BEYOND TRADITIONAL LITERATURE:

TOWARDS ORAL THEORY AS AURAL LINGUISTICS

JACOB WILLEM ALANT

Durban

Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy (Arts) in the Department of

Oral Studies, University of Natal, 1996.

Supervisor: Prof. Edgard Sienaert



ABSTRACT

Oral Theory, which is the discipline that studies the oral tradition, has been characterized as
a literary anthropology, centered on essentially two notions: tradition on the one hand,
literature on the other. Though emphasis has moved from an initial preoccupation with oral-
textual form (as advocated by Parry and Lord) to concerns with the oral text as social
practice, the anthropological / literary orientation has generally remained intact. But through
its designation of a traditional ‘other’ Oral Theory is, at best, a sub-field of anthropology; the
literature it purports to study is not literature, but anthropological data. This undermines the
existence of the field as discipline. In this study it is suggested that the essence of orality -
as subject matter of Oral Theory - should be seen not in the origins of its creativity (deemed
‘traditional’), nor in its aesthetic process / product itself (‘literature’), but in its use of
language deriving from a different ‘auditory’ conception of language (as contrasted with the
largely ‘visualist’ conception of language at least partly associated with writing). In other
words, the study of orality should not be about specific oral *genres’, but about verbalization
in general. In terms of its auditory conception, language is primarily defined as existing in
sound, a definition which places it in a continuum with other symbolical / meaningful sounds,
normally conceptualized as ‘music’. Linguistics, being fundamentally scriptist (visualist) in
orientation, fails to account for the auditory conception of language. To remedy this, Oral
Theory needs to set itself up as an ‘aural linguistics’ - implying close interdisciplinary
collaboration with the field of musicology - through which the linguistic sign of orality could

be studied in all its particulasity and complexity of meaning.
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INTRODUCTION
ORALITY WITHIN ORAL THEORY

* I wish to confirm that this study is entirely my own, as are the ideas expressed in it,
except where explicitly indicated otherwise.

The word oral quite simply refers to use of the mouth, and in this sense figures happily in
a variety of human activities, I can administer medicine orally, I can pass an oral examination,
I can have oral sex...

The adjunct -ity takes away this variety. Orality weds the oral to a particular field of human
activity: vocal communication, hence language. As a consequence the oral’s application to the

mouth per se is at once narrowed down and broadened. On the one hand it pertains to the

the meaning of the word comes to extend beyond the mouth so as fo imply the totality of the
‘speech-making apparatus’ (extending all the way from the trachea up to the nasal cavity’)
if not, in fact - to believe those who see in orality the condition for a certain kind of rhythm
and gesture - to the whole body?.

But the term orality generally remains distinct from speech. Phoneticists do not talk about
the apparatus of orality| In fact, orality has been of relatively little relevance to the study of
language. Instead, it has been the focus of largely two fields, one essentially concerned with
the study of societies not regarded as “Western’ or ‘industrialised’: anthropology, the other
generally concerned with a certain ‘aesthetic” use of language: literature (literary studies). This
dual association has led orality, in so far as it has come to be associated with an actual field
of study, to be most frequently represented either as ‘oral tradition’ (emphasizing the
anthropological perspective) or as ‘oral literature’ (the emphasis being on the aesthetic). John
Miles Foley in this regard justly talks about a literary anthropology'. The term folklore, also
somelimes used in this context, broadly relates to both these strands, though, perhaps,
generally slanted towards the traditional.

This interchange of orality with oral tradition on the one hand and oral literature on the
other broadly describes the conceptual field of Oral Theory. Oral Theory has been
conceptualized as such by Foley’. On an immediate level it presents itself, quite obviously,
as a theory: the oral-formulaic theory devised in the writings of Milman Parry and Albert

Lord®. From a slightly wider perspective, however, it is the discipline that Foley sees as
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having come about in the wake of the oral-formulaic theory, following the ‘expansion of
[Parry and Lord’s] pioneering efforts... from ancient Greek, Serbo-Croatian, and... other
traditions to more than one hundred separate language traditions’®, Foley characterizes the
field as fundamentally interdisciplinary’, noting, in addition to the numerous ‘language
traditions’, the fields of literary studies, linguistics, folklore, history and anthropology as
having contributed to its formation. Walter Ong, in an article entitled *Orality-Literacy Studies
and the Unity of the Human Race'®, adds metaphysics and ‘theory and use of electronic
communication’ to this list.

Not surprisingly, depending on the researcher’s particular emphasis within this broad
interdisciplinary domain, the discipline of Oral Theory has tended to go under 2 series of
appelations that we can regard as broadly synonymous, reflecting differing degrees of
attachment to the oral-formulaic theory as theoretical origin: ‘oral studies’ (within which this
study is formally situated), ‘orality-literacy contrasts®, ‘orality-literacy studies’'®, ‘oral
literature research’, ‘studies in oral tradition’. (Foley has himself also made use of the {ast two
appelations)'’.

In the present study ‘Oral Theory’ will generally be used as name for the discipline in
question. But although we shall, like Foley, consider the oral-formulaic theory to constitute
the general theoretical foundation of Oral Theory - the discovery which led, in Ong’s words,

"17 _ we shall also come to include under the broad cover

to our ‘new understanding of orality
of ‘Oral Theory’ studies of orality taking relatively little account of the oral-formulaic theory,
even overtly rejecting it. In other words, the oral-formulaic theory is assumed to be the basic
theoretical impetus for Oral Theory, an impetus which, whatever the disagreement it gives rise
to, continues to serve as a basic counterpoint - and in that sense as foundation - to subsequent
theoretical perspectives',

But why accord the oral-formulaic theory such special status? Quite simply because it
provides - or claims to provide - the discipline in which this study situates itself with at least
a relatively specific, more or less well-defined object. The oral-formulaic theory (also called
the Parry-Lord thesis) asserts that a certain kind of linguistic expression is worthy of study
not for its historical interest per se (important as that may be), nor for the insight it so
obviously provides into a given culture, but - most profitably - for the fact that it is oral. In

other words, where historical or cultural particularity may previously have been the main

factors in attracting our attention, our interest now comes to focus on modality of expression
3
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the latter being all the more enlightening for the obvious - and yet frequently ignored - ways
in which it forces us to consider the relativity of what we have so frequently regarded as the
norm of linguistic expression - especially of the kind reflective of a certain ‘culture’, not to
mention of civilization itself - namely our deeply ingrained habit of representing language
graphically, of wn‘u‘r@ln its revealing assertion of a specific mode of oral composition, a
specific kind of oral form, the Parry-Lord thesis turns orality from being broadly synonymous
to pre- or non-literacy into something definitive of a particular mede of linguistic production
important in its own right, and that cannot be properly studied without due recognition of the
centrality it affords the human voice and the means it employs to sustain and support it. In
short, in its assertion of a peculiarly oral mode of creativity moulded by the resources of an
on-going oral tradition, the Parry-Lord thesis shows orality to be irreducible.

The oral-formulaic theory, deriving in the main from research into ancient Greek poetry
on the one hand and Balkan folk songs on the other, has however relatively little to offer with
regard to the majority of the world’s oral ‘literatures’, not the least of which that of Africa.
The particular features of form Parry and Lord postulated as characteristic of the oral ‘text’®,
not to mention their insistence on composition-in-performance as the mode of oral
composition, are far from being atiested in the vast number of oral traditions documented and
studied in recent decades. In addition to - and flowing from - this lack of empirical support
the Parry-Lord thesis has also been questioned on the grounds that its attention to form and
textuality is, in fact, a remnant of the kind of literary attention accorded the wriften text. Oral-
literary production has been increasingly recognized as a process per definition resistant (o
the notion of the text-as-object on which the oral-formulaic theory largely depends. These
criticisms have been particularly strongly enounced by Leroy Vail and Landeg White'®. But
there is more to this criticism than a largely literary-theoretical debate about what constitutes
textuality and what does not, and by which criteria its aesthetic import should be appreciated.
For the oral-formulaic theory’s statement on oral texmual form has also, within a particularly
influential line of oral-traditional research, come to be seen not so much as a statement on
an oral aesthetics as such, than as a statement on an oral process of cognition or - to use
Ong’s term - an oral mindset. And it is here that we see Oral Theory - generally concerned
with literature - making a strong anthropological statement that, while certainly deriving from
its view of the oral as grounded in tradition, also extends way beyond it: orality henceforth

suggests itself as the latest - and most viable - ‘criterion’ by which to account for a number
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of developmental features attributed to some of the world’s ‘non-Western' societies. After

anthropology gave us logical vs pre-logical, scientific vs magical, domesticated vs savage and

abstract vs concrete, Oral Theory presents us with literate vs oral. From denoting a mode of
aesthetic creation, oralily essentially becomes indicative of 2 stage of social and cultural
evo!wion.tg}l other words, it becomes a measure for accounting for anthropelogical difference.

Against lEIS _background the main aim of this study can be phrased as follows: how can the
notion of orality retain the kind of originality justifying that it be studied as such (as the
privileged object of interest of an academic discipline) without it being but another variable
in humanity's supposed march towards the progress and enlightenment we associate - as
theorists and researchers working in the kinds of institutions that have made a thing like Oral

Theory possible in the first place - with ourselves? Two considerations, going 1o Oral

Theory's presumed status as ‘literary anthropology’, seem io me prc-crﬁinent in this regard.

1) As long as Oral Theory continues to see orality against the background of a cerfain
type of society (qualified ‘traditional’), it is to all intents and purposes a sub-branch
of anthropology.

2) The 'literature’ at issue in this context is not really literature at all, but essentially
anthropological data'. It is rather significant that Oral Theory researchers do not
appreciate or criticize what they term oral literature, but instead ‘collect’ it. Where we
may read written literature in order to be entertained or amused or to gain insight into
our own experience, thoughts and feelings, we expect from oral literature to provide
us with something much more specific but also much more mundane: how people in

a particular society live and think.

Assuming that Oral Theory is not anthropology and that its researchers do not necessarily
think (or want to think) of themselves ag anthropologists, we may well be tempted to address
the question presented as the aim of this study by reducing (or denying) the anthropological
in favour of the literary, saying something like ‘literature is literature, some of it is written,
some of it 1s oral’. This would imply that the difference between oral and written text is
merely a difference in medium, much as our differentiation (including for academic purposcs)
between, say, theater and film has little to do with questions of artistic merit per se but rather

with matters of mode of production and technology. And would this not refute the second of

our ‘considerations’ formulated above?



5

This argument has to a greater or lesser extent been put forward by researchers anxious to
set themselves apart from the tendency towards ‘othering’ inherent in the oral-formulaic
theory, particularly in so far as the latter has drifted from the area of textuality towards
cognitive process. (Vail and White in this respect have talked of a ‘psychologizing literary
theory’"). But while the insistence that the oral can be literary in the same way as the
written'® is certainly a convenient argument - we do, afler all, want to play our role in
breaking down racist stereotypes - it is also, perhaps, a superficial one. For a start, it to a
large extent denies the point of view of the typical Oral Theory researcher (‘critic’?) who is
generally far less familiar with the oral as mode of literary expression than he is with the
written, an unfamniliarity that reflects not merely lack of experience but also a form of cultural
conditioning: the otal resists appreciation in terms of the criteria the researcher’s experience
of writing has accustomed him to. By comparison, his appreciation of other fields of artistic
activity employing divergent media of expression is much more unified. On a purely
technological level live performance (theater) and on-screen perforrnance (film) may be as far
removed from each other as the oral from the written, but theater and film are much closer
to each other in terms of our culturally determined appreciation of what constitutes ‘art’ than
are the written word to the oral (oral being not merely spoken - theater and film are after all
spoken as well - but fundamentally unwritten or, perhaps more precisely, unmediated by some
or other technological instrument'®). Moreover, Oral Theory has overwhelmingly been
concerned with certain types of societies or cultures rather than with others. Even if we take
our qualification of these societies as ‘oral' to refer to modality of communication or
expression only, the fact remains that at different levels of our thinking these same societies
have also been ‘primitive’, ‘simple’, ‘archaic’, ‘less developed’ etc. We may well not enjoy
making this kind of differentiation explicit, but it would seem rather glib to pretend it was
never really there.

What this study is to argue, then, is not for Oral Theory to be tilied towards the literary or
aesthetic any more than it should towards the anthropological, but that it should, rather -
while retaining essentially the same subject matter, i.e. orality - redefine itself along different
lines, To paraphrase the title: Oral Theory must move beyond the notions of tradition and
literature towards situating itself fully within the field of language and language study. What
we are saying is this: the essential difference of orality, wamranting its isolation as specific

object of study. lies not in the society it represents nor in its mode of composition (i.e. that
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it is ‘traditional’), nor does it lie in the particular model of creativity it presents us with (as
‘literature’), but in the fact that it reflects a certain use of language deriving from a different
conception of language.

What would be the advantages of such a shift in emphasis? Perhaps the most obvious one
is that the study of orality comes to replace the study of oral genre (the study of a particular
kind of oral ‘text’ or performance) with the study of oral verbalization in general, thereby
doing away with a whole range of definitional problems that have long beset Oral Theory.
Foremost amongst these have been the relation between composition, improvisation and
performance, where to draw the line between performance and ‘ordinary’ use of language, the
relative emphasis to be placed on the text-as-aesthetic object on the one hand and on the text-
as-social practice on the other. In short, we basically circumvent the controversies that have
opposed those generally favouring a formalist / textualist approach (such as Foley and Ong),
to those more inclined to an approach termed context- or performance-centred?® (Vail and
White, Karin Barber, Dennis Tedlock, to name but a few).

But no doubt the biggest gain to be made in placing language (as opposed to text - be it
as literary ‘object’ or as social action) at the centre of our perspective, is that it enables us
to define the difference we are ultimately concerned with in such a way as to avoid - at least
to some extent - what we may call the evolutionist temptation. As Jack Goody has remarked,
social change (difference) is inevitably described not only in terms of process but as progress,
implying a value judgment on our part”. However we may choose to think of the oral text,
and even if we insist on describing it ‘on its own terms’, this kind of evolutionist perspective
is never far off: the formalist description of an oral text all too easily invites comparison with
a certain type of written text, which will in all probability show greater complexity of form,
variety of theme etc™. A definition of the oral text as social practice lends itself to the same
pitfall, albeit in a different way. We may plausibly argue that the oral aesthetic is, in relation
to the written, inextricably part of a social or historical dynamic, but does this not come
uncomfortably close to reviving the evolutionist notion of an oral art that is per definition
Junctional, only literate culture being sufficiently ‘detached’ to be able to cultivate ‘art for the
sake of art’™? The hackneyed dichotomies of collective vs individualist, concrete vs abstract
are floating just below the surface.

The advantage, in these circumstances, of locating the essential quality of orality in its

conception of language, stems, in fact, in no small way from what is frequently considered
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to be one of the most frustrating aspects of the science of linguistics, namely its inability to
fully define what it is about. ‘The history of modern linguistics’, Roy Harris tells us, ‘is not
the history of new discoveries about previously unknown languages... [but of] conflicting
views as to how we should set about the analysis of language’™. Given our own theoretical
orienlation, we can think of language as being essentially signs (Ferdinand de Saussure), or
sentences (Noam Chomsky), or acts of communication (John Searle). We may reject the one
conception and favour the other - no doubt in accordance with the intellectual fashion of our
times - but it will be a brave person who makes such a choice on the basis of some kind of
evolutionary criterion related to levels of complexity, generality or abstract organization, Of
course, even if we can have some idea of the kind of experience people in an oral culture
have of language, it is extremely difficult for us to know how they would conceive of this
experience. We can at the very best speculate about it on the basis of our own research into
orality, but we shall most certainly have no reason to believe that their conception of language
should necessarily be more ‘primitive’ than our own. We know that all the people of the
world possess at least one language, and we also know that all languages are extraordinarily
complex, including those of societies that we may have been tempted to call ‘simple’ or
‘primitive’. We all have an intimate experience of using a language, and from that point of
view we all have a certain linguistic conception, whether conscious or not. The relation
between the languages of the world can only be characterized by extreme relativity; so, for
that matter, must the relation between different conceptions of language.

What can we take, for the purposes of Oral Theory, to be the definitive characteristic of
an oral conception of language? In a word: that it is aur‘(ﬁ our study of what we call
‘orality’ is to have any justification, it seems to me most usefully derived from the
assurption that oral people do not see or visualize language, but that they hear it and
represent it to themselves as sound. More fully than our own visualist experience of language
could ever lead us to imagine (we most readily think of - even define - words in terms of
their constitution in graphic marks™), language in its oral conception - which is an auditory
conception of language - is language that exists in sound, language that is sourrd:)

Hence the appeal in the title of this study to an ‘aural linguistics'. The qualification ‘aural’
1§ vital, of course, because linguistics is not about sound; if it is, it is about sound abstracted,
80 to speak, to its differential minimum (the kind of sound you ‘pick up’ - perhaps more than

actually hear - in distinguishing say, bin from pin, stick from stuck). Notwithstanding its oft-
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quoted ‘doctrine of the primacy of speech’, modern linguistics has, if not totally ignored,
certainly succeeded in marginalising sound®. So we cannot say Oral Theory should primarily
be the study of language and leave it at that. Once again, we have to be rigorously
interdisciplinary, but instead of looking towards anthropology or literature (or psychology),
we need to fundamentally incorporate into cur reflection the one science dealing with
meaningful scund (meaning nat in the narrow sense linguistics has accustomed us te, but in
a broader ‘symbolical” sense): musicology. This brings us to what is perhaps our main
assumption with regard to the oral ‘auditory conception” of language: that it departs from a
close association of the concepts ‘language’ and ‘music’ - an association linguistics, deriving
from an essentially visualist conception of language, denies - which, on the level of meaning,
actually amounts {0 an inlerdependence. Linguistic meaning as we think of it does not account
for the meaning of orality. It is only reconceptualized as aural-linguistic lneaning that it might
do so. To this end Oral Theory, perhaps more than any other discipline, is in a position to
give realization to the kind of cooperation between linguistics and musicology that has
frequendy been advocated - significantly not so much by linguists, it is true, but by
musicologists®’.

A brief note on terminclogy may be appropriate here. Throughout the study T use the word
aural only as a qualificative of linguistics, using ‘auditery” in other contexis - auditory sense,
auditory conception etc. Certainly, there may well have been other candidates for qualifying
the kind of linguistics we are talking about, such as - most simply - ‘oral’, not to mention
what, in the light of the collaboration between linguistics and musicology envisaged above,
would no doubt have seemed perfectly logical, namely ‘musical’.

But quite apart from the fact that music as a concept is extremely difficult to apply across
cultures (on these grounds T in fact frequently talk of ‘symbolical sound” or *meaningful
sound’), 1 have been particularly wary of the common asseciation of music with emotion
which, in relation to orality, could all too easily lead to a kind of Rousseauian view of a
‘noble savage’ to whom speaking and singing are all of a kind because his only needs are the
ones ‘to which the heart gave binh’®. The kind of complexity of meaning that 1 regard as
distinctive of the aural-linguistic is eons removed from the ‘passion’ or ‘feeling’ which has
been the hallmark of ¢rality under Romanticism and its more recent guises™

As far as the word oral is concemed, there is no real reason - though it misses the direct

connotation with hearing or sound - why it could not serve the same purpose as the one
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reserved for ‘aural’, especially, of course, in languages where the opposition oral - aural does

not exist. As for the choice between ‘auditory’ and ‘aural’, it is by and large an arbitrary one.

In the end the latter seemed to me slightly more elegant, while it also seems to convey

something more than purely ‘of the ear’ or ‘related to hearing’, which I would like to think

of as sound itself.

The study can be seen as consisting of two parts, the first (Chapters | to 3) giving an

overview of some of the major theoretical issues of Oral Theory in its basic guise of ‘literary

anthropology’, the second (Chapters 4 and 5), setting out how the literary anthropology (the

‘traditional literature’ of the title) can be reconceptualized as aural linguistics. Some of the

main points covered are the following:

Chapter [: a reflection on the origins of Oral Theory in the light of the Parry-Lord
thesis and its view of oral tradition and oral-textual form. This is followed by a
broadly hermeneutic attempt at re-interpreting the Parry-Lord thesis in terms of what
could, in the light of it, be defined as oral literature.

Chapter 2: the relation between anthropology and orality is explored, first in terms of
general anthropological approaches to the study of oral texts, second in terms of more
specific conceptions of the notion of tradition as it relates to orality within the
framework of Oral Theory. The role played by the notion of tradition in Oral Theory’s
designation of a cultural ‘other’ is emphasized.

Chapter 3. the viability of the notion of oral literature in terms of contributing to
literary theory is discussed on two levels. The first level is termed ‘modernist’ in view
of its concern with an oral aesthesic. Conceptions of the latter is reviewed both from
a formalist (relating to the text-as-object) and performance-oriented (defining the
essence of the oral text in terms of historical and sociological considerations) point of
view. On the second level, the ‘post-modernist’, the concern is less with an aesthetic
of the oral text per se than with ways in which the oral text can be incorporated,
alongside texts of literate culture, into a literary paradigm reconceptualized as study
of signifying practice, largely circumventing the modernist distinction between literary
and non-literary text.

Chapter 4: The consequences of isolating sound as the essential feature of orality are
discussed in the light of certain psychological associations with vocal sound, which

translate into the postulated interdependence of thought and language. This association,
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which underscores the notion of orafity as made of cognition, is questioned from a
variety of perspectives.

- Chapter 3: The notion of an aural hinguistics is explained in terms of its underlying
assumption of an auditory conception of language, as well as its interdisciplinary
exploration of the language / music interface. There is, finally, a reflection on the

characteristics of the aural-linguistic sign and its relation to meaning.

As will be clear from this overview the present study covers fields that lie beyond those most
commonly associated with Oral Theory. In addition to anthropology and literary studies (both
dealt with in Chapter I, and respectively in Chapters 2 and 3), it touches an cognitive
psychology (Chapter 4), as weli as the disciplines of linguistics and musicology (Chapter 5).
I cannot lay claim to a degree of specialization in any of these fields, and it goes without
saying that much that has been said in relation (o these areas could be far better motivaled,
and probably advanced with more conviction, than | have been able 10 manage here. In the
end, however, Oral Theory, as many have stated before, is a fundamentally interdisciplinary
field. Normally, of course, this interdisciplinarity is thought of as the collective contribution
of scholars working within a given area of expertise. Occasionally, however, a single work
covering a variety of fields in a relatively superficial manner can, at the obvious risk of
offending the specialists, lead to a certain synthesis which may also be an insight. It is my
hope that the present study can, on this basis, make some kind of contribution, not only to
Oral Theory, but also to the way in which we think of those different to ourselves by virlue
of their being ‘less developed’. It has perhaps become more necessary than hefore 10 study -
and value - what is oral not for its spontaneity, ils concreteness, and its warmth of feeling,
but for its organization, its abstraction, and its logic of analysis.

At the end of a decidedly virulent attack on Jacques Derrida, particularly in regard to his
‘deconstructionist’ notion of a primary writing®', Robert Hall names Walter On g's Orality and
Literacy as one of the ‘best antidotes’ against what he terms the ‘Derridian aberrations’.
Ong’s work, he points out, *contains a sound and well-argued discussion of the relation
between orality and oral-based culture, on the one hand, and wriling, with its cultural and
intellectual results, on the other'™. Certainly, cne has difficulty imagining Derrida finding
theoretical justification for a discipline dedicated to the study of an orality defined as such

by reference to at least the relative absence of writin g. At the same time, however, large parts
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of this study (in Chapiers 2, 3 and particularly Chapter 4), constitute what is very much a
critique of Ong’s influential version of the relation between oral-based culture and the culture
of writing or, as he phrases it himself, of orality and literacy. Of course, nowhere does Oral
Theory find greater theoretical validity, a more clearly defined subject maiter, than in the
writings of Ong. His willingness Lo go beyond questions of expression and language to ascribe
to the object of our interest distinct processes of cognition sets it apart as never before. Bul
whereas Derrida rather imperially effaces the line, Ong meticulously overdraws ilEl:he oral
does constitute a modality of expression fundamentally different from that of writing, but this
difference conveys - rather than determines - the mental process. In the end the Oral Theory
we are trying to formulate can no doubt be ’thought of as lying somewhere between the

extremes marked out by Derrida and Ong:.ﬁ,— ,
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CHAPTER 1
CONCEPTUALIZING THE ORIGINS OF ORAL THEORY

1.1 Oral Theory and Tradition: the Oral-Formulaic
In The Singer of Tales Albert Lord' makes the following point:

after all that has been said about oral composition as a technique of line and song
construction, it seems that the term of greater significance is traditional. ‘Oral’ tells
us ‘how’, but traditional tells us ‘what’, and even more, ‘of what kind’ and ‘of what
force’.

This remark, given the widely recognized status of The Singer of Tales as *one of the classics
in the study of oral literature’ amounts, in a sense, to no less than an affirmation of the broad
theoretical outline of Oral Theory as a ‘new field of its own’>, as discipline.

What are the intellectual origins of Oral Theory? The so-called ‘Parry-Lord thesis’ has been
widely seen as constituting its ‘founding moment’, bringing about, in the words of Ong?, ‘our
new understanding of orality’. Ong traces this development in the history of the ‘Homeric
question’: by what method was the Iliad and the Odyssey created, and how, given their near-
universal reputation as ‘the truest and most inspired secular poems in the Western heritage’,
does one account for their ‘received excellence’>? As Ong points out®, ‘each age [had] been
inclined to interpret them as doing betier than what it conceived its [own] poets to be doing
or aiming at’, the point being, of course, that ‘its poets’ wrote their poems. The Iliad and the
Odyssey were seen, somehow, as constitutive of our Western literary heritage, a heritage
entirely dominated by what is written. In this regard it is perhaps not surprising that the
question of single as opposed to multiple authorship tended to dominate debates concerning
the Homeric question, debates that were rendered obsolete’ by the ‘revolution’ that followed.

In the early 30’s the American classicist Milman Parry comes to the ‘startling’® conclusion
that ‘virtually every distinctive feature of Homeric poetry is due to the economy enforced on
it by oral methods of composition’®. It is the theoretical insight behind this discovery that is
subsequently ‘interpreted and popularized’'® in Lord’s The Singer of Tales, which offers a
comparative study of the songs of guslari (illiterate'' Serbo-Croatian singers accompanying
themselves on a one-stringed fiddle or gusle) and poems of ancient and Byzantine Greek, Old

English and Old French'%.

What is this theoretical insight, and what does it say about tradition? The Parry-Lord thesis
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hinges on Parry’s discovery that the ancient Greek poet had at his disposal, in the words of
Foley", a ‘diction’ or ‘poetic language consisting of substitutable “formulas" that enabled
[him] to make his verses extemporaneously without having to depend on rote memorization’.
This poetic language is further ‘specialized’ to the extent that it reflects a variety of dialects
and archaisms". The formula, defined as ‘a group of words which is regularly employed
under the same metrical conditions to express a given idea’", is therefore pari of a pre-
established repertoire of expressions, and is selected by the poet in accordance with the
rhythmic requirements of the poem. As such the formula constitutes the main ingredient of
Homeric poetry. The offshoot of this insight is equally important. The long-held view that the
oral poet obviously had to memorize his poem prior to its performance can now be rectified.
Thanks to the ready repertoire of formulas he disposed of Homer was able, Party tells us, to
compose the Hliad and the Odyssey in performance.

The oral-formulaic theory draws attention to the availability, independent of the initiative
_ of the poet, not just of poetic form in a purely rhythmic sense, but indeed of poetic content
in so far as the formula (pre)determines actual combinations of words. What lies ‘beyond the
mitiative’ of the poet is, of course, tradition. The Ifiad and the Odyssey, as Parry theorises,
‘were the collective creations of many generations of bards working not individually but

within a poetic tradition’'®

. As such, the main contribution of Parry and Lord’s oral-formulaic
theory (apart from proving that the production of lengthy oral poetry need not require vast
efforts of memorization or rote learning) lies without a doubt in its reformulation of the
relation between originality and tradition. As Ruth Finnegan'” explains:

[the] model of written literature with its emphasis on the text'®, the original and
correct version, has for long bedevilled study of oral literature, and led researchers
into unfruitful and misleading questions in an attempt to impose a similar model on
oral literature.

Through the Parry-Lord thesis, however, originality and tradition can now be seen as, in a
sense, complementary, in so far as the oral poet is seen to make use of ‘traditional patterns’
(formulas) in expressing his own individual insights, Finnegan", on the basis of Lord's

research amongst the Serbo-Croate, puts this principle succinctly:

The oral poet in Yugoslavia is always the ‘author’ of the epic he performs, by virtue
of his simultaneous performance / composition. But in another sense, there is also a
multiplicity of authors: all those who contributed to building up the traditional
patterns, the store of formulae and themes which the oral singer has at his disposal.
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The oral-formulaic theory presents tradition, not just as a kind of background for creative
acts, but as something basically creative in itself. It is in this sense that Lord® can see Homer
as not so much immersed in the tradition he is part of but as actually being the tradition. To
paraphrase the remark by Lord on which we opened this discussion, ‘tradition’ becomes, in
Oral Theory, the term of greatest significance.

What are the limitations of this notion in so far as our understanding of orality as object
of Oral Theory may be concerned? This question will be considered in detail in Chapter 2.
For the purpose of the present discussion, we shall limit ourselves to those aspects of tradition
that receive particular attention in terins of the oral-formulaic theory. These could be
described as presenting a dual view of tradition as, on the one hand, basis for creativity
(transcending the ordinanly conceived boundaries between individual / original and collective)
and, on the other, of tradition as mechanism which, in the etymological sense of the term,
allows for information to be ‘handed on’ or ‘transmitted’. (The latter aspect would in
particular explain the oral-formulaic theory’s preoccupation with technique and form).

Finnegan® situates the pervasiveness of the notion of tradition within the broad sphere of
Romanticism, which provides, in a sense, the original impetus for interest into oral poetry.
At issue is what she terms ‘the Romantic stress on the significance of the “other" and the
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"lost”*, which ‘glamourizes’ the oral to the extent that it is seen as manifestation of these

notions. ‘Oral tradition’, ‘oral literature’, ‘oral art’, ‘oral culture’ (often under the collective
labels - amongst others - of ‘folk’ or ‘primitive’®) are some of the most privileged
characterizations of this Romantic yearning for what is perceived as different and exotic.
To the extent that Parry and Lord’s research engages the Romantic notions of ‘other’ and
‘lost’ (the philological origins of the Mliad and the Odyssey had been ‘lost’ to Western culture,
the South-Slavic gusiari are ‘other’), it would be difficult to deny the influence of
Romanticism on Oral Theory itself. It is easy to imagine the seductiveness (in a ‘Romantic’
intellectual atmosphere already, in a sense, favourably disposed to it} of Parry and Lord’s
conception of tradition as ‘a living, ongoing process’®, It may just have validated in a new
way what was already fascinating. Many assertions as to the importance of Parry and Lord’s
research can be read in this light. Foley®, for example, mentions as one of the (subsequent)
fruits of Parry and Lord’s pioneering work the demonstration that ‘oral cultures are by no

means primitive’. He continues:

we cannot anymore smile benignly and admire the simplicity of the noble savage. In
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the enormous era preceding the relatively recent evolution of writing, cultures stored
and transmitted all available knowledge orally, and they did so with considerable
sophistication.

As far as the Jliad and the Odyssey are concerned, this new line of research has, to again
quote Foley*® awoken the academic world to complexities previously unknown:

we have learnt that the Homeric epics served the society that perpetuated them as a
set of oral encyclopedias, a digest of attitudes, beliefs, behavior patterns, and customs
encoded in the exemplary actions of their heroes. Far from being simple folktales, the
Iliad and the Odyssey chronicled the oral culture’s observations about itself, the kinds
of observations that written cultures store in a shelf of reference books...

So much for the meliorative dimension of oral tradition as seen against Parry and Lord’s oral-
formulaic theory. But in this ‘new’ conception of oral tradition there is also, in a sense, a
downside. And it has, as we shall see, the effect of bringing into question this very complexity
of oral culture that Parry and Lord’s discovery seems to have uncovered.

We have come to appreciate the ingenious means oral tradition devised, not just to transmit
culturalily important information from one generation to the next, but indeed to stimulate and
facilitate individual creation. (The oral poet expertly composes his creation in the course of
performance). At the same time, however, the form through which this creativity becomes
apparent to us (the formula), being part of what is essentially a ready-made repertoire of
expressions (the ‘diction’ or ‘specialized poetic language’ discussed above) is, at best
‘standardized’, at worst, as Ong” wickedly calls it, ‘devastatingly predictable’. Why
devastating? Because Milman Parry’s discovery has the effect of unceremoniously cutting our
most classic poet down (o size. Ong, perhaps more ruthlessly than most authors, emphasizes
this anti-climax, in the process touching upon another very important ‘principle’ of
Romanticism, namely ‘that the way of putting the accepted truth had to be original’:

For the extreme Romantic, the perfect poet should ideally be like God Himself,
creating ex nihilo: the better he or she was, the less predictable was anything and

evex;lygthin g in the poem. Only beginners or permanently poor poets used prefabricated
stuff™.

All modern notions about ‘good’ poetry lead us towards expectations of originality if not (as
has become a cultivated ideal in twentieth century movements like Surrealism) surprise. For
all his previously assumed greatness, Homer reveals himself, in the light of the oral-formulaic

theory, not as a creator, but as an assembly-line worker with ‘some kind of phrase book in
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his head', ‘stitching together prefabricated parts'™. So much for glamour, so much for good.
And we see Parry's discovery {which, as we saw, was able i feed inio romantic notions
ahout the ‘lost’ or the ‘other’), as in effect murroring the paradox af the heart of
Komanticism:

... the paradox - ofien noted - that the [romantic] movement which laid such stress on
the individual artist and his freedom should also be led to such deep belief in, and
romantic respect for, ‘tradition® and ‘collective’™.

In the Preface to their Power and the Praise Poem’' Leroy Vail and Landeg White draw
attention to ‘[the] debare following Lord’s persuasive presentation of Parry’s theories”, a
debate which has been ‘enormously influential, generating a large bibliography and
encompassing many literatures, both ancient and modem’. That the field of Oral Theory is
a debate 1s often obscured by the sheer domination of the orai-forruiaic theory as its
‘founding moment’. Significant in this regard is the experience of one of the mosi widely
travelled and critical researchers, Ruth Finnegan. She, as Martin Mueller” peints out, has
more than any other researcher:

[proved] that the Parry-Lord theory in its rigid form is a myth that does not fit the
facts. She surveyed a wide range of oral literature, differing in genre, social function
and geographicai ongin, and demonstrated beyond any reasonzble doubt that it is
impessibie o identify a set of traits common to all oral literature.

Yet, as reported by Vail and White™:

[she] repeatedly acknowledges [that] she has no new theery 1o put forward and in that
sense remains constramed by the tradition [the oral-formulaic theory] she is
guestioning’.

At the heart of the debate amongst researchers of Cral Theory is what Vail and White refer
lo as ‘ambiguities in Parry’s original elaboration of his ideas’, ambiguities which have given
birth 1o "iwo strikingly different - bui not necessarily wholly mutunal ly exclustve - schocls of
interpretation, each claiming direci descent from Parry’s work as mterpreted and popularized
by Lord™,

We have, in our discussion, drawn atiention to a certain paradox in the oral-formulaic
theary, which, simply put, pits the idea of an ongoing (creative) tradition against that of the
rigidity (stifledness) of its expression. I believe tha this ‘paradox’ overlaps with, and indeed

accounts for, the ‘ambiguities’ referred to by Vail and White, which Foley” describes as ‘the
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gamut [run by Oral Theory] of utility versus context-sensitivity - in other words, of
convention versus originality’. More about this later. We also need to look at some of the
forms this debate may take and, crucially, what could be said about oral tradition in the light
of these. This will be the subject of Chapter 2. But before considering these divergences
within Oral Theory, it is imporiant, at this point, to deepen our understanding of its origins.
This is particularly necessary in so far as the oral-formulaic theory itself (as opposed to the
way in which it may be interpreted) is open to contestation. (We have already noted al least
one author’s discomfort in this regard).

In treating of the validity of the oral-formulaic theory™ Finnegan broadly identifies the
following areas of concern:
1 To what exient is an oral-formulaic style indeed indicative of oral composition?
2) Can the formula be sufficiently precisely defined so as to reliably constitute a

{distinctive) fearure of the oral text? (With regard to my use here of the word text sec

note 18).

3) Must the oral text of necessity be ‘composed in performance’?

If the oral-formulaic theory provided the breakthrough in terms of our previously inadequate
understanding of the mode of composition of the lliad and the Odyssey (as suggested by the
debate concerning the issue of single versus muliiple authorship)., it does not necessarily
provide a criterion for determining whether or not a particular writien iext indeed derives
from cral composition. Finnegan quotes two examples in this respect, the one from old
English, the other from Xhosa and Zulu. While the form of Beowudf, an epic of the old
English oral tradition, is highly formulaic, Benson” has shown the same to be true for many
written compositions of old English that show an equally high percentage of formulas. Closer
to home Jeff Opland™ has found some examples of poetry written in Xhosa and Zulu to be
as formulaic as the traditional oral poetry performed in the two languages. How seriously do
examples such as these damage the validity of the oral-formulaic theory? Ong, who, like
Foley, has insisted upon the oral-formulaic theory as theoretical framework of his ‘orality-
literacy studies’, finds Opland’s observations to be perfectly in accordance with the oral-
formulaic theory. In connection with the reportedly formulaic style in which some Xhosa
poets write their poetry, he remarks that *[it] would in fact be utterly surprising if they could

manage any other style’”, (We can draw attention, at this point, to Ong’s ‘psychologizing
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interpretation of the oral-formulaic theory, which brings him to see the formal aspects of the
oral text as reflective of a certain oral ‘mindset’ or mental disposition. This orientation lies
at the heart of his differences of opinion with Finnegan and will frequently come to the fore
in the following discussion. More about this in Chapter 2). The second of Finnegan's
concerns, namely that of the definition of the formula, is without a doubt the more
fundamental. We have already mentioned Parry’s definition of the formula as ‘a group of
words which is regularly employed under the same metrical conditions to express a given
essential idea’. The difficulty with this definition lies in its failure to provide a precise ‘unit
of measurement’ for the formula. As Finnegan® explains:

Even if ‘repetition’ is taken as basic in defining a ‘formula’, there are differences
between analysts as to whether the repetition is, for instance, of metrical, syntactic or
semantic elements, differences also about how long a ‘formula’ can or must be.

Of course, as any high school pupil knows, repetition is also an element of written poetry.

Finnegan coins the phrase ‘aesthetics of regularity’®

in this respect. This aesthetic, whether
in the guise of paralellism, of ‘paratactic duplication of incidents’, or of, last but not least,
‘formulas’ (however defined), is a constant of all poetry, not just the oral. Vail and White®
to some extent echo this idea. Quoting Finnegan, they remark that ‘the Greek hexameter line
for Homer has no equivalent in Africa’; what is repeated in African oral poetry is not
determined by ‘metrical conditions’® (as Parry’s definition of the formula would have it), but
by a variety of considerations that make repetition ‘useful’. This apparent deviance from the
Parry-Lord thesis is further complicated by the fact that these considerations are not
necessarily a matter of style or aesthetics, but may result purely from the physical conditions
of performance. The repetitions (formulas) in an African work song, for example, are there
for no other reason than to ‘provide a rhythm for communal labor, and the song [repetitions]
lasts as long as the task does or until a different work song is taken up™®. We are faced, at
this point, with one of two options. We can, with Finnegan®, come to the conchision that,
rather than being ‘differentiated by a single crucial feature’, the ‘reality is far more interesting
than if there were one special oral style’. (Even if this meant ‘disappointment to those eager
for large generalizations or abstract models applicable across a wide field’). Or we may
obstinately refuse to be thus disappointed and, while not exactly in a position to formulate
a clear-cut formal distinction between the written and the oral text, at least settle for a

strongly tilied sliding scale between the two. The latter kind of reasoning is well illustrated
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by Ong. Forever ready to extend the formula beyond its primary definition of ‘group of
words’ so as to loom in on its ‘wider implications’, Ong* is quick to seize on the apparent
parallel, mentioned by Lord”, between, on the one hand, the ‘standardized formulas’ of the
Hiad and the Odyssey and, on the other, its ‘standardized themes’: ‘the army, the challenge,
the despoiling of the vanquished, the hero’s shield, and so on and so on’. ‘A repertoire of
similar themes, affirms Ong, is found in oral narrative and other oral discourse around the
world’. And then the sliding scale, as an afterthought, appropriately in brackets:

(Written narrative and other written discourses use themes too, of necessity, but the
themes are infinitely more varied and less obtrusive)®.

But how valid does Ong find Parry’s definition of the formula? After briefly exploring
Bynum’s* assertion that the ‘essential idea’ expressed in the formula is subject to ‘a kind of
fictional complex [cluster] held together largely in the unconscious’, Ong concedes, following
Foley™, that ‘exactly what an oral formula is and how it works depends upon the tradition in
which it is used’. Yet, in the same breath: ‘but... there is ample common ground in all
traditions to make the concept valid’. The ideal of ‘large generalization or abstract models’
is evidently not easily discarded.

Or is it? After a vehement attack on what they see as ‘the notion of oral man’ (to which
the oral-formulaic theory - notably as interpreted by Ong, amongst others®! - would be central)
Vail and White’® bluntly deny the relevance of this theoretical construct to the African oral
poetry they have been studying:

The oral poetry of south-central Africa is not, in general, composed in performance,
and its essence cannot be understood through an investigation of the mechanics of its
performance. [t is not dominated by the ‘formula’....

Contrary to the formula (the existence of which we can by now assume - to a greater or lesser
degree - to be a matter of ‘the eye of the beholder’), its corollary ‘composition in
performance’ comes across as far more susceptible to empirical observation. There are indeed
numerous examples of oral poetry, particularly in Africa, in which composition and
performance are clearly separated, necessitating, on the part of the performer, at least some
effort of memorization. Finnegan refers, amongst others, to the extensive study of the different
genres of Somali oral poetry carried out by Andrzejewski and Lewis, who report Somali poets

to ‘spend many hours, sometimes even days, composing their works'*® prior to performing
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them. Vail and White, whom we have already quoted in this regard, mention the Chopi
migodo and Zambian kalela dance, together with a host of other songs ‘that are well known
over wide areas or over long periods of time precisely because they have become popular’™,
Ong®, for his part, in addition to the above example of Somali oral poetry, also quotes
evidence from other parts of the world, the traditional Japanese The Tale of the Heike and the
Vedic hymns of India, both of which are said®® to make extensive use of verbatim oral
memorization.

Once again examples of oral texts not conforming to those on which Parry and Lord based
their theory give rise to varying assessments of the validity of the oral-formulaic theory. Of
the authors considered here Vail and White’s position is apparently the simplest; they reject
the oral-formulaic theory and find it regrettable®:

that scholars have been willing to work with a definition of oral literature [in terms
of the oral-formulaic theory] that, through its stress on extemporaneity, must
necessarily result in the exclusion of so much African oral material,

Yet the nature of Vail and White's rejection needs to be seen in a broader context. While it
is true that their own field work provides them with ample evidence contrary to what the oral-
formulaic theory would lead them to expect (this is certainly Finnegan’s case as well), one
does get the sense that their rejection of the oral-formulaic theory in particular (and, in fact,
of the formalist approach in general) in the final analysis derives less from an actual
conviction as to the irrelevance of form and style in relation to the oral text than from their
profound horror with the notional oral man they claim to have encountered in the theoretical
postulations of Oral Theory. This broader context will be discussed more fully in Chapter 2.

Finnegan®® entertains the possibility of the oral-formulaic theory being less than conditional
upon the simultaneity of composition and performance:

[the] demonstration that rote-memory need not be important in oral poetry has
sometimes led students of the subject (myself included) to assume that it js never
important. Parry and Lord did not go as far as this....

Yet she immediately provides full evidence ‘that their works can be read as implying it’, to

wit Lord®:

Oral... does not mean merely oral presentation... what is important is not the oral
performance but rather the composition during oral performance.

6 : ¢ .
Ong™ is content to concede that ‘the production of oral poetry or other oral verbalization by
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consciously cultivated memorization is not the same as the oral-formulaic practice in Homeric
Greece or modern Yugoslavia [Croatia and Bosnia]...” (on which Parry and Lord based their
conclusions). But the oral-formulaic theory holds true all the same in so far as composition,
notably where it implies ‘verbatim memorization’ (the actual realization of which, as clearly
illustrated in the history of the Vedas, is exiremely difficult to prove anyway®) remains
‘formulaic’, even if, in order to prove the latter, ‘formula’ is actually better rendered by
‘constraint’®. According to Rutledge®, the compulsory musical accompaniment of The Tale
of the Heike acts as a ‘constraint to fix [its] verbatim oral narrative’, while Francesco
Antinucci® has shown the troublesome pre-composed Somali oral poetry to be similarly
restricted, not by music this time, but by ‘syntactic constraints’. Asserts Ong®:

This is certainly formulaic composition with a vengeance, for formulas are nothing if

not ‘constraints’ and here we are dealing with syntactic formulas [which are also
found in the economy of the poems Parry and Lord worked with].

Is this not a sleight of hand on Ong’s part? We do seem to have moved some distance from
Parry’s original ‘group of words... regularly employed under the same metrical conditions’.
At any rate, Ong’s conception of the formula as constrains clearly illuminates that side of the
oral-formulaic ‘paradox’ mentioned earlier he sees as most important: rigidity of expression,
which takes precedence over flexibility of tradition. A significant pointer in this respect, of
which his discussion of the question relating to composition-in-performance versus prior
composition offers us a glimpse, is Ong’s transposal of matters of expression (which is what
Parry and Lord’s research was concerned with in the first place) to matters of thinking. Where
oral poetry involves verbatim memorization, it is, in fact, not so much the oral expression
which continues to be dependent on formulas (or constraints) as the ‘oral noetic processes’.
From oral text to oral intellect. In Ong’s hands the oral-formulaic theory has indeed become
a ‘psychologizing literary theory’®.

Finnegan says sometimes, Ong says yes, Vail and White say no. To this we may add
Foley” who, in a work published in 1990, regrets the simplistic way in which the oral-

formulaic theory has been applied, necessitating it ‘[to] be abandoned (at least in its present

form)’;

The formulaic test as it has generally been carried out cannot prove oral provenance,
for as long as scholars commit the egregious philological sin of importing models and
definitions directly from ancient Greek to other poetries without taking account of
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necessary differences in prosody and versification, nothing can be proved. By
counterposing Homeric phraseology to the diction of Old English, Old French, or
whatever other poetry one chooses as comparand, without making adjustment for the
individual characteristics of each poetry, one simply calculates the extent to which the
compared work is composed of Homeric Greek formulas, obviously a useless index.

All of these strands of thought would claim to find an intellectual home under the heading
of Oral Theory. But where does this leave the contention, dealt with earlier, that the oral-
formulaic theory constitutes the latter’s ‘founding moment’? In advancing their thesis that ‘the
oral poetry of south-central Africa... is linked by a common aesthetic, a shared set of
assumptions concerning the nature and purpose of poetry’®, Vail and White™ claim to have
‘set aside the theories that have dominated the study of oral poetry for the last three decades’.
No general appraisal of forms of expression encountered, no proferred insights into oral style;
these are obviously, to them, not what the study of oral literature (Oral Theory?) should be
about. This raises the question: have authors like Foley and Finnegan, who - unlike Ong -
have been more than prepared to admit to the inadequacies of the oral-formulaic theory, not
grossly overrated the importance of the latter as conceptual impetus for modemn research into
the oral tradition? While Foley’' unambiguously qualifies as ‘the making of a discipline
[called ‘Oral Theory]’ the ‘semninal work of Parry and Lord’ and its ‘expansion... from ancient
Greek, Serbo-Croation, and, to a lesser degree, other traditions to more than one hundred
separate language traditions’, he nonetheless concedes’ that, notably in the case of Africa,
‘only a relatively small percentage of the enormous amount of research and scholarship on
that continent’s oral traditions falls under the shadow cast by Oral Theory’. Is it a coincidence
that some of the strongest critics of the oral-formulaic theory (such as Finnegan, Vail and
White) have worked in Africa? And does this not, in a very real sense, undermine the idea
of a discipline, at least in so far as the basis of this discipline is considered to be the oral-
formulaic theory? Should Parry and Lord’s theory, in the face of an apparently infinite variety
of oral forms and techniques, not by now have been declared, if not actually redundant, at
least to be limited to the description of a relatively small (and, depending on the particular
tradition studied, relatively peripheral) number of oral traditions? Finnegan may well be
unnecessarily generous in thus closing her reflection on the validity of the oral-formulaic

theory™:

these [‘disagreements’] are mostly detailed controversies within the oral-formulaic
school. The basic insights remain stimulating and fruitful, and the demonstration that
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the oral bard composes with and within traditional patterns of various kinds will stand
as a landmark in the study of oral literature. Provided that the more ambitious claims
of some exponents are treated with caution, the Lord-Parry school provides a body of
work which cannot be ignored by any student of comparative oral literature.

Of course, we did remark earlier on in this discussion (primarily in reference to Foley and
Ong, but also - and not least - to Vail and White), how Parry’s discovery of the oral
composition of the Iliad and the Odyssey was innovative and ‘startling’, and we saw Foley
acclaiming subsequent elaborations (by Ong and Havelock) as providing proof that ‘oral
cultures are by no means primitive’. The temptation to seize upon this kind of assessment in
our search for a fundamental consensus at the heart of Oral Theory is obviously strong. Yet
once again Vail and White, as we shall see in more detail later on, will be loathe to go along
with it. As far as they are concerned, the construction of a ‘notional oral man’ (on the basis
of the oral-formulaic theory, and notably by those giving it a ‘psychologizing’ interpretation)
ends up by presenting oral in exactly the same dichotomous relation vis-a-vis written (or more
specifically, literate) as primitive vis-a-vis civilized™.

The tendency amongst theorists (Ong in particular), to characterize the oral-formulaic
theory in psychological terms has been highly influential; a large part of it is also concerned
with transposing these ideas on to the level of the societal / cultural. Eric Havelock is perhaps
most often referred to in this regard. He argues that the Iliad and the Odyssey, composed
through the extensive use of formulas, were instrumental, within pre-Platonic education, in
‘putting the whole community into a formulaic state of mind’”. Indeed, we may well ask
ourselves how much of the enthusiastically acclaimed renewal the oral-formulaic theory is
said to have brought about actually stems from what it has to say about the oral text per se,
as opposed to what it could be extended to say about associated matters oral, from oral

mentality to oral society / oral culture. The balance between the adjectives in the following

remark by Ong’® is, perhaps, illustrative of this:

[this] discovery [by Parry] was revolutionary in literary circles and would have
tremendous repercussions elsewhere in cultural and psychic history.

If Milman Parry’s discovery, prior to its (rather problematic) hypotheses on oral composition
and form, is to be regarded as providing a conceptual basis for a new field of study, we need

to consider it as far as possible for what it is; within, so to speak, its original terms of
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reference. The notions of oral art or oral literature are cardinal in this regard.

1.2 Oral Theory and Literature

It is important to stress that I have no intention, at this point in our elaboration of the
theoretical origins of Oral Theory, to problematize the notion of literature per se. [ want to
consider the notion of oral art / literature purely in so far as it may constitute, in relation to
Parry’s discovery, the kind of conceptual basis we have set ourselves the task to uncover. As
such the key to the literary theory against which I want to consider the possibility of an oral
literature is provided, not by literary studies, but, in fact, Oral Theory, or, more precisely, its
central problematic of ‘conventionality versus originality’. Crucial to my conception of art /
literature is, therefore, the notion of creativity or even 'genius’, placing my conception of the
artistic or literary within a humanist (‘modernist’) paradigm (much maligned, of course, in
‘post-modemist’ literary theory), at least in so far as I shall be led to a relatively strong
distinction between the literary and the non-literary. A more general discussion of the extent
to which Oral Theory has, in fact, realized the idea of the oral text as ‘artistic’ or ‘literary’,
as well as the theoretical consequences this may hold, will be entered upon in Chapter 3. It
is also then that we shall have occasion to revisit the notion of oral literature in the light of
more recent ‘post-modernist’ perspectives on literature.

If, in the wake and on the basis of Parry’s formulations, to use Foley’s” words:

hundreds of books and articles have demonstrated striking similarities among ancient,
medieval and contemporary oral traditions, giving us reason to think, at least in the
most general terms, of an enormous body of ‘oral literature’ as opposed to the written
texts on which most of us have cut our critical teeth,
the most definitive contribution by Parry to the field of Oral Theory would simply be that oral
texts are artistic, are literature. But how does one promote such a ‘foundation’ in face of the
view (of which Vail and White's ‘notional oral man’ is perhaps the most logical elaboration)
that Parry’s theories actually ‘[represent] a dismissal of Homeric art in favour of a
mechanistic model for the composition of poetry’?™ A prerequisite, I would think, for locating
the significance of Parry’s discovery at its most fundamental level, is to avoid the temptation
of simple equations or sliding definitions. This means that we need to remind ourselves that
art of the tradition is not necessarily art of the performer which is not necessarily art in the
sense of a work of art. In other words, ‘creative tradition’ should not be taken to simplistically

imply ‘creative artist’ or, for that matter, ‘art’. We need to consider carefully exactly where
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in the broader field of crality (if anywhere), Parry’s insight located oral arf.
Lord” writes as follows about this art:

We realize [now] that what is called oral tradition is as intricate and meaningful an
art form as is derivative ‘literary tradition’. In the extended sense of the word, oral
tradition is as ‘literary’ as literary tradition. It is not simply a less polished, more
haphazard, or cruder second cousin twice removed, to literature, By the time the
written technigues come onto the stage, the art forms have been long set and are
already highly developed and ancient.

Earlier on, assessing the significance of a paricular song undergoing changes in its

transmission from one oral performer to the next™, Lord clearly has the oral performer share

in the creativity of the tradition he is part of:
... the picrure that emerges is not really cne of conflict between preserver of tradition

and creative artist; it is rather one of preservation of tradition by the constant re-
creation of il

What Lord argues for is the creative character, the literary content inherent in the oral
tradition, which makes the oral performer artist in his own right. More about the ‘oral artist’
and ‘creativity’ later. But to get back to tradition: can its being regarded as ‘creative’ suffice
to fulfill the expectations of an audience concerned with ‘ant’? This seems to me an important
question. ‘Tradition’, it must be remembered, no matier how ‘real” or ‘alive’ we consider it
as phenomenon, is, after all - as I shall argue in Chapter 2 - a conceplual tool used to ‘make
sense”. This is especially true within the framework of the academic discipline. Oral tradifion
is, then, essentially an abstraction, an ex post facio reconstruction postulated by the researcher
(who by and large excludes himself from the tradition) in order to account for particular
aspects of a performance, if not for the very fact that the performance has taken place.
‘Tradition’ is therefore an explanatory term, developed by people who are by the very nature
of their trade far more concerned with the resolution of problems related to an oral
performance or ‘text’ (problems which they have formulated themselves - the Homeric
question would be an excellent example), than with the actual appreciation of the latter, To
qualify art as traditional s, in this sense, 1o have turned it into scientific data. Writing about
the relation between the oral poet and his academic critic, Olabiyi Yai® puts it as follows:
No communication seems to exist between the production / consumption of oral poetry

and its criticism. More precisely, communication is unidimensional, When the creator
of oral poetry and his academic critics are contemporaries the terms of the critical
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exchange are unilaterally set by the critic. The poet is thus degraded from his status

of creator to that of an informant. He can only make such contributions as required

by the initiatives of the critic.
One may of course counter, as regards the possibility of tradition being the medium of art,
that the audience (who, unlike the researcher, is part of the tradition) is not, for all its lack
of an outside perspective, unaware of the tradition. The spectators of an oral performance
know that the performer / performance forms part of something greater than what they see
in front of them, something whose meaning endures over generations and which, in a very
real sense to them, is constitutive of their society®. Wermer Kelber’s notion of tradition as
biosphere® comes to mind in this regard. Yet can our idea of tradition (as elaborated in Oral
Theory) be the same as theirs? I believe not. For the scholar of Oral Theory, wherever he
may come from, can never conceive of tradition in itself. ‘Traditional’ always exists at a
counterpoint to the experience of the researcher, to the ‘Western’, the ‘modern’. Were the
tradition furthermore to be termed ‘illiterate’ or ‘oral’, the contrast with the researcher’s own
literacy is immediate and inevitable. This is surely a presupposition of Oral Theory* and is
borne out by all its commentators, irrespective of which side of the convention versus
originality debate they may align themselves with. To say, therefore, that ‘the oral text is art
because the oral tradition is artistic’ is, if not to hijack, to at least undermine the scope of
appreciation of the rraditional audience.

A further point needs to be made here concering the relation of audience to art. The only
judgment on whether something constitutes ‘art’ is, in my view, that of the audience, an
audience which excludes the researcher. Within this perspective, and seen in the light of our
preceding observations on the question of the ‘artistic content’ of tradition, the following
remark by Foley®, made within the framework of possible future orientations of Oral Theory,

is, perhaps, a little idealistic:

Of course, oral and oral-derived texts will not reveal precisely the same underlying
aesthetic as such fully literary works as John Milton’s Paradise Lost or James Joyce’s
Ulysses - nor, indeed, should they. For the coming years I would emphasize the
importance of defining oral traditional art sui generis, that is, of understanding its
aesthetics on its own terms. Oral Theory, as it turns out, is well equipped to
accomplish that goal; having adumbrated the structure of such works in terms of
formula, theme, and story-pattern, we need now only identify the meaning of these
units for the given work and tradition. I submit that this meaning must be found in

tradition, in the continuing, extratextual presence of which any given performance is
but one perishable avatar.
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While Foley’s caution to deal with the oral text on its own terms, to refrain from making it
into something that it is not, is obviously appropriate, the fact remains that the ‘aesthetic’
uncovered following Foley’s directive will not be our aesthetic, and, in that sense, will not
be aesthetic in our judgment (in so far as we may at least be considered a potential audience
of the text concerned) at all. Yet is it not our aesthetic, our conception of creativity and of
art that has been underlying the conventionality versus originality debate? Also, determining
the ‘meaning’ of a formula, theme or story-pattern smacks more of an anthropological
(functionalist®) endeavour - what does this particular textual element tell me of the society
within which it is found? - than of the artistic: how do I/ we relate to it*’? Not all meaning
is necessarily artistic meaning. Instead of confronting the convention versus originality debate
(or rather, as is our attempt at present, trying to find some area of agreement beyond it), the
debate is, in a sense, skirted by recasting its major concerns in different terms. We are, in
fact, invited to find that oral ‘art’ is art, on condition that we agree to substitute our own
long-held criterion of individual originality and ‘genius’ (this is not the place to consider the
validity of the latter) in favour of a to-be-elaborated criterion of convention-based harmony.
A lot of interesting insights may be gained from this process, but they will not be artistic
ones.

Given the ambiguity of the notion of tradition, with regard to which the perspectives of
researcher and audience are, then, particularly far apart, it could be advanced that the measure
for an oral ‘art’ must clearly lie in the performance rendered by the performer. At issue, in
other words, are an actual work of art and an actual artist (or rather, of course, the possibility
of a work being art and a performer actually being an artist, depending on the audience’s
appreciation).

We have termed the performance ‘text’ in the sense used by Foley (see note 18): ‘an entity
that exists both as a thing in itself and as a directive for its perceivers’. This text is heard
(and, of course, seen) as an actual performance (such as the songs of the guslari collected by
Parry and Lord) but also, closer to the common use of the term, read as the more or less
faithful®® transcription of a performance (what Foley defines as ‘oral-derived texts’®).
Research done in Oral Theory (not to mention Parry’s original doctoral thesis on the Iliad and
the Odyssey) has of course been overwhelmingly concerned with oral texts for which it would

be impossible to posit any individual artist. As put by Foley™:
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the usual notion of context as a set of verifiable authorial facts enabling effective
criticism proves largely impertinent to oral and oral-derived works of literature.

This problem is, of course, bypassed in the Parry-Lord view of oral tradition in so far as the
latter provides us with a model of coliective authorship within which the individual (at least
when compared to the Romantic notion of the artist) can be regarded as relatively
unimportant. Yet this assertion, important as it is, can all too easily mask the obvious truth
that the individual performer is not so much unimportant as he is unknown. The audience of
a particular oral performance may well know the identity of the person performing in front
of them, but a previous or different version of the text of which they are aware will in all
probability be without such an individual reference. The literate person reading an oral-
derived text is, by and large, similarly in the dark®. The oral text, in fact, overwhelmingly
appears unaccompanied, its ‘artist’ being to a large extent subject to conjecture. This idea of
an ‘absent artist’ as far as orality is concerned, is further enhanced when we consider the
‘truly’ (in terms of the oral-formulaic theory) oral text, which is composed in performance,
composed in text. Through the conflation of act of creation and object of creation, of
composition of the text and existence of the text, the entire process of creation (revolving, per
definition, around a creating artist) is, in a very real sense, collapsed into the text. The oral
text can therefore be said to come across as an ‘entity in itself” in ways inconceivable for the
written text, clearly abstracted from its act of composition™. In the case of the latter, factors
external to the text (such as the ‘artistic process’, the identity of the artist, etc.) to some extent
impose themselves upon the artistic appreciation of the reader (who may, of course - as could
be presumed for the radical structuralist - choose to overlook them). Whatever ‘art’ may be
conceived of with regard to an oral text, however, could logically not be located anywhere
else but in the text.

Of course, formalist or structuralist literary theorists will say the same thing of the written
text. A (written) text owes its literary / artistic character to the fact that it is constructed as
a ‘special use of language’; the task of the literary critic is to lay bare the forms or techniques
that bear out this construction, devices that are of necessity ‘in the text’®. This formalist

aesthetic is implicitly echoed by Finnegan™:

One of the qualities of literature is that it is in some way ‘set apart’ from common

speech or writing. This applies above all to poetry, where style and structure are a
kind of end in themselves as well as a signal to the audience of the type of
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communication intended.

But the oral text, in the perspective set out above, no doubt offers a better illustration of the
formalist insight than its written counterpart. This is ironic, of course, for it so obviously
lacks the spatial dimension by which a written work is already ‘set aside’ as artistic text - the
novel, the short story, the poem - all, at root, typographically defined®.

An alternative way of describing this pre-eminence of oral art as text can be formulated on
account of Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s*® model of the ‘symbolic phenomenon’. The latter (for our
purposes, the text) is described as having three ‘dimensions’, namely - to summarize very
briefly - the poietic (relating to a process of creation that may be described or reconstituted),
the esthesic (relating to the construction of meaning on the part of a ‘receiver’) and, finally,
the trace or ‘neutral level’ (which involves the physical and material embodiment of the
symbolic form). The oral text merges poietic (creative process) and frace (object of creation)
into a single dimension alongside the esthesic, which is the appreciation of the oral
performance by the audience. As such, the oral symbolic act turns out to be two-, rather than
three-dimensional.

What implications does this ‘collapse of the poietic’ hold for the idea of creativity, crucial
to ‘art’? Creativity had, of course, long been regarded as fundamentally lacking in the various
manifestations of oral linguistic expression encountered by Western researchers on their
travels through illiterate societies, which meant that these societies possessed no verbal art,
let alone any literature. Depending on the extremity of such a view, the texts produced in
such a society would be regarded as simply unworthy of study, whether from a ‘literary’ or
‘sociological’ perspective. This approach is termed ‘dismissive’ by Finnegan®”. We have
however also noted, in connection with the Romantic influence detectable in different
approaches to oral tradition, how such perceived artlessness, far from being scorned, could
in fact be ‘glamourized’ as reflective of ‘the quintessence of emotional expression and natural
spontaneity’®. But in a contemporary context (perhaps especially the South African one
within which I am writing) even the most well-intentioned® affirmation regarding the relative
emotionality of the non-Western comes across as paternalistic to say the least. The difference
between the ‘glamourizing’ approach to oral tradition and the ‘dismissive’ one, in terms of
which the oral tradition / text falls outside the evolution of ‘civilization’ (the latter

being per
definition associated with writing and literacy'®), is therefore by and large one of emphasis.
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The general standpoint remained that the oral text Jacked art, lacked creativity. Finnegan'"
explains this assumption as follows:

On the extreme view, ‘folklore’ or ‘traditional poetry” is a ‘survival’ from an earlier

stage, a fossil preserved by unchanging tradition, not a part of functioning

contemporary society or affected by conscious and individual aclors, Even the less

extreme view still tends to envisage oral poetry (under its categorizalion as ‘folk

literature’ or similar terms) as communal or ‘traditional’, unaffected by ordinary social

conventions and differentiazion. This relales o the whole 1dea that such literature
represents ‘nature’ rather than ‘society’.

If, as we assumed above, Oral Theory has at its core the idea of oral texts as literature, how
does one co“nceprualiz:: the innovation, against a background of broad dismissiveness (at least
in so far as the study of the oral text for its own sake is concerned), Milman Parry brought
about? On the basis of our stated assumption we could say something like this. The criginal
insight by Parry concerned a particular kind of text and the kind of consideration (or status)
that should be its due. The text was cral, the consideration ‘iilerary’ or 'artistic’, But this
would at best be an abstraction legitimated, perhaps, by cur theoratical concern. In reality the
process was guite the opposile. Parry’s breakthrough came by virtue of his study of a work,
the Itiad and the Odyssey, whose universal academic prestige'® left no room for disputing its
received status as literature. After careful philological analysis, particularly of the noun-epithet
formulas used in its descriptions of gods and heroes, Parry was able, in Foley’s words'®:
to show with precision how these relatively large and unchanging elements were
systematized by tradition and so made available to Homer and his fellows as part of
a special traditional idiom.
Having thus, in his two 1928 doctoral theses, highlighted the sraditionz! nature of the
Homeric poems, he finally came to formulate the vital link'™ (vital, that is, to the field of
Oral Theory) between the traditional and the oral in his two ‘Harvard essays’ respectively
published in 1930 and 1932. Parry himself mentions the decisive role played by Matija Murko

and Antoine Meillet (under whom he had conducted his doctoral research) in leading him to
this insight'®. The link between traditional and oral is provided by the proof of necessiry'™;
the traditional is, in fact, of necessity oral in so far as the formula (for which the doctoral
theses provided the theoretical grounding and which Parry has by now extended to the notion
of formulaic system) ‘serves the versificational and tale-telling needs of the poet composing

in oral performance’'”. This can bring us to the following conclusion: Parry looked at a
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particular literary / artistic text and found it to be of oral provenance. The written text he had
analysed turned out 1o be merely a transcription of an earlier, “truer’ oral text / performance.

This is, of course, an exaggeration. It is nevertheless important, for our present purpose,
to consider Parry’s renowned breakthrough in terms of, as it were, its fullest logical impact.
With this emphasis on the originality of the oral text (in terms of Parry's findings), I am, of
course, to some extent reflecting what has been the broad evelution of the field. As Foley
explains, studies in oral wadition have of necessity been constructed en the model of ‘orality
versus literacy’, oral text as against the writien. In agreeing with Kelber’s critique of this
‘greal divide’ '™ between oral and written text, he nevertheless concedes (as does Kelber) that:

such a powerful thesis was needed to break ground, to fracture the sinecure of textual-
chirographic thinking that reflexively dominaied earlier scholarship'®.
We are equally concemed, at this point, with ‘breaking ground’, and I am therefore
deliberately setting aside, at least for the moment, the finer points of subsequent controversies
relating to what, to a large extent, can be said to constitute the fallacy of 2 ‘great divide’
between the oral and the written. In this regard we have already noted the unhappiness
surrounding a ‘notional oral man’ - more about this in the Chapter 2.

There is another way of interpreting Parry’s insight. We can relegate 0 a secondary level
what he tells us about the rraditional mechanisms of oral composition / formulaic character
of the oral text (which appear so strikingly different to the mode of composition or form of
the literate / written and have, therefore, tended towards controversy), and focus, instead, on
whai he says aboul literaiure and art, This amounts, in fact, to revisiting what was earlier
referred to as the ‘downside’ of Parry’s discovery, yet not so much Lo refute what was stated
in relation to it (see Ong’s description of Homer as an ‘assembly-line worker’, as ‘stitching
together prefabricated parts'), as to reconceplualize it in the light of what I have called above
the pre-eminence of oral ar as rext.

It is true, as Ong'™ puts it, that Farry succeeded ‘more than any earlier scholar' in putting
paid to the ‘cultural chauvinism’ inherent in the general tendency amengst scholars, prior to
his discovery, to ‘impute to primitive'"' poetry qualities that their own age found
fundamentally congenial’. But does this mean that the ‘received excellence’ of the fliad and
the (dyssey is pant of this cultural chauvinism? Must the fact that Homer's mode of
production {if not his identity''?) turns out 1o be radically different 1o what we conjectured it

to be preclude us from considering the actual fexf as literature, as art?
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Parry does not seem to have adressed the question of oral art in these terms, neither, for
that matter, does Lord'". Both of them situate the artistry of the oral clearly within the
formulaic conception of tradition. While the actual art of the latter is obviously unconnected
to the input of a particular ‘creative’ individual (if there is indeed question of genius it is very
much genius confined by ‘[pre-lestablished limits of form’'"), its most important ingredient
would seem to lie in the fact that the ‘artist’ has, by way of the formulaic mechanism Parry
and Lord's research has brought to the fore, been more or less liberated from the dire,
mechanistic process of verbatim memorization. It is in this sense, I would venture, that he is
‘artistic’, that he creates ‘art’. But on this basis we can at best derive a negative definition of
oral art: would be regarded as artistic / literary those oral texts in whose production
memorization by rote plays either no role, or is at the most a minor element. What is crucial,
as we already saw in our discussion on the validity of the oral-formulaic theory, ‘is not the
oral performance but rather the composition during oral performance’. (See note 39).

An altogether more satisfactory conception of art to be gleaned from the oral-formulaic
theory situates the artistry of the performer in his ability, as Parry explains it (by way of an
analogy with the mode of operation of the Greek sculptor Phidias''"®), to “[fill] his work with
the spirit of a whole race’. Homer may well be the ‘assembly-line worker’ that Ong makes
him out to be, but he combines the ‘ready-made parts’ of oral formula in such a way as, to

ssllﬁ

quote Foley presentation of the sculptor in Parry’s analogy, to:

take into account the aesthetic heritage that inheres in convention. The patterns within
which the sculptor works, far from being restrictive or even handicapping, are by their
very nature filled with meaning, that meaning which they have achieved through the
ages and which they encode in the present creation.

The conception of oral art as a collective heritage could, I suppose, bring us more or less
towards what Tony Bennett"” calls ‘the universalising disposition of [our own] bourgeois
concepts of art, literature and the aesthetic’. It can be argued that the oral performer, shackled
by convention and, therefore, devoid of individuality, is for these very reasons well placed

to assume the ‘disinterestedness’ which Kant elevates to a ‘defining attribute of the
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aesthetic’ ™. The following characterization of aesthetic judgment'" could in this way be seen

to describe the position, not just of Homer, but also of his (traditional) audience:

for when one is conscious that his delight in an object is with him independent of all
interest, it is inevitable that he should look on the object as one containing a ground
of delight for all men. For, since the delight is not based on any inclination of the
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Subject (or any other deliberate interest) but the Subject feels himself complete.ly free
in respect of the liking he accords the object, he can find as reason for his delight no
personal conditions to which his subjective self might alone be party. Hence he must
regard it as resting on what he may also presuppose in every other person...

Quite apart from the criticism that Marxist literary theory in particular has levelled at the idea
of a universal aesthetic'®, it is of course extremely doubtful that Kant was in any way
thinking of oral tradition when he wrote these lines. The extent to which a conception of oral
literature / art could be accommodated within the categories (universalist or otherwise) of
modern literary theory will be considered in somewhat more detail in Chapter 3. Suffice it,
at this point, to reaffirm what we said earlier with respect to the ‘explanatory nature’ of the
notion of tradition and the inherent inability of the ‘non-traditional’ to conceive of tradition
as a thing in itself. We may never quite have access to the universality the oral performer
aspires to.

Whither oral art? Our attempt at formulating the ‘real’ contribution made by Parry in
elevating oral to oral literature, worthy of constituting a discipline, turns out to be destined
to anti-climax, if not actually to failure. For the ‘solution’ was there right from the start, from
the very moment, in fact, that Parry was able to conceive of the Iliad and the Odyssey as the
fruits of a tradition and (of particular importance to us) that he could therefore tum his back
on its presumed literate origins. But instead of amazing ourselves at the characteristics of the
art thus revealed (which is, to paraphrase Ong, devastatingly formulaic), and theorising about
the (problematic) consequences of these characteristics as regards the (apparent) artistry of
other texts of similar origin, we can follow a different route. We can take as our point of
departure the fact that, at the time of Parry’s analysis, the lliad and the Odyssey had already
been proved to be art. Moreover, it had acquired this status within our own (Western) culture
through the very fascination that it exerted upon scholars and critics of literature. Within this
cultural framework (which is also the cultural framework within which Oral Theory needs to
be defined), a certain conception of literature has dominated, whereby the latter is associated,
if not necessarily with the extreme Romantic conception of creation ex nikilo'™' (structuralism
and its various ‘post’-configurations have made such a conception seem ridiculously naive),
at least with some kind of initiative on the part of an individual who is seen to author a
specific text and is also exclusively recognized in this capacity. It is surely only within such

a conception of literature that there can be a notion like plagiarism', not to mention the legal
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construct of copyright'™. Against this background Parry’s argument as to the totally different
compositional basis of the fliad and the Odyssey has the effect of unshackling literature and
art from this association, As such, his revelalion opens up the possibility of these categories
being much wider than thought before.

The guestion may rightly be asked whether the attention accorded the formula as indicator

"2 ~omes to mind in

of oral composition (Lord’s stated aim of ‘quantitive formulaic analysis
this regard) has not tended to obscure what was, after all, the real *startlingness’ of Parry’s
insight, namely that the fliad and the Odyssey were the product of an aral tadition. Cral in
the sense of not written was overtaken by oral in the sense of aral-formulaic, a shift
comrmensurate, no doubt, with Parry’s own initiatives (o test his conception of Homeric oral
tradition in the 'laboratory of South slavic oral epic tradition’'®. Of course, no-one will argue
that these initiatives were not thearetically called for. Foley'® draws attention to the likes of
Friedrich Krauss, Gerhard Geseman and in particular Matija Murke {to mention only
researchers working on the South-Slavic oral tradition} as having been instrumental in
orienting Parry towards testing his hypotheses concemning the oral-traditional origins of a
classical ‘dead language’ text against the observable reality of actual performances in a living
tradition. But in introducing this comparative technique, which sees him move from the
posiiing of orality on a basis of formulaic form towards the derivation of formulaic form from
an observed basis of orality, Parry crosses an important threshold: the philological gives way
to the anthropelogical. Parry’s 1933 article on whole formulaic verses in Homeric and South
Slavic epic, in which he *shows how a venfiably oral traditional phraseclogy operates in
much the same way as does Homeric phraseclogy’ and which can be regarded as ‘the first
visible sign of [his] engagement with the living analogue’, is consequently of special
significance. Foley'?’ summarizes its procedure as follows:

The investigation is at root philological, in that it takes its cue from an analysis of the

two traditional idioms, but the comparative dimension adds considerable weight to the

argument, and soon the anthropological aspect behind that comparison would figure
imponantly in Oral Theory.

We have interpreted Parry’s breakthrough as consisting in his implied asseriion that art /
literature could also be oral. The possibility of a category of texls regarded as ‘literature’
baving a much broader compositional basis than previously considered is opened up in the

process. Of course, reversing the argument, one could also take this a8 meaning that texts
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previously excluded from literature (on the grounds of deriving from a hitherto ignored basis
of composition) could in fact come to be regarded as such. This is patently not the same,
though, as saying that such texts should be thus qualified. Why not? Because any attempt at
(re-)categorizing a text in terms of aesthetics would need to take into account, aside from its
compositional origins (important as these may be), the actual way in which the audience of
the text relates to it, appreciates it, ‘gives it meaning’. In other words, one has to be sensitive
to the text’s ‘horizons of expectations’. These, according to Selden'®;
describe the criteria readers use to judge literary texts in any given period. These
criteria will help the reader decide how to judge a poem as for example an epic, or
a tragedy or a pastoral; it will also, in a more general way, cover what is to be
regarded as poetic or literary as opposed to unpoetic or non-literary uses of
languages.
It is in the light of this consideration that Parry’s foray into the anthropological becomes
problematic. Whatever the ‘proof’ furnished by the Serbo-Croate oral epic regarding his
earlier hypotheses concerning the Iliad and the Odyssey, this could center on the perceived
relation between oral composition and formulaic style only. The researcher (Parry was joined
by Albert Lord in his South-Slavic field-work in 1934, who was to pursue it after Parry’s
death the following year'”) could no doubt imagine the conditions of reception of the Serbo-
Croate epics to be broadly similar to those of the Jliad and the Odyssey, at least prior to the
latter being committed to writing. (Who makes up an audience and what actually occasions
a performance may have been important indicators in this regard'™). But there was surely no
way to suspect that these epics could be subject, from the point of view of their audience, to
‘horizons of expectations’ even remotely similar to those that, throughout the ages and most
notably in ours, had bestowed upon the Homeric poems their ‘received excellence’. Pierre
Macherey has followed the same line of argument, observing that the Hiad was so different
for us to what it must have been for its contemporary ‘readers’ (audience) that ‘it was as if
we ourselves had written it’'*,

In making this point I am, of course, reaffirming the opinion of Yai quoted earlier: ‘no
communication seems to exist between the production / consumption of oral poetry and its
criticism’. But the distinction between the oral-derived text (see note 89) and the oral text,
a distinction of little relevance to our argument thus far, now becomes important. For while

their method of composition may be virtually identical (as is advanced for the oral-derived
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Homeric poems and the oral epics of Serbo-Croatia and Bosnia), the horizons of expectation
to which the oral and oral-derived texts are subject in all probability differ radically. I shall
not attempt here to describe the meanings and associations built around the Iliad and the
Odyssey in Western society, other than to point to the fact that these have tended, with the
passage of time, to be overwhelmingly formulated in the context of study (defined by Ong
as ‘extended sequential analysis’"*?) and, what is more, institutionalised study. This is a far
cry from the gatherings at the village home, in the coffee house or in the tavern which
continued to serve as the only context in which the epic texts of Serbo-Croatia / Bosnia were
‘received’ at the time of Parry and Lord’s research.

These gatherings took place ‘during a period of leisure from the work in the fields’'** with
the objective of entertainment. But where scholarly study of a classical text tumns out to be
entertaining it is pretty much an unforeseen bonus. One may well feel a certain satisfaction
at having ‘struggled through it (we shall return to the notion of pleasure in Chapter 3), but
the objective is inevitably tied up, not merely with the idea of personal advancement, but
indeed measureable personal advancement: the mark in the upcoming examination or the
material for the forthcoming article or publication.

Lord"™ evaluates Parry’s discovery against the background of us having been misled
‘[flrom ancient times until the present... about the true nature of Homer’s art and greatness’,
the reason for this misconception being ‘that we have tried to read him in our own terms,
which we have labelled "universal terms of art”’. This assessment can no doubt be regarded
as a constant of Oral Theory: authors like Foley, Ong and Finnegan have said more or less
the same. Yet this insight, properly considered, is more an anthropological one than a literary.
‘Homer’ lived at another time, in another, vastly different, ‘traditional’ social context,
enjoining on him particular modes of composition. To project upon him what we would
expect from artists in our own society would be to condescendingly ignore an anthropological
reality. Having conceded this, however, have we not the right to read the [liad and the
Odyssey and respond to it in our own terms, as fext? Are we not, as readers, and particularly
modern readers, entitled to contribute to the ‘horizons of expectations’ of these texts?

In asking this question we are, of course, exposing ourselves to the bewildering possibility
that the anthropological, the concern with the ‘other’ (with that which can only be perceived
as being at a - in the final analysis - insurmountable distance), has displaced the philological

(and with it the literary) to the extent that the oral / oral-derived text is denied any kind of
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(modern) reader-orientation. The researcher is not part of the audience; he is per definition

not the ‘possible reader’ of whom, as explained by Umberto Eco'™:

[the] author has... to foresee a model... supposedly able to deal interpretatively with
the expressions in the same way as the author deals generatively with them.

If the horizons of expectations of the oral text are definitively out of our reach (which would
be another way of saying that they do not exist), then our presentation of Parry’s discovery
as a theoretical basis for the oral as literature (conceived of as the 'founding moment' of Oral
Theory) is perfectly absurd. Yet for the [liad and the Odyssey to be seen and read, thought
about and analysed, and still to have no ‘horizons of expectations’ would be a contradiction
in terms. This is precisely the kind of contradiction that a rigidly anthropological view of the
oral text gives rise to. But if, on the other hand, we accept the ‘horizons of expectations’ of
the Iliad and the Odyssey and - flowing from this - that our qualification of these texts as
literature or art is as valid as that of any ‘traditional’ audience, have we not once again swept
the ‘anthropological reality’ that Parry confronts us with under the table?

It is significant that Lord, in the passage quoted above (see note 134), talks about ‘reading
Homer’. Even if we know how Homer composed his work, we (still) cannot ‘read’ him: the
anthropological gulf between his world and ours makes it impossible for us to even attempt
appreciating whatever “artistry’ he may (or may not) have had. To argue whether Homer is
a ‘genius’ or an ‘assembly-line worker’ is therefore to misdirect the ‘expectations’ of our own
‘horizons’ in this regard. The only basis upon which the oral could be appreciated as oral
literature / oral art is in its manifestation as ‘an entity that exists both as a thing in itself and
as a directive for its perceivers’: as fext. To paraphrase what we stated earlier (on the basis
of Nattiez’s model) with regard to the artistic appreciation of the oral ‘symbolic
phenomenon’: the compositional (poietic) dimension of the text is subsumed into a
combination of the interpretative (esthesic) and ‘thing-in-itself’ (trace) dimensions. Whether
an oral text is art is therefore determined by the reader / perceiver, or, more precisely, by the
latter’s response on the basis of his expectation of the text. To what expectations does the text
give rise? What kind of a response do these call upon on the part of the reader / perceiver?
It is only at this point that the notion of creativity becomes at all relevant; can the reader /
perceiver’s response be creative as well? The oral text is literature if it allows for a creative

/ original response, if the response is not perceived by the reader / perceiver as, in a sense,
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pre-determined. In other words, the determining factor in distinguishing the literary from the

non-literary is not, to paraphrase Ong, whether Homer (the composer or poet) is an assembly-

line worker, but whether the perceiver of the text is one.

Given the prestige they have enjoyed in Western society the Iliad and the Odyssey are, of
course, particularly ‘privileged” oral texts in so far as their appreciation as art is concerned.
While their particular reception as ‘classical’ texts indicative of a certain ‘cultural heritage’
is an obvious factor in this privileged position, there is a much more mundane and more
immediate reason: they had been written down before they were (finally) discovered to be
oral.

The same reasoning should, of course, also apply to oral-derived texts in general,
particularly those that were written down a long time ago and have therefore been received
as part of a large corpus of written texts (the case of the ‘literate culture’). It is this factor
more than anything else which accounts for the greater prestige enjoyed by the ‘dead-
language traditions’ as opposed to the ‘living oral traditions’ within Oral Theory'*. The texts
produced in a contemporary oral tradition are invariably received as written texts by the
researcher or field-worker. The latter may of course qualify the text thus received as ‘oral
literature” by analogy with the (written) literary text, and generally does. Excluding himself
from the text’s audience and therefore blind to its horizons of expectations, analogy is, in fact,
the only option left to the researcher concerned with oral literature. We shall further consider
this unsatisfactory solution in Chapter 3. Suffice it to conclude, at this point, that Oral Theory
broadly understands the ‘literature’ of the oral in the following terms: the stronger the
anthropological, the weaker the literary.

As manifested in the duality of ‘dead-language’ tradition / ‘living oral’ tradition, the
question of oral versus oral-derived is not without relevance to the conception of tradition.
More about this in Chapter 2. In conclusion to this chapter we are, however, now in a
position to relate the preceding remarks on oral art / literature to the elusive ‘founding
moment’ of Oral Theory. My argument in this regard has boiled down to the following:

1) Given the controversial nature of the oral-formulaic theory’s attention to form, the
conceptual basis of Oral Theory should rather be formulated around Parry’s
recognition that we regard as literature / art can actually be oral.

2) The determining factor for art as far as the oral js concerned is the text (which

is also
the performance) as object and the horizons of expectations it gives rise to. This
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implicates the perceiver to the extent that he considers his response to the text as
‘creative’.

3 The oral-derived text is more susceptible to being art / literature than the (purely) oral
text, in so far as the researcher of Oral Theory is more sensitive / amenable to its

horizons of expectations.

Ideally this ‘literary’ conception of the origins of Oral Theory should provide us with a
theoretical standard against which all oral texts could be defined in the same terms. The
anthropological distance at which Oral Theory operates, particularly in relation to the
comparative study of contemporary oral traditions, however clearly precludes it from doing
s0. But to what extent does this conception of the theoretical origins of Oral Theory constitute
an advantage in comparison to the oral-formulaic theory as its ‘founding moment’? The
attraction of the oral-formulaic theory lies, in a sense, in the criterion it addresses itself to:
that of stylistic form of expression. In so far as it is able to provide a rigorous definition of
the latter (which, as we have seen, is becoming more and more difficult), hypotheses that are
made on the basis of the oral-formulaic theory can be objectively ‘tested’, hence ‘quantifiable
formulaic analysis’. It is no doubt this verification the theory allows for, more than anything
else, that has given it the kind of far-reaching influence associated with the idea of ‘founding
a discipline’.

Art lies in the eye of the beholder. No matter how rigorously we may try to demarcate its
area of influence within a larger process of production (as the above summary should reflect),
the quality of the postulated response will always defy measurement. But if we take seriously
Ruth Finnegan's view as to what is truly an unfathomable variety of oral texts coming from
an ever-increasing number of oral traditions being brought into the realm of Oral Theory, this
very vagueness may, in a sense, be an asset. We cannot say, as justification for what we are
doing, that all oral texts are artful and literary and therefore at least as worthy of
contemplation and study, indeed as ‘prestigious’, as the art and literature of our own society
has been held to be (at least before the assault of ‘post-modernist’ literary theory). But the
image of the ultimately privileged oral text Milman Parry (rather than Albert Lord) presents
us with, opens, at least, the possibility that other oral texts, from other, less prestigious oral
traditions, could, given different circumstances of reception, also be literature, also be art.

There is a further advantage to this view, relating to what we may call the ‘theoretical
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coherence’ of research done into the oral tradition. An adherence to the oral-formulaic theory
as conceptual basis of Oral Theory means, as we have seen - particularly in the case of
research done in Africa - that a large percentage of research and scholarship into oral tradition
falls outside the scope of Oral Theory. Yet if we see Pamry’s breakthrough as essentially
providing a kind of theoretical space for the notion of oral literature, then all research that
deals with oral texts can be brought into line with Oral Theory, irrespective of the texts’
formal properties or the researcher’s (Jack of) concern with the latter.

In this sense the Iliad and the Odyssey, texts of ‘received excellence’ in Western society
and not literate, but oral, serve as a kind of master metaphor for all other oral texts, whether
oral-derived or ‘purely’ oral. The comparison it invites does not confer certainty. But at least
we are left with a virtual oral literature. This is a definite theoretical improvement on the
common reflex to call oral texts ‘literature’ by mere analogy with our written (literary) texts.

The oral text is, after all, original'"".
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of certain authors, but creations of a whole people, passed through one generation to
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1991:59.

Ong, 1986:9.

Lord, 1968:14,

Lord, 1968:147-8.

See Eco, 1979:17.

Foley, 1988:110.

Exactly in what this ‘originality’ consists - a question which, it can be argued, is
perhaps not fully accounted for in the conception of oral literature set out here - will

be further investigated in Chapter 2 and especially - with regard to the notion of oral
literature - in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 2
ORALITY / ORAL TRADITION

2.1 Introduction

Of greatest significance to the field of Oral Theory is the notion of tradition. It was from the
primary insight that the Iliad and the Odyssey were traditional texts that Milman Parry was
able to postulate that they were (also) oral. The idea of oral composition, which, in Lord’s'
words, distinguishes the (truly) oral from the ‘oral in any except the most literal sense’, only
came about because of its appropriateness to the traditional mode of composition / creation
formulated by Parry on the basis of the formal characteristics of the Homeric poems. If the
traditional text is of necessity oral, it is because the oral is (pre)determined by the traditional.
In other words, there is no orality that is not traditional®. As the traditional is already oral,
the term ‘oral tradition’ is, in fact, a tautology.

We opened Chapter 1 with Lord’s observation that oral tells us ‘how’, traditional tells us
‘what’. ‘Tradition’ can be said, then, to denote more than the actual oral text which it serves
to ‘explain’. It indicates a mode of being, a ‘way of life’, of which the text will be a
reflection. Beyond the traditional text lies the traditional artist, the traditional culture. The
traditional text is oral because the oral medium best lends itself to expressing its traditional
essence. The juxtaposition of tradition and orality in the title of this chapter can therefore
justifiably evoke the relation of substance to vehicle. Vital to the tradition (even exclusively
s0), the oral voice is at the same time secondary to it. It is this aspect of the relation between
tradition and oral medium that underlies Lord’s’ reflection on the inadequacy of the written
medium for the oral poet. The oral voice best serves the tradition:

In putting a pen into Homer's hand, one runs the danger of making a bad poet out of
him. The singer not only has a perfectly satisfactory method of composition already
in the highly developed oral technique of composition, but is actually hampered and
restricted by writing. The method he knows came into being for the very purpose of
rapid composition before a live audience... Writing is a slow process even at best, and
the oral poet would find it annoying, indeed, not worth the bother.

Thus goes the oral-formulaic theory. In Chapter 1 we noted a range of doubts as to the
applicability of this theory in regard to its hypotheses on the specifics of ora] form or
technique, hypotheses which fail to address the ever-increasing variety of form exhibited by

the oral text. Significantly, however, criticism of the oral-formulaic theory has tended to be
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confined to the latter’s affirmation of the formula as compositional basis of the oral text. The
overt interdependence the theory establishes between the oral and the traditional (in a sense
the two are, in fact, equated - Lord asserts that Homer is the tradition) has gone largely
unchallenged. Foley’s description of the growth of Oral Theory as ‘extending to more than
one hundred separate language traditions’ (as opposed to, say, one hundred separate
languages) is something of a truism of Oral Theory.

As a starting point for our assessment of the theoretical implications - for orality - of the
notion of tradition, it may be helpful to consider a more or less ‘general’ (in so far as it
addresses itself to the broad sphere of ‘human sciences’) definition of tradition. Michel
Foucault* provides the following description:

It [the concept of tradition] is intended to provide a determinate temporal status for
a set of phenomena that are at once successive and identical (or at least similar); it
[therefore] makes it possible to reconceptualize the scatteredness of history within the
form of sameness; it allows for the reduction of the difference inherent in all
beginnings, so as to extend without any discontinuity towards the ever indefinite
assumption of origin. As a result of it [literally: ‘thanks to it’] one is able (o isolate
all that is new against a background of permanence, and to attribute its merits to the
originality, the talent and the initiative that pertains to the individual.

We can readily make out the essential assumptions of the oral-formulaic theory in the light
of this definition. What is given a ‘definite temporal status’ within oral tradition is, of course,
oral poetry (or oral texts). These constitute a ‘set of phenomena’ which are, on the basis of
particular formal characteristics (the formula), seen as identical / similar in their
successiveness. In the process all that could be conceived of as divergent can be
(re)interpreted as manifestations of a certain ‘sameness’ - an essence which, we may advance
here (we shall return to this point in more detail), tends to center around cultural stability.
Parallel to these conceptions is the idea of the continuous pursual of undefined roots or
origins extending ever further back into the past (remonter sans discontinuer dans
I'assignation indéfinie de I’origine), through which is absorbed whatever could be conceived
of as ‘new beginnings' or ‘different’. Is it a coincidence that Parry’s insight (he was a
classicist, remember) came about through his preoccupation with this original of Western
civilization that is the Iliad and the Odyssey? The original, the ‘classical’, can only be

conceived of in relation to tradition.

The one element jn the above definition that might, to some extent, seem to be at odds with
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the specifically oral tradition, is no doubt Foucault’s view of tradition as providing a
backdrop of stability and permanence, against which to offset the genius of the hero. The
notion of ‘author’, let alone individual author, becomes largely untenable not just with regard
to the oral-formulaic theory, but indeed with regard to the oral text as such (as was argued
in the second part of Chapter 1). Creative genius cannot be ‘shown up’ within oral tradition
as something specific or individual; instead, the tradition itself is conceived of as ‘creative’.
Oral tradition can be about heroes, but it would per definition have little room for a Rimbaud
or a Baudelaire (to name only examples from French poetry) who can be said to have
‘revolutionised’ or ‘changed the course’ of a particular type of literary expression. Literary
heroes are written. (See Chapter 1, note 9] ).

Foucault, the philosopher of exclusion, of course questions the very validity of the notion
of tradition. He suspects the latter, along with the other notions’ by which (Western) man
makes sense of his knowledge, to have become unreflective, a 'ready-made synthesis’
obviating prior analysis. His objective of (re)theorising these notions requires a radical break
with the very organization or coherence that these notions have come to imply, and engages
us, instead, to consider them on a basis of ‘scatteredness’ and ‘discontinuity’ which may well
be their true conceptual content’.

My concern in this chapter is by comparison extremely modest. The validity of the notion
of tradition as descriptive of a field of information (relating to the form, content and mode
of generation of a certain type of text) is not in question. What does make Foucault's
conception of particular interest to our analysis, however, is his branding of ‘tradition’,
beyond the information / knowledge it purports to characterize, as instrument used by the
researcher for his own purposes. Instead of saying what ‘tradition’ means (or is), Foucault
talks about what is intended by it (elle vise 4), what is made possible by it (elle permet, elile
autorise), what can be done thanks to it (grace a elle, on peut). ‘Tradition’ offers a
convenient means of classification of data, it is, as was already advanced in Chapter 1, a
‘conceptual tool’.

If this insight is to guide our exploration of orai tradition, the following question needs to
be considered. What ‘functions’, apart from the general ones menticned in the above
definition, does QOral Theory specifically attach to the notion of tradition, and further, why is

the notion of particular use to Oral Theory?

The answer to the first part of our question is straightforward enough. Oral implies
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(spoken) language, language implies communication; the oral tradition is concerned with
transmission by means of the spoken word (as opposed to, say, transmission by imitation’).
The primary function of tradition is, therefore, ‘the transmission of the verbal elements of
culture by oral means’, conceived by Jack Goody and Ian Watt ‘as a long chain of
interlocking conversations between members of the group’®. But this view of tradition (or
rather, this emphasis on a particular verbal / oral kind of tradition) may well appear somewhat
trivial. Communication (transmission) in ‘face-to-face contact’ is surely a defining element
of all social activity’ and in that sense can be focused upon by any number of the ‘human
sciences'. The ‘tradition’ of interest to the discipline of Oral Theory must necessarily be of
a particular type. To say that the tradition is subject to transmission via the spoken word is
not enough. The face-to-face contact that constitutes it must be a special face-to-face contact,
a special ‘chain of interlocking conversations’.

This brings us to what may, on the face of it, appear to be a circular statement,
theoretically non-sensical: the transmission via the spoken word that delimitates the field of
interest of Oral Theory is a transmission via the spoken word that is oral. But the picture
changes if we insist on ‘oral’ as having a special meaning not intended for ‘spoken’, a
meaning that would take it beyond being the (mere) vehicle of tradition as characterized
earlier in this chapter. Lord’s much quoted “Oral” tells us "how", but traditional tells us

mr

"what"’ can, in fact, be misleading. The orientation given the term ‘oral’ within the oral-
formulaic theory relates ‘oral’ as much to ‘traditional’ as to ‘spoken’, if not, in fact, more.
‘Oral” does not only tell us that we are dealing with a tradition (exclusively) subject to the
spoken word, it also elucidates the specific context (society) in which that tradition is found.
It tells us *how’ and it tells us ‘what’.

A special meaning of ‘oral’ was of course already discussed at some length in Chapter 1.
The ‘truly’ oral is what is composed orally (composed-in-performance), The oral tradition can
be understood, to paraphrase Goody and Waitt's definition referred to above, as ‘a series of
interlocking performances | compositions’. (The performance is a conversation in so far as
it provokes participation from the audience). But to regard this definition of oral tradition as
constitutive of the object of study of Oral Theory would be wrong on two accounts. First, to
limit the field of interest of Oral Theory to the relatively restricted number of oral traditions
/ texts lending themselves to the rigid application of the oral-formulaic theory implied in this

definition would be self-defeating in so far as the constitution of Oral Theory as discipline
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is concerned. (A more ‘encompassing’ view of Oral Theory was proposed in Chapter I, based
on Parry’s Homeric research yet avoiding the oral-formulaic theory as such). Second, it is
impossible to postulate oral composition-in-performance on the basis of the observation of a
particular performance (not to mention on the basis of the analysis of a particular written -
transcribed - text, the formula also being a feature of much poetry composed in writing). The
person performing in front of you may well sz be part of the composition-in-performance
tradition. Lord'? is clear about this:

The collector... must be wary; for he will find singers who have memorized songs...
In spite of authentic manner of presentation, in spite of the fact that the songs
themselves are often oral poems, we cannot consider such singers as oral poets. They
are mere performers. Such experiences have deceived us and have robbed the real oral
poet of credit as creative composer...

Oral composition-in-performance can only be advanced with anything approaching certainty
after the study of a number of performances / texts, many of which may turn out not to fit
the theory. Yet - and this is where the real ‘special meaning’ of ‘oral’ comes into play -
something would have atiracted the researcher to the performances he observed or the texts
he analysed before he considered their appropriateness to the theory in question. They are
oral, yes, and they serve as the transmission of a tradition. But most important of all, they are
expressions of what the researcher has pre-defined as a ‘traditional’ saciety / culture. The
tradition of interest to Oral Theory is not so much a process of cultural transmission within
a society / culture, as something (a particular set of data) by which a society / culture is
qualified as traditional. If the substance of this qualification refates to both the terms ‘oral’
and ‘tradition(al)’, how, and on what level, is this relation envisaged? We shall attempt an
answer to this question fater in this chapter. First, however, we need to consider more
pertinently the question of Oral Theory as study (theory) of the ‘other’.

In Chapter | we spoke about what we can now term a certain anthropological bias in Qral
Theory, at least as it became formulated in and through Party’s (and especially Lord’s)
comparative research. (See Foley's description of Oral Theory as a ‘literary anthropology’).
The horizons of expectations of the oral text remain inaccessible to the researcher in so far
as he regards himself as outside the tradition he is investigating. Our remarks above now
enable us to take this exclusion a step further. The researcher is also outside the society,
outside the culture in which the tradition is observed. If this soclety / culture is conceived of

as inherenily ‘traditional’, it stands to reason that the society / culture of the researcher is not.
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In short, the one is different to the other, and it is this very difference that becomes the raison
d’émre of the discipline. The researcher of Oral Theory turns out to be an anthropologist

studying ‘alien cultures’''; the discipline of Oral Theory is subsumed into the discipline of

anthropology, ‘dedicated to describing and explaining "their" cultures to "us" '

I have taken what I identified as the ‘anthropological bias’ of Oral Theory and, to use 2
well-worm phrase, ‘drawn it through to its logical conclusion’. This is not entirely fair. Quite
apart from important changes of emphasis within anthropology itself, tending towards the
dissolution of the us:them dichotomy (if not completely so), the ‘new understanding of
orality’ brought about by Parry’s discovery has more often than not been interpreted as
nothing less than a statement on the unity of man; 'Orality-Literacy Studies and the Unity of
the Human Race’"?, reads the title of a well-known article by Walter Ong. Of course, the very
same Walter Ong is castigated by Vail and White for the role that he would have played,
within Oral Theory, in the theorization of a 'notional oral man’ which, as far as they are
concerned, epifomizes the hackneyed us:them opposition. Nothing better illusirates the
complexity of the relation between Oral Theory and anthropology (or, more accurately,
between Oral Theory and the conception of certain societies / cultures as ‘alien’) than this
contradiction.

It is through an exploration of this contradiction that we shall come to a fuller
characterization of ‘oral tradition’. But there is a more obvious (and, in a sense, less
problematic) link between Oral Theory and anthropology, which becomes apparent when we
disassociate Oral Theory from its oral-formulaic ‘basis’ so as for it to refer to the study of
the oral text in general. A brief detour of some of the major theoretical approaches to the

study of the oral text will clarify this link.

2.2 Oral Tradition as Anthropology

Ruth Finnegan, as we saw in Chapter 1, sees Romanticism as central to the study of ‘orai
literature’, on which it has ‘a profound and continuing influence’". Given the fascination of
Romanticism with the ‘lost’ and the ‘other’ it is also strongly reflective of the evolutionist
approach, in terms of which ‘societies progress up through set stages with "survivals" from
earlier strala sometimes continuing in later ones’”. In terms of Finnegan's analysis two

elements of Romanticism stand out:

- A certain dissatisfaction (within Western intellectual history) with the ‘externally-
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imposed, mechanical and rationalist forms of the contemporary world’, and the
subsegquent yearning for ‘the world of organic and emational unity’ - echoes, in fact,
of Rousseaw’s ‘Man is born free, and everywhere he 15 in chains’;

- The fact that the Romantic fascination for the ‘lost’ or ‘other’ is often accompanied
by the assertion of a perceived nafional ideniity, broadly tracable tc the French
Revolution:

The outburst of nationalism in Europe following the French Revolution and
Napoleonic Wars has often been remarked as one of the strands of Romanticism.
Along with this went an emphasis on local origins and languages, accompanied by an
enthusiasm for the collection of ‘folklore’ in various senses - what would now be
called ‘oral literature’ (ballads, folk songs, stories) as well as ‘traditional’ dances and
vernacular languages and ‘customs’. The political and ideological implications of this
return to ‘origins’ are obvious...'S,

Alongside ‘romantic and evolutionist theones’ as approach 1o oral poelry, Finnegan also
discusses the “historical-geographical” school'’ (concerned with the tracing of the historical
and geographical ongins of the oral text), the sociology of lierature® (concerned with the
relation between the oral text and the society in which it occurs), and what we may call the
‘dichotomous model’ approach'® (in which the oral text is seen as reflective of a particular
primitive "ideal type’ society understood in relation lo a modern ‘ideal type’ society).

In a detailed overview of ‘the oral narrative theory® in relation to the African myth, Isidore
Okpewho deals with the following:
Evolutionism™, which regards ‘traditional tales’ as reflective of ‘an earlier world-view or sel
of ideas about man and his environment’ {what Finnegan refers to as a ‘survival’);
Psychoanalysis®', which understands the myth as a manifestation of ‘sexual wishfulfilment’
(Sigmund Freud) or conversely, as a manifestation of the ‘collective psychic substratum’ {Car!
Gustav Jung);
Diffusionism™, which studies mylhs with a view o finding traces of cultural similarities
resulting from historical contact and geographical contiguily between different peoples (see
Finnegan's *historical-geographical’ school);
Functionalism®, in which the myth is seen as a particuiar societal need forming part of the
‘functional unity’ of the society (see Finnegan's reference to the sociology of literature);
4

Symbolism®, which considers the myth as a reference ‘for a different and larger order of

reality’, a reflection of ‘archetypal phenomena of mental activity’ (Emst Cassirer, following
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Jung);

Formalism®, concerned with the classification of tales according to their ‘morphology’, i.e.
their ‘component motifs’ or ‘functions’, and regarded as crucial to any properly historical
study of the origins of an oral tale (Wolfgang Propp);

Structuralism®, in which the myth is conceived as ‘wnit of communication’ within an
unconscious cultural system analogous to Ferdinand de Saussure’s formulation of the linguistic

system (Claude Lévi-Strauss).

These approaches are reflective of three broad ‘traditions of scholarship’™, namely the
gthnological (focusing on ‘the nature of human society in terms of the forms and ends of
social activity’ so as to ‘draw conchisions about man as a cultural being’), the cognitionist
{concerned with ‘questions about the though! processes of man both individually and
collectively’), and finally, the faxgaimist {in terms of which ‘the tale is picked to pieces to
find out the units of ideas from which it has been put together and the order... of relations
into which these units fit”). While it stands 1o reason that none of the approaches surveyed
owes exclusive allegiance 1o a panticular field of scholarship®, a broad categorization
according to predominant assumplions 1s nonetheless possible in most of the cases. The
ethnologist field can be seen as chiefly represented by evolulionism and functionalism, the
cognitionisl by psycho-analysis and symbolism, the taxonomist by diffusionism and
formalism.

Ckpewho also draws atlention to a further distinction, relating to two ‘generations’ of
theorists™. The first generation, which groups together evolutionisis, psychoanalysis and
diffusionists, sees human culture ‘from the perspective of individual units of ideas that [are]
more or less disembodied virtues’: evolutionists focus on ‘elementary ideas’, psychoanalysts
on ‘mental symbols’, diffusionists on ‘motifs’. The second generation comprises functionalists,
symbolists and formalists, and sees human culture in terms of ‘related forms” with a view to
understanding either ‘social organization’ (functionalism), or ‘cultural thought’ (symbolism),
or ‘creative activity’ (formalism), In other words, the ethnological, cognitionist and taxonomist
fields of scholarship all broadly reflect the same movement. The myth / tale, first focused
upon and analysed as isolated ‘element’ or ‘unit’ {phenomenon), subsequently tends towards
being perceived as ‘form’ and analysed in lerms of its relation to the society as a whole,

Structuralism represents the fullest realization of this process.
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How can Oral Theory as theory - deriving from Parry’s discovery - be related to these
approaches? Okpewho, unlike Finnegan, pays relatively scant attention to Parry and Lord,
making no overt mention of the oral-formulaic theory in the work in question®. He describes
as the ‘burden’®! of Parry’s research into the formula and theme of the Homeric poems (which
he aligns to Propp’s formalist endeavour of ‘tracing ithe mode of arrangement of motifs within
a recognizable class of tales’) the demonstration that ‘the oral narrator works with a Jimited
body of material’ (or - adopting a more structuralist turn of phrase in regard to the myth - that
‘the bewildering diversity of mythical moiifs can be reduced to a very small number of
schemes’*?). Elsewhere® he appreciates that Parry’s philological concern ‘for the subtleties
(stylistic and otherwise) of a language’ (despite ‘the limitations of his statistical interest’),
makes for a ‘loyal’ transcription of the oral text, and Parry is credited - perhaps® - with
showing a certain sensitivity to the aesthetic quality of the oral iext.

The association of Parry’s philological method with that of formalism is, indeed, not
without justification. Of course, the level of analysis generally differs. While Parry is drawn
to questions of style, the form in which the tale is cast, its rhythmic properties as presented
in the particular deployment of lexicon and syntax, Propp is concerned with the content of
the tale, the identification of its constituent motifs as well as how they relate to each other
in the development of the plot®. But the formulaic nature of Parry’s oral expression also
forms part of a more general formulaic system serving not just the ‘versificational’, but aiso
the ‘tale-telling needs’ of the oral poet. The themes of the narrative are ‘formulaic’ as well,
an insight that the formalist should find eminently useful.

There is, of course, also the related matter of working with the text as fexs. The taxonomist
enterprise of ‘picking the tale to pieces’ should be broadly applicable to the view of the oral
text as ‘thing in itself’ elaborated in the second part of Chapter 1. It is significant, in this
respect, that Okpewho talks about ‘creative activity’ as object of understanding of formalism
{(when ethnologist and cognitionist enterprises respectively aim at an understanding of ‘social
organization’ and ‘cultural thought'). From this point of view formalism would no doubt
come closest to establishing the kind of aesthetic horizons of expeciations required in order
to break down what we can now justifiably call the traditional ‘otherness’ of the oral text.
(Let us not forget, moreover, the influence of formalism in modernist literary theory). This
‘traditionality’ lies at the heart of Oral Theory's anthropological bias, a bias which we of

course to some extent tried to circumvent in our attempt at locating the theoretical basis of
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Oral Theory in its implied proclamation of the oral text as (virtual) literature. (See Chapter
1). The initial impetus of Parry’s research was of a philological or literary (formalist), rather
than an anthropological (tending towards the ethnologist or cognitionist) nature.

‘Anthropological bias’ can most certainly be the watchword for the ‘oral narrative theory’
Okpewho examines. One could argue, in fact, that the issue is less one of narrative theory
than of anthropological theory based on rarrative data. What unites the various perspectives
is their neglect of what Okpewho terms the ‘aesthetic principle’ of myth in favour of an
almost exclusively ‘culteral’ focus.

Okpewho’s book essentially concerns an elaboration of this (alternative) aesthetic approach,
in regard to which he draws on G.S. Kirk’s *criteria’ of fantasy and ingenuity’®. His approach
to the aesthetic / artisiic character of the oral text foilows a different path to the one
elaborated in Chapter 1, and seems to take little account of the Parry / Lord conception of
what we earlier described as the ‘ongoing process’ or even ‘creativity’ of the oral tradition.
Perhaps illustrative of this divergence is his assertion that ‘myth is the result of the individual
whim of the artist resisting the constraints of time-bound reality or the hackneyed resources
of tradition””, a view and a turn of phrase which - taking myth as oral poetry - it would
certainly be difficult to imagine shared by Albert Lord. Did he not demonstrate that there was
no such thing as a ‘hackneyed’ oral tradition? More about this later. Suffice it to remark, at
this point, that the perception of a so-called ‘primitive imagination’ manifested in the
anthropelogical approaches surveyed by Okpewho is at best one of zmbivalence, with the
ultimate stress being very much on lack of creativity. Where a particuiar ‘anthropological’
reading of a tale does, in fact, point to creativity on the part of its originators / performers
(Sir James Frazer's naturalist® construction of the Egyptian god Osiris as a ‘corn spirit’
implied, for exampie, that ‘the "primitive" mind... [had created] a fictive entity out of nothing
and {endowed] it with the dimensions of observable life’3), such creativity is never integrated
into a conception of the tale as art. This failure to take the aesthetic seriously is perhaps best
summarized in the position held by structuralism. On the one hand structuralism can be
praised*;

by uniting a concern for the vivid details of life (ethnography) with an interest in the
absiract structure of activity (laxonomy) in its search for the basis of human behaviour
(cognition), it [structuralism] has provided by far the most challenging understanding
of the most fundamental issues in cuitural scholarship.

On the other hand, however, Okpewho agrees with Henri Wald®' that
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{by] reducing men to the station of a thing structuralism reduces time to the present
and thus abolishes man's most human property: the freedom to contest and to create.

Let us now turn to the ‘cultural’ aspects of myth as reflected in the various anthropological
perspectives. Most outstanding amongst these would be the particular community’s ‘way of
life’ (ethnology) and jts ‘way of thinking’ {(cognition). Of course, the anthropological
preoccupation shared by these approaches does not necessarily lead to the ‘cultural aspecis’
supposedly illustrated by myth being evaluated in the same way. Appraisals of the ‘other’
vary considerably. Crucial in this respect is the balance® between, on the one hand, the
‘parochial (or historical) imperative’:

the tendency to see cultural history in terms of individual societies or cultures and thus
to explain cultural similarities across the world... in terms of progressive historical
contacts between one society and another,

and, on the other, the ‘universalist conscience’:

the understanding that human beings all over the world are united by one psychic or
spiritual bond.

The parochial and the universalist are identified by Okpewho as the two ‘contending thrusts’
within anthropological thecry, at least since the nineteenth century. They tend, to a large
extent, to override the particular theoretical perspective adopted by the researcher. The
ethnological cannot be regarded as per definition predominantly ‘*parochial’, nor, for that
matter, the cognitionist as predominantly ‘universalist’. Even more confusingly, the two
contrasting ‘thrusts’ (assumptions) do not necessarily give rise to similarly conlrasting
appraisals of the ‘other’. We see, for example, the parochial (evolutionist) Herbert Tylor’s®
interpretation of what ‘the history of civilization teaches’, namely:

that up to a certain point savages and barbarians are like our ancestors were and our
peasants still are, but from this common level the superior intellect of the progressive
races has raised their nations to new heights of culture,

finding an undeniable echo in the universalist Jung’s (he elaborated the idea of a collective
unconscious) qualification, on a visit to America, of people of African descent as the ‘lower
races’ and ‘barbaric’®.

Qur appraisal of those we perceive as different to ourselves is not determined by the
theoretical school we subscribe to, nor by our fundamental assumption as to the essence of
human culture, at least as expiained above (lying either in the universality of man or in the

particularity of historical experience). Is there a determining factor in this respect, and
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perhaps more imporiantly, does Oral Theory bring any particular insights 10 the question? The
pervasiveness, within Oraf Theory, not just of the noticn of tradition but indeed of traditional
culture / society, obliges us, al this pont, to take specific account of ways in which Ural

Theory either confirms or modifies anthropological appraisals of the ‘other’.

23 Oval Tradivion within Oral Theory
The existence of Oral Theory as disciphine is most often justified on the basis of the field of
research inaugurated by iis assertion of the particular nature of the oral text. This field of
research would before either have been ignored as unworthy of study (Finnegan's ‘dismissive
approach’), or otherwise submerged in chiefly the fields of anthropolagy or classical studies,
where the respective ‘distinctive features’ for purposes of academic interest would have been
‘cultural difference” and ‘historical’ rather than *oral’. Given its variety of research interests
(a5 reflected in Foley's 1988 overview of the history and methodology of Oral Theory - see
Chapter 1), any ‘brief summary” of the field would no doubt be guilty of over-simplification.
Yet, narrowly adhering to the much-heralded ‘discovery’ and its implications {i.e. the Parry-
Lord thesis), 1 believe one could highlight iwo main areas of interest within the broader field,
namely:
- the compesitional basis of the oral text in so far as it relates to a distinctive /
alternative ‘traditional’ model of creativity, and, flowing from it;
- the ways in which the stylistic forms of the oral text (deriving from its compositional
basis) regulates or facilitates audience appreciation and hence, iniegration or ‘uptake’

into the oral tradition of a society, conceived of as ils ‘store of knowledge’.

At the risk, once again, of over-simplifying, the former of these concems would be
predominanily aligned to the literary oriemtation of Oral Theory, the later o the
anthropological. (The approach implicit in these concerns is, of course, questioned by those
authors emphasizing the oral text as social practice - this will be discussed in Chapter 3).
Most of the work of at least some of the best-known avthorities within the field of Oral
Theory (such as Ong, Foley and Havelock) adresses itself to both of the above ‘areas’, which
would seem to cover whatever theoretical justification Oral Theory may reguire. Yet there is
a further justification, relating specifically to the perception of the ‘other’ (or what we earfier
called the vs:them dichotamy). Ong has been particularly adamant in this regard,

We have already noted how he characterizes Parry's discovery as an undercutting of
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‘cultural chauvinism’. This relates, on a primary level, to the fact that Parry enables us to ‘get
inlo’ (appreciate?) the Homeric poetry 'on this poetry’s own terms, even when these ran
counter to the received view of what poetry and poets ought to be'™, But Parry’s
demonstration has much wider implications. In his 1967 The Presence of the Word, while not
exactly relating this insight to an actual (new) discipline {(in later works he will talk about
orality-literacy studies), Ong is already in no doubt as to the enormity of the stakes. He
notably qualifies Parry’s work - as passed on through Lord and Havelock - as having the
result ‘that our entire understanding of classical culture... has (0 be revised -~ and with it our
understanding of later cultures up to our own time...’**, In short, at stake is a new conception
of the ‘cther’, whether it means these that have pone before us or those that are culturally
different from us, (This distinction echoes the "Romantic fascinaticn” with the "lost’” or ‘cther’
mentioned earlier). The qualification ‘oral’ therefore comes to extend far beyond the oral (exi
or oral performer that were the primary object of Parry and Lord’s initial research.

I would like, for purposes of clarity, 1o isolate two more or less distinct elements in Ong's
thinking in this regard, even though Ong himself will probably argue that the two ‘elements’
are interdependent to the point of being the same. First there is the idea of the oral (or oral-
aural) culture, in which the word, detached from any kind of visual representation or support
(this conception will be looked at in mere detail in Chapter 4) functions ‘in its original hahitat
of sound’*’. The most important effect that this ‘state of the word’ has for the culture in
question, and which also lies at the root of its being different to eur culture, bears on the
relationship to time, and hence, memory. The ‘purely oral’ ward cannot function (as it does
when it has been commitied to writing) as an ‘aid to recall’; an oral culture POSSESSES NGO
actual records:

In an oral-aural culture one can ask about something, but no-one can look up anything.
As a result, in an oral culture there is no history in our modern sense of the term. The
past is indeed present, as 1o a degree the past always is, but it is present in the speech

and secial institutions of the people, not in the more abstract forms in which rmodern
history deals®.

Taken at face value (in direct relation to the oral-formulajc theory as discussed earlier), this
passage does little more than provide an explanation for the formulaic nature of oral texts.
If the past can only be accessed through ‘speech and social institutions’, people should

obviously find ways to make their speech in this fespect as ‘memorable’ (or mnemonic) as
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possible. Under these conditions the expression of ‘given essential ideas’ (about, for example,
the past) by means of groups of words ‘regularly employed under the same meirical
conditions’ (Parry's definition of the formula) is hardly surprising. The formula serves the
same purpose as the wriften record, and, in that sense, is broadly analogous to it. The
‘standardized themes’ so characteristic of the [liad and the Odyssey, which form part of a
general ‘formulaic system’ favouring, in Parry’s parlance, versificational as well as ‘tale-
te/ling’ needs, could be accounted for on the same basis, particularly where, as is common,
they are accompanied by striking visual imagery. The latter is equally susceptible to recall,
the ‘ocular equivalents of verbal formuias’*. The particular kind of speech (text) Ong has in
mind here is, of course, the epic (more precisely, the ancient Greek epic), which has been
shown by especially Havelock to contain mnemonically patterned ‘enclaves of contrived
speech’™ through which, as Foley” puts it, ‘the leaming necessary for the society as a whole
is encoded’.

What Ong tells us in the above-quoted passage is that the oral cuiture’s different conception
of history (and, to some extent, of knowledge) is attributable to the oral way in which its
knowledge is stored. This is certainly an important ethnographic statement which, as Goody™
has argued, may well be the crucial factor in the organization of society. However (and this
brings us to the second 'element’ in Ong’s thinking), is it also - and, in fact, predominantly -
a cognitionist one?

This is the crux of Ong’s argument. Ong builds on Havelock’s thesis with regard to the
‘rhetorical structuring’® of speech in Greek oral culture, seeing it, however, not so much for
its evocation of particular (oral) social practices as for its implication of a particular oral

thought:

In an oral culture the mnemonic procedures which we today ordinarily associate with

verse are not only part of ordinary extrapoetic verbalization but actually determine
thought structures as well*.

After reminding us that the ‘economy of storage’ requires ‘orally conditioned knowledge to
be relatively rigid or typical’, the link between thought and formuia is made clear:

The formulary character of oral performance is responsible for the development of the
doctrine of the commonplaces or loci communes which dominated skilled verbal
performance from oral-aural times until the maturing of the romantic age. The loci
communes were essentially formulaic modes of expression derivative from oral
practice and perpetuating oral psychological structures®”.
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the ‘psychodynamics of orality'*

brings the idea of peculiarly oral thought to explication by
advancing the following ‘cha:actc;istics‘: oral thought is additive rather than subordinative”,
aggregative rather than analytic®;, redundant or ‘copious'® (it does not have an externalized
“line" of continuity’); conservative or traditionalis® (oral thought lacks the freedom ‘to turn
itself to new speculation’); close to the human lifeworld®' (it does not ‘structure knowledge
at a distance from lived experience’); agonistically toned® (rather than what one might call
‘disinterested’ or ‘neutral'); empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced®;
homeostatic® (rather than retentive of - let alone actually cultivating - what might be
considered ‘archaic’ or somehow ‘deviant’ or ‘curious’); situational rather than abstract®.

The ‘oral man’ against whom Vail and White have been warning us since the first section
of Chapter 1 has finally arrived. The issue s not, however, to accept or reject him (depending
on whether we agree that he exists), but rather whether - reality or illusion - he should have
been allowed to board Oral Theory in the first place. If Ong opens the work in which the
above argument 1s crystalised by a section entitled ‘Milman Parry’s discovery’, it is that he
sees his own arguments as a logical development of the theory for which Parry is credited.
But at least one eminent researcher, frequently drawn upon by Ong in the work in question,
amves at conclusions very similar to his, without according Parry anything like the
prominence given him by the likes of Ong and others within the oral traditional field®
(although he discusses Parry's research in connection with the ‘oral’ origins of the J/liad and
the Odyssey). Author or editor of, amongst others, works like Literacy in Traditional Societies
and The Interface Between the Written and the Oral®, the anthropologist Jack Goody does
not feature in Foley’s overview of the history and methodology of Oral T heory®. It may
however be useful, at this point, to make yet another brief incursion into anthropology so as
to place Ong's argument in a broader (and perhaps more satisfactory) context, and with it, the
general question of Oral Theory’s appraisal of the ‘other’ (not to mention its understanding
of ‘tradition’).

Towards the end of his Orality and Literacy®, Ong suggests that the ‘less inviduous and
more positive term "oral” should replace the anthropological characterizations ‘inferior’
(Lucien Lévy-Bruhl), ‘primitive’ (Franz Boas) and ‘savage’ (Claude Lévi-Strauss), which
denote ‘well-meant, but essentially limiting approaches’. Lévi-Strauss’s famous ‘the savage

mind totalizes' should become ‘the oral mind totalizes’™. In his 1987 anticle referred to earlier
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he repeats this plea:

What happens when we substitute for ‘savage’ or 'primitive’ or ‘prelogical’ or
‘inferior” or similar denigrating terms the term ‘oral’? Basically, I would suggest, it
can give us a new experience of the unity of the human race, diachronically and
synchronically’'.

Ong starts with what is essentially a corrective of a ‘misreading’ of literature (Parry’s
discovery) and ends up by suggesting what amounts to new anthropological categories. Where
Ong explicitly motivates his suggestion by reference 1o the "unity of the human race’; Goody,
however, sees his own emphasis on the anthropological importance of the emergence of
wriling more specifically as a basis from which to rework previous anthropological
oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Cast in less idealistic, generally more ‘low-key’ terms,
Goody’s ideas reflect a mixture of his own observations made during extensive field-work
(notably in Africa), as well as a strong interest in classical Greece, which he terms the first
‘literate’™ culture and (consequently) regards - linking up with Havelock™ - as offering the
iliustration of the ‘implications’ of literacy in a society.

‘Implications’ as opposed to ‘consequences’. In the introduction to his 1968 Literacy in
Traditional Societies Goody thus ‘corrects’ the title of the seminal article written by himself
and Jan Watt in 1963, noting that they had considered literacy as a ‘potentiality’ as regards
changes in behaviour and social order rather than as a ‘sufficient cause’. A recurring motive
in Goody’s work - one that is also recognized by his critics™ - is, in fact, his regular cavears™
against the ‘liberating effect’ of writing (through the spread of literacy in a particular society)
being seen as a kind of technological determinism. ‘[V]arious social, economic and
technological factors’ (unrelaied to literacy) could assisy this potentiality’®, just as many such
factors could lead to it not being realized”.

In the opening pages of his 1977 The Demestication of the Savage Mind, Goody
unambiguously states the object of his concem as ‘[the] way in which modes of thought have
changed over time and space’™. Crucial to our conception of change in this respect is the
emergence of science, which (whether situated in Renaissance Europe, Ancient Greece, or
Babyloma) ‘is held to follow a pre-scientific period, where magical thought predominated’.
The framework™ adopted to characterize this process is however generally flawed in that ‘it
is either largely non-developmental or else simplistically s50’. Goody’s criticism recalls

Okpewho's differentiation between the 'parochial’ and ‘universalist” perspectives. The latter
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has to some extent gained the upper hand over the former, in so far as, departing from ‘the

appealing premise that all men are equal’™:
anthropologists and sociologists... have tended to set aside evolutionary or even
historical perspectives, preferring to adopt a kind of cultural relativism that looks upon
discussions of development as necessarily entailing a value judgement on the one hand
and as over-emphasising or misunderstanding the differences of the other.
Al the same time, however, while earlier evolutionist and historical perspectives (such as
those held by Tylor and Frazer mentioned earlier) have (rightly, one assumes) been set aside
in favour of ‘functionalist and structuralist critiques... [which imply] the necessity of proving
rather than assuming difference’, dichotomies of the evolutionary kind have persisted all the
same:

... we nevertheless fall back upon a mode of discourse, a set of categories, such as
primitive and advanced, simple and complex, developing and developed, traditional
and modern, pre-capitalist etc. which implies change of a2 more or less unidirectional
kind. Any resort to comparative work necessarily raises the evolutionary issue. Even
specific field studies of contemporary social life in the Third World cannot dismiss
the question of short-term and iong-term change®'.

Having thus explained his own preoccupation with change (or, for that matter, difference),
Goody sets about the task of justifying the development of writing / literacy as important
anthropological variable. This he does by to some extent juxtaposing it with Lévi-Strauss’s
ostensibly non-devetopmental distinction between ‘two strategic levels at which nature is
accessible to scientific inquiry [as opposed to what the evolutionist may call two different
stages in scientific thinking]: one roughly adapted to that of perception and the imagination
["Neolithic"]: the other at a remove from it ["modemn"]’®. The Neolithic level, Lévi-Strauss
argues, is as ‘positive’ as that of ‘contemporary science’, to the extent that it presupposes a
‘theory of the sensible order... which continues to provide for our basic needs’®, At the same
time, however, the Neolithic is distinct from the modern. The former ‘proceeds from the angle
of sensible qualities’ (the concrete), the latter from that of ‘formal properties’ (the abstract).
Abstract vs concrete, concept vs sign, domesticated vs wild®. Whatever Lévi-Strauss’s
insights as to the fact that ‘primitive peoples’ are also ‘scientific’ (that they, as Brian Street®
phrases it, ‘do not simply construct words and meanings in relation to felt needs of everyday
life [an idea attributed to the functionalist Bronislaw Malinowski] but classify according to

more general intellectual interests and concerns’), in the final analysis his non-evolutionary
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conception of ‘alternative’ levels of science falls into the same dualistic trap as earher,
explicitly evolutionist, dichotomies. Recalling his own field-work amongst people of ‘other
cultures’ (notably the LoDagaa of Ghana), Goody claims to ‘have never experienced the kind
of hiatus in communication that would be the case if [he] and they were approaching the
physical world from opposite ends’ (as Lévi-Srauss's opposition of abstract to concrete could
have led him to expect). He continues®:

That this experience is not unique seems apparent from the contemporary changes
occurring in developing countries where the shift from the Neolithic to modern science
is encapsulated into the space of a man’s lifetime. The boy brought up as a bricoleur
becomes an engineer.

The key-word in all of the above is no doubt ‘classify’. Goody seizes upon Lévi-Strauss’s
assertion as to the classificatory practices of both Neolithic and modem man in order to
introduce the concept of language into the debate. ‘[The system of] classification, he
advances, is surely inherent in the use of language itself and whatever potentialities existed
in the primate world, it was this new instrument of communication that vastly extended the
process of conceptualization™ rio—ting that ‘[m]any writers have seen the development of
languages as a prerequisite of thought itse}’®, the specific system of classification /
conceptualization constituted by language provides, then, a more ‘particulanistic level® at
which differences in modes of thought can be assessed.

Lﬂt there is a second key-word, equally important: communication. Prior (o its conceptual
function, Janguage ‘'is basic to all social institutions, to all normative behaviour'®,
Fundamentally it serves to communicate. It is with this principle in mind that the conceptual
function can be seen as equally inherent in all languages, and that Benjamin Lee Whorf's
relativist notion, linking aspects of the world view and cognitive processes of a linguistic
group to the actual grammatical structures of their language (this notion will be re-examined

in Chapter 4), can be ‘deliberately [set] aside’:

Human Janguages appear to display few differences in their potentiality for adaption
to development. Whatever differences there may be in the language of ‘primitive’,
‘intermediale’ and ‘advanced’ peoples, apart from vocabulary, these factors seem to
have little effect in inhibiting or encouraging social change®,

At this point the relation of classification / conceptualization to communication becomes clear.

Thinking is a social thing®, it happens in the process of communication. Changes in mode
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of thought can therefore be studied, not in the light of differences between languages, but of
differences between the means of communication of linguistic groups. To study the means of
communication is to study the ‘technology of the intellect’, a technology in which writing,
as a means of communication distinct from the oral - and particularly in its most systematized
alphabetic form - represents the potential for change that Goody has been at pains to come
{o terms with:

For those studying social interaction, developments in the technology of the intellect
must always be crucial. After language the next most important advance in the field
lay in the reduction of speech to graphic forms, in the development of wnting. Here
we can see not one single leap but a series of changes, many of them spread through
a process of diffusion that can be reconstructed in broad terms and which culminated
in the relatively simple form of alphabetic writing in widespread use today...™.

both ‘internalized’ on an individual level and ‘widespread’ on the level of society as literacy -

a process greatly facilitated by the ‘relative ease’ of the alphabetic system), firmly in place,

e

we can now revisit our earlier definition - provided by Goody and Watt - of tradition as a
‘series of interlocking conversations’. We are in a position, in other words, to provide a more
or less specific answer to the question, posed earlier, as to the specific interplay of ‘oral’ and
‘tradition(al)’ in attracting the attention of the researcher of Oral Theory.

Goody and Watt's characterization, in fact, only becomes equal to oral tradition if we
attach to it the further qualification ‘in the general absence of writing’ - or, for that matter,
‘in a largely non-literate society’. But we can also say: ‘series of interlocking conversations
in a traditiona) society / culture’. We have reached the point where Lord’s "oral” tells us
how, but "tradition” tells us what’ can, at least to some extent, be stood on its head. For
where ‘oral’, in so far as it constitutes the (necessary) vehicle of the tradition, can be seen as
more or less ‘determined’ by the latter, we now see ‘oral’ clearly transgressing onto the
‘what’ (the actual substance) of the tradition. The face-to-face conversations that define the
oral (or ‘spoken’) tradition function differently according to whether the society in which the
tradition occurs is literate or not, literate or ‘oral’. Goody puts it as follows:

In non-literate society... the cultural tradition functions as a series of interlocking face-
to-face conversations in which the very conditions of transmission operate to favour
consistency between past and present, and to make criticism - the atticulation of
inconsistency - less likely to occur; and if it does, the inconsistency makes a less
permanent impact, and is more easily adjusted or forgotten... In literate society, these



67

interlocking conversations go on; but they are no longer man’s only dialogue; and in
so far as writing provides an aliernative source for the transmission of cultural
orientations it favours awareness of inconsistency”.

‘Goody’s main concern’, Vail and White tell us, ‘(is] with the impact of writing itself... His
primary concem is nof with assessing nonliterate, oral man'*. Goody would, then, to a greater
extent than Ong, see ‘oral’ and ‘non-literate’ (illiterate) as largely synonymous. (More about
this later). What Goody says regarding the ‘consistency between past and present’ in an oral
society is, of course, not new to us. It strongly recalls Ong’s affirmation of the different
conception of history in an oral society, of its past being very much ‘present’. Of particular
interest, however, is Goody’s integration of this idea into the concept of tradition. First - and
this is a point easily overlooked - is his implication that cultural tradition (oral in so far as
it depends on face-to-face conversation) is also a feature of literate society. But the very
‘conditions of transmission’ obtaining in the non-literate society causes this tradition to, in
a sense, behave differently (in so far as it particularly favours consistency between present and
past) to the tradition in the literate society.

Of course, this difference between literate and non-literate traditions can only be a matter
of degree: the notion of tradition generally allows for ‘the isolation of what is new against
the background of permanence’ [isoler les nouveautés sur fond de permanence] (Foucault's
definition), a permanence that is temporal, the past continuing into the present, also as far as
we are concerned. But - and this is where Foucault’s conception shows itself to be particularly
useful - in the case of the (non-literate) oral tradition there is, simply, nothing that is new,
nothing lo juxtapose against the tradition, nothing to isolate against the background of

permanence. The oral tradition is, quite simply, all-embracing.

Until the advent of writing. In ‘reducing speech to graphic form’ (thus providing man with
the possibility of records - see Ong's earlier point), writing makes it possible to actually
scrutinise discourse, favouring ‘the increase in scope of critical activity™, In other words,
what is inconsistent (or ‘new’) to the oral tradition is made explicit and, crucially - given
tradition’s reliance on a conception of permanence - given actual durability. The new, at least
(especially) once literacy has been achieved, eams the capacity of becoming sufficiently
strong, sufficiently permanent, to effectively rival the old. When this happens (if, actually,
because there are - as Goody and Ong acknowledge - other factors to be considered), the

present becomes distinguishable from the past. The tradition loses its orality, the chain of
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interlocking conversations becomes (merely) the spoken tradition of literate society. The
following would now serve to describe the way it functions:

The conlent of the cultural tradition grows continually, and in so far as it affects any
particular individual he becomes a palimpsest composed of layers of beliefs and
attitudes belonging to different stages of historical time. So too, eventually, does
society at large, since there is a lendency for each social group to be particularly
influenced by systems of ideas belonging to different periods in the nation’s
development; both to the individual, and to the groups constituting society, the past
may mean very different things®™.

In terms of its actual definition the most salient aspect of the oral tradition which is the
subject of this chapter is, therefore, its relative predisposal towards consistency. By contrast
to the literate tradition which, at the very leasl, can be said to allow for ‘layers of beliefs and
attitudes belonging to different stages of historical time’, the oral tradition maintains a
conceptual cohesion. It is in this sense that is best understood the ‘tendency of oral cultures
towards cultural homeostasis’” asserted by Goody. In this regard Ong uses the term
‘structural amnesia’, which refers 10 ‘the homeostatic process of forgetting or transforming

%% We shall return to

those parts of the tradition that cease (o be either necessary or relevant
the concept of homeostasis further on in our argument.

Much of the criticism directed at Ong has (somewhat unfairly perhaps) also reverberated
on to Goody. Vail and White, while to some extent setting him apart as ‘an anthropologist
with a record of field-work in Africa'®, and drawing attention to the fact (noted earlier) that
without writing), nonetheless integrate his arguments fully into the intellectual lineage of the
‘notional oral man’ which, through McLuhan, Havelock and Ong, they see as ‘rooted in the

unlikely field of literary criticism’'®, In his critique of what he terms ‘the autonomous

model"'®

of literacy, Brian Street devotes a separate chapter to Goody for the apparent reason
that he regards Goody's version of the autonomous model as the ‘most influential’'®, This
chapter follows a first entitled Literacy and Rationality' in which Street, primarily with
reference 1o the field of education, strongly criticized\gencral conclusjons as to the cognitive
advantages of li(eracy. Somewhat surprisingly, he décs not mention Ong at all. Yet he

well” and that his criticism should not be seen as specific to them'®,

| _Tbe criticism against Goody and Ong is, at root, relatively simple. A developmental model

o
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centred around the perceived evolution {rom the oral 1o the written (from the non-literate o
the literate) is merely a continuation of ‘anthropology’s decades-old preoccupation with
defining boundaries between us and them''®, The basis of comparison it introduces amounts
to nothing but a rehash of previous (discredited) dichotomies and perpetuates the perceptions
served by these, namely the division of the world between what is ‘Western” and superior
(civilized, modern, rational) and ‘non-Western' and inferior (savage, traditional, emotional).
Not just does it identify an ‘other’ in relation to an ‘us’, but it continues to term ‘other’ the
very same people previously lypecast as such'®. The ‘other’ has not as much as changed
seats.

From this point of view the issue is not so much the implied new literate vs oral dichotomy
as all developmental / evolutionist anthropological models, which per definition depend on
a ‘value element’'. We already know Goody's response. Change is inevitably described, not
just in terms of process, but progress'”. All comparative work necessarily raises ‘the
evolutionary issue', irrespective of the terminology used to cushion the harshness of the
judgment. Popular oppositions of the type developed vs developing, First World vs Third
World come to mind. While sensitive to the dangers of a ‘simplistic’ developmental model,
Goody, at various points in his work, disapprovingly refers to the denial of differences thus
encountered as the result of either a ‘diffuse relativism® or ‘sentimental cgalitarianism''®.
‘The challenge’, Goody asserts, “... is not merely to criticize the existing framework (that is
never very difficull) but 1o offer an alternative account that explains more’'”. Although, one
feels, very much intended as criticism, the following appraisal by Vail and White''"® gives
quite an accurate assessment of Goody’s position:

—-Although critical of the long tradition of binary oppositions between us and them, his
[Goody’s} criticism [is] primarily directed, not at the fact of oppositions, but only at
their absolute nature - their inflexibility - which [has} resulted in a neglect of dynamic
social changes...

In contrast to Goody (not to mention Ong, whose views on the shift from orality to literacy
as a ‘fundamental turning point in human history''" they clearly consider as particularly
exiravagant), Vail and White adopt a strongly anti-developmental, and indeed, ‘relativist’!"
position. Predominantly appreciating oral literature for the insight it provides into how
societies ‘cope with change, whether brought about by the presence of economically powerful

Europeans or by other causes’, some of their reflections in this regard come across as a virtual
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defence of the ‘other’:

... we have found the notion of oral man useless. Instead, we have been struck with
the flexibility of these societies, not their changelessness, with their openness and
sense of history, not their conservatism,..'”,

Equally critical of the ‘great divide’ established by ‘traditional representations of the

18 Street’s  analysis

differences in thinking between members of different cultures

nevertheless manages to go beyond it in so far as he addresses the specific underpinnings of

Ong and Goody's orality-literacy paradigm - what he calls the ‘autonomous model’ of

literacy. In relation to Goody the following points of criticism stand out:

)] The kind of ‘purely oral’ society envisaged by the ‘autonomous model’ (even if by
implication), hardly exists. Quoting Finnegan'!:

... there are few, if any, historical cases where we have detailed and solid (as opposed
to speculative) evidence about the processes of communication in a purely ‘oral’
society. It is in practice the ‘mixed’ rather than the ‘pure’ type that in one form or
another provides the typical case and - furthermore - the available evidence for
analysis.

2) The process of ‘forgetting or transforming those parts of the tradition that cease to be

either necessary or relevant’, which Goody associates with the homeostasis of oral

-
society, is far from absolute'".

Many aspects of communication in an oral
environment point to the ‘fixing’ of definitions, meanings and historical knowledge:
formalized patterns of speech, recital under ritual conditions, the use of drums and
other musical instruments, the employment of professional remembrancers’''”. The
very basis of Goody’s larger assertions (more about these later) as regards the logic
of literate society being related to the latter's relatively greater capacity for srorage
(and hence, for deriving ‘abstract’ meaning as opposed to the ‘immediate’ or
‘concrete’ meaning in oral society), can‘rﬁéfcfore be questioned,

3) To see writing as favouring ‘the articulation of inconsistency’ (and hence, the
development of scepticism or the ability to re-interpret historical fact - in short, the
ability to be ‘objective’), is to underestimate the role played by ideogical self-interest.
The distinctions between myth and history reputedly made by the historians of
classical Greece (Goody's ‘defining example’ of the value of literacy) are not of

themselves reflective of objectivity'™®,

4) ‘Goody’s claims for changes in perceptions of the past as a result of the development
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of literacy in classical Greece appear to refer specifically to scholars and intellectuals
rather than to the society as a whole''"”. This links up with an important point Street
fnakes in regard to Olson, Hildyard and Greenfield, namely their tendency to ascribe
to literacy the properties of ‘analytic thinking’ and ‘explicit argument’, when the latter
are, in fact, ostensible ideals (as opposed to actual realities - see point 3 above) only
in the restricted ideological context of certain (academic) institutions'®. The essay-text,
for instance, is less representative of literacy than it is reflective of}ertain social,

political or ideological functions’ within a specific context',

Goody is himself very much aware of these limitations to his argument - a fact readily
acknowledged by Street - but nonetheless ‘proceeds to base fundamental and far-reaching
aspects of human reasoning and achievement on the distinction between oral and literate
cultures’'”. Once again, we are drawn into a contestation of the developmental mode) per se,
reminding us of Goody’s opinion (quoted above) that the criticism of such a framework ‘is
never very difficult’. If we could regard Street as more or less in agreement with the oral -
literate paradigm (at least in so far as the latter may be an advance on previously formulated
developmental paradigms), then his ‘criticism’ would, of course, amount to a refinement of
Goody's argument. But there seems little justification for such a view. Street’s criticism of
the ‘great divide’ appears, at closer inspeclion,/!_to be a criticism of the very notion of divide,

of difference. His altemative ‘ideological model of literacy, which

it is embedded;.., [and thar] literacy can only be known to us in forms which already
have political and ideological significance...',

is primarily intended to make us understand the relative value of literacy, the importance of
the Jatter having been exaggerated in the pursuit of ideological objectives', To the extent that
this is always the case (here we get back to the ‘value element® Goody talks about), literacy
ends up being disqualified as anthropological variable. However, had Sireet shared Goody's
project of ‘making sense’ of difference, this ‘disqualification® may well, one feels, have been
less absolute.

)(. Lets return, at this point, to Ong’s ‘psychodynamics of orality’. To what extent does Parry's

V discovery authorise them? Vail and White, as we already saw in Chapter |, argue cogently
that the ‘oral man’ elaborated on the basis of Parry’s discovery (by McLuhan, Havelock and

Ong), owes his existence (0 ‘ambiguities in Parry's original elaboration of his ideas’. On the
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one hand, Parry stressed the formal exclusivity of the oral text and conceived of style as ‘the
form of thought’'®. On the other, he could describe his field-work amongst the South-Slavic
oral poets (which, in our terms, represents the origins of Oral Theory’s anthropological bias)
as ‘a starting point for 2 comparative study of oral poetry which sought to see how the way
of life of a people gives rise to a poetry of a given kind and of a given degree of
excellence’. This leaves us with an oral poet or narrator who, in the words of Vail and
White'";

... i5 seen no longer as 2 mere ‘memorizer’, but as an artist, improvising brilliantly
within the formulas of his or her tradition.

Rather than explore the ‘brilliant’ improvisational skills of the oral poet, Ong and others
! seized upon the particularity of oral form, equated it with oral ‘form of thought’, and made
,\the jump from oral formulaic expression to oral folfnulaic thwg!@While ostensibly indebted

to the oral-formulaic theory, one of the main consequences of this procedure is that the very

notion of the formula as ‘building block’ of oral composition (which, on the strength of Parry
and Lord’s authority, is vital) is considerably watered down, sometimes to the extent of
retaining very little of its original formulation. From ‘words repeated under the same metric
conditions’ it has moved o ‘unconscious pattern [or cluster] of narrative and imagery''2.

From philological rigour to psychological ‘insight’. While Parry and Lord’s definition of the

formula is far too narrow to account for oral poetic expression in general, some of its

subsequent definitions have been less inspired by the need to account for new philological
data, than by a preoccupation to reflect the supposed characteristics of ‘oral noetic processes’.

This is to some extent illustrated by the ‘psychological' application enjoyed by Ong's

definition of the formula. As pointed out by Opland'”, Ong does away with ‘the nebulous and

subjective concept of "usefulness"’ (crucial nonetheless to Parry and Lord) and makes no
reference to meter. Finding littie evidence in the Xhosa oral poetry he surveys of Lord’s

‘strict’ definition of the formula (the latter is not as necessary to the Xhosa izibongi as it is,

for example, to the South-Slavic epic poets), Opland comes to apply Ong’s (much extended)

definition and makes a significant distinction:

Xhosa izibongo... seem to satisfy far more happily Ong’s criteria for primary oral
noetic processes than Lord’s criteria for oral poetry'™,

Parry’s discovery provides an exiremely tenuous theoretical basis for the kind of
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psychological theorising that Ong engages in. At the same time, however, it would be
simplistic to contend that the ‘alternative’ interpretation of Parry {(strongly favoured by Vai]
and White) should necessarily make the spectre of ‘oral man’ go away. In so far as we may
take at all seriously Lord’s emphasis on the notion of tradition, it seems to me inescapable
that the field of interest he and Parry have opened up revolves around an ‘other’ perceived
as distinet from ourselves. But does this ‘other’ necessarily have to be the ‘dehumanized
stereotype known as "oral man"*"'?

At this point we may usefully reintroduce what we conceived of in Chapter 1 as the
paradox at the heart of the oral-formulaic theory. An ongoing tradition, serving as a basis of
continuous creativity, is set against the restricted nature - or ‘stifledness’ - in which it is
expressed. Whereas Parry and Lord’s oral tradition liberate creativity from its narrow
association with the solitary individual pensively waiting on his Muse (to use a Romantic
image that is still current), it at the same time confines it to a largely preset expressivity. On
the one hand we have what Foley calls a ‘diction’ or ‘specialized poetic language’, on the
other the ‘substitutable formulas’ out of which it consists. The one eddies and flows, the other
repeats,

It is from the latter aspect - from the comparative restrictiveness of orality - that ‘oral man’
has been derived. The formula has served as theoretical framework for the “psychologizing
literary theory' developed by McLuhan, Ong and others, and the formula alone.
Comparatively little is said about fradition, other than that it is something collective or
communal by which individual behaviour is regulated, and, in fact, sanctioned. As such, the
notion remains very much within the conception of a ‘folk psychology’. Even if it is a means
of transmitting knowledge and values, tradition is first and foremost an instrument for
enforcing codes of behaviour. Little attempt is made, in fact, at distinguishing ‘tradition’ from
‘custom’; even if tradition is a means of communication (Goody’s ‘chain of interlocking
conversations’), it is, above all, an instrument of censure. We are left with an image of
tradition which is perfectly consistent with the restrictiveness of the formula.

Yet this was most certainly not the framework adopted by Parry. He started from a certain
manifestation of creativity: a text {which had moreover been attributed to an individual) and
tried to explain how tradition had brought it about. What was demonstrated was how tradition
serves as a basis of creativity, a creativity, it must not be forgotten, recognized as such by

the long-held prestige accorded the Homeric poems within modern sociely. As such, the Parry
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J Lord view, while not necessarily contradicting the basic tenets of a ‘folk psychology' (the
demonstration is, after all, that the [liad and the Odyssey were not created by an individual
‘author’), certainly provides a corrective of Wundt's concept, al least in so far as the latter’s
extreme emphasis on restriction and constraint is concerned.

‘Oral man’ could just as easily, and - from the point of view of Oral Theory, far more
produciively - be derived from the notion of tradition as basis of creativity. But while ‘oral
man’ thus conceptualized is, [ would contend, far from a ‘dehumanizing stereotype’, he is still
very much ‘other’. It is in understanding what this otherness consists of that Goody's
formulations - at least those specific to tradition - come in helpful.

The otherness in question relates, in fact, less to what may be considered as characteristic
of oral people, than 10 what may be considered as characteristic of oral society. What is
‘other’ to us is social, not cognitive deportment. If we accept the implication of an ‘other’ by
Oral Theory (through its insistence on ‘tradition’), then Goody’s qualification of oral society
as ‘homeostatic’ comes closest, I would advance, to presenting Oral Theory with an object
of interest which - while different - is nonetheless within reach of the aesthetic appreciation
from which the discipline originally drew its inspiration.

‘%t can, of course, be argued that Goody, albeit implicitly, uses the 'model’ of two traditions,
one oral and veered towards homeostasis, the other literate and accentuating divergence, (o
account for the associated occurrences of individualism and logic, both of which he sees as
originating in classical Greece ‘soon after the existence, for the first time, of a rich urban
society in which a substantial portion of the population was able to read and write’™, It is
at this point, I would argue, that Goody parts company with Oral Theory, at least in as much
as, from the relative individoalism or logic attributed 10 literate society, we may be led to
infer the ‘collectiveness’ or ‘illogicality’ of the oral. Admittedly such an inference would be
quite undesirable from Goody's own point of view - it would be ‘drawing the line too
sharply .

individualism and logic? ] believe not. In so far as Goody's detailed description of tradition

Yet does Oral Theory even need to preoccupy itself with notions like

may serve as a kind of ‘conceptual background’ for the ‘creative’ conception of tradition
developed by Parry and Lord (not to mention as a corrective to the idea of a ‘folk
psychology”), Oral Theory has much to gain from him. But in admitting that Oral Theory has
an anthropological bias orienting it around a certain conception of the ‘cther’, we should be

careful not to overstate this bias to the extent that it becomes a barrier to our appreciation of
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the ‘other’ (i.e. of the other fext) from the equally important literary / artistic point of view.
The researcher who imports notions like individualism or logic into the mainstream of oral
theoretical speculation runs the real risk of falling into the very trap that Parry has enabled
us to avoid, namely that of seeing the oral text as the product of a ‘folk psychology’ denying
the very possibility of individual creativity, or - at an even further removg{ from what we

perceive ourselves to be - as the product of an illogical or irrational mind.\This would be
el

contrary 10 the project of Oral Theory. Speaking, relative to Goody, from very much within )

Oral Theory, this is of course a risk that Ong has been prepared to take.

What does it mean to say that the ‘other’ (oral sociely) is homeostatic? Not that the people
living in that society interact with and make sense of the world in any less logical or rational
fashion than literate people living in a literate society do, nor that they are - by reason of their
orality - any less individualistic. Oral people may be just as wont to assert individual interests
and ambitions, and to exhibit and cultivate peculiar and socially ‘deviant’ quirks or
eccentricities. As such, the oral society should exhibit as much of what could be termed
‘marginal’ as the literate society.

A particularly interesting example of this kind of individuality, which to a large extent
contradicts the view of oral tradition as an inherently consecvative mode of cultural storage,
is found in the folklore of the Ju/"hoan. a hunter-gatherer society encountered in a broad area
around the northem part of the Namibia - Botswana border. As reported by Megan Biesele'™,
Ju/’hoan culture abounds with accounts of ‘otherwise ordinary people’ who have been
‘inspired” (in a religious or mystical sense) to perform cenain songs which they then
communicale o the people as revelations from the ‘great god’. The people who have been
thus inspired are known by name, and are widely seen as the originators of the songs or
stories concemed, even if there may be difference of opinion as to the origins of a specific
song as well as considerable variation in different versions. Richard Lee'™ relates the ‘high
tolerance for individual contributions' found in Ju/hoan culture to the ‘egalitarian nature of
their society, whose norms are enforced not by dogma but by the creative participation of alj
members’,

While the marginal may be equally present in both, oral and literate society will, however,
not necessarily accommodate it in the same way. The marginal will tend to be juxtaposed or
‘highlighted” in the literate society (here, following Goody, we can see the relative durability

of writing as a crucial factor), while the oral society will tend to absorb or integrate it (see



the ‘tolerance’ of the Ju/’hoansi mentioned above), establishing the cullural equilibrium that
Goody speaks of. An important qualification needs to be made here. To say that the oral
sociely tends to absorb where the literate society tends to accentuate should not necessarily
mean that oral people are more ‘conservative’ than literate people, a distinction commonly
made alongside other dichotomies. In fact, what is ‘highlighted’ in the literate society may
also be what is ostracised. Literate people do not cultivate or applaud what is different to the
norm any more than do oral people, and oral society’s tendency to integrate marginality could
justifiably be interpreted as the lesser conservative of the two. To say, as we saw Goody
strangly imply earlier, that literate society ‘favours', or ‘is relatively disposed’ to
‘inconsistency’ (what we have now come to describe as the marginal), relates to the facilities
at the disposal of literate society, not to its laste or judgment.

f&fhat the notion of the homeostatic oral society boils down to, in the final analysis, is that
the latter, in comparison to literate society, is less susceptible to change. We can briefly
summarize our earlier characterization in this respect. In so far as inconsistency (whatever
comprises potential for change) can be given physical form (can be ‘objectified’) through
writing, it acquires the kind of durab_:;liry needed to effectively impact on and rival the
permanence of the on-going tradition.ﬁg other words, writing favours change in so far as it
makes it possible for the marginality to which social inconsistency has been relegated to be
overcome in time. 1f sufficiently durable (which will depend, obviously, on a host of social
and historical factors by which it may gain in acceptance and prestige), the marginal will
eventually take possession of the mainstream; change will have occurred. In all of this writing
and literacy may well turn out to be a relatively minor element, but in radically transforming

the relation of linguistic expression to time, its role, at least in so far as it presents Oral

o,

Theory with a picture of its elusive ‘other’, is crucial. e

. An ‘o}her’ who is, by implication, relatively changeless. This is clearly a dangerous thing
tbhsgym. “Mzmy, particularly those critical of Goody and Ong, will tend to align it with the kind
of racist contention Hegel makes about the futility of studying African history, seeing that
Africa ‘s not a historical continent; it shows neither change nor development’'*®, We can, in
defence, further refine our argument by poiniing out thal ‘change’ refers, at any rate, only to
the kind of change that is visible to the researcher. The criteria by which change can be
‘measured’ in a literate society may well not apply to an oral society, for which such criteria

are in all probability not as yet properly conceptualized. Of course, this does not mean that
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change does not occur in those societies. (Jan Vansina'”

has clearly demonstrated how the
oral tradition can serve as a source of recoverable history). While T believe that the conception
of the ‘other’ I have set out above is far less reified than that proposed by Ong (and, to some
extent, Goody), it seems Lo me unavoidable that Oral Theory, for as long as it conceives of
the oral text in relation to a specific fradition, will continue to be vulnerable to accusations
of this type. This is far from an ideal sitvation, and one for which we shall attempt to find
some kind of solution in the latter part of this study.

For the time being, however, we need to face up squarely to the ‘other’ designated by Oral
Theory. ‘Any study of a comparative nature [and the researcher of Oral Theory cannot
approach the oral text but vis-3-vis his own - literate - textual experience] raises the
developmental issue’, says Goody. Vail and White affirm with no less certainty that
‘anthropalogy’s decades-old preoccupation with defining boundaries between us and them
[has] waned’'®. While it is true that the framewark for research into the oral tradition, in the
light of developments particularly in anthropology (see note 138), has become generally
relativist - the emphasis being on understanding the texis of a particular community within
the specific historical and geographical context in which thal community operates - it remains
in many instances subtly comnected with the question of economic / technological
development (or the lack of it). The ghost of evolutionism is still with us, even if its influence
could, to a large degree, be described as metaphorical. Two recent appraisals, made from
different theoretical viewpoints, yet of the same ‘other’ - southem African hunter-gatherer
societies - may provide some sense of this,

We have already referred to Biesele’s research amongst the Ju/hoansi of Botswana and
Namibia. While clearly placing her study within an evoluiionist framework'® she is
nonetheless sensitive to the impression of ‘changelessness’ this approach might create of the
hunting and gathering society she is concerned with. After reminding us that the hunter-
gatherer type of economic organization dates back to the Paleolithic Era of ten thousand years
apo, she immediately places us on guard against the implications of this view'?:
Recognition of this fact should not blind wus... to the hisiarical experience of
contemporary huntling and gathering cultures. These cultures have evolved, just as that

of Europe has, and great care should be taken in generalizing from present-day hunter-
gatherers back 1o the European Stone Age.

The alternative to this kind of generalization is however not set out. The point is, of course

that even though Biesele is not overtly engaged in a comparative study, the economie
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resemblance'?! between the Ju/hoan of the twentieth century and the Paleolithic ancestors of
modern Europe is simply too strong to overlook, even if the historical and geographical
conditions are so obviously different. Under the circumstances the-above-quoted ‘warning’
can hardly be more than an expression of the kind of ‘sentimental egalitarianisrﬁ’wGoody finds
so unsatisfactory, which is less the result of actual experience or analysis (how the culture of
the Ju/ hoansi has evolved ‘just as that of Europe has’ is not discussed any further) than the
result of feelings of discomfort brought about by - inevitable - evolutionst juxtapositions of
‘us’ and ‘them’.

Yet another hunter-gatherer society is subject to an evolutionist perspective in Johan van

Wyk’s recent aricle ‘Dream Writing'"*?

, albeit in a more indirect way. Similar to Biesele,
Van Wyk sees a contemporary hunter-gatherer society, the !Kung of Botswana, as
luminating aspects of the remote past. As an example of the kind of ‘semiotic practice’
lustrative of what he regards as the ‘mythological’ and ‘archaeological’ origins of ‘poetry,
drama and narrative in South Africa’, he discusses a particular kind of ‘somatic energy’,
called n/um. The latter is cultivated by the ‘medicine owners” of 'Kung society for the power
it supposedly bestows upon them (notably of healing, rain-making and comtrol of animals),
and provokes a ‘rhythmic response’ in the body, which Van Wyk, drawing on Julia Kristeva,
equates with ‘the rhythmical aspects of poetry and poetic language’. These rhythmic

responses, he observes:

,»w‘ {are) rooted in the infantile and in the period before language acquisition, It relates
to the pleasure and pain experienced especially in the oral and anal regions of the
/body when the infant interacts with the mother and other family members'®,
In this case the evolutionary distance between us and them is couched in the terminology of
psycho-analysis. Their poetry (which is, of course, an oral poetry), relates to a particular
psychoanalytic stage of the development of the child, a stage that has been largely surpassed
in our poetry. The evolutionism apparent here is al} the more noteworthy in that it forms part
of what is very much a ‘progressive’ (relativist) project, namely to unshackle the notion of
South African literature from its written bias and broadly Eurocentric orientation®  in other
words, to break down the barriers between ‘us’ and ‘them’.
Oral Theory’s conception of tradition emphasizes the latter’s relative changelessness, which,
all relativist apologies made, also becomes a characterization of perceived otherness. This has

been the main thrust of the present chapter. The preoccupation with otherness has been
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related, on one level, to the basically anthropological nature of studies of the oral text in
general (as we discovered through Okpewho), and, on another, to Cral Study’'s particular
‘oral-traditional’ view of the oral text. With regard to the latier, we are left with a ‘definition’
of tradition which says as much about creativity (Parry and Lord) as it does about stability
or homeostasis (Goody). This is as close as we could get, [ helieve, to the actual ‘functions’
which Oral Theory attaches ta the notion of tradition, functions which can enly be understood
in relation 10 each other.

Why is the notion of particular use to Oral Theory? The obvicus answer, which is also the
answer of the oral-formulaic theory, is of course that it allows for a different conception of
literary creativity. But the arguments we have reflected upon have brought to the fore a
second answer, more mundane, but troublesome at the same {ime: ‘tradition’ or ‘traditional’
are notions through which the researcher of Oral Theory is allowed to set apart from himself
the objects of his attention as relating to people who are different. We do have tradition (just
like them), but we are not defined (i.e. confined) by it. We speak, but we also write, We have
literacy, they have orality,

In his ultimate justification for Oral Theory, the already-mentioned ‘Orality-Literacy Studies
and the Unity of the Human Race’, Ong suggests that, at least where ‘applied to an entire
culture’, the termn ‘cral’ be preferred to ‘illiterale’ (non-literate), in so far as the latter
‘[designates) a culture by something it lacks that we have’. He goes on:

orality is a positive trait, which literate cultures also have - though in a different way.
We still talk, perhaps even more than our ancestors in primary oral culures. But we
do not talk in the same style or cut of the same thought forms"®.

Concerned with proving unity, Ong momentarily suspends his psychologizing interpretation

‘reflects’ the differences in thinking he lays claim 1o. In this sense Ong’s view of the age of
‘primary orality’ (the spoken word with no written representation) *[forming] a continuum’
with the age of ‘secondary orality” (the spoken word in the context of the ‘electronic age' -
the telephone, radio, television and the computer) would perhaps be betier conceived of as

the continuum between ages of primary and secondary speaking. For, if anything, ‘secondary

orality’, in representing a further technology to that of writing and print, has jncreased the
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gap in thinking between ‘us’ and ‘them’:

This age of secondary orality has maximized oral utterance... in ways unknown {o oral
peoples, and yet at the same time has maximized the analytic, linear processing of
thought and expression which writing initiated..."%.

Of course, 1 have disagreed with Ong in so far as his ‘psychodynamics of orality’
characterizes the ‘other’ in terms of ways of thinking. But in breaking the link between
‘orality’ and ‘tradition’, as is suggested by his conception of a wholly modern ‘secondary
orality’, he is, in my view, guiity of the very kind of conceptual confusion criticized by Foley;
orality becomes ‘a typology that unfairly homogeneizes much more than it can hope to

distinguish;... a false and very misleading category’'”’

. Orality within the conceptual
framework that Parry and Lord elaborated may well nof be .about thinking (as I have
suggested), but it is not, for that marter, about speaking eithér. We speak, but we are not oral.

Once again, this is a dangerous thing to say: the ‘great divide' looms large. But I am not
suggesting that characteristics of oral texts are not also found in written ones, that features
of oral society are not also found in literate society, that traditions in oral and literate societies
do not function in very much similar ways. But for the oral and the literate to co-exist in such

_a way as to minimise the us:them dichotomy, it seefns to me more useful, instead of saying

that we also speak, to say that we are also traditional. In that way, to paraphrase Lord, it is

% not just the ‘how’ that may be shared by ‘us’ and ‘them’, but also the ‘what’.

In his Interface between the Written and the Oral Goody remarks - so;newhat casually

)
\perhaps - that

we sometimes speak of an oral and a literary tradition being present in the same
society, identifying the former with popular culture and the latter with art'*,

Finnegan'® has pointed out that, ‘[tIhough... initially directed to rural and supposedly
“traditional” forms in Europe and America’ (these being largely analysed in terms of ‘an
evolutionary and romantic model’), the study of folklore has, in fact, come to concern itself
far more with the ‘urban context’: industrial songs, protest verse, etc. These observations
imply a certain identification of the ‘modemn’ (as ‘popular') with the ‘traditional’: 1o what
extent can Oral Theory account for this identification? If the relative ‘changelessness’ we
have uncovered at the root of the notion of oral tradition amounts, indeed, to a reification, a
‘dehumanizing stereotype’, the next step in breaking down the barrier between ‘us’ and ‘them’

should be to consider tradition, not so much for what it does, namely to regulate and stabilise,
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but for what it /s: popular. This will be an important area of reflection in Chapter 3, in which
we shall attempt to assess the notion of (traditional) oral literature against what has become
known as (modern) popular cuiture, the latter having to some extent become part (it wouid
seem - although this is also open to question) of a revised theoretical paradigm of ‘post-
modernist’ Jiterary theory.

We can conclude with a few brief remarks on some further perspectives on the notion of
tradition which, though not specifically relevant to the issue of the traditional as ‘other’ we
have highlighted in this chapter, are nonetheless worthy of consideration. Towards the end
of Chapter 1 we noted the ‘greater prestige’ enjoyed by the ‘dead-language traditions’ relative
to the ‘living oral traditions’ within Oral Theory. Apart from distinguishing between the oral
tradition ‘proper’ (occurring in oral society) and the ora! tradition that is ‘'spoken’ (occurring
in literate society), I have regarded the notion of tradition as basically indivisible, and there
certainly would be litle, at least in the work of authors considered here, upon which to found
a theoretical distinction between a ‘dead-language’ and ‘living’ oral tradition. The explanation
1 advanced in Chapter | pointed to the texts of the ‘dead-language tradition’ being inevitably
received as writfen texts, making their ‘horizons of expectations’ more accessible, at |east
from the point of view of the researcher. Foley himself'*® points to the obvious fact ‘that ihe
field [Oral Theory] began with the Homeric epics’. But the difference in prestige could, no
doubt, also be explained in terms of the us:them dichotomy; that the ‘other who has gone
before’ (the dead-language tradition) is somehow regarded as closer to ‘us’ than the ‘other
who is culturally different’ (the living tradition). Put differently: the anthropological bias of
Cral Theory has been less prominent in the philological studies of classicists working with
texts of dead-language traditions (what - to recall Finnegan’s terminology - has been ‘lost’),
than in the obviously anthropological orientation of studies of contemporary ora] traditions
(what is - genuinely? - ‘other’).

This would to some extent be supported in the light of differences of emphasis regarding
a ‘great divide' between ‘literacy’ and ‘orality’. The arguments considered in this chapter,
whether more or less in favour of - or at least resigned to - an evolutionist paradigm {Ong,
Goody) or totally against it (Vail and White, Street"!), were generally preoccupied with a
‘great divide’ in the world as it is, in other words a division between ‘us’ and ‘them’ on the
grounds of synchronically perceived cuitural differences. But the debate surrounding the ‘great

divide’ has also taken a more specifically diachronical / historical form, which reiates
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specifically to the distinction between the (purely) ora!l and ‘cral-derived’ text™™*, This debate,
largely the preserve of researchers working in ‘dead-ianguage’ traditions, i0 some extent
implies a reformulation of Parry’s original discovery of the oral origins of the Hlizd and the
Odyssey.

As we already saw in Chapter |, the basis of Parry’s demonstration has been freely
accepted in so far as it was regarded as necessary to, in Foley’s words, ‘fracture the sinecure
of textual-chirographic thinking that dominated earlier scholarship’'**. But from having been
concerned with the originality of the oral, the focus of scholarly atiention has shifted towards
a consideration, not of the difference, but of the actual point of contact between the oral and
the wnitten text. Kelber sumns up this concern as follows:

[i]ts impressive explanatory powers notwithstanding, the thesis advanced by Parry and
Lord 15 not without iis problems. Media rarely present themselves in essentialist
purity. If it is claimed that the Homeric epics were composed without the aid of
writing, what impact did dictation and writing have on this oral, tradilional
civilization? Are the Iliad and the Odyssey conceivable simply as graphs of what the
bards had recited? What caused these narratives to be wrenched from a history of
centuries of oral compositional performances and transposed into [written]
iextuality ?'>*

'The upshot of these considerations has to a Jarge extent been to problematize Lord’s original
conception of the compositional exclusivity of the oral artist / text:

[Homer] is not a split personality with haif of his understanding and technique in the
tradition and the other half in a parnassus of literate methods, No, he is not even
‘immersed” in the tradition. He s the tradition.... His vividness and immediacy arise
from the fact that he is a practicing oral poet. Those who would make Homer a
‘literary” poet, do not understand his ‘literariness’; he has none of the artificiality of
those who use traditional themes or devices for nontraditional purposes’®.

After a detailed comparison between the Homeric poems and West-African epics or
‘legendary stories’, Goody comes to the conclusion that the epic, contrary to what he terms
‘long poems’ or myths whose content is generally more ‘sacred’,
seems to be characteristic not so much of purely oral cultures,... but of those more
complex situations... where writing was employed in restricted ways and yet had some
influence both on the content and the form of such compositions'*,
While he concedes that Homer was in ali probability not literate, Goody sees the Iliad and

the Odyssey as examples of an ‘early literate’ genre, ‘affected in form and content by the
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existence of writing’'*".

In an article published in 1986 Lord similarly comes to accepi the idea of ‘mergings' of

13 Kelber, for his part, wams against the notion of tradition ‘as

oral tradition and literacy
exciusively textual processes of production, iransmission, and transformation, depersonalized
and diagrammatically traceable through space’™. Recent views on the Gospe!, for example,
point 1o writing and speech being interlinked in ways ‘that our typographic apperception of
textuality will never let us know’, He continues:

Our text-centrism has blinded us ip imagining ways in which speech could emanate
from chirographs or in tum generate writings. But once we think of tradition as an
interactive process, we concede the presence of a dynamic that is other than either

orality and literacy, for which we have no name and about which we have little

experience'®,

From an initial fascination with the oral provenance of a text (in the sense of it being part of
an oral tradition), one can therefore discern a movement towards defining the conditions under
which the oral becomes orcl-derived, where the traditional is ‘taken up’ in writing. But if
concern with this particular complexity - which is of a textual as well as compositional nature
- has tended to be the province of historical studies, we can also draw attention to a ‘political’
approach to oral tradition which is firmly planted in the here and now and on occasion even
looks to the future. As Finnegan has already Lold us, concern with the oral is often tantamount
to a ‘return to origins’. In this case the interest in oral tradition does not 50 much envisage
a better ‘understanding’ of an oral ‘other’ (whether from a universalist or parochial
standpoint), as that it seeks (o assert a certain cultural and political identity with which the
researcher would like to identify. Jean-Pierre Makouta-Mboukon, for example, regrets that in
the cause of anti-colonialist struggle, ‘Black writers... [have] preferred to use more direct [i.e.
wrilten] literary forms like poetry, the novel, and the political pamphlet’, and sees a rekindling
of interest in the oral tradition as the means through which ‘[tlhey will be able to verify the
wealth of their own heritage and make nse of it to clothe the heart of their people in a new
pride’’. This affirmation of identity offers a framework for much current research into oral
tradition, notably on the African continent.

But it also offers the possibility of manipulation, in which the role of research should not
be underestimated. The ideological effect of tradition 1 have tended to focus on in the course
of this chapter has been its function as differentiating factor between ‘us’ and ‘them’. That

is the point of view of Oral Theory. But what is invented as epistemological category by the
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academic {at least ostensibly), can be reinvented as political category by the politician: as
bearer of identity tradition is often a trump-card in the excercise of power. Nowhere has this
been better illustrated than in Swaziland where loyalty to the throne of King Sobuza Il

162

became the major rallying point for Swazi nationalism™. Central to this process was the

‘formulation of a set of Swazi ‘traditions’'®

which, as Vail and White hypothesise, coincides
with the lack of continuity between praise poetry (tibongo) of the pre-Sobuza era (Sobuza II
acceded to the throne in 1921} and the songs later performed in his honour. So significant is
the change in content of these praises that they can, in fact, be seen as reo-traditional'™. What
is more,

the surge of specifically academic interest in Swazi history and customs on the part
of white anthropologists, many of whom were South African [iberals in search of
evidence demonstrating that Africans could rule their peoples rationally in accordance
with ‘traditional’ principles'®

was a crucial factor in this (political) resurgence of traditionalism: Sobuza knew how 1o
identify “powerful allies’. Not only this: Sobuza also, through ample use of the tape reconder,
managed to “correct’ the oral accounts given by indunas of the role of their chiefdoms in the
history of the Swazi nation'®, The invention of tradition (neo-traditionalism) is also a

conscipus'™ reinvention of history,
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Endnotes

Finnegan, 1977:73.

The phenomenon of ‘secondary orality’ (see Ong, 1987) would seem to contradict this.
Yet the theoretical relation between ‘secondary orality’ and the oral-formulaic theory
(on which this discussion is based) can to a large extent be questioned, as will be seen
later. (See note 147).

Lord, 1968:149. Emphasis added.

Foucault, 1976:31. My translation.

The notions of development, evoiution, mentality (culture?), spirit, as well as the
grands types de discours of ‘science, literature, religion, history, fiction, etc’.
(Foucault, 1976:32-3).

‘Rather than allowing them [these notions] to apply as of their own accord [{es laisser
valoir spontanément), it should be accepted, for the sake of method and as a first step
[en premiére instance], that at hand is nothing but a population of scattered events’
[population d'événements dispersés]. (Foucault, 1976:32).

See Goody and Watt, 1968:29, where “cultural tradition’ is characterized as follows:
‘[the] society passes on its matenal plant, including the natural resources available to
its members. Secondly, it transmits standardized ways of acting. These customary
ways of behaving are only partly communicated by verbal means; ways of cooking
food, of growing crops, of handling children may be transmitted by direct imitation’.
Of primary concern to us here is the verbal cornmunication of ‘ways of acting’.
Goody and Watt, 1968:29.

Goody and Watt, 1968:58: ‘[flor, even in a literate culture, the oral tradition - the
transmission of values and attitudes in face-to-face contact - nevertheless remains the
primary mode of cultural orientation’.

Lord, 1968:14.

See Darnton, 1984:3,

Vail and White, 1991:4.

See Ong, 1987.

Finnegan, {977:40.

Finnegan, 1977:30.

Finnegan, 1977:34.

Finnegan, 1977:41-4.

Finnegan, 1977:44-6.

Finnegan, 1977:46-51.

Okpewho, 1983:1-7.

Okpewho, 1983:7-15.

Okpewho, 1983:15-20.

Okpewho, 1983:20-26.

Ckpewho, 1983:26-30.

Okpewho, 1983:31-5.

Okpewho, 1983:36-44.

Okpewho, 1983:1.

Two examples will suffice. Diffusionism, taxonomist in its methodology (compiling
‘tale-types and motif—indexes’), makes strongly ethnologist claims in so far as indexes
are seen as reﬂ;ectlv.e of a particular ‘culture area’. (Ckpewho, 1983:19). Many
functionalists, diverging from the ‘structural-functional’ mode| of society so as to
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concern themselves with the conflict of social interests, interpret tales as
psychoanalytic symbols (cognitionist) rather than as expressions of ‘functional need’
(ethnologist). (Okpewho, 1983:23-4).

Okpewho, 1983:20,

We have already noted how research done into African oral traditions generally falls
outside the scope of Oral Theory (at least as based on the oral-formulaic theory).
Okpewho has however on various occasions paid specific attention to textual form. In
an article published in 1977 he discusses the presence of the formula and related
forms or stylistic devices (themes, ornamental structures, ring-composition) in the
Kambili and Mwande epics, respectively from the west-African Mande and the
Banyanga from Zaire. (See Okpewho, 1. 1977, Principles of Traditional African Art.
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 35, 301-13). This research is later continued
in comparative reference to notably the Homeric poems and the South Slavic gusiari.
(See Okpewho, 1. 1979. The Epic in Africa. New York: Columbia University Press.
Referred to in Foley, 1988:89. See also Vail and White, 1991:27).

Okpewho, 1983:102.

See Lévi-Strauss, C. 1977. Structural Anthropology, vol.2. London: Allen Lane, 58.
Quoted in Okpewho, 1983:103.

Okpewho, 1983:130-1.

This is, to be truthful, very much an implicit compliment, which 1 read in the Jight of
his reference, later on in the same paragraph, to Lévi-Strauss's belief ‘that the
aesthetic claims of any cultural act are secondary lo its structure of concerns’.
Okpewho, in fact, as will be seen later, frequently criticizes the underestimation of the
aesthetic qualites of the African myth on the part of scholars.

See Propp, W. 1968. Morphology of the Folkale, transl. L. Scott. Austin: University
of Texas Press. In fact, Propp explicitly states (p.113) that 'the style of a tale is a
phenomenon that must be studied separately’. (Quoted in Okpewho, 1983:35).
According to Okpewho, however, this ‘underestimation of style’ is largely
invalidated, notably by Alan Dundes. (See Dundes, A. 1964. The Morphology of
North-American Indian Folktales. (Folklore Fellows Communications, 81(195).
Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia).

See Kirk, G. 1970. Myth: Its Meaning and Functions. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Okpewho, 1983:263-4, Emphasis added.

Okpewho divides the evolutionist perspective on the myth into euhemerism
(underlying the tale are the experiences of important historical personalities), solarism
(the tale linked to perceptions of the sun, moon, etc.) and naruralism {the tale as
manifestation of agricultural concerns such as vegetation and harvest), *

Okpewho, 1983:4.

Okpewho, 1983:44.

Wald, H. 1969. Structure, Structural, Sructuralism. Diogenes 66:15-24, pp.23-4.
Quoted in Okpewho, 1983:43.

Okpewho, 1983:265.

See Tylor, E. 1881. Anthropology. An Introduction to the Study of Man and
Civilization. Lendon: Macmillan, 75. Quoted in Vail and White, 1991-5.

See Brill, A. (ed). 1938. The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud. New York: Random
House, 29. Quoted in Okpewho, 1983:11.
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Ong, 1967:18.

Ong, 1967:22.

Ong, 1967:23.

Ong, 1967:25.

See Havelock, E. 1978. The Greek Concept of Justice. From Its Shadow in Homer 10
Iis Substance in Plato. Cambnidge, Massachussetts: Harvard University Press, 30.
Quoted in Biesele,1993:48.

Foley, 1988:94,

See Goody, 1986. Goody, in fact, stresses the development in communication from the
oral to the literate (as opposed to the development in ways of conserving knowledge -
the one, however, surely implies the other) which he considers in relation to the legal,
economic and religious organization of society. Some of these considerations will be
looked at further on.

Foley, 1988:94.

Ong, 1967:30.

Ong, 1967:31.

See Ong, 1986:31-77.

Ong, 1986:37.

Ong, 1986:38.

Ong, 1986:39.

Ong, 1986:41.

Ong, 1986:42,

Ong, 1986:43,

Ong, 1986:45.

Ong, 1986:46.

Ong, 1986:49. Ong refers extensively to the Russian psychologist Aleksandr Luria in
this regard. (See Luria, A. 1976. Cognitive Development: Its Cultural and Social
Foundations, ed. M Cole, transl. M. Lopez-Morillas and L. Solotaroff. London:
Harvard University Press). More about his work in Chapter 4.

For a similar indebtedness to Parry, see McLuhan, M. 1962, The Gutenberg Galaxy.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press; also Havelock’s Preface to Plato. Ong leans
heavily on both these authors in elaborating his ‘psychologizing’ interpretation of
Parry’s ideas.

See Goody, 1968 as well as Goody, 1987,

Foley does, hoever, mention him in his Oral-Formulaic Theory and Research. (See
Foley, 1985:287-9).

Ong, 1986:174-5.

L&vi-Strauss, C. 1966. The Savage Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 245.
Quoted in Ong, 1986:175.

Ong, 1987:375.

Goody highlights the city states of Greece and Ionia as the first society ‘which as a
whole could justly be characterized as literate’, implying ‘[ajnything like popular
literacy, or the use of writing as an autonomous mode of communication by the
majority of the members of society’. (Goody, 1968:40).

See Goody 1968:3-4.

See in particular Vail and White, 1991:21-3, as well as Street, 1984:44-65. Some
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aspects of this criticism will be considered later on.

A fact readily conceded by his critics. See in particular Goody’s concluding remarks
to The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society. (Goody, 1986:171-85).
Goody, 1986:41.

Goody, 1986:4.

See Goody, I. 1977:1.

Goody, 1977:2. This ‘framework’ had been stated as the emergence of either
‘rationality from irrationality’, or of ‘logico-empirical from mythopoeic thinking’ or
of ‘logical from pre-logical procedures’. There have also been more ‘positively
phrased’ dichotomies, such as ‘wild and domesticated’ or ‘cold and hot’ (Lévi-Strauss)
and Robin Horton’s ‘closed and open’.

Goody, 1977:2. In addition to this premise as ‘motivation’ for moving away from the
evolutionist / developmental model, Goody also mentions the difficulty inherent in the
analysis of a particular set of data within a developmental sequence, in terms of which
the tendency to see such data as a ‘survival’ may well override the need for it to be
examined ‘in relation to the existing social system’.

Goody, 1977:2.

Lévi-Strauss, 1966:15. Quoted in Goody, 1977:6-7.

The ‘sensible order’ relates to the ‘arts of civilization’: ‘agriculture, animal husbandry,
pottery, weaving, conservation and preparation of food, etc’. (Lévi-Strauss, 1966:279).
Quoted in Goody, 1977:7.

Goody, 1977:7.

Street, 1984:48. Emphasis added.

Goody, 1977:8.

Goody, 1977:6.

Goody, 1977:9.

Goody, 1977:9.

Goody, 1977:9.

This notion is generally attributed to Emile Durkheim. (See Goody, 1977:21).
Goody, 1977:10.

Goody, 1968:48. Emphasis added.

Vail and White, 1991:22.

Goody, 1977:37.

Goody, 1968:57.

Goody, 1977:14.

Goody, 1968:67.

Vail and White, 1991:21.

Vail and White, 1991:15.

The autonomous model, as Street (1984:2) characterizes it, ‘assumes a single direction
in which literacy development can be traced, and associates it with "progress"”,
“civilization", individual liberty and social mobility. It attempts to distinguish literacy
from schooli{lg. It isolates literacy as an independent variable and then claims to be
able to stud.y 1ts consequences. These consequences are classically represented in terms
of economic "take off" or in terms of cognitive skills’.

As far as our own discussion of the presumed cognitive benefits of literacy are
conf:&'erned, it would be safe to say that the above characterization certainly fits the
position adopted by Ong. While Goody’s adherence to the autonomous model is in
many ways more debatable (see note 75), he most definitely regards literacy as at least
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an isolable variable (if not necessarily a dominant one) in the process of social
development.

Street, 1984:44.

Street (1984:19-43) deals specifically with the work of Angela Hildyard, David Olson
and Patricia Greenfield.

Street, 1984:43.

Vail and White, 1991:15.

While other societies invented pictographic and syllabic forms of writing, it is in the
intellectual heritage of the West that the phonetic alphabet was first invented (by the
ancient Semites) and perfected (by the Greeks). (See Ong, 1986:90). It is to this kind
of writing that the cognitive advantages associated with writing are generally
attributed, as well as, to a large extent, the very notion of literacy. (See in particular
Havelock, E. 1976. Origins of Western Literacy. Toronto: Ontario Institute for Studies
in Education).

Goody, 1977:3.

See respectively Goody, 1977:26 and Goody, 1968:67.

Goody, 1977:10. Emphasis added.

Vail and White, 1991:22.

Ong’s argument is, in fact, ‘only a slightly more sophisticated version’ of McLuhan’s
‘preposterous’ elaboration in this regard. (Vail and White, 1991:23-4),

The American structuralist anthropologist Franz Boas was the prime influence for the
‘modern pluralist and relativist view of culture [becoming] dominant in America after
World War 1’. This relativism came about through the ‘methodological "revolution"
of intensive field-work (as opposed to ‘abstract theorising’), insisting on ‘seeing non-
Westerners on their own terms’ as well as on the coherence of their societies (A.R.
Radcliffe-Brown). Vail and White no doubt share this position. In Britain this school
of thought was largely represented by Bronislaw Malinovski. However, as a result of
his particular adherence to Wilhelm Wundt’s concept of a ‘folk psychology’, whereby
creative acts are seen as ‘the product of the group, which [cooperates] actively both
to transmit its traditions and to constrain individuals to accept them’, (British) cultural
relativism, while ‘[weakening] the stigma that earlier anthropological work had placed
upon being primitive,... nonetheless continued the basic dichotomy between them and
us’. (See Vail and White, 1991:10-3).

Vail and White, 1991 :xii.

Street, 1984:24.

See Finnegan, R. 1981. ‘Orality and Literacy: Some Problems of Definition and
Research’. Unpublished manuscript, 5. Quoted in Street, 1984:46.

This notion, which he attributes to Goody and Watt, is also criticized by Vansina: ‘[i]t
is not sufficient to claim... that an oral society automatically erases from its collective
memory everything that is liable to be prejudicial to it’. (Vansina, in Ki-Zerbo (ed).,
1990:56).

Goody, 1968:31. Quoted in Street, 1984:48.

Street, 1984:53-6.

Street, 1984:53.

See in this regard the research by Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole on literacy in the
Vai script of West Africa. As reported by Harvey Graff (1987:388-9), they found
certain cognitive skills frequently associated with literacy to be less the result of
literacy per se than of formal schooling.
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Street, 1984:41. See Olson, 1977, in which the ‘explicit’” meaning of the ‘essay-text’
(text) is contrasted - as a prime example of the decontextualisation of language
attributed to writing - with the ‘context-based’ meaning of the ‘oral-language
statement’ (utterance).

Street, 1984:47.

Street, 1984:8.

Literacy campaigns can, for example, be seen as a means of creating a market for
goods that otherwise would not be in demand; this would be literacy subject to ‘crude
commercial exploitation’. See in this respect Berggren, C. and Berggren, L. 1975. The
Literacy Process: A Practice in Domestication or Liberation? Writers and Readers
Publishers Co-operative. Referred to in Street, 1984:13. '

Parry, 1971:440. Emphasis added. Quoted in Vail and White, 1991:17.

As reported in Lord, 1968:3. Quoted in Vail and White, 1991:32. Emphasis added.
Vail and White, 1991:27.

Vail and White, 1991:24,

See Opland, 1983:183. For a definition of the formula used by Opland, see ‘The
Literate Orality of Popular Culture today’, in Ong, W. 1971. Rhetoric, Romance, and
Technology. Studies in the Interaction of Expression and Culture. Tthaca: Cornell
University Press, 285.

Opland, 1983:192. Emphasis added.

Vail and White, 1991:xi.

Goody, 1986:55.

Goody sounds this particular warning in addressing the question of logic, drawing
attention to its complexity: ‘[wlhile writing helped to develop new types of formal
logical operation, it did so initially by making explicit what was implicit in oral
cultures, which were neither pre-logical nor yet alogical except in a very narrow
sense of those words’. (Goody, 1986:182. Emphasis added).

See Biesele, 1993:67-81.

Quoted in Biesele, 1993:67.

See Fage, in Ki-Zerbo (ed)., 1990:12.

See Vansina, 1985.

Vail and White, 1991:15. After the general movement towards cultural relativism set
off by the work of Boas and Malinowski (see note 112), the most significant
challenges to anthropology’s dichotomous approach came, first, from significant
reappraisals of relations between Africa and colonial Europe followed by Vansina’s
demonstration of oral tradition as source of recoverable history, and, second, from the
collapse of colonialism as a result of African countries’ political independance. (Vail
and White, 1991:14-5).

This much is apparent in the following: ‘[cJomparative studies of many different
primates suggest parallels to the prehuman situation of our evolution and the steps by
which social, intellectual, and even ethical traits came into existence in an ecological
context, associated with the human animal’s niche, and more particularly, his place in
the Paleolithic food webs. These studies are slowly delivering a picture of the human
mind as an adaptation to the physical environment, to band, clan, and tribal
organization, to the division of labor in hunting and gathering, to long life and delayed
maturity - in short, to the environment and the way of the Pleistocene hunter’. See
Shepard, P. 1972. ‘Introduction’, in Ortega y Gasset, J. Meditations on Hunting. New
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York: Scribner’s, Quoied in Biesele, 1993:8.

Biesele, 1993:39.

‘Orality’ is, of course, another common ground. In this respect Biesele, leaning
strongly on Havelock, draws parallels with ancient Greece, which may be questioned
in the light of the totally different social and economic structures of the latter. (Sce
Biesele, 1993:51-62).

See Van Wyk, 1994,

Van Wyk, 1994:29, See Kristeva, 1984.

The terms ‘poetry, drama and narrative’ are preferred to ‘literature’, which is ‘too
specific to the written letter and the book’. (Van Wyk, 1994:35).

Ong, 1987:374-5.

Cng, 1987:376. Emphasis added.

Foley, 1994:170.

Goody, 1987:82,

Finnegan, 1977:6.

Foley, 1988:110.

To whom should also be added Finnegan. More about her arguments in this regard in
the context of cral literature,

Foley, 199Q:5.

Foley, 1994:169

Kelber, 1994b:199.

Lord, 1968:147.

Goody, 1987:105.

Goody, {987:108.

See Lord, A, 1986; also Lord, A, 1986, *Perspectives on Recent Waork on the Oral
Traditional Formula’'. Oral Tradition 1:467-503,

Kelber, 1994a:138.

Kelber, 1994a:158.

See Makouta-Mhoukou, 1973, Also, in very much similar vein, Cauvin (1988), who
constantly stresses the role played by oral tradition as carrier of African identi ty and
values. (See Chapier 1, note 81).

See Vail and White, 1991:155.97,

Vail and White, 1991:169.

Vail and White, 1991:156.

Vail and White, 1991:169-71. Vail and White particularly highlight the work of Hilda
Kuper in this regard. See Kuper, H. 1978. Sobhuza II, Ngwenyama and King of
Swaziland. The Story of an Hereditary Ruler and his Country. London: Duckworth,
Vail and White, 169]:178-9,

Goody and Ong's ‘structural amnesia’ (see note 98) 10 a large extent denies the idea
of conscious intervention in the oral historical process, (See however note 116).
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CHAPTER 3
ORALITY 7/ ORAL LITERATURE

3.1  [Introduction

Compared 1o its writien counterpart, which has seen the flourishing of a virtual academic
industry {‘literary theory') almost entirely devoted to its ever-elusive definition, oral literature
has rarely been given a specific definition - specific, that is, outside of its (obvious) relation
to tradition'. Okpewho's “universalist” and ‘parochial” anthropological orientations come to
mind in this regard, through which, as we saw in Chapler 2, the oral text is generally given
a functional as opposed to an gesthetic (if for the time being we take ‘aesthelic’ as broadly
definitive of literature) interpretation. We can also - perhaps somewhat generously - explain
this lack of definition by the fact that academics who ‘read’ (i.e. encounter) oral literature,
generally come from disciplines other than literary studies (anthropology, history, linguistics
etc.}, and may not want to define something in which they are not specialized.

The crux of the matter is that the oral text, though guite commonly called ‘literature’, has
tended not to be appreciated as a particular kind of (aesthetic) text, but, rather, collected as
evidence of a particular type of culture. This point is well made by Karin Barber. Reflecting
specifically on African oral literature?, she decries the lack of any ‘developed criticism’ in
regard to the latter, as a result of which ‘scholars [who have trained in the tradition of
‘mainstream criticism’}... have tended to abandon the attempt to criticize oral literature and
have fallen back instead on the mere collection and annotation of texts’®, The reason for this,
she advances,

is to be found in the political situation of oral literature in general... Oral literature
everywhere has been or is being marginalized with the displacement and
impoverishment of its bearers, the illiterate peasantry®.

In relation to oral societies, then, the term ‘literature’ has by and large taken on a different
meaning to the one associated with it relative to literate societies. Looked al from the
‘mainstream’ (i.e. ‘modemist’ - rmore about this presently) point of view, the idea of literature
as consciously constructed objecs may either have been completely denied (as would be the
case in a wholly ‘romantic’ approach to the cral as ‘close to nature’ - the term ‘folklore’® has
been particularly prevalent i this instance), or else (within the perspective of oral (radition -

as, for example, set out in Chapter 2) more or less underplayed. Allowing for variances with
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regard to ‘tradition’ {on the basis of Parry’s revised idea of tradition as ‘on-going’ and
‘flexible’ rather than ‘uncenscious’ or ‘communal’ - the latter being generally associated with
folklore), the common identification of ‘oral literature’ with ‘oral tradition’” has by and large
denied oral hiterature the kind of critical differentiation to which written literature has been
subject.

A noteworthy attempt at defining the oral text not as ‘text’, but as ilerature, has been
made by Ruth Finnegan. In a 1973 article® she describes literature as

that part of culture which we would normally regard as among the most valuable parts
of ocur intellectual heritage and perhaps the main medium through which we can
express and deepen mankind's intellectual and artistic insight.

Having thus highlighted what she sees as the literary 'funciion’ of ‘intellecmal expression’ -

broadly defined as ‘comununication of insight' '

- Finnegan considers a wide range of oral
texts, from Zulu praise o Mozambican satirical songs, from a song by a Yukagir girl from
northern Siberia to the dirges of the Sea Dyaks of North Borneo'!, and asserts that these, by
virtue of the insights they communicate, are ‘at least analogous to our (written} literature’ ',
Recognizing the insufficiency of this statement (much as we did towards the end of Chapter
1: the fact that they are ‘analogous’ doees not necessarily make oral texts ‘essentially

“literature” in our own sense of the term’"”

}, Finnegan extends her conception of intellectual
expression to ‘the more tangible aspects of thinking like self-awareness, detachment Jand]
intellectual probing™", and broadly reaches the following conclusions:

- ‘Detachment’ can be as validly ascribed to the oral as 1o the written text, both from
the point of view of the performer in relation o his subject matier (the idea of
‘standing back and seeing things intellectually’™®), as from the point of view of the
performer in relation to his audience. Through the various means by which the
performer can set himself apart from his audience'®, his discourse achicves a certain
privilege that distinguishes it from ordinary communication.

. The ‘individual's vision and urge to create’"” informs the oral text as it does the
written, albeil in a different way. While inscribed in a tradition, each performance is
unique; the narralor of traditional tales *... becomes not only a “repeater” but also 2
"creative” originator of each story’'’.

While the oral aesthetic text may well have a wider use than the written in so far as

itis produced within and for particular social situations', there is nothing to suggest

that its function is per definition ‘pragmatic™ - and therefore relatively less aesthetic.
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(See Okpewho's criticism - referred to in Chapter 2 - of the exclusively ‘cultural’

approach to the African myth).

Finnegan proves, then, that oral literature exists. It shares with wnitten literature the same
intellectual functions of self-awareness and probing, the same aesthetic ones of being,
somehow, ‘privileged’ - it has a certain objectivity vis-a-vis those to whom it is addressed and
that of which it speaks. These are all conventional (‘modernist’) considerations. But assuming
that the oral text can be as 'literary’ as the written, can it not also make as strong a
contribution as the written to theoretical discourse, to criticism? For, on the face of it at least,
there is no reason why Finnegan’s definition, given the inteliectual categories she employs,
should not only be of relevance to the commonly held conception of ‘literature’, but, indeed,
challenge - if not change - it: oral literature, recognized as such, also shows important
differences - already encountered previously - to the written model:

- Within the context of their delivery in performance, the textuality of oral literature is
particularly marked by repetition and ‘well-known formulaic phrases and runs*?"

- (siven the immediacy of the audience, the latter is ‘more involved, more imbued with
literary creativity than is possible when communication is through the more remote
medium of writing’®, Or, to put it differently: ‘participation by the audience... is
integrai to the artistic style of a given oral poem’®,

- In the absence of a written record to act as ‘yardstick of accuracy’ there is, on the
whole*, a lesser concern with ‘verbal fixity’ in oral literature than in written literature.
In an oral context where originality and tradition are, in fact, complementary to one
another (their relation having been reformulated by Parry and Lord - see Chapter 1),

the idea of a ‘correct version’ of a text is considerably watered down.

These points raise expectations as commonly associated with literature as the need on the part
of the author or poet to avoid clichés, the interpretative role of the reader, as well as, at least
to some extent, the emphasis (particularly associated with New Criticism) on verbal precision
within the context of the literary text as ‘well-wrought urn’®. What is the position of oral
literature with respect to these assumptions? In her earlier Oral Literature in Africa Finnegan
makes a strong case for the appropriateness of the notion of literature to the oral text, not just
in s0 far as such texts obviously exhibit literary qualities, but

because it has been found that to approach instances of oral art [oral texts] as literary
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forms and thus proceed Lo ask about them the same kind of questions we might raise
in the case of written literature, has in fact been a productive approach leading to both
further appreciation of the oral forms and a deeper understanding of their role in
society™,

Yet if such a comparaiive approach has benefitted our understanding of the oral iext, has it
similarly rebounded on to the written text, on to what has been considered, in our own
culture, as literature? The answer has (o be no: a challenge to the most taken-for-granted
aspects of the general notion of literature on the basis of insights provided by oral literature
has generally failed to take place. Literary studies has been quesiioned and profoundly shaken
by a variety of theoretical paradigms (we shall see some of these later), but Oral Theory has
not been one of them. Whereas 'posi-modernist’ [tierary theory has come to engage the notion
that literature may, after all, not be the consciously constructed object conventional theory
made it nto, its complete disregard of oral literature has in this respect been particularly
iromic: could the inierpretation of cral lilerature not, in many ways, have led the challenge
against the modemnist paradigm? Whai particolar form this challenge could take (or, rather,
coild have taken) will be hypothesised at a later siage in our discussion. But the crucial point
is thai, no matter how widely the notion is accepied and the terminology used, irrespective,
even, of how frequently the oral is projected as lilerature ‘in its own right’, oral literature has
by and large remained excluded from literary-iheoretical discourse.

Finnegan's “specific’ definition quoted earlier does not escape this. As is made clear by the
titie she gives her article: “Literacy versus Non-Literacy: the Great Divide? Some Comments
on the Significance of "Literature” in Oral Societies’, she uses the applicability of the notion
of literature to oral societies primarily as a counter-argument to the idea of an 'oral mindset’
4 la Walter Ong. What oral literature teils us about thinking is stressed at the expense of what

it tells us about literature:

.. the mmplication that non-literate societies do not have ‘literature’ fturns out to be
without foundation. This literature, furthermore, can achieve the same range of things

we expect from writien literature, with all that this means for the mode of thinking in
such contexts” .

The use of the notion of literature to illustrate a ceriain mode of thinking brings us to what
18, perhaps, the fundamental problematic of oral literature within Oral Theory, namely that
it is not really studied as literature but as anthropology. This ambiguity can be nsefully

explained in terms of the interplay of notions this stady hias so far insisted upon: orality as
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oral tradition / oral literature. The fact that orality - per definition traditional, therefore ‘other’
- is also literature, casts the very difference ascribed to the oral in the light of actual
similarity. Strange and exotic in relation to the written and the literate, the oral - by virtue of
its literariness - turns out to be reassuringly familiar, We can therefore - a bit ironically no
doubt - define the aim of the present chapter as foltlows: if Chapter 2 focused on how the
notion of tradition sets orality apart, the present chapter will look at how the notion of
literature brings it back. ‘Tradition’ defined the divide between ‘us’ and ‘them’; ‘literature’
will break it down...

The question has to be, of course, how far? But this is also an ironic question, for as long
as ‘literature’ presents itself as a counterweight to the anthropological bias of Oral Theory,
as long as it comes across as a defence against the typecasting of the oral as traditional
‘other’, as an attempt at rehumanizing the ‘dehumanized stereotype known as orai man’, it
will not be literature at all. As was the case with Finnegan above, it will be anthropology.
Once again, the oral artist or poet will be an informant, the oral ‘literary’ text nothing more
than data. In fact, once we have accepted that ‘oral man’ possesses literature ‘just like us’ -
in other words, once our universalist view of a common humanity has been justified - we may
well forget oral literature altogether and continue talking about literature in tota! ignorance
of it. How to break oral literature out of this ‘defensiveness’ so as for it to become fully
appreciable not just as text, but as literary text, indeed, as literary theory, must be the real
objective of our discussion.

Amongst the researchers dealt with in this study Walter Ong stands alone in his rejection
of the notion of oral literature. It will be appropriate, at this point, to briefly review his
critique in this regard® which, while ostensibly focusing on the relatively straightforward
matter of terminology, actually goes way beyond it. Right at the outset Ong draws attention
to the ‘ideological consequences’ of ‘the scholarly focus on texts’®. Of course, Marxist
literary theorists have long insisted on the fundamentally ideological character of literature,
but it can be argued that this ideological ‘embeddedness’ receives at least a peculiar twist in
the case of oral literature. ‘Literature’ is always a loaded term, but given the added - and
obvious - connotation of oral literature as 'literature of the "other™, it can no doubt be said
that “oral literature’ is loaded in more ways than one. (See Barber’s reflection on the ‘political
situation’ of oral literature earlier). Ong’s perspective in this regard differs from my own in

important ways (as can be expected given our disagreement on the matter of orality as mode
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of cognition), but it offers a useful point of departure.

‘Literature’ derives from the latin literae (letters). Finnegan sees this as inconsequential:
‘... the term [‘oral literature’] is now so widely accepted and the instances clearly covered by
the term so numerous, that it is an excess of pedaniry to worry about the etymology of the
word "literature”...’”™. Counters Ong: ‘concepts have a way of carrying their etymologies with
them forever’. Furthermore ‘[w]riting... is a particularly pre-emptive and imperialist activity

that tends to assimilate other things to itself even without the aid of etymologies’”!

. This ‘pre-
empiveness of literacy’ makes it virtually impossible for the literate person to arrive at a
proper conception of a fext (my term, not Ong’s™) solely dependent on the spoken word. The
term ‘literature’ compounds this difficulty by reinforcing the pre-empiveness of literacy; a
self-explanatory circumlocution such as ‘purely oral art form’> would be more appropriate.

What is a purely terminological (and, as such, trivial) issue to Finnegan, is clearly much
more to Ong. On one level we may choose to dismiss Ong’s argument in so far as it restates
his view, criticized in Chapter 2, of the cognitive differences between literate and oral people.
Drawing on Havelock’s notion of the oral text as repository of cultural values and knowledge,
Ong sees the need of oral societies ‘[to] invest great energy in saying over and over again
what has been learned arduously over the ages..." as establishing ‘a highly traditionalist and
conservative set of mind that with good reason irhibits intellectual experimentation’™. His
overwhelmingly functional perception of the oral text (inspired by his insistence on the
pervasiveness of the formula as mnemonic device) leaves little possibility for the oral text to
escape the above ‘need’. In other words, oral texts will generally be characterized by a lack
of intellectual experimentation. Add to this the ‘aggregative rather than analytic’ (to mention
but one of the ‘oral psychodynamics’) nature of the oral mind - ‘[o]rally managed language
and thought is not noted for analytic precision’, says Ong®, the latter being essentially the
fruit of writing (see Chapter 2, notes 58 and 143) - and relatively little remains of Finnegan’s
"intellectualist’ definition of oral literature. Apart from the odd reference to the ‘wisdom’ of
oral cultures, which he relates to ‘a total [totalizing?] and relatively infrangible social
context’®, Ong’s ‘psychologizing literary theory’ is hardly preoccupied with Finnegan's
literary functions of self-awareness, detachment and inte!lectual probing. While it would be
wrong to assimilate his views to the romantic / evolutionist idea of orality as ‘close to nature’
(Ong freely talks about the beauty and complexity of oral art), he ultimately has a rather

reductive view of the cognitive processes of people in an oral culture. We are left with the
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suspicion that the real reason why we should not talk of ‘literature’ in regard to their
linguistic creations has less to do with the distortion that the term may impose on the latter,
than with the fact that oral people lack the intellectval means to produce anything as
‘creative’, as ‘meaningful’ or as ‘sophisticated’ as literature. (We shall deal extensively with
the question of orality and cognition in Chapter 4).

If, as is very much the gist of Vail and White's critique, the ideological overtones in the
above reasoning could justifiably be called ‘racist’, it would nevestheless be unfair to seize
upon Ong's argument solely for its concern with cognitive difference. On a more
‘progressive’ note, there is, of course, as we briefly saw in the previous two chapters, his
concern with undercutting cultural chauvinism, which he to a large extent presents as Parry
and Lord’s most lasting contribution. Was our application of the term ‘literature’ to the fliad
and the Odyssey (as reflective of their canonised status in our society) not at least partly
responsible for our {rather arrogant) misreading of these texts ‘as if we ourselves had written
it? (See Chapter I, note 129). A large part of Ong’s insistence on the literacy vs orality
dichotomy can no doubt be justified against the background of a modem scholarship that
glibly understands, explains and appreciates the products of another culture in the hight of its
own - limited - experience. We take the mode! we built in our own backyard, we extrapolate
from it, generalize from it, and more or less ruthlessly apply it until it becomes the model that
everybody built in their own backyard. One such model has been constructed from our
experience of reading and writing a certain kind of text, and called ‘literature’. Yet if
contemporary literature were to come about in the same way as the [liad and the Odyssey,
would we recognize it as such? Chances are we will not call it ‘literature’, but ‘popular
culture’ or ‘folklore’. Surely our newly found humility obliges us, as far as the oral is
concerned, not only to explicitly recognize what we tended to ignore all along, but, moreaver,
to abandon the ‘literature’ framework of that ignorance?

It may be useful to recall here what was the major point of our earlier discussion on oral
literature {Chapter 1), namely that the literariness of a text depends on its ‘horizons of
expectations’. I argued then that the earlier ‘misreading’ of the Homeric poems, derived from
our familiarity with thcl written literary text with which these poems - having been been
received as writing - had been assimliated, was valid in so far as it resulted from - and
pointed towards - changing ‘horizons of expectations’. This view obviously contradicts the

very idea of a ‘misreading’, at least in so far as the latter might have been attributed to
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cultural unfamiliarity. No matter how ‘unknown’ or ‘foreign’ the origins of a text, once it is
received as ‘literary’, the ‘horizons of expectations’ upon which such a reception is based
must stand. (If cuitural unfamiliarity does nof pose a problem - a situation that hardly applies
to Oral Theory - the way in which a text is received may well be less relative. We shall
attempt to circumscribe a literary reading - at least in the ‘modernist’ sense - later on). I also
asserted, however, that in the case of a given oral text (particularly the contemporary text that
does not exist in written form), a literary reception / reading could nof be taken for granted.
(Such would be the case if the oral text is conceived of as ‘literature’ by analogy with the
written). Rather, given the exampie set by the Hliad and the Odyssey as literary model of the
oral text (of the text that Oral Theory engages with), the possibility of such a reception is
opened up. As such, we are left with a ‘virtual’ oral literature.

Hopefully my reluctance to talk about an oral literary text by analogy with the written
would make this particular conception of oral literature less prone to the charge of cultural
chauvinism. One point of criticism that can be levelled at it, however, is that while it
recognizes the distinctiveness of the oral text to the extent that the latter’s reception as
literature is postulated as ‘virtual’, it does not explain why, apart from the obvious factor (in
so far as the oral constitutes the traditional ‘other’) of cultural difference, oral and written text
should be distinguished from each other as such. A similar reasoning to the one outlined in
Chapter 1 could also be applied to the written texts of any hypothetical (literate) culture
completely unfamiliar to the researcher (and of which one particularly ‘privileged’ text has
been given a literary reception in the researcher’'s own culture). Not being in a position to
ascertain the ways in which the texts he comes across can be read as ‘literary’ (and not
wishing to proceed by analogy with what is thus considered in his own culture), he will see
in the texts merely the possibility of literature. As Finnegan™ has argued, the question of
whether a particular culture has literature or not does not necessarily have anything to do with

the presence or absence of writing:

It is very hard hard to believe that people very different from us can really have
anything approaching the depth of understanding or grace of expression that we know

in our society and its literature. This barrier cuts us off 1o some extent from all other
cultures.

Of course, the failure of the above appraisal of ‘oral literature’ to pinpoint what is specifically

oral appears, on the strength of recent scholarship (Ong’s view of ‘cultural chauvinism’
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aside), to be of relatively minor importance anyway. Foley (see Chapter 1, note 107) has told
us that a ‘great divide’ between oral and writien text was needed, at least at first, to ‘fracture
the sinecure of textual-chirographic thinking’, the implication being that Oral Theory is, by
now, sufficiently well established to fruitfully deny this divide. Finnegan, for her part, has
from the outset - in spite of her stated admiration for Lord’s The Singer of Tales and her
recognition of the importance of the oral-formulaic theory - sicadfastly maintained the
position that ‘it is misleading as well as unfruitful to attempt to draw a strict line between the
verbal arl of literate and of non-literate cultural traditions'™. Further criticism of the lilerate
vs oral dichotomy, notably that of ¥ail and White, was noted and discussed in Chapier 2. The
following characterization by Karin Barber and P.F. de Moraes Farias™ neatly encapsulates
the fundamentally contradictory reputation the literacy vs orality paradigm (attributed to Parry
and Lord’s ‘nolion of the sheer incompatibility of writien and oral modes of literary
expression’) has enjoyed in recent times:
On the one hand... our writing-centred view of the world goes deeper than most oral
literature specialists acknowledge. It is not just a question of our habit of ignoring the
musicai or vocal aspects or the expressive functions of body movement, so often a
significant feature of the ‘performance’ of a ‘text’. Our scriptocentrism may blind us
to the most fundamental constitutive principles of the texts' literariness: a blindness
made inevitable by the way we define the literary object under scrutiny. On the other
hand, however, this very writing-centred scholarly tradition has also produced an
extreme notion of a gross cultural and psychological dichotomy between ‘oral culture’

and ‘literate culture’; divided by a gulf whose existence is by no means confirmed by
the empirical evidence.

As Goody told us earlier, '[tjhe challenge is not merely to criticize the existing framework, ...
but to offer an alternative account that explains more’. (See Chapter 2, note 107). Whether
such an alternative account, justifying the study of oral literature as orad, has, in fact, come
o the fore, will need to be considered. But before moving beyond Ong’s objection to ‘oral
literature’ - an objection premised, as we have seen, on the ‘originality’, ‘distinctiveness®,
difference of what it means to be “oral’ - it is useful to remind ourselves of what is, after all,
the aim of this study, namely to offer a view of orality that is sufficiently distinct for it 1o
serve as basis of Oral Theory as diseipline. From this perspective the tendency, as reflected
in Barber and De Moraes Farias’ comment, to take note of (and, indeed, appreciate) the work
of Parry and Lord (if not, also, that of Ong™), only to reject it afterwards - with more or less

force - is obviously self-defeating, however Jjustified 1t may be from the point of view of
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empirical research. (We earlier noted the reluctance® of a researcher like Finnegan - who to
a large degree exemplifies the position of ‘empirical research’ in this regard - to put forward
new theoretical models to nval that of Parry and Lord, remaining ‘constrained by the tradition
she is questioning’. See Chapter 1, note 31).

What is at stake, ultimately, is precisely the ‘undercuting of chauvinism’ that Ong talks

about, of which the most noted consequence is no doubt the opportunity it offers to abandon -

or at least to correct - this model of written literature which ‘has for long bedevilled study
of oral literature, and led researchers into unfruitful and misleading questions in an attempt
to impose a similar mode] on oral literature’. (See Chapter 1, note 16). One can, in fact, see
the relative setting aside of the Parry-Lord paradigm, with the consequent dimunition of the
oral text as something specifically and posirively oral (tending, instead, lowards being merely
‘spoken’ or ‘unwritten’), as a retrogression: Oral Theory is subsumed into its original areas
of research (anthropology and classical studies), where, as I put it earlier, the respective
‘distinctive features” for purposes of academic interest are ‘cultural difference’ and
*historical’.

Yet this is clearly, given the sheer proliferation of variously named fields all centred around
the qualificative ‘oral’ (oral traditional research, oral narrative research, oral studies), not the
intention. What can be envisaged, instead, is 2 more or less selective approach to the criteria
for orality formulated by Parry and Lord, in respect of which the oral text, even if relatively
less distinctive, retains a certain autonomy. Two possibilities come to mind:

1} The general preoccupation of the Parry-Lord thesis with style or form (particularly its
emphasis on the formula) is set aside in favour of an approach seeking to determine
how the text relates to the social / historical conditions in which it arises. In other

words, there is, in regard to the interpretation of the oral text as literature, a

maovement away from the formalist aesthetic.

2)  Lord’s famous dictum: ‘traditional tells us "what™ is suspended in favour of a
perspective on the oral text as something ‘modern’, ie. as an integral pan of what
could also be the expressivity of literate society. (See Goody's remark, at the end of

Chapter 2, about the association, in a literate culture, between “oral tradition’ and

‘popular culture™?).

In the first instance the association between text and tradition is more or less left in tact {at
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least in so far as ‘tradition’ is interpreted in the Parry-Lord perspective as something ‘on-
going’ or ‘flexible’; ‘tradition” also - as we saw in Chapter 2 - implies oral: at issue is the
literature of ‘oral societies’), while in the second the oral is broadly considered for its
predominantly formulaic character. Of course, a third possibility could be envisaged, in which
both the ‘traditional’ and ‘formal’ aspects of Oral Theory are rejected, roughly equating
orality with speech. As such, Oral Theory would be a branch of linguistics, its object of
interest being the utterance. We shall have more to say on this possibility in Chapters 4 and
5. From the point of view of orality in relation to ‘oral literature’, however, the notion of a
text, as linguistic expression somehow set apart from ‘ordinary extrapoetic verbalization™
or ‘everyday speech forms'*, seems to me of fundamental importance, no matier how
problematic it may be (as we shall see). Is it not, indeed, on this notion (oral texr) that the
argument of the Parry-Lord thesis conceming the formal properties of oral expression depends
- at least before it was incorporated into the ‘psychologizing literary theory’ of McLuhan,
Havelock and Ong?

A further clarification needs to be made in regard to our above division of research into
oral literature. Broadly speaking, we can assimilate ‘1” (the text is traditional but its formal
properties are not emphasized) to a ‘modernist’ approach to literature, and ‘2’ (the text is
assimilated to the ‘modem’ but the presumption that it is ‘formulaic’ continues to be
significant) to a ‘post-modemist’ approach. In so far as modernism (the ‘conventional’
approach to literature) strongly foregrounds textuality and form, our association of ‘I’
(characterized as a movement away from the formalist aesthetic) may seem particularly odd.
Similarly strange would be the association of an approach which retains a qualification such
as ‘formulaic’ (an obvious association with textual form) with post-modemism. The categories
modernism and post-modernism are, however, relevant to the division in question in so far
as they relate to the inherently controversial nature of the notion of literature itself, a
controversy, I believe, that should also be confronted from the point of view of orality.

Literary studies, as Anthony Easthope explains®, has conventionally taken its cue from the
Aristotelian notion of the tragedy as an imitation of ‘an action whole and complete’. The

modernist reading has, therefore,

continued to think of the literary text as seeking a self-consistent unity and as
something 10 be valued according to this implicit criterion®.

This characterization is obviously at odds with the idea, formulated in ‘I, of moving away
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from the formalist aesthetic in order to determine how the ‘text relates to the social /
historical conditions in which i arises’. Bui whai is even more importani than the
preoccupation with textual unity per se, is the underlying assumption that there is such a thing
as a literary 1ext {conceived of as ‘aesthetic’), and that the latter can be readily opposed to

?

a non-literary one. The approach formulated under ‘1’ 1s associated with modernism pot on
the basis of any particular textual consideration, but merely in so far as the oral texi is
regarded as ‘literary’ in the more or less nammow sense defined by Finnegan of “standing back
and seeing things intellectually’. (The implication is, obviously, that there are oral texts that
do not conform to this). At issue is the oral text as something specifically aesthetic; not just
the oral text but the oral fiterary text. We shall further define this aesthetic (or rather the
‘reading” 11 requires) later on.

A similar reasoning underlies the association of ‘2’ with post-modemism. The modernist
paradigm of literary studies has come under severe pressure notably in the second half of this
century” (some of these factors will be briefly reviewed in the second part of this chapter),
opening the door towards a post-modemnist literary studies Easthope refers to as ‘cuitural
studies’. What is particularly relevant to us as far as post-modernism is concerned is the basic
fact that it undermines the conventional opposition between the “literary’ and the ‘non-
literary’. Specific arguments with regard to textuality are, for our purposes, secondary. Of
vital importance in respect to ‘2’, then, is not so much whether the oral tex: can be considered
as literature (that question becomes largely irrelevant), but rather, whether the notion of oral
literature can function in - and contribute to - the post-modernist literary paradigm.

Obviously, this methodology in no way suggests that the two ‘categories’ of investigation
I'have proposed are fundamentally distinct. Notions like objectivity, textuality and ideology
are applicable to both. What makes this approach useful, however, is that it purporis to
analyse interest into the oral text along lines more or less miroming those of what has
arguably become the major source of controversy in contemporary literary theory, namely the
opposition between ‘high culture’ or ‘literature’ on the one hand and ‘popular cuiture’ or
‘popular fiction’ on the other. If ‘oral literature’ is to have any chance of becoming an
integral part of our general theoretical discourse on literature, it would be self-evident that it
be considered in relation to both of these polarities,

Crucial to this process will be the need, also, to assess these approaches to oral literature

in terms of their preconceptions concerning that most ambiguous of notions: the
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‘distinctiveness’ of the oral. The duality we highlighted in Ong’s rejection of oral literature
can be summarized as follows. There is his ‘progressive’ concern with undermining cultural
chauvinism, at the same time his ‘racist’ explication of these differences - which are, to a
large extent, the very differences which justify his injunction against chauvinism - in terms
of a ‘notional oral man’. The degree to which this duality can be resolved in favour of the
‘progressive’ side of the ideological scale (as more or less reflected in our own ‘universalist’
view of a ‘common humanity’) will determine whether oral literature - in the light of either

one of the two apprbaches considered - can truly be a literary theory.

3.2  Oral Literature as Aesthetic
Let us begin our inquiry with some brief remarks on the notion of text (both oral and written)
which, as we have so far insisted, is foundational to the notion of literature. (Foundational,
that is, from the modernist point of view). An important point to make, at the start, is that the
word ‘text’ in oral text / written text do not necessarily have the same value. Whereas ‘written
text’ is commonly analysed as literary text on the one hand and non-literary text on the other
(in other words, ‘text’ can be opposed to literary text), such a distinction has only rarely been
the subject of speculation in the case of the oral. The notion of oral text - just like oral
literature - has been generally used and is, as such, valid (which does not mean that it is not
problematic - difficulties relating to orality as text will be duly considered), but the notion of
an oral literary text is, by comparison, relatively unfamiliar. We have already hinted at this.
The conventional differentiation between the literary and the non-literary - the object of a
considerable body of theory - has by and large been restricted to written literature. ‘Oral
literature’ is not just founded upon the notion of text, but is, indeed, to a large extent defined
by it. This is a surprising discrepancy between written and oral literature (between written and
oral text), which raises, once again, the issue of oral literature as literature of the ‘other’.
In Chapter 1 I equated the oral text with performance. A more detailed version of the brief
definition - provided by Foley - may now be appropriate. Foley* again:

In using this term [‘text’] I mean to indicate a real, objective, and tangible score, an
entity that exists both as a thing in itself and as a directive for its perceivers. In this
second sense I take advantage of current critical notions of the ‘activity’ of a text, the
dynamics of chemistry of its parts when brought together and to life by the reader.
Both senses of the word are important... : the text serves as an object and as a libretto
for the reader’s or listener’s personal ‘performance’ of the work.

Given my particular view of the ‘collapse of the poietic dimension of the (oral) text’ as
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central to the appreciation of the ‘art’ associated with the latter, I to a large degree insisted
on Foley’s ‘first’ sense of the text as thing in itself (Nattiez’s ‘trace’ dimension). Yet through
the ‘esthesic’ dimension (the construction of meaning on the part of the ‘receiver’ of the text),
Foley's ‘second sense’ - the text as directive for its perceivers - was consistently present: the
‘response’ of the reader / perceiver on the basis of the ‘horizons of expectations’ of the text
fully coincides with Foley's view of the text serving as a ‘libretto’ for the reader / listener’s
own ‘performance’ of it.

Foley goes on® to insist, ‘in addition to the dual nature of the text as objective and
subjective’, on ‘its special identity in relation to the oral tradition from which it derives’. It
is in the tradition - as Parry and Lord showed - that are generated the ‘levels of generic form’
insuring the recurrency of the text over time and space. But it is at this level - the oral text
seen as deriving from a tradition-based generic form - that the idea of the oral text /
performance as literature runs into trouble. In this respect it may be illuminating to briefly
review what, to some extent at least, amounts to a discrepancy between our perception of
what is, on the one hand, fundamental to literature (as set out here), and, on the other,
fundamental to being oral®. Admitting that at the heart of literature lies the text /
performance, the latter (as performance) may well, from the strict Parry-Lord position of
composition-in-performance, not be ‘oral’ (at least in a definitional sense) at all. (See Chapter
2, note 10). This ‘discrepancy” is at least to a degree reflected in the difference in emphasis
evident in Finnegan’s treatment of the term ‘oral’ in her Oral Literature in Africa (1970) and
Oral Poetry (1977). The former’’, in which Parry is not at all referred to and Lord only by
means of a footnote, sees performance confidently asserted as the ‘basic characteristic’ of the
‘oral aspect of African unwritten literature’™, composition (presented largely as improvisation)
and transmission being introduced in relatively secondary fashion as ‘related’ aspects™. In the
latter work this order is reversed, largely, one assumes, in the light of the oral-formulaic
theory. (See the overview of Finnegan’s analysis of the validity of the oral-formulaic theory
in Chapter 1). ‘The three ways in which a poem can most readily be called oral, Finnegan
asserts, are in terms of (1) its composition, (2) its mode of transmission, and (3) - related to
(2) - its performance™™. Of course, Finnegan duly problematizes these notions and can in no
way be said - her hesitancy as regards the formulation of a ‘new’ theory notwithstanding -
to “follow” the oral-formulaic theory. Yet it is significant that the emphasis the latter places

on the specific nature of oral composition (which both necessitates the notion of traditional
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*generic forms’ and derives from it} in a sense - and inevitably - de-emphasizes the text, so
crucial from a literary point of view.

We earlier reviewed Vail and White's disagreement with the oral-formulaic theory in the
light of - primarily - their crificism of a ‘notional oral man’ as derived from the
‘psychologizing' interpretation of Parry’s notion of a specifically oraf textuality. From this
initially ‘broader’ view, we can now narrow our focus towards their altemative suggestions
regarding the aesthetics of orality. The oral poetry of south-central Africa which is the subject
of their book is - as we have already seen - generally nor composed in performance (also the
case, indeed, of Africar oral poetry at large), and an investigation of the *mechanics of its
performance’ (i.e. the generic forms - formulas - facilitating its composition) cannot reveal
its essence as literature. (See Chapter |, notes 5] and 56). Instead, Vail and White see the the
oral text (at least in Africa) as having a ‘common aesthetic’ reflecting ‘a shared set of
assumptions concerning the nature and purpose of poetry’ (see Chapier |, notes 68 and 69).
To what extent does this canstitute an alternative literary paradigm to the particular brand of
formalism of Parry and Lord?

A 1987 conference held at the Centre of West African Studies at Birmingham University
(the proceedings of which - including a paper by Landeg White - were published under the
title Discourse and irs Disguises: the Interpretation of African Oral Texts’®), provides an
interesting vantage point from which to begin our assessment of this question. In their
introduction Karin Barber and P.F. de Moraes Farias® thus describe the ‘problem’ addressed

by the conference:

On the one hand, literary critics and folklorists have taken up a stance which combines
a limited contextualisation (the emphasis being on ‘performance’ and the immediate
conditions of performance) with a formalist analysis of texts (with emphasis on the
incidence of wordplay, repetition and other literary devices): thus ignoring what the
texts actually say. Historians, on the other hand, seem increasingly to be regarding oral
texts either as raw material which, subject to a certain amount of processing, will yield
historical information; or as the unmediated voices of an alien past, The ‘Let the texts
speak for themselves’ approach tacitly denies the properties of a text as a text...

Quite apart from the lack of empirical evidence their own research uncovers for the idea of
an exclusively oral form, the main reason why Vail and White do not accept this ‘determinacy
of form' is - as put by White in his contribution - precisely because, in formulating his
theory, "Parry broke the link between performance and history™. Tn this regard he finds the

conclusion reached by Svetozar Koljevic in his review of Parry and Lerd’s South-Slavic
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research ‘profoundly relevant’:

Oral epic singing at its best was both a way of coming to terms with history and a
means of getting out of it. That is why its ultimate significance canot be grasped in
the analysis either of the technique of its composition or of the diverse historical
sources of its social concepts, motifs and themes™.

That oral epic is both a way of coming to terms with history and a means of getting out of
it interestingly echoes what Okpewho - within the context of his ‘aestheticist position’
emphasizing 'fantasy and ingenuity’ - has to say about the African myth*:

In the oral tradition the recourse to fantasy is essentially a flight from the constraints
of time-bound, objective reality [history] in the search for something more fulfilling
or reassuring. For whether we tell a lie (as in the popular derogation of the term
myth), or we put a historical ancestor in an exaggerated romantic light, or else we
assign an aspect of our social morality or ecology a genesis that is not measurable by
the laws of physics or conventional logic, we are simply preferring to escape the
rather uncomfortable facts of objective truth in order to embrace truth of a more
metaphysical design.

It is precisely the modalities of this ‘escape’ - in the light of which the oral text comes acrass
as inherently evasive or ambiguous - which, as we shall see later, provide a kind of common
ground for the perspectives surfacing at the above-mentioned conference. Yet to say that the
‘alimate significance’ of a text cannot be understood by reference purely to the formal
aspects of the text is clearly not the same as saying that the formalist approach is entirely
without value. Neither, for that matter, can Barber and De Moraes Fanas' position quoted
above be described as a rejection of the formalist aesthetic. In fact, looked at closely, the
‘requirement’ that Barber and De Moraes Farias speak of in relation to the literary study of
the oral text probably has less to do with the reformulation of a - generally dominant -
formalist aesthetic, than with the reformulation of what has been an equally dominant
definition of the oral text. Instead of - or rather, apart from being - thing in itself (as argued
earlier), the text is - should be - inseperable from history. In short, what needs to be
recognized is that the text is defined by its relation to history as much as it is defined by its
formal properties as discourse set apart from everyday speech forms. This inkerent historicity
presents itself in the following ways®:

[tlexts are produced in specific, historical circumstances the imprint of which they
bear upon them; secondly, texts are transmitted through time, bringing with them
elements of the past but also undergoing a process of erasure and layering as they are
refashioned in accordance with new concerns; and thirdly, some - indeed many - texts
are also about the past and its relation to the present, a relation which may be
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presented in narrative or non-namative form.

The historicity of the oral text, even where the text has no overt historical intent (or
‘histerical intentional message’). is of course a prime assumpiion of the histonan. Indeed,
from the point of view of historical veracity such ‘unintended materials’ are, according (o
Vansina®, frequently more trustworthy than texls intended as historical accounts. But given
that the historical approach towards the oral text 15 inadequate - at least from the literary point
of view - precisely because, as Barber and De Moraes Farias assert, it fails to take into
account ‘the properties of a text as a text’, how does the literary scholar integrate his
acknowledgement of the lexi’s historicity inte an aesthetic that properly accounts for these
properties?

Nearly a full chapter of Oral Tradifion as History™ is devoted to the question of textual
form, from the basicaily linguistic {(versificational) through the morpholagical (the sequence
of action) to the coneept of genre. As Graham Furniss®™ puts it, ‘taking inte account
complexities of form and meaning is a necessary part [for Vansina] of seperating the wheat
from the chaff in the search for reliability of evidence in the construction of history’. Yet this
kind of attention to form is clearly not appropriate for the student of literature. What Vansina
calls the ‘study of form and structure’ is, at best, a first stage in the methodology of the study
of oral history (preceding the analysis of meaning or conlent on the level of the “literal’ and
the ‘mtended'™). From the historian’s point of view the relation beiween the historical
{content) and the formal (aesthetic) is, in fact, penerally one of contradiction:

As a general rule of thamb cone can say that the more artistic [aesthetic] any narrative
is, the less it probably reflects a succession of events or an accurate rendering of an
historical situation®.

A third phase in the methodelogy of the study of the oral text (or ‘message’) as history - after
the mitial study of form and structure and the analysis of literal and intended meaning -
relates to the aim of the text. Vansina makes the imporiant observation that, even in the case
of a text presented as an historical acconnt {the ‘historical intentional message’), the
‘histarical aim’ is secondary 1o what he terms ‘present-day concerns’. The recitation of a list
of royal ancestors, for example, is less intended as information about the past than it is 0
‘prove that the present king is the rightful incumbent of the throne and that kingship is the

rightful and normal political order of the day’. Other concerns may include the advancement
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of ‘group consciousness’ or the association of a group with ‘the overall worldview of the
community’®. Indeed, with the possible exception of professional historians, a text which
conveys information of past events for the sole purpose of furthering knowledge about the
past does not occur in any society. Vansina’s ‘historical intentional message’ turns out to be
less about history as ‘knowledge of the past’, than it is about the way in which such
knowledge is employed: ‘as an argument, as proof, as legitimacy’®’.

Furniss - referring to Vansina - uses the term ‘bias’ to describe this ‘motivated clouding-

"8 The historian must recognize bias, account for it, then set it aside.

over of true evidence
But what is ultimately discarded from an historical point of view can very well be the
touchstone of the literary. Central to Furniss’s argument is the idea that it is the way in which
a text is defined as ‘loaded’ - in other words, that it is seen as subject to ‘the manipulation
of evaluative judgments’ or perceived as part of ‘the social process of argument and counter-

argument’®

- through which the dual nature of the text as formalist entity on the one hand
and historical entity on the other may be reconciled within a single literary (aesthetic)
paradigm. Cautious not to present his view as an alternative to the ‘explication de texte’
(formalist) and ‘limited contextualisation’ (historical) approaches, Furniss summarizes his
comments as follows’®:

they amount to the suggestion that we try a step further in one direction among many
- a return to one of the primary meanings of ‘rhetoric’; to look for the context of the
text as a representation and re-evaluation of people, circumstances, knowledge of
many kinds; to see the text as a piece in a debate...

So far, then, we can broadly identify three ‘aspects’ contributing to our overall description
of a text: it is formally and stylistically set apart from ‘everyday speech forms’, it is
embedded in history, it forms part of an argument. The relative nature of each one of these
aspects (criteria?) stands to reason. In his ‘rhetorical’ definition of the text, Furniss, for
example, singles out the funny story or children’s game as - perhaps - ‘evaluatively
innocuous’ and, as such, falling outside the scope of his proposed aesthetic’'. Surely the
children’s game is not ‘a piece in a debate’? Yet this consideration obviously depends - as
would any consideration relating to the comprehensiveness / validity of the above ‘criteria’ -
on a certain kind of ‘reading’ (or listening) of a text as a creation that is both conscious and
unified. This approach is what I have thus far - on the strength of Finnegan’s original

definition - termed the conventional or ‘modernist’ approach to literature. But there are other
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approaches. On the basis of a (post-modernist) psychoanalytic reading of a text as
manifestation of the unconscious, for example, it could be argued that the notion of the “bias’
of a text can plausibly be extended to the text as expression (or ‘slippage”) of repressed
desire. Thus interpreted, it would be virtually impossible to describe any text as ‘unbiased’
of ‘evaluatively innocuous’, and Furniss's idea of ‘looking for bias’ would be of little help
in defining what is ‘literary’. (Then again, as we have already observed, the very need to
distinguish between the literary and the non-literary is very much a modernist concem anyway
- we shall se= ‘allernative’ readings to the modemist in the second section of this chapter).
For the time being, however, we remain within the modernist paradigm, premised on the
notion that the text, be it something historical or ideclogical / argumentative or - in fact -
both, exists as an object that is at least relatively autonomous. It is this assumption of unity
that makes it possible, finally, to set apart what is literary from what is non-literary, giving
validity to the idea of developing literary ‘criteria’,

Another word for unity is closure or ‘sense of ending’: through some ‘inner formal
requirement’ the (literary) text ‘prepares [prepares the reader] for its own closure’. This,
according to Barber™, is an essential characteristic of the literary text, distinguising it from
‘other discourse’, Olabiyi Yai picks up on essentially the same characteristic, which he calls
‘finiteness’™. But where the notion of the text as object may thus far have appeared 10 be
more or less compatible with the emphasis on the historicity or rhetorical nature of the aral
text, it now becomes problematic. And where the idea of the text as historical entity and
rhetorical device could, at Jeast to some extent, also be applicable 10 written literature {the
case - respectively - in Marxist literary criticism and, to a degree, formalism™), we now come
across a conception of the (finite) text that effectively excludes - at least in some cases (as
suggested by Barber), if not, in fact, in ils totality (as strongly implied by Yai) - the
appreciation of orality as literature. In other words, the ‘distinctiveness’ of the oral is once
again in the foreground.

The specific case (genre) which leads Barber to guestion the notion of the closure of the
text is the oriki, known as the ‘praise-poetry’ of the Yoruba™, Barber describes the oriki - ‘a
collection of discrete and disparate epithels belonging Lo or attributed to a subject, whether
a person, a lineage, an drisd ("god’) or an object or natural phenomenon’™ - as essentially

fragmentary:;

an orikl corpus is characteristically a concatenation of intense contrasts, where great
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wars are shoved up against personal foibles; obscure, humorous and scandalous
incidents against statements of reigning communal values. Maximum disjunction and
contrast is precisely what 2 oriki performance thrives on’’.

This performance, furthermore

appears 1o lack unity - to be a centreless agglomeration of only tenuvously related
items, with no determinate inner formal relationships between them. It appears to lack
closure and boundaries, going on and on in an undifferentiated stream until some
external reason, rather than an inner formal requirement, brings the performance to a
halt™.

If the oriki of the Yomba are ‘bafflingly impenetrable’” from the point of view of formal
analysis, an historical one fares better, on condition that it does not confuse historicity with
narrative. Oriki do not in any way chronicle events of the past. Instead, their historicity lies
in the fact that, in serving as a continued (continuous) expression of ‘certain elements
preserved from the past’, they represent ‘the past in the present’, putting within the reach of
the living community ‘the accurnulaied powers, art and scope of jis inheritance'®. It is from
this perspective, in facl, that the rhetorical namre of oriki comes to the fore. Orikl, Barber
iells us, io a large extent serve as an 'aggrandisement’” of the subject in relation to whom they
are performed, notably in the case of the so-calied ‘big men’:

The living big man is... built up by an intensive bestowal of fragments accumuiated
from the past - fragments that recall the preatness and unigueness of the lineage, the
mighty deeds of the big man's forbears, and the almost mystical, final and
incontrovertible claim to being a real social being through identification with a place
of origin [an ‘orfle’ .

Contrary io Furniss, who, as we saw, is cautions 1o present his ‘rhetorical’ approach to the
exclusion of others, Barber sirongly advocates the rhetorical as the only vantage point from
which Orild, at least, may be interpreted:

... orfkl, by being uttered, effect transitions between gne being and another, one state
and anotier, one time and another. Only a thetoric which could take into account what
a text is *doing’ at this level would make discussion of oriki possible®.

She also states quite unambiguously, given ‘the extraordinary disjunctions and Juxtapaosilions
of orfki texts [‘texts’, one assumes, taken as utlerances], their cenirelessness, their
accommodation of multiple voices and "points of view™, that “an oriki text is not a literary
object™. From the point of view of our awn stated attempt 1o relate the oral text to an oral
literature that is part and parcel of general literary theary, this is a somewhat troubling

statement. In so far as it derives from a questioning of the notion of text {as object, as
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closure), it would seem, at its most superficial level of interpretation, to reflect the idea that
‘without a text, there is no literature’. Yet Barber does not deny that Orfki do indeed
constitute ‘literary discourse™; her argument is, rather, that this literariness cannol be ascribed
to any of the properties or functions normally (that is, from the point of view of 'conventional
literary criticism’) associated with the text. And even if Barber, in the article under
consideration as well as in the introduction, makes - also on the strength of the other
contributions - a resounding case for an interdisciplinary approach to the oral text, the notion
of literature clearly continues to inform this interdisciplinarity, and not 'merely’ as an
aesthetic element of the interdisciplinary process ({(alongside historical and social
considerations) either. In fact, in a very real sense the interdisciplinary approach she advocates
is a literary approach which, ‘[in acknowledging] simultanecusly the historicity and the
textuality of oral texts, [in combining] a sociology with a poetics of oral [iterature’™ | arrives
at a new poctics, a new conception of oral literature. There is, then, no reason to believe that
the oral text is necessarily less literary (in terms of Finnegan’s definition) for invoking modes
of interpretation that fall, strictly speaking, outside that of the interpretation of the literary
text. Its literariness may well rely on historical and social insights (more so than is the case
for the written? - we shall return to this question), but it retains its qualities as literasure.

So orikl are, in a very real sense, literature without being literature, or, more precisely,
literature that is not recognizable as such. This contradiction brings us to the edge, so to
speak, of the ‘modernist’ approach to oral literawure. But we cannot investigate this
contradiction and the theorelical consequences it may hold - not just for oral literature, but,
indeed, literature - without definitively setting aside other questions that may, in one way or
the other, influence Barber’s assessment of orikl as literary / non-hiterary.

To begin at the beginning: when Barber says that ‘the orild text is not a literary object’ she
is, obviously, far removed from the *dismissive approach’ to oral literature against which we
earlier saw Finnegan offer oral literature as defence. Neither are her views to be confused
with those of Ong: written and oral modes of literary expression do not differ by virtue of the
different cognitive processes they employ. (We have seen Barber's objections to a
‘psychological dicholomy’ between literate and oraj). We can reflect on a third possible
interpretation, namely that the orfki are simply an example of a (predominantly) ‘non-literary’
oral genre (co-existing with Jiterary ones - much as non-literary and literary texts co-exist in

literate societies). Having earlier set aside this distinction, this may be an opportune moment
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to look at it more closely.

In the introduction to her Oral Literature in Africa Finnegan® observes that criteria for
delimiting what is truly ‘literature’ are much the same for the written and the oral text. To
a large extent it is a matter of opinion, which may differ as much between individuals and
different age and social groups as between different periods of history. As such she refuses -

all the more so, one suspects, for being an outsider - to distinguish between literary and non-

literary oral genres, opting instead for a distinction between ‘clear-cut’ and ‘marginal’. The
former relates to cases where ‘the African [oral] examples are clearly comparable with literary
genres recognized in familiar European cultures’, such as panegyric poetry, for instance. In
the case of the ‘marginal’ literary texts there is no such (formal) parallel, but other aspects
may be taken into account, such as local perceptions of the particular genre in terms of the
prestige accorded it relative to others®, and whether or not its form, even if it is ‘clearly
marginal: obviously not "literature” in [its] own right’, in some or other way reflects ‘an
appreciation of the artistic aspect of language’ and is, therefore, ‘not irrelevant to literary
formulation and composition’®. Examples of these ‘clearly marginal’ forms include
metaphorical names, elaborate greeting forms and proverbs®.

Finnegan’s evocation of a marginally literary reflective of ‘an appreciation of the artistic
aspect of language’ is, from the point of view of actually delimiting what is literature,
obviously flimsy. Language is in itself a symbolization, a ‘distancing’ (this point will be
further elaborated in the latter part of this study) and, as such, all intelligible discourse
becomes ‘marginally literary’, even within the conventional modernist paradigm. That all
discourse is (marginally) literary (rendering perfectly superfluous the distinction between
literary and non-literary) may well be conceded purely with reference to the written text,
notably in the light of the post-modernist questioning of literature as a separate category of
expression. Yet, even if this critique were to amount to an actual ‘destruction’ of the notion
of literature (and this is, as we shall see, hardly the case), the ‘literary’, however unstable its
criteria, continues to be commonly distinguished from the ‘non-literary’ or ‘popular’: the
modernist view may well be more tenacious than its critics would admit. From the
perspectives that Finnegan advances here it would appear, however, that a non-literary oral
text (in a context where the oral text is regarded as potentially ‘worthy’ of a literary

interpretation) is, frankly, inconceivable. But, once again, are we talking about literature or

anthropology?
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‘Inconceivable’ is only a slight exaggeration. Tending to ignore even Finnegan’s watered-
down opposition between clear and marginal literary texts, the literary perspective on the oral
text is basically indiscriminate. Once the possibility of ‘literature’ is perceived, it is perceived
everywhere, and in equal proportion. This particularly applies to appraisals of the African oral
text. In a recent article Noleen Turner’, on the authority of the Zulu Language Board, gives
a largely formalist description of literature as ‘language... used with particular care in terms
of images and words chosen’, and lists imilolozelo (lullabies), amahubo (poetry as song) and
izibongo (‘praise’ poetry) as the different categories of Zulu poetry, izinganekwane (folktales),
izisho or izaga (idioms and proverbs) and iziphicaphicwano (riddles) as the categories of Zulu
prose. Drawing heavily on Dundes and Ong, these are given a strongly ‘functional’ treatment,
with little regard, it would seem, for the obvious differences in ‘care in terms of images and
words chosen’ between the various categories of text.

Vail and White’s aesthetic of ‘poetic license’, which offers a radical departure from the
formalist definition of oral literature (this conception will be considered more fully later on),
shows a similar reluctance for delimitating the ‘literary’. Their assessment of the African work
song to a large extent illustrates this. To begin with, it is a work song (the ‘Paiva’ song of
Mozambique’s Zambesia Province) that is credited with making them aware of the aesthetic
of poetic license in the first place’. The song is at first noticeable for its obscenity, revolving
around its ribald insistence on the penis of the man referred to in the title. From a functional
point of view, the characteristic obscenity of the work song had been accounted for on the
basis that the chanting of obscenities made manual labour more appealing and that the
relaxation of restrictions - in this case - of what otherwise was a taboo ‘helped to get
laborious tasks done efficiently’*”. Yet in the Paiva song the functionalist interpretation takes
a definite back seat. As Vail and White explain, the song is, in fact, described as a ‘map of
experience’ by those who sing it. The individual to whom the song makes reference (José de
Paiva Raposo) partly founded one of the major sugar industries of the region and becomes,
as such, a metaphor for the industry as a whole. Through the deft use of further metaphor the
song, in Vail and White’s words, ‘becomes a symbolic representation of the people’s
experience of company rule over four generations’, with the obscene jibe nsondo wache
standing ‘as a permanent repudiation of the company’s values’®, Echoing Koljevic's
assessment of the South-Slavic song, Vail and White see the song both as a ‘reading of

history and... a way to transcend that history’. Finnegan’s criteria of self-awareness and
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detachment are not out of place.

At the same time, however, the purely functional dimension of the work song remains, it
‘provides a rhythm for communal labour’™. Allowing for the fact that the Paiva song (or at
least certain versions of it) is ‘singled out as being especially important’® (in other words,
other works songs are less so - see note 87), surely the postulated aesthetic is not
automatically relevant to the work song?’® Will our appreciation of the literary qualities of
a song like the Paiva not benefit from a more discerning use of the term ‘literature’ in
relation to ‘less important’ texts, particularly of the work song variety? To return, finally, to
Finnegan: her 1973 article quoted at the beginning of this chapter can, however reluctant she
may be to pinpoint an oral text that is nof literature, to some extent be seen as implying the
existence of such a text. Seeking to ‘prove’ that oral literature exists, it is no doubt significant
- to refer only to the example she provides from the Zulu tradition - that she chooses to
highlight, not the proverb or the folktale, but ‘the lengthy praisepoems’, and then precisely
for ‘their studied use of parallelism and their richly figurative style’”. When the (literary)
chips are down, the modernist adherence to a formally unified text centred around a
consciously reflective and creative (‘studied’) subject shines through.

Having much insisted on the modernist assumption of textual unity, it may be useful, at this
point, to look somewhat more closely at the consequences of this assumption as far as
‘literariness’ is concerned, and then particularly from the point of view of the reader / critic.
Easthope talks about the ‘features’ of the modernist reading in this regard. Flowing from the
assumption of textual unity, the following considerations are particularly important, Firstly,
the text is not regarded as transitive but as intransitive, it is not

an act of communication seeking to transform a situation but rather... a self-sufficient
object...

Secondly, the text, having become ‘object for analysis’, is amenable to ‘all possible
meanings’. Not just meanings, in fact, but

everything may be significant - all aspects of the text, both formal (the signifier) and
thematic (the signified) as well as interrelations between the two®,

It is especially the latter consideration that concerns us here. For even if Easthope sets out
to prove that the literary vs non-literary dichotomy can be seen as irrelevant on the basis of
post-modemnist readings (these will be seen further on), there are nonetheless texts that resist

the modernist reading®. This he illustrates through an innovative juxtaposition of two
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‘readings’'™, one of Edgar Rice Burrough’s Tarzan of the Apes (a ‘popular’ text), the other
of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (a ‘literary’ text). Easthope labels the former ‘a pleasure’, the
latter ‘hard work’, the difference lying in the textuality of the two novels. That of Tarzan of
the Apes is generally ‘literal and denotative, [holding] meaning onto represented event, and
so, signifier onto signified’'®, giving the reader immediate certainty of meaning
(‘gratification’). In Heart of Darkness, however, the reader is required to ‘track’ the

1102

possibilities of ‘signifiers that open onto multiple signifieds’ ™. Meaning is forever ‘deferred’,

for Heart of Darkness is ‘an ironic text, always meaning more than it says’'®’.

Besides its requirement as to the ‘closure’ of the literary text, the modernist perspective can
therefore distinguish a literary from a non-literary on the basis of meaning: connotative or
‘multi-layered’ in the case of the former, denotative or ‘straight-forward’ in the case of the
latter. (This is a simplification of course - see note 101). But to return to the oral text: will
the researcher of oral literature (who, as we have seen, is generally trained within the
modernist paradigm), be able to tell the difference between an oral text that admits of a
modernist reading and one that resists it? Given the obvious disadvantage, not only of cultural

unfamiliarity and linguistic incompetence'®, but also of ‘scriptocentrism’'®

(Ong refers to the
‘pre-emptiveness of literacy’'™ in this respect), this would seem to be a tall order indeed. As
such, it will be extemely arrogant of our researcher to - without consultation of ‘local opinion’
- bluntly adjudge a particular oral text as non-literary. But it is equally unacceptable for that
researcher, this time acting at the behest of these disadvantages of which he is acutely aware,
to go and proclaim as ‘literature’ whatever oral text he comes across. To my mind this
transgresses the narrow line between, on the one hand, attributing certain qualities to
something and appreciating it in the light of those qualities as deserving of appreciation ‘in
its own right’, and on the other, merely ‘applying double standards’. Goody’s view that
comparative research necessarily involves a ‘value element’ (it not only raises questions of
process, but of progress) is worth repeating here. To unquestioningly call the oral text
‘literature” is to ignore process in order to deny progress. As such, it is a kind of political
expediency, with all the ideological presuppositions that go along with it. Opting for a
‘virtual” oral literature (as described in Chapter 1) may, once again, offer some kind of way
out.

What is ironic is that the procedure to equate oral text with oral literature actually

undermines the artistic integrity of the latter (the sense in which it may be perceived as ‘art’)
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in largely the same way as the ‘dismissive’ approach to orality, if not quite to the same
degree. (See note 2). The more absolute our contradiction of the dismissive approach seeks
to be, the more absolute its linking of tradition to text. In other words, the simplistic
framework employed by the dismissive approach is perpetuated. For in making ‘literature’ and
‘text’ interchangeable one ultimately makes ‘literature’ and tradition interchangeable. Granted,
the tradition may - thanks to Parry and Lord - allow for the text to actually have been
composed in so far as the text is an improvisation on a creative model that is not staid, but
flexible. (In the ‘dismissive’ view this model is characterized by its rigidity, meaning that the
text is less composed than it is - above all - ‘passed on’, transmitted). But at the end of the
day ‘traditional tell us "what"". Presupposed as tradition (as opposed to being qualified by it),
the oral text that is automatically literature can never be more than folklore. As such, it is
never really literature, always anthropology. (See also notes | and 3).

To return to Barber’s ‘oriki text [that] is not a literary object’. In the introduction she and
De Moraes Farias call for ‘a sociology of textual production’, affirming the decline of ‘[t]he
idea that "a society" or "a people" has a monolithic and homogeneous culture, equally shared
by all its members’, and drawing attention to

the extraordinarily complex internal cultural differentiation of some societies,... [and]
the impossibility of assigning a single determinate ‘translation’ to any ideological
phenomenon in any society'”.

In other words, we cannot talk about the oral tradition of a particular society without first
clarifying the social group or class within that society to whom the tradition specifically
relates. This view obviously reflects a generally more ‘conflictual’ model of oral societies,
representing a movement away from the conception of oral societies as necessarily tending
towards harmony, stability and homeostasis. (See Chapter 2, note 28). Where Oral Theory has
generally been premised on the notion of tradition as something relatively unified and simple
(as set out in Chapter 2), the latter can increasingly be shown as multiple and complex'®,
But there is no reason to believe that Barber’s projection of the oriki text as falling outside
the notion of literature has anything to do with considerations of social stratification and
wielding of power within Yoruba society. As ‘praise poetry’ oriki are obviously a crucial
element not just of the expression of power, but indeed of power (and prestige) itself.
Moreover, they are performed across the spectrum of society, by ordinary individuals (both
men and women) and specialists alike'®. The particular ambiguity of the oriki as ‘literary
discourse’ that is not a literary object is not of a social or historical, but a textual nature. And
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we arrive, perhaps, at the main reason for the ‘impasse’ in the interpretation of the oral text
highlighted by Barber and De Moraes Farias'. The idea of the text as ‘given’, Barber tells
us, lies at the heart of ‘the mainstream [modernist] traditions of written literary criticism in
which all scholars of oral literature have been educated"''. Yai'" offers a similar reflection,
noting that ‘written literary criticism serves as the bedrock to oral poetry criticism, the latter
being perceived as the former’s appendage’. Once again, the point is worth stressing: however
justified the call by Barber and her co-contributors’ for an interdisciplinary approach to the
oral text, their concern is essentially with the oral text as fext - a text that may well resist
definition as {artistic) object, but which nevertheless remains distinct from social information
(society) or historical data (history). In the final analysis theirs is the impasse, not of the
historian or anthropologist, but of the literary scholar'*.

As such, then, Barber’s testimony amounts to a critique of a particular literary theory. In
terms of the ‘modernist’ literary paradigm one cannot give a satisfactory account of orikl, not
because this particular kind of praise poetry is not literature, but, quite simply, because the
theoretical paradigm is inadequate. What is significant, however, at least from the point of
view of conceptualizing oral literature, is the route Barber follows to get out of this dilemma.
In an earlier article - published in 1984 - ‘Yoruba Orikl and Deconstructive Criticism’
(already quoted at the beginning of this chapter), Barber, having noted the inappropriateness
of the modernist paradigm, ‘read’ the oriki against what she termed the ‘chief adversary’ of
conventional criticism - namely deconstruction - only to find the latter equally wanting'.
(We shall see her reasons for this later on). While she suggests, in conclusion to the article,
that the conception of Jiterature as ‘social practice’ be the ‘real alternative’ to the conventional
approach'”, her constant concern with the notion of criticism (as reflected in the title)
ensconces the argument firmly within the field of literary theory. But if Barber, in the
‘Interpreting Or{kl as History and as Literature’ we have been reviewing, bases her argument
on exactly the same theoretical inadequacy of modemism, she - following up on her earlier
suggestion of literature-as-social practice - now turns for a solation not so much to (post-
modernist) literary theory as to an interdisciplinary collaboration with sociology and history.
The text is seen as a ‘species of social action’; literary study is assimilated to the science of

rhetoric, which constitutes a way

of getti‘n g at the capacity of the text to activate spheres beyond the confines of its own
textuality, and be implicated in social and political action'',
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The following questions come to mind: why, given the essentially literary concerns of Barber
and her collaborators, is the battle against the ‘modernist’ paradigm not fought within literary
theory, as literary theory? Why is the oriki text, given its resistance to closure, its
‘infiniteness’, not redefined in these terms as fext rather than projected - as non-text
(remember that according to Barber oriki are not literary objects) - ‘beyond the confines of
its own textuality?’ In short, instead of pointing out that the assumptions of conventional
criticism (and of post-modermnist criticism for that matter) exclude the orfki, why not say that
these assumptions are wrong and proceed to point out how they should be changed?

It may be objected that these considerations are trivial - and, in fact, rather quaint - in so
far as they insist on the very kind of hegemony - of order - that the post-modernist (in South
Africa temptingly overlapping with post-apartheid) view has liberated us from. Surely it does
not matter in which ‘field” oral literature is interpreted, as long as this is done properly? But
‘literature’ has an ideological dimension, and to advance an interdisciplinary historical / social
approach as the only (as opposed to an alternative) mode of interpretation of a given literature
runs the risk of (subtly) devaluating the latter. (On the assumption that everything may be
significant the modernist reading, as we saw earlier, presupposes a text whose ‘signifiers open
onto multiple signifieds’ - is it not that the oral signifier is, somehow, incapable of
engendering such wealth of meaning?) It is important, for our purposes, that this risk be faced
head-on: we are talking, after all, about the literature of the ‘other’. And this risk becomes
particularly acute when the oral text is denied as object: how do we know that the extra-
textual interpretative dimension brought out by Barber’s interdisciplinary rhetoric is not
merely functional? In freeing the oral text from the (written) literary paradigm, are we not,
in fact, reverting to the ‘cultural focus’ Okpewho objected to in Chapter 2?

Of course, Barber at various points draws attention to the importance of textuality (taking
into account the properties of a text as a text), and in a sense her whole argument is played
out on the proverbial tightrope between, on the one hand, the centrality of the text as basis
of a literary / aesthetic interpretation and, on the other, the extreme fluidity of the oral text,
a fluidity due not so much to the fact that it is, as performance, less ‘objective’ than its
written counterpart, than to the relentless (at least from the point of view of the observer)
social / historical demands the oral society makes upon it. But that does not mean that the
utterance cannot also, at some point in the range of interpretation to which it appeals, exist

as a text - more precisely: an object - for the historical / social expectations (‘functions’) to
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which the oral text is submitted can in no way be said to preciude the possibility of aesthetic
/ literary ones.

There seems, in fact, little reason for the oriki not to alse be ‘literary object’, no matter
how fragmented, disjointed and ‘decentred’ the latter may be. For a start, oriki constiiute a
recognizable genre within Yoruba culture itself - the interpretative category of ‘praise poetry’
was not created by the researcher for the purposes of his own scientific distinction, but is
lived by the people who perform the oriki. Furthermore the oriki, though coming across as
unconnected fragments, are related through the mere fact of being attributed to a singie
subject: the one to whom the performance is addressed. Orfki are epithets, they constitute a
‘dynamic process of naming’. Names, as Barber points out, ‘are seif-sufficient with their own
internal significance...’!!’. Surely the understanding of orikl as names (rather than words or
‘units’) provides them with a kind of texmal unity? In her 1984 article Barber puts this more
clearly:

It would be going too far to claim that oriki are made up of a random assortment of
unrelated units, Such an assortment would surely be impossibie to perform. There is
a clustering of units, through habit and through a kind of thematic drift; and there is
a consistency of style which smooths the transition from one unit to another'?,

Oriki can then be recognized in terms of a style, and it is not impossible to relate them to a
theme, even if the latter is not easily summarized. At the end of the day oriki seem, in fact,
to provide an excellent example of the oral text that is nof reducible to some kind of extra-
textual role, and which Barber and De Moraes Farias earlier singled out as a particular focus

of their study:

we were interested in the properties of oral texts that make them evasive and
ambiguous: their capacity not only to take on radically different significances from
one historical moment to the next, but also to accommodate al the same moment
incompatible significances, with an effect of dynamic ambiguity...'"%.

These properties are also those of the oriki. But are they not also those, as Finnegan put it
earlier, through which literature is ‘distanced’? Conditional in this regard is that the utterance
is somehow ‘set apart' - that it be textual okject.

In conclusion to our overview of the oriki, let us consider an aspect that Barber has no
hestitation in relating to the lack of ‘closure’ of the genre, namely that oriki are ‘a collection
of diverse voices. Different bits were composed by different people”®. Yet the multi-

compositional nature of oriki is, on the evidence provided, little different to that associated
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with oral texts in general. This brings us right back to the notion of tradition, which, as
explained by Parry and Lord, does not only define the ultimate distinctiveness of the oral text
vis-2-vis the written, but also, in a very real sense, guarantees the unity of the text. Seen as
traditional texts - which they are'' - the fragmentation and decentredness of the orikl are
immediately qualified. Foley's view of the oral text as simultaneously ‘thing in itself’ and
‘directive’, gleaning its identity from tradition (a view strongly inscribed in an oral-formulaic
theory relatively poorly - as we have seen - adapted to Africa™

the orfkl.

Olabiyi Yai echoes Barber’s critique of the text as object, noting that the notions of

), may well ting true even for

spatiality and uniry, basic to the definition of text, ‘are not necessarily relevant in oral
literature'™, The conventional formalist and structuralist approaches o oral literature, useful
in certain respects'”, are therefore inadequate for the study of oral Iiterature. What he terms
‘the context of situation’ {also the ‘ethnography of performance’) approach - attributed to the
development of pragmatics and semiotics - ultimately fails by the same token. While this
approach rightfully abandons the idea of the text as self-sufficient unit of amalysis (thing in
itself and directive to its perceivers?}, it still hinges on an opposition of ‘text’ to ‘context’
which is foreign to orality: ‘[t]he text / context dualism may be a function of the “alphabetic
ideology" [scriptocentrism?] of the Western world...”'%,

In a sense, then, Yai’s dissatisfaction with the modes of interpretation of the oral utferance
can be seen as geing beyond that of Barber, whose view of literature as social practice
reflects, if not exactly a dichotomy, a kind of ‘interplay’ between the notions of text and

context (to be conceived of as discourse on the one hand and power and ideology on the
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other'™) in respect of which it could be argued that the text as object remains more or less

identifiable. Barber's argument as 1o the inadequacies in reiation to the oral of beth
conventional and post-modernist literary paradigms is essentially a methodological one, but
Yai lodges his objection on a deeper, epistemological level:

The reason for the relative failure of the linguistic [structuralist] and semiotic
[pragmatic] approaches to oral poetry criticism is thal, whatever their methadology,
their presuppositions enshrine a serious epistemological confusion. Since we are
dealing with cultural products expressed in linguistic medium, the use of the written
modality which is known to be antithetic to orality for apprehending the latter should
appear as prima-facie suspicious scientific instrument'”.

Where Barber took us to the edge, so to speak, of a writing-centred conception of oral
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literature, Yai takes us to the edge of the modality of criticism of oral literature, which is
writing itself. The distinctiveness of the oral, which in this instance owes nothing to the
formalist hypotheses of Parry and Lord, is pushed to the limit, and the prognosis for a proper
oral literary criticism is nothing if not pessimistic. Arnold Krupat’s ‘courageous’ admission

B receives the

‘I do not believe that our textual culture... can develop an oral poetics’'
following jusification:

... the very enterprise of a written criticism of oral literature has an intrinsic violence,
as well as an assimilationist parti-pris, at its root. Thus all the theories so far examined

have produced criticisms of oraliture [oral literature] that are but various versions of

written literature criticism. They cannot fail to miss their target'®.

The inherent inability of the researcher of Oral Theory to give a particular oral text a literary
‘reading’ (reception) has already been discussed, earlier in the present chapter as well as in
Chapter 1. This inability results in the existence - to us - of but a ‘virtual’ oral literature,
which takes its example from the literary horizons of expectations of the ultimately
‘privileged’ Homeric poems. As I stated in Chapter 2, this particular conception - in so far
as it relates to the theoretical origins of Oral Theory - can be seen as an attempt at setting
aside (or bypassing) the ‘anthropological bias’ of Oral Theory. Of course, it is a vain attempt,
for the ‘literature’ in question remains at the level of pure possibility. But at least it
recognizes the need to remove the study of oral literature from its anthropological cradle. Yai,
more than any of the authors we have dealt with, is sensitive to this. Reflecting on the
approaches to oral literature earlier criticized, he is able to justify them within the framework
of a particular ‘modality of writing’: what he terms ‘the Western university tradition’. He
continues:

They [these approaches] will still be of use, but their practitioners should bear in mind
their status. As long as their role is to inform us about the mechanisms of a literature
whose natural audience is not familiar with such discourse, these critical approaches,
we must emphasize, are part and parcel of anthropology or ethnology'™®.

An interesting twist that Yai gives my earlier argument is the attention he focuses, not on the
distance between the researcher of oral literature (whom I shall now call a potential critic)
and the text he encounters (due to cultural / linguistic unfamiliarity and the failure to come
to terms with the oral medium - ‘scriptocentrism’), but, instead, on the distance between the
oral text’s ‘natural audience’ (‘traditional’ audience) and the mode of interpretation employed

by the ‘critic’. Of course, the two ‘distances’ are really one and the same, but Yai’s
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formulation goes straight to the core of the matter, which is - in the terms we used earlier -
the exclusion of the ‘critic’ from the text’s horizons of expectations. As such, as Yai puts i,
‘the student’s [critic’s] participation in the creative process of poetry is thrown overboard’.
To re-use, albeit in a different context, Ong's vivid image: as researcher constantly on the
look-out for information (data), the ‘critic’ of oral literature is nothing more than an
assembly-line worker, in other words, not a critic at all.

At this point Yai takes the dissolution of the text-as-object a step further. Apart from their
historicity and ideology, oral texts are inherently critical, they ‘often already contain the
germs of a theery of themseives’"”'. Beyond the dichotomy of text vs context, Yai is, in fact,
concerned with another one, equally scriptocentric, and, as far as the oral text is concerned,
equally false: literature vs criticism. The Geéledé society of Western Yorubaland, for example,

knows a particular kind of ‘pre-performance criticism’'*

, Where two or three artists with
complementary talents {either specialized in melody or in words and metaphors) assess songs
proposed by individuals. A song may be re-evaluated afterwards, before being submitted for
assessment by the ‘collective’, a procedure known as ighalé. According to Yai, this criticism
is ‘conceived as a communal exercise, a collective production’. As an example of a form of
criticism contemporary to performance, Yai mentions the dialogic mode of the Ivéré [d
{divinatory poetry), where the responsorial form of the chant enables the audience to register
their approval or disapproval of the participant's song at the end of each ‘line’. ‘Poetic
coniests’ offer yet another - extremely pervasive - example of oral poetry that is
simultaneously oral criticism. ‘Unlike the criticism of writtenness which is in essence a
criticism of mediation’, Yai tells us, ‘oral poetics is indivisible with its poetry; it is self-
productive’. He describes the criticism of oral texts as generative, expansive and ameliorative:

Its objective and function are not only to make poets do better and to arouse more
poetic vocations, but more important, to make each poet excel his predecessors and
his contemporaries or to give self-transcending performances at every occasion. T is,
in several respects, participatory. From the point of view of oral poetics, oral poetry

should not even be described. We know it by practising it and by contributing to its
making'’.

What is noteworthy in this particular critique of the ‘finiteness’ of the textual object is that,
different to Barber, Furniss and - as we shall see - ¥ai] and White, Yai does not refer to some
kind of interdisciplinary ‘beyond’, but declares himself squarely within the field of literature

and literary studies. Unlike formalist, structuralist and pragmatic ‘literary’ approaches, the
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‘oral poetics’ described here is not anthropology, but literature.

Or is it? The logical outcome of Yai’s argument is ‘an oral approach to the criticism of oral
poetry where it is being taught’: at university. This will, for the first time no doubt, afford
the oral text an interpretative framework in many ways distinct from that developed in the
anthropological pursuit of gathering data on traditional societies. But this is easier said than
done. Yai mentions courses introduced at universities in [le-Ife (Nigeria), where oral poets
themselves teach different modes of oral poetry with the emphasis on ‘performative
acquisition’. This innovation ellicits the following comment, worth quoting at some length:

A meeting-point has indeed been created between the university ivory-tower and the
contexts of oral poetry elaboration but the traffic is one way. Contrary to the usual
course of oral poetry apprenticeship, the young poet does not go to his master but the
master leaves his village in search of his pupil in an institution where he feels de trop.
From a central authority in his village, he becomes a peripheralised master, as it were,
in the university circle. In a sense a traditional poet teaching in a university patterned
on Western models of education is a hostage of the peasant world in a ‘modern’
island. This, of course, affects patterns of mutual perception between poet / teacher
and student. Students do respect the poet for his art and talent but they hardly regard
him as a regular teacher. The relationships of camaraderie that constitute the norm
between teacher and pupil in the village situation do not exist here, as pupils do not
belong to the same socio-cultural background and do not interact outside the
classroom. To a considerable extent, creativity is consequently muted in both teacher
and pupils and the threat of ‘fakelore’ becomes more serious'®,

Yai imagines a ‘more flexible and dialogic situation’ where the pupil goes to work with the
master in the village and immerses himself in the ‘ecology’ of oral poetry. But he concedes
that ‘this would require a complete rethinking of our educational tenets’ and a questioning of
‘the validity of the entire structure of the neo-colonial society with its characteristic urban
bias’'*. Our response can only be the following: the context in which Oral Theory has come
to be postulated is simply not part of such a revolutionary project, no more, at any rate, than
would be the case for any other academic ‘discipline’, whatever its degree of
interdisciplinarity. Yai’s conception of a true oral poetics, while courageously asserting the
equality of the oral creator and his critic and to a large degree showing how it could be
achieved, brings out in full relief, not just the distance between ‘us’ and ‘them’, but the
ideological stakes involved in ‘oral literature’. At issue, as Barber and De Moraes Farias put
it, is ‘the power imbalance which caused the rupture between producers [of oral literature]

and Westernised critics in the first place’™®. An oral literature theorised and critiqued not as

information, but literature, remains at best an ideal.



125

Yai and Barber - the latier perhaps to a slightly lesser exlent - attempt to elaborate a
theoretical paradigm for oral literature in full recognition of what we earlier called the
‘distinctiveness’ of orality. Indeed, the failure of previous theoretical models to interpret the
oral text (i.e. to crifically interpret it as |iterature), is attributed precisely to their assumption
that oral and written texts could share the same critical apparatus. In the light of our earlier
interpretation of Ong's argument against the notion of oral literature, we can say that Yai and
Barber both emphasize that part of oral difference that goes to ‘cultural chauvinism’. The
arguments advanced by Vail and White, however, are best understood as stressing the divisive
{‘racist’) aspect of Ong’s views. As such, then, their concem is not lo establish - as Yai
attempts to do - a specialized *oraliture’ criticism, but rather, as Alan Thorold puts it, ‘to
erase the distinction beiween the aral and the writien in southem African literature™.

White does talk about the need to develop ‘an aesthetic deriving not from external models
or theories of orality but from the evidence of African texts and from the comments of
performers and audiences in Africa about the nature of the literature they value’™. This
sounds very much like Yai. In fact, there is little question of Vail and White ‘disagreeing’
with Yai or Barber, and they strongly endorse Yai's complaint as to the lack of
communication between the producer and critic of oral poetry. (See Chapter |, note 80). But
in advocating an historical approach to the study of African oral poetry - more specifically
in terms of this poetry’s ‘cammon aesthetic’ of poetic license - they say nothing that, in
essence, cannot also be said about criticism of written literature. According to White,

[tlhe phencmenon that oral poetry in its various forms is permitied a freedom of

expression which violates normal conventions has been noted throughout sub-Saharan
Africa'®,

An historical approach, he further tells us,

conforms very well with the testimony of African informants. A good oral poer is
usually described as one wha rools his performance, directly or by implication, in a
coherent and comprehensive view of the past and present'®

The important point to make is that the appropriateness in question here relates less o orality
per se than it does 10 Africa (or southern Africa) as cultural area. At issue is less what is
appropnate for oral, than what is appropriate for African literature {poetry}). As such, of the
numerous advantages that Vail and White attribute to their interpretative framewaork of poetic
license, namely - to mention but a few - that it ‘strengthens and makes more specific the

customary claim that oral poetry is a kind of social action’ {see Furniss and Barber), that it
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‘makes redundant the distinction between text and context (see Yai), between formalist
analyses of literary devices and social analyses of content, in short between poetics and

history’'*!, one advantage stands out:

it enables us to recognize important lines of continuity between oral and written poetry

in southern Africa'*.

Vail and White’s virulent criticism of the role of the oral formulaic theory in the creation of
a ‘notional oral man’ leads - inevitably one suspects - not just to a denial of the literacy vs
orality dichotomy, but to a denial of the difference between written and oral text. Their denial
of anthropological division translates amiably into a literary universalism that owes nothing
in particular to orality.

Or does it? Vail and White have already made abundantly clear to us that they are not
interested in the formula, even as an aid to improvisation / composition. (See Chapter 1, note
51). Neither can the essence of oral poetry be interpreted ‘through an investigation of the
mechanics of its performance’, in other words - in the terms we developed earlier - through
an investigation of the mechanics of its zextualiry. It may be worth reflecting briefly on Vail
and White's use here of the term ‘essence’. Two possibilities present themselves. Either we
take essence to refer specifically to the meaning of the oral text (‘oral meaning’, in other
words), in which case the very historicity of the text is regarded as being, in a sense, an effect
of oral textuality regardless of whether the oral and written text are formally different: the
oral text lends itself to an historical approach in ways that the written text does not. Or we
may understand essence to mean simply ‘meaning’ (at issue is simply a text, not necessarily
an oral one), in which case formal differences between the oral and written text are entirely
inconsequential given the over-all importance - as far as meaning is concerned - of the
relation between text and history. Where our first interpretation of ihe term ‘essence’ reaches
beyond what may (or may not) be common to oral and written literature (the textual) so as
to address the specifically oral (historicity), the second ignores what may (or may not) be
specific 50 as to address what it sees as common to literature in general.

The perspectives developed in Power and the Praise Poem would seem to provide
justification for both interpretations. With regard to the first one, we have already seen
White's assertion, based on the views of his African informants, as to the particular

appropriateness of an historical approach to the African oral text. In other words, we may
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justifiably talk of a specifically oral literary paradigm without feeling guilty about our lack
of concern for textual considerations as such. This position will be revisited later on. The
second interpretation is, in a sense, the more problematical of the two in so far as it denies -
or glosses over - the ‘distinctiveness’ of the oral. It will be useful, at this point, to reflect on
this in somewhat more detail.

Vail and White may well reject the formalist paradigm, but they nonetheless recognize that
the oral text is likely to be dominated by certain formal features rather than others. Foremost
amongst these are repetition, sentences that are ‘short and fairly simple in construction’, a
predominance, ‘because of its greater vividness’, of the present relative to past tenses (even
where historical events are being described), and, given its greater immediacy, a predilection
for the direct speech of the first and second person rather than the indirect speech of the
third"’. These factors all relate to the ‘mechanics of performance’. In addition to these
considerations, Vail and White are not necessarily averse to a description of the oral text in
terms of the way in which it is patterned. Central to this is the metaphor. Through its
elaboration into ‘patterns of interpretation’'*, it

come[s] to stand as the bearers of history and remain[s] in the cultures concerned as

evaluative precedents, the ‘evidence’ to be deployed by subsequent poets as they
145

interpret that history'®.
There is a striking analogy between the conception of the metaphor as ‘evaluative precedent’
answering to a certain pattern of interpretation, and the idea of a tradition-based ‘generalized
poetic language’™ or diction a la Parry. Ong, as we noted earlier, refers to striking visual
imagery (which is precisely what the metaphor frequently amounts to) as ‘the ocular
equivalent of the formula’. (See Chapter 2, note 49). Vail and White are clearly sensitive to
this analogy, for they immediately raise their guard:

It should be clear that these metaphors are not ‘formulas’, either in the sense that they
are repeated expressions, for the general diction need not be retained, or in the sense
that they repeat given ‘essential ideas’, for their value is precisely that they provide
the currency for new ideas, for reassessment and for reevaluation. Metaphors, by
fusing abstract concepts with concrete images, have the characteristic of uniting
physical and metaphysical elements into a rich compound of meaning'?’,

So, by ‘fusing abstract concepts with concrete images’ it is the metaphor that - to recall
Okpewho's earlier remark (see note 56) - provides the means of escape from objective truth

in order to grasp ‘truth of a more metaphysical design’. Not only does the metaphor constitute
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the point where physical reality gives onto the metaphysical, but, from an interpretative point
of view. it also stands at the very juncture where the properly textual / formal merges into
the historical, and Vail and White leave us in no doubt as to the supremacy of the latter. This

"% and their

despite their recognition of the importance of the ‘skills of the performer
acknowledgement, at least in the case of the Paiva song, of the way in which form has
contributed to its ‘popularity and memorability’ "9 In fact, this acknowledgement of textuality
is relative to say the least, for only a few pages later we are told that

[i]n the final analysis, the long popularity of the Paiva song... has had little to do with
its form...

And the metaphor is explicitly shown to derive not from considerations of form, but of
history:

[i}t [the popularity of the Paiva song] has depended on what is widely believed to
have been the audacity of its original protest at a historical moment the people still

cherish, and on the absolute precision of its central metaphor in expressing the
150

plantations workers’ complaint about the sugar company ™.
Contrary, then, to what the perspective on oral form, not just as mode of expression, but
essentially as mode of cognition would have us believe (see Chapter 2), the visual imagery
that makes up the metaphor is not about how people think (emphasizing what is easily
recognizable or ‘memorable’) but, rather, about whar they think (in relation to their own
experience / history). This is an attractive proposition. But if, in Vail and White's view, the
metaphor is, so to speak, at the service of history, it is also subjected to it. The metaphor
derives from history and comes to terms with it, but it seldom - if ever - transcends it. And
here we arrive at what is no doubt the crucial difference between written and oral literature,
namely their different relation to time:

Where a poem reaches its audience through print... [wle take it at cur own pace,
appreciating its completeness as a work of art. Even when the points it makes are
topical, we tend to praise it for achieving timelessness. Some oral poetry resembles
this. There are songs and poems that have been preserved over long periods because
they express perfectly what people feel on certain subjects, the words remaining
largely unchanged because ‘they come from our fathers’. There are others composed
well in advance of performance and polished to perfection in rehearsal, The songs of

the Chopi migodo... are good examples. In general, though, the tendency of oral poetry
is to be concerned with the drama of the moment'*'.

Apart from its - surprising - concession to a Kantian universalist aesthetic (the timelessness
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of the text reflects the disinterestedness of the author - see Chapter 1, notes [17 and 118), not
to mention the modemist ‘art for art’s sake’ apparent in the idea of a performance ‘polished
to perfection’, this passage is notable for its contradiction. The basic point that Vail and
White are trying to make is that oral poetry is essentially time-bound because of its concern
with ‘the drama of the moment’ - its historicity. At the same time, though, they allude to a
kind of historicity that is itself, in a sense, ‘timeless’: some songs are preserved because ‘they
express perfectly what people feel on certain subjects’. The point is, of course, that these
‘subjects’ are historical ones: the meaning of a particular text can only become apparent
within an historical perspective. But the inherent historicity of the oral text is not only its
condition of meaning, it also turns out to be its condition of longevity, of ‘timelessness’. The
implications of this view brings us close to the idea of the relative ‘changelessness’ of oral
societies Vail and White so explicitly reject. Even though the events themselves do not
change, surely the way people feel about them constantly do? As Vail and White themselves
demonstrate, the oral text is historical not because it reflects - or even attempts to reflect -
the significance of history, but because it interprets, and re-interprets, that significance.

Yet many an oral text takes on a kind of momentum that propulses it beyond its historical
embeddedness. Finnegan will have no problem in accounting for this momentum: it is what
makes the text ‘aesthetic’, what sets it apart from everyday discourse - in short, its textuality,
its form. Being, as we have seen, by no means a strict adherent of the formalism of Parry and
Lord, she may well agree with Vail and White that historicity is the vital ingredient of textual
meaning / interpretation. But the transcendance of that history (or that meaning) into
‘communication of insight’ seems - to me at least - indistinguishable from the effect of
detachment that is the prerogative of form, and form alone.

Faced with the contradiction of a historicity that is simultaneously time-specific and
timeless, Vail and White are, however, extremely reluctant to attribute to form any such
importance. Their reference, in the passage quoted above, to the Chopi migodo (sing. ngodo)
is particularly significant in this respect. For the ngodo, performed to the highly structured
musical accompaniment of the timbila (xylophone) as well as choreographed dance's?, boasts,
by Vail and White’s own account, very much the kind of formal complexity and elaboration
that would be the hallmark of any ‘true’ art that successfully transcends the conditions of its

own creation. The ngodo, we leam:

is an extended and complex poetical form... [plerformed by professional musicians
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rather than by laborers and cultivators, and... devised for lengthy public entertainment
rather than to accompany communal or work-gang activity, they [migodo] are much
more thematically and aesthetically ambitious than, say, the Paiva song...'”

Yet, their curtsy to the modernist ideal notwithstanding (‘composed well in advance of
performance... polished to perfection’), Vail and White are not to be dissuaded. Their
demand, throughout, is for an aesthetic of the oral text in which form plays as little a role as
possible. Hence - one may suspect - ‘poetic license’

we have been describing our own [historical] account of oral poetry in south-central
Africa as constituting in itself an aesthetic, at the heart of which is the concept of
poetic license'™.

Poetic license, as we have already seen, goes to the notion that certain types of discourse
(what we have called ‘texts’) is permitted a freedom of expression that would normally
violate convention. In so far as we may talk of an aesthetic of poetic license, poetic license
is logically also that which turns the oral text into oral literature. Given their endeavour to
establish an alternative to an aesthetic of form, Vail and White do not explore the question
as to whether this license does not - perhaps - tend to coincide with certain types of text
(differentiated by form) rather than others. We shall shortly return to this point. Instead, it
would seem that poetic license is the effect of purely social / historical considerations, related
to the ‘expectation’ of the audience ‘that something of public interest is being said, and said
in 2 manner worth attention’'**,

Vail and White's highlighting of the political notion of public interest would, of itself, to

a large extent distance the ‘expectation’ in question here from the ‘horizons of expectations’

we talked about earlier'*®

- Yet in the very same paragraph Vail and White make the point that
this expectation is ‘[i]mplicit in the very mechanics of performance’, in other words, implicit -
at least to a degree - in the formal properties of the text. Lest this statement comes across
as a contradiction of the fundamentally social nature of Vail and White’s aesthetic, it may be
useful to make a few further observations on the notion of form. In question is not so much
whether the latter is a necessary ‘criterion’ in respect of the literary, but, rather, the nature
of the form that may be thus considered. Assuming that Vail and White's conception of oral
literature does relate to questions of form, does their ‘form’ necessarily effect the kind of
‘detachment’ conducive - at least as far as Finnegan is concerned - to ‘literature’?

We earlier qualified the formalist aesthetic as pertaining to ‘a special use of language’

characterized by certain ‘devices’ uncommon to ordinary discourse or ‘practical language’.



131

{See Chapter |, note 92). Against this Parry’s notion of an archaized ‘specialized poetic
language’ characterized by the formula has obvious formalist implications'”’. But where the
formalist device is generally justified in terms of the ‘literary’ effect it produces (see
Finnegan’s ‘communication of insight’ - Viktor Shklovsky's notion of defamiliarization no
doubt offers a good example in this regard™®), the explanation for the oral style described by
Parry is frequently much more humble: the forms employed by Homer were less to serve
poetry than to serve memory.

159

In an article on the structuralist poetics of Roman Jakobson'™, George Mounin explains

what he sees as the preference of the latter for ‘the poetry of those countries... where

. . » 160
traditional forms have survived’!

on the grounds that Jakobson ‘mistakes structures that are
aesthetically pertinent for mnemotechnic structures’'®'. According to Mounin, the ‘metric,
prosodic, phonic, grammatical and semantic’ devices that permeate Jakobsonian analyses are,
as Sunday Anozie puts it:

neither intrinsically musical nor intrinsically poetic, but are insiead mnemotechnic, that

is, they are invented by civilizations and cultures based upon oral transmission to

enable the memory to conserve certain discourses'?.

Anozie, while conceding that ‘there is a strong point’ to Mounin’s argument, qualifies as
‘arbitrary’ Mounin’s distinction between poetry and memory. Whether this distinction is
indeed arbitrary need not concern us here, but what is important is that Mounin is far from
alone in having made it. The vexed notion of the distinctiveness of orality has generally been
interpreted (as we saw in Chapter 2), not in the light of oral-textual forms deriving from and
supporting poetic insights, but in the light of textual strategies required to facilitate memory
recall in the absence of writing. Even where Vail and White show their appreciation for the
‘skills’ of the performer (see note 148), it is undoubtedly the laiter interpretation that holds
sway in their contention that the expectation of the audience is implicit in the ‘mechanics of
performance’. Crudely put, the audience wants to know what is in the ‘public interest’, the
performer wants them to remember. Form is, to Vail and White, essentially usefid in so far
as it enhances the text’s longevity. The aesthetic function of form as effect of ‘detachment’
is of comparatively little concem.

If poetic license can be regarded as in itself an aesthetic, it is because the ‘permission’ it
depends upon should have as little to do with textual form as possible. This is the crux of
Vail and White's position. Yet ever attentive to the possibility that an outright rejection of

formalist considerations looks suspiciously like a privileging of the social over the aesthetic
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(and the text must, after all, speak as rext), the notion of form is never far from the surface.
And where we earlier drew attention to a certain contradiction within Vail and White’s notion
of historicity (implying the time-boundedness of the text while also - at least in certain cases -
guaranteeing its longevity), we can now see the notion of form as at least equally ambiguous.

At some point in history, Vail and White muse, ‘oral poets in southern Africa succeeded
in formalizing [the] expectations [on the part of the audience on what is of public interest]
into a convention of poetic license that privileges poetry and song above all other forms of
oral discourse...”'*". ‘Poetry and song’ juxtaposed with ‘forms of oral discourse’ clearly imply
textual form: ‘mechanics of performance’. But what to make of the relation between the latter
and the idea of formalized expectations? (Expectations, it must be remembered, that are
essentially political). Why should formalized expectations (historicity) coincide with
formalized discourse (textuality), and then with certain forms of discourse rather than others?

The formalist / modernist answer would be relatively simple: because the formalized text
is set apart from ordinary discourse and therefore enables its subject matter (content) to be
distinguished (‘distanced’) from history even though it is rooted in it. Certain forms simply
achieve this detachment (without which artistic appreciation is impossible) better than others.
But this response, one feels, could hardly be acceptable to Vail and White. As it turns out,
however, they do not provide an alternative one. The expectations at the heart of their
aesthetic of poetic license are, in the final analysis, recognized as such precisely because of
the existence of the textual forms (identified as ‘poetry and song’) in which they are cast, The
expectations are not formalized as history but as text separated from history.

One element in Vail and White’s aesthetic of poetic license which - in the absence of
specific statements to this effect - would tend to support the above conclusion, is their

insistence that ‘it is not the poer who is licensed by the literary conventions of the region,...

» 164

[but] the poem’'™. The advantage of this emphasis, they argue,

is that it enables us to take into account the wide variety of different performances the
prevailing aesthetic can encompass and to locate this broader range of poems in a
more complex set of social circumstances [than if the aesthetic was vested in the
person of a specific kind of performer]'®,

If the aesthetic attaches to the text rather than the performer (who, like the imbongi, may well
enjoy official status), the text can be legitimately given an historical interpretation even if it
occurs far from the cultural context in which it was first - or is normally - performed: ‘not

only... [in] the village, the dancing arena, the homestead, the spirit-possession ceremony, but
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also... the plantation, the township, the mining compound, or the black trade-union meeting’.
The historicily of the text can transcend its context of performance. But this conception of
poetic Jicense of necessity implies a recognition of the text as textual object which, in
transcending a particular cultural context, also transcends the particularity of historical event.
The formal properties by which the text is recognized as text is vital to this extension of
historical meaning.

Parry’s determinancy of form ‘broke the link between performance and history®. (See note
57). But it is not particularly difficult to construe the arguments we have reviewed - highly
critical of the formalist stance - as implying the more or less rigid distinction between social
/ historical and textual / formal. Yai’s oral poetics aside (and in the face of the fundamentally
skewed balance of power between written study and oral object, the actual viability of his
critical paradigm must be seriously questioned), it can be usefully argued that ‘oral literature’
actually requires the separation of history and performance. The ‘break’ between performance
and history would have two dimensions, intimately related. First, there is the question as to
whether the performance can be sufficiently ‘objectified’ to be regarded as text (textual
object). The notion of textual object seemed particularly untenable on the evidence of
Barber's oriki, which appear as little more than disparate and haphazard utterances. Yet in the
very lack of form they reflect to the untrained eye lies the elements which make the oriki
identifiablexas genre and, to all intenis and purposes, as text. True, the unity of the oriki as
text is partichlarly dependent on insight into social and historical context. Once established,
however, the oriki can also be distanced from the latter. This brings us to the second aspect
of the ags etic separation between text and history, namely the degree 1o which the text is
abré'ibe detach itself from its historical reference (including the particularity of its performance
/ performer) to exist as ‘thing in itself’. Not only are they ‘evasive and ambiguous’, but the
oriki reflect a concern with their own textuality: Barber remarks that they ‘draw atiention to
their own fragmentation’'®. The formal basis of the orfki may well be obscure, but it is as
vital an element of their meaning as the question of historicity. Moreover, this formal basis
can only be recognized on condition of the link between performance and history being - if
not broken - at least temporarily suspended.

In Chapter 1 we briefly alluded to the possibility that Vail and White's rejection of the
formalist paradigm as interpretative framework of the oral text is, in fact, the result of the

‘notional oral man’ which they attribute to it. Yet, in spite of Parry’s reference to style (of
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which he sees the formula as the main ingredient) as the ‘form of thought’, there is ample
evidence, fully recognized by Vail and White, that Parry intended his theory to draw attention
to the creativity of the oral performer so as to, in Vail and White’s words, ‘insist... on the
nature of literature as literature’. They find appealing the idea of the oral artist ‘improvising
brilliantly within the formulas of his or her tradition’, and they note, interestingly, that it is
‘consistent with the obvious fact of the >historicity of oral literary traditions...”'?’.

But for its definitional problems (reviewed in Chapter 1) and the lack of evidence African
oral literature seems to provide for it (as noted by Foley, only a relatively small amount of
research in Africa can be related to the oral-formulaic theory - see Chapter 1, note 72), the
dual conception of the formula as characteristic of an oral style / indicative of an oral mode
of composition is, then, not without its merits. Unless, of course - and this brings us back to
the ‘distinctiveness’ issue - postulations as to what is considered specifically oral are
summarily rejected on the grounds that - as Vail and White maintain - ‘there is no essential
difference between oral and written literature’'®® [i.e. beyond the fact that the one is spoken,
the other written]. The effect of this assumption of similarity would be to make the formalist
approach redundant, at least in so far as the latter is obviously geared towards uncovering
differences between the oral and the written (even if these are merely of a textual nature) and
hence, to draw attention to the fact that the orality of the text is a crucial element in its
interpretation.

Yet we have noted the strong insinuation on the part of the authors reviewed in this section
as to the inherent time-boundedness or historicity of the oral text; for the interpretation of the
written text, historicity would, by implication, be less pertinent. And, crucially, all of them
work within the specific framework, not of literary tradition, but oral tradition. The literature
that is the object of their interest is not merely spoken, but the product of an orality to whose
historical and ideological ramifications the authors are particularly sensitive: not only is oral
literature marginalised literature (as would be the literature of, say, a particular sub-culture
in an industrialised society), but it is the literature of the historically powerless, the non-
literate peasantry. (See note 3).

For no reason other, therefore, than that the literature we have come across in this section
continues to be qualified, before anything else, as ‘oral’ - implying the distinctiveness of the
oral as oral-traditional - the setting aside of the formalist perspective would seem, however

justified the pursuit of alternative approaches relating to rhetorical force or historicity may be,
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impossible to achieve. After pointing out the failure of both new criticism and structuralism
to come to terms with oral literature (as a result of their shared - erroneous - preoccupation
with a ‘fixed’ or ‘established’ text ‘insulated from history’), Vail and White turn to post-
structuralism, which

has returned the unstable text to history only by undermining the authority of the

poem’s language, an authority basic to the aesthetic we have been describing'®.

We shall consider the notion of the ‘unstable text’ more closely in the next section. But
accepting that the authority of the poem’s language is fundamental to Vail and White's
proposed aesthetic, is it possible to talk about language without talking about textuality,
without talking about form? At the end of the day, is the aesthetic of poetic license not
founded on an earlier, formalist one? But apart from being unachievable, the abandonment
of the formalist aesthetic is in all probability also premature, for it is far from having been
exhausted. For why should the formalist approach be restricted to a seemingly endless variety
on the well-known theme of ‘groups of words regularly employed to express a given idea’?
What if formalism could be extended beyond this - initially useful - framework, to address
factors of oral textuality to which our scriptocentredness - or cultural chauvinism - has
continually blinded us? Why, in fact, should our concern with language necessarily be
concerned with words as words? What about words as rhythm, and - beyond the familiar
preoccupation with metrical pattern - words as sound? That such an overwhelming amount
of oral literature is not so much spoken as, in fact, sung, has been so frequently noted as to
have become banal. But rather than pass on this aspect of the oral performance to the
musicologist, the time has come, perhaps, to regard it as part and parcel of this ‘authority of
language’ which is the domain of the literary scholar. This may be a particular authority that
is the privilege, exclusively, of Oral Theory. Instead of copying models of written literature,
the criticism of oral literature may well be in a position to go beyond these, and then without
having to be projected, as Barber would insist, ‘beyond the confines of its own textuality’.

The oral text may be more powerful than we have suspected. This will be further considered

in Chapters 4 and 5.

33 Oral Literature as Popular Culture
In coming to associate the oral (which is also the traditional) with the ‘popular’, I intend

moving our exploration of the notion of oral literature beyond the conventional modernist
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paradigm into what is known as post-modernism. Briefly, this means that the notion of the
textual object endowed with ‘closure’ and ‘finiteness’ (as earlier characterized by Barber and
Yai respectively) loses its hold on literature: henceforth the text is ‘unstable’. As a result,
meaning itself is set free, and where the modernist perspective would impose on us the
continual questioning and refinement of interpretative ‘frameworks’ (which may also involve
setting aside what is regarded as redundant and inventing what is necessary) so as to progress
towards an evermore ‘approprate’, evermore ‘valid’ interpretation, post-modernism expects
of us merely to accept meaning and interpretation in all its plurality.

As 1 already stressed earlier, the choice to consider oral literature in the light of post-
modernism (the idea of a post-modemnist ‘framework’ would, in the light of the preceding
characterization, be contradictory), should not be seen as implying that post-modernist
perspectives may necessarily be better adapted to the interpretative context of orality than
modernist ones. More about this presently. What is of particular interest to us, though, is the
opportunity that post-modemism provides to question - if not actually break down - the
familiar opposition (strongly current at least within written literature) between literary and
non-literary, and thus to free ourselves from the preoccupation with the ‘aesthetic’ upon which
this opposition has always depended. Crucial from the point of view of orality is the
recognition that the undermining of the literary vs non-literary dichotomy can, in fact, be
conceptualized as the ideological project of addressing the political imbalance between ‘high
culture’ on the one hand and ‘popular culture’ on the other, a ‘progressive’ ™ project which
shows remarkable similarities to the universalist ideal (highlighted earlier) of breaking down
a literacy vs orality dichotomy which has increasingly presented itself as a ‘great divide’
between a literate ‘us” and a non-literate ‘them’. Our attempt to align ‘oral’ with ‘popular’
should therefore not be seen as an admission of defeat: caught up in a critical discourse
which, due to its anthropological bias, cannot but fail to appreciate its aesthetic quality, the
oral text, forever denied literary status, settles for the next best position offered by literate
society, namely to be considered ‘popular’. No, the point is that the distinction between
‘Laterature’ (henceforth with a capital ‘1) and ‘popular culture’ is, strictly speaking, an
illusion, with little justification but the ideological interests of an ostensibly ‘disinterested’
bourgeois humanism (see Chapter |, note 119), which has appropriated literature (as Literature
- and with it, literary studies) to put forward the self-serving notion of what Easthope

describes as a ‘best self” promoted and universalised ‘beyond the bounds of class, locality,
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time or country’'”". In other words, the Literature vs popular culture dichotomy reflects, at
heart, the same kind of ‘cultural chauvinism’ that led so many, unwilling to question the
presupposed ‘truth’ of their own experience, to assume the oral text - oral literature - to be
of necessity composed and appreciated according to the written model. But is it really the
same chauvinism? Put differently: can the ‘great divide’ between a literate ‘us’ and and an
oral ‘them’ not just be parallel, but indeed assimilated to the divide between Literature and
popular culture? Such would be the condition for overcoming the anthropological bias with
which oral literature has had to contend, but - more than that - it would be a way for the
notion of oral literature to fully take its place within the dominant literary-theoretical
discourse of our time.

In this regard Easthope’s argument will be particularly illuminating. But before considering
the theoretical underpinnings of his proposed cultural studies (as a literary studies in which
the literary and popular text can be read and appreciated ‘alongside each other’'™) and
speculating on the possible place of the oral text within it (literary theorists do not generally
talk about the oral, and Easthope is no exception), some closing remarks might be in order
on the other way in which the notion of oral literature could be - could have been - part of
literary theory. From the point of view of post-modernism, oral literature as popular culture
turns out, in fact, to be the only way of conceptualizing it.

Let us briefly return to the two articles by Barber (1984 and 1989) referred to earlier. Both
articles emphasizing the inadequacy of the modernist literary paradigm for the oriki text in
question, the former investigates the viability of a particular post-modernist approach, the
latter that of an approach broadly termed rhetorical or social in which the text is projected
‘beyond the confines of its own textuality’. The rhetorical approach being advanced as the
‘real alternative’ (not just by Barber but, in fact, by all who declare themselves dissatisfied
with the modernist approach), we have been critical of it in so far as it runs the risk of taking
the study of the oral text outside the field of literary studies, something Oral Theory (at least
in the way we have characterized it) should be trying to avoid. But why should post-
modernism also have failed the oral text?

At the beginning of this chapter Finnegan drew our attention to ways in which oral
literature is unlike the written, relating mainly to textual form, the role of the perceiver and
the notion of authenticity. Setting aside, at least to some extent, the idea of an oral textuality

characterized by ‘well-known formulaic phrases and runs’ (which depends on a conception
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of the text as object), these considerations also figure prominently in Barber’s overview of
deconstructive criticism as the ‘chief adversary’ of the modemist perspective. But where -
situating herself within the latter - Finnegan was concerned with differences between oral and
written text, the very characteristics of the oral which showed up these differences now turn
out, from the post-modemnist point of view, to be characteristic of texts and literature in
general. Referring mainly to Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes'”, Barber highlights the
following aspects of the deconstructionist argument:
- The text is no longer centered around a conscious or creative author. Rather than see
the text as ‘isolated self-sufficient artefact’, deconstruction (following the lead of
structuralism)

turned critics’ attention to the system of codes - linguistic, literary, and cultural -
without which no literary text could be generated or read. By this gesture, the sole
authority of the poet as originator of the text is undermined'”’.

- What is important is not the unity or identity of texts but their interrelatedness,
accounted for in the notion of intertextuality. Texts exist only in relation to each other:
a text is ‘a tissue of quotations from, and allusions to, other texts’. As such, the text
is always incomplete, ‘not accidentally as a result of the poet’s limitations, but
essentially...’”'”.

- This inherent instability allows the reader to become as active a participant in the
production of textal / intertextual meaning as the author. Given the endlessly
referential relation between texts (which is, in fact, the endlessly referential relation
between the signifiers of language), variants of meaning are themselves endless. No

meaning / reading can be regarded as more ‘correct’ or ‘valid’ than another'™.

The appropriateness of these arguments to Barber’s description of the oriki (disjunctive,
fragmentary and decentred texts that are not literary objects) speaks for itself. Of course,
Derrida and Barthes, like Easthope, do not talk about orality. Yet, as Barber enthuses,

[d]econstructive criticism, despite its rhetoric of writing, of inscription and textuality,
appears to have moved... into a position from which oral literature tokes on a

paradigmatic quality; oral texts are what the deconstructive critics say all literature is -

only more so'’".

For once, as Barber clearly implies, oral literature is compatible with a theoretical paradigm

to the point of actually being its (potential) model. It is all the more surprising, therefore, that

Barber should find it necessary to set aside the deconstructionist approach as well. Ironically
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however, in destroying the very conception of text and textuality that has, at the level of
literary criticism, always excluded the oral, deconstruction recreates - at ‘a different level of
abstraction’'”® - a version of textuality which, as far as Barber is concerned, manages to be
even more exclusive of the oral text than the modernist:

[i]ts [deconstruction’s] roots in the presumption of the writtenness of literature are
perhaps even deeper than those of the conventional criticism it attacks, its view of
textuality even more alien to oral literature'”.

Derrida’s famous il n'y a pas de hors-texte (‘there is nothing outside the text’) - quoted by
Barber - clearly destroys any remaining vestiges, not just of the modemist text as thing in
itself (the points raised above would have put paid to that), but indeed of the text as directive-
for-its-perceivers. From its initial engagement of the individual subject as ‘libretto for the
reader’s or perceiver’s personal "performance” of the work’ (Foley’s terms - see note 48), the
text will - in its deconstructionist guise - engulf the subject to the point of turning him into
just another variant in its endless play of meaning, a play which the individual is powerless
to influence and from which there is no escape:

[s]ociety, history, psychology - everything that is usually counterposed to literature -
are texts themselves, systems of signs which refer only, and endlessly, to other
signs'™,

Yet should we necessarily assimilate the ‘text’ in question here to the decentred, relational,
unstable one which Barber regarded as so reflective of orality? The following view of the
deconstructionist text, expressed by Colin Falck, would seem to question the validity of such
an assimilation:

Derrida’s transformation... of every kind of language-using into an honorific ‘text’...
is really a verbal sleight of hand which allows him to eliminate the ‘experiential’
dimension from his theoretical picture altogether'®".

From a ‘text’ clearly reducible to concrete experience (Barber’s embracing of the
deconstructionist model, it must be remembered, was made on account of her own
observations of actual performances), we have moved to a ‘text’ intended to facilitate
speculation about what lies - at least as far as Derrida is concerned - per definition'® outside
the realm of experience: meaning, or, more specifically, the relation between meaning (the
signified) and the chain of signifiers that is language.

Barber, however, does not make this distinction, in spite of her awareness of the ‘different
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level of abstraction’ at which the there-is-nothing-outside-the-text conceptualization operates.
Rejecting - as her insistence on the social / historical relevance of oral literature would lead
us to expect - the deconstructionist vision of the author / critic ‘reduced to impotent self-
reflection’’™ (Falck in this regard talks about the structuralist / post-structuralist ‘abolition of
reality’'™), she comes to the conclusion that deconstructionism

is a view that could only have been entertained in a culture where texts are divorced
from both producer and consumer and can therefore appear lo exist as a vast system

in their own right, pushing human participants into the margins. In other words, a

literate culture'®.

That the post-modernist notions discussed above should have come about with reference to
a specific type of society (and consequently, to the exclusion of others) is obviously a valid
argument. ‘Deconstructing’ Western culture’s ‘metaphysics of presence’'* has no doubt been
Derrida’s most persistent endeavour; Falck, on a more philosophical level, alludes to the
possibility that the post-modernist disenchantment with meaning (*truth’) may well be ‘the
legitimization of a metaphysical or ontological void which existed at the heart of our culture

already''¥’

. What is somewhat surprising, however, is Barber's readiness to, as it were, ‘throw
out the baby with the bath water’. And yet there is an explanation. The ease with which
deconstructionism slips from text to intertext to nothing-outside-the-text (which is nothing
short of humanity - or Western humanity - itself) in a very real sense mirrors Barber’s
willingness (and that of other authors on oral literature disenchanted with conventional literary
criticism) to interpret the text - notwithstanding their purported concern with what the text
says as fext - in the light of historical or social considerations to which the question of
textuality is, in the end, largely incidental. And we get back, in the end, to the vexed matter
of oral literature as anthropology. For just as post-structuralism is less interested in a text than
in demonstrating how it is generated by the all-encompassing intertext, what lies at the heart
of oral ‘criticism’ is not the performance, but the society in which the performance occurs.
In the final analysis ‘oral literature’ has to be what it is not: as ill-suited to the finiteness of
the modernist aesthetic as it is to the abstraction of post-modernist meaning, oral literature
is caught up in an interpretative nomansland that can only be called: anthropology.

Or, perhaps, popular culture. One of the surprising things about Easthope’s cultural studies
is that 1t seeks to offer a unified interpretative paradigm for Literature and popular culture

without attempting to deny that literature, in fact, can Justifiably exist - at least at a certain
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level - as Literature. In so doing Easthope to some extent sets himself apart from the more
radical view of his fellow Marxist critic Terry Eagleton, who argued persuasively in 1983 that

)'®. The problem he

‘literature is an illusion’, and with it, literary theory (or literary studies
encounters centers on two interrelated aspects: on the one hand the purportedly ‘scientific’
nature of literary studies is compromised by its profoundly ideological character, on the other
the aesthetic object it seeks to investigate can also not be defined without recourse to
ideology. Bennett phrases this problem as follows (see also his comment on Bourdieu,
Chapter 1, note 120):

The inherent instability of the science / ideology couplet undermines the ground
necessary to secure a conception of literature either as a form of writing that is
invariantly distinct from ideology or as a historically specific form of writing whose
differentiation from ideology is the effect of a specific configuration of the field of
ideology in general'®.

The end-result is, at best, a ‘literature without aesthetics’, or what Bennett describes as a
‘non-literary theory of literature which will theorise its object as a set of social rather than
formal realities and processes’. We may justifiably ask: why retain the notion of literature in
all of this? If the essence of the text (any text) lies in it being ‘a set of social... realities and
processes’, why qualify it with a term that has come to imply the existence of a further - but
actually irrelevant - dimension called ‘aesthetic’?

Bennett and Easthope essentially offer the same route out of this conundrum. While both
of them reject any ‘essentialist’ definition of literature (based on the conventionally presumed
unity of the literary text, i.e. the modemist aesthetic), they nevertheless accord literature the
kind of relative autonomy necessary to justify it being studied as such. Bennett again;

while its [the concept of literature’s] conventional understanding as a uniquely
privileged kind of writing cannot be sustained, the term does cogently designate a

specific, but non-unitary, field of institutionally organized practices - of writing,
reading, commentary and pedagogy'*

Easthope, for his part, talks about literature existing, ‘not as an essence, an entity, a thing, but
as a process, a function’”. Yet Bennett and Easthope’s insistence on the existence of
literature (even, to some extent, Literature) as process rather than object carries with it an
implication which places their view way outside the frontiers of the conventional modernist
aesthetic'”: the insights and methods developed in the reading of literary texts can be usefully
extended to texts falling outside the literary ‘canon’ (as well as to fields other than ‘literary

studies’) so as to develop a new literary paradigm (but which, from the point of view of the
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old, will be non-literary) in which, in Bennett’s words, ‘the way is opened for a theory of
literature that will construe its object as a historically specific, socially organized and
maintained field of textual uses and effects’'”. This corresponds, of course, to the ambitions
of Barber and her colleagues in relation to an interpretative framework for the oral text. But -
and it is here, one suspects, that Bennett and Easthope may regard their initiative as having
a greater chance of accomplishment than that of similarly inclined critics of the oral text - the
envisaged ‘discursive space’, as described by Bennett,

requires that use be made of the resources to hand - resources which, for the most
part, have been shaped by and within aesthetic discourse.... [The new positions] can
be organized only by prising them away from aesthetic conceptions of literature'®,

Barber, Yai and Vail and White did not really have these resources. But Bennett and Easthope
do. Easthope, as we saw in his entertaining juxtaposition of Heart of Darkness and Tarzan
of the Apes, recognizes that not all texts admit (at least to the same degree) of a modernist
reading based on the assumption that everything is significant. As such, the notion of textual
complexity (and hence, any emphasis on textuality per se) has generally been the preserve of
a literary studies defined the conventional modernist way. Easthope does not agree with this;
his ‘revised paradigm’ of cultural studies in which Literary and popular are read alongside
each other should ‘recapture some of the subtle and powerful experienfial force literary
studies [as conventional seat of textual analysis] always claimed as its speciality’'® The
alternative methodology (which would neglect textuality on the grounds of ‘[putting] the
politics first’ or ‘privileging ideological critique’) runs, according to him, the risk of ‘leaving
the prevailing discourse of knowledge untouched’ - being excluded from it. Lest Easthope’s
emphasis on textuality as opposed to ideology (and also his linking of textuality with
‘experiential force’ - see Derrida’s apparent disdain for the concept of experience mentioned
earlier) be regarded as reactionary, Easthope is quick to call to his assistance the notion of
political efficacy: by excluding yourself from the ‘prevailing discourse of knowledge’ (of
experience?) ‘your politics is weakened precisely because you are likely to remain outside of
that discourse’'”. By, as it were, using the weapon of the erstwhile oppressor (high culture
/ Literature), the politics of cultural studies (breaking down the high culture / popular culture
divide at the heart of capitalist society) will be ‘more effective’.

Apart from the political justification he finds for it, Easthope’s emphasis on textuality as

something distinct from ideology can also be theoretically accounted for, and notably within
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a post-modernist / Marxist perspective. This time Derrida stands staunchly in Easthope’s
support. His notion of infinite polysemy (dissemination - deferral - of meaning) implies that
the text cannot be interpreted in the light of any particular intention. This ‘universality’ of the
text has the capacity to ‘break with every given context, and engender infinitely new
contexts’'”’. While this view does not deny the essential truth that ‘texts have a meaning in
a context and only in a context’, it does mean, according to Easthope,

that texts cannot be adequately analysed in relation to a definition of a particular
social and historical context. They exceed that context not only diachronically, always
temporally going beyond a given reading, but also synchronically, always available
to another reading at the same time, even in the supposedly ‘original’ moment when
they were first produced'®.

This view of the relative independence of text (textuality) vis-3-vis context (politics) is further
corroborated in Louis Althusser’s view of history as a ‘decentred totality’. A synchronic
examination of a particular social formation does not reveal all its elements to be ‘in an
immediate relationship with one another, a relationship that immediately expresses their
internal essence’'”. Just as space (existing as differences) is centreless, so time does not
function according to a measurable, linear chronology:

for each mode of production there is a peculiar time and history, punctuated in a
specific way by the development of the productive forces; the relations of production
have their own peculiar time and history, punctuated in a specific way; the political
superstructure has its own history...”®.

In terms of our own objective of assimilating the oral / traditional to the popular, this
(relative) separation of text and social / historical context is, in fact, crucial, for the study of
‘popular culture’ has generally been nothing if not politicised - and then within the particular
socio-historical conditions of Western capitalism. ‘Popular culture is made by subordinated
peoples in their own interests out of resources that also, contradictorily, serve the economic
interests of the dominant’, writes John Fiske®", echoing the idea - formulated by Antonio
Gramsci - that, as Bennett puts it, ‘cultural and ideological relations between ruling and
subordinated classes in capitalist societies consist less in the domination of the latter by the
former than in the struggle for hegemony... between the ruling class and... working class'*?,
The ruling class ‘seeks to negotiate opposing class cultures onto a cultural and ideological
terrain which wins for it a position of leadership’®®, hence the need - to recall Fiske's

description - for the ‘subordinated peoples’ to (believe that they) act in ‘their own interests’.
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While the ‘negotiatory’ aspect of this model to some extent refines the emphasis on actual
repression in terms of ‘structuralist’ and ‘culturalist’ models of popular culture?™, it remains
within the broad sphere of what Easthope refers to as ‘dominant ideology’: ‘popular culture...
[is] a set of imposed and constrained meanings ultimately determined by economic power’*”.
Economic power means capitalism, and to study how the latter oppresses, cajoles and pussy-
foots in order to retain its privilege is, also, to fight it: studies of popular culture are per
definition ‘left’.

In the light of these considerations Easthope’s insistence on the importance of textuality
for his ‘cultural studies’ is no less than surprising. Yet it can be argued that, as a
consequence of his arguments, the specific historical experience of living in a highly
industrialised, capitalist society becomes relatively de-emphasized. This is a vital point, for
though people in oral societies have been colonised by Western capitalism, this historical
experience cannot be said to of itself turn them into the exploited ‘working class’ Marxist
theorists talk about. To say that would be to play straight into the hands of those who regard
oral societies as changeless and stunted - until, of course, Western technology gives them
history, ‘civilizes’ them...

If the modernist reading as such - given the fact that it favours a certain kind of textuality -

tends to highlight the Literature vs popular culture divide, Easthope suggests a certain
number of ‘post-modernist’ readings through which Literature is not so much destroyed as
repositioned in relation to the conventional non-literary / popular. These ‘readings’ place the
literary and non-literary text at the same distance vis-a-vis the theoretical issue read against,
thereby undermining the relative privilege and exclusivity the modernist literary text has
enjoyed under humanism. Literature, in other words, is cut down to size. The ‘theoretical
interventions’ in question are the following®®:

- reading the text as sign system (structuralism)®”’;

- as representation of ideology (post-1968 Marxist critique);

- as representation of gender (post-1970 feminist critique);

- as manifestation of the uncoriscious (psycho-analysis - overlapping with the text as

representation of subject position);

- as reflective of a particular institution, and, finally,
- as broadly reflective of those defined as ‘other’ within the ‘discourses concerned with

race’ of a self-substantiating European subject®®,
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With reference to the structuralist definition of language as ‘system of signs’, Easthope
defines the text as ‘an organization of signifiers from which certain effects and meanings
[signifieds] are produced in and for the reader’®™, a definition which enables the literary and
popular text to be analysed in common terms: as forms of signifying practice®®,

Totally independent of acmal ‘medium of expression’ (one of the foremost signifying
practices of our time is the cinema, and even as conventionally non-iextual a thing as Sean
Connery's eyebrows are - as signifying practice - subjected to Easthope’s analysis*'"),
Easthope’s ‘signifying practice’ 1s extraordinarily well-adapted to the oral text, not just as
text, but as actual (visual) performance. And we discover other elements in his argument -
besides his reticence to favour specific ideological / historical considerations over textual ones
in the process of interpretation - that would seem 1o make the evenwal incorporation of the
oral text into cultural studies as revised lirerary suudies a foregone conclusion: the guestion
of pleasure and - closely related to it - of *formulaic and repetitive nature’.

That the oral text is pleasurable is not 5o much an attribute as a defining trait. Apart from
the fact that the oral performance frequently occurs as leisure activity (the performances of
the gusiari in Croatian coffee houses come to mind - see Chapter 1, note 132), one could
forcefully argue that pleasure is to a large extent the very condition by which the oral text
is also traditional text™?: of the horizons of expectations to which the oral text invites, the
expectation of pleasure - which, if realized, will ultimately translate into the text being
reperformed - is undoubtedly one of the most pervasive. Of course, the association between
oral text and pleasure has tended to be overstated at the expense of aesthetic considerations,
particularly on the part of those commentators who have interpreted orality as mode of
cognition. Yet within the framework of an alternative reading to the modemnist, some of their
arguments can be usefully assimilated te our own. To quote Havelock®: Homer was able to

give his auditors

not only pleasure but a specific kind of pleasure on which they came tg depend, for
it meant relief from anxiety and assuagement of grief. It is this power.., of which the
poet is most conscious, and naturally so, for, although he might be consulied in his
didactic role as a source of knowledge and guidance, he was far more conlinuously
applauded as the great releaser.

We earlier saw Easthope equating the idea of immediate certainty of meaning (as generated
by the ‘literal and denotative’ nature of the textuality of a Tarzan of the Apes) with

‘gratification’. But there is a more specifically pleasurable connotation to ‘gratification’
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though certainly deriving from the idea of certainty of meaning - which Easthope relates to
the preponderance of ‘physical action and external event’ characterising the content (meaning
/ signified) of Tarzan of the Apes, and in comparison to which the level of the signifier
(actual textual form) strikes the reader as relatively insignificant: it is ‘effaced’*®. Another
element of meaning strongly dedicated to pleasure is visual representation, which Easthope
sees as ‘predetermined towards phantasy rather than conscious thought’. The ‘visual
melodrama’ which characterizes Tarzan of the Apes is further indicative of the ‘dominance
of the iconic’. The latter, strongly dependent on immediacy of meaning - a sign is iconic
when there is ‘a relation of resemblance between signifier and signified’?"® - is virtually a
trademark of popular culture. Generalizing the example he has given, Easthope hypothesises
that ‘popular cultural discourse, with its dependance on visualization and the idea of the
expressivity of the body, is formally predisposed towards wish-fulfilment instead of duty’. As
a result of its iconic feature, moreover, the pleasure of popular culture may well exceed that
of Literature?'s,

The oral (traditional) and the popular are further intertwined to the extent that the above
pleasure is reinforced, according to Easthope, ‘by what has often been noted in popular
culture, the formulaic and repetitive nature of the material’*'”. This reminds us, of course, not
just of the ‘formula’ as such (as ‘group of words’), but of the notion of formulaic theme
represented in the ‘striking visual imagery’ considered by Ong to be the ‘ocular equivalent’
of the formula. (See Chapter 2, note 49). In fact, the textual differences that Easthope’s
modernist reading uncovers between Heart of Darkness and Tarzan of the Apes show a
remarkable resemblance with Ong’s ‘psychodynamics of orality’. (See Chapter 2, note 56 -
it must be remembered that Ong derives these ‘dynamics’ from what he perceives as the
features of oral expressivity). To name but a few of the characteristics of the textuality of
Tarzan of the Apes: it is concrete (‘situational’), explicit (‘agonistically toned”), literal (‘close
to the human life-world’)... 2%,

And yet, in spite of all these favourable factors, Easthope - in whose book the word ‘oral’
does not occur even once - still manages to effectively exclude the oral text from the popular
one. The exclusion comes in the form of what amounts to something of a throw-away remark,
made in connection with the ‘visual melodrama’ of popular culture discussed above. One of
the features of iconicity, as Easthope explains, is that it favours the occurrence of narratemes:

‘little scenic and narrative epitomes such as Clark Gable turning at the door at the end of
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Gone with the Wind and saying: "Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn"’. Another example,
particularly easily visualized - therefore effective - is ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane'*”. For Easthope
the narrateme, generally the preserve of popular culture, has the effect of actally
compensating the connotative poverty of the popular text by achieving a *shared collectivity’:
a univocal [denotative] meaning gives rise, by virtue of its iconicity, to ‘a commonplace
everyone knows the same way (or thinks they do)... [which] actually excites connotations
everyone accedes to differently at the level of phantasy’. Strongly contrasting with ‘the
individual path through to their own interpretation’ which the connotative plurality of
Literature invites its readers to follow, the narrateme is, in fact, myth.

Easthope readily concedes what could so easily have been the decisive step in assimilating
the oral to the popular: that the narrateme resembles ‘myth in traditional society’™.
Unfortunately he immediately qualifies this statement, in the process displaying the very
evolutionist view of the oral text the latter can do so well without:

[bJut with this difference. Myth, one could say, partakes of nature and necessity rather

than culture and freedom; the popular cultural narrateme moves beyond nature into
221

culture - it is thorougly a construction**’.
Of course, depending on the society, the mythical may well account for only a relatively
small part of oral artistic expression. Yet myth / the mythological is so commonly associated
with orality that its particular juxtaposition, in this case, amounts to a statement on oral
(traditional) texts in general. The traditional may well be popular (in the ordinary sense of

v222

‘well-liked by many people’**), but then again, it simply is not culture...??,

That Easthope’s Literary into Cultural Studies explicitly addresses itself solely to the
cultura] forms of Western industrialised society is, under the circumstances, cold comfort. To
excuse his relative ignorance of the oral text on these grounds would only be to underscore
the marginalised ‘otherness’ of oral literature we have tried, throughout this chapter, to
overcome; an otherness that continues to dictate that ‘only an anthropologist can be expected
to understand, or to appreciate, oral literature’. Our brief exploration of post-modernism on
the basis of its seeming dissolution of the literary vs non-literary dichotomy was, to some
extent no doubt, simplistic: the fact that it should provide the theoretical (and ideological)
framework within which such a dissolution can take place does not necessarily mean that

post-modernist literary theory in practice accords the same critical attention to the non-literary

- conceived of as popular culture - as it does to Literature™. Yet even accepting the bona
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fides of the ‘progressive’ project of breaking down the hierarchy between a self-substantiating
bourgeoisie on the one hand and a perpetually manipulated working class on the other, the
great divide which is our concem, namely that between ‘literate’ and ‘oral’, ‘modern’ and
‘traditional’, remains as firmly entrenched as it is ignored. And the literature that is the object

of Oral Theory remains destined to operate in a theoretical void®>.
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Endnotes

The association of ‘oral tradition’ with ‘oral literature’, which, from the point of view
of Oral Theory at least (and also for the purposes of this study), is founded in the
Parry-Lord thesis, has of course also been a general feature of research into the oral
text. In this broader - strongly evolutionist - perspective, ‘traditional’ is frequently
rendered by terms like ‘folk’, ‘communal’, ‘primitive’ etc, (For an overview of the
intellectual contexts in which these terms have been applied - largely reminiscent of
that of Okpewho extensively referred to in Chapter 2 - see Finnegan, 1970:26-47).
See Barber, 1984.

Barber, 1984:498.

Barber, 1984:497.

As explained by Finnegan (1977:36), “"[o]ral literature”... is seen as arising in a
spontaneous way and handed down, relatively unchanged, through unconscious "oral
tradition" into which conscious choice, judgment and "art” do not enter’.

Finnegan (1970:14) sees this as a ‘derogatory interpretation’. The general overlap of
‘folldore’ with ‘oral literature’ has, in fact, been of little help in so far as an
understanding of the oral text as literature is concerned. In Oral Poetry (1977:36)
Finnegan makes the point that 'whatever the controversies about its [folklore’s] exact
meaning, all scholars, it seems, agree that it includes (most of) what could be termed
“oral fiterature” and the majority would probably see oral literature as comprising a
major part of "folklore™’. The same ‘general overlap” would seem to apply to the
African oral narrative. See also Gorog-Karady, 1984, as well as Makouta-Mboukou’s
(1973) description of oral literature as ‘folk literature’.

See Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds). 1973:113-4,

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:118.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:122.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:115-7.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:117.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:117.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:114.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:118.

This distance derives most obviously from the specific status the poet or raconteur
may enjoy in certain societies (such as the official bards of the Zulu king). But there
are also numerous narrative or dramatic devices that achieve the same distancing
effect, such as - as is common in Africa - the relation of the content of a story to
animals, or the use of musical accompaniment or masks. Even, in some cases, the
stress on authority: ‘we learn this from the ancestors’. (Finnegan, in Finnegan and
Horton (eds)., 1973:119-21).

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:124.

See Mbiti, 1.5. 1966. Akamba Stories. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 26. Quoted in
Finnegan, 1973:125. The descriptions given by Lord of the ‘truly oral poet’ of course
make the same point. (See also Chapter 1, note 90).

Among the Maori, for example, songs would be composed and performed within the
context of specific everyday occurences, ‘and [for] many other purposes of an unusual
nature from our point of view’. (See Best, E. 1934. The Maori as he was, Wellington:;
Dominion Museum, 147. Quoted in Finnegan, 1973:134).

Finnegan (in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:133) characterizes this perceived
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‘practical function’ of the oral aesthetic text as follows: ‘[plerhaps the literature has
a magical or religious purpose? or is in some way tied up with fertility? or satisfies
some deep psychological need in mythic terms? Amongst other writers it has been
fashionable to represent its function as very specifically "social": perhaps with a
conscious social purpose like education or moralizing, perhaps an unconscious
function such as upholding the social structure. This kind of pragmatism is often
contrasted with the idea of "art for art’s sake"’.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:136.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:139.

Finnegan, 1977:122.

Finnegan, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1973:140. On the contrary, verbal accuracy
will obviously be important in pre-composed, memorized texts, such as in certain
genres of Somali poetry. (See note 52, Chapter 1).

Vail and White, 1991:322.

Finnegan, 1970:17.

Finnegan, 1970:36.

Finnegan, 1973:143. Emphasis added. For a similar treatment of the notion of oral
literature, but within the broader context of attitudes of oral societies towards language
and speech, see Finnegan’s ‘Speech, language and non-literacy: the Limba of Sierra
Leone’, in Finnegan and Horton (eds)., 1988, which also contains a reprint of
Finnegan’s 1973 article.

See Ong, 1986:10-5.

Ong, 1986:10.

Finnegan, 1977:16. See also Finnegan, 1970:17.

Ong, 1986:12,

See Chapter 1, note 18. Ong, in fact, also has problems with the term ‘text’ which, in
spite of its greater etymological proximity to the oral than ‘literature’, is still thought
of ‘by analogy with writing’. (Ong, 1986:13).

Ong, 1986:14,

Ong, 1986:41. Emphasis added.

Ong, 1986:104. See also Goody, 1977:49-50. This assertion was earlier criticized by
Street. (See Chapter 2, note 117).

Ong, 1986:104.

Finnegan, 1973:142. Emphasis added.

Finnegan, 1970:16.

See Barber, K. and P.F. de Moraes Farias. ‘Introduction’, in Barber and De Moraes
Farias (eds)., 1989:3,

Landeg White, for one, posits as the ‘key texts’ of the literacy vs orality paradigm
those of Albert Lord and Milman Parry, and ‘less definitively but more recently,

}\éalter J. Ong’s Orality and Literacy’. (White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds).,
89:34).

Finnegan, 1977:272.

See also Finnegan, 1977:1.

Ong, 1967:30. See Chapter 2, note 54.
Finnegan, 1970:15.

See Easthope, 1991:22-42,

Easthope, 1991:22.

Easthope, 1991:19.



48.
49
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.

59.
60.
61.
62.
63.

65.

66.

67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.

73.
74.

75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.

82.
83.
84.
85.

151

Foley, 1990:5-6.

Foley, 1990:6.

See Finnegan’s discussion (1977:16-24) on *What is “oral” in oral poetry?’

See Finnegan, 1970:2-7.

Finnegan, 1970:15.

See Finnegan, 1970:7-12.

Finnegan, 1977:17. See also note 44. :

See Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989.

Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias {eds)., 1989:1.
White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:34. Also Vail and White, 1991:32.
See Koljevic, S. 1980. The Epic in the Making. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 320.
Quoted in White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:35.

Okpewho, 1983:262.

Barber and De Moraes Fanas, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:2.
Vansina, 1985:92-3.

See Vansina, 1985:68-83.

Furniss, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:24.

Vansina, 1985:68.

Vansina, 1985:78, This is not an absolute rule, however. Vansina is quick to add that
‘[alny such conclusion should be tested against a generous collection of various
versions’.

Vansina, 1985:92. This may well remind us of the notion of ‘structural amnesia’
discussed in Chapter 2, elsewhere criticized by Vansina. (See Chapter 2, note 116).
Vansina, 1985:92,

Fumniss, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:25.

Furniss, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:26.

Furniss, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:32-3. Emphasis added.
Furniss, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:27.

See Kermode, F. 1967. The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction.
Oxford: Oxford University Press. Referred to in Barber, in Barber and De Moraes
Farias (eds)., 1989:18. For an overview of the debate surrounding the question of the
unity / identity of the text, see Easthope, 1991:22-42,

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:63.

At least, I would suggest, in so far as Furniss’s ‘bias’ can be related to the formalist
notion of ‘defamiliarization’, See Selden, 1985:8-1].

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 13.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:15.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:16.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:17-8.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:15.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:20.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:19. The inherent ‘disjunctiveness’
of orfki however also allows for other elements, unrelated to this ‘dynamic of se!f-
aggrandisement’ and even contradictory to it, to be incorporated. (See p.22).
Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:23.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:22.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:22.

Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:1.
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See Finnegan, 1970:22-5.

See also Finnegan, 1977:84: ‘in many poetic traditions some genres are recognized as
less innovative and creative... [than others]". Vail and White (1991:56) make the same
point with regard to the oral genres of south-central Africa: oral poetry is ‘more
serious’ than riddles, moralities or trickster tales.

Finnegan, 1970:23.

From the local perspective the proverb is, however, frequently thought to be as
‘serious and "literary" as more lengthy forms’. (Finnegan, 1970:23).

See Turner (1994), Makouta-Mboukou (1973), Cauvin (1980) and Opland (1983).
Vail and White, 1991:40.

See Evans-Pritchard, E. ‘Some Collective Expressions of Obscenity in Africa’, in
Pritchard, E. 1965. The Position of Women in Primitive Societies and Other Essays
in Social Anthropology. London: Faber & Faber, 76-101. Quoted in Vail and White,
1991:44.

Vail and White, 1991:42.

Vail and White, 1991:28.

Vail and White, 1991:40.

Vail and White remark, in fact, that the song ‘achieved nothing positive, only
occasionally becoming art’, its major importance lying in the fact that it defined ‘a
tiny area in which the laborers and their families [had} a separate history’, a ‘small
region of the mind that [refused] to capitulate completely’. (Vail and White, 1991:227.
Emphasis added).

Finnegan, 1973:127. Emphasis added.

Easthope, 1991:16-17.

Easthope, 1991:89.

See Easthope, 1991:80-103.

Easthope, 1991:89. Acknowledging Barthes’ argument that discourse is inherently
connotative, Easthope is quick to point out that the denotative quality of Tarzan’s
textuality is only so relative to that of Heart of Darkness.

Easthope, 1991:90.

Easthope, 1991:91.

What is important, in this respect, is the ability of the researcher to notice, as Vansina
puts it, the ‘choices of expression open to a performer’, True linguistic competence
will not just be to take what is given but to see what could have been given. (Vansina,
1985:84).

See Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:3.
Ong, 1986:12. This terminology will be more extensively dealt with in Chapter 4.
Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:2. This
statement is made with particular reference to Mamadou Diawara’s account of the
representations of the past by women in a particular ‘highly stratified’ society. See
Diawara, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:109-37,

It can be fruitfully argued that this to a large extent undermines the very meaning of
‘tradition’ as an ‘interlocking chain’ (see Chapter 2, note 8), making the notion - to
an extent - redundant. But if, as was indicated in Chapter 2, Oral Theory relates the
term ‘oral’ not to ‘spoken’ but, in fact, to (what it conceives of as) ‘tradition’, the
latter itself becomes primarily oral. Whatever its contradictions or strains, the notion
of tradition retains its relevance through its association with orality.
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See Barber, 1984:503, 516.

Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:1.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:15. Emphasis added.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:59.

It is interesting to note that White sees the literacy vs orality dichotomy as pertinently
having dominated ‘the literary discussion of African oral poetry’. (White, in Barber
and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:34. Emphasis original).

See Barber, 1984:514-5.

Barber, 1984:515.

Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:3.
Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:18.

Barber, 1984:507. See also Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:20.
Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:1.
Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:20.

See Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:16. The meaning - as such -
of ‘tradition’ in relation to the oriki is left relatively unexplored by Barber.
Referring to Parry, Lord and Ong, White remarks that ‘[i]t is not to the discredit of
these scholars that none of them is an Africanist, the empirical data to which oral
formulaic theories relate having been collected in Yugoslavia and Bulgaria’. (White,
in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:34).

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:61.

Yai (in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:60) credits formalism and
structuralism for having ‘broadened our knowledge of the features, levels and relations
among the elements of oral texts’. He also notes that ‘they... open up the possibility
of a discourse on the universal constraints of the functioning of the human mind’. (See
our discussion of formalism and structuralism in Chapter 2).

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:62.

See Barber, 1984:514.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:62.

See Krupat, A. 1982. An Approach to Native American Texts. Critical Inquiry
9,2:323-38, p.324. Quoted in Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:62.
Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:62. Emphasis added.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:66. Emphasis added.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:13.

For an overview of examples of ‘oral poetics’, see Yai, in Barber and De Moraes
Farias (eds)., 1989:63-5.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:65.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:66.

Yai, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:67.

Barber and De Moraes Farias, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:5.

Thorold, 1994:53,

White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:35.

Ygagglg ar;d White, 1991:319. See also White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds).,

:36.

White, in Barber and De Moraes Farias (eds)., 1989:37.

Vail and White, 1991:319-20.

Vail and White, 1991:320.

Vail and White, 1991:73.
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Vail and White, 1991:73. This pattern of interpretaticn can be illustrated in the
evolution of the significance of the word ‘paiva’. The name of a powerful industrialist,
‘paiva’ becomes a metaphor, not only for the entirety of the sugar industry, but, within
the context of the anti-colonialist struggle waged by FRELIMO, for colonialist
repression in general. (See Vail and White, 1991:198-230, especially p.220).

Vail and White, 1991:71.

Foley, in Foley (ed)., 1986:3.

Vail and White, 1991:71.

Vail and White, 1991:71. Examples of skills are the following: a ‘gift for the
memorable phrase... and for the elaboration of metaphor... the wordplay of the oral
poet, his mischievous game with language, his skills in punning and double entendre,
his manipulation of rhythm and of expressive sound...".

Vail and White, 1991:72. The Paiva song, modelled on the canoe song, has a
responsive form divided between a lead singer and a chorus. Its rhythm is described
as ‘accumulative’. (Vail and White, 1991:78).

Vail and White, 1991:78.

Vail and White, 1691:73.

See Vail and White, 1991:112-30.

Vail and White, 1991:130.

Vail and White, 1991:72.

Vail and White, 1991:74.

The notion ‘horizons of expectations’ refers to more specifically aesthetic reflections,
particularly as it addresses the question as to how the literary or poetic may be
distinguished, over time, from the non-literary or unpoetic. (See Selden, 1985:114-5).
See Foley (1988:31): ‘a multidialectal, archaized, artificial 1anguage...’.

Selden, 1985:9.

See Mounin, G. 1975. Les difficultés de la poétique Jakobsonnienne. L’Arc, 60.
Quoted in Anozie, 1981:135.

Anozie, 1981:134.

Mounin, quoted in Anozie, 1981:135.

Anozie, 181:135,

Vail and White, 1991:74.

Vail and White, 1991:56.

Vail and White, 1991:57.

Barber, in Barber and De Moraes Farias, 1989:21.

Vail and White, 1991:27.

Vail and White, 1921:73.

Vail and White, 1991:323.

Given the reality that ‘every methodology is practised within an institution’, Easthope
(1991:178) is quick to remark, however, that ‘[n]o methodology or theoretical
procedure arrives with a radical politics already wired into it’.

C.H. Herford, quoted in Easthope, 1991:18.

Easthope, 1991:103.

In particular the following: Derrida, J. 1976. Of Grammatology, transl. G, Chakravorty
Spivak. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press; Derrida, J. ‘Living on’, in Bloom,
H. (ed). 1979. Deconstruction and Criticism. New York: Seabury Press; Barthes, R.

‘Frgm WOrk to Text’, in Harari, I. (ed). 1979. Textual Strategies. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press; Barthes, R. 1975. $/Z., transl. R. Muller. London: Jonathan Cape.
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Barber, 1984:501.

Barber, 1984:502.

Barber, 1984:502-3.

Barber, 1984:498. Emphasis added.

Barber, 1984:515.

Barber, 1984:513.

Barber, 1984:514.

Falck, 1989:20.

Perception itself, according to Dermida, is but a function of the endless deferral of
meaning inherent in the linguistic system. See Derrida, J. 1973. Speech and
Phenomena, transl. D.B. Allison. Evanston, III: Northwestern University Press. This
question is critically discussed in Falck, 1989:20-2.

Barber, 1984:514.

Falck, 1989:31.

Barber, 1984:514.

See in particular Derrida, 1967:15-41.

Falck, 1989:9. Emphasis added.

See Eagleton, T. 1983. Literary Theory: An Introduction. Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
204. Quoted in Bennett, 1990:139.

Bennett, 1990:139,

Bennett, 1990:273.

Easthope, 1991:53.

Hence the title of Bennetts book: Outside Literature.

Bennett, 1990:142.

Bennett, 1990:7. Emphasis original.

Easthope, 1991:180. Emphasis original.

Easthope, 1991:179. Emphasis original.

Derrida, I. Margins of Philosophy, trans]. A. Bass. Brighton: Harvester, 320. Quoted
in Easthope, 1991:112.

Easthope, 1991:113.

Althusser, L. 1975. Reading Capital, trans]. B. Brewster. London: New Left Books,
94. Quoted in Easthope, 1991:117.

Althusser, Reading Capital, pp.99-100. Quoted in Easthope, 1991:118.

Fiske, 1989:2.

Bennett, in Bennett, Mercer, and Woollacott (eds)., 1986:xiv. Emphasis original.
Bennett, in Bennett, Mercer, and Woollacott (eds)., 1986:xv.

Structuralism sees popular culture as an ‘ideological machine’ through which culture
is ‘dictated’ or enforced, while in the culturalist perspective popular culture expresses
‘the authentic interests and values of subordinated groups and classes’. (Bennett, in
Bennett, Mercer and Woollacott (eds)., 1986:xii).

Easthope, 1991:72.

See Easthope, 1991:65-70.

Of the ‘readings’ mentioned here, structuralism is perhaps the only one that has
regularly been mentioned in connection with the oral text. (See Vail and White,
1991:323; Barber, 1984:512-3). Yet to see structuralism as constituting a significant
interpretative framework for the oral text would be misleading, for it is not so much
the rext that is read as self-sufficient system (a methodology that would at any rate be
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made extremely difficult given the fluidity of oral textuality), as, in fact, the society
in relation to which the text / performance becomes a constitutive element. (See Lévi-
Strauss’s Structural Anthropology, Okpewho, 1983:36-44).

In motivating his isolation of the text reflective of the (racial) ‘other’ as particular
theoretical reading, Easthope (1991:134-5) makes the point - similar to the one we
made earlier - that ‘while undeniably meanings with a racial intent can be seen to
derive from economic institutions and their political expressions in nationalism and
imperialism, and while again they have become established as inherited forms of
ideology, they function in specific modes calling for specific analysis’.

Easthope, 1991:66.

Easthope, 1991:103.

See Easthope, 1991:125-8.

See in this respect - albeit in a strongly evolutionist perspective - Tumer, 1986.

See Havelock’s Preface to Plato, p.140. Quoted in Vail and White, 1991:21.
Easthope, 1991:93. It is important to distinguish this view of the pleasure of the
(popular) text from Barthes’ notions of bliss or jouissance. The text of bliss ‘unsettles
the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions,... brings a crisis to his
relation with language’. (See Barthes, R. 1975. The Pleasure of the Text, transl. R.
Miller. New York: Hill & Wang. Quoted in Selden, 1985:76). In Easthope’s
perspective the above ‘crisis’ will be the result of a Literature ‘always meaning more
than it says’. (See note 103).

This definition is taken from Charles Peirce. (Emphasis original). Given the arbitrary
relation between signifier and signified, iconicity is - strictly speaking - a theoretical
impossibility. Yet, as Easthope points out, the discourse in Tarzan of the Apes is
‘iconic’ in so far as it contrasts to the highly symbolic (ironic) discourse of Heart of
Darkness. (See also note 101).

Easthope, 1991:93.

Easthope, 1991:91. Emphasis added. See also Stiebel, 1992:49,

Easthope, 1991:89.

Easthope, 1991:94.

Easthope, 1991:95. Emphasis added.

Easthope, 1991:95.

See Williams, R. 1976. Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. London:
Fontana, 198-9. Quoted in Easthope, 1991:76.

Barthes (1973:154) to a large degree makes a similar distinction - on the basis of what
is ‘natural’ vs what is ‘constructed’ - between what he terms a ‘bourgeois’ and a
‘rural’ myth. Affirming that ‘myths tend towards proverbs’, he contends that
‘[plopular, ancestral myths still partake of an instrumental grasp of the world as
object’. ‘Bourgeois aphorisms, on the other hand, belong to metalanguage; they are
a second-order language which bears on objects already prepared... Here the
statement is no longer directed towards a world to be made [nature]; it must overlay
one which is already made...Jconstructed]’. Emphasis added.

Interviewed by Derek Attridge - see Atiridge, D. ‘An Interview with Jacques Derrida’,
in Attridge, D. (ed). 1992. Acts of Literature. London: Routledge - Derrida, for one,
Flisplays, in Easthope’s words, a ‘[h]igh Modernist aesthetic [which] would attribute
inherent properties to certain aesthetic texts - richer, denser - as much as any Kantian
or Coleridgean aesthetic. And its all high art, for there is not a trace here of popular
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culture’. (Referred to in Easthope, 1995:13). Easthope adds: ‘(I’ve not come across
anything to suggest that Derrida has ever sat in a cinema or watched television)’.

It may be suggested that the isolation of oral literature as perpetual ‘other’ can be
addressed - at least to some extent - by (re)conceptualizing it as folklore, particularly
in so far as the latter is increasingly studied as a phenomenon of modern industrialized
societies. With reference to so-called ‘urban legends’ Bengt af Klintberg, for example,
argues that there is ‘no reason to conceive contemporary legend as... separate from
traditional legend’. (See Af Klingtberg, in Rorich and Wienker-Piepho (eds).,
1990:123). Even where recognized as ‘modern’, folklore continues, however, to
command a theoretical scope generally distinct, not just from literary studies (whether
modernist or post-modernist), but indeed from popular culture (Easthope’s exclusion
of the traditional should be illustrative in this regard). As such, it remains strongly
aligned to anthropology. (See also notes 1 and 6).
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CHAPTER 4
ORALITY / SOUND

4.1 Introduction

As performance orality is a multi-faceted discourse involving 2 variely of media (the vocal,
instrumental, dancing, gesturing). At its most obvious level, however, orality means the
production of vocal sounds. This is, of course, especially true for the (hypothetical} Oral
Theory researcher who has little or no knowledge of the language of the ‘oral literature’ he
is studying, and as a result finds himself unable, not only to know what a particular utierance
means, but indeed to tell whether 1 constitutes ‘language’ at all. Unable to speak nor
understand any of the languages normally associated with the ‘living oral traditions' that have
been the stuff of Oral Theory, such will indeed be my experience. But even if I have to rely
on an informant or translator not just to understand, but even to be sure that the sounds [ hear
are, in fact, linguistic sounds, I will per definition be able to listen to the performer and hear
the vocal sounds he emils. This wiil be a significant first impression, and all the more so
when this impression is the fruit, not of attendance at a live performance with its pervasive
visual component, but - as is frequently the case - of having listened to oral literature
‘collected’ by means of electronic recording,

Given its predisposition to ‘literature’, Oral Theory has lended to neglect oral vocal
production as sound. Where the latter is specifically noted, it would generally be in a
secondary sense, as ‘stylistic device’. As an area of interest to Qral Theory, sound is
considered mainly - even exclusively - in relation to the meaning of the text, which is, of
course, made up of words. {This point will be further explicated in Chapter 5).

In two particularly engaging passages in his The Power of the Word and Orality and
Literacy, Ong' momentarily suspends this subordination of sound to linguistic meaning. Of
concern to him are the perceptua! properties specific to sound. In this regard we can highlight
the following aspects:

1 Sound is ‘more rea! or existential than other sense objects'?, in spite of - or, in fact,
because of - its greater evanescence. Sound can anly exist in its process of production,
as event, il cannol reveal guescence’ - there is no equivalent of a ‘still shot® for

4 . o : .
sound™. As such, sound, relative to other sensory phenomena, provides a privileged

reflection of the ‘here-and-now’, hence, of presence.
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2) Sound is ‘a special sensory key to interiority'*. Contrary to our other senses which al)
have to violate interiority in order to reveal it (one first has to open a container in
order to feel or look - or smell - inside it), our sense of sound can reveal interiority
as such: we know simply by the sound of the closed container whether it is empty or
full, or of what materials it is made®.

3) Relative to other sensory phenomena - especially with reference to Light - sound is
notable for the extent to which it immerses the perceiver in his sensory perception.
Whereas light is perceived unidirectionally (there has to be a given ‘line of sight’),
sound is perceived simultaneously from all around us. Given its evocation of presence,
sound establishes the perceiver ‘at a kind of core of sensation and existence’. Ong

talks about the ‘centering effect’ of sound’ in this regard.

\ While he concedes that ‘truth can come into man’s possession in ways other than direct

| conceptualization™®, one of the most fundamental of Ong’s theses is the alignment between

u sensory perception and thought. Our apprehension of reality is largely dependent on the

__;p_eculiafity of each of our senses; our sense of sound, for example, may lead 10 a

conceptualization of reality different to that mediated by the other senses. Ong does not

~explicitly state the epistemological model he subscribes to, but two possibilities - overlapping
lo a large degree - would seem to present themselves.

We could interpret the above arguments concerning the properies of sound within a broadly
representationalist epistemological model. To briefly characterize: in his The Evidence of the
Senses® David Kelley describes this view of the relation belween consciousness and object of
consciousness as constituting a kind of midway between. on the one hand, epistemological
realism affirming the ‘primacy of existence’, and on the other, epistemological idealism
commifted to the ‘primacy of consciousness’. The fallowing analogy is useful:

Representationalism denies that we can perceive this world directly: the senses... are

like television cameras, bringing news of the ouler world but subject to all the
distontions that medium is prey 10'®.

As Kelley makes clear'!, the ‘outer world® at issue here is not a physical object but an idea,
the idea being simuitaneously mode and object of consciousness. In terms of the Cartesian
‘theory of ideas’, the ‘content of our thought’ is conceived of as having both a forma) and

a representational nature, the latter being an aspect of the former. Once again, a well chosen
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analogy:

A determinate mode of consciousness... is like a single frame of movie film projected
on the screen. The projector (the mind) casts a beam of light; light in general, like
consciousness, is the essential attribute of the projector, and the different shades and
patterns ate its modes. The light illuminates an image on screen, it has an object. Buf
the image is not something distinct from the light by which it is seen. The projector
is not a searchlight, illuminating objects independent of it. The image is conveyed by
the light itself, the image is ‘in’ the light'%,

The notion of the primacy of consciousness (what we are conscious of is our own
consciousness, and what we perceive exists within it) has tended to dominate post-Cartesian
philosophical discourse, with realism (the pnmacy of existence) holding comparatively little
sway’®. Kelley's own thesis, however, is very much in favour of the latter, although he
distances himself from its more radical ‘mirror of nature’ format. There is, on closer
inspection, no reason why this particular realist view should not also be applicable to Ong.
Realism is founded upon the idea, in Kelley’s words, that ‘consciousness is nor
metaphysically active, it does not creale its own objects, it is a faculty of identifying whar

exists™"™

At the same time, however - and this is an aspect that has frequently been denied,
both by ‘traditional realists’ and their crtics - realism does regard consciousness as ‘active
epistemologically in processing these contents {objects)’:

What we are aware of is determined by reality - there is nothing else to be aware of -
but how we are aware of it is determined by our means of awareness'®,

i

Thal the two representationalist analogies quoted earlier both refer to the visua) is a matter
of coincidence; Kelley is concerned with sensory perception as such - of a ‘colored, sounding,
odorous world''" - and does not offer a perspective on how different senses may lead to
different ways of making sense. In other words, Kelley advances no particular ‘hierarchy’ of
the senses. As we noted at the outset, this is not the case with Ong: the different modes of
perception - and notably the sense of sound - are akin to different conceptions of reality.
Certain modes of perception are predisposed; towards cenain modes of conceptualization,
certain modes of thinking. Where one sense could be regarded as ‘dominant’ in a particular
group of people, it would follow that their cognitive processes would be influenced
accordingly.

Of course, I have already argued (see Chapter 2) that the elaboration of a peculiarly oral

way of thinking (whether described as pre-logical, concrete, collectivist etc.) is not only
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largely unjustified, but indeed - from the predominantly textual / literary perspective of Oral
Theory - counterproductive. The question may rightly be asked of what interest yet another
such elaboration - albeit using different criteria - could be at this point, But if Oral Theory
is 10 succeed in setting up a theoretical space for itself beyond the largely vacuous if not
contradictery notion of *oral literature” (as [ tnied to demonstrate in Chapter 3), it is crucial
M::cmm;wﬂﬁulm of the one element which characlerizes it, namely sound.
In this regard EH;'I reflection on what distinguishes sound from other scnsory phenomena
may well offer a useful point of departure. Our interpretation of the significance of these
differences within the context of Oral Theory will obviously differ from his; yet it is in the
critical refiection upon ar least some of the dewil in Ong's mgument thal we may eventually
find the general outlines of our own.

Ong calls the iotality of man’s perceptual expenience the “sensorium’. The latter (as we 10
some extent already hinted s with the opposition of a ‘centering” sound to a “unidirectional’
light) eristalizes into two conceptions of reality labelled ‘verbomotor' and *visualist'", thai
are the result, respectively, of the relative pre-eminence of the senses of hearing and vision.
That Ong should in this way single out hearing and vision does not mean that he disregards
the other senses. In fact, a considerable passage is devoted to a consideration of how the
differem siages of the human ‘communications media’ (the orol-aural stage, followed by the
scripi, and, finally, the electronic)®™, can be conceived of in terms of the oral, anal and genital
stages of Freudian psychosexual development™ dominated by touch and smell. But Ong's
entertaining assimilation of the act of writing to control of the sphincter muscle (1o name bat
one of the parullels he explores), is little more than a temporary firtation with the
"threatening’ aspect of Freudian analysis centred not only around its attention 1o the excretory
and sexual but *its subtle exploitation of a tactuzal snd kinesthesic sensorium’, For the culture
to whom Freud addressed himself - a fact happily conceded, according to Ong, by “Freudians
themaclves® - “had previously by dint of grear effort worked itself into mussive and difficult
exploitation of a highly auditory and visualist sensorium'™ In fact, Ong defily hamnesses
psychoanalysis for the benefit of his own strongly evolutionist views:

For purposes proposed as scientific, psychcanalysis makes use of the very ‘proximily
serses’ which Freudian thought itself has advertised as prescientific and full of danger
for abstract thinking. For psychoanalysis has pointed out that for the rise of
civilization, taboos must be imposed on the senses providing greater bodily pleasures
(toach most of all, as well as taste and smell), and more attention must be given ‘o
the more sublime (abstract, distancing) senses such as hearing and, especially, sight™.
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It could be argued that the claims on behalf of psychoanalysis made here by Ong are, in fact,
reminiscent of its Jungian rather than its Freudian version®. Jung’s universalist view of a
collective unconscious, not to mention his later distinction between directed (characterized as
‘conscious, adaptive and creative’) and non-directed thinking (the latter being ‘associative,
uncoordinated and uncreative’)®, would seem particularly amenable to Ong's expressed
preoccupation with ‘the rise of civilization’. In any event the gist of Ong's argument is clear
enough: concomitant to (or underpinning?) the evolution in the ‘communications media’
which, on a conceptual level, is the condition for the rational and the abstract, there is a
deeper, in a sense more immediate evolution in the sensorium. Man moves from a the world
of acoustic space (the verbomotor) to a world of ‘pure’ space (the visualist):

Pure space comes rather late into man’s ken as his sensorium is reorganized, in some
cultures at least, to minimize the ear and maximize the eye®.

What becomes clear, at this point, is the parallel in Ong’s thinking with regard to vocal sound
and expressive form. (The relation between expressive form and noetic process was dealt with
in Chapter 2). If Ong’s observations on the form of oral expression has appropriately been
described as ‘psychologizing’ (see Chapter |, note 67), it should come as no surprise that his
insistence on the relevance of that expression as sound should have a similar orientation.
Previously Ong amved at the oral mindset on the back of the formula, this time his vehicle
will be sound®.

At this point we need to extend our overview of Ong’s verbomotor - visualist paradigm to
include the views of another prominent author interested in the psychological effects of vocal
sound, namely Marcel Jousse?’. Jousse is best known for his view that, in certain oral cultures
at least, the movement of the vocal organs, closely allied to respiratory thythm, takes on a
certain ‘gestual’ quality which constitutes a distinctive oral style, described by Hagege® as
nothing short of a literary genre, The term ‘verbomotor is, in fact, coined by Jousse, and is
used mainly to characterize ‘ancient Hebrew and Aramaic cultores and surrounding cultures,
which knew some writing but remained basically oral and word-oriented in lifestyle rather
than object-oriented'™. Ong will expand the term 50 as to incorporate ‘the oral type of
context’ in general.

Writing well before Parry™ (his Style oral rythmique et mnémotechnique chez les Verbo-
moteurs was originally published in 1925), Jousse is wel] acquainted with the role of the

formula (what he terms the ‘oral propositional cliché’*'y in oral composition, with regard to
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which he quotes at length from - amongst others - Antoine Meillet (who, as we saw in
Chapter 1, was Parry's doctoral research supervisor). But what is of particular interest to us -
and no doubt to Ong - within the context of the oral as sound, is Jousse’s notion of oral
vocal production as gesture - what he refers to as ‘laryngo-buccal gesticulation’. In effect, this
notion takes the qualities we earlier saw Ong associate with sound (its privileged evocation
of the present - not as a state, but as an event - its special relation to interiority, its ‘centering
effect’) a decisive step further. For beyond its particular usefulness as a ‘distancing’ means
of communication {a usefulness these qualities to some extent illustrate), sound is asseried as
having a special affinity with the psyche. .
Jf both Ong and Jousse see sound as intimately connecied with the psyche, it is important
to stress, however, that their conception of the latter is far from similar. Ong is, as we shall
see, altogether more generous in his appraisal of (the cognitive effects of) writing than Jousse.
But the root of the two authors’ divergence (even if their arguments coincide in important
ways) lies, in fact, within what would seem to be different epistemological models. In this

. regard we shall need to pay particular attention to the following:

D the relation perception to consciousness;

2) the relation consciousness to conceptualization (thinking);

3 the way in which language (both oral and written) can be said to interact with the
above.

\

AY

We can introduce our discussion of Ong and Jousse’s conceptions of vocal sound (underlying
their conception of verbomotor man) with some brief remarks on their respective appraisals
of writing which, to both, constitutes the essential watershed between the verbomotor and the
visualist. Man is ‘speech-driven’ - to extend the ‘verbomotor’ metaphor a bit - to the extent

that the ‘vocal gesture’ is nothing short of our basic act of consciousness: ‘{wle are all

verbomotor people’*

» asserts Jousse. And yet Jousse, as we have noled, essentially makes
exactly the same distinction between a verbomotor (oral) man and a visualist (literate) man
as Ong. The perspective elaborated by Jousse on the cultures he observes constitutes, in fact,
a good example of the evolutionist - yet ‘glamourizing’ - ‘Romantic stress on the
significance of the “other" and the "lost”” earlier discussed by Finnegan. (See Chapter 1, note
22). (Finnegan, in fact, qualifies as ‘basically biological’ Jousse’s view of rhythm - gesiure -

in oral societies being ‘instinctive manifestations of "le rythme vital™, a view that comes
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close to the ‘dismissive’ notion that oral literature ‘would ultimately be analysable in physical
and instinctual rather than cultural terms’®® - see Chapter 1, notes 97 - 98). Alernately
described as ‘undisassociated” and ‘spontaneous’, oral cultures are thus qualified by fousse
in contrast with our ‘disassociating’ one, which has alienated us from ‘the profound and
subtle spirit of things’*. The unmistakably Rousseauian character of this line of argument is
confirmed, finally, when we are explained the cause of this contamination, namely writing™:

with the development and spread (of writing, and especially of its use in composition
itself) a sort of parasitic language comes into being... [This] written language has
succeeded in establishing itself as a bastard variation of the primary language™.

In terms of the foundational relation he establishes between ‘real [oral] language’ and
consciousness (we shall examine this shortly), Jousse is in no doubt as to the negative
cognitive consequences of this process:

This parasitic written language... is now out of key with present-day ideas; it demands
a tiring cerebral tension and very quickly exhausts the mind®.

Jousse's romantic acclaim of the ‘spontaneity’ of oral people - not to mention his pessimtism
regarding the onset of literacy - is to a Jarge extent, one suspects, indicative of the age in
which he lived®. Ong lives in a different age, and finds orality considerably less glamourous:

There is hardly an oral culture or a predominantly oral culture left in the world today
that is not somehow aware of the vast complex of powers forever inaccesible without
literacy™.

It could also be argued that the ‘disassociating’ (alienating) character of the technology of
writing so decried by Jousse is to some extent ‘remedied’ in Ong’s concept of secondary
orality (although, as we have seen, the latter is but a further stage in the development of the
literate ‘mindset’ - see Chapter |, note [44). Ong is at pains to stress how the technological
age has in many ways intensified face-to-face contact on a scale far greater than that of oral
man®, what with conventions, ‘brain-storming’ sessions and the like (not to mention the
revolution in verbal communication brought about by electronics: ‘[v]oice, muted by script
and print, has come newly alive™'"). Also, the possibility of ‘sequential analysis’® which is the
fruit of literacy (see Chapter 1, note 132) favours the kind of reflectiveness through which
‘the pristine human consciousness which was not literate at all’ can be reconstructed. Even
if the shift from oral to literate culture is irrevocable (Barber’s observations on the progressive

marginalisation of the illiterate - Chapter 3, note 4 - are relevant here) the written word can,
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after all, be used to recover the oral*? - at least to a degree.

Let us now return to a consideration of the central epistemological issue. Jousse's
understanding of orality is grounded in his conception of consciousness as something
unabashedly physical:

Our intelligence has only one mode of action. Whatever fact it apprehends, it is
always in the domain of experience (reception) that it finds it. I cannot know what it
means to think, feel or want if 1 no longer experience (or revivify) in myself thought,
emotion or volition. Involved in my interior operations, and also in the impressions
which come to me from outside, there is a conscicusness of the concrete; and it is in
the concrete fact, once it has been experienced, that I perceive the general notion and
grasp the abstraction®’.

The dual juxtaposition of experience with the 'receptional and reviviviscent' calls for
particular comment. The concrete nature of consciousness excludes any notion of experience
that is not primarily experience of the body. One of the most striking of Jousse’s conceptions
in this regard is that of perception as a muscular reaction: what is perceived is literally
‘mimed by the muscles’. This ‘gesticulation’ represents the physical hamessing of
experience. It is the re-enactment (‘revivification’) of this ‘reception’ which constitutes
consciousness.

Consciousness is therefore the constant re-enactment by the body of its own reaction to an
original sensory impact. The key element of this re-enactment - and therefore of
consciousness - is ‘laryngo-buccal gesticulation’, the production of vocal sound. But
consciousness is also something fundamentally social, a factor, one may assume, that serves
to distinguish vocal gesticulation from what would be the production, by means of the vocal,
of mere sound (noise). Gesticulation becomes ‘semiological’ - in other words: speech - in so
far as it comes about not so much through the individual's re-enactment of his own
‘gesticulation of consciousness’, but, essentially, through the conditioning®® of the Jatter as a
result of the gesticulation of consciousness he observes in others: ‘[gestural] tendencies
relating to one’s own body... are analogous (o one's reaction to the bodies of one’s fellow
men'*, argues Jousse.

We earlier qualified Ong’s epistemological perspective as broadly representationalist or, to
some extent at least, realist (in the sense of the ‘epistemologically active’ consciousness
supported by Kelley). In the case of Jousse, however, there is simply no such ambiguity. His
concrete consciousness js nothing if not realist, and then strongly so: the ‘gesticulation of

consciousness’ derives from our prior ‘reception’ of a physical impact. What is ‘mimed by
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our muscles’ derives not from ourselves, but from outside ourselves. Ong’s ‘outside’ is, by
contrast, much harder to track down, Perception might precede consciousness chronologically
(as in the ‘primacy of existence’), yet nothing is perceived that is not already received within
a conceptual framework. To speculate on what Ong would consider to be ‘the profound and
subtle spirit of things’ would therefore, strictly speaking, be a contradiction in lerms. Man
could never - could never have been - ‘spontanecus’, for there is nothing that has ever been
uncluttered by human consciousness.

Or, for that matter, by thinking, if not, in fact: language - at least as far as Ong is
concemed. For if it is difficult to distinguish the perceived from the epistemological, it is, if
anything, more difficult to isolate what is epistemologically active from what is thought (Ong
talks more or less interchangebly about writing restructuring thought / writing restructuring
consciousness'”), not to mention what is thought from what is spoken (at a different level of
the sensorium: from what is written).

This brings us to what lies at the root of the epistemological discrepancy between Ong and
Jousse: the relation of language to thought. This is, of course, a highly controversial issue.
Moreover, it is 0%' crucial significance to our elaboration of a ‘theoretical space’ for Oral
Theory that lies - as the title of this work suggests - beyond the distortive notions of
‘tradition’ and ‘literature’. For if both these notions are underscored by a division of the world
into an ‘us' and a ‘them’ (albeit from different perspectives - as we remarked at the beginning
of Chapter 3, tradition ‘sets apan’ while literature ‘brings back’), it is precisely because they
are built around a series of oppositions in which the cognitive continues, in one form or
another (and even if its area of deployment has in this century evolved from an overtly racist
intellectual capacity to a more relativist cultural / sociological confexr), to be the most
persistent variable. That the orality - literacy continuum revolves around a change in
communication media is something of an axiom of Oral Theory. But the medium - be it oral
or written - is, in the final analysis, always reducible to language. As such, the notion of an
oral mindset, as far as Oral Theory is concerned, cannot come about without the idea that
language and thought are causally linked - at least at a certain level of development. On the
face of it theadg_\fidcnce that there is some link between thought and language seems
overwhelming. Ai the same time, however, man’s intellect has also been described as
interdependent with other fields of human endeavour by and large unrelaied to communication

(such as the manipulation of objects). Language may be but one of a variety of

I
e
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‘characteristics’ of man that relate to thought, and not necessarily the privileged one. This is

an important argument that we shall need to explore further.

42  Orality / Sound / Language / Thought

Over the years the question of the relation of language to thought has received particular
attention in research on the leaming capacity of non-hearing (deaf) people, research which is
certainly not without relevance to the oral - literate controversy we are concerned with.
According to Adrienne Harris, the long-standing concern with this question has rested on the
following assumptions:

First, language is equated with speech, correlative perhaps with an asumption that
without speech one cannot think... Second, this research concentrates on... the
mathetic functions of language. What is under examination is the capacity of language
to represent experience, to observe, to conceptualize, and to categorize®,

Certainly, virtually all of Ong's reflections on the nature of language (including the
specifically written Janguage of literate culture) can be related to either one or both of these
assumptions. To support his assertion that there are no ‘instances of languages which are not
in one way or another constituted in sound’®, he quotes a survey by Bertha Siertsema®
according to which ‘the primacy of sound [in language] emerges as quite incontestable’. (And
yet the primacy of sound has since been contested - more about this further on). Ong
moreover advances with a great deal of certainty, not just that there is a relation between
speech (sound) and thought, but that thought is, in fact, dependent on it*'. 1t is worthwhile to
briefly review Ong’s argument in this regard.

We earlier discussed Goody’s insistence on the communicative nature of language as a
prerequisite for its conceptual function. (See Chapter 2, notes 86-8. It is the fact that writing
is fundamentally a medium of communication which makes it the agent for social change
Goody considers it to be, and which enables it to be such a crucial factor in the development
of conceptualization). Goody's perspective in this regard can be adequately summed up in the
Durkheimian notion of thinking as a ‘social thing’. If thinking is indeed social, there is no
doubt excellent reason to link it to the development of Ong’s ‘distancing’ senses. (See note
21). More than any of the senses developed by man, hearing and sight allow, as Claude
Hagege puts it, ‘for a deferred reception in space’™?; these are the senses that have historically
served man’s particular capacity for social organization (culture) from which the development

—

of language is to all intents and purposes indistinguishable®>, And - significantly - it was
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hearing (rather than sight) that came to be the preferred motive force of human
communication, hence of language. Historically anyway.

The reasons Hagege finds for justifying the domination of hearing over sight as far as the
development of Janguage is concerned are predictable enough: vision is badly impaired at
night and light cannot go around things. Sound, by contrast, does not require the sun (or the
moon) to shine, and is generally undeterred by physical obstacles™. (See the ‘centering effect’
of sound Ong talks about). In so far as thought is social, this inevitably means that thought
itself would have become associated with ‘soundedness’ (even if the sound is not actually
verbalized) rather than with visualization. To these reasons Ong adds twa less gbvious - and
in that sense interesting - ones. The first goes primarily to the ‘interiority’ of sound:

Voice [as sound]... manifests interiors as interiors and unites them [the ‘centering
effect’]. Since thought arises in a human community [thought is social] and since a
human community is essentially a union of interior consiousness&s\m it appears
understandable that that particular sense world which is by its nature™most directly
interior would be the miost readily exploitable in direct connection with thought™.

By its very nature, then, sound is ‘attuned’ to the interiority of thought, at Jeast in so far as
we agree with Ong that thought and consciousness are basically the same thing. (It is doubtful
that Jousse, for one, will concur with this - presently more abgut his position in this regard).
The second reason goes to the privileged relation of sound with the *here and now’, hence,
with time itself. Ong’s reasoning here is, however, less seductive, for it requires of us (o think
of thinking - in the sense of ‘formal intellectual cognition’ - as essentially time-bound, a
process rather than a siate™. The interiority of thinking (or, rather, of consciousness) to a large
exient speaks for itself. That thinking should be essentially time-bound {in the same way as
sound) seems, by comparison, rather disputable.

Perhaps the most persuasive of Ong’s arguments in favour of the thought - sound link is
his reflection on the ‘lalling’ stage in children™, which is characterized by a relatively
undifferentiated sensorium through which everything the child perceives is but a ‘big,
blooming, buzzing confusion’. During this peried the child surrounds himself with ‘a
persistent effluvium of sound’™®, Although this also involves kinestetic sensations {burbling,
gurghng, crowing, playing with the lips), it is essentially through the sounds the child makes
that the world around him begins to take some kind of conceptual shape. This happens when
the child utters sounds that - through chance actually correspond to words, and ends up

attaching concepts to these sounds through the ‘positive reinforcement’ {to use the Skinnerian
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terminology) of the social body (the parents and others around him). The sound ‘mama’ has
been particularly well documented in this regard, no doubt because the formation of the
concept of mother with which it comes to be associated brings the child to separate ‘some
sort of unified being” from the general sensory confusion, a process crucial to his eventual
recognition of himself as a unified subject. ‘Which did the child learn first?’ asks Ong. He
continues:

Did he leam first to isolate ‘mama’ from the confusion of the sensory world and
thereby to think mama first or did he learn the word mama first? The question appears
quite impossible to answer. If anything, the word came first and the concept after.
Only the word was not really a word until the concept accompanied it. Previously it
was just a sound’.

According to Ong, sound can then be said to be conditional for thought in so far as it
constitutes the identifiable unit (as sanctioned by the social body) to which concepts are
a‘t;tached: ‘[w]e have no instances of conceptualized thought arising in complete independence
of words'®. But this does not mean, as he points out, that thought is necessarily connected

~with a ‘chain of verbalization in all or even most instances'®!

. This is an important distinction
~ and one which Ong himself perhaps passes over rather quickly. We shall return to this point
in more detail.

In the meantime, however, it will be useful to make a brief detour through Jousse, whose
position on the language - thought controversy provides, at least to a certain degree, a
counterpoint to that of Ong. We concluded earlier that the ‘semiological gesture’ that is
speech constitutes our very act of consciousness. But does that mean that it also constitutes
our thinking? The cognitive consequences Jousse attributes to writing (see note 37) would
seem 1o suggest that he does regard language and thought as causally linked. Even if it is its
‘bastardised version’, writing s, after al, still derived from ‘real’ language, and in that sense
is certainly reducible to it. Also, it is through writing that we have come to disassociate
ourselves from the ‘true spirit of things’, a process that surely implies a change in thinking.
If written language so easily changes (i.e. coincides with) thought, why not the oral?

Ong, as we have seen, by and large equates consciousness with thinking (see note 47) and,
within the framework of Jousse’s ‘gesticulation of consciousness’, should have little hesitation
in equating Janguage with thinking. But there are instances where Jousse seems to distinguish
quite clearly between language and thought, and, in that sense, between consciousness and

thinking - al least if we give the latter the more or less narrow definition of ‘formal
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intellectual cognition’ occasionally used by Ong. Jousse is, in fact, far more prepared than
Ong to entertain the possibility that thinking could be purely derivative of what is visualized.
if consciousness derives from laryngo-buccal gesticulation (i.e. vocal sound), there is certainly
a kind of thinking that approximates it in so far as it comes to ‘mimic in a deferred way’ the
original laryngo-buccal movement. ‘By a process of substitution to which the mind of the
child very soon grows accustomed’ {the notion of conditioning is once again important here -
see note 45), this process comes to reflect ‘the infinite variety (of mental dispositions vis-a-
vis) things, ideas or feelings... "®%. Yet there is a second kind of thinking, functioning, so to
speak, at a remove from the (auditory) sensory bias of consciousness, which makes use of
‘visual reviviscences of objects’ and does not need ‘to resort to the heip of corresponding
verbal expressions’®. Crucial in this regard is the fact that the ‘reviviscence’ (or ‘re-
enactment’) has nothing to do with the ability to write. It is not a spatial representation of
language, but of the ‘object’ (‘things, ideas or feelings’) itself. Given this independence of
thinking from verbalization, Jousse is not at all troubled by the fact that

[tlhere are certain thinkers who, although they are very intelligent, never succeed in
expressing themselves well®.

Ong, not surprisingly, hardly entertains this possibility. In keeping with his view on the close
link between speech and thought, he prefers to state the opposite:

the miost literate persons [i.e. who think in literate terms] are often enough
extraordinarily fluent oral verbalizers as well®.

Of course, it could be argued that Jousse's great thinker but poor speaker (for whom
‘language is an obstacle rather than an aid to thought’®) merely constitutes proof, not of the
independence of thought from language, but merely of the independence of thought from
language as a ‘chain of verbalization’. This raises the guestion of the ‘mathetic’ function of
language (see Harris’ second assumption of the language - thought relation quoted above), at
least in so far as we take this function as relating, not just to the postulated link between the
individual sound (word) and the formation of concepts but, indeed, to a link between ‘world-
view' (‘mindset’, ‘synthesis’ - see note 26) and what linguistically lies beyond the word: the
lexical, morphological and syntactical categories that make up the linguistic system. Again,

Adrienne Harris:

Mathetic functions arise as the child separates himself from the environment and

comes to }nlerpret experience... {They] serve in the construction of reality undertaken
by the child and most importantly lead the child to learn about language itselfs.
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Before going deeper into this question, however, we need to carry Jousse's contention hat
thought is not necessarily nested in speech a little bit further (Harris’ ‘first assumption’
again). On this point certain developments concerning the conceptualization of the
congenilally non-hearing (i.e. people who are deaf from birth) are particularly illuminating.
Ong argues strongly that, even in the case of the non-hearing, intellectual development goes
side by side with exposure to sound as such:

deaf children learn from those who themselves are vocalizers. They participate

indirectly in a world held together by voice®,

The fact that the non-hearing have, in the past, frequently grown up ‘intellectually subnormal’,
is consequently ascribed to the failure of (previous) pedagogical techniques to ‘[introduce]
deaf-mutes more thoroughly, if always indirectly, into the oral-aural world...”®. Ong here joins
forces with a long-held notion in work on the cognitive development of the non-hearing,
namely that problems with regard to such development are the result of ‘language deficiency’.
;"ﬁccording to Adnienne Harris, this linking of cognitive process to language prowess has been
/ a strong trend in Russian psychology, in which the work of Aleksandr Luria (on whom Ong
draws strongly for his ‘psychodynamics of orality - see Chapter 2, note 65) has been
particularly noticeable™. That the development of the intellect is dependent on the integration
of the subject into ‘the world’ is beyond question’ (see our discussion of the ‘lalling’ stage
above), but does this world necessarily have to be experienced - be it indirectly - as a
~—"sounded one? A significant change in emphasis with regard to the problem, as phrased by
Lynn Liben, of ‘why deaf people with normal intelligence typically perform relatively poorly
on cognitive and social tasks’™, would seem to suggest that the answer js no. This concerns
the suggestion, attributed to Hans Furth®, that impaired cognitive development in the non-
hearing is the result, not of ‘language deficiency’, but rather of ‘a blending of social, emotive,

and intellective neglegt’ or ‘experientigl deficiencies’.

This loosening of the language - thought bind is, from our point of view, an important
concession. There are, however, two relatively contradictory ways of motivating this
movement towards the experiential rather than the linguistic as prime factor in cognitive
development, which each in its own way relates to our attempt at setting aside the notion of
an oral mindsel. These motivations respectively attack the dual notion so strongly asserted by

Ong, namely:

1) that language and thought are fundamentally interdependent, and
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2) that language is fundamentally sounded language.
We need to briefly review both motivations, as well as the impact they may have on the
orality - literacy question.

The first motivation for experiential rather than language deficiency is suggested by the
very title of Furth’s 1966 work: Thinking without language... (see note 73). In spite of their
deficiency in standard middle-class American English (they do not properly possess a natural
- i.e. sounded - language), ‘the majority of deaf individuals [in the United States] adequately
adjust to the world. They marry, raise children, pay taxes, contribute to the good of the
community...”™*. In other words, non-hearing people do think, and generally think sufficiently
well, even though they to a large extent lack language. (Of course, Furth is overlooking sign
language, which is the very point to be made in the second motivation). To explain how this
non-language based thinking takes place, Furth relies heavily on Jean Piaget's™ cognitive
model according to which ‘sensonmotor actions - not Janguage - are assumed to lay the
foundations for logical thought'®. This is not the place to enter into a detailed discussion of
Piaget's conception, which would lie way beyond the scope - and interest - of this study. But
certain of his more fundamental notions are nonetheless of relevance to us in so far as they
relate - or seem 10 relate - to some of the notions used by Ong in his description of the oral
mindset, hence the following brief foray into cognitive psychology.

Essentially Piaget postulates that inteflectual growth in children takes place in ‘a universal
and invariant sequence of stages’”. The first™, the sensorimotor, extends from birth to about
two years of age, and is characterized by the child gaining acquaintance with his environment
through sensory perception and movement. The second, called intuitive or pre-operational,
takes the child to about seven years of age, and sees him beginning to assimilate concepts not
directly vehicled by the senses, such as the relativity of number and space: more or Jess,
nearer and farther, etc. But the child can only pay atiention to one aspect at a time, and
although ‘beginning to internalise actions into thoughts'™ (more about this presently), can
only work forward in his thinking. Piaget talks of the ‘semi-logical’ stage in this regard:

we should note that this logic is limited in two essential respects: such ordering or

classifying or setting up of correspondances dees not involve reversibility, so we
cannot as yet speak of ‘operations’...%.

The third stage (roughly between the ages of seven and ten) is, by contrast with the second,
more fully logical:

[The child] now arranges things in series and understands that in Jining them up, say,
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in order of increasing size, he is at the same time arranging them in order of
decreasing size; the transivity of relations like bigger than, and so on, which
previously went unrecognized or was noted as a mere matter of fact, is now something
of which he is explicitly aware... the conservation principles which earlier were
lacking are now established.."’.

What Piaget calls ‘conservation’ relates to the child’s newly-acquired ability to compare
particular configurations of a certain number of objects or quantities with previous ones,
without allowing his initial measurement of the number or quantity to be influenced by it™.
The child can, for the fist time, consider two or more aspects of a situation simultaneously,
yet his thinking remains confined to ‘concrete situations’®, hence Piaget’s qualification of this
stage as concrete operational. The latter handicap is, however, overcome in the fourth formal
operational stage, which sees the eleven to twelve year old finally able to manipulate ‘abstract
symbols or ideas’. Reasoning is fully ‘reversible’ (see stages 2 and 3 above) and the child can
also ‘reason by implication'®.

Where does language fit into all of this? The answer is: nowhere - at least in the
Jfoundational sense that Ong (in regard to thought) and Jousse (in regard to consciousness)
would prefer to think of it. To understand the ‘role’ Piaget assigns to language within the
cognitive process, we need to revisit the ‘stages’ described above, but this time not from the
point of view of their actual (differential) sequence, but from the point of view of the
‘mechanism’ that enables the child to make cognitive progress, both within a particular stage
and in his passage from one stage 1o another. Such a perspective is notably adopted by Fodor,
who describes Piaget’s model as involving ‘the assimilation of a series of "logics” of
increasing representative power'®,

The sensorimotor child possesses a ‘logic of action’: he reasons on the basis of a
‘generalization of actions’®. What is going to determine his cognitive progress is precisely
the assimilation Fodor refers to, defined by Piaget as ‘the integration of new objects or new
situations and events into [the result of] previous... [generalizations]’®. At the very initial
stage of the child’s development, assimilation hinges purely on the child's recognition
(‘comprehension’} of an object. Having been face to face with, say, a hanging object before,
the child is subsequently able to recognize such an object whenever he sees it. But from the
child’s second year (i.e. still within the sensorimotor stage), assimilation begins to become
possibie not only through ‘the integration of an object to a scheme of action’ (see note 87) -

i.e. through recognition - but through what Piaget terms ‘extension’: the ability to evoke, that
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is, ‘1o think of something that is not actually and perceptibly present’™. In other words, the
child acquires the capacity to assimilate inio his generalizations that which is absent. And this
capagity, which is fully the capacity to represent, results from the formation of what Piaget
conceives to be ‘the symbolic or semiotic function’. And of this semiotic function

language is a particular case..., but it is only a particular case - particularly important,
I do not deny - but a limited case within the totality of manifestations of the symbolic
function®.

Other instances of the semiotic function (existing, so to speak, side by side with language)
include ‘symbolic play’ (‘play that evokes by means of gestures a situation that is not current,
not perceptible’™) and - to some extent already implied in the idea of ‘play by means of
gesture’ - imitation. With respect to the latter Piaget interestingly echoes Jousse’s notion of
semiological gesticulation as a ‘miming of the muscles’ (see note 44):

I mean by imitation not the imitation of a person... but the imitation of an object, that
is, the copying by gestures of the characteristics of that object (for example, the object
has a hole that must be enlarged, and this enlargement is imitated by the motion of
opening and closing the mouth). This imitation plays a very large role because it can
be motive at the outset..., but it continues later on as an interiorized imitation, 1 claim
that the mental image is nothing more, at the beginning, than an interiorized imitation
that creates the ensuing represeniations”’.

Jousse, as we have seen, aligns the ‘mimicking’ by means of gesture (j.e. ‘laryngo-buccal’
gesture) 1o the act of speech (language) and sees i, in its ‘deferred’ form, as the substance
of thought itself. (See note 62). But imitation can also derive from ‘visual reviviscences’ (see
note 63), leading to a thinking largely independent from language. Unlike Jousse, Piaget does
not assimilate imitation to language, but sees it as functioning parallel to it within the broader
semiotic process. But at least to the extent that Piaget’s ‘mental image’ is an interdorized
imitation ‘at the beginning’, one can no doubt be justified for finding it largely reminiscent
of Jousse's ‘deferred mimicking’ of ‘visual reviviscences'®.

In terms of the thought - language controversy, Piaget's characterization of language as a
limited - yet important - ‘case’ of a broader representative function, can obviously be
interpreted according to which of these adjectives one wishes to emphasize. In this regard a
distinction has been made between the concrete operational and the formal operational stages,
to the effect that, while language is not necessary in the course of cognitive development as

Such, it is all the same, in Furth's words:

a principal and preferred medium of thinking for a developed mind, for a mind that
~.
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has reached... the formal operating stage™.
An essentiaily similar reading of Piaget is provided by Liben:

. even without language. the child's interactions with the physical world should
permit the development of fundamentally normal cognitive skills, at least through the
concrete operational period™.

Piaget’s position with regard to the thought - language relation at a fully developmenial level
can then at least to some extent be said to approximate that of Lev Vygotsky's Thought and
Language”. Thought and speech have different ontogenic roots and evolve along different
lines throughout the child’s development. At a certain point, however, 'these lines meet,
whereupon thought becomes verbal and speech rational™,

The formal operational stage represents, as we saw earljer, the human intellectual capacity
for abstraction. Our thinking is fully ‘reversible” and we can reason by implication. To the
extent that Janguage 1s the most elaborate - and, in that sense, the mast abstract - of the
semiotic functions identified by Piaget, not to mention the fact that it functions according to
readily deductible and predictable rules (more about this peint in our discussion of the
mathetic aspect of language}, the association between language and a fully ‘rational’ reasoning
seems perfectly fair. At this point, however, the following question comes to mind. Even if -

taking an essentially Chomskyen line - language is regarded as ‘rational’ (and therefore
conducive to rational thinking), how sure can we be that our thinking - as adults - is itself
intrinsically rational? This is, once again, not a question that we can entertain here in any
detail. But the following comment by David Green™ sheds some light an the complexities of
this question, specifically in so far as it refutes the taken-for-grantedness of notions fike
rationality and abstraction in relation to formal operative reasoning. In a 1972 article Piaget™
advances, reports Gireen, that ‘adulls sclve problems according to the principles of

hypothetico-deductive logic'. Yet

. 1t became clear both from work on human reasoning in the sixties and from
rescarch on human judgment... that such a claim is incorrect. Indeed, it is perhaps as
well that we de not think according to the canons of formal logic for our thinking
would be maladapted to the world in which we live... where relevance is more
important than logical equivalence.

As a result,

.. Our capacity to reason effectively is crucially dependent upon relatively specific,
rather than context-free, problem representations™,



176

Does the idea of a ‘relevant’ or ‘relatively specific, rather than context-free” reasoning not
take us back, at least to some degree, lo the concrete, object-oriented logic of the child in
which - as we have learnt - langnage is a relatively unimportant factor? Whatever one’s
reponse (o it, this question is useful in so far as it raises the further issue of the actual validity
of Piagel’s (and others’) essentially developmental model of a ‘staged” human cognition. We
can conclude this first segment of our reflection on Ong’s sound / speech / language / thought
approximation by briefly considering an altemative to such an evolution.

One of the more pointed critiques of Piaget comes, in fact, from Fodor, who rejects the
former’s notion of a progression through increasingly complex conceptual systems on purely
logical grounds. Side-stepping the myriad of schematic syllogisms Fodor offers us, we can
broadly nail down his argument to the following. Concepts as such can only be learnt through

‘the projection and confirmation of hypotheses®'®

(even if - as would obviously be the case
with small children - the latter are never actually verbalized). Yet for the hypothesis to have
been advanced in the first place means that the concept to be ‘learnt’ must have been present
in it from the start. In other words, the subject merely learns which of a range of concepts
he already possesses best fits his experience of a given situation, or, as Fodor phrases it,
‘which of several locally coextensive concepts is criterial for the occurrence of reward’. Hence
Fodor's emphatic conclusion: ‘one can’t learn a conceptual system richer than the conceptual
systemn that one starts with’ ™",

The only thing that can, in fact, become more powerful, is the degree of expressivity of the
~c()nceptixal system. It is at this level that the child’s learning of a language becomes useful.
But rather than relate the latter to factors of cognition (factors of intellectual competence),
Fodor essentially links language to the relatively extraneous factors of intellectual
performance like memory capacity and the ability to focus attention'®. Conceptualization as
such is the province, not of language (i.e. the natural langnages that children learn), but of
what Fodor conceives to be “an internal representational system’ or ‘private language’'”. And,
no matter how crude this may sound, the representational power of this conceptual system is,
‘to all intents and purposes, innately determined’'™. Fodor concedes that he uses the term
‘language’ in relation to this ‘inner code’ merely by way of analogy'™. The fact js that while
this conceptual system can possibly be regarded as representational in a way similar to
language (no doubt as part of a Piagetian semiotic function), it is fundamentally not leamnt.

The stages that Piaget discusses cannot be differentiated in terms of the child’s ability to learn
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concepts and - imporiant as far as we are concerned - conventiona! (natural) language has,
strictly speaking, nothing to do with how we think.

We can now turn to what we earlier identified as a second motivating factor in the move
from language deficiency to experiential deficiency as a means of accounting for perceived
cognitive problems of the non-hearing, namely the contention that - contrary to what Ong
believes - language is not necessarily associated with sound. Here, however, we have to enter
a note of caution. The mere fact that language becomes disassociated with sound obviously
does not of itse!f imply that thought and language are unrelated. It is in this sense that I
car]i.cr described the two motivations for experiential deficiency as ‘contradictory’. This
contradiction is borne out in Furth’s argument, mentioned earlier (see notes 73 - 74), that non-
hearing people are able to think ever though they do not have language. While largely
supportive of his contentions as to the independance of thought from language, both Moores
and Liben are critical of Furth’s assumption that language means vocal language. Non-hearing
people, even those who know liitle or no vocal language, are not ‘alinguistic’, and attempts
to motivate the relative independence of thought from Janguage through research on non-
hearing subjects are, as Moores puts it, ‘misdirected’'®. But to say that non-hearing people
who use manual signs are as ‘linguistic’ as hearing people who use voca! signs does not for
all that mean that the language deficiency argument is to be reintroduced at the expense of
the notion of experiential deficiency. The effect of this assertion is, rather, to take language
out of a perceived ‘natural’ (because of being sounded?) relation to the psyche, so as to place
it more fully in the world *out there’ into which the developing child has to integrate. In other
words, it brings into clearer perspective the non-private, social nature of ianguage, the fact
that language is itself part of a more general experience that children need in order to develop.
Liben, having argued against the notion that language learning amongst the non-hearing
should necessarily be equated with leaming a vocal language, thus summarizes the main

implication of her views:

[r]ather than proposing that language affects thought directly,... language... is
hypothesized to have its effect on cognition indirectly, being mediated through
interactions with family, peers, teachers, and society in general'”’,

What is particularly important for our purposes, however, is that the idea of a non-vocal

Janguage may also have impications for our perspective on writing. We can, therefore, expect

it to shed light on the relation between oral and written language.

When Ong asserts (on the basis of Siertsema’s ‘findings’ - see note 50) that “"languages”
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making no acknowledged or overt use of sound always depend... upon languages which are
built in sound’ '™, he seems unlikely to be thinking of American Sign Language (Ameslan),
or otherwise is obviously dismissive of it. Recognition of Ameslan as a language has, in fact,
been comparatively recent. At least prior to 1960, as Ronnie Wilbur reports, Ameslan held
fittle or no interest for linguistic theory, as it was generally considered not io be a language'®.
It was seen, in the words of Ursula Bellugi and Edward Klima, as just *a loose collection of
gestures - gestures that have no systematic internal structure and that are strung together
without hierarchical syntactic organization’'". To scme extent this conception has continued
to cloud matters, all the more so, it would seem - and this perhaps explains Ong's own
ignorance - that users of Ameslan make extensive use of non-systemic pestures like

pantomime!'"!, facial expression and body posture'™

to convey their information, and
frequently mix Ameslan with forms of fingerspelling (such as ‘manual’ English) or sign
systems (such as ‘signed’ English)'*’ that imitate the grammatical aspects and word order of
a spoken language and are, in this sense, obviously ‘dependent’ on languages *built in sound’.
But Ameslan, whose signs represent concepts as opposed to words, is not. Bellugi and Klima
summariZe its main features (most frequently subject to confusion) as follows:

American sign Language is not a derivative or degenerate form of written or spoken
English. It has a lexicon that does not comrespond to English, but must be considered
a different language. The grammatical principles governing the modification of
meaning of signs are different, in form and content, from the grammatical processes
i English and in spoken languages in general. [If)... is in nc way limited to “concrete
ideas’. Tt is a fully-fledged language with the possibility for expression at any level
of abstraction. ... [It also]... is not a universal form of pantomime',

Apart from its structaral qualities, it is imporlant to nete that Ameslan further resembles
spoken languages in so far as it can, in fact, be learnt as ‘a primary natural [anpuage’, at [east
in situations where the parents of non-hearing children are themselves non-hearing"®. The
process of language leaming itself, then, can take place as something basically oriented
around the visual''®,

Whal significance could a sige language like Ameslan - fully a linguistic system - have for
Oral Theory, given the latter's concern with the interplay of the oral and the written?
Following a deconstractionist train of thought, and on the assurmnption that Ameslan is, at root,
a ‘language of pesture’ ‘it seems plausible... that at least certain aspects of [Amesian]...

originated from some form of pantomime or iconic representation”, Bellugi and Klima tell

us'"), one could perhaps argue that Ameslan is a kind of wriling; more precisely, the kind of
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‘primary’ writing that, as Derrida speculates in the opening pages of his De la grammatologie,
could ‘precede’ spoken language - if not in a historical sense, at least from the point of view
of representation of meaning''®. But such a view, quite apart from watering down the
definition of writing to a level where it becomes frankly unusable (at least in terms of the
issues and arguments that have animated Oral Theory over the years)'"’, would also fail to
account for the necessity, identified by George Sperling, of developing a writing system that
actually represents Ameslan as Ameslan'®. No, writing is fundamentally a graphic

"2t Ameslan is not. And while, as Naomi Baron puts it, there is in

represeniation of language
the case of writing ‘some connection between the visual representation and the spoken
language’ '™, Ameslan is, in theory at least, wholly independent of such a connection. (See
note 113).

Where Ameslan does link up with writing, however, is that it is, just like writing, an
undeniably visual means of linguistic communication. Of course, writing and Ameslan are not
visual (or, indeed, visible) in the same way. The visibility of writing is durable, becomes an
abject; that of Ameslan moves through time in the same way as speech, It is there one
moment, gone the next. Also, writing, at least in so far as it has a phonetic base, makes
visible sound; Ameslan makes visible concepts. But, quite apart from the enormous
differences in the way they actually appear, writing (at least in so far as it has been
‘internalized’ as literacy) and Ameslan (at least in so far as it has been learnt as a natural
language by a congenitally non-hearing person who knows no other language) can at the very
least be assumed to share one quality: that of enabling - and, in fact, forcing - their users to
‘see’ their language, to think of it as something visual. This can be best explained by
reference to how we may represent abstract concepts to ourselves, concepts, in other words,
that do not correspond to any readily imaginable referent in the world of objects. (‘Represent’
in this sense needs to be clearly distinguished from ‘associate’ - at issue is not the mental
association of abstract concepts with more concrele ones but their representation as such).
The ‘native speaker’ of Ameslan, upon thinking of a particular abstract concept, will be able
to see, in his mind’s eye, a gesture or series of gestures linguistically representing that
concept. The literate person will represent the same concept to himself as a written word, as

in the following example given by Ong:

A literate person, asked to think of the word [concept?] ‘nevertheless’, will normally
(and I strongly suspect always) have some image, at least vague, of the spelled-out
word and be quite unable to think of the word... without reverting 10 any lettering but
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only to sound'”.

Ong sees this as illustrative of what he terms the ‘pre-emptiveness of literacy’. (See¢ Chapter
3, note 106; see also Ong's comments earlier on the irrevocable nature of the shift from the
oral to the literate). Apart from our differences with Ong as far as the object of the ‘pre-
emptiveness’ is concerned (to Ong, what 15 pre-empted by literacy is, of course, the very
process of conceptualization), we can, for our present purposes, given that we have also
discovered visibility in a system of linguistic representation that is nof written, substitule
‘literacy” with ‘the visual’. What is important to us in the above example is not that the word
‘nevertheless’ is seen as a series of letters, but, more fundamentally, that it is seen. The
concept of ‘introducing something more or less contrary to what has been stated” implicit in
‘nevertheless’ will similarly be seen by the user of Ameslan, even if the concept is not in the
same way distinct or seperable from others as the existence of the word ‘nevertheless’ would
make a user of English inclined to believe. Both writing and Ameslan can, in this way, be
said to induce a visnal conception of language, on account of the fact that both writing and
Ameslan turn language into something basically spatial. It is in this sense, and in this sense
only - independent of the actual mechanisms of thought - that the visual could be regarded
as ‘pre-emptive’ in the example given by Ong. Sounded Janguage, on the contrary - at least
as it is perceived by the ear’™ - can only be represented as sound, inextricably bound up with
the flow of time. This notion will be further developed in Chapter 5.

This brings us to the significance of Ameslan to Oral Theory. As already noted, the
;representation of Ameslan is not in the same way durable as that of writing, and to the extent
]lhat durability is seen as the crucial factor in the postulated cognitive effect of writing (it is
because it is durable, for example, that writing can be used as a record - see Chapter 2),
; Ameslan will, in all probability, not be aligned to writing at all. At the same time it is
‘: obviously not speech, which no doubt explains why Ameslan (or sign language in a broader

sense), has tended to be overlooked in the orality - literacy debate. But Ameslan clearly has
characteristics of both: like speech it is bound to time, like writing it is visualizable - and
visible - in space. And it is fundamentally, not merely a means of communication, but actual
language. It is as language that Ameslan may cast its shadow over Oral Theory. In order to
arrive at an understanding of its significance, we need, therefore, to remind ourselves of Oral

Theory’s most basic assumptions about language.

These are inevitably presented as contrasts, be it as actual differences (oppositions) or as
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polarities in an interplay or continuum: language is oral or written; hence, language is heard
or seen; hence, language is temporal or spatial. Most importantly, the second terms of the
polarities (written, seen, spatial) are always evolutions of the first. Not just are they
evolutions, but actually consequences. To make sense of this we need to take a step back, as
it were, and reintegrate language into the broader field of interest of Oral Theory. To review
Ong's argument: written language / literacy has the revolutionary effects it has on society and
the individual psyche precisely because it is, as representation, ‘grounded’ in oral language
/ orality. In other words, writing, which is something visual (spatial), would not fulfill the
functions it does, would not have the influence it does, were it not the representation of
something auditory (temporal). Logical and abstract thinking, for example, depends on the
ability to think in terms of space (‘visualist” space which is ‘pure’ - see note 25). At the same
time, however, thinking is essentially dependent on the ‘interiority’ and ‘centering’ of sound
(‘acoustic’ space, which is decidedly temporal).

The major insight to be gleaned from the evidence provided by Ameslan is, in this context,
that language is not per definition subject to the kinds of polarisation around which it has
appeared in Oral Theory. The parallel evolutionary passage between oral and written, auditory
and visual, time-bound and spatial does not have to be theorised on the basis of some internal
condition of language and language use. It is, rather, not unlike the factors that originally led
to language being vocal rather than visual, rooted in the practical, in other words, in the
contingencies of a history which - had it evolved on the basis of linguistic data provided by
Ameslan - could have been very different. (See note 54).

Essentially the same point - albeit in a different way - is made by Roy Harris in his Cl‘itiq_l;;
of the lip-service paid by modem linguistics to the notion of the primacy of the spoken word
(see note 121), while it ‘has itself remained consistently and irredeernably scriptist in

‘respects” in which speech is considered more fundamental than writing: ;aH human
communities have had spoken language before they have had ‘a conespondikrrg?‘WﬁEfén
language’ (‘phylogenetic priority'); any normal child learns to speak his native language
before he leams to write it (‘ontogenetic priority’); speech ‘serves a wider range of
communicational purposes than writing’ (‘functional priority’); writing is originally a
representation of speech (“structural priority®). Significantly Harris does not, 4 ia Derrida (see

note 118), attempt to stand these priorities on their collective head (although some would
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argue that Derrida actually willfully ignores them'®). He does, however, remark that the
‘doctrine of the primacy of speech... is itself a curious amalgam’, for

it does not follow from any of the priorities that the use of articulated sound as a
medium of expression must be treated as criterial, to the exclusion of writing, in
defining what a language is.... [The priorities as such say nothing about the crucial

question for any analytic science; namely, the interrelation between the two forms of

co-existent behaviour'?.

Harris does not bring Ameslian into the equation at all. But if he were prepared to accept our
notion of the relation of speaking (at ieast in the context of primary orality) to writing as
essentially that of an auditory to a visualist conception of language, he would express the
same kind of theoretical relativity as regards what is ‘truly’ (fundamentally) language as we
have found on the basis of the linguistic evidence provided by Ameslan.

One aspect of this insight is of particular interest to us: what we earlier decribed as an
auditory (temporal) and visual (spatial) conception of language can no longer be equated with
different stages of an evolution. The different languages of the world studied by linguistics
may well be constituted in sound, justifying the concem of modemn linguistics with speech
rather than with writing. But from the point of view of the definition of language as a muiti-
layered system of discrete units'™®®, there is no reason why the ear should be regarded as more

original, more primitive, than the eye'”

. The issue of the ‘pre-emptiveness’ of the visual (as
literacy - see note 123, also Chapter 2, note 106) turns out, therefore, to be largely irrelevant.
That orality (an auditory conception of language) can acwally be ‘dominant’ in a literate
person, is, of course, to some extent suggesied by Ong himself when, on the basis of the
frequency of oral-formulaic form in the writing of certain literate poets (see Chapter |, note
39), he points out that ‘[olral formulaic thought and expression ride deep in consciousness

and the unconscious, and they do not vanish as soon as one used to them takes pen n
dll]ﬂ

hand'™. What Ong here ascribes to thought on the basis of form of expression, we would
ascribe to an auditory conception of language on the basis of language primarily experienced
as sound. This conception may or may not be altered by the experience of writing, depending
on the intensity of the latter. The significance of Ameslan is, if nothing else, that it suggests
the possibility that the respective sense-based conceptions of language can yet tum oul 10 be
no more than mere alternatives, deriving from different linguistic experience.

In conclusion to our appraisal of the thought - Yanguage relation, let us now consider what

we earlier referred 1o as the mathetic function of language: the capacity of language ‘to
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represent experience, to observe, to conccpruaﬁ-zc. and to categorize', or, put differently, to
‘serve in the [mental] construction of reality’. (See notes 48 and 67). Of course, this presumed
capacity has to a large extent already been dealt with and, in fact, contradicted. (See in
particular our overview of Piaget and Fodor). But our present discussion would not be
complete, I would argue, without considering conceptions as to how language as internalized
structure (as opposed to language as a means of expression or communication, or language
as consisting of words relating to concepts) can be said to impact on our ability to construct
mental categories concerning the world around us. From a more concrete perspective, this
involves revisiting Ong’s earlier distinction between thinking ‘as words’ and thinking as a
‘chain of verbalization’. (See note 61). It is especially the latter kind of thinking that would
engage notions like verbal category and grammatical structure.

This brings us face-to-face with the controversial thesis originally developed by Edward
Sapir and Benjamin Whorf, namely that language structure to a greater or lesser extent

determines thought"”’

. Ronald Wardhaugh distinguishes between a strong and weak statement
of this thesis. The former purports ‘that language structure determines thought completely and
controls the way a speaker views the world’, the latter ‘that the structure of a language makes
certain kinds of perception easy and others difficult, but does not make anything impossible’.
The weaker version, in other words, sees language as predisposing the speaker towards a
certain conception of the world rather than determining this conception.

Once again, Ameslan can provide us with useful insights. The Sapir - Whorf thesis was
obviously formulated with vocal languages in mind; our thinking is determined by the
concepts produced - ralher than vehicled - by the language we first learn to speak. In this
regard we could usefully distinguish two kinds of concepts, those attached to individual (ie.
lexical) elements of the Jinguistic system (what we would broadly call words), and those that
do not attach to lexical items as such (although individual words frequently represent them'*),
but rather to the way in which words can be linked to each other. The term ‘grammatical
marker® can be used for the latter. As mentioned earlier, the signs of Ameslan represent
concepts, not words. But Ameslan is also, like spoken language, a ‘first order’ linguistic
representation (it does not, like writing, represent the elements of 2 finguistic system that
exists prior to it), so it comes across, in a very real sense, as a language of concepts. What

is more, the concepts of Ameslan would, at least relative to those of vocal languages, be of

the ‘lexical’ rather than the ‘grammatica!’ variety. This essentially reflects what Edna Levine
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terms a ‘thinking in pure meanings’, obviously independent from the influence of language:

Largely eliminated by Ameslan are the struggles to encage what goes on in the mind
in rigid rules of English grammar. We may hypothesize that, with this obstacle

eliminated, the ‘syntax’ of unadulterated Ameslan is closer to the 'syntax’ of pure

thought than is the syntax of verbal language'”.

As reported by Wardhaugh'¥, there has been little by way of research data in clear support
of the Sapir - Whorf thesis, even taken in its relatively watered-down version. In one
experiment, ‘Nahavo-dominant’ and ‘English-dominant’ children between the ages of three
and ten were asked to match together objects differing in shape, size and colour, the
hypothesis being - from a Wharfian perspeclive - that the Nahavo-dominant children would
tend Lo group objects according to their shape, given the obligatory grammatical markers that
Nahavo attaches to ‘verbs of handling’ according to the shape of the object to be handled.
Significantly however, differences in how the children matched together the objects
corresponded, not with language background, but with age distnibution. Older children from
both language groups tended to favour shape, while younger children favoured colour.
Wardhaugh peints out thai, on the assumption that reliance on shape rather than colour is a
sign of cognitive development, one could assume that such development would benefit from
a special grammatical category for shape in the children’s language. At the same time,
however, there would be other equally important supporting facters, such as, for example, a
relatively privileged middle-class environment. (The group 1o masi strongly opt for shape as
organizational crilerion was, in facl, a control group made up of middie-class English-
speaking children). If grammatical structure is a variable in cognitive development, it is one
amongst several, and certainly not the most prominent'®,

Speaking of thinking as a process, Ong draws attention to its main ingredient, which is
judgment. (See, in this regard, Fodor's reference to concepts that are ‘criterial for the
occurrence of reward’ - note 101). Ong does not talk about reward but about truth, and
Jjudging whether something is true or nol always implies a stalement: the union of subfect and
predicate, which is, as Ong muses, 'buried in the origins of language itself' ', In other waords,
the essential ingredient of thinking has, in this sense, been bequeathed by language, but not
by the word as such (coinciding with the concept), but by the syntagmatic refation {to use the
Saussurian terminology) that lics beyond it. For all this, Ong does not enter into much

refiection on the possible coincidence of thought and linguistic structure, yet we undoubledly
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Within the context of explaining the psychological effect of the time-boundedness of sound,
Ong finds at least some of Whorf's research (notably that on the Hopi language and culture)
eminently useful. The Hopi people, we leam,

do not think of today as a part or section of time as coming after another part ar
section of the time-mass designated yesterday. They do not picture today as ‘next’ o
yesterday... but rather think of time in terms of its perpetual ‘getting later'™,

The questian of arality / literacy {or verbomotor / visualist) does not directly enter Ong’s

discussion here, but we can assume the Hopi (as quintessential ‘non-Western® culture

), o
more or less conform o Ong’s conception of an oral people. This 1s certainly whai Ong
implies, and the evidence quoted above relating to the Hopi notion of time waould certainty
fit Ong’s general characterization of the oral mindset as event rather than object orienied. But
we know, of course, that Whorf was far less interested in hiteracy as a determining facior of
cognition than in language structure. Ung, momeniarily, shows a sirmlar inclination. Wanting
1o make the point that literate people have a morte spatial conception of time than oral people
(at least this is what we can assume he wanis to say), Ong settles, instead, for drawing
atiention 1o what in a Whorfian perspective would be a telling difference between English and
Hopi:

English, like modern Western languages generally, is impoverished in qualifiers
derived directly from time...".

Why should Western Janguages be qualified as ‘modern’ here? One could be pardoned for
infering from this that Hopi is not modern, which, from a linguistic point of view, would be
non-sensical: Hopi is as ‘living’ or contemporary a language as English. Bui in another
passage we get a strong indication {even if it is never explicitly admitted) that Ong integrates
contemporary languages into by and large the same evolutionist paradigm as he does the
matter of orality - literacy. Ung assumes that the subject - predicate refation that is the subject
of thought translates into the linguistic categeries of noun (substance) and verh (action)'™
which, at least in a language like English, are expressed in distinct words. Yel there is ‘some

evidence', Ung tells us,

thai in the earlier stages of languages nouns and verbs are not so compleiely disjoined
from each other as they are in later stages of linguistic development""'.

Cenainly, the ‘evidence’ referred o here would to some extent be bome out in the

development of a modern Romance language like French from its ‘classical’ ancestor, Latin,
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Whereas both languages are regarded as ‘inflectional”®, French is certainly more ‘isolating’
than Latin in so far as it generally assizns different grammatical functions to different words,
Latin by comparison concentrating a variety of such functions within a single word, typically
the verb. At the same time, however, the quintessential isolating language is Mandarin
Chinese, and what about the many agglutinative languages (where a single complex word

Y in use the world over?

expresses what in an isolating language would require a sentence
Are we to assume that the latter represent an earlier stage of hinguistic development?

As already indicated, Ong does not ciearly commit himself on this point, But if we see the
Western languages Ong talks about against the background of the history of alphabetic
writing, a certain parallel between the way Ong presents these languages and his view of the
cognitive processes of the literate or visualist becomes clear. Most obvious in this regard, is
the likeness between Ong's notion that a clear distinction between noun and verb is
linguistically the most developed, and his notion that literacy favours abstract
conceptualization. Indo-European languages clearly set apart noun and verb, and they (or
rather their speakers) have arguably the longest history of alphabetic literacy. (While not
downplaying the very real differences in linguistic structure between Indo-European languages
and other language families, it could of course also be argued that our awareness of these
languages as ‘isclaling’ is to a large extent aided by what is after all a convention - a habit -

of graphic representation'*").

A similar parallel between the presentation of a certain type of {Indo-European) linguistic
structure and the postulated effects of literacy has been remarked by Brian Street'. The
cognitive quality at issue this time is pertinently the matter of objectivity. On the basis that
‘[lJanguages can be legitimalely analysed in terms of their grealer or lesser coniext-
dependence and cullure-dependence’™, John Lyoms, as reported by Street, makes the
observation that indication on the part of a speaker of his social staius, as well as his attitude
2s 10 the actual truth of what he is stating is, in many languages, not just left to the choice
of the speaker within the particular context of discourse, but actually encoded in the linguistic
system 1tsell. In other words, the speaker is grammatically and lexically obliged to make
explicit what is very much a subjective qualification, a fact which makes it difficuit for users
of such langunge systems o approximate 1o neutral, objective statements’™”. This brings
Lyons lo refiect on the absence of such structural requirements as far as English is concerned.

Once again, the paralle! is straightforward. Just as literacy favours the development of
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objectivity through its spatial objectification of language, so the linguistic structure of English

favours objectivity through its relative non-insistence on grammatical markers of status and

subjective attitude.

“31?1:3 typical member of an oral culture on whose cognitive processes the assertions of the
‘autonomous model’ of literacy (see Chapter 2, note |01) are based, does not speak an
isolating Western European language. Relatively few studies have been done on the effects
of literacy in non-European languages, one of which - on the Vai language of West Africa -
deviated from the autonomous model in so far as it attributed certain more developed
cognitive skills shown by subjects literate in Vai script, not so much to their literacy, as to
the fact that they were receiving formal education in a school environment. (See Chapter 2,
note 120). A similar explanation suggests itself for one notable instance where Ong finds
justification for describing as ‘oral-based’ the thought processes of a modem English speaking
person. Having differentiated between, on the one hand, what he terms the ‘restricted
linguistic code’ (or ‘public language’) of the ‘lower-class English dialects’ in Britain and, on
the other, the ‘elaborated linguistic code’ (or ‘private language’) of the ‘upper-class dialects’,
Basil Bemstein goes on to remark that the expression of the speakers of the ‘public langnage’
he studied is characterized, as paraphrased by Ong, by ‘a formula-like quality and [that it]
strings thoughts together not in careful subordination but like "beads on a frame™ ', Ong
significantly points out that the subjects of this particular study were ‘messenger boys with
no formal grammar school education’, while a group of ‘private language’ speakers studied
by Bernstein - whose cognitive performances were largely supedor - were ‘from six major
public schools’, Yet Ong unhesitatingly suggests that the linguistic code of the former could
be regarded as ‘oral-hased’, and that of the laiter as ‘text-based’, by and large the same
distinction he habitually draws between the oral and the literate. Amazingly, the vast gap in
the social and educational environment of the two groups (quite apart from differences in
reading and writing ability) receives no mention from Ong in terms of accounting for their
perceived differences in cognitive performance’’.

Wardhaugh makes the point that wherever linguistic criteria have been employed in support
of a division between ‘advanced’ and ‘primitive’ (the exact terminology is of litle
importance), ‘it has generally been so within a very superficial Whorfian perspective’ ',
Whorf, in fact, finds as much evidence - and, in certain cases, more' - of rational thinking

or logical analysis in the linguistic structure of Hopi as he does in that of English. He also

e
P B



188

refuses to be drawn to any kind of binary psychological differentiation on the basis of
linguistic structure, even where, as with the broadly ‘extraversion - introversion” mode]
suggested by the Irish linguist James Byme'?, the basis of differentiation is nor the all-too-
familiar logical vs pre-logical or analytical vs totalising. (See Chapter 2, note 69). Certanly,
there is little justification for interpreting the Sapir - Whorf thesis as a statement on the
evolution of Janguages or, for that matter, of thought.

As such, the occasional references Ong makes to the kind of linguistic data that would be
of interest to Whorf speak of the same superficiality. But in making these references, Ong not
only distorts what Whorf says, but to a large extent also undermines the theoretical basis of
his own assertions as to the significance of literacy per se as a variable in the evolution of
conceptualization. As it tums out, nothing would express more clearly what we earlier called
the ‘anthropological bias’ (biasedness?) of Oral Theory. For through these references to
Whorf, the whole question of Oral Theory's focus on the oral rather than the written, on
orality rather than literacy, comes across as but an attempt to further legitimize what, notably
through the input of anthropology (particularly in its earlier versions - see Chapter 2, note
111), had become something of an intellectual convention: that what really orientates our
research is the difference we see between what is modern and Western and whatever is not.
If a Whorfian perspective, however superficial, can aid this cause (even at the expense of the
actual factor of orality / literacy taking a backseat), so be it.

«.;ghe views we have surveyed in this chapter, from Jousse to Fodor, from Piaget to the
various perspectives on the non-hearing, not to mention, finally, the inconctusivity of the
Sapir - Whorf thesis, all suggest that ]anguage and thinking are basically independent from
each other, and that where a particular lype of thinking does coincide with language, it also
coincides with a multitude of other social factors. There is, then, no reason why the
objectification of language achieved in its spatial dimension (either, to use Baron’s
terminology - see note 121 - as secondary representation, i.e. writing, or, for that matter, as
primary representation, i.e. manual signs) should necessarily favour the occurrence of similar
processes on a conceptual level. There is no reason to believe that our thinking will become
more ‘object orientated’, that we will tend to think more in visual or spatial terms, that our
thinking will become more discriminate or analytical in the same way as our sense of vision
might be said to be more discriminate or analytical (‘dissecuing’) than our sense of hearing.

Of course, as we indicated earlier, we actually need to detach Janguage from thought if we
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are going to succeed in moving Oral Theory beyond the twin beacons of tradition and
literature. So, is the above interpretation of the various arguments reviewed not, in fact, rather
selective? What about the nagging idea, for example, that language is, in spite of everything,
the ‘preferred medium’ of thinking at Piaget's formal operative level? (See notes 93 - 96).
Or, for that matter, that language, as Liben has speculated, affects thought indirectly? (See
note 107).
If we can draw one unified conclusion from the preceding discussion, it is, perhaps, that
, language does not determine thought in any kind of direct interior way (i.e. as part of a kind
of introspective ‘private world'), but can, to some extent, influence thought indirectly in so

far as it is something social. Thinking is, as Goody has asserted, also something social in so

\ far as it is socially learnt. Yel to say that both our Janguage and our thinking derive from our

5

1 » *
\ interaction with the world around us, is a far cry from saying that they are interdependent.

On the matter of the (non)relation of language to thinking, that is all we can say. But we can
at least cast a few further doubts on the notion that language and thought are interrelated, by
uncovering - perhaps - certain inconsistencies in the way the autonomous model of literacy
has represented some of the perspectives on cognition we have come across.

Lets take the idea that ‘thinking is something social’. In the light of Ong and Goody's
motivations (reviewed in Chapter 2) of the cognitive consequences of writing, this assumption
would in many ways appear to be less than straightforward. Both of them see writing (at least
in so far as it has become ‘widespread’ and ‘inleriorized’ as literacy - which is, of course, the
level at which it is supposed lo interfere with the cognitive process) as to some extent
undermining the social. The development of writing and print, Ong tells us, 'ultimately
fostered the breakup of feudal societies and the rise of individualism™'®. On an immediate
level writing brings about the text-as-object serving as a basis of analysis and reflection
hitherto impassible, but it consequently - on a societal level - promotes individualism, causing
people to tum away from the received truth of tradition towards an ever-lo-be-constructed
truth of introspection. Thought becomes fundamentally ‘de-socialized’, a process most

famously embodied in René Descartes:

By the eighteenth century Descartes’ logic of personal inquiry, silent cerebration, had
ousted dialectic, an art involving vocal exchange, as the acknowledged sovereign over
human intellectual activity. The new logic was not the art of discourse... Rather, it was

the an of thinking - that is, of individualized, isolated intellectual acrivity, presumably
uninvolved with communication..'®.
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At this point one could justifiably expect that Ong is about to sever thought from language.
Maybe, on the abstract level of conceptualization to which the written word gives access,
thought is not just liberated from speech (a service essentially performed by writing), but from
language itself, leading to a kind of ‘thinking in pure meanings’. (See note 133). Instead, we
learn that this ‘isolated intellectual activity' has, so to speak, appropriated language for its
own purposes. Thought remains ‘nested in language’, but then a language that has, to all
intents and purposes, ceased 1o be social, at least in the fundamental sense both Ong and
Goody have, in different contexts, insisted upon.

One is tempted to say to Ong that he cannot have his cake and eat it. But Ong will relort
that there is nothing particularly contradictory in all of this, it is merely the final straw in the
intrinsic contamination of writing (see notes 35 - 36), the pre-emptiveness of a literacy that,
not without a certain jrony (writing was, after all, merely supposed to copy speech)
continually changes things (even language) to suit its own cognitive purposes.

Significantly however, it is precisely at this point - where thinking has stopped being social
- that Ong (1o a slightly lesser extent Goody'”) begins to use concepts like abstraction,
analysis and logic. Of course, Ong is careful not to appear too categorical (see also Chapter
3, note 36):

we [must not] imagine that orally based thought is ‘prelogical’ or ‘illogical’ in any
simplistic sense - such as, for example, in the sense that oral folk do not understand

causal relationships. They know very well that if you push hard on a mobile object,

the push causes it to move't,

Oral thinking ‘can be quite sophisticated and reflective in its own way’, says Ong further,
citing the elaborate explanations that Navaho narrators proffer in support of the significance
of their stories. Yet one cannot but be struck by the similarities of the cognitive skills
presumed by Ong to be the fruits of the ability to write, and those acquired by the eleven to
twelve year old child who, within the Piagetian framework, proceeds from the concrele

operational to the formal operational stage. (See notes 79 - 83). As we saw earlier, language

is not regarded as a significant factor in this evolution.

The characteristic of the oral mindset most extensively dealt with by Ong in his discussion \

of theﬁchodynanﬁcs of orality’ (see Chapter 2, notes 56-65), is ‘situational rather than

abstracf’. As reported earlier, Ong here draws strongly on Aleksandr Luria’s research on the
verbal reasoning of illiterate and semi-literate peasants in a remote part of Uzbekistan. A

significant factor, only fleetingly mentioned by Ong, is that Luria does not ‘systematically

o
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encode his findings expressly in terms of orality - literacy differences’™’. (The latter
differences, as Curran reports, also to a large extent coincide with differences in milieu, such
as between remote rural villages and state run collective farms, reflecting obviously different
levels of technology and education'®). But Ong does. As such, Luria’s research basically
establishes the following: oral people, presented with (pictures of) objects or geometrical
shapes, will not categorize them according 1o some or other logical criterion (however
determined), but rather relate each one individually to another object they are familiar with,
or to some or other practical purpose. Confronted with a syllological statement, they will
immediately problematize the content of the staiement in terms of real life experience, rather
than follow the course of premise - deduction implicit in the syllogism. They are also unable
to give a self-analysis without recourse to external events. By contrast, people who have even
a measure of literacy will tend towards categorization, deduction and reflection’®.

What would a Piaget make of such findings? Clearly, there is no evidence of reasoning by
implication or of manipulation of abstract ideas (the formal operative stage), and thinking is
confined to concrete situations: ‘illiterate subjects seemed not to operate with formal
deductive procedures at all’, concludes Ong'®. This failure to achieve formal operative
thought would, furthermore, seem to tally with the findings of at least certain Piaget-based
studies on non-literate (oral) communities, notably that of C. Hallpike, who has argued that
adults in the community he researched had, in fact, not even reached the level of concrete
operational thought'®',

And yet Piaget has stated his belief in the formal operative as a universal stage, even if it
may be acquired most predominantly in certain areas of specialization relating to specific
aptitudes'®®. 1f, as Curran reports, cross-cultural Piagetian studies on cognition (focusing
predominantly on non-literate communities) have tended to focus on concrete rather than on
formal operations, it is not necessarily for the absence of the laiter in these communities, but,
quite simply, because the concrete operational framework offers more opportunities for
finding what he terms ‘culturally appropriate’ tasks liable to be used as a measure of
cognitive ability'®. The concrete operational rejates to the manipulation of certain physical
objects that are, to a large extent, universally known. Cross-cultural cognitive research
interested in formal reasoning would, therefore, do better to follow Piagetian theory rather

than Piagetian procedures'®. Curran again:

European norms on Piagetian tasks are not a yardstick against which people of other
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cultures can be compared. To use them as such would be blatant ethnocentrism. The

same task and the same procedure does not necessarily tap the same psychological

processes in different cultural groups'®,

Though obviously not Piagetian in origin (the Uzbekistan studies were conducted in the early
1930s), Luria’s findings - most certainly as interpreted by Ong - can be questioned on the
same grounds. In cases where the syllological procedures followed by Luria have been
replicated in studies on other non-literate cultures, conclusions have to a large extent differed
from those formulated by Ong. With regard to reasoning based on syllogisms, Sylvia Scribner
has used the term ‘empiric’ to refer to reasoning derived from the subject’s personal
knowledge or experience (falling outside the information contained in the premise), and the
term ‘theoretic’ for reasoning purely within the contents of the premise. Her findings are
similar to those of Luria, in so far as oral subjects most frequently opted for empiric solutions
to syllological problems. Most of them do however give theoretic answers to syllogisms when
the information contained in the syllogism is compatible with their own knowledge, in other
words, when they could have some reason for believing Iin the truth of the premise. Where
illiterate people are able, in this way, to treat the syllogism as a self-contained problem, their
reasoning is shown to be as logical as that of literates'®.

Towards the end of his overview of Luria's findings, Ong momentarily considers the
question of their scientific validity:

One could argue that responses [to Luria’s problems] were not optimal because the
respondents were not used to being asked these kinds of questions...

He continues:

But Jack of familiarity is precisely the point: an oral culture simply does not deal in
such items as geometrical figures, abstract categorization, formally logical reasoning
processes,... or articulated self-analysis, all of which derive not simply from thought
itself but from [written] text-formed thought. Luria‘s questions... come from a world
the oral respondent does not share'®’,

What Ong fails to consider is the possibility that skills like abstract categorization and logical
reasoning may well have come to the fore had Luria considered the way in which his oral
subjects engaged with tasks and activities forming part of their everyday lives. His remark
that an oral culture ‘does not deal in such items as geometrical figures’ also completely
disregards one very definite context in which oral cultures do deal in such figures, namely
in the context of artistic decoration which frequently constitutes a symbolic representation of

certain culturally important norms and values. In the South African context, the intricate
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geometrical patterns of - amongst others - Ndebele mural art and Zulu beadwork spring to
mind. Even so, it is remarkable that what is by Ong’s own admission essentially an
experiential (and therefore contextually determined) difference between the literate and the
oral, should so comfortably translate into differences derived ‘from thought’. We can take this
one step further. Scribner has pointed out that the particular kind of formal approach required
for the resolution of the kind of deductive problem presented in syllogisms is essentially a
‘genre’ of language. This genre - which obviocusly relates to a certain use (conception?) of
language - may well become more familiar through interaction with the school environment,
which would include the activities of reading and writing'®®. Had Ong been less attached to
the notion that language and thought are interdependent, he may well have been more subtle
in his appraisal of cross-cultural studies of thinking, and more in line with recent
developments in the field of cognition.

We may note a few further inconsistencies in the notion of an oral mindset (still lodged in
a perspective of language - thought interdependence), which particularly come 1o the fore
when one compares Ong’s characterizations of the oral with certain long-standing - if to some
extent disputed - characterizations of the congenitally non-hearing. At issue are certain aspects
of behaviour and conceptualization. To be brief: the most typical behavioural problems
associated with the non-hearing are what Robert Harris calls ‘deficits in impulse control’'®,
which result in the perceived high predisposition of the non-hearing towards impulsiveness

and emotional disturbance'™

. The root cause of these disadvantages has been the subject of
some debate, which generally hinges on whether they are caused by loss of hearing per se'”
(ie. the absence of sound) or rather, by linguistic / communicative deficiency (lack of
language). Recent approaches have tended to focus not so much on the fact of deafness as
such, but on its ‘side-effects’ within the broader social sphere the child finds himself in. In
this regard communication - or rather the lack of it - has come to be regarded as the main
factor in the inability of many non-hearing children to effectively control their emotions, a
situation that can to some extent be improved by early use of manual communication'™.
Alongside ‘predisposition towards impulsiveness’, a second characterization of the non-
hearing, this time on a cognitive level, relates to the notion that non-hearing people think in
more ‘concrete’ ways than the hearing. (This obviously reflects some of the views on

Janguage / experiential deficiency reviewed earlier in this chapter. Ameslan, for example, was

long seen as a conglomeration of essentially iconic gestures ill-suited to abstraction - see
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notes 109 - 110). As in the case of oral people, this contention has been strongly disputed'”.

Disputed or not, what is remarkable as far as we are concerned, is that essentially the same
allegations have been made about oral people, yet on the basis of totally different causes.
Certainly, there are occasions where, specifically within the context of evolving power
relations in increasingly technological societies, the qualification oral (taken as ‘illiterate’)
comes to denote actual deficiency: economic, educational and, in that sense, experiential. But
this has by and large nothing to do with the ‘experiential deficiency’ that disadvantages non-
hearing people, which, even though it also alludes to broader educational and social
ramifications, singularly emphasizes difficulties in communication. The average person in the
average more or less cohesive oral society simply does not share these difficulties.

Yet, as we have seen, the thinking of oral people is situational and concrete. We are told
that on a behavioural level they are, refative to literates, prone to emotional outbursts, if not
actual violence:

The individual is psychologically faced outward, he is a ‘tribal’ man, and, under
duress, he directs his anxieties and hostilities outward toward the material world
around him and chiefly to what he is most intimately aware of in that aurally or
vocally received world, that is, to his fellow man'™, [See also note 27].

Feelings of guilt or remorse, freely associated with introspection, are, furthermore, essentially
absent amongst oral people, and therefore a benefit of literacy (albeit, one would imagine, an
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ambiguous one) “. This echoes Altshuler’s association of what he decribes as the ‘generally

egocentric view of the world’ of the non-hearing with, amongst others, ‘the absence of much
thoughtful introspection’'™,

The contradictions inherent in these views of an ‘oral personality structure’ defeat further
explanation. The very social integration which for the non-hearing would be an overcoming
of deficiency, comes across, for the oral, as an actual disadvantage, preventing them from
thinking and behaving like us. Entire generations of human societies are, in this sense,
‘pathologized’. The link - via language - between orality and psyche becomes nothing less
than. absurd.

On this note it would be appropriate to make 2 final remark on Ong’s view of orality -
literacy as essentially based on a perceptual polarity between auditory and visual (verbomotor

vs visualist / acoustic space vs visua) space). ‘We are not suggesting’, says Ong

th_at %y‘pographic [literate] man uses his eyes more than earlier [oral] man had, Even
primitive man is highly visual in the sense that he is a keen observer, detecting all
sorts of minute visual clues in his environment that civilized man misses. What
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happened with the emergence of alphabetic typography was not that man discovered

the use of his eyes but that he began to link visual perception to verbalization to a

degree previously unknown'”’.

Of course, what is important about alphabetic topography is not only that it represents
language but, more specifically, that it represents language in a systematic, essentially
abstract, way. Ong seizes upon the one aspect of visual experience which oral people can be
said to lack (the visual representation of language as words made up of letters) as a basis for
a general perceptory opposition brimming with intellectual and behavioural consequences. As
such, this particular absence of visual representation becomes the foundation upon which the
whole theoretical edifice of orality - literacy is constructed. But what if the shoe is,
occasionally, on the other foot? What if the visual experience (serving as the basis upon
which symbolic visual representations can be made) of literate people in some ways falls
short of that of oral people? At issue is much more than observation: what if the ‘clues’
detected by the ‘primitive man' in the passage above are not, as Ong obviously suggests,
merely sensations resulting from acute sensory perception, but are actually integrated into an
organized system of discrete signs? Such a representational system will not be linguistic, but
it can for all we know aspire to similar levels of discreteness and abstraction'”, and what if
such visual systems actually exist more abundantly in oral cultures than in literate ones? This
possibility puts an entirely new focus on the visualist - acoustic opposition and renders it, in
fact, entirely useless unless specifically applied to the field of language. More about this in
Chapter 5.

If we reject, furthermore, Ong’s notions of ‘acoustic space’ and ‘auditory synthesis’ (see
notes 25 and 26) as fatally embroiled in the psychological, of what remaining use could
sound, that we earlier highlighted as distinctive of orality, be to us? In this respect the
following reflections of the anthropologist Steven Feld can, at least to some extent - and with
the appropriate reservations - serve as a kind of springboard to our own. Different to us, Feld
sees sound not as characteristic of orality as such (notably because of the way notions like
‘acoustic space’ have distorted orality'®), but links its significance much more specifically
to the ecological context of the society whose symbolical practices he has been studying, the
Kaluli, who live in a remote rainforest environment in Papua New Guinea. ‘I particularly felt’,

he tells us,

that as forest dwellers, the Kaluli must be acutely aware of sound, and able to use
sound to advantage over vision. I was convinced that in a rainforest environment,
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auditory adaptation - in biological survival terms - must co-evolve with expressive
traditions and the local sense of identity and self-consciousness.

On the basis of these hypotheses, he describes the form his study took as follows:

... I have studied the way Kaluli language, music, and aesthetics are interdependent.
This has not taken the form of a general musical ethnography - with emphasis on
instruments, functions, performances, social roles - but a study of sound as a cultural
system, a system of symbols that articulate and embody deeply felt meanings through
verbal and musical conception and action, while simultaneously linked to sensory
processes, to environmental awareness, and to physical adaptation'®.

The view we can adopt with regard to sound is, compared to Feld’s, simultaneously broader
and narrower. Broader, in the sense that we are going to see a certain ‘indebtedness’ to sound
as characteristic of an orality defined very much in relation to a relative absence of writing,
a definition to which Ong’s ‘primary orality’ will not be inappropriate. (See Chapter 2, note
145). Narrower, in so far as the effect of the perceptory orientation will be limited to the field
of language. In other words, the only thinking that will be of concern to us will be thinking
about the nature of language itself; conceptualization as such will be unaffected by linguistic
conception. (In the case of the Kaluli people studied by Feld sound plays a more specific
cognitive role in so far as it provides an indispensable source of metaphorical characterization
for large areas of experience'', justifying, no doubt, Feld’s expectation that ‘auditory
adaptation’ will ‘co-evolve’ with mental dispositions like sense of identity or self-
consciousness). An important point, however, is that we shall assume what oral people think
of language to be inaccessible to us, requiring - at least to some degree - that we speculate
on it and, in that sense, ‘reconstruct’ it. We are not about to ask oral people definitional
questions about language that they would - just like literate people generally - in all
probability not be bothered to ask themselves. Where researchers like Finnegan have ‘proved’
that at least certain oral societies are characterized by a reflective attitude towards language
(see Chapter 3, note 27), we shall basically assume this to be true of oral people in general
(whether or not such an attitude is actually made explicit or not), and leave it at that. But the
oral conception of language should have certain consequences, not only in so far as the use
of language is concerned, but, more pertinently, for the way in which language presents itself:
language is differently defined. Linguistic expression (hence, linguistic communication) would
therefore show certain differences to that of societies oriented towards a visual conception of

language (the linguistic sign is visible, therefore readily visualizable). It is on the basis of
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such differences, and such differences only, that Oral Theory could assign to itself a specific
object of study. Where other disciplines may explain these differences in the light of
pragmatic / contextual or cognitive factors, our interest will be to describe them as factors that
are essentially linguistic. For this we shall need an aural linguistics, paying specific attention
to linguistic representation as sound. As we shall see, this may well involve looking more
closely at certain symbolic fields hitherto largely ignored by Oral Theory, and most certainly
by linguistics, notably music. In Chapter 5 we shall take a few tentative steps towards laying

the groundwork for such a field.
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to auditory syntheses) more prone to anxiety than their visualist counterparts (given
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frequently violent. See Opler, M. 1956. Culture, Psychiatry, and Human Values.
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location of communicative ability is also the first of our species to manufacture tools:
stones modified as scrapers, cleavers, gouges etc. This technology is an integral part
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important for our purposes, that Piaget’s idea of invariant stages of cognitive
development has been revised in recent years, the most notable adjustment being that
the stages have come to be seen, as A.V. Kelly (1989:95) puts it, ‘as modes of thought
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by his willingness to judge that C has more than A (presumably on the grounds that
the level of the liquid in C is higher than the level of the liquid in A)’. For a critique
of the notion of conservation as used by Piaget, see, amongst others, Wallach, L. ‘On
the Basis of Conservation’, in Elkind, D. and J. Flavell (eds). 1969. Studies in
Cognitive Development. London: Oxford University Press; as well as Mebhler, in
Piattelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981, particularly pp.347-8.

Ferron, 1989:50.

Ferron, 1989:50.

Fodor, 1975:88.

‘For example, take a child in front of a hanging object: he tries to grasp it and fails,
but this makes the object swing; then he becomes very interested, he continues to hit
it and make it swing, and after that, every time he sees a hanging object he pushes it
and makes it swing. Here is an act of generalization that obviously shows a beginning
of logical generalization or intelligence’. (See Piaget, ‘Schemes of Action and
Language’, in Piattelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:164).

Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:164-5. Piaget, in fact, talks about ‘previous
schemes’ (emphasis added), but subsequently defines a scheme as ‘the result of
generalizations’.

Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:166.

Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:166.

Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:167.

Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:166. Emphasis added.

See also Piaget's reference to ‘deferred imitation... which begins in the absence of the
model’ (Piaget, in Piatelli-Palmarini (ed)., 1981:167), which seemingly parallels
Jousses’s contention of the laryngo-buccal movement being mimicked ‘in a deferred
way’. (See note 62).

See Furth, H. 1971, Education for Thinking. Journal of Rehabilitation of the Deaf 5:7-
71, p.11. Quoted in Moores, in Liben (ed)., 1978:180.

Liben, in Liben (ed)., 1978:196. Emphasis added.
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See Vygotsky, L. 1962, Thought and Language, transl. E Hanfmann and G. Vakar.
Cambridge, Massachussetts: M.IT. Press, 44. Referred to in Moores, in Liben (ed).,
1978:182. Also relevant, in this respect, is the following remark by Noam Chomsky:
‘I take it for granted that thinking is a domain that is quite different from language,
even though language is used for the expression of thought, and for a good deal of
thinking we really need the mediation of language’. (See Piattelli-Palmarini (ed).,
1981:173-4).

Moores, in Liben (ed)., 1978:182.

See Green, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:132-52,

See Piaget, J. 1972. 'Intellectual Development from Adolescence to Childhood’.
Human Development 15:1-12. Referred to in Green, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:133.
Green, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:133. Emphasis added. In substantiation of these remarks
Green refers, amongst others, to Hunt, M. 1982, The Universe Within: A New Science
Explores the Human Mind. Brighton: Harvester Press.

Fodor, 1975:95.

Fodor, 1975:97.

Fodor, 1975:86.

Fodor, 1975:78. Emphasis added.

Fodor, 1975:96.

Fodor, 1975:78.

Moores, in Liben (ed)., 1978:184-5.

Liben, in Liben (ed)., 1978:211.

Ong, 1967:141.

See Wilbur, in Bjarkman and Raskin (eds)., 1986:166. Wilbur details a number of
transformational studies on grammatical aspects of Ameslan, noting (p.176) that while
some progress has been made in the description of its phonological aspects, Ameslan
sentence structure has generally not been amenable to studies based on
transformational grammar. He concludes (p.179) that ‘the evidence points in the
direction of a discourse-based rather than sentence-based grammar’.

See Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 1978:43.

Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 1978:48.

Moores, in Liben (ed)., 1978:185.

Moores, in Liben (ed)., 1978:185-6. For a discussion of fingerspelling and the role of
facial expression and other expressive gestures in the use of Ameslan, see also Levine,
1981, particularly pp.89-100.

Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 46-7.

Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 1978:53-4.

On the subject of learning language without reference to sound, a recent report on the
Lenguaje de Signos Nicaragiiense makes interesting reading. As reported by Judy
Kegl, this language is in its entirety the construction of congenitally non-hearing
children at a school in Managua. (Scientific American 273,6:10).

Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 1978:51. It has frequently been conjectured that a
kind of gestural language must have preceded the advent of spoken language. (See,
for example, Hagege, 1985:19).

‘It is as if the Western concept of language... today reveals itself in the guise or the
disguise of a primary writing: more fundamental than the one which... was merely
regarded as a supplement to speech’. (Derrida, 1967:16-7). My translation.

For a pointed critique, on linguistic grounds, of what he terms Derrida’s ‘semantic
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wrenching’ with the term ‘writing’, see Hall, 1987, particularly p.118.

See Sperling, in Liben (ed)., 1978:111. Sperling speculates that a reading ability in
their native Ameslan will give non-hearing children a ‘headstart’ in reading, and
ultimately facilitate their acquisition of spoken languages.

The notion of the primacy of oral over written language as far as modern linguistics
is concerned is generally attributed to Ferdinand de Saussure. (See De Saussure,
1959:23-37). See also, in this regard, Naomi Baron’s distinction (1981:149) between
(spoken) language as a ‘first order’ and writing as a ‘second order’ representation.
Baron, 1981:162. Emphasis added. Depending on one’s definition of writing, this is
to some extent a moot point. The most commonly referred to example of a writing
system with no obvious link to speech is the Chinese ideographic system, which can
be equally well read - and understood - by speakers of a number of mutually
incomprehensible Chinese dialects. (See Sperling, in Liben (ed)., 1978:107-8; also
Thorold, 1994:54). Western observers for a long time were favourable to the notion
that Chinese writing represented a ‘universal system of ideas’. As Hagége (1985:81)
reports, this writing system (known as wenyan) has however been unequivocally
demonstrated to represent the Chinese language, even if (p.86) it has never actually
corresponded to its ‘spoken use’ (usage parié). In any event, the majority of historians
and linguists concerned with writing consider a phonetic base (the representation of
the sound of a language) to be an essential criterion - alongside that of organization
(a system of discrete units limited in number) - in the definition of writing. (Baron,
1981:168).

Ong, 1986:12. Emphasis original.

The spectrogram has of course made it possible to ‘see’ sound as patterns on a screen.
Its usefulness in making speech accessible to the non-hearing is, however, extremely
limited. (See Nickerson, in Liben (ed)., 1978:123-5).

See Harris (Roy), 1980:7-8.

See Hall, 1987:117-8.

Harris, 1980:13.

Language is defined as a coherent, self-sufficient system in De Saussure, 1959; Baron,
1981; Hageége, 1985; and Bellugi and Klima, in Liben (ed)., 1978.

This view is to a large extent corroborated by research into the functioning of the area
of Broca, (See note 53). According to De Saussure (1959:10-1), ... the same part of
the brain [the area of Broca in the third left frontal convolution of the brain] is the
center of everything that has to do with speech [language], including writing. ...
[O]bservations that have been made in different cases of aphasia resulting from lesion
of the centers of localization, seem to indicate: (1) that the various disorders of oral
speech are bound up in a hundred ways with those of written speech; and (2) that
what is lost in all cases of aphasia or agraphia is less the faculty of producing a given
sound or writing a given sign than the ability to evoke by means of an instrument,

regardless of what it is, the signs of a regular system of speech [language]’.
(Emphasis added).

Ong, 1986:26.

Sapir, in fact, advances this thesis with considerably less conviction than Whorf.
(Wardhaugh, 1993:198).

See in this regard Whorf’s distinction between an overt linguistic class (such as gender
in Latin with its characteristic suffix) and a coverr linguistic class (as is the case in



133.
134.
135.

136.
137.
138.

139.
140.

141.
142.

143.
144.

145.
146.

147.

148.

149.

150.
151.

152.

204

English which lacks a distinguishing mark for gender). (See Whorf, in Carroll (ed).,
1956:68-9).

Levine, 1981:98.

Wardhaugh, 1993:203-5.

Wardhaugh, 1993:204-5. See also Hagege's detailed discussion (1985:132-43) of the
relation of language structure to thought, in which he shows himself broadly
supportive of the ‘weaker’ version of the Sapir - Whorf thesis.

Ong, 1967:152.

Ong, 1967:44.

American structuralist linguistics, in which the work of Sapir and Whorf is amongst
the most influential, has been closely allied to anthropology. (Hawkes, 1977:30).
Ong, 1967:44.

According to Hagege (1985:137), there are however languages, notably the Nootka
language from British Columbia, where there is hardly any distinction between the
noun (as essentially the category that implies) and the verb (as essentially the category
that asserts). He suggests that the distinction verb - noun can be better conceptualized
as that of predicat - non-predicat.

Hagége, 1985:152.

The words of inflectional languages consist of a combination of radicals and affixes.
(Hagege, 1985:66).

Wardhaugh, 1993:203.

Which, according to Roy Harris (1980:12), can be dated to the later part of the
medieval period.

Street, 1984:70.

See Lyons, J. 1977. Semantics. Cambridge: Cambridge Uiversity Press. Quoted in
Street, 1984:70.

See Lyons, J. 1982. Personal Correspondence with Street. Referred to in Street,
1984:72.

See Bernstein, B. 1974. Class, Codes, and Control. Theoretical Studies towards a
Sociology of Language. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 134-5. Referred to in
Ong, 1986:106.

Ong, 1986:106.

Wardhaugh, 1993:205.

One example quoted by Whorf (in Carroll (ed)., 1956:85) is particularly interesting.
English does not distinguish between different relations of ‘channel of sensation’
(seeing, hearing, etc.) to ‘result in consciousness’ (the latter being generally introduced
by ‘that’, as in ‘I see that it is red’, ‘I see that it is new’). Hopi, however, employs
specific grammatical markers according to whether the verb relates to an actual
sensation (as in the first example) or to an inference on the basis of unspecified
evidence (the second example). This shows, according to Whorf, ‘a higher plane of
thinking, a more rational analysis of situations’ than is the case in English, a kind of
rational analysis to which the Hopi speaker would generally be more accustomed than
the English.

See James Byme’s (1885) General Principles of Structure of Language. According to
Whorf, ‘Byrne independently found, or thought he found, a correlation between
language structure and two types of mentality, one quick-reacting, quick-thinking, and
volatile, the other slow-reacting, slow-thinking, but more profound and phlegmatic.
His slow-thinking mentality... went, on the whole, with languages of a synthetic type



153.
154.
155.

156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.

162.
163.
164.

165.
166.

167.
168.
169.
170.
171.

172.
173.

174.

175.
176.

205

having a complex overt morphology and much derivation and word-building, the
extreme of the type being polysynthesis. His quick-thinking (extraverted) type went,
on the whole, with a simpler morphology, lack of synthesis, an analytic or in the
extreme an isolating type of language’. This distinction Whorf sees as roughly
corresponding to the two ‘fundamental psychological types’ of introversion and
extraversion identified by Jung. (Whorf, in Carroll (ed)., 1956:76-7).

Ong, 1967:54.

Ong, 1967:63-4. Emphasis added.

See in particular the chapter ‘Intellectuals in pre-literate societies?’ in Goody, 1977,
in which Goody generally supports the notion of individual intellectual activity in oral
societies, particularly with reference to the sphere of religion.

Ong, 1986:57.

Ong, 1986:50.

Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:183.

See Ong, 1986:50-4.

Ong, 1986:52.

See Hallpike, C. 1979. The Foundations of Primitive Thought. London: Oxford
University Press. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:179.

Piaget, 1972. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:181.

Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:179.

See Greenfield, P. ‘Cross-Cultural Research and Piagetian Theory: Paradox and
Progress’, in Riegel, K. and J. Meacham (eds)., The Developing Individual in a
Changing World. Vol. 1. The Hague: Mouton. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed).,
1988:181.

Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:181. Emphasis added.

See Scribner, S. ‘Modes of Thinking and Ways of Speaking: Culture and Logic
Reconsidered’, in Freedle, R. (ed)., 1977. Discourse Production and Comprehension.
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed).,
1988:184. (See also Chapter 2, note 119).

Ong, 1986:55.

See Scribner, in Freedle (ed)., 1977. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1988:184.
See Harris (Robert), in Liben (ed)., 1978:152.

Harris (Robert), in Liben (ed)., 1978:140-1.

Harris (in Liben (ed)., 1978:144) quotes K.Z. Altshuler as noting that ‘audition is
somehow necessary for internalized control of rage’. (See Altshuler, K. 1971. Studies
of the Deaf: Relevance to Psychiatric Theory. American Journal of Psychiatry,
127:1521-1526, p.1521).

Harris (Robert), in Liben (ed)., 1978:152.

Moores (in Liben (ed)., 1978:184) puts it as follows: ‘[t]he available evidence suggests
that the condition of deafness imposes no limitations on the intellectual capabilities
of individuals. In addition, there is no evidence to suggest that deaf people think in
more ‘concrete’ ways than the hearing or that their intellectual functioning is in any
way less sophisticated. As a group, deaf people function within the normal range of
intelligence and they exhibit the same wide variability as the hearing population’.
Ong,1967:134. Ong here draws on Carothers, J. 1959 Culture, Psychiatry, and the
Written Word. Psychiatry 22: 307-20.

See Carothers, 1959. Referred to in Ong, 1967:135.

See Altshuler, K. ‘Personality Traits and Depressive Symptoms in the Deaf’. In
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Wortis, J. (ed)., 1964. Recent Advances in Biological Psychiatry vol.6. New York:
Plenum Press, 63-4. Quoted in Harris (Robert), in Liben (ed}., 1978:141.

Ong, 1967:50.

I would suggest, by way of example, that the marks on the ground so skillfully
interpreted for tracking purposes in hunter-gatherer societies like the !Kung, could no
doubt be suggestive of a visual (and visualizable} system in this regard. See Lee, R.
1979. The !Kung San: Men, Women and Work in a Foraging Society. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. Referred to in Curran, in Claxton (ed)., 1989:185.

See Feld, in Tokumaru and Yamaguti (eds)., 1986:19-22.

Feld, in Tokumaru and Yamaguti (eds)., 1986:21.

This relates primartly to the role played by birds and bird sounds in the Kaluli
conception of natural history. (Feld, 1982:130).
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CHAPTER 5
TOWARDS AN AURAL LINGUISTICS

5.1  About the Auditory Conception of Language

What I have been arguing so far comes to this: instead of defining its field of interest in
anthropological / sociological or aesthetic / literary terms, Oral Theory should concentrate on
language. What is interesting to us about orality as such - therefore justifying that it be an
object of study in its own right - is not that it strikes us as ‘traditional’, nor that it constitutes
a particular cultural object or expression, but that it is language used in a way other
disciplines, notably linguistics, have either ignored or failed to account for. In fact, not just
is it language used differently, it is language different by nature.

How can the language of orality be so different, yet still be language? Western
anthropologists have discovered all the people in the world to communicate with each other
in more or less the same way they do, using the same organs. This is ordinarily called speech,
what De Saussure refers to as parole. Structural and comparative linguists have been able to
systematize the speech sounds they heard the people of a particular community produce by
using the same techniques they had employed for their respective Indo-European native
tongues, thereby reconstructing these sounds as an actual linguistic system - langue in De
Saussure’s terminology. If all people possessed languages, this obviously derived from a
particular human faculty that could be regarded as universal - De Saussure’s langage'. Having
established that all people and cultures thus shared in the uniquely human phenomenon of
language, the search for universality could henceforth be extended into the various linguistic
systems (languages) themselves, of which Noam Chomsky’s proclamations of a ‘universal
grammar’ no doubt constitute the most influential theoretical elaboration advanced in recent
times’. A note on terminology: within the context of the present discusion, I propose using
Jonathan Culler’s term ‘materiality of language’® for the purposes of referring to language in
its ordinary, non-technical sense, undifferentiated in terms of De Saussure’s farmous tripartite
division.

I am not about to dispute that language, both in its broader materiality and its different
levels of conception, is, indeed, universal. But it js important, for our purposes, to briefly
reflect on the significance of the fact that what we know about it - not to mention what we

know about the ways in which it is universal - we know by and large from the reports and
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reflections of linguists whose own Indo-European languages constitute but a fraction of the
world’s languages, and whose actual linguistic experience must be regarded as extremely
limited, not just in terms of their narrow (predominantly Western) geographic origins, but in
terms of the highly particular social classes and institutions they represent. Having made this
point, it is also useful to remind ourselves that these linguists, notwithstanding the universalist
aspirations of their theories, find themselves in profound disagreement as to what it is they
are - or should be - studying. Indeed, it will be difficult to find academic fields more divided
- or, for that matter, contradictory - than modem linguistics. As Roy Harris remarks:

The history of modemn linguistics is not the discoveries of previously unknown
Janguages of the world. It is the history of conflicting views as to how we should set
about the analysis of language. In that respect it has little in common with the history
of geography, or of physiology, or any of the natural sciences®,

This brings us back to the matier of linguistic conception. In the opening chapter of his The
Language-Makers, Harris focuses on some of the ways in which the concept of language,
taken for granted as it is (and therefore no doubt comfortably assumed to be shared by
everyone), to a large extent turns out to derive from a certain peculiarity of experience. The
following factors can be highlighted. First, there is the assumption of the ‘educated Eurapean’
that all languages are mutually translatable, an assumption that has informed his education
from the outset. This ties in with the fact that, whether or not he is actually able to use more
than one language, our educated European automatically thinks of himself as at least
potentially bi- or multilingual. Languages are, in this sense, thought of as essentially
interchangeable, an idea, as Harris points out, that ‘has a lot to do with the linguistic history
and geography of Europe’®. A second kind of ‘cultural conditioning’ central to the Western
conception of language relates to the assumption that the same language can crop up in
different civilizations widely separated in time and space, an idea brought home by the
European experience of linguistic exportation, both within Europe (for example the spread of
Latin as a result of the Roman conquests) and outside of its boundaries (Europe’s colonization
of large parts of the world), Related to this is the experience of one language (Latin)
developing into several mutually incomprehensible languages (for example French,
Portuguese, Italian)®. Last - but by no means least - in this determination of linguistic
conception by matters historical is the European’s experience of writing:

The aqvent of writing was the cultural development which made the most radical
alteration of all time to man’s concept of what a language is. It opened up the



209

possibility of regarding articulated sound as a dispensable rather than an essential
medium of expression for languages; and even as being an intrinsically defective or
imperfect medium’.

It will be tempting to say that a conception of language based on the factors discussed here
is, compared to that liable to be formed by the oral monoglot on the basis of his linguistic
experience in an isolated linguistically homogeneous society long untroubled by contacts with
the outside world, obviously more valid. Our oral monoglot may well be party to such
linguistic heresies as believing that there is a natural causal link between the sounds he
produces and whatever these sounds refer to and that, on the assumption that there is only one
reality, there could obviously be no other language than his. (In fact, he may well - for
argument’s sake - not even think of the sounds he makes in communicating with other people
as deriving from an underlying materiality ‘language’ at all, but rather think of them as
spontaneous, constantly unique utterances that take on a supernaturally endowed meaning in
response to certain stimuli). But to say that such a conception is inferior or ‘wrong’ will be
similar to the Nahavo thinking that English is inferior to his language because the verb in the
latter does not formally discriminate between the physical properties of the thing which is its
object. (See Chapter 4, note 130). Our view of linguistic conceptions different to ours can be
just as subject to the kind of simplistic rationalism that inspires superficial Whorfian
pronouncements on linguistic structure. For, just as the linguistic structure of any surviving
language is, to paraphrase Hagege, fundamentally equal to the ability of its speakers to
establish some kind of working order and regularity in the whirlpool of reality®, so is the
conception of language held by the average language user fundamentally equal to his
succesful use of a language and to his participation in a broader linguistic ‘materiality’. What
determines whether a particular conception of language is valid is, quite simply, whether -
from the point of view of the language user - it ‘works’.

The relativity of linguistic conception from the point of view of language users - which is,
in that sense, the relativity of the materiality of language itself - receives a certain
confirmation, albeit on a different level, in De Saussure’s often quoted disclosure to students
of language that, when it comes to defining the object of linguistics,

[f]ar from it being the object that antedates the viewpoint, it would seem that it is the
viewpoint that creates the object;... nothing tells us in advance that one way of

considering the fact in question takes precedence over the others or is in any way
superior to them®.
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De Saussure’s insistence on the linguistic system (rather than the linguistic aptitude or the
procedures of speech) as the appropriate object of linguistics has therefore been considered,
not so much as a particular insight into the materiality of language, but as an attempt at
formulating a methodology that would enable linguistics to pursue fresh avenues unrelated
to the heavy philological emphasis characteristic of language studies in De Saussure’s time.
De Saussure is, above all, a linguist ‘in search of a method'"’.

As it turns out, it can be argued that De Saussure’s methodological lesson has to a large
extent found more application in the social and human sciences in general than in the
mainstream of linguistics in particular. His elaboration of the linguistic system is widely seen
as providing the initial theoretical impetus for structuralism (and no doubt also, even if it is
as a counterpoint, for what has come to be known as ‘post-structuralism’) which, notably
through the work of Lévi-Strauss, has been a dominant force in anthropology''. De Saussure’s
insights into the nature of the linguistic sign has similarly been regarded as providing the
theoretical basis for the larger part of recent French and American literary theory'?, while his
definition of a binomial linguistic sign (signifier / signified) has been put to extensive use in
psychoanalysis'"’.

For all that, the most publicised developments in linguistic theory since the 1960’s have
to a large extent bypassed De Saussure’s teachings. Noam Chomsky’s generative grammar,
which, in its various permutations and refinements" can be said to have dominated linguistic
theory for all of three decades, to a large extent constitutes a revival of 17th century Port-
Royal grammar with its view of linguistic structure as explicable in terms of rational
processes'”. It could also be argued that Chomsky’s fundamental interest in those properties
of the human mind that enable us to acquire language tend, in Saussurian terms, to orientate
his linguistic object away from the linguistic system (langue) towards linguistic aptitude
(langage)'. By contrast, the concern of pragmatics or speech act theory with language use
in the context of communication has tilted the object of linguistic study towards speech
(parole)".

"The oscillation of the object of linguistic study between aptitude, system and speech is far
from irrelevant to us, and we shall have to consider in more detail which one of these ‘levels’
would be most conducive to the ‘linguistics of sound’ we wish to establish as the true
discipline of Oral Theory. At the same time, however, the particular auditory conception of

language we are postulating as definitive of orality cannot be expressed in terms of any one
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of these definitions of the object of linguistic study as such. One can of course postulate that
oral societies ‘use language differently’, thereby limiting their relevance to linguistics purely
to the parole, but that will mean by and large ignoring their linguistic conception. But if we
cannot pin down this different (conception of) language to either langage, langue or parole,
how can we even begin talking about it in linguistic terms? What is more, how can we talk
about it when - as we stated at the end of Chapter 4 - what the oral person thinks about
language is largely inaccessible to us?

Other disciplines, no less universalising in their aspirations, have been more courageous
than linguistics in facing up to the uncomfortable possibility that their object of study is
relative. I am talking about musicology. To quote Jean-Jacques Nattiez:

fa]ny musicologist realizes that music is probably a universal fact (it appears that there
is no civilization without music), and realizes that the ‘faculty of music’ is written into
the genetic destiny of humanity, like ‘faculty of language’. The moment this is
realized, however, the musicologist must be able to relativize the concept of music,
and acknowledge that Western musicology is itself merely a form of culturally
conditioned knowledge'®.

This realization, important as it is, will have no effect if it is not accompanied by a crucial
methodological recognition: that the etic approach (analysis by means of the ‘methodological
tools and categories of the researcher’) must be complemented by the emic (analysis reflecting
the viewpoints of ‘the native informant’)®.

In a discipline as devoted to abstraction as linguistics (a tendency exemplified in the
deductively formulated theories of generative grammar)®, the distinction between the etic and
emic viewpoints has had only marginal methodological validity - and then only within certain
‘sub-fields’ like socio-linguistics specifically devoted to ‘attitudes about language’®'. That the
researcher’s conception of language should be the only one to take into account when
answering the question ‘What is language?’ is at least partly the result, one feels, of the
assumption that the native speaker, notably of ‘exotic’ languages, does not really have a
conception of language. Whatever theory there is going to be of necessity has to be that of
the researcher. This neglect of the emic in favour of the etic is to a large extent reminiscent
of a structuralist methodology, according to which an understanding of the way the system
operates is essentially the prerogative of those who, in one way or another, stand outside it
(or think they do)*. The native of central Brazil is fascinated by the mythological stories of
his culture, but it is up to Lévi-Strauss to demonstrate how these myths are constituted of

interrelations reflecting ‘mythical thinking' as a human phenomenon. The knowledge of the
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Nahavo is the result of cultural conditioning, that of Lévi-Strauss can rise above it. (See
Chapter 2, note 41).

Once again, the example of musicological research can be illuminating. Feld sees Bruno
Nettl as implying a similar absence of theory amongst non-literate peoples (the distinction
literate - non-literate has, significantly, also been much emphasized in music), when he points
out that ‘... in primitive music a scale does not exist in the mind of the native musicians, so

"B As Feld remarks, it is not always easy

the musicologist must deduce it from the melodies
to know whether this type of assertion seemingly implying a lack of theoretical knowledge
goes to an absence of theory as such (giving it, in other words, cognitive implications), or
merely points to the fact that theoretical considerations are not made explicit in the
metalinguistic way to which sciences like linguistics and musicology have accustomed us®.
In his own case, he finds ample evidence of musical-theoretical thinking amongst the Kaluli
in their extended use of a special type of metaphor, employing terms gleaned from the

semantic field associated with water. Feld concludes:

Kaluli musical theory... verbally surfaces in metaphoric expression. This is hardly
surprising, since theories are often expressed as systematic metaphors®.,

Metaphoric categorizations may well, in the absence of a metalinguistic terminology, offer
keen insights into oral people’s conceptualization about language. In any event, that there is
a reflective concept of language particular to orality is, as we stated at the end of Chapter 4,
something we take for granted, and even if it is, for no reason other than for our own poorly
adjusted methodologies, by and large inaccessible, we cannot on account of that simply
abandon the emic approach as ‘unworkable’. We should still, as would be the ultimate aim
of this work, speculate on its nature and try to integrate it into the etic theories that have
achieved ‘scientific’ status, not in order to dignify what could otherwise be termed ‘primitive’,
but to make the scientific appraisal more valid®. Oral Theory is in an excellent position to
undertake such a task.

The relative sensitivity of musicology to the emic has led it to concern itself more
fundamentally than linguistics has done with the question of its own boundaries. De
Saussure’s answer to the ‘What is language?’ question is not, as we have seen, a statement
about the materiality of language, but essentially a statement of method. (See note 10). This
has been, given the atmosphere of methodological conflict that has permeated modern

linguistics (see note 4), characteristic of affirmations generally as to what language is.



213

Ironically therefore, questions relating to the actual boundaries of language (as broader
materiality) have in all probability had much greater pertinence within the framework of
musicology than within that of linguistics, even if these questions are primarily aimed, not
at d