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THE METHODOLQGY OF OPRAL TRADITICM IN KENERA:

PERSCMAL EXPERIENCE AND HINTS

Whenever I go to the field to collect historicel data for a
projébt, I find that I am learning some new iters of methodology.
At times what I used previously or in a certain area or even with a
cetain informant becomes ineffective with the new proiject. What
is still effective right need some modificatior to operate under
new or different circumstances. It is with the above ard similar
experiénces in mind I write this brief peper. I wish to share
ny experiences with those who have the seme or differert ones and
foster some hints tc those vho intePd to do oral research sorme of
whom have confronted me . with questions as to how it all operates. My
answer - to the last cuestion has often keen that I do not krow
of a universal methodolocgy even for Xerye or Africa hecause
different groups, people, times and even researchers themselves
responc differently However, one can talk cf scme general
principles that can be used as guide lines as the researcher
molds a methodology relevant to a group, area or time as the case
ray be.

ORAL TRADITION

What is oral tradition? Many varied answers can be agiven for
this question. These could range from the ‘classical definition,
which regards oral tradition as the'fixed' informatior passed
orally from one generation the next till present, to this writer's
views which, as will be shown kelow inclucde such things as ohkservatior
and eye witnesses as aspects cf it. 1In letween thece two defiritions

will be found others such as:
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Oral traditions are stories told ahout the past, but they
are not history as we know it today. They are legendary
accounts full of the exploits of heroic ansestors and
rich in cultural imagery relatirg to the develoorent of

La a people, much like the 0l1d Testamept.. : They akstract the

“.>main lessons fror the ”auu ard C@mpress these into a
single elegant messacge for the present “..... and are
concerned exclualve¢y with the major themes in. the
development of a people rather Ehcr fhe miror chresQ10ne that
5 may have eccured alonag the way. -

" Joseph ”1ller sees the narrat1V€ oral trad:flon as "the most
problewatlc qort of oral’ thtorlcal %ource whxcb 55, ”thouah
often indirect, mufflecd, and. mJXP@ 1n COWPTOX "ay° vlth 1nforwat10n
- from the nresent . ' ;

THE METHODOLOGY

the oral tradition data or/an@ ellCltlnq 1nforwat10n»nrq1;y, 7 s I
this data which is used flrally as a source of his toricéi '
information. This information can be used immediately or storpé for
future useﬂ. A good oral historian will.collect 1nﬂ1é¥lm1natoly
materlals in the pre-colonial a2nd colonial . or even post-colonial
hlstorlc epoches. The main tasks oiwthlaApaner_Jnclude.packllng
methodology as a probler, éiscussing probiems this writé? found in
the field and providing some hints; . towards sblving;them;; The
methodology is a long process that ranges fror the selection of
a,research field through thevstruggle with various prohlems,

approach proper to the irterpretation of the_data‘collécted.

One peging. hy selechnq the research F1916 as élctated bv
various reasons ‘or stimuli. Pefore emhark:na on actual
field vork, 15 i e 1Fnortant to have DlPPtV O-F bacbnround irformation
or orientation of various aspects of that plare. Such aspects of
the area like geography, polﬁt¢cs, economy, Tanquace, p%&holb@y
and culture should be understood at an introductory or elementarv
level. It is such a knowledge which becomes the foundatior on which
to build one's research especially durirag the approach and even

interpretation periods.



Included in the selecting of the place or field is the

selection of the subject and/or period. WWhen this has heen
done, the selection of 'sources of the material which includes

informants follows.

4Coﬁplédiwitb the ebove, a researcher faééé the problem
of bﬁdgeting; This invoives many issues dépending on the nature
of :the wdrk. Ircluded here'ére firances of ecuipment or the
' resgarchvtoo;s,waccomodatiOn énd svbsistence‘payment for
aééistants, travel, tradit%onal gifts'andbproceSsing of materials.
Time, the local languagé"’ (s) and the researcher's "foreigness" @
or keing "an outsider" can also become serious problems that

cause concern.

APPRCACH

The approach to an o%@¢ research is actually Fhe deq%ﬂaina
factor as to the suscess or otherwise of the project. It is
the most essential factor once: the:researcher is in the field.
Appf¢agh alsb haé;many espects bkeginning withiés,ianparentlyi
unimportant,oneé like personal appeararce through the researcher's
‘winning thé confidence of the informarts to the actual mecharics

of gathering the inforrmation.

In approachirg a new: locality on field work, the réseéféhers
appearance is the first thing the locality or infqrmantSJto—be
respond to. The response could ke that of .cutright acceptance,
that of passive or active resistance, irdifference; fear or susnicic
or.suqhviike;' The researcher could be suspectéd of -bheing ery of
thé persons the locality might not fawvour ‘'such as a tax clerk, a

rogue, a C.I.D. or other important officer or person.



All these and their peers are approached by informants with
much caution if not avdideﬁ altogéther. : With the hacbground

k n owledge rwentioned earller, the resecarcher sheculéd’ know the
appearance that would not bring susp1c1or hut acceptance, As
a general rtle simplicity in dress and ranners plus nathral
genuiness appeals more posigevely thar artificial imgqsitibns
and'grand shows. At tirmes and in places, ever a car might be
a ‘disadvantage at_the beginnihg," -

Once one. 1s 1ntroduced to an area, the next Fove is cultivatina
the confidence of the loca]ttv One vay of doirg thlc is to
carry a government authorltv like a svb—chlef Chief, %oldler or
Councillor w1th you esnec1ally dur1n0'+%e oarly staces. mhls
is: especially wkere the local people are tco suspiciaeus, of
new peOple Ol strangers. Another ‘'way is to rOVe vith local
people who are acceptable in the communlty. A third method is to
stay in the areawmixing:up with:the'peoplé'gradually until you

are accepted. This is really the ideezl way when: you live with, and

among ,them participating ag‘much as rocclkle in fho:r ‘way of ”

life. The problem.here is the shortave of time as said 9arller.

Whicherer method or methods one taLes, the#secret is to

appear genuine natufal tc , and ‘'at home' with them. Where irnterest
dlsplayed, it should appear genuire, not cur1091tv for

some type of @ 'museur piece'

Ore should have*plénty of self-discipline which hides
over—curioqity or eargerness, that aprreciéteq'tﬁe comﬁunity‘s
way of. 11fe and sentiments. Go slowly, clqculslnalv 1n0u191t1ve
and very observant into issnes that need cautlon like r;tuals,
secrets and belief systems —_surely, one can 'read between the lires'
There are some qecretf‘that will not lte let out to the fesearcher
easily but, apart from observation and thcught, one can use
‘some of the Wembers of the cult who looP approachable, like the
'mcdernised’ memkers wHo have undergone rituals.

APERRERER -



One has to learn to appear civil, respectiful and a little
knowledgeable. Some societies‘do not apnrecié%e a grown up
who appears - or proves - empty-~headed! It is the same when
the researcher lookis too knowledgeeble._ One muet strike a
balance. A | E '

Cultivatlng accepfapce or confloence of the commnﬂlty‘ it
is very essential that you become not only Caeual but one of ther.
This will mean that as you paerticipate, anarently, aenuinely in
their way of llfe, vou have to do such tthgq as. attendino local
activities like harawbee meetlngs, funeral or birth ceremonles,
‘ church affairs ard weddings hesides being 1deht1f1@d with sore of
" the’ acceptable families. It is noted that 1f one is ﬁollowihg
the manners or eti ette. of . the comrurltv genulnelv, ﬁéaningfully,

‘and unreservedly, the one-does not onlv have hlc/ber shortcorinrgs ard

nistakes sympathlsed with but gets more ‘teachers'. After

all, one comes to reet more and more informants as well as'_-'=‘
guides., It is eoually roted that the smallest useful thiro you do
to the communltj like taking a sick persor for ped1cal *reatment,

a funeral or other ‘ceremony eoreads yow fame p051t1velv far: &4w1de
in the society and env1ronment as a whole. . This €oee wonders. in
pavxng your way for the future work wken you get to Ehese areas.

Once-accepted;ione can embark on the exercise of gathérina
data. One cruoiel‘ﬁhing to do is onohoose;asryOu‘time for the
visit a period that is suitabkle for fhe’irforrante, not ybu,

This could depend on weather - like wbeh they are not busv planting
~kecause the rains have just fallen, weecira or barvesfinc for
agricultural cewrurltles. rThe times that intexfere w1tb

livestock systems Ilke’grazing, branding or rituals should be
avoided in pastOfal sooiefjes 4 unless’one-wanteﬂ to capitalise

on thelissues. Sore times are given to mourning or seclusion of

- same type, one shoul@ not choose suche.Fémlne tlmeq, when peorle
are pre- occuplec with what to eat, should be cautiously chosen if
not avoided. ‘



Normal times or those of plenty ané jukiliation have their own
merits and demetits. The point to stress here is, ‘choose
the most appropriate time'
The arove ch01ses anply to wharever of the two main
research method used by researcher in 1FFerert areas of Yenya
aand under varvlng 01rcumstances, Thoce methods are the aronn

~and 1nd1v1dual 1nterv1ewc’ For croun interviews lnformants meet

the researcher in one central or‘ corvinient place. Icsue , as’
reoulred by the researcher or thoucht fit by the grou' r

group, are dekated and acreec unah The reseéarcher records the
agreed v1ews malnly.' At times the researcher: records ‘the views that
were not agreed upon.  The dewetlts of this method 1nclude the
p051b111ty that tbe acreed views mloht he those of: one igi&gzﬁéigl
person. It is also known that sore ofythe,v1ews_that are o
suppressed mloht be very useful Shy merbers of. the croup coften
end up | by rot oelng beerd even, tbouqb tbev mej have: usefu1

views. The rerlts of thls methoc 1nclLde much’ ‘saving of hoth

time and money hy hav1rg to convene one meetlnq ‘of say ten or-

more people only orce as opoosed to ten or rore 61Fferent,sesslons.
The researcher also feels some psycholooacal satlsfactlon for

hav1nc the major1+y and agreed views' es oobosed {-1-3 1nﬂ1v dnal

<ok

and uncoordlnatec ones. k Is

The 1rd1v1éual 1nterv1ews rethod recovrendc that everV"'f
1nformant or perbaps a small grouo of 1nforwants o normally twe
or three - be dealt with exhaustlvelv before going to the next
1nformant '“hls method is Very expenslve fJnanc1ally and time
w1se. Put 1t dlves each person a chance ann prlvacy ta'air- " his
or her v1ews w1thout fear of rhe spokesman or shvneso. It gives

bne a chance of followrna his or her own knOV1edge oY Wemnory
without being influenced hy others. This enables the brlnq1na

-forward of minute details and episodes or issues peculiar to oply
‘that person or family which might bte useful durlrﬂ the period.
of interpretation and compiling.:
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To achieve success ip inéividuéi interviéews the researcher has to
do some type of reeonnoi%ring‘fri?s-in the field and visitinc
the_would4bewinfermants firsta ‘bﬁting this venture;' the researcher
does some elementary interviews so as to discover the knowledgeatle
pefsqns\and even{here,'who is knowledgeable in what;b This .
recannoitre givesbthe research a chance to map outwfﬁe research
‘area before going back for thorough interviews. It e
recoﬁ@endeé‘that éduring this second or so trip, the researcher
.goeerfo.wofk'right in the familiar surroundings of the informants
and concentrates on the aspects of knowledée earmarked durirg the

, redoheoitre’ﬁexiod; :

M Be is, perhaps ., use.ful to _point eut here that the aboVe‘f two .
interviewing methods have beenyused with success. PR.A. Qgot

used the group>method among the southern Luo while G.S. Were

did the same among the Abaluyia°3;.G; Muriuki mixed qrouf
and-individual interviews in Gikuyulané while Mwanili has-.

used the 1nd1v1dual interview method w1th very Few groups 1nterV}ewc
‘of under flve menbers.4 Without belabourlnn the p01nt, it 'is
practically proven that a rixture of btoth 1ndlv16ual and qrcun
methods give relatively suitable requl+q and moderate the expﬁnsee
But where possikle, this wrlter prefers 1ﬂGLVJHHAl 1nterv1ew$

and only a fe® small group ones after all the- mater1al has been

collected, mainly for . checklng and conFlrrlrd nurnoseun¢

- Meetings for lnterVJewmng whether Jn61v1ﬂual or group can-
be frustrating to say the least " This is when +He researcher
makes a lot/of efforks to}a;tend an app01ntmert and finds the
informant either absent, not. % /8 moo¢ of sitting for an interview
or having changed to a ‘hastile 1rforwan ' since the researcher
communicated f/ ELioany dlfferent tblpct, all necaflve to the
researcher, can happen - 1nclud1ng an informant charq:nq his/her
mind to talk during the interviewino session. At times informants
talk but avoid the salient issue intentionally. One could he sitting
and conducting an interview and this could he interrurted to the

detriment of the - work for that -whole day or longer.
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¢One can araue that a researcher also -usually eager to come to a
aconclu51ve end of an 1nterv1ew, not  : the hegirning of it. ¥hat

ore should understand here ig that once the interview is

rblnterrunted, it means further expenditure of_both monhey A
‘time if it has to be re-done as welffﬁnterferénce*with‘the rest of

the schedule. It has at times, havpened that T have postpored an
‘infé}viéwé'dueﬁto~one or more of the reasons like ‘the above and
»“tﬁénﬁéitﬁer*never managed to aet Fack aqalr or found ‘theinformant
dead’ in'my follow up visit! gl
However, the kest a researcher 60952?0 remain composed-and
M f£biérantL:ecau se show1ng true feelirgs of either dlsapp01rtmer+ or
‘nonmapp¥ﬁe01atlon nght affect the future of the p projects. All the
foregoing calls for paflence and, olentv of time which a re searcher
micht not unfortunately have - as well as pairful exnenﬁtfure. This
“point equally aprlies even wher the irformants are not hostile but
are not fe&dinc a researcher in the hufried'wwy-this researcher would
like so “as to flnlsk qulckly and n@rhanq heat ‘a "deadline*
Veterans of the oral tradition dis c1pl;re including expatrlates

have understood the above as deduced fror Vansina when he records:

The historian is in a hurry and counts on understanding the
message of the text by readino additional . texts. Africanrs
‘chide us for hurrying, for not lingerincg over an oral
cormunication to savor its boucuet, to meditate about it.
To w make it part of ore's intellectual.personality, rather
the way one.savors poetry. Ve must learn to do this if

we. want- to use oral tradiinns as ‘sources for historv. We
. must learn to slow dowr.™ - .

It is difficult either to erphasise the issue of patience
enough or exaggerate it. Suffice it to say that one has +o cultivate

ruch gutzepce and tolerance, even to irsults, being cblcod or lauched

‘at in the course of the research.
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SITTING All TINTERVIEW

After securing an interview comes the collection ofr"harvpstirc'
time when the researchér sits with the inforrart(s). The researcher
is usually well armed with the tools of the trade. These include &
questionnaire, writing materials such as pen/penqil:and paper. Tape
reCofdinq'material are included@ either as supplements to the writing
ores 6twreplaceieﬁt of the same. ﬁ6013Lng with the identities of the
informéht (- 1ncluc1na acddress, localltv, genealogv etc.) the irterview
'starts with either the researcher‘s cuestion on voluntary information
coming from the informant; either as a new point or follow up of an
iter of the identity. Practically, one even finds the research
keginning before the identitv is done. 'Whichever 4t begins, this

vriter approves qlnce the point is to get as much useful information

as possible anad so whatever is comfortable and paturcl makes the
1nformant at hove 1s conmencabkle.

This point of whéie and how to kecin is importart since a
nervouq or strained start can affect the results. It beings us to
the résearcher's tool ramed guestionraire ahove.;JShould the
gues tionnalre be us ed‘> chould it be adhered to stfictly?‘Just how
coes one use a quectlorpalre7 The alove and similar questions linger
in minds of researchers especially as one plans a project. My
simpievféébonsé fbwfheﬁ is.that one rneeds. a dueqtionnairp flexihle
and. as naturally and practically as poscn%le._ Ubat this mears is
:that one should not be olued to the documert pp+1r91y as this often
arnoys irformants. Inforrants often like to +talk of what
intéerests ther, not the researcher' rédueéts.ffbfter;gthe
interests of the informarts are useful materiéls:which the researcher
might not have thought'of. So it is vorfhvbllo n?vqu attertlor
-+to them. Uhat one usually does is to listen to what one cnnczﬁerq
useful or "switch oneself off” if the irforﬁant is defln’tely
unhelpful. Then when there is a cue to change the subiect, the

researcher does so anrd " switches onreself on" acair.
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But the last thing to do is to tell the irnformant that he/shke is
irrelevant or not helpful or even to. show impatience. . Thisg

writer usually carries a questicrraire and asks questjonq in. it in
the order. that appear appropriate to.the informant then tlckq off what
‘has been answered till all have been atterpted. A gqestlonnalre
‘should always have room for further questions krought ashout ky the
informants, thought.af as the inforrarte' talk or even posed by
'observers’.

Vhat 'sort of qguestions should a questiorraire containr? . Cne
should plan guestionrs which lea¢ to tellirg a continuous story
~or building to a climax as opposed to those that move 'hacl
and ‘forth', like from present to ancient past to nresent anﬂ Lecent
past. A questior on origin of a society, for example, can starf with
the informants :genealogy to the suh-clar, thnn clan and
sub-ethnic group and finally the ethnnc grou :1+se1f Tbls coulé
also-work the other w ay round, that is rror‘ the ethnic crcun to
the-individual. The cauestions should”he‘norﬁal_and f¢searching as
opposed -to sensitive and leadinc.  Leadjng questions tend ‘to. draw
one word:answers or just.one sertence. . Uvual ly polite informants give
affirrmative arswers to these trying to,pleaseAthe cuestioner.
Leading gquestions are such as "were you lopking after Livestock?
or "Were you not.lookirg after livestock?", _?heée are orvosed to

i

searching ones like "What:was your ecorory corposed of? “or "tell

me what you did to get food and wealth". This 1ést reqguest is also
an example of a method of elicifing information in a descriptive way
-to vary direct questicns like "¥hat did you do to get food and
~ wealth?" . Sensitive questions lile "Were vou defeated because your
- warriors had earlier committed atrOCJtlesAagalnst your enemies?"

or "because your leader was a Usurper?f. Try and avoid those that

either offerd or put.-the informant on his/ker guard.
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‘As said.above, to enable you harvest the irformatior, it is
necegsary to, use. either writing or tape re-cording.: Scholars
have for long debated over the rerits and dererité of each ore of
these and there.is ro need of irdulginc into the same here., Suffice
it_ﬁbbnote that writing takes too long a neriod as compared
to ﬁape—recording that takes:the speed of talking. ‘Writirg
also has a chance of being interpreted as taking down datarfor
taxation or court purposes - a cannotation of colonial times of hut
and poll - %axes as well as forced labour: . Tape recordinag is often
forgotten psychologically by informants after the first few'minutes-'.‘
of the start as they are carried away by the %eal of what thev
are?relating. AHowever, this also. depends on the society:
suspicious or even'superstitious societies ohiect to a tépe» _
recorder f@r to them, it is a 'chost' that can harm. PBut in
central Kenya, the "Hwafia - Mbarie "or “speaker of what has been
snokeh“ is a good and welcome com@ﬁnlﬂr ard ertertainer after the
interview. The researcher.also can store and transcribe " ’
_‘at leisure', alrost urdergoing a vassibly forootten ‘interview,
'long after the end of the session. Eut writing must be*dOne;?f
the:time_ofrthe irterviewing. Fowever, the expenses of tépéi.
‘récdrdinc that includes the machire, tapes, powver or enefdv‘and
pen/paper later can orly be left to the reaﬂnr to decide as to
:whlch metbod he/she should use.

Nevertheless, there is one advantace of tané—recprdinq that
needs be mentioned. This is:thé leavina of the intérﬁipwer more
free to ohqerve anﬁ livten more . leisurely an@qatferfiVPly‘? Cestures
or facial expreaalonv made by the informant tell what the words
might fail to convey. Theswe are more ohservahle when tepe-
recording than vhen writing. This car ke termed okservatiorn. With
this the researcher should corbine the observation of landscapes,
raterial cultural items, discarded proijects, sites: and even ways of
life,

oon-o/lz



Many of these will help in deciding 2s to how far what is
being said could have been true, practical or even possikle.
One could even see other perspectives. A carera,; where
possible, should be taken along and used as one tool of
refording. Geographical sceneri Pa, ‘material culture rerains,
physical appearance of the tinformants and whatever else one
feels could heep in conveying a visual impression should ke

photograpbed for final inclusion ir the tex:t being researched for.

PROCESSING AND INTERPRET2TION

The climax of all tP above ctrﬁval@ comes with compiling Whcl
ircludes the 1nterpxetatlon of thc waterlﬂls by the researcher
on the basis of what was collcr*ed as well as his/ber asﬁéqsm@rts.
TI}-;s s thls stage that the whole is ‘made from the many disjointed
and oftén apparently incqnnectéd bits of material from différent
;informants, observatior and other’éouréés. Tt is at- this stage
_that the revelation of distortions in oral tradition is done
and put richt in light of other evidences: it is also here
wheré a reséarQher realises that there are societies with two
versions of information namelyvofficidl and n“ﬂvacc. Tho_
official version is told those vho are cor5maer@d “foreloh'
‘or have nct won the informant's corfiderce. The’prlvate is told
the insiders and those that the infoirrents have confidence in.

At times a research begins with getting the official™and so

of

legendary or fabricated versions and ends up, as time .PRSSES

by getting the private and so cenuine materiél.”:The Chu?a of
Heruland the Agikuyu between 1920 and 1964 are aood examples here.
Hence the importance of the final;proce qlra, when the compiler
"has to decide as to what to give to. the consvwrr. To“décipher

the distortions is not an easy ta sk but con51aerablé and all round
collection plus observation ané critical d'ﬂ“uacioné'end thinking
make it possible to sought out the pon"UPPLI“G and replace with
the genuire.
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Another important aspect here is to use materials from
‘the nelchbourlng societies. These do not orly provide checks

and correctlonq Hut kalances and suprplements.

CONCLUSION

This brief paper has tried to sketch the practical aspects
~of the methodology of oral traditior. Practical bécause.the
writer, although using a generalisec¢ tore for applicability in
most of Kenya, has actually used ancd tested it mainly amrong

s@me Mt. Kenya a societies like Embu/Mheere,'Kirinyaga Gikuyu anrd
some groups of the Meru such as the Chuka, Thafaka and Mutharhi ""
It is ‘clear in the ?aper that the proklem of funds and time

have been left untackled - intentially for the writer has ro
solutions. The researcﬂwaill have to make do with the little
avallable, perbapo "be born" in research zones to lessen travel
and accomodatlor expenses or beg donations, seek qrahts from

within and without or get sympathisers if lucky.

It is clear also that the paper ¢ is not exhaustive. It
has only given an aspect of, the writer's exnerierce and.some

hints. Implicit here is that every area has its owr methods

or approacbes. Different researchers will also differfvin
approaches as they do in interests. It is hére sugoested that if ‘D
we all wrote our experiences, a type of a researcher's handbook

or manual could be compiled for Kenya. . PRut for the time beira
interested researchers have to do their hest wth the methodoJoqy
"on the job training” or is it “trial ané'errorf? However, cautious!
used and with . patierce and adeguate time, they should lre

_able to achieve_their goals and do a memorahle joh for Xenya

in particular and Africa in general.
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