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Quotation in the Constitution of
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Karin Barber

understood in terms of the way it is constituted as text. Research on

oral verbal art usually proceeds by collecting a number of examples
of a recognized, named genre (a particular kind of poem, song, dirge,
chant, tale) and then examining them for the “characteristic features” they
share. But the analysis should not stop there. We need to presume that tex-
tuality itself is culturally specific: that there are different ways of being
“text,” and that genres recognized as distinct within a given cultural field
may nevertheless share a common textuality. To grasp the specific aesthetic
mode of any verbal art, then, we need to understand how it is marked, and
constituted, as text. To develop this argument, I find it necessary to take
issue with the prevailing emphasis on oral art as defined exclusively by
performance.

3 ny genre of verbal art, or any single instance of a genre, can be

The notion of “text” itself is suspect to many scholars of oral verbal art,
on the grounds that it reifies and objectifies what is emergent, impro-
visatory, and fluid. In this view, “text” implies writing, and referring to oral
verbal art as “texts” is a by-product of the practice of reducing the oral to
the written—a distorting, scriptocentric imposition. It follows from this that
a textcentered conception of verbal art “places severe constraints on the
development of a meaningful framework for the understanding of verbal
art as performance” (Bauman, Verbal Art 8). Richard Bauman’s influential
early formulation opened the way to a performance-centered, rather than
“text”-centered, approach:

Performance as a mode of spoken verbal communication consists
in the assumption of responsibility to the audience for a display of
communicative competence . . . an assumption of accountability to
an audience for the way in which communication is carried out
above and beyond the referential content. . . [I]t is no longer nec-
essary to begin with artful texts, identified on independent formal
grounds and then reinjected into situations of use. (Verbal Art11)

Recently, however, a more inclusive view of text has been gaining ground,
closer to its original sense of “something woven; a tissue.” W. F. Hanks pro-
poses as a working definition “any configuration of signs that is coherently
interpretable by some community of users” (95)—encompassing not only
oral and written discourses of innumerable types but also painting, music,
and film. This shift has made possible the reintegration of the notion of text
into an open and dynamic approach to verbal art.

Within the broad category of interpretable configurations of signs, cer-
tain kinds of texts are specifically demarcated” and recognized as texts
within the cultures that produce them. In a recent paper, Bauman and
Charles Briggs have moved to a notion of entextualization as “the process of
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rendering discourse extractable, of making a stretch of linguistic produc-
tion into a unit—a fext—that can be lifted out of its interactional setting”
(73). This is a promising move. But Bauman and Briggs remain committed
to the position that it is performance that brings about “entextualization” and
that itis the act of speaking that is put on display, “objectified,” and lifted from
its interactional setting for evaluaton by an audience: “Performance
heightens awareness of the act of speaking and licenses the audience to
evaluate the skill and effectiveness of the performer’s accomplishment”
(73).

By contrast, I will argue that in Yoruba oral verbal art, it is not exclu-
sively, or even principally, the performance that is detached, “objectified,”
and partially lifted from its interactional setting: it is the texts themselves,
in the sense of configurations of words constituted as texts—and that this
in part accounts for the texts’ power and effectivity. In my view, the oral
practitioners themselves may indeed “begin with artful texts, identified
on independent formal grounds,” which they then “reinject into situations
of use.”

Hostility to “reified,” “object-centered” notions of performance, text
and context is almost universal among present-day scholars of oral verbal
art, and it is easy to see why. But the argument has often taken on the
appearance of a war of vocabulary—elegantly summarized by Dwight
Conquergood—in which “objectification” and “reification” automatically
appear among the enemy lexicon, along with “fixity,” “structure,” “system,”
“distance,” and “detachment,” in opposition to “improvisation,” “flow,”
“process,” “participation,” “embodiment,” and “dialogue” (see also
Drewal). The value of the latter set of terms for the study of Yoriiba oral
texts is superabundantly obvious. Nothing could be more emergent, fluid,
provisional, or dialogic than an oriki chant (see Barber, I Could Speak). Even
in the corpus of Ifd and Eérindinlégiin divination verses, which are much
more fixed and “writing-like,” there is scope for the diviner to improvise,
recreate, and reinterpret his or her memorized texts. Nonetheless, a cer-
tain kind of “objectification” or “reification” is precisely what is aspired to
in both these Yortuiba oral genres. The fact that this is inseparable from the
performative qualities just alluded to suggests that the vocabulary should
never have been dichotomized in the first place.

There is a class of texts, in Yortuiba culture, that are constituted to have
objectlike properties, that is, to attain a certain solidity, a susceptibility to
comment, and a partial detachment from the immediate context of utter-
ance. The words of these texts are experienced as durable formulations
that transcend time. Work goes into making them so. They are regarded, in
F. Niyi Akinnaso's words, as “intrinsically valuable objects, objects whose
value is thought to transcend that of conversation or other everyday use of
language” (“On the Similarities” 346).%> Even uttered by a poor performer,
they are regarded as retaining their identity and their value, for stumbling
half-words work as indices or reminders of a text that is felt to exist beyond
and outside the moment of performance. What I wish to argue in this
paper is that this “reification” of utterance is signaled, in Yoruba discourses,
by the intense and pervasive presence of quotation. There is a whole field of
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texts that are constituted as quotations: rather than being merely uttered,
they are cited. Presenting text as a quotation means insisting that it has an
independent identity outside the context of utterance—that it is recognizable
as a verbal formulation. Quotation implies that what is quoted was already
there before the present speaker used it. New texts are not excluded, for
they are formulated as if in order to be quoted—and often, indeed, sound
as if they were already quotations.® Detaching utterance in this way invites
analysis, comment, interpretation. It constitutes the text as something with
properties of its own. As J. Mukarovsky said, “There is concentration of
attention on the wording of a quote” (“Prislovi jako soucast kontextu” 101).

There are many speech registers in Yoruba life which are formulaic,
patterned, and repeated, but which are not normally quoted. When you
attend a festival or any other periodic celebration in a Yoruba town, at some
point you will probably say to your hosts, the celebrants,

E ki odun, e ki iyedin, aséyi-samodin

Greetings for the festival, greetings for having survived the year,
may we celebrate this one and also the next one.

This is a recurrent utterance—a formula that is repeated every time the
situation warrants it—with a “poetic” patterning above and beyond the reg-
ularities of grammatical structure. Note the three phrases, each longer than
the last, and each ending on a high tone; note that the first two phrases are
structurally alike, while the third one is different—a common pattern in
Yoruba poetry. However, this formula is not normally quoted. That s, it is
not uttered in such a way as to draw attention to its status as text that has
been previously constituted and already uttered by others. No comment is
elicited by its utterance—unless the speaker says it wrong or at an inappro-
priate time (or, conversely, if the speaker happens to be a foreigner and says
it right). It is the correct thing to say, and is appreciated as such; but saying
it is not intended to invite attention.
Compare that with the following:

Agbalagbi ki 1 se lagba-lagba.
Elders do not behave indecorously.

This is also a repeated, patterned utterance. The tonal play on dgbalagba
(elders) and lagbalagba (indecorously), epanaleptically opposed, gives the
statement a succinct air of clinching the matter, often found in Yoruba
proverbs. But when this sentence is uttered, it is quoted. Often this fact is
indicated by the speaker’s use of a preface, such as “T6t6 6 dabi owe” ‘I beg
your pardon, this sounds like a proverb,’ or more simply “W¢n ni .. .” ‘They
say that .. .." The prefaces explicitly recognize the proverb as (a) having a
life of its own, an identity as an enduring text, of a specific, named genre,
and (b) as being of a provenance external to the speaker, words already put
into circulation by others.

The listeners may very well assess the speaker’s competence in “per-
forming”™ a proverb—evaluating its appropriateness to the situation, for
example, or the accuracy of the speaker’s rendering. Some commentators,
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indeed, have identified performance rather than quotation as the essential
dimension of proverb use (see Yankah 33). But, at least in the Yoruiba con-
text, listeners also assess the proverb itself, as a text. Oyekan Owomoyela
gives examples of a response where the listeners disagree with the proverb:
“the proverb Or ki i buni ni gwj (A head is never bad in company), which
contends, in effect, that people who hang together are unlikely to hang sep-
arately, is usually flatly contradicted with On a mda buri lbwod; bt a ba soko si
awujo enikan ni y6 bad (A head may be bad in a group; if one throws a stone
into a group it will hit one person)” (6-7).

The quotedness of proverbs, then, signals that they are utterance that
is constituted to invite comment, analysis, and assessment—not only assess-
ment of the performance, but assessment of the text itself, as a detachable
autonomous formulation which has to be captured and grounded by the
user but which is defined, by the users themselves, precisely as utterance
which escapes total definition by its context.

The proverb has been widely recognized as one of the most conspicu-
ous forms of everyday quotation, and some scholars have assumed that it is
virtually the only one. Joyce Penfield, for example, in her study of “Igbo
quoting behavior,” takes proverbs as the quintessential case of quoting,
adding only a few supplementary and parallel cases like quotations of the
Bible and English literature. The functions and effects of such acts of quo-
tation are correspondingly clearcut in her account.* There are other stud-
ies, however, that evoke quotation as a pervasive, multilayered mode of
speech, permeating entire fields of discourse. Joel Sherzer draws attention
to the ubiquity of quotation in Kuna ways of speaking, and stresses that it
always involves a metadiscursive relationship to what is quoted: “retellings
blend into interpretations, for in resaying what someone else has said or
even what you yourself have said on another occasion there is always an
implied interpretation” (205). Thus Kuna discourses involve multiple layers
of simultaneous, embedded quotation, and commentary. In Yortba cul-
ture, too, quotedness extends far beyond the realm of proverbs. It reveals
itself, as I intend to show, as the key to a whole field of textuality. Oriki
(appellations, which are the basis of innumerable chanted genres) and ese
Ifd (the great corpus of Ifd divination poetry) are tissues of quotation, quo-
tation which operates simultaneously on different levels, to different
degrees, and with different effects. The field of Yoruba “quoted” texts over-
laps partially with the category “literature” or “verbal art” as commonly
defined. But quotedness and quotability seem to me to be a more funda-
mental and more revealing feature of these texts than those features com-
monly identified as criteria of “literature” in universalistic definitions.

One well-established criterion of “literature,” for example, is the
Formalist one of “poetic language” characterized by linguistic patterning
different from that produced by the normal rules of grammar: “fore-
grounding” the words themselves, as Mukarovsky put it (see “Standard
Language”); or, as Geoffrey N. Leech explained it, “deviating” from the
normal rules of grammar either by breaking them or by adding supple-
mentary ones. It has been shown, however, that many speech genres not
defined as “literature” within the cultures that produce them also exhibit
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marked formal properties involving word-play, rhyme, parallelism, figura-
tive language and so on (see Pratt; see also Fowler). A second type of defi-
nition uses the criterion of “fictivity.” Barbara Herrnstein Smith avoids the
Formalist dichotomy but instead sets up a dichotomy between “fictive” and
“natural” utterance that defines literature as a representation of discourse
rather than actual discourse. This definition, however, fails to accommo-
date those genres whose illocutionary force is heightened, rather than
being immobilized, by their textual form—such genres as panegyric, Dinka
request-poems (see Deng), or medieval prayer poetry (see Burrow).” A
third definition places emphasis on permanence, durability, and fixity, the
transmission of verbal texts in the exact form in which they were composed:
an approach that fails to recognize the many improvised, fluid, constantly
refashioned forms of verbal art. A fourth definition, which makes good this
deficiency, is Bauman’s notion of performance, which is a kind of Jakobson
in motion; whereas Jakobson speaks of the “poetic function” as character-
ized by language calling attention to itself rather than to the message,
Bauman speaks of performance calling attention to itself, the performer
taking responsibility for a display of skill, which demarcates verbal art from
other categories of utterance. As I have already suggested, this was a posi-
tive development for the study of oral verbal art, but it does not enable us
to get at what it is that makes certain forms of words “valuable.”

There is no indigenous Yoruba category corresponding to a contem-
porary European notion of “literature,” “text,” or “verbal art,” and it is not
my intention to invent one. Rather there is a multiplicity of loosely defined
and overlapping named and unnamed modes and genres of utterance. But
within this field of genres and registers, I think that quotedness, or quota-
bility, is not only characteristic of a whole class of utterances, but is also
acknowledged and represented as such by the practitioners of those genres.
It is constantly foregrounded and alluded to in the texts themselves.
Ranging from light allusions to wholesale textual incorporation, from
echoes to explicit citation, from a seamless polyvocality to attributed direct
and indirect speech, quotation is so pervasive and polymorphous a feature
of Yoruba textuality that it can hardly be overemphasized. Yoruba textuality
is consciously presented as a forest of citations. It is in this way that texts
aspire to transcend time, become a mark, a “durable inscription of a sign”
(see Derrida) and take on object-like properties, while exploiting, some-
times to the very limits of possibility, the fluidity, infidelity, and emergent
properties of oral performance.

§ Owe (proverbs) are the paradigmatic case of texts cited as quotations.
But Ifa verses and oriki are also constituted, in their entirety, as quotations,
in ways that are less immediately obvious but nonetheless fundamental.

Ifa poetry, uttered in the course of divination by a babaldwo for a client,
is a vast corpus of verses, distributed among the 256 odu (divination fig-
ures). Almost all the verses exhibit the same structure and tell essentially
the same story: the story of a primordial or legendary client who consulted
legendary or primordial diviners about a problem, had a sacrifice pre-
scribed, and performed or failed to perform it, with due consequences.
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According to "Wande Abimbola (Ifa 43-62), a typical Ifd verse can be ana-
lyzed as an eight-part structure, the elements of which are presented in the
following invariable sequence: (i) a diviner’s name or nickname is stated;
(ii) the formula dia [difd] fitn (“did divination for”) introduces the name of
a client; (iii) the reason for the consultation is stated; (iv) Ifa’s prescription,
transmitted by the diviner to the client, is expounded; (v) the client’s
response—whether or not he or she did the prescribed sacrifice—is stated;
(vi) the result of the sacrifice, or failure to offer sacrifice, is described; (vii)
the client’s reaction to this outcome—whether of joy or remorse—is
described; (viii) the verse is concluded with a passage which can be a sum-
mary of the moral, or which may take the form of a recapitulation of the
opening sections. The large number of Ifa verses that have been published
(see Abimbgla; Bascom; Lijadu; Gleason) show that this is indeed the
underlying model for most verses, variations occurring through truncation,
omission of some sections, and the potential for enormous expansion of
some sections, rather than through any radically different form. Verses can
range from brief summaries to long and elaborate narratives, but the key
to each is the framework of a primordial consultation in which a named
diviner or group of diviners “does divination for” a named client, and
prescribes a sacrifice.

Thus, as J. D. Y. Peel has pointed out, each verse cites a precedent—an
antecedent divination, which serves as a model or map for the present sit-
uation the diviner is investigating and the future course of action of the
client. But the verse not only alludes to a sequence of antecedent actions; it
also can be seen to be quoting antecedent utterances. For in the primordial
divination session, texts were uttered; and those texts were the same ones as
are now being cited. The verses of Ifd were bequeathed to the fraternity of
babalawo by Ifa himself before he left the earth to return to heaven. He
taught them the names of the divination figures (the odw), the techniques
and procedures of divination, and the verses attached to each figure. Thus
every utterance of an ese Ifd is a quotation of the original words of Ifa. As
Akinnaso has stressed, “All Yortiba myths about the origin of divination sup-
port the view that the divination verses were created not by a community of
performers, but by one person and taught by him word-for-word to others”
("Structure” 145). This acknowledgment of authorship goes beyond mere
lip-service; the verses repeatedly insist on their own status as quotations of
Ifa’s words. Many verses, indeed, open w1th the explicit attribution

C_)mnmlla,a ni...”( Orunmlla [1fa] said . ..”).7

F uthermore, In many verses there is a Xind of internal self-quotation,
which re-presents the verse as a citation of a primordial but timeless text. It
works like this: The first item in the verse—the names or nicknames of pri-
mordial diviners—could be seen as the key, the signature to the identity of
the verse. The names are often elaborated sequences of phrases whose
meaning is obscure; sometimes they are proverbial in form, sometimes they
are condensed and highly evocative poetic observations. These phrases
occupy a slot provided for a name. They are followed by the formula “A dia
fan” (“did divination for . . .”), which introduces the name of the client and
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leads into the narrative. However, at the end of the verse, it is VETy cOmmon
for the protagonist of the narrative—the primordial client—to recite the
opening phrases, in celebration of the successful outcome of events.
That is, the primordial client utters the very verse in which he features as
protagonist:

Mo sipa

Mo yanngede;

A dia fin Qranmila,

Won ni baba 6 nii leé reriiu ré dalé.

Wén ni ki Orinmila 6 riibo,

Osirau.

Apa awon Otda reé ko si leé ki a mé.

O ni mo sipa,

Mo yanngede;

A dia fun Orinmila,

Won ni baba 0 nii leé reriu re dalé.

Emi nikan ni n 6 rertn mi dalé,

Mo sipa,

Mo yanngede.

“T lift up my arms

In joyful satisfaction” b

Ifa divination was performed for Qranmila;

The father was told that he would not carry his

_ responsibilities to the end of his life.

Ortinmila was told to perform sacrifice,

And he performed the sacrifice.

As a result he became impregnable.

He said, “T lift up my arms

In joyful satisfaction.

If4 divination was performed for Qrinmila;

The father was told that he would not carry his

responsibilities to the end of his life.
I'will carry my own responsibilities to the end of my life.
I'lift up my arms

In joyful satisfaction.” (Abimbgla, Ifd 44-45)

In this narrative, the opening two lines (“I lift up my arms / In joyful satis-
faction”) stand for the names of the pnmordla.l diviners who conducted the
divination for the client, who in this case is Qriinmila, i.e., Ifa himself. The
verse moves through the usual stages: after the nicknames of the diviners
comes the name of the client; the nature of his enquiry is stated (he was
afraid he would die before his children were mature enough to take over
his responsibilities to the family); he is told to sacrifice; he does so; in con-
sequence he becomes “impregnable”; he expresses his joy at this outcome
by saying, “I lift up my arms / In joyful satisfaction . . . ." By the time he
“quotes” the opening lines in this way, their thematic relevance has become
apparent. But what is interesting is that he quotes not only these two the-
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matically relevant lines, but the next two segments of the verse as well,
which narrate the story of how these diviners did divination for him and the
reason for the divination. Thus the verse seems to encapsulate itself, estab-
lishing the timelessness of divinatory utterance. The client “remembers”
not just what the babaldwo divined for him, but the Ifa verse that describes
them divining for him. This recapitulatory movement seems especially
appropriate when the protagonist is Oranmila himself, who appears simul-
taneously—and thus atemporally—as both source and client of Ifd divina-
tion; but it occurs in a great many Ifa verses, the majority of which feature
other characters as protagonists. Many of them state explicitly that the
client is recollecting the diviners’ words, i.e., their text, not merely the
events that have just taken place—for the client’s joyful utterance is often
prefaced with the phrase “O ni bé¢ gégé ni awon awo oun wi. . .™ “he said
that was exactly what his diviners had said . . . .” Each verse, then, narrates
a quotation of itself.

If Ifa verses are all quotations attributed to Ifia or Qrinmila as their
source, oriki (appellations, “praise poetry”) are all utterances quoted as
being applicable 1o the subject who is their destination. Oriki are epithets of
diverse provenance and form that are addressed to a subject and are felt to
encapsulate and invoke his or her qualities. The sentences and phrases that
make up ortki are not merely addressed to the subject, however; they are rep-
resented as words that are, can be, or should be, bestowed on the subject.
Rather than simply calling a subject “One who rises at dawn to eat the heads
of fish,” the performer may say, ““One who rises at dawn to eat the heads of
fish’ is what we call Laghaja,” thus citing his appellations, and remarking on
their appropriateness, rather than merely uttering them.

There are numerous strategies for making an orkicitation. Perhaps
the most common one is to open a passage of ortki with the word gmo
(“child of . . ."), so that all that follows is explicitly lined up as an utterance
that belongs to or is associated with the subject:

Omo “odo nigi

Ikoko lamo”

Omgo “iyi la yid6

Kéni ma yiikoko

Béni ba yikoko

Inii alamo 4 bajé”

Child of “the mortar is made of wood

The pot is made of clay”

Child of “The mortar can be rolled about

But let no-one roll the pot

If anyone rolls the pot

The potter will be upset”

The orile, or group emblem of the people who own these oriki, is amo (clay),
and, as is common, the group oriki elaborate the theme of the emblem.
These lines develop the idea that while wooden artefacts like mortars can
be treated casually, pots must be treated with care. This draws attention to
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the skill of the lineages associated with clay and pottery. But the structure
of the above passage is such as to tell the addressee, “You are a person to
whom the following lines of oriki can appropriately be applied, for you are
the owner of this emblem and the oriki that celebrate it”; and then there
follow the lines of oriki. In other words, by prefacing a passage of ortki with
“omo . .." (“child of . . ."), the performer is presenting the passage as a text
that can appropriately be attributed to her addressee.

This fact of attribution—the relationship between the quoted words
and the subject to whom they are applied—can be made quite explicit:

O gbéhinkilé moye odil t6 hil
‘Aigbofa 1a 4 i woke, Ifa kan 6 si fi para’™
L6 t6 Babaa Faronké se.

“O gho sésé Ifa 6 yalé

“He hears the chink of the divining chain, he stops to come in
From out in the yard he already knows what figure has emerged
‘Not knowing Ifd, we gaze up, but there’s no Ifa in the rafters”
This is what Father of Faronké is worthy to be called.

The first two lines of this excerpt sound to begin with like propositional
statements about the subject, Father of Faronké. The third line is a
proverb—and thus clearly a quotation of a pre-existent text—used here
with Yoruba inversion to suggest that Father of Faronké, unlike the people
referred to in the proverb, is deeply versed in Ifa. These three lines go
together, constituting a textual unit. Having uttered them, the performer
then declares that this is what the subject is worthy to be called—or
rather—literally— “Is good enough for Father of Firéonké to be,” that is, the
words are appropriate for the subject because they come up to his level of
achievement, match his attainments. Thus the entire formulation is, as it
were, retrospectively rounded up and offered to the subject as an attribu-
tion that evokes his qualities. The lines that looked like factual statements
turn out to have been not just attributions, but text with an identity of its
own, which can be assessed for appropriateness in the act of being applied
to a subject.

As in Ifd, the prevailing quotedness of the entire text is sharpened and
underlined by the frequent citation of words which purportedly were actu-
ally uttered by the subject in his or her lifetime. Just as the whole of If cor-
pus is a quotation of words originally given out by Ifa, but Ifa is also quoted
directly within the texts, so the entire corpus of a subject’s ortki could be
seen as consciously quoted rather than being simply uttered, but within
this, the text often cites words the subject himself may be presumed to have
said. What the subject said in his lifetime becomes material that others
address to him to enhance his reputation and evoke his powers. These are
the oriki of the nineteenth-century babaldwo Gbétifayo of Okuku:

}‘&k:‘mdé baba ni nkan ajibo

O 1¢ e waa rn boFa

Béé le n bOsun

Orin won 6 kan torisa



















































