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Abstract  
Indigenous languages are a major avenue through which the identity, knowledge, culture, and tradition of a people are transferred across generations. Despite the important role it plays, some indigenous languages are currently experiencing decline. Given the foregoing, this research examines the role of elite women in the quest for indigenous language conservation. A quantitative survey was used to collect data from 83 purposively selected elite women; qualitative data was collected through interview sessions with 12 out of the 83 and two focused group discussions. Major findings reveal that 60.2% of respondents (M = 3.64) identified women as primary agents of indigenous language transmission through domestic and community practices. Interview data further show that approximately two-thirds of participants emphasized women’s pivotal roles in storytelling and cultural instruction. Additionally, 59.0% (M = 3.54) reported limited inclusion of indigenous languages in formal education as the major constraint. Focus group discussions corroborated these patterns by highlighting structural and institutional barriers to indigenous language sustainability. The research makes a significant contribution to current discussions on the place of cultural sustainability, indigenous language revitalization, and the place of gender in cultural discourses. It affirms the positive impacts of indigenous language on cultural policy, community programmes, and heritage and cultural preservation.
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Introduction
The indigenous language of a people has been described as a treasure bank that preserves the wisdom, stories, values, norms, and folklore of society over time and for future generations. Indigenous language is not only for communication among people with shared mother tongue, it also assumes a place of identity in a global world. Across African societies, language is not only a means of communication but also a cultural heritage that showcases the people’s history, world perspective, spirituality, and social relationships. However, the continued relevance of many indigenous languages is currently under threat of extinction, given the forces of globalization, rural-urban migration, urbanization, erosion of culture and values, and most importantly, the deliberate and general use of the English language as a means of teaching (Mufwene, 2025; Mba & Oguadinma, 2025; Ullah & Akram, 2023). For example, people prefer to learn foreign languages over local Nigerian languages (Uwen & Okafor, 2025). As the younger generation becomes exposed to formal and Western education, including their exposure to the internet, they drift further away, gaining a preference for global languages like English and French, even mimicking the accents.
The place of the female gender is significant in the family and cultural structure, where the indigenous language is necessary for socialization, teaching, communication, and sustenance (Basu, 2024). Women are the first point of contact in indigenous language transition, serving as primary caregivers to their children from birth through skillful acts of storytelling (McKinley, 2023). The choice of language they use daily with their children helps shape language formation, acquisition, identity formation, and cultural attachment. Across the African continent, studies have shown that women are custodians of oral tradition, ancestral knowledge, and community heritage facilitators (Laotan-Brown, 2024; Purnani & Yolanda, 2024; Kurtkoti & Joshi, 2024).  
Despite this, sociocultural restructuring has affected the extent to which women can sustain their linguistic and communication responsibilities in the family and society. The pressures of the home front, economic demands, scarcity of time, and lack of adequate representation in cultural leadership have collectively constrained the everyday use of indigenous languages. In addition, the high value placed on the use of English as the primary means of expression in public fora has further intensified these pressures on indigenous language communication. Women who live in urban areas face the challenge of fulfilling cultural and linguistic obligations and the social expectations of an elite group. This is coupled with sustaining an elite identity and professional advancement. Importantly, the use of English in formal education reduces the need and frequency of using indigenous languages for instruction outside the home, thereby placing more burden on the women. This research, therefore, examines the perception of elite women of the use of indigenous languages, their roles in their preservation, and the challenges they face in the process. It also explores avenues through which strategic initiatives can ensure indigenous language preservation.
Literature Review
Women as Cultural Transmitters
Historically, the home is seen as the primary site of cultural reproduction, where mothers occupy the role of first educators of language, culture, values, and worldview (Lyesmaya, Musthafa & Sunendar, 2022). Telling stories, lullabies, proverbs, and informal conversations have long been key strategies through which linguistic and cultural knowledge is transferred to children by their mothers. They argued that providing the platform for early socialization is fundamental for preserving indigenous languages because it helps shape the linguistic capacity, habits, and identity path of the children and the next generation. Thus, women's linguistic practices within households and communities remain primary to sustaining cultural preservation and continuity amongst families and the society at large. Importantly, the ability and extent to which these practices are ensured in contemporary contexts differ, especially based on social, economic, and institutional conditions.
Language Shift and the Influence of Formal Education
The importance of formal education is one of the factors that contributes to the decline in the use indigenous language in the home and in society. Many schools place a priority on English or other global languages as the primary means of instruction, often positioning indigenous languages as secondary, optional, or informal (Soretire & Ajayi, 2023). This structure contributes to language shift, where younger generations increasingly evaluate their academic success by the level of their English proficiency. Consequently, the use of indigenous languages may be restricted, which, by extension, weakens intergenerational transmission and preservation of local languages. For women who are saddled with the primary responsibility of speaking and enforcing the use of the indigenous language in the home, this situation creates tension between cultural continuity and social expectations for their children. Studies have shown that efforts that are aimed at sustaining indigenous languages require agreement between the critical sections of society, such as home, school, and community, rather than reliance on domestic instruction alone (Uwen & Okafor, 2025).
Prestige, Identity, and Linguistic Choices
The language spoken by a person or a group of persons is closely tied to identity, social ambitions, and how they perceive prestige and their existence. Within urban and elite environments, indigenous languages are often seen as informal or inferior compared to English or other global languages (Olawe, 2022). These perceptions can influence family linguistic and communication patterns, particularly in households that are moving up the social ladder or those with elitist dispositions. This will be encouraging English dominance in the face of cosmopolitan identity and affiliation. Women, who mediate both cultural continuity and social positioning within families, may experience pressure to prioritize English to enhance children’s perceived competitiveness (Uwen & Okafor, 2025). This suggests that linguistic choices are not just personal but are also socially influenced within systems of power, class mobility, and cultural symbolism.
Women’s Leadership and Cultural Influence
Studies have shown that women often take part in cultural and language activities at the community level (Opesemowo, 2025; Illiyasu & Abubakar, 2025), yet strategic and leadership roles in cultural policy, linguistic planning, and heritage management are predominantly held by men (Settimini, 2021). This is despite overwhelming evidence showing that women-led cultural initiatives tend to foster high levels of community engagement (Ire, 2025; Opesemowo, 2025; Aturamu, 2024). Initiatives such as storytelling collectives, community reading groups, and language advocacy campaigns have been helpful in integrating relational, intergenerational, and socially inclusive approaches. When women are empowered to lead, their efforts can reinvigorate cultural identity and reshape community attitudes toward indigenous language use.
Methodology
Research Design
The study adopted a mixed-methods research design. This design aided the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, which were analyzed separately and then integrated in the discussion section. This was done to provide a detailed understanding of practical experiences and broader trends among elite women as major actors in cultural preservation and continuity of indigenous languages. The use of both methods ensured that statistical data were meaningfully contextualized within participants’ perspectives and narratives.
Population and Sampling
The population for this study includes elite women who are socially, professionally, or culturally influential within their communities. A purposive sampling method was used to select 83 female participants who possessed experiential knowledge relevant to cultural transmission and preservation among the women. The criteria for inclusion required that participants had attained formal education up to the Master’s level to ensure that they have sufficient academic exposure for reflective engagement with the objectives of the study. Participants were also required to have at least one child between the ages of 2 and 6 years, as this stage is critical for developing language acquisition and socialization. Active involvement in family and community life was a requirement to capture everyday language practices, while having intermediate proficiency in at least one indigenous Nigerian language ensured meaningful experiential insight on the subject of study.
For the qualitative inquiry, 12 women were identified and selected for in-depth semi-structured interviews. This proportion aligns with established qualitative research standards, where a smaller, information-rich subsample is sufficient to achieve depth, variation, and thematic saturation, thereby enabling detailed exploration of personal practices, identity formation, and sociocultural constraints surrounding language use. Additionally, two Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted, each comprising 5 women. This facilitated collective reflection and the co-construction of shared meanings, particularly regarding gender expectations and community participation.
Data Collection
A 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) with four sections drafted based on the objectives of the study was administered to the respondents. The instrument measured women’s roles in indigenous language transmission, challenges affecting women’s participation in language preservation, awareness-based interventions, and the cultural impact of women-led language preservation efforts. A semi-structured interview guide was developed to determine participants’ practical experiences and sociocultural perceptions of the subject under investigation. 
Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, frequency counts, and percentage agreement. These were used to identify general trends in perceptions of women’s roles and the barriers that shape participation. Qualitative data from interviews and FGDs were analyzed using thematic analysis. Transcripts were coded inductively to identify recurring patterns in language practices, cultural responsibilities, and systemic constraints. Thematic categories were coded so that they corresponded to the research objectives. Both statistical and thematic data were integrated in the discussion section.
Reliability and Validity
Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated separately for each construct (α = 0.18–0.26), indicating low internal consistency. This outcome reflects the multidimensional and context-dependent nature of the constructs. Therefore, analysis was conducted at the item level rather than using composite scale scores. The qualitative component was strengthened through peer review and verbatim transcription to ensure accuracy and preserve participants’ meanings.
RESULTS
RQ 1: What roles do women currently play in the conservation of indigenous languages?
Table 1: Women’s Roles in Language Conservation
	Item
	Mean
	SD
	Agree Count
	% Agreement

	Women are primary transmitters of language
	3.51
	1.28
	47
	56.6

	Mothers pass languages through storytelling/oral traditions
	3.34
	1.35
	43
	51.8

	Women participate more than men in community language activities
	3.64
	1.22
	50
	60.2

	Women act as the first teachers in homes
	3.20
	1.38
	42
	50.6

	Women-led social initiatives sustain language
	3.42
	1.23
	46
	55.4


Across all items in Table 1, respondents generally agreed that women play a central role in the transmission and maintenance of indigenous languages, particularly in early childhood socialization and community-based cultural activities. The highest support was for women’s participation in community language preservation initiatives (Mean = 3.64; 60.2% agreement).
RQ2: What sociocultural and systemic barriers hinder women’s involvement in language preservation?
Table 2: Barriers to Women’s Participation 
	Item
	Mean
	SD
	Agree Count
	% Agreement

	Cultural gender role expectations limit women’s involvement
	3.34
	1.38
	45
	54.2

	Existing societal resistance to women’s advocacy
	3.51
	1.23
	43
	51.8

	The prestige of English reduces indigenous language usage
	3.04
	1.22
	33
	39.8

	Economic pressures limit participation
	3.43
	1.24
	44
	53.0

	Women have limited leadership roles in conservation efforts
	3.24
	1.15
	40
	48.2

	Urban women face greater barriers due to elite expectations
	3.16
	1.35
	38
	45.8

	Lack of government support
	3.07
	1.25
	33
	39.8

	The use of English language in schools hinders engagement
	3.54
	1.09
	49
	59.0

	Women are excluded from major cultural decision-making processes
	3.31
	1.29
	38
	45.8


The most significant barrier identified in Table 2 was the limited use of indigenous languages in formal education (59% agreement). Cultural expectations, economic pressures, and limited leadership inclusion also moderately constrained women’s participation. The prestige associated with English showed lower consensus, suggesting that the pressure to prioritize English varies across households and contexts.
RQ3: How can awareness campaigns and educational programmes enhance women’s participation?
Table 3: Awareness and Educational Interventions 
	Item
	Mean
	SD
	Agree Count
	% Agreement

	Awareness campaigns can improve participation
	3.54
	1.19
	48
	57.8

	Media campaigns can enhance awareness
	3.29
	1.23
	40
	48.2

	Training programmes empower women to take necessary actions
	3.18
	1.27
	37
	44.6

	Campaigns provide teaching tools for elite women
	3.46
	1.15
	46
	55.4

	Cultural identity-based programmes can motivate women
	3.35
	1.26
	42
	50.6

	Government-funded programmes can increase participation
	3.17
	1.18
	35
	42.2

	Online tools are useful for language reinforcement
	3.29
	1.30
	43
	51.8

	Women’s participation increases when included in decision-making roles
	3.52
	1.28
	48
	57.8


In Table 3, respondents showed strong support for awareness campaigns and leadership inclusion as effective ways to enhance women’s participation, while training and government funding were recognized as valuable but currently insufficiently provided.
RQ 4: What is the potential impact of women-led language conservation efforts?
Table 4: Cultural Impact of Women-Led Efforts 
	Item 
	Mean
	SD
	Agree Count
	% Agreement

	Women’s leadership inspires others
	3.33
	1.22
	42
	50.6

	Women bridge generational language gaps
	3.33
	1.24
	39
	47.0

	Women can balance tradition and modernity in language practices
	3.46
	1.19
	45
	54.2

	Women-led efforts raise impactful cultural awareness
	3.49
	1.17
	46
	55.4

	Women-led initiatives are more sustainable
	3.16
	1.35
	37
	44.6


The result in Table 4 suggests that women-led initiatives are perceived as culturally meaningful, particularly in promoting cultural awareness and integrating traditional and modern language practices. Sustainability, however, appears conditional on structural support.
DISCUSSION 
Women as Primary Agents of Language Transmission
The quantitative findings showed moderate to strong agreement that women are key transmitters of indigenous languages within the family setting because they employ storytelling, laced with patience, consistency, and love in their approach (see, for example, Ndungo & Githinji, 2025; Ire, 2025). Interview participants repeatedly described themselves as “the first language tutor that the child meets”. This emphasizes the role of mothers in determining linguistic identity from the early years of their children. One interviewee categorically stated:
“Women are the emotional and linguistic anchors in the home. The child’s first worldview is shaped through the eyes of its mother’s language.” 
Similarly, focus group participants noted that women’s involvement in indigenous language consciousness and preservation extends beyond daily communication at home to include places and occasions where they find themselves. For instance, at naming ceremonies and family gatherings, women are unreserved in expressing themselves in their native language. However, this is not the case with elite women who are expected to maintain poshness in action and speech. Even if they want to speak their indigenous language, society places a demand on them to be the standard of globally acceptable practice, which includes speaking impeccable English in public (Billings, 2009). However, participants acknowledged that the home is no longer the primary linguistic space for many children, as the school system and social media increasingly occupy their communicative space.
Sociocultural and Structural Barriers to Participation
Quantitatively, the most prominent barrier identified was the limited use of indigenous languages in formal education settings. Interview and focus group discussions confirmed this interpretation, as the women expressed frustration that even when they attempt to teach indigenous languages at home, schools use English as the only medium of teaching. This institutional preference, as participants noted, often weakens maternal efforts at language transmission, a pattern also observed in language policy studies in Nigeria (Ibrahim, 2023). The remarks from Focus Groups 1 and 2 are also similar, as they report that the school environment counteracts their effort. They complain that their children now see English as a yardstick for intelligence and the mother tongue as a lack of class. This classism can be rectified through intentional sensitization of school teachers.
Additionally, the results show that limited involvement in language education is a limiting factor. The women interviewed are involved in paid employment, except for 2 who are established businesswomen. Economic pressure demands that they go to work and their places of business to earn an income. This has resulted in time scarcity as a result of trying to balance professional work and domestic responsibilities. The women admitted that they want to teach the language, but most of them are simply stretched physically and emotionally. Therefore, they opt for a convenient option, which is to speak the language that their children are mostly familiar with. 
Urbanization further intensified these challenges, as families in cities increasingly adopt English as the default communication language. Some women described this shift as a matter of “social status” and “identity performance”. These expressions validate the survey finding that the perceived prestige of the English language influences language choice (though with lower consensus).
Awareness and Educational Programmes as Catalysts for Participation
Quantitative data showed strong support for awareness campaigns and the inclusion of women in decision-making roles as a means of boosting participation. The women demanded more decision-making roles within their communities so they can monitor the prioritization of language-based initiatives. One participant boldly explained that “When women are invited to lead the conversation, they do not just do so to fill a quota, rather they take responsibility for the outcome of decisions made.” This confirms broader observations that participatory inclusion strengthens ownership of cultural initiatives (UNESCO, 2024).
Participants also emphasized the need for the government at different levels to sponsor practical teaching resources, bilingual children’s books, cultural storytelling guides, and make digital tools available for free. Although about half of the respondents agreed that training programmes would empower women to take language consciousness seriously, feedback from the interviews revealed that the core issue is not motivation, but access and support infrastructure.
Cultural Significance of Women-Led Language Conservation Initiatives 
Quantitative findings showed moderate agreement that women-led efforts enhance cultural awareness and help balance tradition with modernity. Qualitative narratives further illustrated how elite women can negotiate this balance by embedding cultural meaning in contemporary forms. For example, using proverbs in everyday conversation to build curiosity and coding cultural values into songs using indigenous languages to sustain interest.
However, these women insist that sustainability depends on a shared responsibility among stakeholders like parents, teachers, and policymakers. Women in both focus groups emphasized that language preservation must shift from being perceived as a house duty for mothers to a community-supported cultural mandate. This perspective aligns with observations that collective responsibility strengthens long-term cultural sustainability (UNESCO, 2024).
The findings reinforce the notion that indigenous language preservation is inseparable from cultural identity, social belonging, and intergenerational continuity. Therefore, it is important to strengthen women's capacity to maintain linguistic practices.  Women play fundamental linguistic roles, but their efforts do not receive formal acknowledgement as often as they should. This has to change by establishing language conservation policies that recognize and institutionalize women’s cultural labour.  It is necessary to integrate indigenous language literacy, storytelling pedagogies, and local cultural knowledge into the school curriculum, as this will reinforce home-based language practices. Community-based organizations, religious institutions, and cultural associations can serve as mobilizing sites for women-led linguistic practice and leadership.
Conclusion
This study examined the roles of elite women in building indigenous language consciousness and its conservation. It also examined the sociocultural and systemic barriers that shape their participation. The findings demonstrate that women continue to serve as the primary agents of linguistic transmission, especially at the early childhood level. However, their influence is increasingly mediated by broader structural forces, including the dominance of English in formal education, urban identity norms, economic pressures, and limited institutional support.
Although awareness campaigns and educational programmes were recognized as viable strategies for expanding women’s participation, the data highlighted the need for empowerment. A structured, accessible, and culturally grounded platform will further equip elite women not only as language transmitters but also as cultural leaders. Since these women have distinguished themselves excellently in their fields, the chances of them succeeding in women-led language initiatives will greatly increase. Therefore, the sustainability of any initiative depends on community recognition, institutional reinforcement, and supportive policy frameworks at all levels (family, religious institutions, government systems). The study concludes by suggesting that indigenous language preservation should not be a domestic responsibility but a more collective, socially embedded, and systematically supported cultural priority.
Recommendations
To support the preservation and promotion of indigenous languages, it is essential to incorporate them into formal basic education. One effective way to achieve this is by mandating indigenous language use as a medium of instruction, particularly in early classes and lower primary school levels. This approach can help create a strong foundation in the mother tongue, facilitating easier learning and fostering a positive attitude towards indigenous languages. 
To promote and preserve cultural and linguistic diversity, governments, NGOs, and private institutions should establish funding and grants specifically targeting women-based programmes and initiatives in cultural preservation. These programmes would provide financial support to promote indigenous languages, cultures, and traditions in both urban areas. Some potential areas of focus for these grants could include language documentation and preservation projects, cultural festivals and events, women's leadership development programs, community-based language and culture classes, and development of language learning materials and resources
To effectively preserve languages, existing frameworks should recognize women's critical roles as cultural strategists and decision-makers. Women should be involved in language planning and policy-making processes. Also, providing training and resources for women to develop pedagogical skills in teaching children at an early age would be of tremendous help. 
Establishing community language hubs, storytelling circles, and indigenous language literacy centers led by women can help preserve indigenous languages and promote cultural heritage. These spaces will provide opportunities for intergenerational language transmission, community engagement, and language learning. Activities like language classes and workshops, storytelling sessions, and cultural events can take place here. 
This study also recommends strengthening partnerships between schools and the Ministry of Culture. This collaboration can ensure that educational content is accurate, authentic, and meaningful for promoting academic engagement.
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