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Conferences

21.-23.10. 1998 in Cape Town (South Africa):
3" International Conference on Oral Literature in Africa

This conference was organized by the Department of African Languages and
Literatures, University of Cape Town and held at the Centre for African Stud-
ies. As the organizers of the conference made it clear, the first and the second
International Conferences on African Oral Literature were held at SOAS, Uni-
versity of London and Accra, Ghana respectively. During the three-day confer-
ence, a total of 38 papers was presented by various scholars of African oral liter-
ature who gathered together from different parts of the world, including Eu-
rope, Latin America, Asia, the United States and Africa herself.

As was stated in the call for papers, the general theme of the conference was
“Oral Literature: Functionality in Contemporary Contexts”. Accordingly, the ma-
jority of the papers dealt with issues related to the role of African oral literature in
the contemporary social, political, and historical contexts of African societies and
cultural groups. Both the opening and closing key-note addresses were delivered
by the well-known and widely read scholar Professor Ruth Finnegan, from The
Open University, England, who wrote the first comprehensive and authoritative
book on the subject, entitled: Oral Literature in Africa, 1970. This still serves as a
major text-book in the discipline. In her closing remarks she was able to under-
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Conferences

stand what she had provocatively questioned in her opening address, “Is oral
literature really relevant for today’s Africa?”.

During the conference, a number of live performances by South African tradi-
tional musical bands and recitations of praise poetry, video shows and other enter-
taining events made the conference attractive and lively. The conference was at-
tended not only by students and scholars of African oral literature but of African
history, anthropology, religion, linguistics and politics as well. Conference partici-
pants strongly emphasized the need for an interdisciplinary approach in the study
of African oral literature. Furthermore, the use of modern technology in collecting
and recording the various genres of African oral literature with the help of audio
and video tapes, computer-assisted analysis methods and the like was also widely
discussed. The Ethiopian aspect was represented in the panel “Orality and Con-
temporaniety” by a paper with the title: “Social Change and Local Politics: The
Peasants of Gojjam (Northwest Ethiopia) and their reflections on Contemporary
Issues in Amharic Oral Poetry”. Finally, there was a general meeting that led to
the founding of an International Society for Oral Literature in Africa (ISOLA)
and the election of a General Council, consisting of six members, namely Graham
Furniss, SOAS, University of London, Austin Bukenya, Makarere University,
Jeff Opland, Charterhouse and University of London, Russell Kaschula, Universi-
ty of Cape Town, Anne-Marie Dauphin-Tinturier, LLACAN,; Paris, and Paul
Eguchi, National Museum of Ethnology, Osaka. The Meeting unanimously elect-
ed Dr. Graham Furniss as the first President of the newly-founded Society. It was
also decided that the next (i.e. the 4™) International Conference on Oral Literature
in Africa will be held in Uganda by the year 2000.
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