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Ab«.traci
This paper investigates some of t/zejac!ous

at: znhzbz{ the of oral source as a
veritable source of information. Quemonﬂares were administered lo selecied

- professionals who use oral sources ofmforma!zon Eight barriers o the use of

oral tradition: were . identified by r35p0nderzts “These include: political

propeganda, -which ranked highest. ~ Other:inhibitors include, chronological
4 r!'n.fr).'fmﬂ telescoping, lengrlzenmg dt.stortlon ‘of Kinglist, Jorgetfulness due to

instdficient record, deliberate exaggeranon ana’ when the master edition is not

'(/re published one. The study also identify some values of oral ndrratives which
“include:. definition of corporate existence of ‘community, .commemoration and

celebration of major events, - validation “of claims to property-land title,
documentation of internal land exlerna:’ migration. The paper note that these is
no source of information whether written.or oral that does not have its short-

comings and conclude that oral tradition, despite.its weaknesses has proved (o o s
be one of the best sources of information, jor historical reconstruction, The

study recommended the use of other source: ofmformatzon as a checklist to the
abuses in the use of qral traditions. This includes the use of several visions =

_!hnogaph wrilten, _archive archaeolog:ca! arm’ !mgursi[c source  and’

mu(tzdzs czplmary appmach '

Eznwoductiqn‘ i B

I"rnm the very: bcgmnmg’ of mankmd to the Garden' of Fd(’ﬂ thc dramd ot
1 between Adam, Eve, the serpent and ch Was entlrely crai (Greavcs 1991) "
Readmg: and wntmg were then in the distance future, and so it was for many
. centuries. During a man’s lifetime he would pass on his know!l cdgc to another’

puson who might remembei 1 Thus for thoubandb of years basic skills in
ag1 1cultur¢, med;::me and othc_r ncceqsary arts remamcd at a pm’mtlve 1evel :




B She Ladof Or .

Proble

because ‘{here was no mieans to s
hunmn memory, which might nothav
Lo L I (his paper, the words- ora} ditions,.oral Sources, oml narrators .md"r
: oral dd{a willibe used interchangeabl - Vanmna (1‘)(}5 ) defines oral traditionas
testimonies -of the past; which are: dehberateiy t]anqm]ttnd from mouth 10 i

he relevant information except in-the
een u)mpiley reli: able.

iite mtuu

The most
mouthor |

mouth. For Ryder, (1975) oral traditions is'the: forms in which man rclated by -,f01'r1;1_pl_atc_ti_ e
words of mouth, the past of himsclf; 'his ancestors, his rulers or his people. or. | audience =
him vral tradition is a sort-of command ‘activity, ‘which tells the precepls. valuc, M *fun(:t;i-o.n_ Bhy
- permanent and changed aspects of {lic society. 1t consists of: []1\. wisdom and .. x;._lhf:m tan ‘
achievement in arts, science, technology, health, law, p()lltl(,b and hmtory It, : 1:]_"-
covers the whole aspect of the life-of the people n-the society. - . e demonstri.
§ " This paper seeks to examing¢ the reliability of mformahon emanating | emphasist
~ from these sources and identify those };nob]ems that inhibit its use by the . | . 1
gt Jrofussmna]s w 10 use them and how those problems cdn be rectified. o ‘ tmd:gon o
| ‘ o society. i
Si‘atemem of the Problem i Bt s ATl
: Sk ; : o Sk of the wi
" Afirican society has been desorbed. as an oral society.  This is informed by the pUTDEEa S e
3 " fact that writing was not known in an Affican society.” The traditional modes accqunts‘,-i
i - of information dlssemmatlon were bas cally oral. The efficacy of oral narr ative i - celcbrate

has been demonstrated by Ugboajah (1986), who described these traditional gexual seh

modes of information as ORAMEDIA emphasing their most visible attribute - con'ﬁfnje( i

= orality — oral narratives as sources of mformatlon from the bases for the fundamer;

: .. v .existence of the African society. - . - siecthe peoplt :

gi. . . In.view of the fact that these sources of mfnrmatlon shll exist in - i

~ African societies, which are more rural bound than developed societies. Since: |- there i

these sources are oral and human bcmg by natire can be- Forgetful to.what | ‘TPTCODS-"TP]:

] extent” can professionals -who use these sources rely on- them -for the | 'h‘StO‘W"I‘
reconstruction of their societies. Spemal]y what are those pr ob]uns that mhf’olt Gk iden{iﬁe‘{“ :

the use of those oral narratives and to what extent can they be! Tﬁhﬁd upon for e
proper functioning of the societies in Which they exist. Thisis the central focus PIOBREaR

of this resn*arch as it addresses the Las _of1nd1gen0us Igbo socnet]cs olegf:na e dmb-'fi:_rat(f ‘
1 o T ‘ i : na‘rrat]vc;
Obj ectlves of the Stu(l e
J o , i i ‘ - Methote
-~ The basm obJectlve of this study is to 1dcnt1fy those factors that mh1b1t the usc CThil o
' of oral narrative as a source of information. It is also to identify values and - | . .11.5‘,. K<.e°f_
prospects of oral mformat:on for hlstoncal reconstmcuon 7 : o ety &
: ; G SR S libraedn
‘ et o g T | shistoncal -

such ven'
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The moa.t common way of commumcatmn among the Afncans is by word of
mouth or the spoken word,. sometirne$ .in “a- face situation.. The. speaker -

~formulates his messages and fransmits it orally by word of. mouth to his

“audience {Chiezey, 1982). The- traditional “mode of communication is a.

ki Mathodﬂlﬁgy

I hlsmly

: historical reconstrm,tmn to appl(,(‘lﬂte fthe values problpms 1ImL militale againgt .

* function of an indigenous system of commumcatlon of the people, which helps
‘therit to narrate their past. :

The efficacy "of . tradmonal mode of commumcahon h'ns been
demonstrated by Ughoajah: who - called these traditional modes “Oramedia”
emphasising their most visible attribute; orality (Ugboajah;.1986).

Earlier studies on the problems of oral narratives have shown that oral

society.' Idowu (1973) has maintained that oral tradition is very useful for the

| ‘Africans and those interested in the reconstruction of the past. He listed some
! of the values of oral tradition, these include  the use of oral tradition for
_corporate- identity of the commumty, safe gudrd the soczety from unfavourable -

accounts, rahpnal:?c accepted views of the community, commemorate and
celebrate major events, validate. claims to- land title and propcrly, determine
‘sexual relationship, historical reconstruction etc.” A study by Armstrong (1969)
confirmed the above values of local tradition ‘and concluded that one of the
fundamental sources for the hlstory of Afnca 15 certamly the oral tradition of

| the peop]e e : : : ‘
A cr:llcal rwmw of hlcmiurc on onl trndmon alq\) mdlcqtc that whﬂc o
there - are. f"tctorq that justify - the' “use of oral trau‘uon for - historical-

reconstruction’s, therc* are others that deter onc from Lhe use of 'such sources of

1dcut1ﬁed factors such as chronological ‘distortion of - Kinglist, political
prOpaganda tc’lescopmg,, lengthening;. forgetfulness due to insufficient record,

deliberate -exaggeration as some of the factors th'ﬂ mhxbxt thc use of olal

narratives of historical reconstru:tior‘

.Thlo reqearuh aims - at’ T;smtmg rescarohcrs hlstozmns pol ithol scxenhsto,,
' politicians, anthropologists, mchcmogm{s traditional rulers, archivists,

librarians, information scientists who may bé interest in the use'of oral data for

chh Lm.me: s

tradition can serve many ‘important functions: for the survival and up-keep of -

Iiemzr.e (1971) I<orte (1970) Plun‘o (1969) n thelr studies havc:. B




Thise study was visualized 2
problems and values associated witl
adopled was. the questionnairé methox

yral. sources.  The priricipal ‘method

to al;ow for free expression as well as'for controlled answers. - i

- The study was carried out an selected professionals whose profcasmns-

are relevant for thL custodian of oral data and who n the course of their work
use these sources.

One hundred and ten copics of the qucshonmum design for this sludy il

were distributed to a stratified sarmple 0[ professionals relevant for this study.
~ The respondents were asked 1o close from a list contamm{: possible
‘deterrents to the use of oral data in hlstoncaﬂ wmmg, '

Tablc 1‘: - Dastribution of ll‘ll_xpt‘-mles by pml

Professionals- .- Rt_spondents oot Total s
Historical e o i IR
Anthropologist' - . e e
Archaeglopiate v e e O
Librarian - e - 1%
Researchers : e 9.9%
Infosmation Setentsts . e L EE R e o L gos G
Political Scieniistst = & b G e L L R
Politicians e e s
Traditional Ru]ers e e LR b RIR0ES
‘Lawyers = el 1%
ATGHIVISES s o el St it e e

The various categones of oral sources ‘usr::d by the respondentq in the1r works' '

. include; folktales; myths, famlly and- Iocal hadmon gencalogy, songs, pontry, '. it
. praise songs, etc. S :

The problems that respondcnts -“usual]y encoantcr in . thP process of' b

using oral tradition are presented in’Table. 2, They include - chronologmal
distortion, distortion ol nghst pOll[lCdI propaganda, telescoping, lengthening,

for getfulness due to insufficient records dellberate cxag,geratmn and when the -
master edition is not.the publloht_d onc | '

Politicai propag,anda was rankcd h1ghcst by rcapondcnts ‘with 90
(85.4%) conmdermg this 15.the major dLlGl Tent in ﬂu, use of oml narrative for

Jact finding project '.'s"ur(:l_y ol il

In order to obtam data for the study :
effort was made to design a closed and partially open quesllonm.rc il hl‘i was

The Use of () !
'blc*m.\ Am

< historical -
formulatic .
'.relauoml i

deterrente'f_
due to ini¢
responder;

- when'mas

this prob]

- “writing.
ranked eig

Table2:

- Deterrent :
‘ Politipa’l F

ADchbr*rau :
: _'Chronolo e
. Distortion
1 “Telescopir

- Forgetfulr:
‘Record = .-
When the -
~ The publi:

Lengthen; *

.usersof o1
“value whi -

(.. inevitable
| . sourcesof -
e B
the recon”
A{raditions

" communit
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7. ‘his'tori"dal"l‘wr‘iting._ They ‘argue that' oral traditions “are nothing more than
nethod | formulations of the contemporary,. schémes of - political - and ceremonial

~Listudy |

relationships. CIoscly following respondems (74. 2) indicated encountering this

! “problem while 55 .(58.0%) the !L‘Sp()l“l(l(_nt'-; saw the problem of* chronological
~distortion as a major deterrents as far.as the use of oral data is concerned. The

distortion ome;:,hst came fourth as respondents 50 (53.0%) identified it as an

| inhibitor “telescoping” was ranked fifth 35.(38.0%) by respondents as a major
deterrents to the use of oral tradition-in their jobs. The problem of forgetfulness
" due to insufficient records came sixth in‘the rankmg with 30 (31.8%) of the -
respondent The problem which was mnked seventh on the list is a QItUaUOﬂ.’ :

when master edition is not the published onc, 25 respondents 127.5%) indicated

this pmblcm as a major deterrents ‘to the. use-of oral tradition for historical
| ‘writing. Coming -on the bottom of list is' the problem of lengthemng which
_ranked elght was 1nd1mted by 10 (10 5%) respondents

'ﬁable P4l ' A rdnkmg of deterrents 1dentlf1ed by '111 respondents
5 i ) ' : o e 2 145
i Detc;rrents SR R e ‘Freque_nc’_y : Pcrcentage of Ruspondent
P.olitic:al_P‘_rOpaganda Sl Ly ' i 95 .4
o Dehhera‘tc Exapgeratione . oo 000e e e
i Chronological Distortion, o rf =ai§5 L Bl o e e 5810
Distortion omegl’nt e 50 e 5
delescoping 0 0 e s Lo s ARl
-1 Forgetfulness. duc to msufﬁmcnt Ll 0
i Record e e o e e :
| When the master edition is nlot'ff' e _
| The publishedone . 25 o S s
Lengﬂlening" e i 104 R 10.5 '-

Despite the above identified problems which may tend to discourage -
- users of ordl sources of mformat]on for hlstonca] teconstruction, there are great -
| value Whlch characterise oral sources: of oral harrative have made the sources
. ‘inevitable in historical reconstruction. Thc values of oral ndrratw},s as vcntable ‘
.ourccs of 111f0rmat10n include: G
: Elrstly, oral tradition is vcry useful 101 Afncan and thosc mtcrestcd o
fhe: femnsfmctmn of the past.© All communities in Africa have their own . ¢

tigin, which are used to-define. the’ [corporate. identity of

Fhis. nml i:radmc;n gwm tha same. origin is intended. or uaed the




until they appease the gods of the land. ©

in the community. With this, you fell a‘sense-of belonging.

Secondly, oral ‘tradition is also used to safe-guard the _se"C‘ur'it'y" of the

society. The people ensure that areas¥in the tradition that are unfavourable’
aspect of the past is edited or suppresséd. This is done because it is believed

that it is the favourable happy account of‘the past that is salutory for the good of

the society tragic accounts of the past can bring il fortune to the present

soclety. ; ; ) S ;

Also 1n the same vein, oral information is used to rationalise the
accepted views of the past of a particular community.- For instance, it is
convenient for the Yourbas to argue that Yorubas land is cradle of civilization

.and that infact the world started in Ile-Ife. The oral tradition about Ile-Ife is re-

inforced by the “garden of Eden” that s situated in the Oni’s palace.
Alrican also use oral in{ormation te commemorate and celebrate major

events, in the past history or.in the present life of the community. . Most of the
festivals in Africa dre functions of oral tradition. The celebrations of festivals-

like new Yam festival in Okuku. The Eleregbe festival in Ijebu area. All these
festivals and their celebrations-are arrived at the various oral traditions of the
comumunities. : ' : ' '

Aﬁ-ipans' use oral traditions to validate to property, land and title. It is W
with this tradition that claims and arguments are backed up- with evidence

showing their right to these claims. A person whose great grand father held a

same thing applies to land and land use system.

particular title, does not need a written document to lay cldim to that title. The '_ |

Historians and Archaeologist: use oral tradition for historical -
- reconstruction. - Where oral information is systematically coflated, it can be

used- in rééonsmCtﬁng political, economic and -social activities- including the
religion of Africans at different stages of their development and where oral

tradition has been used with other disciplines e.g. archaeology and linguistics, a

detailed information about past of Aﬁic’anx.é,ocictyhavg been known.

~ Oral eviderice in Africa is also used to determine sexual relationship.
African community lives in hamlet and small settlements mostly, yet they know *

those they can relate with and the extent of the relatiors. Oral information helps

to'define those you can marry and those-you cannot marry. Every commumnity -

without the use of written documents the families or clans it cannot marry from.

It is. strongly believed by the use of ofal source also that those. who flout

arrangement in sexual relationship suffer one form of misfortune or the other

Lvarest € Madu

peaple a sense of brotherhood.and a'seénse of belongings.. The.information here:
- Lells you who your-uncle, brother; sisteiy grandfather ete. are and your posilion: -

socializaun.’
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‘ Apart from sexual relationship; oral sources help the people to
appreciate their beginning and reverendsit. This is in form of the genealogy of
the people in a royal family; thig'can provide a list of king that has ascended to
throne belore. The implication of this:is:that it gi’Vés justification and judicial
{ proof-ol the legitimacy of the ruhng thing and exposes usurpers. It will prevent
those not in line from becoming Kings:+ . ; ; 7

' Oral evidence 'is also use to-teach moral and' offers opportunity for
socialization for instance infolktales,-apart from the immense: enjoyment

1 children derive ‘from the stories, they“also get to know unconsciously about

| what the communily considers:good of bad behaviour, the taboos and sanctions -
apainst them and the general heliel sy§tem of the community. For mstance only
| a child who has listened to the tortoise:tales comes to appreciate that the type of

| behaviour invariably -attributed to ‘this animal  is not approved of -in the - -

" Community, this is in.addition to the socialization, fun and humeur in the telling
_ofthe'story. e ‘ s e
. Oral traditions have also documented migrations both ‘internal and

| external. Through oral tradition we now know areas of migratien and pattern of

|'migration. . With oral information people are able to know those who are-

~ Lactually sons of the soil and those who settle down from other tradition, insist
-t that the Modak‘ékes settled in their present location in Ife from another areas. -
‘. This is very common in many communities in Africa.” e S

Most of the deterrents to the use of orals solirce as a veritable "S'oui_“ce ‘of- :

information jafccss'critia‘lly political which bother on an effort by the people or
the power that be to present themselves or their community in good light by
| rationalizing accepted views of the past-of a particular community. The above

" |is informed by the belief that it is the-favourable happy account of the past'that -

is salutory for the good of the society; tragic account of the past can bring ill

| unfavourable aspects of the past.are edited or suppressed. . . -
' The above explained why politi

deterrent with 90 (95:4%) of all respondents_indicting such. This problem
© | bothers on the ego integrity of the people and the cornmunity. . : ‘

i . Asit'were, thisposition hzijs"n'd{"doubt.misl‘ed the users of oral tradition -

- like, the historians, the social scienlists, the anthropologists, the librarians, the.

or the _Dther_"'{'.'.: -archaeologists; the -mformatlozj Vsc1e._rr}“t-1ists,-‘:ﬂrlc_ archiy‘;:sts,‘t-h;'lawye

rs and all

who use Qfais“.gié;{g;, i B

itical propaganda stands out ‘as"thc Worst‘ o




narrativés, the Study. also fotnd” out that
of corporalF- 1den11ty of the community,’th

particular communily. 1t is aiso u%t.d_to Lommcmomu and celebrate major
events, validate claims:to property, Jand. and itle, historical reconstruction and * §.

_migrations both internal and extérnal - : : ‘
Finally, this- study rcahns thc fﬁct that thefe is: no source of .{

Ib:.—ldzm”"d Iuly, 1991 Bl

26 = i ‘ e : fovirest € Mo

Impilc (ﬂ"GhL qhme dm mcd pmhh‘m{ associnfed with sources of oral -
'1uL are’ \,.1luu| ind |)|m]ml* [or aral - 3

information. These values include thewse ol oralanformation [or U de f_unmnn

the determmanon of se relation. Also Oreﬂ narratives:help to: 10’1(.1'1 morals and
oflers opportunity [or socialization. I""Lnuld dlm be - use d o dm_umcnl

»

information; whether written or. oral that dou; not have its shortcoming.  The
truth of the matter is that oral tr adition as a source ol information, dcspne is

" weakness. has proved to bc: one of the bt,stff%ourccs of information fo. historical .

reconsiruction.. ‘ o : |

Howwu to make oral tradi Lmn 2 veritable source 01 information, more
meaningful and relevant to the users, it'is pertinent to have a check list of other
sources which will help in redressing ‘the abuses, apparent I the use of oral
sources of information. In order to ach]cve this, the use of ethnography written,
achicve and archaeological sources could be emphasized. Also a
multidisciplinary ‘approach is necessary if we must treat 013} soutces of

information with respect it deserve.
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