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Words,
the Human Attribute?’

Words amidst words, words in play, words turning back around themselves,
words winding together in complex interacting meta-spirals and exegeses,
actively and creatively wielded to formulate and reformulate imagination and
experience, and both to enact and transcend the bounds of the everyday:
small wonder that verbal language has been regarded as the typical human
attribute, the crucial evolutionary achievement which divides humans from
animals and provides the comprehensive medium for our communication
needs, This linguistic model of humankind has a long history and a strong
hold in the present. It is not uncontested however. This final chapter re-
examines this debate and brings it back to the context of Africa.

Human history as the history of language

What makes us human is our possession of language — that has long been the
refrain of both popular wisdom and academic exposition. Language is the
specific human character, ‘the essence of our humanity’ (Keesing and Strathern
1998: 26), ‘the quintessential human attribute' (Pilbeam 1992: 4), 'the funda-
mental difference between human and animal societies' (Elias 1991: 114), ‘the
most distinctive single criterion for defining what sets us apart from our
closest relatives in the animal world' (James 2003: 142). The ‘qualitative leap’
between humans and apes came in ‘the development of language as a referen-
tial, time- and space-transcending sign system' (Luckmann 1995: 176). The
same theme is echoed across otherwise diverse disciplines and theoretical
perspectives, from general books on communication asserting that ‘only with
language did we become really human' (Rosengren 1999: 28] or ‘when

' Written [or this volume (some themes and examples have also figured (variously] in
Finnegan 2002, 2003, 2005, 20086).
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humans crossed the threshold of language ... [they] distanced themselves
from the rest of creation’ (Finch 2003: 1) to Chomsky's insistence on the facy]t
of language as 'a true “species property”’ (2000: 3). Whether it originated mw
some momentous event, in a wired-in language instinct or inbuilt ‘language
organ', or through gradual development from more primitive stages, the dis-
tinctiveness of humankind, it seems, lies in our possession and practice of
language.

This tale of human division from animals through language, repeated and
repeated both now and in earlier centuries, is sometimes asserted as a truism
sometimes recounted with an air of originality and profundity, a deep ,imaonh
to be constantly rediscovered. Jack Goody is categorical, seeing a shift ‘from
gesture to language' as fundamental to the human condition.

The most significant elements of any human culture are undoubted]
channelled through words, and reside in the particular range of meanings mzm
attitudes which members of any society attach to their verbal symbols,

Language is the specific human attribute, the critical means of interaction
between individuals, the foundation of the development of what we call
‘culture’ and of the way in which learned behaviour is transmitted from one
generation to the next. (Goody 1968: 28, 1987: 3) \

For 1. A. Richards language is ‘the instrument of all our distinctively human
development, of everything in which we go beyond the other animals’ (1936:
161). Or again, in the resounding words of Thomas Astle, eighteenth-century
Keeper of Records at the Tower of London, ‘Without speech we should
scarcely have been rational beings' (Astle 1784: 2).

The tale is further elaborated to portray the two great forms through which
this mark and fulfilment of humanity has been manifested in human histary,
There is, first of all, speech — oral language. And then came written language.
In the language-based story this advent of writing is critical for the unfolding of
human history. This theme rings time and time again through the centuries.
The fifteenth-century author of one of the earliest European vernacular

grammars, Antonio de Nebrija, saw writing as the greatest invention of human-
kind:

Among all the things that human beings discovered through experience, or
that were shown to us by divine revelation in order to polish and embellish
human life, nothing has been more necessary, nor benefited us more, than the
invention of letters. (Nebrija 1926 [1492): 234 Book I, chapter 2, as translated
in Mignolo 1994: 95)

Two centuries later Thomas Astle was expressing parallel ideas on writing
and human progress:

The noblest acquisition of mankind is SPEECH, and the most useful art is
WRITING. The first, eminently, distinguishes MAN from the brute creation;
the second, from uncivilized savages. ... [Writing is] an invention which hath
contributed more than all others to the improvement of mankind. (1784: 1, 10)

A century on saw remarkably similar sentiments being enunciated by the
anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor.

The invention of writing was the greatest movement by which mankind rose
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from barbarism to civilization. How vast its effect was, may be best measured
by looking at the low condition of tribes still living without it, dependent on
memory for their traditions and rules of life, and unable to amass knowledge
as we do by keeping records of events, and storing up new observations for the
use of future generations. (Tylor 1881: 179)

The tale resounds through more recent years too. For the mid-twentieth
century sociologist Talcott Parsons writing was a ‘watershed' in social
evolution, ‘the focus of the fateful development out of primitiveness’ (Parsons
1966: 26), while the long-running UNESCO position set wriling as the
dividing line that separated ‘those who master nature, share out the world’s
riches among themselves, and set out for the stars’ from ‘those who remain
fettered in their inescapable poverty and the darkness of ignorance’ (UNESCO
1966: 29): literacy is the ‘prerequisite for citizenship and for human and
social development’ (UNESCO 2001). Jack Goody's strikingly influential
publications over nearly half a century have similarly told of ‘the trans-
forming effects of literate activity on human life’ and its "primary importance
in the history of human cultures' (Goody 2000: 2, 3-4), where the differences
between primitive and advanced cultures are attributable to the advenl of
writing and writing underpins civilization (Goody 1987: 291, 300). 'The emer-
gence of writing and literate activity some five thousand years ago trans-
formed human life’, he writes, ‘a quantum jump in human consciousness, in
cognitive awareness’ (Goody 2000: blurb, 1998: 1).

These accounts, far-reaching and emotive, correlate the ideologies and
technologies of language with modernity and the mission of the west. They
feed on that same familiar paradigm of the powerful binary oppositions that
divide humankind and demarcate the great eras of its history: orality versus
literacy, primitive versus civilised.

The linguistically driven narrative has been so pervasively and consis-
tently deployed that it might indeed be described as a foundational myth of
the west. Like other myths that set out the nature and destiny of humankind it
is no doubt differentially believed, at times contested (some contrary voices
are considered below) and certainly turned to many different purposes. But it
indubitably presents a profoundly evocative and compelling account. Europe
fulfils the foreordained human destiny through its attainment of writing, and
above all of print, buttressed by the successes of modernising science and
rationality to which this led. Human history is to be read through the glass of
language and its technologies.

A more multiplex story?

The language-centred story is told and retold, overtly a descriptive and
incontrovertible account formulating shared assumptions about the nature
and destiny of humankind. But it is a tendentious one after all. It projects a
tale of language and alphabetic literacy moving humanity onward into the
scientific and democratic regimes of the west. The actions and structures of
the west over the centuries of expansion nestle well within this encompassing
tale, mutually intertwined with the social arrangements and ideologies of
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education, socialisation, science, expansion, empire, social mobility,
modernity ... . Language, not least in the extensive projects of biblical trans]a.
tion, was a primary vehicle in the missionary conversion process and crucial
for the civilising vision of the west: Simon Gikandi well notes 'the central role
accorded literary texts in the project of colonial modernity by both the
colonizer and the colonized' (2004: 385). Language and writing fed into and
out of the power structures with ‘language [as] the means of the spiritual
subjugation’ as Ngugi wa Thiong'o (1986: 9) famously had it. The alphabetic
script - ‘universally employed by civilized peoples’ (Diringer 1968, Vol. 1: 13)
— was the 'ultimate tool of conquest' (Griffiths 1997: 144).

The linguistic myth of human history, for all it looks universal, is no
neutral account. The essence of human-ness is posited as language; and
language in its two predestined modes, first oral then written, as unrolling the
stages of human history. The tale echoes that Enlightenment ideology in
which language, and especially written language, is the condition of
rationality, civilisation and progress, attaining its apotheosis in the alphabetic
writing of the west. Music, dance and drama fall out of the picture. So do the
gestural, pictorial, sculptural, sonic, tactile, bodily, affective and artefactual
dimensions of human life. What we have is a cognitive language-centred
model of the nature and destiny of humanity.

Over the last centuries this account has without doubt inspired and
authorised many precious actions, experiences and understandings. But it is
not inevitably subscribed to in all traditions or times, nor does it necessarily
provide a trusty cross-cultural guide. It is not only the 1960s Limba who, for
all their interest in language, might resist the notion that verbal language is
self-evidently the distinctive and leading human attribute. Many others would
now query the once-unquestioned practice, sanctioned by that same myth, of
translating multisensory African performances into thin textual lines and as
Steve Chimombo points out classifications of African art that prioritise "the
verbal, exclude other art forms (e.g. the visual) which are inextricably
interrelated with all the rest’ (Chimombo 1988: 2 [emphasis in original]). The
linguistic focus may indeed chime well with certain aspects of western
history, but is less felicitous for illuminating other dimensions of human
cultural experience and scarcely a universal or comprehensive account of
human destiny.

The tale has indeed functioned as a kind of mythical charter, enunciating
and validating a western vision and at the same time projecting an image of
‘Africa’ as, in its essence, ‘oral’, ‘pre-literate’ and (by that very lack of writing)
not fully civilised. It is over-simple, however, just to castigate it as the self-
interested western tale. 'The west’ after all is scarcely monolithic in its
geography, history or varied social experiences and there have been recurring
alternative themes too. The powerful Lockean version for example, in which
language is rational, referential, decontextualised, the key to scientific pro-
gress, is countered in the tradition of Herder and his followers where the
emphasis on language is complemented by an interest in the role of feeling
and imagination and the scope for intertextuality, context and sensory
celebration (see especially Bauman and Briggs 2000, 2003, Briggs 2002). And
it was western writers after all like Bakhtin (1968) and Huizinga (1949) who
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highlighted the realities of carnival and of play, and the philesopher R. G.
Collingwood who emphasised non-verbal communicative modes like bodily
gesture, dance and music (1938: 242 and his chapter 11 passim).

The present seems to be one of those periods when alternative perspectives
to the (still prevalent) linguistic myth are becoming more visible. They are
articulated not just in the by-now commonplace critiques of ethnocentric
grand narrative, but across many disciplines and backgrounds. The practices of
language are coming to be recognised as processes for empirical study rather
than primarily as uplifting tokens of human destiny or prescriptive ideals; so
too, if as yet less prominently, are the ideologies surrounding language.®
Current moves in cultural history, sociology, material culture and studies of
‘the body’ are between them undermining the assumed centrality of the word
to human life - indeed it has been proposed that a ‘sensual revolution’ is now
supplanting the so-called linguistic turn in the human sciences (Howes 2005:
1). In anthropology (though not just there) there has been a flowering of
studies of sensual forms: 'of the visual, of art, of aesthetics; of “performance”,
of body language; and of the aural - the interpretation of sound, of music and
song’ (James 2003: 74)." The resulting appreciation of the multiple modes of
human life — touches, sounds, sights, smells, movements, material artefacts —
and of shared experiences, dynamic interactions and bodily engagements at
once takes us beyond the purely verbal and cognitive and uncovers the
partiality of the narrow linguistic tale,

The challenge is also coming through our changing communication tech-
nologies. It has to be said of course that their ‘impact’ has often been much
exaggerated, seriously over-simplifying the complexity of human action and
of cultural and political controls and ideologies. And in any case ‘new’
communication media long precede the present generation. But with all the
caveats, recent technological developments may indeed be playing some part
in cajoling our sensibilities to realities beyond (spoken and written) words.

The technology of writing and the practices of enscription privilege the
substantiality of written words. It was these, whether composed on the page
or transcribed from performance, that once seemed to give the ‘real thing' ~
the durable and materialised text, But audio-technology has enabled attention
to realities missed by pen-and-paper recording. Parry and Lord’s phonograph
revealed variability and challenged the assumption of abiding verbal texts
(Lord 1960), just as audio recordings have uncovered acoustic subtleties in
African oral genres and opened our ears to once unappreciated facets of
performance.

Audio is part of popular usage and perception too. In Africa as elsewhere
people employ audio technologies for their own purposes — composing,
performing, listening, and more. Radio has long been a medium for dis-
semination and publication, from story, song and performed poetry to oratory,

! See Chapter 1, p. 6 n. 5.

' Among the explosion of cross-disciplinary works on the senses and related issues, see
for example Burke 1997, Classen 1993, 1998, 2005, Classen et al. 1994, Geurts 2002,
Harvey 2003, Howes 2003, 2005, Matera 2002, and the new journal The Senses and
Society; also on multi-modality more generally Finnegan 2002, Kress and Van Leeuwen
2001, Norris 2004.
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plays and talk shows (Fardon and Furniss 2000, Spitulnik 2004) and for years
now tape and cassette recorders have been readily used devices for ncaﬂomm,.
tion and recordings; decades ago they were already a regular part of Somali
camel-riders’ gear as they criss-crossed the desert. Cassettes of Haya epics are
on sale from street vendors in Tanzania (Mbele 2004: 105), dub poetry grew
from the complex intermixture of creative poetic composition with sound
recording technology, and recordings on disc or web are a regular part of the
popular culture scene. As Russell Kaschula comments

Those extralinguistic elements, which are often lost in the transmission of
orality into literacy, can again be re-captured through technology. The reaction
of the audience, the performer's intonation, voice quality and emphasis, the
effects of rhythm, context and the speed of performance are lost in the s‘«‘m:mz
MMQE:. .:w.: can once again come alive in the technologized version. (Kaschula
2003: B-9

Audio-technologies enable us not only to hear but to document and embody
music, volume, tempo, sonic structures, dynamics, intonation or intensity, and
multiple ensembles as well as solo performer — and bring to notice elements
that had before been defined out of existence by the prioritising of the verbal *

The visual is being more clearly revealed too. Certain visual dimensions
have of course long been capturable in still images like the illuminating
photographs, mentioned earlier, of Tuareg and Xhosa narrative performances
(Calame-Griaule 1985, Scheub 1997a, Scheub and Zenani 1992). But it is the
moving-image technologies that have truly enlarged our awareness. They can
make real the sequential deployment of gesture, display, material symbols,
spacing and dance, supplementing still photography by encapturing move-
ment, dynamic development and the seen dialectics of audience and performer
interactions. They do so, furthermore, in temporal flow with a sense of
immediacy and personality — a counter both to the single-voice text and to the
anonymous ‘tradition’ sometimes purveyed through more distanced written
representations.

In Africa as elsewhere people are now well acquainted with the realities of
moving images in television, film and video, and of how performers can
disseminate their creations more widely than in the immediate moment and
place of live performance. Christian video narratives interfused with 'indige-
nous imaginations' circulate in Nigeria (Obododimma 2001), a Yoruba
popular theatre group performs on television and video as well as on tour
(Barber 2000), video technologies are familiarly drawn on in a host of contexts
to capture the realities of performance and experience, and film is an
established form in and about Africa which is turned to many purposes (both
‘research’ and other). With all their well-known problems of cost or unequal
access the enlarged perspective of video technologies has unquestionably
given new insight not just into some secondary dimension at the margin but
into the solidity of the visual acts and arts of performance.

* Some hard copy books — still a minority but more than in the past - now include
audio-recordings (and occasionally video) and/or links to multi-media material on the
web to convey a greater sense of what is ‘really’ there in the texts (for example Askew
2002, Bourgault 2003, Conrad and Condé 2004, Gordg-Karady and Seydou 2001,
Johnson 2003, Mack 2005). . _
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The multi-media opportunities increasingly (if unequally) offered by
computers have further extended the narrower focus an words. CD-ROMs and
web displays, with their facility for the vivid multi-media combinations of
colour, shape, movement, image, graphic and sound interlaced with
individual creativity and playful dynamics, can move between, around and
beyond oral/written boundaries, presenting multiplex performance modes in
both real and transferred time. Such resources are now exploited not just by
scholars or activists but by African artists and their admirers. Performances
by the Xhosa praise poet Zolani Mkiva, for example, are available for a world-
wide audience on the web (www.makingmusic.co.za — Kaschula 2003: 2).
Such media give a new kind of reality to dimensions that once seemed (at
best) peripheral to the firm centrality of print.

The ‘new’ technologies have their limitations. They may have marvel-
lously alerted us to aural, visual and moving elements but leave other
dimensions uncaptured (smell, touch, bodily presence), nor, as Tedlock
points out for earlier technologies, do they automatically and immediately
affect people’s sense of reality (Tedlock 1985: 341). Nevertheless they are
taking us beyond one-line verbalised text to greater awareness of co-creators,
multiple voices and multiple media, giving substance to dimensions screened
oul in the technology of writing — to realities that could before too easily be
presumed to be either, on the one hand, merely ephemeral and tangential or,
on the other, only truly existent when translated into verbal text. A recent
international conference of the Society for Oral Literature in Africa (held in
Banjul 2004) is symptomatic of this newer perspective, embracing as it did
such topics as music, theatre, dance, textile oracy, contemporary song, audio,
video, film, radio, hyper media and multi-media archiving. The take on what
oral forms ‘are’ is being stretched from writable one-voice texts into the
multifacetness of multi-modal enactment.

From this angle, too, the once apparently clear concepts of orality and
literacy — of speech and writing — have become cloudier. Speech may have
been pictured as the essential human attribute but it does not stand on its
pwn: it is inextricably intertwined with other modes of human interaction,
gestural, bodily, visual, artefactual, tactile. Nor are the echoes and overtones
of either performance or text purely verbal either. Proverbs are not just spoken
and written but drummed, carved, miniaturised in gold weights, or repre-
sented in figurines, masks and cloth, carrying multi-modal evocations what-
ever their immediate medium. Verbal language is both complemented and
interpenetrated by multi-sensory products and practices — by the great textile
arts of Africa, so notable for their range of graphic and figurative expression,
by representations in wood or beadwork, by music and dance, no less than by
the more recent arts of film, video and electronic communication, between
them all eroding and extending the ostensibly comprehensive categories of
oral and written.*

The image of some single (west-generated) 'Writing' ushering in the second
act of the great human drama has also been muddied by our gathering
appreciation of the diverse forms of literacy. Not all writing systems are

% For examples of interactions and overlaps between verbal and other media in Africa
see esp. Schipper 2000, and, for an earlier discussion, Calame-Griaule 1965; part 4.
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alphabetic, nor can they necessarily be analysed as merely the transparent
transliteration of spoken language — of language pure and simple. Pictoria]
and decorative dimensions can play a prominent role and even the familiar
alphabetic scripts are not made up just of words but also of such other —
integral — elements as layout, space, colour, shape or texture. And it is not just
in form but also in practice that ‘literacy’ varies, for people use writing and
reading in a multiplicity of ways and through a huge diversity of systems,
situations and social arrangements — not so much literacy as multiliteracies.®
The once-hard concept of ‘writing' has turned into something more fluid and
unstable: manifest in diverse shapes and deployments and, with the contem-
porary development of 'soft’ text and visual display, itself often both multj-
modal and evanescent. ‘Language as oral’ and ‘language as written' no longer
look clearly distinct from each other in attributes or usages, nor to be the only
players in the destiny of humankind.

The linguistic myth has not gone away, intertwined as it is with powerfully
entrenched social institutions. But there is now perhaps a greater inclination
across a series of social and humanistic disciplines to draw away from the
assumption that the way to pin down reality in durable form must naturally
be through language. This in turn is to question the presupposition, perhaps
held above all by intellectuals, that only verbally captured elements truly
exist and are worthy of academic study. The challenges now coming from
many different directions, not least in people's lived practices, are unveiling
the multiple dimensions and diversities screened out in the account that
accords the central role to language and its two epiphanies in orality and
literacy. The tale of humanity goes beyond the verbal and to focus on the
fortunes of language is to leave out a vast proportion of human reality.

Words in their place

That is not to say there is no place for words and language — if nothing else,
the contents of this volume tell otherwise. My point is rather that getting rid
of the over-ambitious claims for ‘language’ in fact allows a clearer perspective
on humans’ active use of words — but words now seen, more modestly, as set
in the context of, and intermingled with, the array of other communicative
modes of which verbal language is only one.

And it is still a wonderful mode. The nodes of human cultural production
in which the verbal in some sense plays a prominent role - from Greek or
Japanese drama, European mediaeval song or epic narrative to personal life
stories, praise poetry, rap or popular song on the web — are indeed among the
stupendous achievements of humankind. Throughout the world and the
centuries human creations in verbalised narrative, in poetic performance, in
all the many forms of oral engagement touched on in this volume and else-
where are not just for some limited utilitarian purpose — though they can

* See for example Barton et al. 2000, Boyarin 1993, Cavallo and Chartier 1999, Collins
and Blot 2003, Cope and Kalantzis 1999, Olson and Torrance 2001, Saenger 1997, Street
1993,
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include that — but among the central realities and glories of human living.
English-language terms like 'poetry’, ‘story’, 'literature’, or indeed ‘orature’ or
‘oraurality’, may be culture-bound indeed but for all their limitations they
alert us to a continuing and striking dimension of human activity.

Just what is covered by those loosely linked terms 'language’, ‘'words’, ‘the
verbal’ admittedly continues to be elusive, more so than may seem implied
throughout this volume (or, indeed, in most analyses of human cultural
activity). Defining 'language’ may look a relatively neutral process of pinning
down something with some kind of autonomous existence, an assumption
that chimes well with the linguistic tale. Some recent accounts would argue
however that the notion of 'language’ is in fact irretrievably rooted in
particular social and historical phases and ideologies; not, after all, ‘an object
that exists prior to and independently of efforts to study it' (Briggs 2002:
493).” Amidst such debates I am not aspiring to carve out some precise
demarcation for this inescapably complex and loaded term but I do need to
return briefly to the issues about boundaries raised both at the start and by the
further discussion and topics throughout the volume.

The growing interest in context and dialogic interaction that has
increasingly emerged over recent decades is challenging the narrower model
of language as single-voiced, abstract and referential. The boundaries have
become more fuzzy, if only because of the shift of gaze onto the complicated
and diverse ways people act and interact, where the verbal dimension
becomes more verb or adverb than demarcatable noun. The current emphasis
on the multi-sensory has led in the same direction, with the further
suggestions that multi-modality may be not a secondary feature of language
but central to its usage. Speech includes, at the least, non-verbal acoustic
elements like volume, intensity, speed, timbre, emphasis, intonation, pacing,
sequence, length, cadence, together perhaps with laughter, shrieks, sighs,
hesitations, silence ... the multi-dimensionality of oral expression has been a
constant theme of this volume, as of other recent writing. Written formula-
tions, too, are shot through with non-verbal features, predominantly visual
(space, layout, picture, colour, texture, shading, graphics), but also sometimes
tactual and auditory. Non-verbal elements brushed aside in traditional
grammars and dictionaries by the focus on words and their grammatical and
syntactical interrelations are arguably now receiving more altention,
instanced in the 1994 Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics’ conclusion
thal ‘the central element of [language] is verbal but [it] contains as an essential
component a substantial non-verbal element, e.g. intonation, stress, punctua-
tion, etc.” (Asher and Simpson 1994 Vol. 10: 5137 [Glossary entry for
‘language’]).

In this larger view of language which extends it beyond the restricted
bounds of dictionary-defined writable words the question of just where the
frontiers are to be set becomes a culturally variable and far from self-evident

? On such issues see especially recent work on the ideologies and practices of language
which, unlike the more common prescriptive and often ethnocentric literature, take a
broad comparative perspective: Bauman and Briggs 2003: 265ff (and passim), Briggs
2002, Dalby 1999/2000 Vol. 1: 22, Schieffelin et al. 1998, also works referred to
elsewhere in this section.
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matter. Where 'language’ ends and ‘music’ begins is a moot point for example,
perhaps differently construed in different traditions. There is the question of
gesture, too, in standard definitions often set apart from language — but recent
studies of the intimate ways it is systematically co-ordinated with speech
have led some to urge that the boundaries of language should perhaps be
widened to encompass this visual, dynamic and embodied mode of com-
municating.® The broader perspectives on ‘language’ bring out its intrinsically
multi-dimensional and culturally diverse features. ’

A contrasting but ultimately complementary approach is to retain a
relatively narrow demarcation of language — but with two provisos. First, it is
not a matter of some separate entity or activity but a somewhat vague, over-
lapping and ragged-at-the-edges sector within the multifarious constellation of
human arts and activities. Whatever boundaries we suggest are unlikely to be
either stable or cross-culturally neutral (even ‘words’, those apparently hard
entities, do not everywhere have the same independent and delimited
existence that can seem self-evident to those socialised into recent alphabetic
traditions®). Second, since a full account of language must surely include
looking at both usage and context, we have to bring into the picture the other
modes and media with which it is in practice variously intermingled. From
this perspective language is only one of several communicative-expressive
modes: it works together with them and cannot be properly understood alone.

Whether we take the wider or the narrower delineation we need to go
beyond just words. Language has to be envisaged as either, on the one hand,
made up of more than just spoken and written words; or, on the other, as one
mode among many, working in multi-modal settings where the verbal element
may or may not play the primary role. Either way this leads to a more
fuestioning approach to language than in the apparently unproblematic
linguistic myth, relating it not to prescribed ideal forms or single cultural-
linguistic traditions, but to actual human practices and their diverse settings.

Parallel dilemmas face us in delineating terms like ‘oral texts', ‘oral litera-
ture’, ‘oral performance’, or more general concepts like ‘orality’ or ‘orature’.
One strategy, consonant with the larger picture of language, is to define the
‘oral’ as itself multi-modal, essentially broader and more multiple than just
‘the verbal’. The alternative is to use the term ‘oral’ (and its composites) as just
one of many modes — not as clearly delimited as it once seemed, admittedly,
nor to be understood in isolation, but as a roughly recognisable, if fuzzy,
sector to do with the vocalised and (in some vague sense) verbal dimensions
within the overlapping fields of human arts and communication.

In this volume [ suspect that, perhaps like some other authors, I have
wavered between these two perspectives on the ‘oral' — the broader and the
narrower — perhaps at times simultaneously drawing on both; but have
probably mostly presupposed the second, the somewhat narrower sense. This

* For example Haviland 2004, Kendon 1997, 2000, McNeill 2000, Scollon 2001, Streeck
and Knapp 1992, Tracey 1999, see also Poyatos 1992,

" See Saenger on the varying traditions to do with 'space [and non-space] between
words’ (1997) and Greenberg (1996) on the ‘word-paradigm model’ of language (a model
reinforced by the European dictionary tradition of pinning down individually
demarcated written units).
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arguably has advantages for certain purposes, to be pursued in a moment. But
let me first re-emphasise that it has to go along with a recognition that the
term is indeed problematic and to an extent culture-bound, its delimitation
and interrelationships inescapably ragged. The ideas of 'oral’, ‘orality’ etc.
need to be used with some modesty rather than taken for granted as trans-
parent and independent concepts, far less with the unquestioned priority in
human affairs projected in the grand linguistic myth. Equally important, a
proper understanding of the actual practice of human communication and
expression, both ‘artistic’ and ‘ordinary’, must include setting words in the
context of the other modes and media used alongside them. Often enough it is
a matter of interpenetrating and inextricably interwoven dimensions in which
the verbal is just one — and not necessarily, in any given situation or genre, the
most salient.

Looking at language as only one among several dimensions goes some way
towards putting words in their place. It pushes us towards recognising the full
range of modes present in any given case rather than taking for granted - the
temptation intellectuals can so readily fall into — that the crucial element is
verbal. It still needs saying that, as Okpewho put it of oral performance in
Africa, ‘the words spoken are only part of a general spectacle designed to
please the ears and the eyes’ (Okpewho 1992: 48), that African, Caribbean and
African American drama is characterised by 'the interdependence of music/
dance/gesture lo language' (Morales 2003: 151), or, even more pertinently
since it is applied to one very specific genre, that Kpelle epic performances
from Liberia involve the intermingling of singing, narration, dramatic enact-
ment and instrumental accompaniment, with ‘sounds and movements
textured with the voice ... an aural type of texture augmented with dramatic
gestures ... The epic is heard, seen and felt' (Stone 1998: 135, 137).

Differentiating the verbal — and in this sense the oral — for analytic
purposes, however roughly, can alert us both to the combinations of modes in
any given instance, and to the ideologies and social arrangements that may lie
behind them. The pre-eminence conceptually accorded to the verbally
textualised in (much) western tradition does not automatically apply every-
where, and dimensions recognised in one set of conventions as irretrievably
coming together in particular genres may not do so in others, or may be
prioritised or conceptualised differently. As David Coplan points out for
Basotho migrants’ songs

To a Western observer like myself, the melodic declamation of literally
hundreds of lines in a sefela [Basotho migrants’ song] performance made these
songs appear powerfully text-driven. Yet in discussions and interviews,
performers repeatedly advised me to focus on rhythm and melody as keys to
the understanding of compositional creativity. As the singer-poet Makeka
Likhojane — in Sesotho one of the likheleke, ‘eloquent ones’ - explained firmly
in deflecting the exegesis of an apaque metaphorical passage: 'If you want to
understand my song, mister, just listen to the music.’ ...

[My preferred] term ‘auriture’ ... makes no claim for the universality of
intersense modalities in African performance but rather insists that empirical
ethnoaesthetic categories be investigated rather than assumed. (Coplan 1994:
8--9)
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We have to recognise the diverse ways that such ‘intersense modalities' are
used in and by different genres, traditions, occasions, interested parties,
registers, linguistic practices. The verbal element may or may not play a
leading part. At any rate its centrality is a question to be investigated rather
than conclusion to be taken for granted.

Such an approach does not come easily. It runs counter to the still power-
ful myth assigning the central reality to language. It may also, paradoxically,
recall one of the sub-plots within that same linguistic myth in which ‘lower’
peoples are supposed to be nearer to animals as possessing only some
‘primitive’ language, limited in vocabulary and powers of abstraction and thus
more reliant on non-linguistic modes. The reaction against this was wholly
justified. As Sapir summed up what is still essentially the standard scholarly
position:

There seems to be no warrant whatever for the statement which is sometimes
made that there are certain people whose vocabulary is so limited that they
cannot get on without the supplementary use of gesture. ... The truth of the
matter is that language is an essentially perfect means of expression and
communication among every known people. (Sapir 1956: 1)

It was similarly roundly asserted in the authoritative 1996 Encyclopedia of
Cultural Anthropology, ‘All known languages are full and complete; no
language lacks anything essential or central to human speech’ (Witkowski
1996: 687-93).

In some circles this insistence is still needed. There is still some inclina-
tion to refer to certain languages — especially languages of once-colonised
areas — as ‘rudimentary’, ‘restricted’, ‘dialect’, or 'patois’. Hallpike's contin-
uingly influential Foundations of Primitive Thought (1979) chimed in with
once-conventional wisdom in suggesting that ‘primitive’ cultures (which for
him indubitably included Africa) had only marginally attained the human
destiny of fully developed language. ‘Most primitive societies are distin-
guished from our own by the greater prominence of non-linguistic symbolic
representations’, he asserts, and 'the higher the level of thought, the more
dependent it becomes on verbal representation’ (Hallpike 1979: 135, 487).

So to suggest that the verbal element may sometimes be less important than
other modes may seem to be reverting to these uninformed prejudices. But,
whether we are considering Africa or anywhere else, verbal language is not in
fact deployed in the same ways or the same roles in all situations, groups or
genres — any more than the plastic arts are always and everywhere developed
in the same manner. Language and its usages are neither an enduring natural
bedrock nor some status symbol in the ranked achievements of human cultures
but have to be recognised as differently practised, developed, experienced,
conceptualised and battled over in different cultures, ages, groups or situations
— and, especially relevant to this volume, as intermingling in varying ways
with other modes and media.

In oral forms such as those that make up the main focus of this volume the
verbal is indeed often prominent. The intellectual creativity of Nzema
ayabomo women's songs in Ghana for example assigns priority to the words:
they have neither instrumental nor dance accompaniment and ‘although the
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performance is intended to dramatize a text-music fusion, its emphasis is
clearly on the message of the text’' (Agovi 1989: 2). In Somali classical poetry
it is again verbal text rather than the drama of delivery that seems to the fore.
[n many Limba songs, by contrast, especially those performed by acclaimed
experts, the words were by most people regarded as esoteric and, as far as |
could see, not especially attended to; for most participants (but perhaps not
all?) the prime focus seemed to be the sung, instrumental and partly chorused
music, the embodied, rhythmic and circularly spaced dynamic of dance, and
perhaps the visual glamour of costume. Or take the performances of Ichegbeh
and his ensemble quoted in the last chapter - the moral and political
messages did indeed matter to participants but at the same time ‘dance, music
and masquerades were an integral part of the event’ (Ogede 1993: 53), Where
there is some verbal element it is of course tempting for those many analysts
who, like myself, have been socialised in textual traditions, to take that as the
central reality. And yet it might be only one component among several, and
not necessarily the most important. Dan Ge masked performances in con-
temporary Cote d'Ivoire for example do indeed include words — the proper
song texts sung at the appropriate moment activate spiritual power (Reed
2003: 108) — but as Daniel Reed’s study makes clear it is music that is central
(2003: 2 and passim). Whether for Africa or elsewhere, questions of this kind
need raising rather than closing down in advance.

Separating the verbal for analytic purposes, however unbounded at the
edges it must continue to be, also has the virtue of directing our attention to
the overlapping (sometimes contrasting) roles that can be simultaneously or
sequentially played by differing modes. Adam Kendon pertinently signals the
complementary roles of gesture and speech in conversation — an approach
that might also in principle be applied to other oral genres:

Participants in conversation ... use gesture and speech in partnership and can
shift the respective roles of gesture and speech in the utterance from one
moment to the next in ways that seem rhetorically appropriate. ... The two
modes of expression employ different media which have different
possibilities. ... Gesture can be useful as a way of exhibiting overarching units
of meaning, as a way of keeping visible an aspect of meaning throughout the
course of a spoken utterance or even after the speech has finished. Gesture and
speech ... serve different but complementary roles. (Kendon 2000: 61)

As has emerged time and again in earlier examples the dynamics and
subtleties of gesture and bodily posturing are often key dimensions of oral
performance that can only too easily be missed if we take the verbal text as
the whole of what needs to be attended to. The complementarity of word and
gesture may in fact be salient to the action. Thus for Shona story telling Doreen
Klassen portrays gestures working together with words to not only make the
story visible by re-enacting actions and characters or gesturing ‘abstract
concepts like silence or darkness’, but also to locate the narrative in space
and time, and reveal its form and moral dimensions (Klassen 2004: 150). In
classical Greek tragedy, to take a different but no less revealing example,
Charles Segal comments on ‘the complex reciprocal relation between what
we see acted out before us on the stage and what we hear from actors and
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chorus. Verbal statements are always qualified or supplemented by visual
action’ (Segal 1985: 212). Nketia makes a comparable point about the comple-
mentary contributions of differing arts in the dynamic of a performance.

What seems for a moment static in the music may be relieved by the text or the
dynamic quality of the movements that accompany it. Similarly, the
appearance of a masked dancer in a performing arena may reinforce the
essence and intention of the occasion and give added meaning to the musical
and dance forms. (Nketia 1996: 126)

Differentiating the verbal analytically so as to appreciate how it is inter-
acting with other media illuminates the roles of each. For different modalities
do not necessarily just substitute for or reinforce each other on parallel lines
but by their differing, even at times contradictory, contributions add to the
rich complexity of the whole.

Attempts to disentangle such composite mixtures reveal the complemen-
tary but not necessarily equal or consistent roles played by different
expressive media. For popular music Simon Frith points out how good song
lyrics 'score’ the performance not ‘in the words themselves ... [but] by the
music’ (Frith 1996: 181), just as for women singers in late twentieth-century
Zimbabwe it was 'not the script of the songs that mattered most but rather the
sound coming over radio waves, on a cassette, or live, and staying in people's
memories and their consciousness' (Gunner 1994: 2). Kelly Askew's study
(2002) of popular bands and ensembles ‘performing the nation’ in Tanzania
brings out the importance of music and dance, not just the song texts, while
with the contemporary South African urban rap band ‘Prophets of Da City' the
ruptured lyrics do indeed receive great attention but at the same time not only
have to be heard ('it is crucially rhythm, rhyme, verbal inflection, and the
syncopation of these with sound and beat’) but are also articulated through
‘music, dance, style, and the associated activities of hip-hop culture,
including graffiti or spray-can art’ (Brown 2003: 159, 145). In radioc words
jostle with music, co-operating and at times competing, and no doubt some-
times carrying differing priorities for differing listeners and situations. In film
~ by now a familiar medium in Africa — spoken or sung verbal dimensions
may be relatively prominent, in this sense comparable to other genres of
verbal art; but language may not always lie at its heart for crucial roles may be
played by variegated visual manifestations, by music and other sonic input,
sometimes by dance — all of which make it possible, as with the popular
indigenous films in Nigeria, to communicate polyvocally across linguistic
boundaries (Okome 1995). The web now offers further striking examples of
multi-dimensional expression, coming in a host of different combinations,
sometimes privileging the verbal (though seldom perhaps exclusively), more
often intershot with the visual and sonic dimensions now increasingly
deployed by performers both from Africa and beyond (Kaschula 2003).

Exploring the roles of different elements within such composite ensembles
is no easy task. Over and above the expectations for specific genres there are
the dynamics of particular performances; of differential and unfolding
balances within a particular event; and of varied participants perhaps weight-
ing their experiences in diverse ways. Individual choices and talents may be
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in play too, or the particular circumstances of performance — thus Hausa
story-telling conventions allow for personal initiative in voice, gesture and
facial expression, but narrators accustomed to performing for radio ‘use more
verbal details’ whereas in live performances a narrator who ‘uses his body
effectively draws a larger audience’ (Ahmad 1989: 119). It is not always a
simple matter to assess reports from the field, even from those most
intimately involved. How are we to read comments on the priority of verbal
text in some particular performance given that the linguistic myth can still so
readily screen other dimensions out of conscious awareness? And then again
how far have these — or other — ideologies and interpretations themselves
become part of people’s expectations and lived reality? But difficult or not,
such questions are now emerging as necessary both for comparative analysis
and for a greater understanding of the many African — and other — ways of
doing things with words.

All this can only emphasise yet again how narrow it is to chain our central
reality to the encompassing myth of language. Representations and re-presen-
tations in a multiplicity of media, both sequential and simullaneous, are
common human practices. And far from the (supposedly) fundamental
categories of ‘oral’ or ‘written’ being the ‘normal’ context for verbal arts — or
arts in which the verbal plays some part — we find instead an infinitude of
possibilities, of multiple parties and modes in a spectrum of established,
changing, contested and innovative processes. Once again words must be set
in their place — which is to say there is no settled place, far less an automatic
priority for words, rather a plethora of variegated possibilities that, again,
need investigation rather than assumption.

Decentring linguistic expression and seeing it as only one mode within a
complex, humanly controlled and multi-dimensional diversity in fact helps
us better to recognise the role(s) of the verbal, to give due attention to
language, to put words in their place. Words, voiced or other, are indeed a
wonderful and wonderfully exploited human resource. But, however we
choose finally to define them, there is no way we can fully understand them
except in conjunction with the other modes with which they are so often
inextricably intertwined and among which they do not always take the
leading or the defining role.

Literature, performance and words in their place
in Africa and beyond

This finally brings us back to the image evoked at the start: Africa as the home
of orality and the word. How does that now look in the light of the discuss-
ions and examples of this volume?

There is certainly much to be said for it. And much has been said both
within and beyond Africa, and by commentators coming from otherwise
differing perspectives. Terms like ‘orature’, 'aurality’, ‘auriture’, 'speech’,
‘verbal arts’, ‘auditory arts', "the power of the word’, and ‘the voice’ bring out
the oral and acoustic qualities of African expression. We hear of ‘the power of
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