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Foreword

Mark Turin

The study and appreciation of oral literature is more important than ever
for understanding the complexity of human cognition.

For many people around the world —particularly in areas where history
and traditions are still conveyed more through speech than in writing —the
transmission of oral literature from one generation to the next lies at the
heart of culture and memory. Very often, local languages act as vehicles for
the transmission of unique forms of cultural knowledge. Oral traditions
that are encoded in these speech forms can become threatened when elders
die or when livelihoods are disrupted. Such creative works of oral literature
are increasingly endangered as globalisation and rapid socio-economic
change exert ever more complex pressures on smaller communities, often
challenging traditional knowledge practices.

It was in order to nurture such oral creativity that the World Oral
Literature Project was established at the University of Cambridge in 2009.
Affiliated to the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, the project has been co-located at Yale University since 2011.

As an urgent global initiative to document and disseminate endangered
oral literatures before they disappear without record, the World Oral
Literature Project works with researchers and local communities to
document their own oral narratives, and aspires to become a permanent
centre for the appreciation and preservation of all forms of oral culture.
Through the project, our small team provides modest fieldwork grants
to fund the collecting of oral literature, and we run training workshops
for grant recipients and other scholars to share their experiences and
methodologies. Alongside a series of published occasional papers and
lectures—all available for free from our website—project staff have helped
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to make over 30 collections of oral literature (from five continents and dating
from the 1940s to the present) accessible through new media platforms
online.! In supporting the documentation of endangered oral literature and
by building an online network for cooperation and collaboration across
the disciplines, the World Oral Literature Project now nurtures a growing
community of committed scholars and indigenous researchers across the
globe.

The beautifully produced and fully revised new edition of Ruth
Finnegan'’s classic Oral Literature in Africa is a perfect illustration of the sort
of partnership that the World Oral Literature Project has sought to promote.
In this triangulation between a prominent scholar and her timeless work,
an innovative and responsive publisher and a small but dynamic research
project, we have leveraged digital technologies to offer global access to
scholarly knowledge that had been locked away, out of print for decades,
for want of a distribution platform.

Much has changed in the world since Finnegan handed in her original
typed manuscript to the editors at Clarendon Press in Oxford in 1969.
The most profound transformation is arguably the penetration of, and
access to technology. In the decades that followed the publication of her
instantly celebrated book, computers developed from expensive room-sized
mainframes exclusively located in centres of research in the Western
hemisphere, into cheap, portable, consumer devices—almost disposable
and certainly omnipresent. It seemed paradoxical that with all of the world’s
knowledge just a few keystrokes away, thanks to powerful search engines
and online repositories of digitised learning, a work of such impact and
consequence as Oral Literature in Africa could be said to be ‘out of print’.
The World Oral Literature Project embarked on its collaboration with Open
Book Publishers in order to address this issue, and to ensure that Finnegan’s
monograph be available to a global audience, once and for all.

Finnegan was patient as we sought the relevant permissions for a new
edition, and then painstakingly transformed her original publication,
through a process of scanning and rekeying (assisted and frustrated in
equal measure by the affordance of optical character recognition) into the
digital document that it is today. At this point, thanks are due to Claire
Wheeler and Eleanor Wilkinson, both Research Assistants at the World
Oral Literature Project in Cambridge, whose care and precision is reflected

1 To view our series of occasional papers, lectures and online collections, please visit
<http://www.oralliterature.org/>.
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in the edition that you are now reading. In addition, through the online
Collections Portal maintained by our project, we have given new life to
Finnegan’s audio and visual collection in a manner that was unimaginable
when she made the original recordings during her fieldwork in the 1960s. The
digital collection can be explored online at www.oralliterature.org/OLA, and
I encourage you to visit the site to experience for yourself the performative
power of African oral literature.?

In the Preface to the first edition, Finnegan writes that she found to
her ‘surprise that there was no easily accessible work’ on oral literature in
general, a realisation which spurred her on to write the monograph that
would become Oral Literature in Africa. This re-edition of her work gives
new meaning to the phrase ‘easily accessible’; not only does the author
demonstrate her clarity of insight through her engaging writing style, but
this version will be read, consumed and browsed on tablets, smart phones
and laptops, in trains, planes and buses, and through tools that are as yet
unnamed and uninvented.

The impact and effectiveness of digital editions, then, lies in the fact
that they are inherently more democratic, challenging the hegemony of
traditional publishers and breaking down distribution models that had
been erected on regional lines. While the digital divide is a modern reality,
itis not configured on the basis of former coloniser versus former colonised,
or West-versus-the-Rest, but primarily located within individual nations,
both wealthy and poor. Now, for the first time, Oral Literature in Africa
is available to a digitally literate readership across the world, accessible
to an audience whose access to traditional print editions published and
disseminated from Europe remains limited. Digital and mobile access is
particularly relevant for Africa, where smart phone penetration and cell
coverage is encouragingly high.

While it is beyond doubt that technology has transformed access to
scholarly information and the landscape of academic publishing, questions
remain about long-term digital preservation and the endurance of web-based
media. In a world of bits and bytes, what (if anything) can be counted as
permanent? Is there not something to be said for a traditional printed
artefact for the inevitable day when all the servers go down? Our partners,
the Cambridge-based Open Book Publishers, have developed an elegant
hybrid approach straddling the worlds of web and print: free, global,

2 For a video interview with Ruth Finnegan conducted by Alan Macfarlane in January
2008, please visit <www.sms.cam.ac.uk/media/1116447>.
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online access to complete digital editions of all publications alongside high
quality paperback and hardback editions at reasonable prices, printed
on demand, and sent anywhere that a package can be delivered. This is
academic publishing 2.0: connecting a global readership with premium
knowledge and research of the highest quality, no matter where they are
and how far away the nearest library is.

Orality is often, but not always, open. Orality is also public, both in
its production, display and in its eventual consumption. It is fitting that
the ‘update” of Ruth Finnegan'’s essentially un-updateable text has been
digitally reborn, open to all, as relevant today as it was when it was first
published, and serves as the first volume of our new World Oral Literature
Series.

New Haven, Connecticut, May 2012
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photographs that Finnegan made during her fieldwork in the late 1960s.
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