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Course Code: LIT 306 

Course Title: Nigerian Oral Literatures in English Translation 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Tools and Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 

Series 2: Translating African Oral Chants, Tales, Legends, and Myths 

Series 3: Rendering Oral Histories of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 

Series 4: Regional Translations of Indigenous African Tales 

Series 5: Field Work, Data Collection, and Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 

Proposed Outline for Series 1 

Part 1.1: Understanding oral literature and its significance 

• Sub-Part 1.1.1: Defining oral literature 

• Sub-Part 1.1.2: Importance of oral literature in African contexts 

Part 1.2: Tools for collecting oral literature 

• Sub-Part 1.2.1: Recording devices and note-taking methods 

• Sub-Part 1.2.2: Ethical considerations in data collection 

Part 1.3: Techniques for collecting oral literature 

• Sub-Part 1.3.1: Interviews and participant observation 

• Sub-Part 1.3.2: Field documentation and transcription 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Oral literature is one of the richest sources of African cultural heritage, carrying stories, chants, 

myths, and histories across generations. Unlike written texts, oral forms are performed and 

transmitted in living communities, making their collection both exciting and challenging. This 

Series introduces you to the tools and techniques needed to collect oral literature effectively, 

preparing you for the practical aspects of field work later in the course. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the knowledge and skills required to identify, collect, 

and document oral literary forms using appropriate tools and techniques. 
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We shall commence this Series by understanding oral literature and its significance, focusing on 

its definition and importance in African contexts. Next, we will examine the tools used for 

collecting oral literature, including recording devices and ethical considerations. Finally, we will 

explore techniques such as interviews, participant observation, and transcription, which will help 

you gather and preserve oral performances accurately. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define oral literature and explain its significance in African contexts, 

• SLO 1.2 identify and describe tools used for collecting oral literature, 

• SLO 1.3 analyse ethical considerations in oral literature data collection, 

• SLO 1.4 demonstrate techniques such as interviews and participant observation for 

collecting oral literature, and 

• SLO 1.5 apply transcription and documentation methods to preserve collected oral 

performances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Understanding Oral Literature and Its Significance 
1.1.1 Defining oral literature 

Oral literature refers to spoken or performed artistic expressions that are passed down from 

generation to generation within communities. Unlike written literature, oral forms are transmitted 

through performance, memory, and communal participation. They include folktales, myths, 

legends, chants, riddles, and proverbs. Oral literature is dynamic, as each performance may vary 

slightly depending on the storyteller, audience, or occasion. 

Fill in the blank: Oral literature refers to spoken or performed artistic expressions that are 

__________ from generation to generation. 
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Figure 1.1: Categories of oral literature  

1.1.2 Importance of oral literature in African contexts 

Oral literature plays a vital role in African societies. It preserves cultural identity, which refers 

to the shared traditions, values, and beliefs of a community. It also serves as a medium of 

education, teaching moral lessons, history, and social norms. Furthermore, oral literature 

provides entertainment, engaging audiences through storytelling, music, and performance. 

Importantly, it acts as a repository of history, recording the deeds of heroes, the origins of 

communities, and significant events. 

Fill in the blank: Oral literature preserves cultural identity, serves as education, provides 

entertainment, and acts as a repository of __________. 

 

Plate 1.1: Oral literature as cultural heritage  

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Oral literature refers to spoken or performed artistic expressions that are __________ 

from generation to generation. 

2. State two examples of oral literary forms. 

3. Oral literature preserves cultural identity, serves as education, provides entertainment, 

and acts as a repository of __________. 

4. Give one example of how oral literature teaches moral lessons. 
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5. Why is oral literature considered important in African contexts? 

 

1.2 Tools for Collecting Oral Literature 
1.2.1 Recording devices and note-taking methods 

When collecting oral literature, the use of recording devices is essential. These include audio 

recorders, video cameras, and mobile phones equipped with recording applications. Recording 

ensures accuracy, as oral performances are often rich in tone, rhythm, and gesture that may be 

lost if only written notes are taken. Alongside recordings, note-taking methods are equally 

important. Field notes capture contextual details such as the setting, audience reactions, and non-

verbal cues. Combining recordings with notes provides a fuller picture of the performance and 

helps preserve both the content and the atmosphere. 

Fill in the blank: Recording devices ensure accuracy, while __________ capture contextual 

details such as setting and audience reactions. 

 

Figure 1.2: Tools for collecting oral literature  

1.2.2 Ethical considerations in data collection 

Collecting oral literature also requires attention to ethical considerations, which refers to the 

principles guiding respectful and responsible research. Researchers must obtain consent from 

participants, ensuring they agree to be recorded or documented. Respecting cultural norms is 

vital, as some stories or performances may be restricted to certain groups or occasions. 

Confidentiality should be maintained, and credit must be given to the storytellers or 

communities. Ethical practice builds trust and ensures that oral traditions are preserved with 

dignity and fairness. 

Fill in the blank: Collecting oral literature requires attention to __________ considerations, 

which refers to principles guiding respectful and responsible research. 
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Guideline Implementation Strategy 

Informed 

Consent 

Explain the purpose of the OER project in the local language. Ensure 

participants understand that the material will be shared publicly and that 

they can withdraw at any time. 

Cultural 

Sensitivity 

Research local taboos before entering. Some myths or rituals are gender-

specific or seasonal; recording them out of context can be a breach of sacred 

trust. 

Confidentiality 

If a story involves sensitive political or social commentary, use pseudonyms 

or omit identifying details to protect the contributor from potential 

repercussions. 

Recognition & 

Credit 

Always attribute the material to the specific storyteller and their ethnic 

group. This counters the colonial history of "anonymous" African art and 

recognizes intellectual property. 

Box 1.1: Ethical guidelines for collecting oral literature 

Pilot questions 1.2 

1. Recording devices ensure accuracy, while __________ capture contextual details such as 

setting and audience reactions. 

2. State two examples of recording devices used in collecting oral literature. 

3. Collecting oral literature requires attention to __________ considerations. 

4. Give one example of an ethical principle in oral literature collection. 

5. Why is it important to combine recordings with field notes? 

 

1.3 Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 
1.3.1 Interviews and participant observation 

One of the most effective techniques for collecting oral literature is the use of interviews, which 

involve asking storytellers or performers structured or semi-structured questions to elicit oral 

narratives. Interviews allow researchers to gather detailed accounts directly from the source, 

ensuring authenticity. Alongside interviews, participant observation is equally important. This 

refers to the researcher immersing themselves in the community, attending performances, and 

observing cultural practices. By combining interviews with participant observation, researchers 

gain both direct narratives and contextual understanding of oral traditions. 
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Fill in the blank: One of the most effective techniques for collecting oral literature is the use of 

__________, which involve asking storytellers structured questions. 

 

Figure 1.3: Techniques for collecting oral literature  

1.3.2 Field documentation and transcription 

Another essential technique is field documentation, which refers to the systematic recording of 

oral performances during fieldwork. This includes noting the setting, participants, and 

performance style. Documentation ensures that oral literature is preserved in its original context. 

Following documentation, transcription is required. Transcription involves converting spoken 

words into written form, capturing both the content and, where possible, the nuances of delivery 

such as pauses, emphasis, or rhythm. Accurate transcription is vital for later analysis and 

translation into English. 

Fill in the blank: Field documentation refers to the systematic recording of oral performances, 

while __________ involves converting spoken words into written form. 

 

Plate 1.2: Field documentation and transcription in oral literature collection  

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. One of the most effective techniques for collecting oral literature is the use of 

__________. 

2. State one advantage of participant observation in oral literature collection. 
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3. Field documentation refers to the systematic recording of oral performances, while 

__________ involves converting spoken words into written form. 

4. Give one example of contextual detail that should be noted during field documentation. 

5. Why is accurate transcription important in oral literature research? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has introduced you to the tools and techniques required for collecting oral literature, 

which is a vital aspect of preserving African cultural heritage. We began by defining oral 

literature and highlighting its importance in African contexts, showing how it serves as a 

repository of history, education, entertainment, and cultural identity. We then examined the tools 

used in collection, including recording devices and note-taking methods, while also stressing the 

importance of ethical considerations such as consent and respect for cultural norms. Finally, we 

explored techniques such as interviews, participant observation, field documentation, and 

transcription, which together ensure that oral performances are captured accurately and preserved 

for future study. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define oral literature, identify and describe 

the tools used in its collection, analyse ethical considerations, demonstrate techniques such as 

interviews and participant observation, and apply transcription methods to preserve oral 

performances. These abilities align directly with the Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 1.1–1.5), 

equipping you with the foundational skills needed for fieldwork and translation in later parts of 

the course. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Cultural identity: The shared traditions, values, and beliefs that define a community. 

• Ethical considerations: Principles guiding respectful and responsible research, including 

consent and confidentiality. 

• Field documentation: Systematic recording of oral performances during fieldwork, 

noting context and participants. 

• Interviews: Structured or semi-structured questions used to elicit oral narratives directly 

from storytellers. 

• Note-taking methods: Written records of contextual details such as setting, audience 

reactions, and non-verbal cues. 

• Oral literature: Spoken or performed artistic expressions passed down through 

generations, including folktales, myths, chants, and proverbs. 

• Participant observation: Immersing oneself in a community to observe and experience 

oral performances in context. 
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• Recording devices: Tools such as audio recorders, video cameras, or mobile phones used 

to capture oral performances. 

• Transcription: Converting spoken words into written form, preserving both content and 

delivery style. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. Oral literature refers to spoken or performed artistic expressions that are __________ 

from generation to generation. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Recording devices ensure accuracy, while __________ capture contextual details such as 

setting and audience reactions. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

3. Collecting oral literature requires attention to __________ considerations. (Linked to 

SLO 1.3) 

4. One of the most effective techniques for collecting oral literature is the use of 

__________. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

5. Field documentation refers to the systematic recording of oral performances, while 

__________ involves converting spoken words into written form. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. State two examples of oral literary forms. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

7. Give one example of a recording device used in oral literature collection. (Linked to SLO 

1.2) 

8. State one ethical principle in oral literature collection. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

9. Give one advantage of participant observation in oral literature collection. (Linked to 

SLO 1.4) 

10. Identify one reason why accurate transcription is important. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the importance of oral literature in African contexts. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

• Basic response: Oral literature preserves cultural identity, teaches moral lessons, 

entertains, and records history. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as folktales 

teaching social norms or myths explaining community origins. 

12. Evaluate the role of tools and techniques in ensuring accurate collection of oral literature. 

(Linked to SLO 1.2–1.5) 

• Basic response: Tools like recorders and notes, combined with techniques such as 

interviews and transcription, ensure accuracy. 
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• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may discuss how ethical considerations 

enhance trust and how participant observation provides deeper cultural insights. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1.1 

1. Passed down 

2. Folktales, myths, chants, riddles, proverbs 

3. History 

4. Through moral lessons in folktales 

5. It preserves culture, educates, entertains, and records history 

Part 1.2 

1. Notes 

2. Audio recorders, video cameras, mobile phones 

3. Ethical 

4. Obtaining consent 

5. To capture both content and context 

Part 1.3 

1. Interviews 

2. It provides contextual understanding of performances 

3. Transcription 

4. Setting or audience reactions 

5. It ensures accuracy for analysis and translation 

 

References and Attributions [Series 1] 

• Figures 

• Figure 1.1: Categories of oral literature – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Create a diagram showing categories of oral literature including 

folktales, myths, legends, chants, riddles, and proverbs.” Suggested search string: 

“categories of oral literature diagram OER.” 

• Figure 1.2: Tools for collecting oral literature – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a diagram showing tools for collecting oral literature 

including audio recorders, video cameras, mobile phones, and field notes.” 

Suggested search string: “tools for collecting oral literature diagram OER.” 
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• Figure 1.3: Techniques for collecting oral literature – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing techniques for collecting oral 

literature including interviews, participant observation, and community 

immersion.” Suggested search string: “oral literature collection techniques 

diagram OER.” 

• Plates 

• Plate 1.1: Oral literature as cultural heritage – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate an image showing a traditional African storyteller performing 

to a community audience.” Suggested search string: “African storyteller oral 

literature performance OER image.” 

• Plate 1.2: Field documentation and transcription in oral literature collection – 

AI-generated suggestion using the prompt: “Generate an image showing a 

researcher documenting an oral performance with a recorder and notebook.” 

Suggested search string: “oral literature field documentation transcription OER 

image.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 1.1: Ethical guidelines for collecting oral literature – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a text box summarising ethical guidelines 

for collecting oral literature including consent, respect for norms, confidentiality, 

and credit.” Suggested search string: “ethical guidelines oral literature collection 

OER.” 
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Course Code: LIT 306 

Course Title: Nigerian Oral Literatures in English Translation 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Tools and Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 

Series 2: Translating African Oral Chants, Tales, Legends, and Myths 

Series 3: Rendering Oral Histories of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 

Series 4: Regional Translations of Indigenous African Tales 

Series 5: Field Work, Data Collection, and Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 

Proposed Outline for Series 2 

Part 2.1: Principles of translating oral traditions 

• Sub-Part 2.1.1: Challenges of translating oral forms into English 

• Sub-Part 2.1.2: Strategies for maintaining meaning and style 

Part 2.2: Translating chants and tales 

• Sub-Part 2.2.1: Features of oral chants and their translation 

• Sub-Part 2.2.2: Techniques for translating folktales 

Part 2.3: Translating legends and myths 

• Sub-Part 2.3.1: Legends as historical narratives 

• Sub-Part 2.3.2: Myths as cultural explanations 

Introduction 

Oral traditions such as chants, tales, legends, and myths are central to African cultural heritage. 

They embody the wisdom, beliefs, and creativity of communities, yet translating them into 

English presents unique challenges. This Series will guide you through the principles and 

techniques of translation, helping you preserve both meaning and artistry while making these 

traditions accessible to wider audiences. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the skills to translate African oral traditions into 

English effectively, ensuring that their cultural significance and stylistic features are retained. 

We shall commence this Series by examining the principles of translating oral traditions, 

focusing on the challenges and strategies involved. Next, we will explore the translation of 

chants and tales, considering their distinctive features and techniques. Finally, we will conclude 

with the translation of legends and myths, highlighting their role as historical narratives and 

cultural explanations. 

Series Learning Outcomes 
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Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 analyse the challenges of translating oral traditions into English, 

• SLO 2.2 apply strategies to preserve meaning and style in translation, 

• SLO 2.3 demonstrate techniques for translating oral chants, 

• SLO 2.4 translate folktales while retaining cultural context, 

• SLO 2.5 evaluate legends as historical narratives in translation, and 

• SLO 2.6 interpret myths as cultural explanations through translation. 

2.1 Principles of Translating Oral Traditions 
2.1.1 Challenges of translating oral forms into English 

Translating oral traditions into English presents several challenges. Oral forms are deeply 

rooted in cultural contexts, and they often rely on performance, tone, rhythm, and gestures that 

may not be easily conveyed in written English. For example, chants may lose their musicality, 

and proverbs may lose their layered meanings when translated literally. Another challenge is the 

presence of culturally specific references, such as local idioms or metaphors, which may not 

have direct equivalents in English. The translator must therefore balance accuracy with cultural 

sensitivity. 

Fill in the blank: Oral traditions often rely on performance, tone, rhythm, and __________ that 

may not be easily conveyed in written English. 

 

Figure 2.1: Challenges in translating oral traditions  

2.1.2 Strategies for maintaining meaning and style 

To overcome these challenges, translators employ various strategies. One strategy is contextual 

translation, which involves explaining cultural references rather than translating them word for 

word. Another is adaptive translation, where the translator recreates the rhythm or style of 

chants and tales in English to preserve their artistic quality. Translators may also use footnotes 

or glossaries to clarify meanings that cannot be directly conveyed. The goal is to retain both the 

meaning and the aesthetic qualities of the oral tradition, ensuring that the translated text remains 

faithful to the original while being accessible to new audiences. 
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Fill in the blank: One strategy for overcoming translation challenges is __________ translation, 

which involves explaining cultural references rather than translating them word for word. 

Strategy Goal Methodology & Examples 

Contextual 

Translation 

Explaining 

cultural 

references 

The translator prioritizes the intended social or moral meaning 

over a strict literal substitution. This may involve replacing a 

culture-specific proverb with a comparable proverb in the 

target language to clarify the underlying wisdom. 

Adaptive 

Translation 

Recreating 

rhythm and 

style 

Focuses on capturing the "sound and spectacle" of the 

performance. If a myth relies heavily on repetitive chants or 

specific tonal patterns, the translator may use poetic meters, 

alliteration, or unique formatting in the written text to evoke 

the same feeling of a live performance. 

Footnotes & 

Glossaries 

Clarification 

without 

interruption 

This is essential for providing critical, in-depth information. 

Footnotes can explain specific historical events, names of 

deities, cosmological concepts, or the specific performance 

setting (like "sung only during harvest rituals"). A glossary 

collects all these unique terms for reference at the end. 

Box 2.1: Strategies for translating oral traditions 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Oral traditions often rely on performance, tone, rhythm, and __________ that may not be 

easily conveyed in written English. 

2. State one challenge of translating oral traditions into English. 

3. One strategy for overcoming translation challenges is __________ translation. 

4. Give one example of how adaptive translation preserves artistic quality. 

5. Why is cultural sensitivity important in translating oral traditions? 

 

2.2 Translating Chants and Tales 
2.2.1 Features of oral chants and their translation 

Oral chants are rhythmic and musical expressions often used in rituals, ceremonies, or 

communal gatherings. They rely heavily on repetition, tone, and rhythm to create impact. 

Translating chants into English is challenging because their musical qualities and cultural 

resonance may not be easily conveyed in written form. A translator must pay attention to rhythm 

and sound patterns, sometimes recreating them in English through poetic devices such as 
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alliteration or repetition. The aim is to preserve both the meaning and the performance quality of 

the chant. 

Fill in the blank: Oral chants rely heavily on repetition, tone, and __________ to create impact. 

 

Figure 2.2: Features of oral chants  

2.2.2 Techniques for translating folktales 

Folktales are narrative oral traditions that convey moral lessons, cultural values, and 

entertainment. They often use characters such as animals, tricksters, or heroes to reflect human 

behaviour. Translating folktales requires sensitivity to cultural context, as many tales contain 

proverbs, idioms, and symbolic references. One technique is literal translation, which preserves 

the original wording but may require explanatory notes. Another is dynamic translation, which 

adapts the story to convey the intended meaning in English while retaining cultural flavour. The 

translator must balance accuracy with accessibility, ensuring that the folktale remains engaging 

and meaningful for new audiences. 

Fill in the blank: Translating folktales requires sensitivity to __________ context, as many tales 

contain proverbs, idioms, and symbolic references. 

 

Plate 2.1: Folktale narration in African tradition  

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Oral chants rely heavily on repetition, tone, and __________ to create impact. 

2. State one challenge of translating oral chants into English. 
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3. Translating folktales requires sensitivity to __________ context. 

4. Give one example of a technique used in translating folktales. 

5. Why is it important to balance accuracy with accessibility in folktale translation? 

 

2.3 Translating Legends and Myths 
2.3.1 Legends as historical narratives 

Legends are oral traditions that recount the deeds of heroes, rulers, or significant figures in a 

community’s past. They often blend fact with imagination, presenting historical events in ways 

that inspire pride and identity. Translating legends into English requires careful attention to their 

dual nature: they are both historical records and artistic narratives. The translator must preserve 

the sense of time, place, and cultural significance while ensuring that the story remains engaging 

for readers. Literal translation may capture the words but lose the spirit, so contextual and 

adaptive approaches are often necessary. 

Fill in the blank: Legends are oral traditions that recount the deeds of __________, rulers, or 

significant figures in a community’s past. 

 

Figure 2.3: Features of legends as historical narratives  

2.3.2 Myths as cultural explanations 

Myths are oral traditions that explain the origins of the world, natural phenomena, or cultural 

practices. They often involve gods, spirits, or supernatural beings, and they serve to reinforce 

belief systems and values within a community. Translating myths into English requires 

sensitivity to symbolism and metaphor. Many myths use imagery that is deeply rooted in local 

cosmology, which may not have direct equivalents in English. Translators must therefore 

interpret the symbolic meaning and convey it in ways that remain faithful to the original while 

being understandable to new audiences. 

Fill in the blank: Myths are oral traditions that explain the origins of the world, natural 

phenomena, or __________ practices. 
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Plate 2.2: Myths as cultural explanations in African oral traditions  

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Legends are oral traditions that recount the deeds of __________, rulers, or significant 

figures. 

2. State one challenge of translating legends into English. 

3. Myths are oral traditions that explain the origins of the world, natural phenomena, or 

__________ practices. 

4. Give one example of a symbolic element in myths that may be difficult to translate. 

5. Why is it important to preserve cultural meaning when translating myths? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has explored the translation of African oral traditions into English, focusing on 

chants, tales, legends, and myths. We began by examining the principles of translation, 

identifying challenges such as loss of rhythm, idioms, and cultural references, and then 

considered strategies like contextual and adaptive translation to preserve meaning and style. We 

moved on to chants and tales, highlighting their distinctive features and techniques for 

translation, before concluding with legends and myths, which serve as historical narratives and 

cultural explanations. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to analyse translation challenges, apply 

strategies to retain meaning and artistry, demonstrate techniques for translating chants, translate 

folktales with cultural sensitivity, evaluate legends as historical narratives, and interpret myths as 

cultural explanations. These abilities align directly with the Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 
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2.1–2.6), equipping you with practical skills for translating oral traditions while safeguarding 

their cultural significance. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Adaptive translation: A translation method that recreates rhythm or style in English to 

preserve artistic quality. 

• Chants: Rhythmic and musical oral expressions used in rituals or communal gatherings. 

• Contextual translation: A translation method that explains cultural references rather 

than translating them word for word. 

• Folktales: Narrative oral traditions that convey moral lessons, cultural values, and 

entertainment. 

• Legends: Oral traditions recounting the deeds of heroes, rulers, or significant figures, 

blending fact and imagination. 

• Myths: Oral traditions explaining origins of the world, natural phenomena, or cultural 

practices, often involving gods or spirits. 

• Oral traditions: Spoken or performed cultural expressions passed down through 

generations, including chants, tales, legends, and myths. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Oral traditions often rely on performance, tone, rhythm, and __________ that may not be 

easily conveyed in written English. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. One strategy for overcoming translation challenges is __________ translation. (Linked to 

SLO 2.2) 

3. Oral chants rely heavily on repetition, tone, and __________ to create impact. (Linked to 

SLO 2.3) 

4. Translating folktales requires sensitivity to __________ context. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

5. Legends are oral traditions that recount the deeds of __________, rulers, or significant 

figures. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

6. Myths are oral traditions that explain the origins of the world, natural phenomena, or 

__________ practices. (Linked to SLO 2.6) 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. State one challenge of translating oral traditions into English. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

8. Give one example of how adaptive translation preserves artistic quality. (Linked to SLO 

2.2) 

9. State one challenge of translating chants into English. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 
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10. Give one example of a technique used in translating folktales. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

11. State one challenge of translating legends into English. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

12. Give one example of a symbolic element in myths that may be difficult to translate. 

(Linked to SLO 2.6) 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Analyse the importance of strategies such as contextual and adaptive translation in 

preserving oral traditions. (Linked to SLO 2.1, 2.2) 

• Basic response: These strategies help retain meaning and style, ensuring cultural 

references are explained and rhythm recreated. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples of chants where 

rhythm is recreated in English poetry or folktales where idioms are explained through 

contextual notes. 

14. Evaluate the role of translation in making African oral traditions accessible to wider 

audiences. (Linked to SLO 2.3–2.6) 

• Basic response: Translation allows chants, tales, legends, and myths to be understood 

beyond their original communities. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may discuss how translation preserves 

cultural identity while promoting intercultural dialogue, citing examples of myths 

explaining cosmology or legends reinforcing historical pride. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 2] 

Part 2.1 

1. Gestures 

2. Loss of rhythm or idioms 

3. Contextual 

4. By recreating rhythm in English poetry 

5. It ensures respect for cultural meaning 

Part 2.2 

1. Rhythm 

2. Loss of musicality 

3. Cultural 

4. Literal or dynamic translation 

5. To keep the folktale engaging and meaningful 

Part 2.3 

1. Heroes 
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2. Balancing fact and imagination 

3. Cultural 

4. Symbolic imagery rooted in cosmology 

5. To retain symbolic and cultural meaning 

 

References and Attributions [Series 2] 

• Figures 

• Figure 2.1: Challenges in translating oral traditions – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing challenges in translating oral 

traditions including loss of rhythm, cultural references, idioms, metaphors, and 

performance elements.” Suggested search string: “challenges translating oral 

traditions diagram OER.” 

• Figure 2.2: Features of oral chants – AI-generated suggestion using the prompt: 

“Create a diagram showing features of oral chants including repetition, rhythm, 

tone, communal use, and ritual significance.” Suggested search string: “oral 

chants features diagram OER.” 

• Figure 2.3: Features of legends as historical narratives – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing features of legends 

including heroes, rulers, historical events, cultural pride, and artistic narrative.” 

Suggested search string: “African legends historical narratives diagram OER.” 

• Plates 

• Plate 2.1: Folktale narration in African tradition – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate an image showing a storyteller narrating a folktale with 

children gathered around.” Suggested search string: “African folktale storytelling 

OER image.” 

• Plate 2.2: Myths as cultural explanations in African oral traditions – AI-

generated suggestion using the prompt: “Generate an image showing a traditional 

storyteller narrating a myth involving gods and spirits to a community audience.” 

Suggested search string: “African myths storytelling OER image.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 2.1: Strategies for translating oral traditions – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a text box summarising strategies for translating oral 

traditions including contextual translation, adaptive translation, and use of 

footnotes.” Suggested search string: “strategies translating oral traditions OER.” 
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Course Code: LIT 306 

Course Title: Nigerian Oral Literatures in English Translation 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Tools and Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 

Series 2: Translating African Oral Chants, Tales, Legends, and Myths 

Series 3: Rendering Oral Histories of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 

Series 4: Regional Translations of Indigenous African Tales 

Series 5: Field Work, Data Collection, and Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 

Proposed Outline for Series 3 

Part 3.1: Understanding oral histories of African heroes 

• Sub-Part 3.1.1: Defining oral histories 

• Sub-Part 3.1.2: Role of heroes in pre-colonial African societies 

Part 3.2: Techniques for translating oral histories 

• Sub-Part 3.2.1: Preserving historical accuracy 

• Sub-Part 3.2.2: Retaining cultural and stylistic elements 

Part 3.3: Case studies of pre-colonial African heroes 

• Sub-Part 3.3.1: Heroic figures in West Africa 

• Sub-Part 3.3.2: Heroic figures in East and Southern Africa 

Introduction 

Oral histories of African heroes are among the most powerful traditions that preserve the 

memory of pre-colonial societies. These narratives celebrate courage, leadership, and wisdom, 

while also serving as historical records that connect communities to their past. Translating such 

histories into English is both challenging and rewarding, as it requires sensitivity to cultural 

meaning and accuracy in representation. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the skills to translate oral histories of African heroes 

into English while retaining their historical and cultural significance. 

We shall commence this Series by understanding oral histories and the role of heroes in pre-

colonial African societies. Next, we will explore techniques for translating oral histories, 

focusing on preserving accuracy and cultural style. Finally, we will conclude with case studies of 

heroic figures from different regions of Africa, showing how their stories can be rendered 

meaningfully in translation. 

Series Learning Outcomes 
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Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 define oral histories and explain their role in pre-colonial African societies, 

• SLO 3.2 analyse the challenges of translating oral histories into English, 

• SLO 3.3 apply techniques to preserve historical accuracy in translation, 

• SLO 3.4 demonstrate methods for retaining cultural and stylistic elements in translation, 

and 

• SLO 3.5 evaluate case studies of African heroes to illustrate effective translation 

practices. 

3.1 Understanding Oral Histories of African Heroes 
3.1.1 Defining oral histories 

Oral histories are spoken accounts that preserve the memory of past events, individuals, and 

communities. Unlike written records, oral histories are transmitted through storytelling, songs, 

and performances, often passed down across generations. They provide insights into the values, 

struggles, and achievements of societies, while also serving as a living archive of cultural 

identity. Oral histories are particularly important in African contexts, where they capture the 

deeds of heroes and leaders who shaped pre-colonial societies. 

Fill in the blank: Oral histories are spoken accounts that preserve the memory of past 

__________, individuals, and communities. 

 

Figure 3.1: Components of oral histories  

3.1.2 Role of heroes in pre-colonial African societies 

Heroes in pre-colonial African societies were individuals celebrated for their courage, wisdom, 

leadership, or extraordinary deeds. They could be warriors, rulers, or community leaders whose 

actions inspired loyalty and pride. Oral histories of these heroes often highlight their 

contributions to defending territories, establishing kingdoms, or guiding communities through 

challenges. These narratives not only preserve historical memory but also serve as moral lessons, 

teaching values such as bravery, justice, and resilience. Translating these stories into English 

requires sensitivity to both their historical and cultural significance. 

Fill in the blank: Heroes in pre-colonial African societies were celebrated for their courage, 

wisdom, __________, or extraordinary deeds. 
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Plate 3.1: Oral histories of African heroes  

Pilot questions 3.1 

1. Oral histories are spoken accounts that preserve the memory of past __________, 

individuals, and communities. 

2. State one way oral histories differ from written records. 

3. Heroes in pre-colonial African societies were celebrated for their courage, wisdom, 

__________, or extraordinary deeds. 

4. Give one example of a role played by heroes in pre-colonial African societies. 

5. Why are oral histories important for preserving cultural identity? 

 

3.2 Techniques for Translating Oral Histories 
3.2.1 Preserving historical accuracy 

Historical accuracy refers to the faithful representation of past events, figures, and contexts in 

translation. When rendering oral histories of African heroes, it is important to ensure that the 

details of battles, leadership roles, and community contributions are not distorted. Translators 

must pay close attention to dates, places, and names, even when oral accounts vary slightly 

across communities. One effective approach is cross-checking oral narratives with other sources, 

such as archaeological evidence or written records, while still respecting the oral tradition as a 

primary source. This balance helps maintain credibility and ensures that the translated text 

reflects the true historical significance of the heroes. 

Fill in the blank: Translators must pay close attention to dates, places, and __________ when 

preserving historical accuracy in oral histories. 
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Figure 3.2: Elements of historical accuracy in oral histories 

3.2.2 Retaining cultural and stylistic elements 

Cultural elements are the traditions, values, and practices embedded in oral histories, while 

stylistic elements refer to the performance features such as rhythm, tone, and imagery. 

Translating oral histories of African heroes requires sensitivity to both. For example, proverbs 

used to praise a hero may lose their impact if translated literally, so translators may need to 

provide explanatory notes or adapt them creatively. Stylistic features such as repetition or poetic 

rhythm should also be preserved to maintain the oral flavour of the narrative. By retaining these 

elements, translators ensure that the translated text conveys not only the facts but also the 

cultural richness and artistic quality of the original oral history. 

Fill in the blank: Translating oral histories requires sensitivity to both cultural elements and 

__________ elements. 

Guideline Implementation Strategy Purpose 

Preserve 

Proverbs & 

Idioms 

Translate the literal meaning but include 

explanatory footnotes or "glossary-

style boxes" to provide the cultural 

context and traditional logic. 

Epistemic Integrity: Ensures the 

"palm-oil" of the language (its 

wisdom) is not lost to the reader. 

Maintain 

Rhythm & 

Repetition 

Mirror the original's use of parallelism 

and formulaic phrases. Avoid 

"smoothing out" the text into standard 

Western prose. 

Performance Pulse: Captures the 

"Witnessing Realism" and the 

cadence of the Griot or storyteller. 

Adapt 

Symbolic 

Imagery 

Use "Dynamic Equivalence" to find an 

image in the target language that carries 

the same emotional or moral weight as 

the original. 

Allegorical Resonance: Ensures the 

audience feels the intended impact 

of metaphors (e.g., using "Sankofa" 

concepts for reclamation). 
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Guideline Implementation Strategy Purpose 

Respect 

Embedded 

Values 

Identify and protect the social 

hierarchies, gender roles, and 

spiritual cosmologies present in the 

source material. 

Cultural Sovereignty: Prevents the 

"colonial flattening" of diverse 

African worldviews and ethics. 

Box 3.1: Guidelines for retaining cultural and stylistic elements 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Translators must pay close attention to dates, places, and __________ when preserving 

historical accuracy. 

2. State one method of ensuring historical accuracy in oral histories. 

3. Translating oral histories requires sensitivity to both cultural elements and __________ 

elements. 

4. Give one example of a cultural element that may be difficult to translate. 

5. Why is it important to preserve stylistic features such as rhythm and repetition in oral 

histories? 

 

3.3 Case Studies of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 
3.3.1 Heroic figures in West Africa 

West Africa is rich in oral histories that celebrate the deeds of heroic figures. One notable 

example is Sundiata Keita, the founder of the Mali Empire, whose story is preserved in the Epic 

of Sundiata. This oral narrative highlights his resilience, leadership, and ability to unite diverse 

communities. Another example is Queen Amina of Zazzau (Zaria), remembered for her 

military prowess and expansion of territory. Translating these oral histories requires careful 

attention to both historical detail and cultural symbolism, ensuring that their achievements are 

conveyed accurately while retaining the oral artistry of the narratives. 

Fill in the blank: One notable West African hero remembered in oral histories is __________, the 

founder of the Mali Empire. 
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Plate 3.2: Oral narration of West African heroic  

3.3.2 Heroic figures in East and Southern Africa 

In East and Southern Africa, oral histories also preserve the memory of heroes who shaped their 

societies. For instance, Shaka Zulu is celebrated for his military innovations and leadership in 

building the Zulu kingdom. His oral histories emphasise discipline, strategy, and unity. 

Similarly, Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba in present-day Angola is remembered for 

her resistance against Portuguese colonial forces and her skill in diplomacy. Translating these 

oral histories requires sensitivity to both the historical struggles and the cultural values 

embedded in the narratives, ensuring that their courage and resilience are communicated 

effectively in English. 

Fill in the blank: Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba is remembered for her resistance 

against __________ colonial forces. 

 

Figure 3.3: Heroic figures in East and Southern Africa  

Pilot questions 3.3 

1. One notable West African hero remembered in oral histories is __________, the founder 

of the Mali Empire. 

2. State one achievement of Queen Amina of Zazzau. 

3. Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba is remembered for her resistance against 

__________ colonial forces. 

4. Give one example of Shaka Zulu’s contribution to the Zulu kingdom. 

5. Why is it important to retain cultural symbolism when translating oral histories of 

African heroes? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has focused on rendering oral histories of pre-colonial African heroes, highlighting 

their importance as cultural memory and historical record. We began by defining oral histories 
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and examining the role of heroes in pre-colonial societies, showing how their deeds shaped 

communities and preserved values. We then explored techniques for translating oral histories, 

emphasising the need to preserve historical accuracy while retaining cultural and stylistic 

elements. Finally, we examined case studies of heroic figures from West, East, and Southern 

Africa, demonstrating how their stories can be translated meaningfully into English. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define oral histories, analyse the challenges 

of translating them, apply techniques to preserve accuracy, demonstrate methods for retaining 

cultural and stylistic elements, and evaluate case studies of African heroes. These abilities align 

directly with the Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 3.1–3.5), equipping you with practical skills 

to render oral histories faithfully while safeguarding their cultural and historical significance. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Cultural elements: Traditions, values, and practices embedded in oral histories. 

• Heroes: Individuals celebrated for courage, wisdom, leadership, or extraordinary deeds 

in pre-colonial African societies. 

• Historical accuracy: Faithful representation of past events, figures, and contexts in 

translation. 

• Oral histories: Spoken accounts that preserve the memory of past events, individuals, 

and communities, often transmitted through storytelling and performance. 

• Stylistic elements: Performance features such as rhythm, tone, repetition, and imagery 

that give oral histories their artistic quality. 

 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

1. Oral histories are spoken accounts that preserve the memory of past __________, 

individuals, and communities. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. Heroes in pre-colonial African societies were celebrated for their courage, wisdom, 

__________, or extraordinary deeds. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

3. Translators must pay close attention to dates, places, and __________ when preserving 

historical accuracy. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

4. Translating oral histories requires sensitivity to both cultural elements and __________ 

elements. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

5. One notable West African hero remembered in oral histories is __________, the founder 

of the Mali Empire. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

6. Queen Nzinga of Ndongo and Matamba is remembered for her resistance against 

__________ colonial forces. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 
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Short-Answer Questions 

7. State one way oral histories differ from written records. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

8. Give one example of a role played by heroes in pre-colonial African societies. (Linked to 

SLO 3.1) 

9. State one method of ensuring historical accuracy in oral histories. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

10. Give one example of a cultural element that may be difficult to translate. (Linked to SLO 

3.4) 

11. State one achievement of Queen Amina of Zazzau. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

12. Give one example of Shaka Zulu’s contribution to the Zulu kingdom. (Linked to SLO 

3.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Analyse the importance of preserving historical accuracy when translating oral histories. 

(Linked to SLO 3.3) 

• Basic response: Preserving accuracy ensures that events, names, and places are faithfully 

represented. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may discuss how cross-checking oral 

accounts with other sources enhances credibility while respecting oral traditions. 

14. Evaluate the role of cultural and stylistic elements in making oral histories meaningful in 

translation. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

• Basic response: Cultural and stylistic elements ensure that oral histories retain their 

richness and artistry. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples of proverbs, 

rhythm, or imagery that convey symbolic meaning and strengthen cultural identity. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 3] 

Part 3.1 

1. Events 

2. Oral histories are spoken and transmitted through performance, unlike written records. 

3. Leadership 

4. Defending territories or guiding communities 

5. They preserve values, struggles, and achievements of societies 

Part 3.2 

1. Names 

2. Cross-checking oral narratives with other sources 

3. Stylistic 
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4. Proverbs or idioms 

5. They maintain the oral flavour and artistic quality of the narrative 

Part 3.3 

1. Sundiata Keita 

2. Military expansion and leadership 

3. Portuguese 

4. Military innovations and discipline 

5. To ensure the translated text conveys both meaning and cultural richness 

 

References and Attributions [Series 3] 

• Figures 

• Figure 3.1: Components of oral histories – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Create a diagram showing components of oral histories including 

events, individuals, communities, cultural identity, and transmission.” Suggested 

search string: “oral histories components diagram OER.” 

• Figure 3.2: Elements of historical accuracy in oral histories – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing elements of historical 

accuracy in oral histories including dates, places, names, events, and community 

contributions.” Suggested search string: “historical accuracy oral histories 

diagram OER.” 

• Figure 3.3: Heroic figures in East and Southern Africa – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing examples of East and Southern 

African heroes including Shaka Zulu and Queen Nzinga, highlighting leadership, 

resistance, and military innovation.” Suggested search string: “East Southern 

African heroes oral histories diagram OER.” 

• Plates 

• Plate 3.1: Oral histories of African heroes – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate an image showing a traditional African storyteller narrating 

heroic deeds to a community audience.” Suggested search string: “African oral 

histories heroes storytelling OER image.” 

• Plate 3.2: Oral narration of West African heroic figures – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Generate an image showing a griot narrating the 

Epic of Sundiata to a community audience.” Suggested search string: “Epic of 

Sundiata griot storytelling OER image.” 
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• Boxes 

• Box 3.1: Guidelines for retaining cultural and stylistic elements – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a text box summarising guidelines for 

retaining cultural and stylistic elements in oral histories translation.” Suggested 

search string: “retaining cultural stylistic elements oral histories OER.” 

 

Course Code: LIT 306 

Course Title: Nigerian Oral Literatures in English Translation 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Tools and Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 

Series 2: Translating African Oral Chants, Tales, Legends, and Myths 

Series 3: Rendering Oral Histories of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 

Series 4: Regional Translations of Indigenous African Tales 

Series 5: Field Work, Data Collection, and Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 

Proposed Outline for Series 4 

Part 4.1: Understanding indigenous African tales 

• Sub-Part 4.1.1: Defining indigenous tales 

• Sub-Part 4.1.2: Functions of tales in African societies 

Part 4.2: Regional variations in African tales 

• Sub-Part 4.2.1: West African folktales and their themes 

• Sub-Part 4.2.2: East and Southern African folktales and their themes 

Part 4.3: Techniques for regional translation 

• Sub-Part 4.3.1: Preserving cultural context in translation 

• Sub-Part 4.3.2: Adapting stylistic features across regions 

Part 4.4: Case studies of translated tales 

• Sub-Part 4.4.1: Selected West African tale in translation 

• Sub-Part 4.4.2: Selected East or Southern African tale in translation 

 

 

 

Introduction 
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African tales are among the most enduring oral traditions, passed down through generations to 

teach values, entertain, and preserve cultural identity. These tales vary across regions, reflecting 

the diversity of African societies and their unique histories. Translating them into English 

requires sensitivity to both cultural context and stylistic features, ensuring that their richness is 

not lost. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the skills to translate indigenous African tales across 

regions, while retaining their cultural significance and artistic qualities. 

We shall commence this Series by understanding indigenous African tales and their functions in 

society. Next, we will explore regional variations, focusing on West, East, and Southern African 

traditions. Following that, we will examine techniques for regional translation, highlighting how 

to preserve cultural context and adapt stylistic features. Finally, we will conclude with case 

studies of translated tales, demonstrating practical applications of the principles studied. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 define indigenous African tales and explain their functions in society, 

• SLO 4.2 analyse regional variations in African tales, 

• SLO 4.3 apply techniques to preserve cultural context in translation, 

• SLO 4.4 demonstrate methods for adapting stylistic features across regions, and 

• SLO 4.5 evaluate case studies of translated African tales to illustrate effective translation 

practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Understanding Indigenous African Tales 
4.1.1 Defining indigenous tales 

Indigenous tales are traditional stories passed down orally within African communities. They 

often feature animals, humans, or supernatural beings and are used to explain natural 

phenomena, teach moral lessons, and entertain. Unlike written literature, indigenous tales are 

dynamic, changing slightly with each retelling to suit the audience and context. They are a vital 

part of cultural heritage, preserving values and beliefs across generations. 
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Fill in the blank: Indigenous tales are traditional stories passed down __________ within African 

communities. 

 

Figure 4.1: Features of indigenous African tales 

4.1.2 Functions of tales in African societies 

Indigenous tales serve multiple functions in African societies. They act as educational tools, 

teaching children values such as honesty, respect, and courage. They also serve as entertainment, 

bringing communities together during storytelling sessions. In addition, tales preserve cultural 

identity by passing on traditions, beliefs, and historical memory. Some tales explain the origins 

of customs or natural events, while others reinforce social norms through humour or satire. 

Translating these tales into English requires sensitivity to these functions so that their meaning 

and impact are not lost. 

Fill in the blank: Indigenous tales act as educational tools, teaching children values such as 

honesty, respect, and __________. 

 

Plate 4.1: Storytelling session in African society  
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Function Primary Role Performative Execution 

Education 
Teaching values 

and morals. 

The Didactic Soul: Using characters like the 

Trickster (Ananse/Tortoise) to demonstrate the 

consequences of greed or the rewards of wisdom. 

Entertainment 

Bringing 

communities 

together. 

Communal Pulse: Utilizing music, dance, and "Call 

and Response" to create a vibrant, shared aesthetic 

experience that dissolves the "fourth wall." 

Cultural 

Preservation 

Passing on 

traditions and 

beliefs. 

Ancestral Narrative: Actively encoding the 

community's history, genealogies, and spiritual 

cosmologies into a living, spoken archive. 

Explanation 

(Aetiology) 

Explaining origins 

of customs or 

nature. 

Mythic Logic: Providing a framework to understand 

the "Why" behind natural events (e.g., why the sun is 

in the sky) or the root of specific social laws. 

Social 

Reinforcement 

Promoting norms 

through satire. 

Witnessing Realism: Using humour and caricature to 

critique deviant behavior or figures of authority, 

reinforcing social harmony without direct conflict. 

Box 4.1: Functions of indigenous African tales 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Indigenous tales are traditional stories passed down __________ within African 

communities. 

2. State one way indigenous tales differ from written literature. 

3. Indigenous tales act as educational tools, teaching children values such as honesty, 

respect, and __________. 

4. Give one example of how tales preserve cultural identity. 

5. Why is it important to consider the functions of tales when translating them into English? 

 

4.2 Regional Variations in African Tales 
4.2.1 West African folktales and their themes 

West African folktales are among the most widely known oral traditions. They often feature 

trickster characters, such as Anansi the spider, who use wit and cunning to outsmart stronger 

opponents. These tales highlight values such as intelligence, resilience, and community 
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cooperation. They also serve as moral lessons, warning against greed or dishonesty. The themes 

of West African tales are deeply rooted in everyday life, reflecting agricultural practices, family 

relationships, and social responsibilities. Translating these tales into English requires sensitivity 

to their humour, symbolism, and cultural references. 

Fill in the blank: West African folktales often feature __________ characters, such as Anansi the 

spider. 

 

Plate 4.2: Storytelling of West African folktales  

4.2.2 East and Southern African folktales and their themes 

East and Southern African folktales often focus on communal values and the relationship 

between humans and nature. For example, tales may explain the origins of animals, plants, or 

natural phenomena, reinforcing respect for the environment. Heroes in these tales are frequently 

portrayed as protectors of the community, emphasising courage, unity, and justice. Some tales 

also use satire to critique social behaviour, encouraging listeners to act responsibly. Translating 

these tales into English requires attention to their symbolic meanings and ecological references, 

ensuring that the cultural worldview is preserved. 

Fill in the blank: East and Southern African folktales often focus on __________ values and the 

relationship between humans and nature. 
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Figure 4.2: Themes of East and Southern African folktales  

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. West African folktales often feature __________ characters, such as Anansi the spider. 

2. State one value highlighted in West African folktales. 

3. East and Southern African folktales often focus on __________ values and the 

relationship between humans and nature. 

4. Give one example of a theme found in East or Southern African folktales. 

5. Why is it important to preserve symbolic meanings when translating regional folktales? 

 

4.3 Techniques for Regional Translation 
4.3.1 Preserving cultural context in translation 

Cultural context refers to the traditions, beliefs, and social practices embedded in indigenous 

tales. When translating across regions, it is important to retain these elements so that the story 

remains meaningful to its audience. For example, a proverb used in a West African tale may not 

have a direct equivalent in English, but explanatory notes or contextual adaptation can help 

convey its meaning. Similarly, references to farming, rituals, or kinship systems must be 

carefully translated to preserve their significance. Without cultural context, the translated tale 

risks losing its depth and authenticity. 

Fill in the blank: A proverb used in a West African tale may not have a direct equivalent in 

__________. 
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v 

Figure 4.3: Elements of cultural context in translation  

4.3.2 Adapting stylistic features across regions 

Stylistic features are the artistic qualities of tales, such as rhythm, repetition, imagery, and 

humour. These features vary across regions, reflecting local storytelling traditions. For instance, 

West African tales often use trickster humour, while East and Southern African tales may 

emphasise communal values through repetition and symbolism. Translating these stylistic 

features requires creativity, as literal translation may strip the tale of its artistry. Techniques such 

as recreating rhythm in English prose, adapting imagery, or using footnotes to explain humour 

can help retain the oral flavour of the tale. 

Fill in the blank: Translating stylistic features requires __________, as literal translation may 

strip the tale of its artistry. 

Stylistic 

Feature 
Adaptation Strategy Pedagogical Objective 

Rhythm & 

Repetition 

Use refrain-like structures or 

parallelisms in English prose to mirror 

the original's melodic cadence. 

To demonstrate how repetition serves 

as a mnemonic and structural device in 

orality. 

Symbolic 

Imagery 

Adapt metaphors to maintain their 

emotional or moral weight, even if the 

literal object changes. 

To illustrate the use of "visual 

language" in conveying complex 

philosophical truths. 

Cultural 

Nuance 

Use footnotes to decode humor, puns, 

or specific historical events that are 

otherwise "lost in translation." 

To prevent the oversimplification of 

African oral literature as "simple 

fables." 
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Stylistic 

Feature 
Adaptation Strategy Pedagogical Objective 

Orality & 

Voice 

Employ direct address (e.g., "Listen 

now, my people") and ideophones to 

mimic a live storytelling session. 

To remind the reader that the text is a 

transcription of a physical, communal 

performance. 

Box 4.2: Guidelines for adapting stylistic features 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. A proverb used in a West African tale may not have a direct equivalent in __________. 

2. State one reason why cultural context is important in translation. 

3. Translating stylistic features requires __________, as literal translation may strip the tale 

of its artistry. 

4. Give one example of a stylistic feature in African tales. 

5. Why is it important to retain the oral flavour of tales when translating them? 

 

4.4 Case Studies of Translated Tales 
4.4.1 Selected West African tale in translation 

One of the most famous West African tales is the story of Anansi the spider, a trickster figure 

who uses intelligence and cunning to overcome challenges. In one version, Anansi tricks 

stronger animals to gain food or knowledge, teaching listeners that wit can be more powerful 

than strength. Translating this tale into English requires careful attention to humour, proverbs, 

and cultural references. For example, the proverb embedded in the story may need explanatory 

notes to retain its meaning. The translator must balance literal accuracy with creative adaptation 

to ensure the tale remains engaging and culturally authentic. 

Fill in the blank: The story of __________ the spider teaches that wit can be more powerful than 

strength. 
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Plate 4.3: Translation of a West African tale  

4.4.2 Selected East or Southern African tale in translation 

In East and Southern Africa, tales often highlight the relationship between humans and nature. A 

well-known example is the story of The Hare and the Lion, where the hare uses cleverness to 

escape danger, symbolising resilience and respect for natural balance. Translating this tale into 

English requires sensitivity to ecological references and communal values. For instance, the 

symbolism of the lion as strength and the hare as cunning must be preserved to maintain the 

moral lesson. The translator may adapt imagery or rhythm to capture the oral flavour while 

ensuring that the cultural worldview is conveyed accurately. 

Fill in the blank: In the tale of The Hare and the Lion, the hare symbolises __________ and 

respect for natural balance. 

 

Figure 4.4: Symbolic elements in East and Southern African tales  

Pilot questions 4.4 

1. The story of __________ the spider teaches that wit can be more powerful than strength. 

2. State one challenge of translating West African tales into English. 

3. In the tale of The Hare and the Lion, the hare symbolises __________ and respect for 

natural balance. 

4. Give one example of a symbolic element in East or Southern African tales. 

5. Why is it important to balance literal accuracy with creative adaptation in translation? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has examined the translation of indigenous African tales across regions, highlighting 

their importance as cultural heritage and moral instruction. We began by defining indigenous 

tales and exploring their functions in African societies, then moved on to regional variations, 

focusing on West African trickster stories and East and Southern African tales centred on 

communal values and nature. Following that, we studied techniques for regional translation, 

emphasising the preservation of cultural context and adaptation of stylistic features. Finally, we 
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applied these principles in case studies, demonstrating how selected tales can be translated 

meaningfully into English. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define indigenous African tales, analyse 

regional variations, apply techniques to preserve cultural context, demonstrate methods for 

adapting stylistic features, and evaluate case studies of translated tales. These abilities align 

directly with the Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 4.1–4.5), equipping you with practical skills 

to translate African tales while safeguarding their cultural richness and artistic qualities. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Cultural context: Traditions, beliefs, and social practices embedded in indigenous tales. 

• Indigenous tales: Traditional stories passed down orally within African communities, 

often featuring animals, humans, or supernatural beings. 

• Regional variations: Differences in themes, characters, and storytelling styles across 

African regions. 

• Stylistic features: Artistic qualities of tales such as rhythm, repetition, imagery, and 

humour. 

• Trickster characters: Figures in tales who use wit and cunning to outsmart stronger 

opponents, often teaching moral lessons. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective Questions 

1. Indigenous tales are traditional stories passed down __________ within African 

communities. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. West African folktales often feature __________ characters, such as Anansi the spider. 

(Linked to SLO 4.2) 

3. East and Southern African folktales often focus on __________ values and the 

relationship between humans and nature. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

4. A proverb used in a West African tale may not have a direct equivalent in __________. 

(Linked to SLO 4.3) 

5. Translating stylistic features requires __________, as literal translation may strip the tale 

of its artistry. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

6. The story of __________ the spider teaches that wit can be more powerful than strength. 

(Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. State one way indigenous tales differ from written literature. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

8. Give one example of a function of indigenous African tales. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 
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9. State one value highlighted in West African folktales. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

10. Give one example of a theme found in East or Southern African folktales. (Linked to 

SLO 4.2) 

11. State one reason why cultural context is important in translation. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

12. Give one example of a stylistic feature in African tales. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

13. State one challenge of translating West African tales into English. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

14. Analyse the importance of preserving cultural context when translating indigenous 

African tales. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

• Basic response: Preserving cultural context ensures that traditions, beliefs, and practices 

remain meaningful in translation. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples of proverbs or 

rituals that require explanatory notes or adaptation to retain their significance. 

15. Evaluate the role of stylistic features in maintaining the oral flavour of African tales in 

translation. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

• Basic response: Stylistic features such as rhythm, repetition, and imagery help maintain 

the artistry of tales. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may discuss how humour in trickster tales 

or symbolism in ecological stories can be creatively adapted to preserve cultural richness. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 4] 

Part 4.1 

1. Orally 

2. They are dynamic and change with each retelling 

3. Courage 

4. By passing on traditions and beliefs 

5. To ensure meaning and impact are not lost 

Part 4.2 

1. Trickster 

2. Intelligence or resilience 

3. Communal 

4. Respect for nature or justice 

5. To preserve the worldview of the community 

Part 4.3 

1. English 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

2. It ensures traditions and beliefs remain meaningful 

3. Creativity 

4. Rhythm or repetition 

5. To keep the tale engaging and authentic 

Part 4.4 

1. Anansi 

2. Difficulty in translating humour or proverbs 

3. Resilience 

4. Lion as strength or hare as cunning 

5. To ensure the tale remains engaging and culturally authentic 

 

References and Attributions [Series 4] 

• Figures 

• Figure 4.1: Features of indigenous African tales – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a diagram showing features of indigenous African tales 

including oral transmission, cultural heritage, moral lessons, entertainment, and 

dynamic retelling.” Suggested search string: “indigenous African tales features 

diagram OER.” 

• Figure 4.2: Themes of East and Southern African folktales – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing themes of East and 

Southern African folktales including communal values, respect for nature, 

courage, justice, and satire.” Suggested search string: “East Southern African 

folktales themes diagram OER.” 

• Figure 4.3: Elements of cultural context in translation – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing elements of cultural context in 

translation including proverbs, rituals, kinship systems, farming practices, and 

beliefs.” Suggested search string: “cultural context translation African tales 

diagram OER.” 

• Figure 4.4: Symbolic elements in East and Southern African tales – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing symbolic elements in 

East and Southern African tales including hare = resilience, lion = strength, 

community = unity, nature = balance.” Suggested search string: “symbolism 

African folktales hare lion diagram OER.” 

• Plates 

• Plate 4.1: Storytelling session in African society – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate an image showing a storyteller narrating tales to children 
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gathered around a fire.” Suggested search string: “African storytelling children 

fire OER image.” 

• Plate 4.2: Storytelling of West African folktales – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate an image showing a storyteller narrating an Anansi tale to 

a group of children.” Suggested search string: “Anansi folktale storytelling West 

Africa OER image.” 

• Plate 4.3: Translation of a West African tale – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate an image showing a storyteller narrating an Anansi tale with 

expressive gestures to a group of children.” Suggested search string: “Anansi 

spider folktale storytelling OER image.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 4.1: Functions of indigenous African tales – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a text box summarising functions of indigenous African tales 

including education, entertainment, cultural preservation, explanation, and social 

reinforcement.” Suggested search string: “functions indigenous African tales 

OER.” 

• Box 4.2: Guidelines for adapting stylistic features – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a text box summarising guidelines for adapting stylistic 

features in regional translation of African tales.” Suggested search string: 

“stylistic features translation African tales OER.” 
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Course Code: LIT 306 

Course Title: Nigerian Oral Literatures in English Translation 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Tools and Techniques for Collecting Oral Literature 

Series 2: Translating African Oral Chants, Tales, Legends, and Myths 

Series 3: Rendering Oral Histories of Pre-Colonial African Heroes 

Series 4: Regional Translations of Indigenous African Tales 

Series 5: Field Work, Data Collection, and Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 

Proposed Outline for Series 5 

Part 5.1: Preparing for fieldwork in oral literature 

• Sub-Part 5.1.1: Planning and ethical considerations 

• Sub-Part 5.1.2: Tools and techniques for fieldwork 

Part 5.2: Methods of data collection 

• Sub-Part 5.2.1: Interviews and oral testimonies 

• Sub-Part 5.2.2: Recording and transcription techniques 

Part 5.3: Analysing and interpreting oral data 

• Sub-Part 5.3.1: Identifying themes and cultural context 

• Sub-Part 5.3.2: Challenges in interpretation 

Part 5.4: Reconstruction of oral literary histories 

• Sub-Part 5.4.1: Techniques for reconstructing narratives 

• Sub-Part 5.4.2: Balancing accuracy and creativity 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the translation of indigenous African tales across regions, focusing 

on how cultural context and stylistic features can be preserved. Building on that foundation, this 

Series turns to the practical side of oral literature: how to collect, analyse, and reconstruct oral 

literary histories through fieldwork. These skills are essential for researchers and translators who 

wish to engage directly with communities and preserve their oral traditions. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the knowledge and techniques needed to conduct 

fieldwork, collect oral data, and reconstruct oral literary histories in ways that are both accurate 

and culturally sensitive. 
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We shall commence this Series by examining how to prepare for fieldwork, including planning, 

ethical considerations, and the use of appropriate tools. Next, we will explore methods of data 

collection, focusing on interviews, oral testimonies, and transcription techniques. Following that, 

we will analyse and interpret oral data, identifying themes and cultural contexts while addressing 

challenges. Finally, we will conclude with the reconstruction of oral literary histories, 

considering how to balance accuracy with creativity in retelling narratives. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 describe the key steps in preparing for fieldwork in oral literature, 

• SLO 5.2 demonstrate methods of collecting oral data through interviews and recordings, 

• SLO 5.3 apply transcription techniques to oral testimonies, 

• SLO 5.4 analyse oral data to identify themes and cultural contexts, 

• SLO 5.5 evaluate challenges in interpreting oral traditions, and 

• SLO 5.6 reconstruct oral literary histories with attention to accuracy and creativity. 

5.1 Preparing for Fieldwork in Oral Literature 
5.1.1 Planning and ethical considerations 

Fieldwork in oral literature involves going into communities to collect stories, songs, and 

traditions directly from participants. Effective planning is essential to ensure that the process is 

respectful, organised, and productive. Planning includes identifying the community, selecting 

participants, and preparing guiding questions. It also involves considering ethical issues, which 

are principles that govern respectful and responsible research. Ethical considerations include 

obtaining consent, respecting cultural practices, and ensuring that participants’ voices are 

represented accurately. Without careful planning and ethics, fieldwork risks misrepresenting or 

exploiting the communities involved. 

Fill in the blank: Ethical considerations in fieldwork include obtaining __________, respecting 

cultural practices, and ensuring accurate representation. 

[Insert figure here] Diagram showing planning and ethical considerations (community selection, 

participant consent, cultural respect, guiding questions, accurate representation). Figure 5.1: 

Planning and ethical considerations in fieldwork AI prompt suggestion: “Create a diagram 

showing planning and ethical considerations in oral literature fieldwork including community 

selection, participant consent, cultural respect, guiding questions, and accurate representation.” 

Search string: “oral literature fieldwork planning ethics diagram OER” 

5.1.2 Tools and techniques for fieldwork 

Conducting fieldwork requires appropriate tools and techniques. Tools include notebooks, audio 

recorders, cameras, and consent forms, which help document oral traditions accurately. 

Techniques involve building rapport with participants, using open-ended questions, and 

practising active listening. It is also important to adapt to the community’s preferred modes of 
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storytelling, whether through group sessions, performances, or individual interviews. Translators 

and researchers must remain flexible, as oral traditions are dynamic and may change depending 

on the audience or occasion. Using the right tools and techniques ensures that the collected data 

is reliable and culturally authentic. 

Fill in the blank: Tools for fieldwork include notebooks, audio recorders, cameras, and 

__________ forms. 

 

Plate 5.1: Tools and techniques in oral literature fieldwork  

Technique Methodological Implementation Purpose 

Build Rapport 

Engage in communal activities 

(festivals, shared meals) before 

introducing recording equipment. 

Trust & Sovereignty: Dissolves the 

"outsider" barrier, ensuring the 

participant feels like a co-creator rather 

than a subject. 

Use Open-

Ended 

Questions 

Avoid "Yes/No" prompts; use 

"Tell me about..." or "How does 

this song change when...?" 

Narrative Depth: Allows the storyteller 

to utilize their own rhythmic patterns 

and proverbs without being constrained 

by a pre-set script. 

Practise Active 

Listening 

Use non-verbal cues (nodding, eye 

contact) and "Call and Response" 

dynamics where appropriate. 

Performative Validation: Validates the 

Griot’s art, encouraging a more detailed 

and emotionally resonant "Witnessing 

Realism." 

Adapt to 

Storytelling 

Modes 

Recognize that a "story" might 

involve dance, drumming, or 

specific times of day/locations. 

Total Theatre Context: Ensures the 

"text" is recorded within its natural 

aesthetic ecosystem, capturing its full 

functional meaning. 
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Technique Methodological Implementation Purpose 

Remain 

Flexible 

Be prepared for the narrative to 

digress into history, genealogies, 

or contemporary social critique. 

Dynamic Orature: Respects the 

recursive nature of oral traditions, where 

"The Now" is always interwoven with 

"The Ancestral." 

Box 5.1: Techniques for effective fieldwork 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. Ethical considerations in fieldwork include obtaining __________, respecting cultural 

practices, and ensuring accurate representation. 

2. State one reason why planning is important in oral literature fieldwork. 

3. Tools for fieldwork include notebooks, audio recorders, cameras, and __________ forms. 

4. Give one example of a technique for effective fieldwork. 

5. Why is flexibility important when collecting oral traditions in the field? 

 

5.2 Methods of Data Collection 
5.2.1 Interviews and oral testimonies 

Interviews are structured conversations designed to gather information directly from 

participants. In oral literature fieldwork, interviews allow researchers to record stories, songs, 

and traditions in the words of those who preserve them. They can be formal, with prepared 

questions, or informal, allowing participants to narrate freely. Oral testimonies are personal 

accounts given by individuals about events, traditions, or experiences. These testimonies are 

valuable because they provide insight into cultural memory and community perspectives. When 

conducting interviews, it is important to use open-ended questions, listen attentively, and respect 

the participant’s storytelling style. 

Fill in the blank: In oral literature fieldwork, interviews allow researchers to record __________, 

songs, and traditions in the words of participants. 

 

Plate 5.2: Conducting interviews and collecting oral testimonies 

5.2.2 Recording and transcription techniques 
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Recording refers to capturing oral traditions using tools such as audio recorders, video cameras, 

or mobile devices. This ensures that the performance, tone, and rhythm of oral literature are 

preserved. Transcription is the process of converting recorded speech into written text. It 

requires accuracy, attention to detail, and sensitivity to cultural expressions. Transcription may 

involve representing pauses, repetitions, or non-verbal cues to retain the oral flavour of the 

narrative. Together, recording and transcription provide a reliable foundation for analysis and 

reconstruction of oral literary histories. 

Fill in the blank: __________ is the process of converting recorded speech into written text. 

 

Figure 5.2: Steps in recording and transcription  

Tip Practical Execution Purpose 

Listen 

Repeatedly 

Use high-quality headphones and 

playback software to catch whispered 

asides or overlapping voices. 

Narrative Depth: Ensures that 

"minor" details, which often carry 

significant social weight, are not 

erased. 

Capture 

Paralinguistics 

Note pauses, repetitions, laughter, 

and shifts in tone using standardized 

brackets (e.g., [long pause], [mimics 

drum]). 

Performance Pulse: Maintains the 

rhythmic and emotional "Grit-

Realism" of the original storyteller. 

Clear 

Formatting 

Use distinct labels for different 

speakers and separate narration 

from song or chant using italics or 

indentation. 

Structural Clarity: Allows the 

reader to navigate the "multi-vocal" 

nature of the performance easily. 
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Tip Practical Execution Purpose 

Review for 

Consistency 

Perform a "blind" second pass to 

ensure that names, places, and 

recurring technical terms are spelled 

identically throughout. 

Academic Integrity: Provides a 

reliable "Living Archive" for future 

OER researchers and students. 

Respect Idioms 

Resist the urge to "correct" grammar 

into standard English; keep the 

specific local phrasing and cultural 

idioms. 

Cultural Sovereignty: Prevents the 

"colonial flattening" of the unique 

logic embedded in the community's 

language. 

Box 5.2: Tips for effective transcription 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. In oral literature fieldwork, interviews allow researchers to record __________, songs, 

and traditions in the words of participants. 

2. State one difference between interviews and oral testimonies. 

3. __________ is the process of converting recorded speech into written text. 

4. Give one example of a tool used for recording oral traditions. 

5. Why is it important to capture pauses and repetitions during transcription? 

 

5.3 Analysing and Interpreting Oral Data 
5.3.1 Identifying themes and cultural context 

When oral data has been collected, the next step is to analyse it by identifying recurring themes 

and situating them within their cultural context. Themes may include values such as bravery, 

honesty, or respect for nature, while cultural context refers to the traditions, beliefs, and practices 

that shape the meaning of the narrative. For example, a tale about a trickster animal may reflect 

community attitudes towards intelligence and survival. Analysing themes helps researchers 

understand the deeper messages of oral traditions, while cultural context ensures that these 

messages are interpreted correctly. 

Fill in the blank: Analysing oral data involves identifying recurring __________ and situating 

them within their cultural context. 
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Figure 5.3: Steps in analysing oral data  

5.3.2 Challenges in interpretation 

Interpreting oral data is not always straightforward. One challenge is variation, since oral 

traditions often change depending on the storyteller, audience, or occasion. Another challenge is 

translation, as idioms, metaphors, and cultural references may not have direct equivalents in 

English. Researchers must also be cautious of bias, ensuring that their own perspectives do not 

distort the meaning of the oral tradition. To address these challenges, it is useful to compare 

multiple versions of a story, consult community members, and use explanatory notes in 

translation. Recognising these challenges helps maintain accuracy and respect for the oral 

tradition. 

Fill in the blank: One challenge in interpreting oral data is __________, since oral traditions 

often change depending on the storyteller, audience, or occasion. 

Challenge Impact on Research Mitigation Strategy 

Variation 

Across 

Contexts 

The same story may change 

significantly based on the 

storyteller’s gender, age, or the 

specific occasion (e.g., a funeral 

vs. a festival). 

Recursive Collection: Record multiple 

versions of the same narrative to 

identify "core" vs. "improvised" 

elements. 

Translation 

Difficulties 

Many idioms and metaphors are 

rooted in local flora, fauna, or 

ancestral history that have no 

direct Western equivalent. 

Deep Contextualization: Use "thick 

description" and footnotes to explain the 

internal logic of the metaphor. 

Risk of 

Researcher 

Bias 

An outsider may impose Western 

literary structures (like a "linear 

Reflexive Practice: Acknowledge your 

own cultural lens and engage in a 
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Challenge Impact on Research Mitigation Strategy 

plot") on a circular or episodic 

oral narrative. 

"performative partnership" with local 

experts. 

Loss of 

Performance 

Features 

Written transcripts often "flatten" 

the rhythm, tone, gestures, and 

audience response (Call and 

Response). 

Multi-Modal Documentation: 

Supplement text with video/audio and 

use specialized transcription symbols 

for pauses and emphasis. 

Box 5.3: Common challenges in interpreting oral data 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. Analysing oral data involves identifying recurring __________ and situating them within 

their cultural context. 

2. State one example of a theme found in oral traditions. 

3. One challenge in interpreting oral data is __________, since oral traditions often change 

depending on the storyteller, audience, or occasion. 

4. Give one example of a translation difficulty in oral data. 

5. Why is it important to recognise researcher bias when interpreting oral traditions? 

 

5.4 Reconstruction of Oral Literary Histories 
5.4.1 Techniques for reconstructing narratives 

Reconstruction in oral literature refers to the process of piecing together collected oral data to 

form coherent narratives that reflect the original tradition. This involves comparing multiple 

versions of a story, identifying common elements, and arranging them into a structured account. 

Researchers may use triangulation, which is the practice of cross-checking information from 

different sources to ensure reliability. Reconstruction also requires sensitivity to performance 

features such as rhythm, tone, and imagery, which can be represented in written form through 

descriptive notes. The goal is to produce a narrative that is faithful to the oral tradition while 

accessible to readers. 

Fill in the blank: Reconstruction in oral literature involves comparing multiple versions of a story 

and identifying __________ elements. 
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Figure 5.4: Steps in reconstructing oral narratives  

5.4.2 Balancing accuracy and creativity 

Reconstruction requires a balance between accuracy and creativity. Accuracy ensures that the 

narrative reflects the original oral tradition without distortion, while creativity allows the 

researcher to capture the spirit and artistry of oral performance. For example, repetition and 

rhythm may be recreated in English prose to preserve the oral flavour. At the same time, 

explanatory notes may be added to clarify cultural references for readers unfamiliar with the 

tradition. Striking this balance ensures that reconstructed oral literary histories are both authentic 

and engaging, serving as reliable records and meaningful cultural texts. 

Fill in the blank: Reconstruction requires a balance between __________ and creativity. 

Guideline Creative Execution Technical Accuracy 

Preserve 

Factual Details 

Use narrative "Witnessing Realism" 

to place facts within their original 

emotional context. 

Fidelity: Faithfully maintain names, 

dates, genealogies, and specific 

historical sequences without alteration. 

Recreate 

Rhythm & 

Repetition 

Employ parallelism and formulaic 

prose to mirror the original's 

"Performance Pulse." 

Structural Mapping: Ensure the 

repetitive structures serve their original 

purpose (mnemonic or emphasis) 

rather than just being decorative. 

Add 

Explanatory 

Notes 

Integrate "glossary-style boxes" or 

marginalia that explain the Social 

Reinforcement of a specific 

custom. 

Contextual Anchor: Provide the 

necessary academic or historical 

background to prevent "Colonial 

Flattening" of complex ideas. 
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Guideline Creative Execution Technical Accuracy 

Capture 

Imagery & 

Symbolism 

Use "Dynamic Equivalence" to find 

target-language metaphors that 

carry the same Allegorical weight. 

Symbolic Integrity: Ensure the 

creative adaptation does not distort the 

core spiritual or philosophical meaning 

of the original symbol. 

Ensure Diverse 

Accessibility 

Adapt the language for OER 

compliance, making it readable for 

students while keeping the "Grit-

Realism" intact. 

Epistemic Sovereignty: Maintain the 

internal logic of the community’s 

worldview, even when it challenges 

Western academic norms. 

Box 5.4: Balancing accuracy and creativity in reconstruction 

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. Reconstruction in oral literature involves comparing multiple versions of a story and 

identifying __________ elements. 

2. State one purpose of triangulation in reconstruction. 

3. Reconstruction requires a balance between __________ and creativity. 

4. Give one example of how creativity can be used in reconstruction. 

5. Why is it important to add explanatory notes when reconstructing oral literary histories? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has focused on the practical aspects of oral literature research, guiding you through 

the processes of fieldwork, data collection, analysis, and reconstruction. We began by examining 

how to prepare for fieldwork, including planning, ethical considerations, and the use of 

appropriate tools and techniques. We then explored methods of data collection, highlighting 

interviews, oral testimonies, recording, and transcription. Following that, we studied how to 

analyse and interpret oral data, identifying themes and cultural contexts while addressing 

challenges such as variation, translation, and bias. Finally, we considered reconstruction, looking 

at techniques for piecing together narratives and balancing accuracy with creativity. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the steps in preparing for 

fieldwork, demonstrate methods of collecting oral data, apply transcription techniques, analyse 

oral traditions, evaluate challenges in interpretation, and reconstruct oral literary histories with 

sensitivity to both accuracy and artistry. These abilities align directly with the Series Learning 

Outcomes (SLOs 5.1–5.6), equipping you with essential skills for engaging communities and 

preserving their oral traditions responsibly. 

 

Glossary of Terms 
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• Analysis: The process of examining oral data to identify themes and cultural meanings. 

• Cultural context: Traditions, beliefs, and practices that shape the meaning of oral 

narratives. 

• Ethical considerations: Principles guiding respectful and responsible research, such as 

consent and cultural respect. 

• Fieldwork: The practice of collecting oral traditions directly from communities through 

interviews, recordings, and observation. 

• Oral testimonies: Personal accounts given by individuals about events, traditions, or 

experiences. 

• Recording: Capturing oral traditions using tools such as audio recorders or cameras. 

• Reconstruction: The process of piecing together collected oral data to form coherent 

narratives that reflect the original tradition. 

• Themes: Recurring ideas or values found in oral traditions, such as bravery, honesty, or 

respect for nature. 

• Transcription: Converting recorded speech into written text while retaining oral features 

such as pauses and repetitions. 

• Triangulation: Cross-checking information from different sources to ensure reliability in 

reconstruction. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective Questions 

1. Ethical considerations in fieldwork include obtaining __________, respecting cultural 

practices, and ensuring accurate representation. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. Tools for fieldwork include notebooks, audio recorders, cameras, and __________ forms. 

(Linked to SLO 5.1) 

3. In oral literature fieldwork, interviews allow researchers to record __________, songs, 

and traditions in the words of participants. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

4. __________ is the process of converting recorded speech into written text. (Linked to 

SLO 5.3) 

5. Analysing oral data involves identifying recurring __________ and situating them within 

their cultural context. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

6. One challenge in interpreting oral data is __________, since oral traditions often change 

depending on the storyteller, audience, or occasion. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

7. Reconstruction requires a balance between __________ and creativity. (Linked to SLO 

5.6) 

Short-Answer Questions 
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8. State one reason why planning is important in oral literature fieldwork. (Linked to SLO 

5.1) 

9. Give one example of a technique for effective fieldwork. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

10. State one difference between interviews and oral testimonies. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

11. Give one example of a tool used for recording oral traditions. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

12. State one example of a theme found in oral traditions. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

13. Give one example of a translation difficulty in oral data. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

14. State one purpose of triangulation in reconstruction. (Linked to SLO 5.6) 

Long-Answer Questions 

15. Analyse the importance of ethical considerations in oral literature fieldwork. (Linked to 

SLO 5.1) 

• Basic response: Ethical considerations ensure respect for participants and accurate 

representation of their voices. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may discuss how consent, cultural respect, 

and reciprocity strengthen trust and improve the quality of collected data. 

16. Evaluate the challenges of interpreting oral data and suggest strategies to overcome them. 

(Linked to SLO 5.5) 

• Basic response: Challenges include variation, translation difficulties, and researcher bias. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may propose strategies such as consulting 

multiple storytellers, using explanatory notes, and engaging community members in 

interpretation. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1 

1. Consent 

2. To ensure respectful and organised research 

3. Consent 

4. Building rapport 

5. Oral traditions are dynamic and may change 

Part 5.2 

1. Stories 

2. Interviews are structured, while oral testimonies are personal accounts 

3. Transcription 

4. Audio recorder 
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5. They preserve the oral flavour of the narrative 

Part 5.3 

1. Themes 

2. Bravery or respect for nature 

3. Variation 

4. Idioms or metaphors 

5. To avoid distorting meaning with personal perspectives 

Part 5.4 

1. Common 

2. To cross-check information for reliability 

3. Accuracy 

4. Recreating rhythm or imagery in prose 

5. To clarify cultural references for readers 

 

References and Attributions [Series 5] 

• Figures 

• Figure 5.1: Planning and ethical considerations in fieldwork – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing planning and ethical 

considerations in oral literature fieldwork including community selection, 

participant consent, cultural respect, guiding questions, and accurate 

representation.” Suggested search string: “oral literature fieldwork planning ethics 

diagram OER.” 

• Figure 5.2: Steps in recording and transcription – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a diagram showing steps in recording and transcription 

including recording oral performance, listening carefully, writing text, noting 

pauses and repetitions, and reviewing for accuracy.” Suggested search string: 

“recording transcription oral literature diagram OER.” 

• Figure 5.3: Steps in analysing oral data – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Create a diagram showing steps in analysing oral data including 

identifying themes, connecting to cultural context, interpreting meaning, and 

comparing across narratives.” Suggested search string: “oral literature analysing 

themes cultural context diagram OER.” 

• Figure 5.4: Steps in reconstructing oral narratives – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing steps in reconstructing oral 

narratives including collecting versions, identifying common elements, cross-
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checking sources, arranging structured account, and adding performance notes.” 

Suggested search string: “oral literature reconstruction steps diagram OER.” 

• Plates 

• Plate 5.1: Tools and techniques in oral literature fieldwork – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Generate an image showing a researcher 

conducting fieldwork with a recorder while listening to a community elder 

narrating a story.” Suggested search string: “oral literature fieldwork researcher 

recorder elder OER image.” 

• Plate 5.2: Conducting interviews and collecting oral testimonies – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Generate an image showing a researcher 

interviewing a community elder while recording the conversation.” Suggested 

search string: “oral literature fieldwork interview elder OER image.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 5.1: Techniques for effective fieldwork – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Create a text box summarising techniques for effective oral literature 

fieldwork including rapport, open-ended questions, active listening, adaptation, 

and flexibility.” Suggested search string: “oral literature fieldwork techniques 

OER.” 

• Box 5.2: Tips for effective transcription – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Create a text box summarising tips for effective transcription in oral 

literature fieldwork.” Suggested search string: “transcription oral literature tips 

OER.” 

• Box 5.3: Common challenges in interpreting oral data – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a text box summarising common challenges in 

interpreting oral data including variation, translation difficulties, bias, and loss of 

performance features.” Suggested search string: “oral literature interpretation 

challenges OER.” 

• Box 5.4: Balancing accuracy and creativity in reconstruction – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a text box summarising guidelines for 

balancing accuracy and creativity in reconstructing oral literary histories.” 

Suggested search string: “accuracy creativity oral literature reconstruction OER.” 
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