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THE mind boggles

. at the extent of abuse

the word,
CULTURE, has heen
put in Nigeria. Con.
fused with “tradition”,
it has served as a co-

to which

ver for exuberant
frivolities.
In fact, more than

any other variable, it
stands as a lasting in-
dictment to the “mili.
tary” regime of Gene.-
ral Yakubu Gowon.

The practice of
drafting naked girls
te swing in amuse.
ment to the country’s
spoilt elite, of camping
school pupils endless.
ly away from school
in ‘“culture camps”,
has lent credence to
the definition of 'cul-
ture as what “the poor
do to amuse the rich”.

But culture in its
true sense, isa lot
more than that. Pro.
fessor Abraham calls
it “the whole knowl.
edge, art, science,
technology, religion,
morality, ritual, poli.
tics, sports, literature,
language, even eti-
quette and fashions...
of a people”.

In other words, cul-
ture is the way of life
of a people. And Nige.
rian culture (if there
is any such thing) can
only be explained in
terms of mass poverty,
a non.existent techno.

logy and tribalism,
not in “festivals of
traditional dances.”

Perhaps, nowhere
is the abuse to which

- culture has been put,
better dramatised than
in Nigeria’s South.
Eastern State. Work
is nearing completion
on a multi million
naira cultural centre

that w'l employ a di-

rector for MN6,895 per

annum !

Many people are
being trained at Lon-
don’s Academy of Mu-
sic and Dramatic Arts
to enable ti..m contri.
byte towards develop-
iffg NIGERIAN culture
in the South-East. An.
xious. workers who
cannot easily get %
bus ride to work,
watch helplessly as
virtually empty buses
marked “SOUTH-
EAST - CULTURE”
streak past inthe mor-

nings.
And in Lagos last
year, at the = opening

ceremony of the first
national sports festi-
val, the South-East
contingent caused a
stir when they ap-
peared in wrappers,
barefooted at  the
march-past.

So serious is the
business of ‘“culture”
that in Oron (a town
with little or no ame.
nities), the local deve-
lopment . union has -

say

viving our “culture”
dates back to the cole-
nial era. Because colo-
nial domination was as
spiritual as it was ma.
terial, there was a
programmed action to
make colonial subjects
look down on things
African. (Up till to.
day a “made in En.
gland” tag in Nigeria
is regarded as an au.
tomatic guarantee for

of action < aimed at
weilding our’® various
peoples together, im.
prove their standards
of living and lead them
to spectacular achieve-

ments in the arts,
sciences and technolo-

gy.

A cultural revolu-
tion should give a new
orientation to the Ni-
gerian people by edu-
cating them away from

This Cuiture Nonsense

committed itself to
building a 17,000
cultural centre!

The ousted gover-
nor of the state, Briga-
dier U. J. Esuene, en-
couraged by his state’s
performance at the
national  competition

for Gowon’s gold gong

is reported to have'
donated a silver cup
for “cultural competi-
tions” in the state. (He
id not say how you
could make one cul-
tural form compete
with another).
Fittingly, his last
official tour of Kwara
State was filled with
“cultural” shows. Re-
flecting on his happy
moments in Kwara,
the ex.governor was
reported to have told
reporters, that “from
all the things he had
seen in that state, it
was evident that the
state would give the
South-East a . favour.
able competition dur.
ing the next festival
of arts and traditional
dances for the head of
state’s gold gong.”
And in a glowing
tribute to the gover-
nor, his cultural com-
missioner, Chief J. D.
Esema held him up as
“one of the few Nige-
rians who are con.
vinced that the politi-
cal philosophy of any

nation is intricately
tied up with its cul.
ture.” “We are,” he

continued, “particular,
ly lucky at this stage
of our cultural deve.
lopment to have a lea-
der of his calibre”.
True, to Esuene as
well as other members
of the Gowon brigade,
culture was competi-
tion, It was at once a
pastime and an indus-

try.
The attempt . at re-

quality).

A professor of his-
tory at Oxford Univer.
sity went ahead to ar-
ticulate the mood
of the colonialists to-
wards their colonies
when he said that
Africans had no cul-
ture. That all civilisa-
tion started with the
coming of the white
man.

This statement un.
derscored the -colonial
aspiration to “civilise”
their subjects by intro-
ducing them to the
marvels of the west.
They even went as far
as replacing the va.
rious African religions
with theirs.

There was at this
time, a feeble Afri-
can nationalists resis-
tance to this tendency.
The - nationalists did
their damnest to prove
that there was, in fact,
an African civilization,
seperate from their
colonial experience.

Because the colonial
challenge was conti-
nental, the African
Tesponse was COrres.
pondingly continental.
Then, it was legiti-
mate to talk about
African culture.

But with the emer-
gence of autonomous
African states the
need for culture revi-

val ought to be loca-

lised.

Sadly, apart from
Tanzania and a few
others, independent

African states still in.
dulge in the contradic-
tion of trying to pro.
mote “African cul-
ture,” rather than
build their own natio-
nal cultures. New si-
tuations require new
res

execute a programime

ponses.
To build a Nigerian -
national culture is to

the acquisitive - pro-
pensity that is fast
ebbing the country.

One of the contra.
dictions of the Gowon
era was 'identifyable
in the way perfor-
mance never matched
promise. For its cul-
tural goal, the regime
committed - itself  to
building “a just and
egalitarian society’’.

An egalitarian so-
ciety is not realisable
where access. to edu-
cation is basically un-
even. In the South-
East, Esuene’s govern-
ment put up a show
of taking over educa.
tion as a means of
equalising  opportuni-
ties for every child.

- At the same time,
the government tolera-
ted private kindergar.
ten schools which, by
the very fees. they
charged, are exclusive

{0 an infinitesimal sec-

tion of the community.
1t also ‘permitted an
Abak.based school to
be turned into a nu.
nery by a church or-
ganisation, when avail.
able schools cannot
even cope with - the
teeming thousands
who want to learn.
That private = agen-
cies should be capable
of detracting from the
cultural goals of the
former = military re-
gime (so easily) is in-
explicable in terms of
the agencies’ ~own
strength. It can . only
be = understood  in
terms of the innerde-
" generation into which
the regime in ques-
tion had fallen. Such
a government does not
have any right what-
soever to talk about
~cultural revival.

that

_be sent

The. story is told
. in the ' old Oyo
*‘empire the Oba: ruled &

with the help of a
council of chiefs, that
membership . in . that
council was - elective.
That when the people
were thoroughly - dis-
satisfied with the Oba,
they passed a parrot’s
egg to him, indicating
;cil;at he should take his
life.

Put in other words,
power belonged to the
people. An honest at.
tempt at cultural revi-
val should endeavour
to create a - political
system that will invest
the people of this
country with power to
take political - deci-
sions for themselves
or through their elec-
ted representatives in
parliament.

Rather  than hold
traditional -~dance fes-
tivals,| cadres should
round the
country to educate the
_people on their rights,
what the political sys-
tem expects from
them, what demands
they can legitimately
make of the system,
and how.

Once in a while, our
leaders indulge  in
some glib talk of en-
forcing “national”’
dresses and making a
lingua franca out of
one of the Nigerian
languages. The argu-
ment is that, for as
long as we speak En-
glish and dress in
suits we can never be
respected in the inter-
national community.

To make too much fuss
about " the so-called na:
tional dress and develop®
ing a local Nigerian lin-
gua franca is to miss the
point ... entire}y. :

The . fact that an Ame-
ridan dresses the sameas
an Englith man - and .
“speakd English doss not
deny him ‘an international
presence that is separate
from| that of the English -
“man.| Tt does not subtract,
from| the respect we ac
cord |him as member of a
naticn that has, through
.science and ' technology,’
¢mmensely contributed to-
wards making the world
a befter place to live in.

Similarly the Japanese -
culture impresses  the
world with _electronics,
not dressing, language or
fegvals. The point  is
therefore made, that Ni-
geria’ culture will be bet:;
ter enhanced if all the -
rumoured 3¥500,000,000
that was:to be spent on °
the  projected  World
Black and African Festi-
val of the Arts and Cul"
ture is sunk into research
into“our trad'tional  medi-
cine (for. example).




