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THE !-'!ETHODOL0.GY OF OPl'·L TMDITIOF le :KEI'1¥1'~

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE ANI) HINTS

~llieneverI go to the field to collect historjccl data for a
proje-ct, I find that I an learning some nep Lt.er s of met.hodoLoqv .
At times what I used previously or in a certain area or even with?
cetain informant becomes ineffecti re \·'iththe nevr project 0 ril'hat
is still effective rright need some wodification to ooerate under
new or differ~nt circumstances. It is with thE' ar-ove and sir.:ilar
experiences in mind I ¥rite this brief p2ppr. I wish to share
my experiences with those who have the same or d i.f f erorvt. ones and
foster some hints to those v-ho inte nd to do oral research s ome of
whom have confronted me .with que st.Lons e s to hov it Cl 11 ope retes , M~

answer to the last question has often teen that I do not krow
of a universal methodology even for ~~pya or Africa ~pcausp
different groups, people, times and even researchers thpmsElves
respond differently However, one can talk of so~e general
principles that can he us~d as guide lints a~ the res€archer
molds a nnethodology releuant to a group, ar ea or time as the caae
may be.

ORAL TRADITION

What is oral tradition1 ~any varica answers can bp given for
, this question. These could rang8 from the 'classical cefinitionp

which regards oral tradition as the'fixe~' inforrratjon o~ssed
orally from one generation the next till present, to this writer's
views ~hich, as will be sho~p below inclu~e ~uch things as observatior
and eye witnesses as aspects of it. In letv-7een t.hese +wo def Ln i.t Lons
will be found others such as:

.....• /"2
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Oral traditions are stories told ahout the PARt, but they
are not h i st.ory as \ore know it. t.o day; rrhe~T are legendary
accounts full of'the exploits of heroic anser,tors and

. . rich in cultural inagery relating to the develoDwent of
a 'people, much Li.ke the Old Testame)'"'t.Thev abstract the,;.. - - . - . -:. . . . - . - ,- .)

. 'f t . » ma Ln lessons f rorr the Past and CQJ:"1.pressthese into Cl
singi'e'el'eg;ant'message for the present .... ~ and are
concerned exclusively ~ith the major themes jn.the
developreent of a people rather than the rrinordigressiops that

-"C may have accured along t.he W?y. :, '.

J'O'sepl;lJ~iJ,lersees't.he ne rrat.Lve oral tradi.tion as "the most.
• "-:., •• > • -

pzob Lemat.Lc sort ()f'oral'historica~ source", whi.ch j s , "though
often indirect, ~uffled;andrnixed in complex ways with infor~ation., . .... 2
frow the present." .'

.;)

THE ME'l'HODOLOGY

Methodology in our context is taker as t.he art of co lLectLno
the oral tradition data or/an~ eli6iting infdr~ationcrali;. It is

.; ....~'. j -".

this data wh Lch is used f LreLl.y as _a source of bLs t.o.r.tcaI
.. , .•........•. ,/

information. '1'his.infoqnatiopcan be uS.ec immediately or st.ored for
future usel. A good oral hi.stor~an \~~.llcOlleytindis1iminately
materials in the pre-colonial andcolpniaL.or even post-colonial
historic epoches. The main tasks of.this,panerjnclude ~~ckling
methodology as a ~robler, discussin~~roblems t~is writ~r ~ound in. -

the field and J:roviding SOIYle hints; towards shlvlng, them~ The
methodology is a long procesE that ranges frorr the selection of
a research field through the struggl~ wjth vari0us pyo~lems,
approach pzope r to the irt.err,retation of the, cat a co Llect.ed,

One b'egir:·$:. by selecting the research f LeLd as dictated DV.. ' --•various re~sbns or ~tirnuli. Before embarking on actual
fieldwork, it is irnpbrtant to have plenty of ~ac~ground information
or ori~ntation of va~ious aspects of th~t place. Such aspects of
the area like geocjr~phy, rolit~cs, ecop~~y " '~..anguage,P{:h010g'y
and culture should be understood at an introductory or elementary
level. It is such a know ledge which be coroes the foundatio:r.on which
to build onels research especially durir.g the approach and even
interpretation periods.

3.......
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Included in the selectjng of the place 6r field is the
....

selection of the subject and/or period. Nhep thiR has ~een

done, the selection of sources of the material which includes
informants follovis.

r., ."

• rj

Coupled with the above, a researcher fa2~~ the prohlew
of budgeting~ This involves many issues depending on the nature
of .t.he work. Ir'cluded here are firances of equipment or the.
research tools,. accomodatibn and subs i.stence .p'avr-ent; for

. ~i .....';.' , ". .' ~ .•.

as s.Ls t.ent s , travel, tradi t Lon aI gifts and processing 'of mabe'rt al s .
, ., .

Time, the Loca I language" (s) and the r ese ar che r S 'for-eigness" •
or being ,nan outis Lde r" carialso become serious prob Lems tl' at

cause concerti.' ..!' ".

"

APPROACH

The approach to an 0~1 research is actually ~he de9~dinq
factor as to the suscess or otherwise .of the ·projl?c"t;. It is
the most' essential factor once) th~'researcl:H~r';is' in the field.. ;. '..". '. ' . '. ~." :

Appro ach .a l so has many aspects be.SOrm.inc; wL th'~.s , ....aopar'ent Iy. ' . . .

unimportant,ones like .ersonal appearance.through the researcher's
winning. the confidence of the Lnforrran+s to; the actual mechar Lcs...
of .gathering the information. .' . ,.~.-'

.j.; .,

In approachin~ a new~locality "on ·field wor~, the i~se~rchers
appearance is the ·first thing the locality or ir.f()rnants.Jto-be
respond to. 'r.he. response could be ·that of out.r i qht. accent ance ,
that of pas s Lve 'or active resist.ance, .irdifference ,;'~fJar or suspicic
or such like. The researcher could be susp~ct.~d'of·heing ar.y of
the persons the 'locality miqht; not r f.avour. 'such as 'a .tax -cLe rk , a
rogue, cl' C. I •.D. or othE.r· important officer or p.~rf>orL'

.r ..

\ ....



IJ,

All t.hesevand .t.heI r peers are appr-oached by informants 'VTi th

much caution if not avoided altogether. ,tI!ith the hackground
k n owledgerr:.el'l:tioned earlier, the r-e so ar che r- s hou Ld know t.he
appearance that vrou Ld not bring suspi.ci.or- but acceptance 0 As
a general rUle simplicity in dress and wanners plus n~t~ral

'genuiness appeals more rosi·tevely than artificial Lmpos Lt Lons
. and grand shows. At ti~es and in places, ever a car ~ight be

a 'disadvantag~ at; t.he beginning.. ; ~.- ..
,'; I,'

Once one. is introduced to an 'a~ea, the nekt ~ove is cultivating
',I . .

the confidence, Qt, the 10caJA:1:.y. One v'ay of COiI'1gth i s . is t.o
, • • '1

carry a goverr:,ur.ent authority like' a .suh+chi.e f , Ch Le.f, .Soldi,er ,or

Cbuncillor with: yoP especialiy during the early-~tage;. ' r~is
': . ~ ~- ~ ." I • "; j .:;

is e.specially whe r e rt he local people are too su sp tc i.aus o f .

new people or strangers.' l\nothe'i:r'way is t~ move v1i th 10cai;
people. who are acceptable int'he community. l\ third method' is to
stay in the area,~ixin~ up with:th~'PEopl~gradpally until you
are accepted. Tl'~is .Ls really the Lde eL'wav vrhe n you liv~ with)and
arnon;;ther:-: participating as much . as,rO~sil~:le i~ their way of
life. The problem here is the sho~t~~e of time as said~arlier.
Hhich'eT~er met.hod or Methods one t akes, the secret. is to
appear genuine

;.sd· 1 d' " lSP aye ,
some type of Cl.

natural tc , and ! at home' ~",jth them. r'7h~re j nterest

it shoul~ appear genuiI'1P, not curiosity for

"mus eurr piece'. '"

One should have'~l~nty of self-discipl~.ne·which hides
over-curiosity or eargerness, that appreciates the corn.munityis

,. .

of life and sentiments. Go slowly, cis,!uisingly inquisitivE'
•

way
. .

and ve ry cob sez-vant. into :i;ssnes that need caut i.on like ri t.uaLs p

secrets and belief ~istems - sci~el~~ one can 'read between the lires'.
There are some secrf'tstha~ will not te let out to the researchE'r
easily but.! apai"t from observation an2thcught, one can use

some of the,members of the cult who look approa~hahle, like the
'modernised I mem1:::erswho have unde r qone rituals .

. . . . . . './5
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One has to learn to appear civil! respectiful and a little
knowledgeable. Somesoc tet tes do not apprecLat.e a qrown up
who appears - or preves - ernpty~head€d! It is th8 samp.w~en

"

the researcher lookis toe knewledgeabl.e. ('ne must strike a
balance~

~'; ',".

'(

". e-

Cultivai;:.ingacceptciI')ce .or confidence of the,corrmun'ity ~ it,
is very es.serrtLa l that you become net only casnai' but one of t.hem,

This willmE'an, thatiis you pe.rt.Lc Lpat.e , apparently, crenuinely in
f I' _ .

their way of life, you have to' do such tl:dngs as attending lecal
;.1 • . ~

activities like harambee rreetings, funezaL er birth ceremonies,
church affairs and wE-ddingsbesides being identified Nith soP.'eef

;t:he;acceptaple; f~milies. It is ~oted that if ore is following ,
..the rrannera o::~ti~ette ..ofthe;,.com;r:,urity gen~in~ly, I'fleaningful"ly,
'and unreservedly, the one .does not 'only have his/her shortcorrinqs and
mi.stakee 'sympathis~d' lJJi,thbut' get~<Inore ,f teachers'. Aft~r
all, 'one comes to' keetmore and more' Lrif ors-arrt.s 'as well 'as
guides. 'lt 'is equaL'Ly vno ted that, the "",'roal,]est useful thing' you do
to the corrmunity.liy.e taking a sick persol"' for medical 'treatment,
a funeral or ott).ercererr-ony spreads youl/fame p~sitiveiy 'fC'..r'crJ~'ide
in .the society and environment as a \>lhOle., .,T,htscoes woiic.ers iT'

.. ,',..
paving your 'Iilayfor' the, future work v,~heri'you,g~t, to 'thesE: ere as ,

J. '
L ::; ;..

; ..

Once accepted; one can embark en the ex~'rGise of' gathering
data~ On~ c~u9ialthing to do is tochbose a$-,Youtime for the
visit a perfod ,~l1at 1,s suitable for the' Lnfozrrarrts , not you,
This could depend en 1,r:leather- like \l7hen' ,th~y,are riot' busy planting
because the rains have just fallen, wtedir.q'orharvestir!-~:for

.:";' .
agricul turai cerrmunI ties. r;rhetimes that interfere •.,ith
livestock systerrs like'grazing, branding or ritualp should be
avoided in pastoral soc Le t f.es w unLes s one wanted to' capitalise

.\ . .' .

on the, issues. Some times are given to mournina or seclusion of
. _.... . . .-' '. . : ' .. J. - _ ~,'

,sam,etY'r>~,.o.~,e,)5houldnot choqse such Cl :.p.mine times, wheri people
are pze+occupded with what to e~t ,sheul,d l.e cautiously 'chosen if
not avoided.

." ,

.: .J
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Normal times or those of plenty and jubiliation have their own

merits and demerits. The point to stress here js~ 'choose
the most appropriate ti~c'.

'The above' cho i ae s apply to what eve r of the b70 IPa:Ln,
rese~;chmefhods us~~ by res~archers in di~f~ient' areas ~f Kenya

. .'.' -':' .~ . I"..', . . " .

,and,under varying' circumstances 0 Thc:~~; ITlp.th6ds a r e the grmm
", .

and individual Lnt e rv Lews. For groUjI'interviev!S Lnf orrnarrt.s IPpet
the researcher' in one central or convinient place. Issues' I ~~}'

requir~d ~y t~er8s~archer or th~uqhi fit by th~ grou'b
group, are detated 'a~d agrEi~d up~. Thp resen.'rcher" records the

agreed ,~'vi~'w-sr.1ain'iY[~"'At tiro:es 'thE resf'archer 're:cbrds"the ViE>t,TSthat

:::~;~:t:g:::~~i{:;':a~:::~::::i~:,,~~.::i:h:::h::t::i~fu~h~
. . ~. . - , .~

• "\"" I .,'

person. It is also known that SOIre of the v i.evs that are
suppressed might be very useful. 8hyrn~Dber~ of_the group cften

, ~ . 1~.;, - . ,.

end up by n6t being ~ea~d e~eritho~gh f~~~m~y~have u~~f~l
f' ';;" ", , ' ' _-;-,' ,',' H

views. The merits of this m~thod include much savjngbfbot~
time and money by~havirg to convene one 'rr1,~eti~g :0£ say ten or'

'.,',' "

more people only once as opposed to ten' ~r mdrecLLf.f~l:'e1}t, SF-SS ions.
The res~~rcher~lso feels s6me 'psychologica{'satisf'action for
: ~ •. .'. . .' ';~:, ~', • I . , !. :': • i t' ,
having the 'rnajori t.y and agreed Vie-NS' as opposed to ' indi vLdua I
and unc~oidi~a~ed'ones. . r

'T'" '. i .' .- ..

informant or perhaps 'a small group of
or' three - be dealt with ~Xhaustively

The individual interviews met.hod r ecomr-ends that every
info~mants norm.:il1y" tv1d'
l-';~~fO~A going 'to the next :'

informant. This met.hod is ve~y expen'sive' fj na.ncially and rt Ime
, '0$"

wise. Put it gives each person a Chance end privacY,to air his
or ''he:r 'vie~is w i,th~ut fear' o'f~he I spok~s~ar;-" or shyness . It: gives
One 'lo( chanc~ of following his lor her own k~O\:Tledge or mernorv
vIithout being Lnf luenoedhy' others. ThiF-. errabl.e s the bring-in?"
"fon-Tare! of minute det2Uls andrepdsode s or issues peculiar to only
'that person or family vh i.ch mfghti~e us e f'uL during the period
of interpretation and: compLLf.nq ;'

" ,.
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To achieve success if' ind~vidu'ai intervi"f:'Fs the researcher has to
do some t.ype.ro f re'c01\)\oftringt'rips -Ln the field and vi.sLt Lnc

the would2be~inf~rmants fi~st i 'b~~ing this ventur~,~.::t.he researcher

do e s som.e'eler:;ent~ry inte;~i.ewsso as to d i scove r the know Ledqe ab Le

peis~ns \ and even he r e, who Ls kriO\"ledge~ble in wb at . . This

reconnoitre gives the r e se ar ch a chance to Map out- the r es ear ch
'area befbr~ .going back for thorough Lnt.e'rv i.ews 0 It ,is

reoommended' that during this second or so trip, the researcher
...:, ~~ , "

.goes tqwork' right. in the familiar surroundings of the Lnf o rr-arrt s
and concentrat~s on the aspect? of :knowledge ear!\1arJred during t.he

" '.

re.Co·nnoitre 'period ~

•-, r : }t.,~ Ls , perhaps r useful to point out here that the above: t;lfo
intervievling methods have been used wt.cb success. B.A 0 Ogot
use.d the group Method among the southern Luo while G.8. Nere
did the same'among the Ab aLuyi a , 3 ... C'~ Yuriuk.iinixed grou F
and, Lndd, v i.dua L interviews in G1.kuyuland wh i le M.~flaniJri has .i

, .\ , " ,.,

used the individual interview method with very fE'''! groups. Lrrt erv.i.ews
':-;"of under five·meIT:b~rs.4 ~~7ithout belabo~r~n<J~h~pointg-it'iS .

'. '!

pr act.LcaLl.y proven that a. r-Lx+ure of bo t.h iP'CJ-ivtciual' and ,aroup
methods give r eLat.LveLy suitable results' and mb~.erate th':~'"exp~nses.

But whe re possible, this wr i.t.er prefers Lr-d LvLduaI int'e~vieJAtS
and only a fe~ small group. ones after all tnema'ter:i al has been

collected, mainly for· checking and conf Lrmf.nq purposes 0

'~ .
,':"" I

Beetings' for Lnt.e rv LewLnq whe+he r inclivJdual. or group can
; -,

be frustrating to say the Leas t. This is ,when 'tSe researcher
makes a lot/of~fforts to attend an appointll1eptl.'~nG. finds the

informant either absent, not ..Ln a mood of sLt.t Lnc for an Lnt.e rvf ev
'{,., .

or haying changed to a 'hchstile info~rn.ant' since the researcher
communicated (ast; .. .ttariy differe~t thinqs, all ri~qative, to the

researCher, can happen.;.. including an informant charging his/her

mind to talk during the interviewinq sespion. At times inforrnants
talk but a~oid the salient issue intentionally. One could be sitting
and conducting an Lnterv i.ew and this could r-e int.errupted to the

detriment of the . work for that "Whole day or longer .

. . . . . . . /8
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- . :-On~earl; ,argu~ that. ~_researcher t\also,.~,usu~llY. ('aqer to corn= to a
-conc l.us Lce. .end of an interview, not. ; +he hpgirming of Lt., t"hat

,":' one" should . u~derstand here is that once tt-.e Lntre r v i ew is

i~t~r:~p~,~d, it me an s fu~ther expendJ.-;.,ure of l-och m<;>he,'3 Ch.A£
tlme 1f lt has to be re-done as welltlnterferencE1wlth the rest of
the 's'cheClu:le.' It' has at times , happened that', T' have vpo s t.por-ed an
int-~'n;'ie;'T-s due. lta-' one or more of the reasons'l'ike :the above and

'then]1itl1el" ;never managed to get tack ag:;:'.ir or 'found .ith~"'irfcrTI'ant
'~dea~;)ln~~my f o Lkow rup v LsI t! ' .

: ., . 1;- '" " :,' .";':)
• ,.f , ••

, , \$ - ". '
. " However, . the ~'est a researcher doesl\.to remain' eornpos edvand

"tole'rant beca~se shmvingtrue' feelir~s' of 'ei thpt": d.i s appoa.ntimer-t; or
noh-app"(-(2t;.ici;,rtion. might .af f'e ct; the future' of' the pr6Ject'~ <A;l}the

foregoin~ calls for patience and ple'nty of time which :aresearcher
, . '

might not unfortunately have - R!=: we Ll, ap' painful expend'll-ture. Thif':

point equally' app l.f.e s . even wher- the Lr f orrrant;s are not hostile put

are not !eLling 2 ,~esearcher Ln the hurried v.,cythis researcher wou Ld

like so .,'j as to finish quickly and Derb~ns hea.t'aU deadU,ne""t'.• ; . . ~ _ _. .' .l..
"'" . '. .. (

Veterans ,0,£ the or.~,l; tradition d t sc Lp l.Lrie including eXI'?tria.tes
have under's tood the above as ceduced f r orr' 'i7an~~\na;y..1henhe r eco.rds ~

The h~storian is in a hurry and cb~ri~~~6~understanding the
message of the text by reaairgadditigt;lal .text.s , .AfricRPs
chide us for hurrying, for ~ot linger~ng over ah oral
communtcat.Lon to savor its bouquet, to'meditate about; it.
To v-1 make i tpart of ore! s i nt.ellectucd.;persona li ty, rather
th~ ~ay one,savors poetry. ~e must learn to do this if
we,wantto usp oral tra~~tions as 'sources£or ~istorv. We
!!':.ust:~arn to SlON dowl".-

It is di~~icult either to e~phasise thp ~,ssue of patience
enough Dr exaggerate it~ Suffice it to say that one has to cultivate

, .
rr:u'ch:eJati errce: and, t-oLe r ance i even to insul t,s, being ch Lded or Lauched

.at in the course of .the 'research.

• ••• 0 •• /Q
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SITTING MJ HTTEPVIEv-i

Af,ter securing an Lrrterv Lew COII'esthe collection of I ha.rve s t iner I

time when the'research~r sits with tte in~orrari~~Y. Th~ researcher
is usually well· arned wi+:h the tools of the trade. T ese include a

questionnaire, writing
t~66~dfng'mate~{al are
ories 'ch' "replacerr,ent of
informant (- in~lu~ing

materials suct as pen/pencil and ~aper. Tane
included either as puppleMents to the ~riting
the same. Beqi~iI"'g vlith the i0.entities of the

- "address, locality, genealogy etc.) the intervip.w
starts with either the researchercs question on v01untary inforrration
coming f r on' the informant i either as a new point or f'oLl.ow up of an
if~re of the identity. Practically, one even finds t~e research
beginning before the identity is done. '~'7hichE'ver ~bE'ginst this
vrrLter approves since 'the point is to qet as much rse fuL. inforrration

. ,
as possible and so ~hatever is comfortable and natural makes the
informant at hOIT'!eis commendabLe 0

This point of wher e and how to re<;J.n is .L'!\port,i'lnt since a
herv6u~ or strained sta~t can affect the results. It b~ings us to
the researcher's tool ·n~r;.ed que st Lonnaf.r e above , ,Should t.he
guest"ionnaire be used? should it be adhered to strictly? Just I1m·1

d6es' one use a guestion~aire? The arove and similar auestions linger
in minds of researchers especially as one plGlr:s.,a p.roj ect., 'Mv
simple i-espons~ to'theIr. is. that one needs a cue st.Lonnadr e flex5.hl!ir.'

and as naturally and practically as poss LbLe, 'M:atthis means is
_. .: ~-~~:r~ : . .

that one should riot.he glued to the document pntirely as this often
'.an!.l0Ys tnf'o rmant.s. . Inforrrants often Li.ke to 't.al F: of what
int.erest~ t.herr, ~ot' th'e researcher i s reaues'ts. '.:-'0 {te1" , the

interests of the Lnformant.s are useful materials' whi ch the researcher
might' not have t.houqht.: of. So it is '\;~orthv'hilp' pay i nq atte~t Lor-

.t.o them. vlhat one usually does is to listen to ~!7hatone cons Lder s
useful or 11 switch oneself off" if the Lnforroant; Ls cefini tely
unhelpful. Then when there is a cue to change the subject, the
researcher does so and iI svrit.ches or eseLf on" aoain ,
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,,- ;.

Eut th~ last thing to do is to tell thp inforITRnt that hp/she is

irrelev~nt or not ,helrful or even to 8ho~ i~patience. Thi~
,,,,rit.e r usually carries a q~esti0r;na.1.rt; and ,as]rs que s t Lons ? n . j t in

the order. that appaar appropriate "t,o ~hejnf()rrant \,hen ti_~}':~off wha+
. .~

I has"been answered till all bave ~een atterpted. A g~estionnRjre
should always haVe rooro for£urther questj.ops bro~ghta~ou~ hy the
inforrr:ants, thought af as the Lnf'o rrrar-t s t t.aLk or even pOSE"d~Y
I observers I •

.:";. , \'7hat 'sor.t.,:of: questions .shou l.d a quest \QI"'naire contain? :..One
should plan que s t.Lorrs vzh Lch Leac :to t.eLlLr-q a corrtLnuous story

,""or building' to a climax as opposed to t'1osC? t.hat; move 'bac1-

and c'£orth I, like .f r orn present to anc i.ent; fP-r-st to pr es errt ana '.recent
past. A que.st.i.or- .on origin of a socLet.y , .for example, CC1!' start \011 th

, ;

the informants ~genealogy to the ~uh~clar, then clan and
,-'

sub-ethnic g~oup and fina,ll}~.thE' E"thnic C;r.ou'".i t:self,. Tbis, );::ould
aLso-wo rkvt he ot.he r vvay r ound ,, that is ~r,om the ethnic group to
t.he. individual. ,The cues t Lons sbouJd,he, norrraL and /Isearchinr; as
opposed ,to-sens:jtive C'.nd,leacJins-. :Lea~~}1.g questions t.end 'to. dra.~~T
one' word ~ansv-er s or just, one ser:tence. r Upue,l:;LY polite informants give

. .. ,"

affirrr.ati ve apsvrer s to these trying t.o ,pl e as.e the questioner.
Leading questions are such as "wer e you Lcor i n« after Livestoc¥'?

~ • : r

or ilWere you not .Tooki.rs; after Livpstock?lI. ,r~hese are or-pos ed to

see r chLnq ones like "v.7ha't,was 'lour econorrv cor=nosed of? "or tltell, .~ "", -~ ~...!

me what you did to get foo~ an~ wealthn. Tb~s last reguest is ~lso
an example of. a method of e Li.cLf i.no inforrn.ation in a ides c r tpt.Lve ~'7ay

to vary dt~ect qupsti~ns like "Vh~t. did you do to get food an~
~ weaLt.hz" "Sensitive que st Lons li:Ve "r,'lere you defeated because your

v~arriors,had" earlier commi,t,ted s t.ro c i ties ega Lnst, ,Your eneT'1iE's?"
or "be caus e your Leader was a usurper?1. '!:ry and .avo i.d those th?t
either o f Eerid or .put;-t.he Lnforman+ on his/her qua.rd , .

o~ ••• ·./ll
! '.
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.As sa i.d .above, to enable you har ves't ·tIle inf orrnat.Lor-, -',j, t is
neces sary to ...'l7$e either wrLt.Lnq or t ape r e+co rdLnq-,' Schnl?rs
h~ve for long debated over the ~erits an~de~erit~of each ore of

th~se and there·is ro need of irdulgin~ into the saRle here. SufficE'

" '

"

it .to note that wr it.f.nq. takes too long a ner:i.odas' comna r ed
~o tape-recording that takes·the sppe~ of talkirig. ~Writirg
also has a chance of being 'Lhterpreted as ta~inq d6~ri'd~t~~0r
taxation or court purposes - a cannotation of colonial tirres of hut
and poll - taxes as v-e Ll, as f or ceri Labour-. Tane r eco rd r.nc is ofter
fo r qot.t.er; psychologically by informants after the first fe'VT mi.nut.es
of the start. as they. are carrieG away 1~7 t.ht= :teal of~.vhat +hev

are ·,relat~ng. However, this also depends on the society i ,

suspicious. or even superstitious societies ohject to a tape~
r eco rde r ftr t.o t.hem, it is a ! qhost I that can harm', . But . in

central Kenya" the "H'itlaria - Mbarie "or el speaker of what l has reen
. .

spoken" is a. good and v-eLcoroe cornlfr1p.ionar d ent.e r t aLner ta f t.er the
interview. The researcher, also can store and t.r ana cr i.be I'

'at leisure', alrrost ur.dergoing El possibly f6r<Jott.en'intervj:e~',
long after the end of the session. Eut wr i t i.nc ':'[lust be 'done 'at.. ,

the time of the interviewing 0 Foweve r , tbe expenses' 'of t.anE'!,
! - . ~

recording that includes the machine, t.apos-, .power or ener'av and
pen/p,aperlater can or Ly be, .l.ef t to the r ead= r to decide as to

}' - ":

whiph method he/she should use.

Nevertheless, t.her e is one adv ant acre of t(='lpe-recordinsr t.ba t,

needs be .merrtLoned, This is the leavincr of thp Lnt e.rvLewer more'.free to observe and listen more leisurely and att~ntively.' Gestures
or facial e~pre~C.,ioD~ made b 'tl . f ID t t I 'I .h t' th '~~ ~ . Y1P ln .or.an, e.. '\to! a ..p 'YToros

These are moze ohservahle whon t2pe--mIght fail to convev.
record~ng than when vr Lt.Lnq0 'I'hi.« can. be termed ob ser vat.Lon, Hith
this the researcher should cowbine the observation of lan~scares,
roat~rial cultural items, discardee projects, sites:
lifeo

and even \-.7 ayS 0 f

..... /12



t.-1anyof these w.i.Ll, help in d eo idLnq as to hov far what i R

~eing said.could have been true; practibal 6r even possi~1e.
One could even see other perspectjve~. A ca~era; wh~re

. . .

pos s LbLe, shou-ld be taken along .and used as one' tool of
recEording. Geogra_phical s cene r i..,es, material cuJ-tu,:iZereraips r

physical appe ar anee of the tinforrnants and wha teve r else one
feels could heep in conveying a visual impression shoul~ be

photographed for final inclusion in -the t.exc be i nq researched f'or .

, " .
PROCEssr:w; A.ND n~TEFPRETrrION

, The climax of all' the above struggle comes with cornoiLi.nq ~d
,

includes ~he interpretation of the ~&terials by the researcher
~ . , \. !

on' the basLsio f what was .coLl.ect.ed as vreLl. as bi.s/h,er as ses smerrt s .
. .

"JJ- l~ ,t;€=-t this 'stage that the who l.e Ls ::~a(!p. f r oro the manlj disjo~ntcC:
, " 'f r '.

and often apparently inconnectdd 1:its of matie r J al· fJ;:.orn(i ifferent
'.,: ....

.Lnf ormarrt s , observatior: and other sour oes . It is at· t.hi.s stage
,.that the- revelation 'of distortions j_~ oral t r adf.t.Lon is done

,a~d pu~ rie;ht in light of othez 8vj.de:"ce!:n it"'is: 0.15,0 he re
where a resea1:'ceher realises t.h at there are societies ~Jit!) byo
~ersions of iriformation namely officiii and'priv~te. The,
official version is told thos~ who are cO~5idere~ "foreign'

. .or have not vron the Lnf'o rmant; ~s conf ider-ce . The private is told
the insiders and ~h6sp that the inf~~mants have confidence in.

. .

At times a .research begins with gettin.g t,he 0fficial'andso
··le.g,endary or f abr-Lcat.ed versions and ends up , as' tirr.epp·sGes

by getting the private and so genuine mat~tia~.The Chuka of
He.rua~d theAgikuyubeh.,een 1920 and 1964 are cood example!') here.
Hence' theimportC',nce of the f i.neL. Pf()Ce~3sing I .\:lhen the compiler

.r.-. ", :

'has to decide as to what; to gi vs to ..';:hA corissume r ," To decipher
, -. .

the ,distortions is not' an easy task but cons iderableand all round
collection plus observa.tion and critical discussions and thinking
make it possible to sought out the ron-genuine ?rid replace with
the genuine •.
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Another ireportant aspect here is to use ~aterials frorr-
-th~ neighhouring societies. These do not only provide checks
and corrections but balances and sUfplements.

CONCLUSION

This brief paper has tried to sketch the practical aspects
of the methodology of oral traditior. Practical because the
writer, although using a generalise6 tone for applicability in
most of Kenya, has ac t.ua Ll.y used and tested it ma Ln l y arrong

s4me Ht. Kenya a societies like Emb':/i'!ireere, YirinYi'lga Gikuyu and
some groups of the !'~eru such as the Chuka, Tharaka and N'uthar-hi
It is clear in the paper tha·t tl e problem of fur de and time
have b.een left untackled - intentially for the wr i.t.er has P.O

solutions. The. researcl¥'(rill have' t.o rrake do with the l'ittle

available ,perhaps "be bo rn" in research zones to lessen travel
and acoomcd at.Lon vexpense s or beg donat.ions , seek ~ra.nts f r om

within and without or get syrnpathisers f.f lucky.

It is clear also that the paper ~ is n0~ exhaust1v~~ It
has only given an aspect of, the writer IS exoe r i.er ce.rand . SOIT'P.

hints. Implicit here is that every area has its OWl" met&ods
or approaches. Different researchers. v I I L also differ~i'n

"approaches as they do in intrerests. It j.s h€resu99'est~d 'that if
we' ~ll ~rote our experiences, a type of a reAearcher~s handboo~
or manual could be compiled for Kenya.. Put for t.he .ti..rn~:,peirq
interested researchers have to do t~e~r hest ~ith.th~methodology
11 th . b t . . 11 '" ii t . 1 -'l • "? IT t' 1on e)o ralnlng or 18 l~ rla BThL.error .:owever, cau 10U8_

~sed and with. patience and adequate ti~e, they should ~e
able to achieve their goals and do Cl. r:1emorat>lejot, for Kenya

in particular and Africa in general .

..... . ./~
ILt
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