


LECTURE 2: Narratives of place, people and spiritual presence among the Acholi and other African peoples

HOUR 1: Oral Narratives and Textual Archives

0:00–0:10 Bridge from Yesterday

1. Remembering the question
We ended yesterday with a question that we deliberately did not answer. I want to begin today by placing it back at the centre of our attention.
The question was this:
If history is defined as written record, what happens to societies whose past is oral?

Notice what this question does not ask. It does not ask whether oral traditions are true or false. It does not ask whether they are “myth” or “legend.” It asks what happens, institutionally, academically, politically, when we decide that writing is the criterion for history.

If history equals written record, then societies whose past is transmitted orally risk being positioned as outside history. Not because they lack memory or narrativity. But because they lack inscription.

Today, we are going to investigate problem by examining how oral histories and other forms of narrativity operate as historical practice: that is, how pasts are authorised, transmitted, and made consequential via oral or performative means. 

We are not going to answer the question here. Instead, I want you to carry it forward with us throughout today, and we will return to it at the end.

2. Today’s task: method, not content
For the rest of today, however, we shift focus slightly.
Yesterday we worked with cosmology and classification. We asked what happens when something like whakapapa pūrākau is called “myth.” Today, we examine narrativity as historical practice.

The phrase matters. By “historical practice,” I do not mean simply telling stories about the past. I mean the concrete processes through which a community:
· authorises a version of the past
· transmits it across generations
· corrects it when challenged
· embeds it in things like land, lineage, and political authority
· and thus makes it consequential in the present
In other words, we are shifting from the question “Is this myth or history?” to the question “How is the past being made authoritative here?”.

This is a methodological move, because rather than beginning with a definition of history and then judging particular narratives against it, we begin by examining how narrativity works in the world, that is to say, how oral histories and other forms of narrativity operate to create and define history.

So the task today is not to classify narratives or critiques their authenticity or authorship but rather to observe how narratives function as a form of social, cultural, and historical infrastructure for remembering, organising, and legitimising the past.


3. First theme: oral narrativity as archives
Before we move into the first narrative, I want to set out what we are doing in the first part of today. We are going to work with two ways of making the past authoritative.

The first is oral narrativity: a way of producing history through performance, remembered sequences, recognised speakers, and social regulation. When people hear “oral,” they often think “informal” or “unreliable.” That is not what we mean. Oral narrativity can be incredibly highly structured. It can be disciplined. It can carry vast social, political, and moral responsibility. It can be challenged, corrected, and re-told under conditions that make some versions count more than others.

The second is what I’ll call the archive or the textual field: this is the space in which narratives are written down, edited, stabilised, and circulated as standard versions. We often imagine archives as neutral storage. But archives don’t just store. They select, classify, harmonise, and fix form. They make a version authoritative, portable and citable. They also change where authority sits: who gets to decide what counts as the “real” version, what happens to other variants, what kinds of challenges come once narrative becomes text.

So we are not treating “oral” and “archive” in a hierarchy of primitive versus modern or informal versus formal. Instead, I want us to think about them as different technologies for producing authoritative versions of the past. Our job is not to decide which is “better,” but rather to observe what each one does, and what shifts when authority moves from socially regulated narration to textually stabilised archive.


0:10–0:40: Labongo & Gipir 

1. Introduction
Before we do anything else, we’re going to listen.
I’m going to read the Labongo & Nyipir narrative out loud straight through. No stopping, no commentary, no decoding or analysing. Don’t try to decide whether it’s myth, legend, or history yet. Don’t try to judge whether it’s “true.” Just hear it as a performed oral sequence.

As you listen, do three simple things.
First: track the episodic sequence. What happens first, what follows, what escalates, where do the turning points sit.
Second: track the stakes. In each episode, ask what is at risk, what are the conflicts, which relationships are being made, strained or broken.
Third: track what becomes irreversible. Ask which actions feel like they cannot be taken back, and then track what they force to occur afterwards.
That’s it. We will interpret afterwards. First, we listen.


2. Narrative as performance
This version is taken from Hanebrink and Smith, pages 210-213. I chose this as it is a recent, oral-based version, and is more similar to versions I am familiar with than that given by Bere, which we discuss soon.

Labongo was the elder son and Gipir the younger. As their father was on the verge of death, he invited his two sons to his bed side. He asked Labongo to swear upon his Luo ancestors, that he would guard and defend the Ancestral Spear with his life if necessary, and when his time came, he would also pass it onto to his own elder son. Labongo took the solemn oath before his dying father that he would do so. Then his father performed the ceremony of passing on the Ancestral Spear and died not too long after.

In the course of Luo migrations from Southern Sudan southwards along the River Nile, Labongo, Gipir and their families settled down along the River Nile, in the present geographical area of Northern Uganda. It was in this new settlement that Gipir lost the Ancestral Spear! This is what happened.

One morning on a misty day, an elephant invaded the garden of cowpeas belonging to Labongo who, unfortunately, was out hunting and was nowhere near home. His wife made an alarm immediately and Gipir, who happened to be at home, came out and rushed into his elder brother Labongo’s house and picked one of the nearest spears around. He dashed out and with all his might speared and badly wounded the elephant that started to run away. Unfortunately the spear got stuck on it even as it escaped deep into the forest. It was then that Gipir realized he had picked and used the sacred Ancestral Spear! As the story goes, the wounded elephant went with the Luo Ancestral Spear and died deep into the forest.

In the meantime, Labongo returned home from his hunting expedition in the wild only to hear the story of the elephant that got away with the Ancestral Spear. His eyes became red with anger and demanded Gipir to follow the elephant and bring back the Ancestral Spear. Gipir pleaded with his brother that it was an emergency; and that he was not aware he had picked the Ancestral Spear until the elephant escaped. He begged his brother Labongo to accept another spear in replacement. But Labongo would have none of it. To him, Gipir could have used any other spear but the Ancestral Spear, however bad the emergency!

To Labongo, this was betrayal of the highest order: it was betrayal of the sacred ancestral lineage bond which he swore to guard even unto death. He could therefore not imagine violating his solemn oath to his own father, and his failure to pass on the ancestral spear to his elder son and heir. Labongo saw his own betrayal of sacred trust and ending of the ancestral lineage! He then ordered Gipir to go after the elephant at once without any delay and warned him never to come back home without the Ancestral Spear.

Feeling guilty for losing the Ancestral Spear, confused and helpless because he thought he did the next best thing in such an emergency, Gipir set out into the wild in search of the Ancestral Spear.

For months nothing was heard of Gipir. Many people back in the Luo settlement thought he may have been eaten up by wild animals in the forest. Nevertheless, Gipir eventually reached the deepest part of the forest where all the elephants died. He was extremely exhausted and his hides and skins sandals were all worn out. His feet were full of sores. He was very sick and needed care immediately. Fortunately, there lived an old kind woman in the deep of the forest who came to Gipir’s help. She nursed him back to health until he felt strong.

With her help also, Gipir was able to recover the Ancestral Spear that had fallen at the spot where the elephant died. Then time came for Gipir to return home. The old kind woman gave him some dry food (peke, in Luo), a new pair of sandals, and some of the most beautiful royal beads the Luo people had ever seen! The royal beads greatly excited Gipir who started the journey of many months home.

Early one bright morning, the people in the Luo settlement heard what sounded like Gipir’s bila (horn). Indeed, it was Gipir returning home, blowing his bila. The women and the children ran to greet him to welcome him home. But he went past them as if he had not seen them. Gipir went straight to his brother’s compound and shouted: ‘Labongo, come out!’ He was visibly shaking with anger. As soon as Labongo came out, he called out: ‘Here is your spear!’ and then stuck the sharp bottom of the Ancestral Spear into the ground right in front of Labongo, and it made the sound, ‘ting’!

Before Labongo could respond and utter a welcome back to his brother, Gipir marched away still burning with anger. He walked straight to his compound found and a stool to sit on brooding with his head cusped in both of his hands.

Days and months passed and everybody in the settlement had forgotten the loss of the Ancestral Spear and Gipir’s journey of many months in search of it. One late morning Gipir got his hides and skin bag in which he kept the royal beads he got from the kind old woman from the deep forest. He began to thread the beads when his wife and his children, Labongo’s wife and her children all came round him admiring the beads. Unfortunately some of the beads fell onto the ground. But alas, one of Labongo’s daughters picked and swallowed one of them.

Immediately Gipir took the girl-child and brought her to his elder brother, Labongo, her father. He demanded for his royal bead right there and then. It was now Labong’s turn to beg Gipir to accept another royal bead to replace the one swallowed.

Gipir said no. How about waiting till the girl passed it out in her stool? Gipir said, ‘No, I want my royal bead now!’ Labongo’s pleas were all in vain as Gipir was ready to have his ‘pound of flesh’.

Now Labongo was able to recall how he refused to listen to his brother Gipir’s pleas. He felt ashamed. He then had his daughter cut open so they could remove Gipir’s royal bead from her stomach and gave it back to him. And the girl died.

It was this tragic but avoidable death of Labongo’s daughter that eventually led to a migration of separation between the two Luo brothers. They buried an axe (latong or lee in Luo) at the River Nile in Pakwach as a sign of their separation. 

Gipir and his family eventually crossed the River Nile to the western side at Pakwach and became ancestor of the present day Alur in Nebbi District and the larger Alur population in Northeastern DRC. Labongo and his family, on the other hand, remained on the eastern side of the River Nile and became ancestor of the Acholi, so the tradition says.

3. Sequence recap
Let’s now review the sequence. Just the primary events with no interpretation.
We start with the spear. Something is thrown, and from that moment the story is no longer a minor disagreement. A public conflict has occurred. It can’t be undone.
Then the elephant. The scale shifts. The conflict is no longer contained. A larger force enters and raises the stakes.
Then the search. The story moves outward, help outside immediate kin is found, and the spear returns. 

Then the royal bead is swallowed. The problem becomes immediate and physical. The bead is no longer outside, easily retrieved. It is inside, forcing the next move.
The child is cut open. This is a point of no return after which no simple apology or straightforward repayment is possible.
Next comes the crossing of the Nile. Separation becomes spatial. The story moves from conflict to movement, from rupture to relocation.
Finally the axe is driven into the riverbed. Separation is fixed. It is not just people who part ways but a boundary is made durable and permanent.
So: spear, elephant, search, swallowed bead, cut child, Nile crossing, axe in riverbed. 


4. Interpretive reading
We now move on to analysis and interpretation. The rule for now is that we are not hunting for “hidden meanings” in single objects. Instead, I want us to think about what the sequence does as a piece of oral history or narrativity, how it organises, describes, and structures the world.

One way to read myths, in a structural sense, is to treat them as machines for organising, sorting, and describing relationships: they set up a problem, escalate it through a chain of events, and then produce a new social world at the end. That’s what we have here. The anchors are not decorative; they are the hinges that move the story from dispute to separation, kinship to boundary.

Start with the spear. It’s the first irreversible act. A spear is portable force, but it’s also a marker of authority and responsibility: once it’s thrown, it creates a new relation between persons, one involving accusation, injury, obligation, and retaliation. The story begins by placing agency in an action that can’t be taken back. It’s the trigger that makes everything after feel compelled rather than optional.

Then the elephant. The elephant is a collective symbol. In the same way that national traditions use animals like lions or eagles to stand for a people, the elephant here functions as a figure for Acholi collectivity and political weight. That is why the episode scales up the conflict: it moves the story from a dispute between brothers into a quarrel between peoples. The conflict is no longer containable inside household repair because it has expanded beyond individuals into group identity, authority, and legitimacy.

Then the search. Structurally, this is the outward-turn: the story leaves the immediate kin-space and moves “elsewhere.” What matters is not the detail but how the narrative operates: resolution is no longer available inside the family, the original social world. The return of the spear is therefore not just recovery of an object but marks that the conflict now depends on something found beyond the homestead or the immediate kin-group. The world of the story has expanded before the next moment of escalation.

Next comes the swallowed bead. This is where political legitimacy enters the body. A “royal” object is a condensed form of authority. Once swallowed, it is no longer available for negotiation, display, or return. Authority becomes lodged in a person, most problematically, a female child. And that forces the next step, because the story creates a crisis that cannot be solved by talk, compensation, or delay. The narrative makes the audience sit with a problem where retrieval requires violent violation.

Then the child is cut open. This is the most violent part of the sequence, and it’s there for a reason. It takes what could still be framed as conflict and turns it into complete rupture. Kinship is no longer strained; it is completely destroyed through an act that crosses a moral line. Whether you read that as tragedy, crime, necessity, hubris or horror, it produces a point of no return. After this, reconciliation is near impossible. The story has thereby manufactured irreversibility inside the closest of social elements, the kin group, so that the later separation is not accidental but structurally forced.

Then the Nile crossing. Now the rupture becomes spatial. The story moves from “what happened between people” to “what happened to peoples.” A river crossing is not just travel. As we will see later, it is the crossing of water, a mediating substance. In origin narratives it is often the moment where difference becomes mapped onto time and space. This is where the story starts doing political work: it turns conflict into movement, movement into fission, and fission into differentiation.

And finally the axe in the riverbed. This is the last stabilising act. The axe doesn’t just mark departure; it marks boundary-making. It’s the narrative’s way of saying: this separation is not temporary but fixed into the world. The river becomes not only a feature of geography but a feature of social order. The story ends by making a boundary durable enough to carry legitimacy, memory, and belonging, as well as political authority.

So what do these anchors organise, taken together? They organise escalation and consequence. They move from objects through animals and bodies to rivers and boundaries. Moreover, this is a sequence that is doing world-building work. It makes separation feel necessary, not arbitrary. It grounds political differentiation in an event-chain that feels morally heavy and irreversible. And it does that by attaching memory to a small number of concrete actions that are easy to remember and hard to undo.

And that’s the point of this interpretive reading: to show how in what ways the narrative is not just telling a story about something but how it is also producing a social, political, and historical map of rupture, movement, and legitimacy.


5. Open questions
So now we return to the classification. I want to ask, “what is this narrative doing, and what do we call it?”
If we call it myth, we place it in a category implying symbolic or cosmological narrative.
If we call it migration memory, it becomes a remembered account of movement and separation.
If we call it political charter, it is a legitimising account that grounds territory, lineage, and authority.
Each label makes different things easier to see, and each risks hiding something else.

Now I want to add one more complication: even when we heard the oral version I provided, we are not outside writing and circulation. Most versions we can access are already stabilised in text. So the next question becomes one of authority. What happens when a narrative becomes text? 


BREAK 0:40–0:45

0:45–1:00: The Textual Field

1. From content to field
Up to now, we’ve stayed inside the story, its sequence, escalation, what it does in the world. Now we change the object of analysis.

We are not switching from “oral truth” to “written distortion.” We are especially not doing the opposite. Instead, we are switching from the story’s content to the textual field: that space in which oral narratives get written down, edited, condensed, standardised, taught, and re-circulated.

That matters because, in practice, most versions we can access are already part of this textual field. Even when a story is delivered aloud in a lecture, as I did earlier, what sits behind it is usually a written source, or even a written lineage of sources. So the question is not “did writing change the plot?” The plot often stays recognisable, although certain points may change, often through the extension of Christian colonial politics and ethics.
The question is about what text does to authority.

When an oral narrative enters a textual field, someone has to choose what counts as “the” version. Someone has to decide what to include, what to omit, how to smooth differences, and how to present the result as coherent. That process creates portability and stability, but it also changes who has the power to fix form, and what happens to local variation. I should also be clear that this is not just something done by “bad” others: we will soon be looking at “my own” version of the origin narrative of the Acholi people of Pajok.


2. Harmonisation and editorial authority
I want to anchor this part of the lecture on a single passage in which Bere tells you, in plain language, exactly what kind of text we are looking at. Bere writes: “I am not following exactly the detail as told by any one African, but that I have taken, principally, the Acholi account and varied it somewhat to conform to the Aluru version. The differences are only of detail.” (Bere, 1947, p. 9).

That is not a throwaway remark. It is an editorial statement that tells us three basic things. First, there were multiple tellings available to him. In other words, the narrative existed as a field of versions, not as one single, fixed “original.” Second, the printed version is not a transcription of any one performance. Bere is explicit: he is not “following exactly” what any one person said. The text he gives is therefore already a constructed artefact rather than direct record. Third, he has harmonised. He “varied” one account to conform to another. This is a specific operation: smoothing differences so that a single coherent narrative can stand in for multiple versions. Whether or not the differences are “only of detail” is not the main point. The point is that the move from variant tellings to stabilised text involves selection, adjustment, and synthesis.

The practical consequence is this: when people today read Labongo and Nyipir, they are not encountering an unmediated oral account. They are encountering a version that has already been edited into a standard form: “the story.” Bere’s own admission makes the mechanism visible. It shows how textual authority is produced: not by simply “writing down” a narrative, but by choosing among tellings and making one composite account stand as the authorised version.

References
Bere, R.M. (1947) ‘An outline of Acholi history’, Uganda Journal, 11(1), pp. 1–22.


3. Stabilisation and “standard” versions
Once harmonisation happens, the next process is stabilisation: a composite text starts to behave like an authoritative standard. A stabilised version does three things at once. First, it becomes portable. It can be copied into other publications, taught in classrooms, quoted in reports. Importantly, it can be repeated without needing the original context of narration, something with great significance for oral histories that are performed for particular audiences or reasons. Second, it becomes citable. People can point to a page and say “this is what the story is,” which gives the printed version a kind of authority that performance rarely has outside the setting where it is told. This can be especially problematic when used as the basis for legal or land-based claims. Third, it becomes default. Over time, the stabilised version stops looking like one edited account among many and starts looking like *the* narrative. Once this becomes a legal and political default, law and politics becomes reshaped by processes of textualisation rather than history.

Most of the time, you don’t meet a narrative as a field of tellings, showing all the many variants. You meet it as one written version that circulates. That matters because once a version is stabilised in print, it starts to act like the standard. It gets copied into other books and handouts. It gets taught as “the story.” People quote it as if it is the definitive account. And the more it circulates like that, the harder it becomes to see that it was made by selecting among tellings and smoothing differences. The story may still carry traces of other versions inside it, but gets encountered as a single, settled, definitive text.

Vansina gives a useful language for naming what is lost in this process. Oral traditions exist in variants and have to be evaluated through their chains of transmission and their different tellings; comparing variants is part of how you understand what you are dealing with, the full specifics of time, place and people (Vansina, 1971). Stabilisation tends to do the opposite: it reduces visible plurality by presenting one harmonised coherent account, and once that composite account is in print, later writers, readers, and even oral narrators tend to treat it as definitively settled text.

So to highlight that “one standard version spreads” is not to make a moral accusation. It is a description of what print and citation do. Stabilisation increases reach and durability, but changes how authority works: the story becomes easier to repeat, harder to argue with, more difficult to contradict.
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4. On authority: who fixes the form?
Stabilisation also produces an authority shift: it changes who gets to fix the form of the narrative, and where challenges can be made.

In a performed setting, authority is social and situational. A telling happens in front of listeners who already know the broad outline, who recognise the key anchors, and who can respond in real time. Even when there are competing versions, the competition is part of a living field: a version can be tailored to specific times, places and audiences. It can be questioned, corrected, or rejected. This is because authority is distributed across both speakers and a participating audience. Vansina’s point is oral traditions are embedded in specific contexts of transmission and can be evaluated only by attending to those contexts, the chain of transmission, and the existence of variants (Vansina, 1971). Authority does not sit in a single fixed text but the social organisation which authorises and checks each telling.

When a harmonised version is stabilised in print, authority moves toward the compiler, the genre, and the institution that circulates it. In Bere’s case, you can see the shift happening in his own sentence: he selects, varies, and conforms one account to another (Bere, 1947, p. 9). That editorial act is not just about wording; it is about deciding what the narrative looks like. Once fixed, it becomes easier to cite than contest. Disagreement no longer happens as a challenge to a speaker in a shared social setting but something more like a scholarly dispute or alternative publication, something often inaccessible to the same audiences who regulate live performance.

This is why the key question is not “did Bere change the story?” The key question is: “what does textualisation do to the conditions under which the story can be treated as authoritative?” Stabilisation might broaden reach and preserve knowledge, but it narrows the field of alternatives and relocates power away from socially embedded narration and toward editorial, administrative, statist forms of inscription.

So “who fixes the form?” is a question of authority. It asks: whose version becomes default, what happens to diversity, and what kinds of challenge become possible or more difficult once narrativity becomes text. 
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1:00–1:15:  Pajok Fieldwork

1. From colonial text to living narration 
We now shift focus. We have just examined a written version produced within a colonial administrative frame. Now we move to a narrative I collected during my own PhD fieldwork, in situations where people used it in arguments about land, belonging, and recognition.

The contrast is not “oral versus written” in any simple sense. Both have been written down at some point. Both are mediated, and both have involved smoothing and standardising. The contrast, instead, is infrastructural. In Bere’s case, narrativity entered a bureaucratic archive shaped by colonial administration. In mine, narrativity was encountered within ongoing social life, where its authority is embedded in relationships, land, and recognition that that could be, and often were, contestable and contested.

The method remains the same as before. I will read the narrative in full without analysis. Then we will ask: what is it doing?


2. The Pajok narrative
After the people now called Pa-Jok left that place, they wandered for a long time. They were hungry and close to starvation. Finally, they came across a river. At this river they found some cooked food waiting for them. They did not know where the food came from or who had cooked it. 

So the people said, ‘this food must have been cooked by jok and we are hungry, so let us eat it’. Some of the people who chose to eat the food wanted to stay in the place where the food had been found. These people are now known as Patanga, which means ‘do not force them; do not make them do it’. Other people who ate the food wanted to continue on with their journey. These people are now known as Ywaya, which means ‘let us go; let us start our journey’. But some of the people were worried by the food and so did not eat. 

Because Ywaya were the largest number, and because they were the lineage of the Rwot (chief), all the others decided to continue with them. [At this point, some versions of the narrative say something similar to: ‘And the people that were there at the foot of Akwera joined Pajok. They are now people of Pajok also. Those people are Pagaya and Paliyo’]. 

Soon after leaving the place where they ate the food of jok, they came to another river, where they stopped to take water and to settle for a time. By this time, those people who did not eat the food of jok were getting very hungry, they were crying with the hunger. The others said to them, ‘We told you to eat the food which the jok prepared but you refused. Now you are starving and it will be your own problem if you die from the hunger’. So they named the people who refused the food of jok, Obwoltoo, which means ‘shyness is a disease which will kill you; those that do not eat, let them die’. 
This is the story of the name Pa-Jok.


3. What it is doing
Let’s identify what this narrative is doing descriptively rather than symbolically. First: it is naming through action. Names do not precede events but emerge from them. An action occurs: someone eats, refuses, crosses, settles, and that action becomes the basis for a name. The name then fixes identity to place, event and people. Naming is not decorative but stabilises both polity and memory. It ties people to specific acts and specific ground. Through naming, history becomes locatable.

Second: lineage differentiation. The narrative sorts relations. It distinguishes who descends from whom. It marks divisions, obligations, morality authority. These differentiations are not abstract genealogy; they organise social and political accountability. They tell you who belongs where, who owes what, and who inherits which authority. Lineage is structured through narrative sequence.

Third: land as political and moral authority. Place here is not backdrop. It is grounding. Settlement, crossing, refusal, or acceptance all occur in relation to particular sites. Land authorises belonging. It anchors legitimacy. The narrative does not describe land metaphorically; it situates people within it as a source of standing and recognition.

Fourth: moral ontology. Right and wrong are built into the origin itself. Acts of refusal, obedience, generosity, and betrayal are evaluated within the terms of the narrative itself rather than appearing as later commentary; they are part of the narrative structure. The origin story therefore establishes not just where people come from, who they are, and how they are connected, but how they ought to act.

Taken together, we see that narrativity is performing institutional work. It is naming identities, differentiating lineages, grounding authority, and embedding moral expectations. Narrativity therefore helps produce a political and social entity. It does not just describe a community that already exists. It organises it, names it, differentiates it. It grounds it in land and embeds morality, authority and obligation. Through narrativity, social, political and historical structures and processes becomes thinkable, legitimate, and durable.

BREAK 01:15–1:20

HOUR 2: Modern Myths of Money and Power

1:20–1:50: Mami Wata

1. Who or what is “Mami Wata”?
Along the Atlantic coastline of West Africa, and among the peoples of rivers and lakes where trade arrives and people used to disappear, there are stories about a powerful presence living in the water, Mami Wata, the Mother of Water.

A powerful entity of many names, faces, and origins, Mami Wata seems to come from elsewhere and yet turns up everywhere, from the coastline and riverways of Sub-Saharan Africa to the former slave colonies of the Americas and beyond. She belongs to water, but she also belongs to the places water meets the world: ports, markets, crossings, edges.

If you ask what she looks like, there is no one, single answer. This is because she does not arrive in just one form. But all the stories repeat certain, significant things.

They tell you she is beautiful, impossible to overlook. She most usually has long, flowing hair and a steady, direct, enrapturing gaze. Sometimes she is described as mermaid-like, half-woman half-fish. Sometimes she walks among people in the newest fashion, high heels and modern clothes, as if the water itself has learned the latest styles of urban popularity. Sometimes she even appears as a man.

In the most widely recognised picture of her, she is a woman with abundant hair, holding two mighty serpents, the bottom part of her body hidden like she’s rising up out of muddy water, the rest obscured below the surface. People say that’s the point: what you can’t see is the mystery, the power. Maybe the body is a fishtail, maybe a snake’s. Maybe neither. The water keeps its own secret.

But whatever form she takes, the stories agree on what she does.

Mami Wata offers gifts, wealth of money and goods that seem to come “from abroad,” “across the sea”, from beyond the ordinary backbreaking work of everyday labour. She promises the signs of modern life like cars, watches, computers. Even high-rise apartments. She can heal. She can elevate. She can make life full, and shiny, and exciting.

And then the warning arrives, because it always does: her gifts bind.

Mami Wata is not a spirit you “believe in” the way you believe in, like an idea. She is a spirit you enter into relationship with. And relations have rules. People speak about prohibitions. Days you must keep aside. Places you must no go, things you must not do, desires you must control. And if you break the terms of the agreement, the blessing becomes a curse: the same spirit who promises riches brings illness, loss, even death .

Some people ask how we know what she looks like, but the answer is simple: someone with special powers must have gone under the water to take her picture. And the image they point to is often the same, well-known print. A snake-charmer picture that travelled into West and Central Africa along the same routes and at the same time as goods and strangers from the outside, carried and recopied until it became, for many, Mami Wata’s most recognisable face.

Before moving on, I want us to just sit with this image for a moment:

A spirit of water, “Mother of Water,” known through beauty and serpents, sometimes mermaid-like, sometimes dressed in the newest styles; a giver of the foreign wealth of modernity; who requires personal relationships that can both bless and curse; and a face famous because images, like people and money, also travel.


2. Narrativity in motion
So, I hope now you have a basic sense of Mami Wata. Now I want to be clear about what we will do next, because I want us to resist the temptation to ask questions like: “Where did she really come from?” or “Which version is the original?”

We do not want to try to pin Mami Wata down as one single spirit with one correct origin story. Not only is this nearly impossible, it’s also largely irrelevant, as these are not important for what Mami Wata now does in the world. Instead, I want to use Mami Wata as a case that helps us see something bigger: firstly, how myth-like narrative assemblages cohere and gain traction in the present, from interesting story to something with known cosmological power; and secondly, how spiritual figures and the stories the populate move and change through history alongside the movement of people, goods, and images.

When a figure like this spreads across regions, it does not spread as an exact copy. It spreads through contact and circulation, by taking on elements of present cultures and contexts and changing them slightly. Incorporating some things, replacing others. What it becomes in that new place is often a haphazard mix of images, stories, rumours, objects, and expectations, each of which has its own particular individual, sociocultural, and historical baggage. Then people interpret what is arriving through what they already know and what they already take seriously. They make it fit local spiritual logics, local ideas about things like water, power, danger, kinship, obligation, and benefit.

What matters for us is that this is not only a story about movement. It is also a story about mythogenesis, about how a figure gets made into power in the present. As images, objects, and stories circulate, they do not just travel. They gather. They get repeated, argued over, displayed, ritualised, linked to experiences like affliction and healing, vows and consequences. Over time, that bundle starts to cohere. It stops being just an interesting story or a striking picture and becomes a recognised presence with known capacities and demands.

That also sets a rule for how we talk about hybridity, by which we mean the blending of distinct cultures, identities, or media to create new forms. We cannot just start from the idea that Africa was empty and outside images arrive to create meaning. This is what colonials and missionaries believed. This is what condoned the slave trade. Instead, we start from the ethnographic fact that water is already a powerful domain in many African settings. So when new images arrived, they become powerful specifically because they could be taken up within an already populated and meaningful spiritual terrain.

So the guiding questions for this part of the lecture are these: how are contemporary myths generated, how do movement and circulation make them possible, and how do they harden into narratives and entities given real cosmological power and effects?


3. Colonial encounters
Colonialism didn’t invent Mami Wata. But it did change the world she came to live in. It changed who was moving, what was arriving, what kinds of images people were seeing, and what kinds of words became available to describe spiritual power. Those changes mattered because they made it easier for a figure like Mami Wata to spread, to take on new forms, and to become recognisable across distance.

First, encounter changed representation. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, West African coastal and riverine zones became dense with new ways of making things public. Missions and schools produced new habits of reading and looking. Administrations wrote reports and laws. Newspapers and posters circulated images and stories. Photography and then film gave new ways to see and new forms of evidence (Wendl, 2001).

The key point is not that these replace older spiritual worlds. The point is that they change the conditions under which something gains traction. When an image can be printed, copied, sold, and reworked into new formats, it quickly becomes recognisable. These repeated encounters are part of myth-making, one way a narrative figure moves from “a story I heard” to “a presence everyone is talking about.”

Mami Wata’s devotees did not simply copy a ready-made spiritual template. They took images and ideas that were already circulating, interpreted them through the ideas and rules they already had, gave them new meanings, and then remade and presented them again in ways that serveed local purposes (Drewal, 1988). In the increasingly connected conditions of modern life, there are simply more circulating materials to work with, more ways to reproduce and display results. This speeds up both movement and mythogenesis.

Missionary and administrative presence does not sit outside these circulations but instead become part of how narratives get told, challenged, defended, and redirected. Stories and images get pulled into wider arguments about what counts as myth, witchcraft or proper religion, what counts as danger, deception, or healing. This matters because myth-making is about repetition and contestation as much as circulation. When a figure keeps being talked about, even if negatively, it becomes more public, recognisable, consequential, powerful.

Jell-Bahlsen (2024) stresses “Mami Wata” is not a stable being with a fixed biography but a circulating cluster of names, imagery, and practices that slowly became recognisable through repeated recontextualisation in various historical situations, including colonial and postcolonial public and religious cultures. This is why it helps to think of Mami Wata as a “complex” rather than a single fixed character, because what is spreading isn’t one identical story but a recognisable bundle of images and narrative components that has been reworked as it moved.

People are not only learning new pictures and stories. They are also learning new moral vocabularies for talking about spiritual power. The same risky relationships, now just called temptation, seduction, evil, demonic. The point is not that these terms decide what Mami Wata “really is”, although many contemporary African Christians would say that they actually do. The point is they expand the conceptual language available, giving figures like Mami Wata even more public awareness and thus even more reason to be taken seriously. 

For, Frank (1995) this is most obvious in how people talk about wealth. Prosperity is not a simple fact of “rich” or “not rich.” It is judged by kind and source of wealth. The distinction between permitted and prohibited wealth shows that where new forms of money and status appear unevenly, and where new moral languages circulate alongside older ones, questions around their perhaps illicit origin sharpen. In other words, when wealth becomes more visible and suspicion easier to voice, spiritual narratives become a primary way people make sense of success that looks unaccountable.

So, colonial encounter was not the origin of Mami Wata but a set of conditions that changed visibility, circulation, and moral debate. It increased the speed and reach of images and stories, created new public arenas where they were argued over, and added moral vocabularies that intensified questions about desire, danger, wealth, and obligation. In other words, it changed the conditions in which a travelling figure gathered mythological power, without reducing that power to colonial discourse.
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4. Hybrid imagery
By now we should see, quite clearly, how myths get made, especially through the various motions and movements of human social life. If we go looking for one correct picture of Mami Wata, we will miss what matters, because what is travelling is not a single thing. It is an assemblage, a bundle of images, ideas, practices, objects, and expectations that holds together well enough to be recognisable, while still being flexible enough to be portable to new contexts and remade once it arrives.

So hybridity is a fundamental part how narrative complexes get built. As it moves, new things get added, old things get rearranged. A picture might arrive and be treated as a person. An object might arrive and become an offering. A particular type of practice might spread, such a way of building a shrine or explaining affliction or healing. Over time, the pieces cohere. People come to know what sort of being this is, what they want, what they can do, what they demand, and what it will cost.

One of the most recognised Mami Wata images comes from a snake charmer print. The important point is not the “true origin” of the print or who it “really” represents. The important point is what happens after it arrived. It was re-read into water spirit worlds, copied into local arts, placed in shrines, and linked to relationships and consequences both spiritual and social. The image became a priamry element in a wider assemblage that includes ritual use, objects of display, and shared expectations about what Mami Wata is like (Drewal, 1988).

And once you see it this way, variation stops looking like confusion. The recognisable cluster is still there. You might see some combination of beauty, water, serpents, sometimes with mermaid-like features, sometimes a more cosmopolitan look. But alongside that you often see recurring ideas and practices, wealth that attracts, promises that bind, prohibitions that matter, and the sense that the relationship carries deep cosmological consequences. The complex stays recognisable because the bundle hangs together, not because one portrait stays the same or a certain number of components occur. Hybridity is not dilution. It is the means by which a complex becomes portable and durable.

Mami Wata does not become widely known only because a particular image circulates. Many people who have never seen one still know her,  because what travels is the narrative assemblage: a water being who is both alluring and dangerous, can give wealth or protection, who can bind or curse people, whose gifts carry consequences. Public media matter mainly for how they provide occasions for that bundle to be repeated, argued over, and stabilised as something socially real (Kasfir, 1994).

And these stories are not floating free. They get attach to lived relationships and experiences that people treat as consequential. Water spirit relations get narrated and lived through kinship and marriage, affliction and healing, vows and prohibitions, demands and disturbances, blessings and curses. So the assemblage is practical: it gives an everyday language for organising desire and danger, benefit and cost (Bastian, 1997).

So treat hybridity as a feature of myth, not a flaw. This is myth in the active voice. Not a finished tale, but a narrative machine. As stories, objects, practices, and images circulate, they get gathered and reworked into a bundle that stays recognisable. And this is not only how a story becomes myth, but how a myth becomes more than a story. 
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BREAK 01:50–1:55

1:55-2:30: Occult Economies of Spirit Wealth

1. Framing the occult economy 
So, if Mami Wata is myth in the active voice, what is it doing? It keeps returning to one problem. Benefit attracts, but the cost follows. Gifts bind. Promises come with terms. You get something, but you owe something back. That is where the danger sits.

I’ll start with an autobiographical given to me during my fieldwork. Then we’ll analyse it through a lens called “the occult economy”. 

As you listen to Saul’s story, think about it in relation to what you heard about Mami Wata. It is not the same, but it is clearly a similar form of contemporary myth organised around a comparable moral engine. Wealth and power come through relationships and exchanges that bind you, take from you, and pull away from ordinary social life, relationships, and accountability. People do not consider unexpected prosperity a simple economic fact. Instead, they argue and worry about what kind of wealth it is, where it came from, what it does, and most of all, who it harms.


2. A meeting in Magwi 
On the day in question, myself and my neighbour ‘John’ rode John’s dilapidated Chinese motorcycle to Saul’s home. We arrived to find him waiting with a variety of onlookers and old Reverend Yofes, an ancient-looking pastor in one of the local evangelical churches. After the obligatory greetings, small talk and food, we settled down to the matter at hand. 

‘Brother John tells me you want to know about underwater, about demons?’ Saul began in English. ‘If this is true, I can tell you. I know these things, I have been there. Let us begin’. 
While John did his best to help translate as Saul moved backwards and forwards between Acholi, Arabic and English, the story which followed remains the most unlikely biographical account I have ever heard. 

Saul is from the Acholi-speaking area of South Sudan where I undertook fieldwork during 2013 and 2014, and a man who says he has physically travelled ‘under the water’ to ‘the land of demons’. 

He actively publicises this fact. Indeed, much of the power of his evangelical work is that he is known to have once been ‘a demon worshipper’ (his words), someone who has travelled under the water to speak with those who live in the demonic cities below. Like many evangelical Christians, Saul knows these movements are not only real but commonplace, linking the evil in this world with the evil lurking below it. And, in his instance, he is definitive his life story proves this. 

‘During the last war’, Saul began, ‘I was a fish seller in Uganda. I had a friend and together we would catch fish to sell. My friend came to me one day… saying we did not have enough money, that we needed more but he knew how to get it. But to get it we had to go on a boat … We went out on the water but when we got to the middle, suddenly a very heavy wind started blowing’. 

‘When the wind came, we found we were not in a boat but in a minivan taxi. The driver was just a like a normal person but with the head of a snake. The taxi was full of people but no-one was talking, everyone was silent. And the water had come up over the taxi. We were not on top of the water but under it and the taxi was driving through it like on a road … It was not a real boat. It was a demon, a snake. When you enter, the taxi goes underwater’. 

‘Under the water’, Saul related, ‘there are demon cities … and the environment is just like above. There are buildings, plants, people. But it is silent … And some demons looking like people came to meet us and take us to the Demon King … First, however, they needed 60 cattle’. 

At this point, old pastor Yofes, who had been listening silently entered the discussion: 
If you want money, you need to give a cow. But a cow is a human being! So they take your family so you can get rich or powerful. Especially if a hard worker! Because they take the life out of you but you are not dead, just your spirit taken. Like dead but being alive. They get dead people to work for them. Digging, planting, fishing. 

‘Yes!’ cried Saul. ‘The community are fearful of them. They bring the sickness, death, unlawful behaviour. And the bodies under the water multiply. Today there is one, two. Then tomorrow ten! And the war that has started here now …, that is because politicians go to The King Underwater, because they want the money, the power’.

After this, Saul said, ‘I left and went to Mombasa, ... To travel to Mombasa you go underwater on the dragon boat, not above ground. When you reach it, you do not go to the real city, only to the underwater Mombasa where the demons are. ... When I reached Mombasa I was given many powers: the power of free transport, to move without problem. Never again to pay. Another was the contacts on the phone so I could call the demons if I wanted something or needed someone to die’. Then they gave him a permit, and sent him to India. ‘They told me my money needed to come from India. And they sent me there because when they asked what I needed, I said riches, but not now, later. So the demons knew I would win many people for them.

‘The Demon King was there in India’, Saul said, ‘a very beautiful woman, an Indian woman. I was taken to meet her. And when I reached her, money was given to me. … Then they demanded more cattle. But like Yofes told you, when they talk about cattle they mean people, human beings. And when I made the promise they gave me a magic screen, just like a computer. You use it to see people. Anywhere, even America. So then if you want anything, you look into the screen and it will be sent to you. Automatic. And they gave me a hedgehog to stay with me and hold my power.

‘The main city of demons is in India. The generals, the president, the businessmen, they all go there to get power. You know, many things people sell are made in India. They all say “India” on them, and the people who sell them are powerful! They were sent to India also! The ones with the small shops, they have only been to Mombasa. But the big shops, the ones with all the things made in India and China, they are the ones who were sent to India. That is how you know.

‘There is nothing stronger than the demons of India. They are the only ones with that screen, and so they are powerful. It gives whatever you want, kills whoever you want. Even people in America! And the hedgehog, that is a special weapon. You take that, you pull the hair from it and throw it at people. On the screen is the picture of who you want to destroy. Then you take the hair of the hedgehog and throw it at the picture and they will die. And then the underwater agents will take them, to work. That is why they give people that power. ‘And the demons there, they look just like Indians. The women all have long hair and wear clothes on their heads. The men are all very fat. The buildings are all very big and beautiful, shiny and metal and glass, just like in America. And there are many vehicles. What is here on earth is also under the sea’.


3. Demon cities as wealth infrastructure
So, start with what Saul gives you. Under the water is not just “a spirit place.” It is a world that is organised, just like above. He talks about a boat that becomes a minivan. He talks about silence. He talks about snake headed drivers and demon cities where “the environment is just like above”: buildings, plants, people. And he talks about being taken to meet the Demon King.

The detail matters. It stages wealth not as magic that simply appears, but as something that comes through an organised world with its own routes, authorities, and procedures. Saul’s story repeatedly insists that money and power come from somewhere structured. He is moved through places. He is given permits and permissions. He is sent onward, first to underwater Mombasa, then underwater India, which he describes as where the main demonic powers are centred.

The economy of this space is also explicitly relational and extractive. What is demanded is “cattle,” and Reverend Yofes spells this out: a cow is a human being. They take your friends and family so you can get rich or powerful. They take your soul or spirit, and put the taken to work, digging, planting, and fishing. So wealth is imagined as produced through extractive labour, but captive labour hidden from ordinary social accountability.

Victor describes a very similar story-world in northern Uganda, where “those who go underwater” are accused of going beneath lakes and rivers to labour in the workshops of underwater demons, from which the world’s expensive and high-quality goods originate (2019). The point is that the goods do not just appear by magic but are said to be made somewhere, by someone, through the same forms of labour used on the surface.

The point is simple. These are stories that narrate wealth as infrastructure: a world below with routes, authorities, exchange, and labour. That is what makes them more than vague rumour. They give structured narrative form to a hard question: where does wealth come from, and what does it cost, when the channels that move it are not visible to ordinary people (O’Byrne, 2021; Victor, 2019).
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4. Moral warfare and deliverance
In Saul’s story, you can hear a Christian vocabulary doing real work. The underwater world is not just powerful. It is demonic. There is a Demon King. The whole account is told as a warning about what kind of power this is and what it does to you.

That matters because Pentecostal and evangelical Christianity does not make underwater stories go away. It gives them a new moral shape. The same basic elements remain, money, power, exchange, cost, but the story now sits inside a battle between God and demons. The problem is no longer only, “is this wealth legitimate?” It becomes, “what have you joined yourself to?” A gift is treated as a trap. A promise becomes bondage. The solution is deliverance.

You can see how this connects to Mami Wata. In both cases, the myth returns to the same moral engine, wealth that attracts and binds, gifts that come with terms, the dangerous consequence. What Pentecostal language does is sharpen the judgement and raise the stakes. Instead of a risky relationship with a powerful spirit, it becomes demonic covenant. Instead of a costly gift, it is spiritual bondage. In other words, the narrative is not being replaced. It is just being retold in a different register.

You can see how this language operates in public, beyond one person’s testimony. In northern Uganda, accusations about “going underwater” are told as real ways of gaining goods and success, and therefore as an ethical scandal. Pentecostal language intensifies this. It gives people a way to say suspicious success is not only immoral but spiritually dangerous, a sign of demonic connection, making the underlying myth harder to ignore (Victor, 2019).

So, what does this add to our theme of contemporary myth. It shows myth doing public work. These stories do not just describe an underwater world. They judge it. They warn about gifts. They explain why some success is feared. They give people a language for accusation and a script for breaking the bond. That is how stories act in the world, not only by being told, but by shaping what people think they must do. In that sense, the Pentecostal retelling is not a side story. It is one way such myths become sharper, more portable, and more consequential in everyday life.
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5. Contemporary Myth and Moral Danger
The occult economy, then, is not just a way of describing hidden exchange. It reveals a living narrative form through which wealth, danger, and power are made morally legible in the present. In Saul’s account, and in the wider stories it resembles, prosperity is not treated as a neutral economic fact. It is something judged, feared, and explained. It is tied to hidden relations, unequal exchange, and dangerous gifts that detach individual success from ordinary labour, reciprocity, and social accountability (O’Byrne, 2021.

And this is why it makes sense to treat these narratives as contemporary myth. This does not mean a false story surviving into modernity. It means a particular type of narrative formation remaining active in the present, traveling through current conditions, and helping people interpret that which is happening around them. Underwater stories do exactly that. They attach spiritual and moral significance to modern goods, transport and bureaucracy, to political authority and conspicuous success. Saul is explicit on this: the underwater world is a resolutely modern infrastructure of offices, paperwork, taxis, labour, and exchange, a demonic analogue world above (O’Byrne, 2021). Victor shows something similar in northern Uganda, where “those who go underwater” are figures who cohere multiple everyday ethical concerns in a world marked by war, insecurity, and morally suspect prosperity (Victor, 2019). 

And it is this which connects the material back to Mami Wata without making them identical. The point is not that they are the same ir share a single origin, it is that they share comparable logics. In both cases, dangerous power attracts, the promise of riches bind. Desire and fear are joined together. Drewal notes that although people are drawn to what Mami Wata offers, they frightened by what she may demand in return (Drewal, 2008). Underwater narratives work in a similar way. They are not simply stories about money or power but about becoming attached to things or embedded in relations with greater moral costs.

The Pentecostal language in Saul’s testimony sharpens this even further. Success is evidence not only of danger but spiritual warfare. That matters because it shows contemporary myth adapting to new religious settings. Drewal notes Mami Wata has become a major target of Pentecostal demonisation (Drewal, 2008). My own work has engaged with the same processes in South Sudan, where underwater wealth is narrated through evangelical concerns with evil, salvation, and deliverance belonging to a wider transnational genre of (O’Byrne, 2021). The mythic field does not disappear, it just gets retold in a more intensified Christian register.

So contemporary myth are not survivals from earlier worlds. They are what narrative becomes when people use stories to think through the pressures, problems, and questions of life. They give shape to experience. It is this that links the material we have covered; why these materials do not easily sit in separate boxes called “traditional myth,” “spirit story”, or “modern rumour.” Whether the focus is a powerful water being, a world beneath the surface, or narratives rooted in history or everyday social life, the same basic patterns recur. Myth works by giving life dramatic form. In that sense, it does not belong to the distant past but remains active wherever people use stories to hold together attraction and threat, benefit and loss, hope and unease.

When we return after a short break, we ask a different question. If narratives like these carry such force, how do they get carried, regulated, and made durable over time? In doing so, we will turn from contemporary myth as interpretation to oral narrative as historical practice.
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BREAK 2:30–2:35

2:35-3:00: Orality, History, and the Problem of “Myth”

1. Remembering a forgotten question
We ended the yesterday’s lecture with a methodological problem: what happens to oral pasts when history is defined through documents? Once writing becomes the threshold of legitimacy, narratives carried in performance, memory, genealogy, and repeated telling are easily relocated into “lower” categories like “myth,” “tradition,” or “pre-history”. Not because they lack seriousness, but because they are organised around transmission rather than inscription. We framed the opening of today the same way: asking not whether oral narratives are true or false, but what happens when the question changes from “is this myth or history?” to “how is the past being made authoritative here?” .

This final portion of today answers this. The issue is not whether or when oral pasts become history but how a community makes claims about the past durable, authoritative, and consequential over time. This is a shift from category to practice: from documents as the measure of history to the social conditions under which narratives are carried, recognised, regulated, and made weighty.


2. Oral Narrative as Historical Practice
A past does not become historical only when it is written down. It becomes historical when it is carried in recognisable forms, by people whose speech has standing, under conditions where accounts can be repeated, heard, judged, and made consequential. The question is not whether oral narrative looks enough like written history but how it works as a disciplined social practice for carrying the past.

That matters because “oral” is often misheard as loose, informal, or unstable. But the Acholi material points in the opposite direction. Oral narrative is not simply speech that disappears once spoken. It is organised through settings, expectations, remembered sequences, and social roles. In p’Bitek’s account of evening storytelling, narration takes place at the wang oo, the fireside gathering that functions as a shared social scene for performance, listening, response, and continuation. These stories unfold before others rather than in private isolation. It is not just that stories are told aloud. It is that they are told in a known form, in a known place, before a known audience, under conditions that make narration a social event (p’Bitek, 1962).

p’Bitek (1962) makes clear that public forms of storytelling carry consequence. Such stories do not just entertain. They instruct, expose, ridicule, warn, educate. p’Bitek is explicit that Acholi storytelling serves moral education, develops self-expression and oratory, and helps expose the weaknesses of powerful people (p’Bitek, 1962). In other words, narrative is one of the ways social life is judged and regulated.

Oral records of major historical events do not circulate anonymously. As Okot notes, they are narrated by elders whose words carry weight because they are recognised as authorities of ancestral knowledge, while also being passed onward to younger people who gradually add insights from their own experiences. What matters is that the past is neither open to free invention nor preserved as a dead inheritance but carried through a social process that regulates who may speak, how narratives travel, and how they remain responsive to changing circumstances (Okot, 2019).
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3. How Oral Traditions Carry Authority
The question is therefore no longer only what a story says, but how it is carried through social life. Once attention shifts from content to carriage, oral narrative stops looking like mere storytelling and comes into view as historical practice: one that preserves, orders, and transmits the past through socially recognised acts of narration.

A past endures only when it can outlast any single act of telling. That requires accepted ways of passing it on, occasions in which it can be repeated, and forms of continuity that let one performance connect to the next. Oral tradition is therefore not just narration in motion. It is narration made durable across time.

That durability can be analysed methodologically. The key questions are practical: what makes one version count, how is a telling judged adequate, what happens when versions diverge, and how do listeners distinguish accepted account from commentary or dispute? Once framed in those terms, variation stops looking like failure and starts to look like evidence both of transmission and of important idiosyncrasies.

Differences between tellings matters, methodologically. A variant is not simply a flaw to be discarded in search of one perfect original. It can show where a tradition is tightly regulated, where it is more open and why, and what kinds of pressure have reshaped it over time. Variation is therefore not noise but evidence: it shows how a past is being reproduced, adapted, and contested, not whether someone has remembered it “correctly.”

Vansina (1971) gives us the methodological language with which to deal with this problem. He does this not by treating oral tradition as a fixed text, but rather as something whose historical force lies in the conditions of its transmission. His contribution is not to rescue oral tradition by pretending it behaves exactly like writing, but to show how it becomes historically analysable once attention shifts to its carriage: the milieu in which it is learned, the recognised lines through which it passes, and the variants through which it can be compared and evaluated. Reliability, on that view, does not depend on inscription by itself. It depends on repetition under recognised conditions, comparison across tellings, and the fact that some accounts matter enough to attract correction, disagreement, and consequence. Orality, then, is not the absence of archive. It is a different way of organising historical authority.
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4. Why Oral Tradition Matters for Myth
This matters for a course on myth because the category “myth” only becomes analytically useful once we stop treating it as a synonym for falsehood or fantasy. Across the last two lectures, the problem has never been whether a given narrative is “really” myth or history. The problem has been what happens when narrative is classified from outside before we ask how it works, what it carries, and what authority it already has. Once oral traditions are approached as regulated forms of transmission rather than as loose stories, the stakes of that classification become much clearer. A narrative called “myth” may be doing cosmological, moral, political, genealogical, or historical work all at once. Simply calling it myth risks obscuring that.

This is why the methodological points matter. If a past can be carried through narrative, then myth can no longer be treated as the opposite of history in any simple way, as that binary depends on the assumption that writing is what makes something durable and that anything oral belongs to a different category: sacred story, legend, belief, pre-history. But that is precisely the assumption both lectures have been critiquing. In the Māori material, the label “myth” appeared as a classificatory act that could reorder whakapapa pūrākau into an external taxonomy and quietly demote orally transmitted pasts. In today’s African material, the same problem appeared in different form: how oral narrativity has always already organised and structured authority, consequence, and historical force.

A course on myth has to ask more than what a story means. It has to ask what kind of claim the story is making, what work it is doing, and what happens when we place it in a category like myth, history, genealogy, or folktale. The issue is not that narratives arrive in the world already sorted into clear types. The issue is classification itself reorganises. Once a narrative is called “myth,” it may become easier to compare, teach, or interpret, but it may also be pulled away from history, land, authority, or obligation, relocated into safer and easier to abstract spaces of culture, symbolism, or belief. Before we decide, we need to ask how it is carried, who by, with what authority, and what classifying it does.

That is why oral tradition matters here. It forces us to confront myth as a problem of authority, not just interpretation. It asks whether using the word “myth” clarifies what a narrative is doing, or whether it flattens or devalues indigenous distinctions. It asks whether myth names a genre, a relation to truth, a colonial demotion, a sacred narrative, or a scholarly convenience. And once such questions are open, the study of myth becomes less about defining a type of story and more about understanding how narrative, classification and power are bound together.


5. Two Lecture Conclusion
What I have tried to show in my two lectures is not that some societies have myth while others have history. Rather, I have argued that it is that the distinction itself is often unstable. The word myth is not neutral. In both lectures, it has appeared as a classificatory label that can elevate, contain, compare, diminish, or displace, depending on how it is used . That is why the question was never simply what “is” myth. The more important question, to me, has always been what does this word, or any label, do.

A second conclusion follows. Writing is not the sole criterion of history. A past becomes historical when it is carried through recognised, regulated, and consequential forms of transmission. Oral narrativity can therefore function as historical practice, not because it imitates writing, but because it organises authority, memory, and social practice in its own way.

The broader point should now be clear. Once we ask how narratives are carried, regulated, and made authoritative, the old opposition between “myth” and “history” begins to lose its force. The issue is not whether a society has one rather than the other, but how different kinds of narrative are authorised, differentiated, and made consequential. That is what the first lecture exposed at the level of classification: calling whakapapa pūrākau “myth” or “pre-history” did not simply describe it, but risked relocating genealogical and cosmological ordering into the lesser category of mere story. It is also what today has shown at the level of practice: among Acholi, the past is carried through recognised forms of narration, internally differentiated, and tied to standing, obligation, and consequence rather than scholarly label or analysis. The problem is not whether a society has myth or history, but how different kinds of narrative are authorised, carried, and made consequential.
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