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Introduction
Under the canopy of a baobab, communities gather to recount origins, reckon with
loss, celebrate heroes, and debate the meanings of the past. This image guides the
pages that follow. Oral tradition in Africa is not a residual source from an illiterate
past; it is an active, self-aware historical practice that encodes chronology, authority,
and social critique. Beneath the baobab, memory is performed, negotiated, and
transmitted, and it leaves traces as durable as ink—if we learn how to listen, record,
analyze, and corroborate with rigor.

This book is a methodological guide for doing precisely that. It brings together
practical techniques for collecting oral narratives and analytical strategies for
interpreting them alongside archaeology and archival records. The goal is neither to
romanticize orality nor to privilege written documents by default, but to treat each
mode of evidence on its own terms and in combination. Oral histories speak in
genres—epic, praise poetry, genealogy, proverb, origin myth, and place-name—that
carry conventions for marking time, signaling authority, and indexing place. Attending
to those conventions allows researchers to move beyond surface content toward the
evidentiary structures embedded in performance.

Working with living memory demands ethical clarity. Researchers must navigate
power, reciprocity, and the risks of extraction. Informed consent, ongoing
collaboration, fair compensation, and co-authorship practices are not add-ons; they
are methodological necessities that shape the quality of the historical record.
Language and translation require equal care. The shift from a multilingual
performance to a fixed transcript is never neutral. Attunement to metaphor, tone, and
deixis, and to how narrators situate themselves within lineages and landscapes, is
essential for preserving meaning and avoiding inadvertent erasures.

Rigor also means triangulation. Oral testimony can be dated through internal
cues—genealogical counting, reign lists, environmental markers—and then tested
against material correlates from archaeology or entries in mission diaries and colonial
files read against the grain. Such corroboration is not a search for a single “correct”
past, but a practice of assembling convergent and divergent lines of evidence to
understand how communities remember change: migration and settlement, the rise
and fall of states, the spread of religions, enslavement and emancipation, war and
reconciliation. Where narratives conflict, those frictions themselves become sources,
revealing contests over land, legitimacy, and identity.

The chapters also foreground the forms of silence that haunt historical work. Some
memories are held within women’s domestic archives, some circulate among youth or
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migrants, and some are suppressed by trauma, stigma, or political constraint.
Addressing silence calls for patient listening, iterative visits, careful interview design,
and a willingness to let communities set agendas. It also requires robust data
practices: high-quality recording, transparent transcription and annotation, secure but
accessible archiving, and community-controlled pathways for preservation and
repatriation of materials.

Geographically, the case studies move across West, Central, and Southern Africa to
illustrate how methods travel and adapt. We sit with Mande griots narrating the
Sunjata traditions; hear Asante stool histories and Yoruba oríkì as they articulate
lineage and statecraft; explore Kongo narratives around nkisi and Christianities; trace
Luba–Lunda origin cycles; and follow Southern African memories anchored to the
Zambezi floodplain, Great Zimbabwe, Zulu izibongo, and the long afterlife of genocide
in Namibia. The point is not to flatten regional differences, but to demonstrate how
shared methodological principles can be tuned to distinct historical ecologies and
genres.

The book is organized to move from foundations to application. The opening chapters
(1–15) introduce core concepts—performance, time-reckoning, ethics, translation,
interviewing, transcription, dating techniques, genre analysis, archival and
archaeological corroboration, landscape methods, and digital stewardship. Chapters
16–24 present regionally diverse case studies that model the craft in practice, from
field entry to analysis and cross-checking. The final chapter (25) turns to writing: how
to cite oral sources responsibly, how to co-author with communities, and how to weave
multimodal evidence into narrative without losing texture or attribution.

This guide is intended for scholars, students, and community historians who seek to
preserve living memory while producing accountable, verifiable history. If it succeeds,
it will help readers design projects that are methodologically sound and ethically
grounded, that honor the aesthetics of performance while building robust evidentiary
claims, and that return knowledge to the communities from which it comes. Beneath
the baobab, history is not only told—it is made together.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Baobab as Archive: Oral
Tradition in African Historiography
The baobab tree, with its colossal trunk and branches that often appear to be roots
reaching for the sky, stands as a venerable symbol across the African continent. It is a
natural monument, often outliving generations of humans, and under its vast canopy,
communities have historically gathered for markets, ceremonies, and, crucially, for the
telling and retelling of their past. This enduring image of the baobab as a focal point
for communal life offers a powerful metaphor for understanding oral tradition in
African historiography: not as a flimsy, fading echo of bygone eras, but as a robust,
living archive, deeply rooted and continually regenerating.

For a long time, the academic study of history, particularly in Western traditions,
prioritized written documents as the gold standard of evidence. History, so the
narrative went, began with the scribe. Societies without extensive written records
were often deemed "pre-historic" or, at best, afforded a lesser form of historical
existence, their pasts relegated to the realm of myth or legend. This Eurocentric bias
profoundly impacted the study of Africa, where written traditions, though present in
many regions for centuries, did not always take the same forms or achieve the same
ubiquity as in other parts of the world. The consequence was a scholarly vacuum,
often filled by colonial narratives that either dismissed African history outright or
framed it solely through the lens of European encounter.

The mid-20th century, however, witnessed a significant paradigm shift. As African
nations gained independence, a new generation of scholars, both African and non-
African, began to challenge these ingrained biases. They recognized that the absence
of a particular kind of archive did not equate to the absence of history itself. Instead,
they turned their attention to the rich and complex systems of knowledge
transmission that had always existed: oral traditions. This shift wasn't merely about
finding alternative sources; it was about fundamentally rethinking what constitutes
"historical evidence" and acknowledging the sophistication of African intellectual
traditions.

Jan Vansina, a towering figure in this field, was instrumental in establishing oral
tradition as a legitimate and rigorous source for historical inquiry. Through his
groundbreaking work, particularly Oral Tradition as History (1985), Vansina
meticulously outlined methodologies for collecting, analyzing, and critically evaluating
oral testimonies. He demonstrated that oral traditions are not simply spontaneous
recollections but are often structured, genre-specific narratives, transmitted across
generations with conscious efforts at preservation and accuracy. His work effectively
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dismantled the notion that oral sources were inherently less reliable than written ones,
arguing instead that each presented its own set of challenges and required its own
specific critical apparatus.

Before Vansina and his contemporaries, many historians viewed oral accounts with a
skepticism bordering on disdain. They saw them as prone to distortion, vulnerable to
the whims of memory, and easily manipulated. The idea was that without the fixity of
the written word, stories would inevitably morph and change, becoming untrustworthy
as historical evidence. This perspective, however, failed to appreciate the internal
mechanisms of control and verification that exist within many oral cultures. It also
overlooked the fact that written documents are themselves products of human
agency, susceptible to bias, error, and deliberate manipulation. A written archive, too,
is a constructed reality, reflecting the priorities and perspectives of its creators.

What, then, defines "oral tradition" in the context of African historiography? It's more
than just someone telling a story. Oral traditions are generally understood as verbal
testimonies that are transmitted from one generation to the next, or across a
significant period of time, and are often formalized, structured, and recognized by a
community as a legitimate account of their past. They encompass a vast array of
genres, from epic narratives and praise poetry to genealogies, origin myths, proverbs,
and even place-names that encode historical events. These are not casual
conversations; they are often performances, embedded within specific social contexts,
with established protocols for their telling and interpretation.

Consider, for example, the epic of Sunjata, a foundational narrative for the Mande
people of West Africa, which recounts the establishment of the Mali Empire in the 13th
century. This epic is not just a story; it is a meticulously preserved historical account,
recited by professional bards, known as jeliw or griots, who undergo years of rigorous
training to memorize and perform its vast repertoire. Their performances are intricate,
incorporating music, dance, and oratory, and they are recognized by Mande
communities as authoritative sources on their origins and historical trajectory. To
dismiss such a tradition as mere folklore would be to fundamentally misunderstand its
historical function and the rigorous training of its custodians.

Similarly, among the Asante of Ghana, "stool histories" document the reigns of kings
and the significant events of their time. These narratives are tied to the physical
stools, which are sacred symbols of office, and are recounted by designated court
historians. The recounting of these histories is often part of elaborate ceremonies,
underscoring their importance and their role in validating political authority and social
order. These are not simply anecdotes; they are carefully curated historical records,
maintained and transmitted with a clear sense of purpose and responsibility.

The "archive" in the context of African oral tradition is therefore far more expansive
than dusty shelves of manuscripts. It resides in the minds and performances of
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tradition bearers, in the collective memory of communities, in the very landscape
itself. The baobab, steadfast and enduring, becomes a metaphor for this living archive
– a repository of knowledge that breathes, adapts, and continues to inform the
present. It suggests a history that is not static but dynamic, not confined to paper but
alive in the spoken word and the shared experience.

This understanding necessitates a shift in methodological approach. Rather than
approaching oral traditions with an inherent suspicion, historians must learn to engage
with them on their own terms. This involves understanding the specific genres of oral
tradition, the conventions that govern their transmission, the roles of the narrators,
and the social contexts in which they are performed. It also requires developing new
skills, moving beyond traditional archival research to encompass fieldwork,
interviewing techniques, linguistic analysis, and an appreciation for performance.

The chapters that follow in this book will delve into these methodologies in detail. We
will explore how to ethically and effectively collect oral narratives, how to analyze
their internal structures to discern chronology and meaning, and how to corroborate
them with other forms of evidence, such as archaeological findings and written
documents. The goal is not to prove that oral traditions are "just like" written archives,
but to recognize their unique strengths and the distinct kinds of historical insights they
offer.

Ultimately, embracing the baobab as an archive means embracing a more holistic and
nuanced understanding of history itself. It acknowledges the diverse ways in which
human societies have understood, preserved, and transmitted their pasts. It is an
invitation to listen more deeply, to question our preconceived notions of what counts
as history, and to appreciate the rich tapestry of human experience that unfolds
beneath the enduring canopy of oral tradition. This approach moves us beyond
simplistic binaries of "literate" versus "illiterate" and towards a more inclusive and
accurate understanding of the African past. It allows us to access voices and
perspectives that might otherwise remain unheard, enriching our collective historical
consciousness.
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