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INTRODUCTION

In thls paper, we have attempted to discuss 3some of the
underlying forces that have influenced the writing of history In
Central and Southern African reqlons. Reference Is made to the
debate over the concept of oral traditions as & methodological
approach to historical reconstruction. It is argued that despite
its demerlts it is a wuseful source of evidence. It 1s further
argued that if oral tradltion is fully exploited by historlans,
it has a significant role to play in forglng national unity. The
paper ends with an appeal to hlstorlans and other researchers to
take up the challenge of collectling oral traditions particularly
from the elderly members of soclety as these are wusually better
repositories of these traditions. Researchers can learn a lot
from them.

DEFINITION OF ORAL _TRADITIONS

The writing of history can be exciting but at the same time the
historlan is mindful of the need to be objective. But whether
objectivity can ever be attained is another questlion. It is our
view that what brings a historian nearer to ocbjectivity is the
methodology he employs in data collection. One of the tools that
has been employed In historical reconstruction s oral
traditions. Oral Traditions has been defined differently by
different people. John Kasapo used an all embracing definition
vhen he sald O0Oral Traditions as 1t were, s an -education, an
entlre cultural heritage,...? of philosophical and artistic
teaching of the past about human 1life, which is modlfled or
enriched by successive geperations that have passed it on or
transmitted it solely by word of mouth. (1}

Thls definition embodles unwrltten sources of informatlon or
knoviedge which is transmitted Erom one generation to another by
vord of mouth. Before we critically examine this source, It would
be helpful to look at the trends that have characterlsed African
historiography in the last thrce decades.

H DS 1IN CEN D S

It 1a evident from the works of hlstory that have appeared in the

last thirty years or sc In these reqlona that there have been-
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shifting trends in the writing of history. It is always important
to note that there are always farces which influence historians.
These forces include:

a) historical epoch Iln wvhich the writer lives;

b) pellitical "climate" at a glven tilme may Influence the
historian in order te influence the thinking of the intended
readershlip;

c) national blas may Influence the writer so that he emphaslises
certain lssues while consciously or otherwise playlng down
others depending on his nationality;

da} the author's ldeologlcal inclinatlions may influence him; and

e} the class position of the author may scmetimes affect his
writing.

In the Victorian epoch, European historilans tended to paint a
view that Africans had no history until the advent of colenlial
dominatlon. These historlans saw colonial conquests an misslionary
maneuvers as ...7? and evangelisation misslions, which according to
them, were essential to Africa's future progress. (2)

These historians saw civilisation in terms of European culture
and any sotciety that Jid not cherish the same values as Europeans
was regarded as backward and uncivilised.

Central Africa sav a slight shlft within the camp of <colonial
historians in the 1960s in the wake of raglng Afrlcan
naticnalism. In a desperate effort to diffuse imminent demise of
colonialism, a new class of historlans wrote to influence their
colonial governments to reform themselves so that the emerging
African elite could be Inteqrated into the colonial system. Gannp
1s one gcod example. He sald:

The future seems to tile with economic Inteqration and
further economic development. ... ? progress has already
brought wlder opportunities for &Africans. The educated
African in Rhodesla may be embittered by colour prejudice;
but as long as improvements continue to be made, and as long
as he has well-paying job and hopes of ... ? advancement, it
is unlikely that he will rebel. (3)

But this warning came too late because the decolonisation process
followed in the 1960s. Political independence to most Central
African countries bLrought aboul a new breed of historians with a
new perception of African history. Donald Denoon and Adam  Kuper
noted the emergence of this breed of historians when they
commented "Dar-es-Salaam School .of Historlographers emerged". (4)
Notable among them were T.0. Ranger, I.N. Klmambo, J. Temu, John
Ilife, Andrew D. Roberts. (5}

Thelr mission was to correct the earlier impression created by
¢olonlal histerlans who wrote on the assuamption that the only
wotthwhile toples for conalderation were the 3o-called
interventions of more "advanced" external cultures upon an inert



tropical Africa.

The new group endeavoured to write history for Africans. Whereas
colonlal historians saw African history as beginning with the
advent of colonialism, they argued that history happens among all
people at all times. Denoon and Kuper argued that the nationallist
school of thought emerged hecause they sublfered "sense of guilt
by racial association and are anxlous to disassoclate themselves
from thelr older cclleagues”. (6)

The concept of nation-building became cruclial in the independence
era as each country attempted to find common identity so that it
could serve as a unlkfying factor among different ethnic groups.
The role of the natlonallst historiaps In this epoch was to find
common ldentity 1in ethnlic hlstorles. This gave rise to the
ldeology of African Soclalism (7) which ideallsed and glorifled
the Aafrican past. .

After the attainment of politlcal Independence, people expected
to see frults of independence in the economic fleld. When these
were not farthcoming, the basic guestion they asked was: What has
cteated the situation? As they sought explanation for the
ecenomic stagnation another cycle of hlstorlography emerged. Some
historians like Richard Gray and David Blrmlngham explalned the
situation in terms of markets of exchange (8) while others
advanced the modernisation theory which argued that if proper
inputs were instituted in developed econcmies there would be
progressive stages necessary for take-off, They further arqued
that 1f 1pdustries were set up, over time the economic growth
that would result therefrom, would ultimately trickle down to the
poverty-stricken rural areas. (9) The failure of export-criented
growth was explained In terms of African economies' fallure to
create approprliate instlitutlons to provide them with necessary
market incentives.

Another schoel of thought spear-headed by.Gunder Frank, Walter
Rodney and Samir Amin emerged and refuted the explanation of
rural poverty in terms of pecople's attitudes or lack of
approprlate institutlons or lack of market incentives., These
exponents of underdevelopment and dependency theory explained
Africa's poverty in terms of world divislon of labour and unegual
exchange in the world economic system. The siphoning of surpluses
from African economies resulted in failure to structurally
achieve the self-determination of their political superstructure
and their economic base. (10) This theory was very popular in the
mid 1970s and early 1980s.

In the mid 19803 we saw another cycle in the histortcography of
the reglons as historians started investigating social themes as
they realised that underdevelopment theory alone could not be
usgd to explain the poverty that had characterised the so-called
Third World countrles., Historians are nov researching on themes
-that have been lgnored by earller wrilters but have bearing an
development. These iInclude such themes as women and education,



exploitation of female labour in the production process, property
ownership, power, property and gender, political economy of
health, patterns of disease and medicine and housing in an
industrial setting ete. In addition to the ideas discussed

above, it seems South African historiography has been greatly
influenced by LIntexrnal factors. L.M. Thompson has attempted to
catalogue these forces, starting from the domination of Dutch
settlers to the establlshment cf the Apartheid policy. (12)

In the next section we shall attempt to examine the effect of
these shifting trends on the methodology used by these
hlstorlans.

QBAL TRADITIONS IN HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION

For a hlstorlan to write history he/she must use primary and
secondary sources. Primary sources refer to those sources which
have original material whlich can be analysed and synthesised by
the author Iln the reconstruction of any aspect of human history.
These can either be written or unwrltten. Cral tradlitions falls
tn the latter category. Secondary sources refer to the
Information and historical facts (13) that a hlstorian collects,

organises systematically, analyses and Interprets. After these
stages he writes up.

Before the publication of Jan Vansina's works in the ...7? oral
traditions was not considered a source of history writing. (14)
Before the emergence of the nationalist historians in the 1960s
colonial historians insisted on wrltten evidence because they
believed that what was written was the foundation of knowledge,
As we peinted oukt earlier on Natlonalist historlans had an
enormous task of elther re-vrlting African history to correct the
distortlions made by earlier writer to reconstruct it to show that
Africans had history even before the advent of colonialism. Since
African socleties had no written sources except for the fev left
by eatly travellers and traders, oral traditions became the back-~
bone In their methedelogy. Discussing this point Vansina had this
to say: "In those parts of the world inhabited by peoples without
writing, oral tradition forms the main avallable source for a
reconstruction of the past and even among the peoples who have
writing ,,,% (195) Mutumba Malnga, one of the flrst African
historians who reconstructed the political history of the Lozi
arlstocracy had thls to say:

The wvalue and use of oral tradition has been discussed in
detail by such scholars as Jan Vansina and Ian Cunnison. It
is pointless to go over the same dground here beyond
affirming the belief which has become general in recent
years that oral tradlitlen 1If crltically used is a valuable
source for the historical reconstruction of the African
past. (16}

Of course, the use of oral tradition 41d not go unchallenged by
thaose who did not see it as a reliable method. The Annales school

[

e



-,

of history was slngled out by Vansina as one example of such
critics. (17) There are a number of weaknesses in the use of oral
traditlons. First, changes may occur to the initial testimony of
a tradition as it gets handed down In the Fform of hear-say
account from one informant to the other until the last testimony
on the ¢traln of transmisslion s reached. Each 1informant may
introduce his/her version to enhance his/her national ? Secondly,
the preservation of oral traditions depends on the power of
memory of successive generations of people. Failure of memory may
bring about omissions and confusion and scometimes events of one
perlod may be collapsed into one event. This is often referred to
as telescoping. Thirdly, some informants wmay dellberately dlstort
the facts because they do not want to reveal their past. Others
will glorify themselves so that we can only know the good side of
them. Fourthly, oral traditions tend to glve informatlon which lis
essentially of a political, ldeological and legal nature striving
to reproduce the superstructures of the society. Because of these
witnesses oral tradltlons was often dismlissed as chatters and
myths and therefore useless as a hlstorical source. In reaction,
Vansina posed a question: "Is the lack of an absolute chronology
sufflicient reason for rejecting oral sources in the
methodologlcal £fleld of the historlan...?" She further asked
those who questioned the usefulness of traditions in historical
reconstruction because it was alleged to be unscientific "should
ve not by the same token, eliminate wvritten documents?" (18)
Terence Ranger who had written earllier questioned the total
dependence on vritten accounts even from eye-witness accounts
vwhich wusually have dlstortlons, contradictions and blases. (19)
To get round these problems, historians should. alvays use
criticism of sources as a test to declide if the evidence before
them 1Is wuseful for a specific purpose or not. A resourceful
research vill discover that oral traditions are always questlion-?
and this weakness c¢an be caplitalised wupon and will lead to
fnvestigation of other issues hitherto unthought of.

This paper does not intend to re-open the debate on the
approprliateness and usefulness of oral tradltions as a historical
methodology. Researchers jin general and histoxlans in particular
in Africa ad elsewhere are now in agreement over the validity and
applicability of thls methodology in carrying on research. The
paper intends to highlight the problem researchers encounter 1n
collecting and preserving oral traditions wvhich 1Is an important
element of cultural heritage. These problems will be discussed in
more detail below.

THE ROLE OF ORAL TRADITIONS IN B MULTI-RACTAL SOCIETY

Juat 1ike in the 19603 when naticnallsm was raging on and
historians had a task of tracing the roots o¢f ethnic groups to
identify common identity which was necessary in the concept of
nation-building, historians today have a 1cle to tabulate the
knowledge of cultural affiliations of the various racial
groupings. Each racial or ethnlc group will only appreclate the
other's customs 1f this knowledge had been brought to thelr



dispo? by historians. For example, a white Zambian finds it
strange to see the ? ‘"crawl" as they approach the Litunga. (20)
Simllarly a black Zambian sees nothing wrong in using a shorter
route through a white farmer's farm when the fields are not under
cultivation while the owner will be offended as he sees this as
. But when one conducts an engulry Inte the traditiens
of the two groups one finds answers to the prablem. The other
example would be; a Zamblan of Aslan origin gekts surprised when
he sees a Tonga man denouncing (?} his wife or wlves vhile a
Tonga sympathises with his Asian friend whe has to withstand his
quarrelsome wife. .

A highly multi-racial society 1ike South Africa, in the opinion
of the author, needs thls knovledge for each group to tolerate or
appreciate each other's cultures. One is inclined to argue that
this violence we are wltnhessing partly has some of its roots in
the political history cf the country. {21)

All these are issues that can be Investigated and elderly members
of these socletlies have some of the answers but this information
will be lost 1f <researchers do not move 1in fast. Once these
traditions are collected, they should be disseminated to the
public in a number of ways including publicatlions, mass medla,
drama, exhibitlons and lecture semlnars. The ultimate aim should
be to inteqgrate all groups of diverse cultural affinities into
one harmonlous natlion and forge pational unity in ? However, I do
not want to sound slmplistic as I am aware that national unity is
3 complex subject but I am positive that if other measures are
correspondingly pursued, natjonal wunity which ls so vital In
national development can be achieved. )

EROBLEMS IN THE COLLECTION AND PRESERVATION OF ORAL TRARITIONS

From the aforesald, there is no doubt that oral traditions has an
important role to play in natlonal reconstructlon. But one of the
problems researchers have faced is to reach the repositorles of
traditiens, wmany of whom dwell in rural areas. The development
patterns of Afrlcan countrles, most of which still maintain
colonial legacy has not made rural areas easily accessible. While
urban areas have over time developed reasonably good
infrastructure, rural areas have lagged far Lehind. This lopsided
nature of colonial development has left rural areas Inaccessible
and independent government has done very 1llittle to correct the
imbalance., This problem makes it difficult for a researcher who
Is competing against Lime and death, the mortal enemies of oral
tradltions, to get to the repositories of oral traditions, most
of whom are nov in the afternoon of thelr lives.

In most countries of these reglons, :research, this Including
collectlon of oral traditions, 1s carried out by universitles,
museums, 7 archives and Department of Cultural Services. A closer
examination reveals that these depend on central governments for
funding and are usually yiven flrst priority In the government
budget. This has made it dlfficult for these instltutions to



carry out this noble task of collecting the fast disappearing
element of our cultural heritage. As Geurgé Mvenye recently
pointed out, a field researcher is under constant pressure to
return to the museum within the shortest possible time, on
account of inadequate funding. He further states that arquments
have been known to occur between the Curator who goes Into the
fleld to collect and the Financial Administrator who provides the
financial back-up for such trips. (22} '

Shortage of trained manpowver in the tnatitutions charged wlth the
responstbility of collecting oral tradltiens ts another serlous
problem., To perform thls functlon there should be personnel
adeqguately tralned and equipped with methodeologlcal technlques to
enable them to solicit for information from those who have it.
Althouqh Zambia has trained adequate manpover in these flelds,
most of the perscnnel have 1left the country and have been
absorbed In the Bouthern African Regional Economlc System due to
poor remunexatlon offered.

Lack o¢f transport and equipment to enable researchers to
undertake reqular research trips has had profound effect on the
collection o¢f oral traditions. The situation 1is 1likely to
detetiorate if nuv corrective measures are taken now. This is
compounded by lack of equipment for transcription if data is
collected. O©One needs equipment good enough to give a reasonable
level of audibility. A good transcript should bear a name of the
informant, researcher, date and place of the interview and age of
the informant. It is advisable to have duplicate coples 1In case
of loss, fire, theft or poot storage,. !

The other problems encountered during collection or oral
traditlons are methodological rather than adwlnistrative., When a
researcher sets out to collect data he has an " enormous task of
winning the confidence of his Intervlewees. As one museum worker
put [t: "He must be able to convince them of the necessity ta
buiid wup museum collections. The Curator may be forced to
participate In actlvities that reguire him to spend." (23)
Sometlilmes a researcher whose political inclinations are not known
to the informants will be rtejected. Lanqguage barrier between the
interviewer and the interviewee can be a serious handlcap. In
fact whenever time allows, it Is advisable for the researcher to
study the language of the people he Is tnvestligatlng.

In any socliety the elderly members of the soclety.are expected to
know more about their society than the younger ones. They will
try to glorify their past and ylorify those they consider as
thelr herces. When thls method was introduced, researchers tended
to rely heavlly on Lhe traditlons glven by membérs of the ruling
class, notable, spiritual leaders, elders and ? who by virtue of
their offices were expected to possess "tharough" knowledge of
their society. This sometimes resulted on the' reproduction of
myths or the creation of new myths. (24) The researcher should
endeavour to c¢ollect oral traditlons from the cross-section of
the society under study to ellminate biases, dlstortions,
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falsifications, exaggerations and to flll in both genuine and
deliberate omissions. He/she should collect as many variants of a
given oral tradition as pussible at different levels of socliety.

Sometimes a researcher in the field finds himself confronted with
gender issues. The author's fleld-work experience ls that there
are still wmen who do not allow thelr wives to talk to male
strangers In their absence. 1f the husband 1s at home and has
allowved her to be Interviewed he himself vill sit within hearing
range te censor the information she glves. More often than not,
men want to be seen as the chief custodians of knowledge.

There are always informants who from the outset would like to
know whether or not there would be remuneratien, in monetary
terms, at the end o©f the interview In exchange for the
Information.

Those are wusually the "wise™ men of the society who are
constantly called upon to glve Information about thelr society or
to solve Intricate problems or cases in thelr locality.

CONCLUSION

In thls paper we have argued that desplte the weaknesses inherent
in oral traditions, it is a useful methodological approach to the
reconstruction of history as it can reveal the cultural tralts
and values of the society under investigatlonh. In order not teo
fall wvictim to these weaknesses, the researcher should apply
other methodologlcal approaches to cross check. Contrary to those
who still think that oral traditions serve aristocratic classes
only by giving glorious accounts of chiefs (25) they reveal
perceived trends, often disgquised as events and can also reveal
natienallstic inclinations of a people., Thls poem reclited by an
Afrikaner alter the Slagter's Nek rebelllon against the British
government in 1815 illustrates this point:

And wvhile we sit and meditate Eor a moment among thelr
friends by thelr grave, we feel that cur heart says: Weep
Afrikaners! - Here lie your flesh and blood! Martyred in the
cruellest manner. Wrong was it to vrebel against their
government; but truly they did not do it without reasont
Wrong was [t to take up arms; but only because they were too
? Guilty they were, says the earthly judge, but what shall
the Heavenly Judge say some time? But come! it Is getting
darker! - Come, do not sit here toec long, then we too shall
be regarded as conspirators! Come - another day wlll dawn
then we shall perhaps sec the grave ln another 1light! Cone
ve go home with a qulet sigh. (26)

If rescarchers do not move in fast to, colleclt such a heritage, it
will be lost a3 the custodians of such wvital knowledge may not
survive the next decade. Let's get te the source before death
qets Lthere ...? Ideas like tliose perpetuated by authors lilke
Spear whe thought oral traditiens was for the reconstruction of
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history of black Africa can no longer be |entertalned. (27)
Researchers, hlstorlans Incluslive, are 1in agreement that this
methodology can be applied to any history. While we acknowledge
that the problems researchers encounter In, thelr efforts to
collect data are real, ? this conference should £ind solutions to
common problems. ;

We shall not be contented with the literature than exists. Any
new evidence can be re-interpreted in the light of the prevailing
conditions today. As Spear points out, oral traditions should be
subjected to continual re-interpretation as "vords from the past
take on contemporary meanings in the context "of the present..."
(28} It should always be remembered that "hctoes and conquerors
do not make hlstory, historlans do". (29) McCall reminds us that,
after all, there can be “Yas many histories as historlans™ and "no
historical epoch ls closed while historlans are alive. Everything
ls "subject to «re-interpretation; there 1s no flnal histerical

* truth". (30) Research should continue in ozder‘ to answer today's

question.

Undertakling a projJect like this one would bé fn 1llne with the
UNESCO declaration of thils decade as a Decade for Cultural

Development.
[
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