale (Strongly Agree
=4, Agree = 3, Disagree = 2, Strongly Disagree = 1).

3.6 Validity and Reliability

Content and face validity were established
through expert review by three scholars in religious
studies, linguistics, and educational measurement. Their
comments informed revisions to item wording.
Reliability was assessed through a pilot study of 40
respondents not included in the main sample. Cronbach's
alpha coefficients were: Section B = 0.81; Section C =
0.84; Section D = 0.79; Section E (overall) = 0.86. All
exceeded the 0.70 threshold, indicating acceptable
internal consistency (Taber, 2018).

3.7 Data Collection Procedure

Copies of the questionnaire were administered
with the assistance of trained research assistants familiar
with the local languages. Where necessary, items were
explained in the respondents' indigenous language or in
Nigerian Pidgin to ensure comprehension. Of the 490
questionnaires administered, 452 were returned valid,

giving a usable response rate of 92.2%. Thirty-eight
copies were either not returned or had substantial missing
data.

3.8 Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 27.
Demographic data were summarized with frequencies
and percentages. Research questions were answered
using Pearson Product-Moment Correlation. Hypotheses
were tested at the 0.05 significance level. Preliminary
checks confirmed that the data met the assumptions of
normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity.

3.9 Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was obtained from all
respondents.  Participation was  voluntary and
anonymous, and respondents were free to withdraw at
any stage. Data were stored securely and used solely for
research purposes.

4. RESULTS

4.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 452)

Variable Category Frequency (f) | Percentage (%)
Sex Male 213 47.1
Female 239 52.9
Age 18-25 158 35.0
26-35 141 31.2
36-50 98 21.7
51 and above 55 12.2
Education Secondary 96 21.2
Tertiary 274 60.6
Postgraduate 82 18.1
Religion Indigenous 118 26.1
Christianity 214 473
Islam 120 26.5
Indigenous language proficiency | Fluent 189 41.8
Moderate 173 38.3
Low 90 19.9
Community type Urban 268 59.3
Peri-urban/Rural 184 40.7
Stakeholder category Student 176 38.9
Teacher 82 18.1
Religious participant | 96 21.2
Cultural practitioner | 42 9.3
Community member | 56 12.4

(Source: Field Study, 2026)

Table 1 shows a balanced sample by sex, with a
youthful
demographic central to questions of intergenerational
Christianity was the most reported

majority aged 18-35, reflecting the

transmission.

religion, followed closely by Islam and indigenous
religion. Notably, 58.2% reported only moderate or low
indigenous-language
concerns about linguistic erosion.

proficiency,
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4.2 Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables

Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations of Study Variables (N = 452)

Variable Number of Items | Mean | SD | Remark
Engagement with indigenous religious narratives | 8 26.14 | 4.72 | High

Familiarity with sacred expression 8 25.38 | 5.01 | High

Participation in community practices 8 2491 | 5.33 | Moderate
Awareness of religious historical knowledge 5 16.42 | 3.18 | Moderate
Perceived heritage continuity 5 15.87 | 3.44 | Moderate
Perceived intergenerational transmission 5 16.05 | 3.29 | Moderate

(Source: Author’s Computation, 2026)

Using a criterion mean of 2.50 per item, all
variables scored above the threshold, indicating
generally positive dispositions. Narrative engagement
and sacred-expression familiarity were highest, while
participation and the outcome constructs were moderate.

4.3 Testing of Hypotheses
Hypothesis One: There is no significant relationship

between engagement with indigenous religious
narratives and awareness of religious historical
knowledge.

Table 3: Correlation between Narrative Engagement and Religious Historical Knowledge
Variables N r p Decision
Narrative engagement X Historical knowledge | 452 | 0.57 | <0.001 | HO4 rejected

Result shows a moderate-to-strong positive
relationship (r = 0.57, p < 0.001). The null hypothesis
was rejected. Engagement with indigenous religious
narratives significantly predicted awareness of religious
historical knowledge.

Hypothesis Two: There is no significant
relationship between familiarity with culturally
embedded speech, chants, and prayers and perceptions of
religious heritage continuity.

Table 4: Correlation between Sacred Expression Familiarity and Perceived Continuity

Variables

N r p Decision

Sacred expression familiarity x Perceived continuity | 452

0.62 | <0.001 | HO, rejected

The result shows a strong positive relationship
(r=0.62, p <0.001), the highest in the study. The null
hypothesis was rejected. Familiarity with sacred
expression was the strongest correlate of perceived
heritage continuity.

Hypothesis Three: There is no significant relationship
between participation in community-based religious and
cultural practices and perceptions of intergenerational
transmission of religious knowledge.

Table 5: Correlation between Community Participation and Perceived Transmission

Variables

N R p Decision

Community participation X Perceived transmission | 452

0.55 | <0.001 | HO; rejected

The result shows a moderate-to-strong positive
relationship (r = 0.55, p < 0.001). The null hypothesis
was rejected. Community participation was significantly
associated with perceived intergenerational
transmission.

All three hypotheses were rejected, confirming
significant positive relationships across all hypothesized
paths.

5. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The findings confirm that language, sacred
memory, and communal practice are interlocking pillars
of religious heritage transmission. The three results are
mutually reinforcing and consistent with the study's
theoretical framework.

Narrative engagement and religious-historical
knowledge (r = 0.57): The significant positive
relationship supports orality theory's prediction that
memorable, formulaic narrative forms function as
mnemonic vehicles for knowledge (Ong, 2002). This
echoes Osei-Tutu (2023) and the Akan oral-forms study
(Eizadirad & Wane, 2023), which found storytelling to
be a potent pedagogy. Respondents who engaged
frequently with indigenous religious narratives myths of
origin, ancestor stories, ritual accounts reported greater
awareness of religious history. This suggests that
narrative is not merely entertainment but an epistemic
resource: it is how communities know their religious
past.

Sacred expression and perceived continuity (r =
0.62): The strongest relationship emerged here,
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underscoring the sociolinguistic insight that language
and religion are mutually constitutive (Fishman, 1972;
Hymes, 1974). Familiarity with chants, prayers, and
culturally embedded speech appears to anchor the felt
continuity of heritage. This aligns with Connerton's
(1989) argument that embodied, incorporating practices
sustain social memory more powerfully than abstract
belief. It also lends empirical weight to Anizoba's (2024)
observation that indigenous language and religious ethics
are entangled: where the speech survives, the sense of
continuity survives with it. Conversely, the finding
warns that language erosion may precipitate heritage
discontinuity a concern amplified by evidence of rapid
indigenous-language decline in Nigeria (Guardian
Nigeria, 2023).

Community participation and perceived
transmission (r = 0.55): The significant relationship
supports cultural memory theory's emphasis on
institutionalized, repeated commemoration (Assmann,
2011; Halbwachs, 1992). Participation in festivals, rites,
and communal worship sustains the perception that
knowledge is passing to the next generation. This
resonates with Kalu's (2008) account of African religious
vitality and with emerging work on community-led
archiving as a transmission strategy (Trinitarian
International Journal of Arts and Humanities, 2025).

Taken together, the findings indicate that
religious heritage persists not through written records or
institutional instruction alone, but through recurring acts
of speaking, listening, remembering, performing, and
interpreting. The moderate magnitudes of the
correlations suggest that no single channel is sufficient;
transmission is a composite process. The relatively lower
scores on participation and outcome measures hint that
while narrative and expressive familiarity remain
relatively robust, communal participation arguably the
most vulnerable channel under urbanization is
weakening. This is a warning sign for policy.

The results also speak to the hybridity of
African religious life. With a majority of respondents
identifying as Christian or Muslim yet reporting high
engagement with indigenous narratives and expression,
the data suggest that religious heritage transmission is
not confined to indigenous adherents. Indigenous
expressive forms circulate across religious boundaries,
supporting Kalu's (2008) and Nel's (2019) accounts of
African religious synthesis.

5.1 Implications

Theoretically, the study demonstrates the value
of integrating orality, memory, and sociolinguistic theory
to explain religious transmission. Practically, it identifies
sacred expression as the highest-leverage channel
implying that language-preservation efforts are
simultaneously heritage-preservation efforts. It also
highlights participation as the weakest link, suggesting
that intergenerational programmes should prioritize

communal, embodied engagement over passive
instruction.

6. CONCLUSION

The study examined how language, sacred
memory, and inherited religious practices interact in the
transmission of religious heritage across contemporary
African communities. Drawing on a cross-sectional
survey of 452 respondents in Nigeria, it found significant
positive relationships between narrative engagement and
religious-historical ~ knowledge, between sacred-
expression familiarity and perceived continuity, and
between community participation and perceived
intergenerational transmission. The study concludes that
the living forms through which sacred knowledge is
expressed speech, chant, prayer, narrative, and
performance constitute important channels of historical
continuity and cultural meaning. Religious heritage is
voiced before it is written, remembered before it is
archived, and performed before it is institutionalized. To
sustain it, Africa must attend to the languages and
communal practices in which it lives.

7. Recommendations
Based on the findings, the study recommends the
following:

1. Community-based documentation:
Communities, cultural institutions, and
universities should collaboratively record
chants, prayers, narratives, and ritual accounts
in indigenous languages, with elders as primary
sources.

2. Culturally grounded learning initiatives:
Schools should integrate indigenous religious
narratives and sacred expression into curricula,
following the arts-education model proposed by
Ndebilie et al., and Ahamefula (2020, 2026).

3. Intergenerational  programmes: Religious
bodies and cultural associations should
establish structured  mentorship and
apprenticeship schemes linking elders and
youth in ritual and performance.

4. Language-as-heritage policy: Policymakers
should treat indigenous languages as heritage
infrastructure, resourcing their teaching and use
in religious and civic life.

5. Digital archiving: Leverage accessible digital
tools for community-led archiving, ensuring
community ownership of data.

6. Further research: Replicate the study across
countries and religious traditions, and use
longitudinal designs to track transmission over
time.

8. Limitations of the Study

The study was cross-sectional, so causal
direction cannot be firmly established. Its reliance on
self-report measures may introduce social-desirability
bias. The sample, though diverse, was drawn from
selected Nigerian communities and may not be fully
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generalizable. Finally, the correlations, while significant,
were moderate, indicating that other unmeasured
variables also influence transmission.

REFERENCES

Ahamefula, G. C., Chibundu, V. C., & Onyebuchi-
Igbokwe, G. C. (2026). Visualizing Igbo folklore:
Linguistic symbolism and oral narratives in
contemporary art practices in Southeast Nigeria.
Asian Journal of Language, Literature and Culture
Studies, 9(2), 266-281.
https://doi.org/10.9734/aj12¢/2026/v9i12315
Anizoba, E. C. (2024). The impact of Christianity on
the Igbo people of Nigeria's heritage and culture:
Study of the Akpo community. African Journal of
Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 1(1), 1-14.
https://ezenwaohaectorc.org/journals/index.php/AJA
HSS/article/viewFile/3086/3213

Assmann, J. (2011). Cultural memory and early
civilization: Writing, remembrance, and political
imagination. ~ Cambridge  University  Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511996306
Connerton, P. (1989). How societies remember.
Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511628061
Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research
design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
methods  approaches  (5th  ed.). SAGE.
https://edge.sagepub.com/creswellrdSe

Eizadirad, A., & Wane, N. N. (Eds.). (2023). Oral
text as embodiment of cultural heritage: An analysis
of Akan oral forms from Wenchi. International
Journal of Language and Literary Studies.
https://ijlls.org/index.php/ijlls/article/download/270
1/1192/11023

Finnegan, R. (2012). Oral literature in Africa. Open
Book Publishers.
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0025

Fishman, J. A. (1972). The sociology of language:
An interdisciplinary social science approach to
language  in  society.  Newbury  House.
https://archive.org/details/sociologyoflangu0000fis
h

Guardian Nigeria. (2023, September). Nigeria's
fading indigenous languages: A silent cultural
erosion. https://guardian.ng/opinion/nigerias-
fading-indigenous-languages-a-silent-cultural-
erosion/

Halbwachs, M. (1992). On collective memory (L. A.
Coser, Ed. & Trans.). University of Chicago Press.
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/
O/bo3619875.html

Hymes, D. (1974). Foundations in sociolinguistics:
An  ethnographic  approach. University of
Pennsylvania Press.
https://www.pennpress.org/9780812210651/founda
tions-in-sociolinguistics/

Innspub. (2023). Using geoinformatics to reduce
cultural extinction, language and cultural identity

crises... among the Igbos of Southeast Nigeria.
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-
cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-
crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-
cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-
southeast-nigeria

IRE Journals. (2023). Ancestors, spirits, and rituals:
An examination of indigenous religiosity in Nigerian
communities.  https://www.irejournals.com/paper-
details/1720012

Kalu, O. (2008). African Pentecostalism: An
introduction. Oxford University Press.
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/african-
pentecostalism-9780195340006

Krejcie, R. V., & Morgan, D. W. (1970).
Determining sample size for research activities.
Educational and Psychological Measurement,
30(3), 607-610.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001316447003000308
Ndebilie, C. E., & Onyebuchi-Igbokwe, G. C.
(2020). Repositioning cultural and creative arts
education through folklore teaching methods in
secondary schools in Imo State. International
Journal of Multidisciplinary  Research —and
Development, 7(12), 1-6.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37981561
7

Nel, M. (2019). African Pentecostal spirituality as a
mystical tradition: How regaining its roots could
benefit Pentecostals. HTS Teologiese
Studies/Theological  Studies,  75(4), a5904.
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v7514.5904

Okpewho, 1. (1992). African oral literature:
Backgrounds, character, and continuity. Indiana
University Press.
https://search.worldcat.org/title/african-oral-
literature-backgrounds-character-and-
continuity/oclc/24174575

Olupona, J. K. (2014). African religions: A very
short introduction. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/actrade/9780199790586.00
1.0001

Ong, W. J. (2002). Orality and literacy: The
technologizing of the word (2nd ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203426259
Onyebuchi-Igbokwe, G. C. (2025). Breaking
barriers: Addressing cultural and socioeconomic
challenges to girls' education in Northeast Nigeria.
Asian Journal of Language, Literature and Culture
Studies, 8(2), 340-350.
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajl12¢/2025/v8i2242
Onyebuchi-Igbokwe, G. C., & Amanze, P. C.
(2025). Reviving indigenous knowledge through
education: Sustainable rural development in
Nigeria’s Middle Belt. Asian Journal of Education
and Social Studies, 51(8), 907-916.
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajess/2025/v51182288
Osei-Tutu, A. A. Z. (2023). Developing African oral
traditional storytelling as a framework for studying

© East African Scholars Publisher, Kenya

129


https://doi.org/10.9734/ajl2c/2026/v9i2315
https://ezenwaohaetorc.org/journals/index.php/AJAHSS/article/viewFile/3086/3213
https://ezenwaohaetorc.org/journals/index.php/AJAHSS/article/viewFile/3086/3213
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511996306
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511628061
https://edge.sagepub.com/creswellrd5e
https://ijlls.org/index.php/ijlls/article/download/2701/1192/11023
https://ijlls.org/index.php/ijlls/article/download/2701/1192/11023
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0025
https://archive.org/details/sociologyoflangu0000fish
https://archive.org/details/sociologyoflangu0000fish
https://guardian.ng/opinion/nigerias-fading-indigenous-languages-a-silent-cultural-erosion/
https://guardian.ng/opinion/nigerias-fading-indigenous-languages-a-silent-cultural-erosion/
https://guardian.ng/opinion/nigerias-fading-indigenous-languages-a-silent-cultural-erosion/
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/O/bo3619875.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/O/bo3619875.html
https://www.pennpress.org/9780812210651/foundations-in-sociolinguistics/
https://www.pennpress.org/9780812210651/foundations-in-sociolinguistics/
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-southeast-nigeria
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-southeast-nigeria
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-southeast-nigeria
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-southeast-nigeria
https://innspub.net/using-geoinformatics-to-reduce-cultural-extinction-language-and-cultural-identity-crises-diasppearing-cultural-landscapes-and-cultural-heritage-loss-among-the-igbos-of-southeast-nigeria
https://www.irejournals.com/paper-details/1720012
https://www.irejournals.com/paper-details/1720012
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/african-pentecostalism-9780195340006
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/african-pentecostalism-9780195340006
https://doi.org/10.1177/001316447003000308
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/379815617
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/379815617
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v75i4.5904
https://search.worldcat.org/title/african-oral-literature-backgrounds-character-and-continuity/oclc/24174575
https://search.worldcat.org/title/african-oral-literature-backgrounds-character-and-continuity/oclc/24174575
https://search.worldcat.org/title/african-oral-literature-backgrounds-character-and-continuity/oclc/24174575
https://doi.org/10.1093/actrade/9780199790586.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/actrade/9780199790586.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203426259
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajl2c/2025/v8i2242
https://doi.org/10.9734/ajess/2025/v51i82288

Eneremadu, Q. E. C. et al; East African Scholars Multidiscip Bull, Vol-9, Iss-5 (Nov-Dec, 2026): 121-130

with African peoples. Qualitative Research, 23(4).
https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221082263

Pew Research Center. (2006). Historical overview
of Pentecostalism in Nigeria.
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2006/10/05/
historical-overview-of-pentecostalism-in-nigeria/
Sperber, D. (1996). Explaining culture: A
naturalistic approach. Blackwell.
https://books.google.com/books/about/Explaining_
Culture.html?id=gPzLM1-UWVoC

Taber, K. S. (2018). The use of Cronbach's alpha

Education, 48(6), 1273-1296.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-016-9602-2
Trinitarian International Journal of Arts and
Humanities. (2025). The erosion of indigenous oral
histories in Africa.
https://journals.ezenwaohaetorc.org/index.php/T1J
AH/article/download/3566/3696

UNESCO. (2003). Convention for the safeguarding
of  the intangible cultural heritage.
https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention

Vansina, J. (1985). Oral tradition as history.

when developing and reporting research instruments University of Wisconsin Press.
in science education. Research in Science https://books.google.com/books?id=A-
CVBVzZwmAC

Cite This Article: Eneremadu, Q. E. C., Simeon, N., & Onwuliri, J. O. (2026). Voicing the Sacred: Language, Memory, and the
Transmission of Religious Heritage in Africa. East African Scholars Multidiscip Bull, 9(5), 121-130.
https://doi.org/10.36349/easjmb.2026.v09i05.001

© East African Scholars Publisher, Kenya 130


https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941221082263
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2006/10/05/historical-overview-of-pentecostalism-in-nigeria/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2006/10/05/historical-overview-of-pentecostalism-in-nigeria/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Explaining_Culture.html?id=gPzLM1-UWVoC
https://books.google.com/books/about/Explaining_Culture.html?id=gPzLM1-UWVoC
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-016-9602-2
https://journals.ezenwaohaetorc.org/index.php/TIJAH/article/download/3566/3696
https://journals.ezenwaohaetorc.org/index.php/TIJAH/article/download/3566/3696
https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention
https://books.google.com/books?id=A-CVBVzZwmAC
https://books.google.com/books?id=A-CVBVzZwmAC
https://doi.org/10.36349/easjmb.2026.v09i05.001

