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The praise singer Mqhyai, distinguished Xhosa imbongi, in traditional garb, 
with staff (courtesy Jeff Opland).
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To all my teachers
and to all those students
who may find this work of some use in their 
study of the oral literatures of Africa
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This volume is complemented by original recordings of stories and songs 
from the Limba country (Sierra Leone) which are freely accessible at: 
http://www.oralliterature.org/collections/rfinnegan001.html

Ruth Finnegan’s Limba collection was recorded during her fieldwork 
in Limba country in northern Sierra Leone, mainly in the remote villages 
of Kakarima and Kamabai. Recorded mostly in 1961, but with some audio 
clips from 1963 and 1964, the collection consists of stories and occasional 
songs on the topics of the beginning of the world, animals and human 
adventures, with some work songs and songs to accompany rituals also 
included. 

Performances were regularly enlivened by the dramatic arts of the 
narrator and by active audience participation. Songs in this collection are 
accompanied by the split drum (gong) known as Limba nkali ki, although 
story songs are unaccompanied. The predominant language of the 
recordings is Limba (a west Atlantic language group), with occasional 
words in Krio (Creole), which was rapidly becoming the local lingua franca 
at the time of the recordings.
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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.1 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.2

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, 
it is 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

Oral Literature in Africa.indd   20 8/28/12   12:58 PM



This is an unglued e-book

This unglued edition is freely available to download from our website 
and distrubted under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY 
licence (allowing you to copy, distribute, share, remix and adapt the 
work without restriction providing only that attribution to the author 
is maintained, but not in any way that suggests that she endorses 
you or your use of the work). Distribution in this way has been made 
possible by the support of 257 individual readers like you through 
the Unglue.it website: https://unglue.it. 

Ungluers of this volume include (with unglue usernames italicised):
Marjolijn Aalders Grool [VerbalArtFoundation http://www.

verbalartfoundation.org “Publishing Verbal Art Performances 
and Giving back Projects”]

Lynne Everett [Dramlin]
David Rosenthal [DavidRosenthal http://blog.dshr.org]
Charity Mcnabb [CharityMcnabb]

Bibliophiles of this edition also include ungluers:
bergey, dchud, UAlbertaLibrary [http://www.library.ualberta.ca], 
LizaDaly, Smwoodson, annrob, RaymondYee [http://blog.
dataunbound.com], rob.casson, helrond [http://hillelarnold.com].

Benefactors of this edition include ungluers:
NickRuest [http://ruebot.net], CharlesR, JenWaller [http://
www.jenwaller.net], esquetee, bessiez, ranti, copystar, benkeele 
[http://benkeele.com], mb5839, SamDavol [http://www.
theuniproject.org], KrisSchantz [http://happyworker.com], 

Oral Literature in Africa.indd   569 8/28/12   12:59 PM



nickt, SarahHoughton, MichelledeVilliers, lvandine, AndyZeman, 
BobWolven, RaySchwartz, abbot [http://www.sausalitolibrary.
org], ronja [http://www.iki.fi/~ronja], barefootsong [http://www.
barefootsong.net], SarahLangford, PeterMcC, ShannonBurch 
[http://triorb.com], PaulMoss, Etreju, IvaSilver, wlayton 
[http://thebookpile.wordpress.com], lenedgerly [http://
thekindlechronicles.com], SuzanneBremer, EricKansa   

Supporters of this edition include ungluers: 
mjlassila, andromeda, JanieHermann, AntonGiguz, mthagenwhp, 
gosou, marymoe, JenniferStubbs, FionaMcPherson, cjmonical, 
PetervanLaarhoven, PatrickPeiffer, DonnaThomas, ToddVision, 
stephenfrancoeur, gsf, stewartwatkiss, pilsks, ConnieBrown, 
sarahhscott, LisaGerman, jemery, begtech, RaymondMaxwell, greg, 
cudbm, Soli, LizWoolcott, shifted, dheckel, dave, gharder, NSims, 
JohnMurphy, bowerbird, MaartenMous, AmandaM, kmritchie, 
JoshuaParker, trevormunoz, MargaretHeller, AbigailGoben, Jason 
BairdJackson, yummycarrots, jtgorman, HeatherDavis, RickSmith, 
laurenpressley, hanksway, HistoryCult, itsjustkate, LibSkrat, 
mistydemeo, zeborah, synesthete, akolovos, Portland,AliceTsoi, 
crowesn, MagnusEnger, patora, JarmoLehtovaara, CoryDoctorow, 
WillCaverly, whitlock@zoology.ubc.ca, AdamViator, edsu, 
sustillman, kbiglione, ShelbyDavis, PoeDucker, ChrisLovell, calimaq, 
don, PeterNoerr, RebeccaGoldman, bbober, BarryFoy, sermo_de_
arboribus, randy, SeanChadwell, frances@pinter.org.uk, komainu, 
John, ZackExley, RussellMcormond, jeff, LeddyLibraryUWin, 
MelissaDunlap, audreywalton, TobyGreenwalt, DavidClay, 
YannNicolas, keowen, LaurelLamme, lake44me, ttrbbr, jodi, 
John and Mary Mark Ockerbloom, iand, pbinkley, olofhellman, 
OlegKagan, jmax, fuzzygerdes.

The author, Open Book Publisher and the World Oral Literature 
Project sincerely thank these and all 257 ungluers for making it 
possible to release the edition in this format. 

You can reciprocate the generousity of these ungluers by supporting 
the ungluing of more books at https://unglue.it/

Oral Literature in Africa.indd   570 8/28/12   12:59 PM



Oral Literature in Africa

Ruth Finnegan

Publishers
OpenBook

Ruth Finnegan’s Oral Literature in Africa was first published in 1970, and 
since then has been widely praised as one of the most important books 
in its field. Based on years of fieldwork, the study traces the history of 
storytelling across the continent of Africa.

This revised edition makes Finnegan’s ground-breaking research available 
to the next generation of scholars. It includes a new introduction, additional 
images and an updated bibliography, as well as its original chapters on 
poetry, prose, “drum language” and drama, and an overview of the social, 
linguistic and historical background of oral literature in Africa.

As with all Open Book publications, this entire book can be read for free 
online. It is also available as a free pdf and ebook download, thanks to 
generous donations from supporters using the crowd-funding website 
Unglue.it. In addition, there is a free online archive of recordings and 
photographs that Finnegan made during her fieldwork in the late 1960s. 
All these digital extras are hosted by the World Oral Literature Project and 
available from the publisher’s website or at:

http://www.oralliterature.org/collections/rfinnegan001.html

This book is the first volume in the World Oral Literature Series, an ongoing 
collaboration between OBP and the World Oral Literature Project.

World Oral Literature Project
v o i c e s  o f  v a n i s h i n g  w o r l d s


	Front Cover

	Half-Title
	Title Page
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Contents
	Illustrations
	Foreword
	Preface
	Preface to the Second Edition
	Acknowledgements
	Abbreviations
	Note on Sources and References
	I. INTRODUCTION
	1. The ‘Oral’ Nature of African Unwritten Literature
	2. The Perception of African Oral Literature
	3. The Social, Linguistic, and Literary Background

	II. POETRY
	4. Poetry and Patronage
	5. Panegyric
	6. Elegiac Poetry
	7. Religious Poetry
	8. Special Purpose Poetry—War, Hunting, and Work
	9. Lyric
	10. Topical and Political Songs
	11. Children’s Songs and Rhymes

	III. PROSE
	12. 
Prose Narratives I. Problems and Theories
	13. Prose Narratives II. Content and Form
	14. Proverbs
	15. Riddles
	16. Oratory, Formal Speaking, and other Stylized Forms
	17. Drum Language and Literature

	IV. SOME SPECIAL FORMS
	18. Drama

	Conclusion
	Bibliography
	Index
	Back Cover




