Oral tradition and communication

- Deepak Aryal

Oral tradition has become a domain of great int@cescholars
of different disciplines of knowledge such as liteire,
psychology, anthropology, and philosophy. It hdsige scope
for the discipline of communication too. This aeipresents an
appraisal of oral tradition as a means of commtigicafrom
one generation to another. While doing so, it dealth
following issues: Can history be narrated based oval
traditions just as it is done with ‘written docun&fl Are the
oral traditions only the sources of historiograptrydo they
have other implications too? It also discussesthdreoral
traditions can be taken as valid historical soureesl, if not,
whether there are means for testing its reliability

Theoral tradition

Vansina (1965) has defined oral traditions as “doents of the
present” also inheriting “a message from the past.” Forngu
(1986), it is one of branchs of literary studiesichhreaches
back far enough in time to invite a consideratibthat crucial
period in human prehistory when biological evolatio
overlapped with cultural evolution (p. 68). The laraditions
encompass all verbal testimonies that are repastaments
concerning the past (M. Bauer and E. Bernheim, dtd.
Vansina, 1965).

According to Henige (1988), oral tradition, as arge should
have been transmitted over several generationst@rgbme
extent be the common property of a group of pe@ple232).
As Rosenberg observes, it “is the transmissiorutifial items
from one member to another, or others. Those iwmmdeard,
stored in memory, and, when appropriate, recalledtha
moment of subsequent transmission” (1987, p. 80).
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Two types of testimonies have been commonly diszliss
direct and indirect. Bauer and Bernheim use thm telirect
testimony’ for eyewitness account, and ‘indirecttsment’ for
a reported one. Bernheim puts oral tradition in ¢ategory of
direct testimonies on the grounds that both arenconicated
orally. It is, however, better to classify oral ditons and
eyewitness accounts spearately, because each lesalsp
characterstics. Anyone can narrate and transmitetrents,
which they have seen, or heard from their ancestowever,
the definition of ‘oral tradition’ by Bauer and Bereim does
not accept that ‘oral tradition’ which comes fromeyewitness.

Oral tradition versuswritten tradition

There are different point of views in the ‘Eastdatine ‘West’
regarding the interrelationship between oral andittew
tradition. In Vedic Hindu tradition, it is believatat both oral
and written form of word existed since creationutjo the
emphasis is primarily on oral one (For further di&sion, see:
Adhikary, 2003, pp. 71-73). Here, literacy was cotsidered a
sine qua non of wisdom, and it is said that even the great
grammarian Panini was not a literate (Kaviratn&,1)9

But, in the context of the West, it is widely assdrihat only
‘developed’ societies or countries have their owdvamced
‘written culture’ which is a sign of modernity arogress.
Certeaus argues that writing as a technical ingnirbecame
divested of its Christian determinants and wasmpteyed as a
function of new strategies of reproduction and tdigation
(Ahearne, 1995). According to Certeau, ‘Writtendttian’
symbolized the concept of modernity and the ‘otedidition
became a symbol of backward societies of natioml. (dt
Skaria, 1999). In this background, written traditioas ride on
top of the orality, and a visual architecture afgaage has been
superimposed upon restless acoustic flow of sottavdlock,
1986, p. 149).
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However, we cannot say that oral tradition doesenist. As
Turner (1986) argueshe oral tradition continues in our own
culture in at least two realms: liturgy and thedfer86). When
oral and written forms of expressions are taketihéncontext of
communication, the significance of oral traditioecbmes even
apparent.

Oral tradition and history

Every literate or illiterate people have a certlind of ‘oral’

practice. For illiterate ones, oral communicatioectimes
crucial and even most of the people who are lisedd not
write. Thus, it is a primary means of communicatemd a
practice of daily life. People can remember anddmngit many
oral traditions, which they have or which theydistd from
their ancestor, irrespective of whether they haweitten’

practice or not. Apart from regular practices ohwersation,
people have their legends, myths, folktales, measorfolk-
song, saying and proverb. However, there is noilpiiss of

precise transmission of those oral practices from generation
to another.

Among the various kinds of historical sources, dratlitions
occupy a special place. They are constantly usedmyp as the
most important sources for the history of peoplathaut

writing, but also as the foundation of many writsurces too,
especially those of classical antiquity and of ¢aely Middle

Ages. Oral traditions are historical sources ofoaiad nature
that derives from the fact that they are unwrittdmey can
transmit, and preservation depends on the powarsaiory of
successive generations of human beings. The oadlition

forms the main available source for a reconstraatibthe past,
who have no written culture practice and even amuoeaples
who have writing, many historical sources, incligdthe most
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ancient ones, are based on oral traditions. Haidthd
Mahabhardtare such examples.

Vansina (1965) recognized that oral materials colodd of
potential value to historians, whether proverbsetpdsongs,
lengthy historicized texts, or epics. He urged driahs to
regard these materials in much the same way as haey
traditionally regarded written documents— as capalblbeing
exploited for both direct and indirect historicafarmation. In
fact, most of the historians and ethnographerstakmg oral
tradition as sources of history. Case in poinhiid.

India became independent in 1947 and people stiflember
and compare the situation before and after indegpesel Some
people are eyewitness of the whole transition pedand thus
have their stories. Those kinds of stories, rhysengs, and
proverbs can help to study the perception of peapktit can
help to narrate cultural, political, social histsi of the
particular society or the nation. If we compare wréten text
before independent and after independent, it viié glifferent
kind of historical knowledge. Same way, we can carapthe
oral (linguistic) change among people. Apart frdmis,twe can
compare the perception of different generationctwvimay help
to analyse the historical, cultural or social traos of the
society.

Beyond historiography

The oral tradition is not only the sources of higt® but itself a
history of language, culture, society and tradititintells us
what people speak, how they behave, how they speakhat
they think and speak. It tells different people explain the
certain events differently. Yes, if the differenérgions of a

1 Khalidi (1995) acknolwedges Tabari who composedtwies by far the most
explicit defence of the Haidth method in historieaiting.
2 The first section of the Mahabharata statesitlveds ‘Ganesha’ who, at the behest of

Vyasa, wrote down the text to Vyasa's dictation.
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story or event exist, the question of ‘reliabilitybuld be raised.
But, if we analyze some concept like “different isbagroups
use different varieties of language”, “languageledf the
society or culture in which it is used”, “languagkapes the
society in which it is used” (Burke, 1993) etc, wan see
possibilities different versions in accordance viithe, space or

language.

It may be in the poetic form or it may be in rhynstory,
proverbs or other forms. Sometime there may beerdifft
‘character’, ‘place’ or ‘time’ in accordance withhe socio-
cultural value and tradition. The possibilities di§tortion the
events privileged anywhere which should be examined
Nevertheless, oral tradition speaks the ‘story’nof only the
past but also of contemporary social, cultural dinduistic
structure of the society. Moreover, it is also a&tdny of
language, culture and society.

Validity and reliability

Ethnologists who have attempted to study the phagieople
‘without writing’ have faced some problems and thejieve or
think that oral tradition are never reliable omay contain a
certain amount of truth. They also believe thas iimpossible
to asses the amount of truth contained in oralitteedso it
should be thoroughly examined (Vansina, 1965).

Definitely, oral tradition should be examined fromme
parameter of validity and reliability but the saisetrue with
‘written text’. F. Graebner argues that the religgbiof oral
traditions cannot be probed unless there is somasune of
agreement between various independent accountsualeds
the facts conveyed correspond with those postulayezlltural
historical studies (qtd. in Vansina, 1965).

In brief, question of validity and reliability i®tbe welcomed
unless it is put with a bias to discredit the dradition. Any
provision and instrumentation regarding its vajidiand
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reliability will, in fact, increase the scope ofagrining the oral
tradition in order to explore it as more autherdmurce of
information.

Concluding remarks

Every study of the ‘oral traditions’ is a part dfet historical
study which belongs to society. Every ‘oral’ or itten’
tradition has some information about the past eyeexen if
they are fiction. We collect and preserve all ‘temt
documents’ because we think it is ‘real’ and ‘rele but we
do not want to collect the ‘oral narration’. My argent is that
it is not a matter of technology, time consumptorrexpenses
but of our conviction always emphasis that the ttri
documents’ have certain ‘truth’ than any kind afalotradition’.
Scholars think that every ‘oral content’ might bstartion by
people or the right story of the past might be feldrin the
transmitting process. However, in my opinion, disd or
blurred oral traditions also have ‘historical’, faural’, ‘social’
and ‘linguistic’ content and it is a part of histor

As P.C. Lloyd argues, all traditions contain somght and the
historian may be able to see in what directionsodisn is
most likely to have taken place and to asses hisidarvalue as
historical evidence (Vansina, 1965). Oral traditioay have
some confusion and contradictions, partly becatidapses of
memory, partly because of possible motives foroditstn.

However, this kind of problem also seems in ‘writontent’.
As Kaviratna (1971) says, "the written word canegonly an
idea of the fact, but the word is not the factlitsaVhether
‘oral sources’ is reliable or not for particulareews can be
examined but it speaks the ‘contemporary sociagjuistic and
cultural history, therefore, we have to record andlyze it. |
would like to quote Rosenberg,

Oral traditions are both more specific and less
ambiguous communication, because the speaker
reinforces his or her specifi city of meaning with
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gesture, expression, intonation, and so on, anidusr
self-correcting mechanisms of which fi xed print is
incapable. (Rosenberg, 1987, pp. 76)

Certainly, it is not the matter of advocating dliaicy, but giving
oral tradition its due importance.

References

Adhikary, N. M. (2003). Hindu awadharanama sangiakriya
(Unpublished M.A. thesis). Purvanchal University,
Nepal.

Ahearne, J. (1995Michel De Certeau: Interpretation and its
other. Stanford University Press.

Burke, P. (1993)The art of conservation. New York: Cornell
University Press.

Havelock, E. A. (1986). The alphabetic mind: A giftGreece
to the modern worldOral Tradition, 1(1), 134-150.
Retrieved from http://journal.oraltradition.org/

Henige, D. (1988). Oral, but oral what? The nomatuces of
orality and their implicationsOral Tradition, 3(1-2),
229-38. Retrieved from http://journal.oraltraditiorg/

Kaviratna, H. (1971). Unbroken chain of oral tramit
Retrieved November 17, 2009 from
http://www.theosophy-
nw.org/theosnw/world/general/ge-kavi.htm

Khalidi, T. (1995). Arabic historical thought in the classical
period. University of Cambridge.

Rosenberg, B. A. (1987). The complexity of oratlitian. Oral
Tradition, 2(1), 73-90. Retrieved from
http://journal.oraltradition.org/

Bodhi, 3 (1), 61-68. ISSN 2091-047® 2009 Kathmandu University



68 Aryal, Oral tradition

Skaria, A. (1999).Hybrid histories: Forest, frontiers and
wildness in western India. Delhi: Oxford University
Press.

Turner, F. (1986). Performed being: Word art asumdn
inheritance.Oral Tradition, 1(1), 66-109. Retrieved
from http://journal.oraltradition.org/

Vansina, J. (1965).Oral tradition a study in historical
methodology. Trans. H. M. Wright. Penguin Books.

Bodhi, 3 (1), 61-68. ISSN 2091-047® 2009 Kathmandu University



