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Scholars worldwide, excluding some two-thirds countries, involved in the study of the literature of a subject or doing any serious research are overwhelmed by sheer volume of listings on works generated from computer searches in virtual libraries.

My hypothesis is simply that in most African academic libraries though primary sources account for the qualitative and in-depth researches that have been produced, nevertheless these resources have not been well documented and organized to be accessed electronically for use by scholars. The trend has been to download and never uploading.

In 1993 this concern was raised, though mildly in Natal, South Africa where the Bibliography in Contextual Theology in Africa volume one was published. In the introduction of this Bibliography, the authors admitted that their modest attempt was to address the problem temporarily. They further conceded that the high-tech databases might do a better job than they could ever hope to achieve. In effect the bibliography was inaccessible and unusable to the wider academic community elsewhere. Currently it is gratifying to note that great strides have been achieved in Pietermarizburg in building electronic databases  for the general collections; and metadata for theses through DATAD project of the Association of African Universities.

In this paper, the focus would be to assess the extent to which primary and archival resources held by the Johannes Zimmerman Library System of Akrofi-Christaller Institute have contributed to scholarly researches in theology. Indeed, what is termed primary resources account for about 10% of most library holdings and sometimes inaccessible to majority of library users; though are very vital to serious researchers whose standard for originality in research cannot be compromised.

What is primary source and how relevant are these sources in library collections? 

Primary sources are defined as original materials. They are from the time period involved and have not been filtered through interpretation or evaluation.They are basically original materials on which other research is based. Generally, they are first formal appearance of results in physical, print or electronic format. They also represent original thinking, report of a discovery, or share of new information. 

This paper would limit itself to this definition and not discuss the differences of primary and secondary as they go outside our purview of discussion. 

Primary sources can be classified into the following categories:

I. Paper sources: Manuscript, unpublished paper articles, proceedings of conferences, workshops, seminars etc. References at the end articles, Footnotes, lecture notes, ephemeral lecture, anonymous serials

II. Audio Visuals: Radio recordings, cassette recordings, gramophone disks, public speeches, picture films, television recordings, video camera shootings.

III. Microforms : Microfilm, microfiche, CDROM

IV. Oral Literature: Firsthand recordings from originators, sermons, songs and lyrics, poem recitals

V. Legal/Hand Documents: Agreements, lease documents, wills, land indentures, land titles, maps etc.

VI. Archival sources : Original documents, rare books, picture, portraits, artifacts, files, papers, letters, personal files, personal diaries, autobiographies, annual reports, synod reports, minutes of meetings, log books, maps, charts

VII. Archeological sources: Excavated portraits, tools, instruments, stone carvings, weapons, warfare kits, precious stones, jewelry, architectural drawings

VIII. Pamphlet Boxes: Documentation materials.

The emergence of research in the field of missionary activity

An overview of the historical accounts of missionary activities from the early contacts with Europeans in the 15th Century; and especially the 19th and 20th centuries had one thing in common. The scholars have relied heavily on primary sources. These scholars produced original works from sources we refer to as primary because these sources have neither been validated nor authenticated. It is always preferable to base one’s interpretation on acquaintance with the experience itself rather than only on the accounts of it. This point has merit in other areas of our lives in order to ascertain something directly than from a secondary source. As a result of these needs, academic library collections aim at achieving comprehensive, depth and breath of subject coverage.

At this point this paper will examine some titles sampled for research in missionary ativity in Ghana.

Bartels’ book “The roots of Ghana Methodism is an historical account of the Methodist missionaries from the establishment of churches, schools, commercial activities and the political impact the church made on the country’s development. His account of the church missionaries from Rev. Joseph R Dunwell to Thomas Birch Freeman and the historical antecedents of the castle schools by the Portuguese as far back 1690’s at Elmina is very illuminating. What is common is the sources he consulted as a researcher for verification. The book itself is a chronicle of names, dates, letters, and import of meetings and detail collection of data. An examination of the appendixes on References from pages 324 – 349 reveals systematic lists of reports, minutes of meetings, log book for schools, letters and proceedings of conferences, and newspaper reports. These references constitute a wealth of sources that have not been processed nor analysed. They are simply raw data.

Similarly, Peter A. Schweitzer’s book on the “Survivors on the Gold Coast: The Basel Mission in Colonial Ghana” is a classic example of a work that has purely been based on data generated form archival sources especially photographs taken between 1862 and 1940 by the Basel Missionaries who worked to establish what is today the Presbyterian Church of Ghana. In the introduction to the book, the author and Paul Jenkins, the archivist with specialization in photographic historiography, remarked that the book is in direct response to visitors’ comments on archival photo exhibition mounted on the theme – Basel Mission Movement. They commented that the photographic items have been selected to provide a vivid insight into the lives of the missionaries, their interactions with the indigenous population and their approach towards development. This is a clear example of  research method that allowed experiences and activities to be observed. 

In his book, West African Church History Volumes I & II, John Kofi Agbeti’s work originally a PHD thesis which has been converted to a church history book. The book’s coverage is ecumenical as shown in the content page. It covered all the major mainline churches. Like Bartels’ book, Agbeti has a bibliography as an appendix covering five unnumbered pages, series of footnotes spanning the pages in the book. The bibliography is systematic in the sense that    all primary sources are listed and classified apart from the main bibliographical listing. There is also frequent citation of footnotes which show the extent to which primary sources have been consulted for this work.

A review of Professor Andrew F. Wall’s book – The award-winning book: The missionary movement in Christian History and the Cross-Cultural Process in Christian History shows a systematic listing of references as footnotes. There is a considerable strength of moderation in the listings. The references are few and not intimidating to the user because of the mode of referencing and notes for further explanation. But indeed there is the trend of using primary sources as the original invalidated source from which the author does his own intellectual analysis.

Another variable to the books are theses. Theses are unique in this respect; in the sense that      they necessarily should elicit original thinking. A look at Dr. Philip Laryea’s thesis for the doctorate degree shows similar pattern to the bibliographic listing though there is the dimension of listing purely archival sources which include the musical compositions of Dr. Ephraim Amu in manuscript form, personal diaries, sermons, songs in Twi and Ewe vernacular languages. Dr. Laryea used these as raw data; translated the sermons and songs from their original vernacular in order to appreciate the import of Amu’s music and theological thinking. The translation of primary sources brings to the fore the use of oral literature which is also very crucial primary source for researchers. 

In her article entitled “Re-writing African Christian History in a new key” Korklu Laryea throws some light on the importance of oral literature “Oral tradition compliments oral history” she notes that oral tradition is the recollection of past, transmitted and recounted that arise naturally within and from the dynamics of culture; whilst oral history is a purposeful and deliberate effort to directly elicit the past experiences of people.

Despite the limitation of the possibility of inaccuracies in oral sources as a result of problems of validation, oral sources are indispensable methods of collecting data for research in African societies where literacy is predominantly low.

In the foregoing presentation the attempt has been made to discuss the relevance of and use of primary resources in the African context. Different types of primary resources have been mentioned with reference to how they have been used in the research environment.

The challenge to African academic institutions is the digital divide which has kept us downloading and not uploading in order to share from our more endowed partners. The answer to my hypothesis is that while we grapple with our short comings, our rich collections of primary sources should motivate us to bridge the digital divide for effective networking.  
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