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Some Considerations on ggﬁ_lmpact of the West

on Yoruba Cultural Forms

- by

S. DO. Osoba

"Africa knows us and it is good that Africa has
known us.... But we find ourselves asking, might
it be better if it did not know us quite so well?

Our European civilization has been pouring in every-
thing that it has to give, good, bad and indifferent.
And on the other side of the balance sheet is a
shame and a shudder which comes to- ene as one
recitaes it."

-- Dr. Arthur Ramsey (Retired Archbishop of
Canterbury) 1957

"Colonial domination, because it is total and tends to
oversimplify, very soon manages to disrupt in
spectacular fashion the cultural life of a conquered
people. The cultural obliteration is made possible

by the negation of nationalireality, by new legal .
relations introduced by the occupying power, by the
banishment of the natives and their customs to out-
lying districts by colonieald society, by expropriation,
and by the systematic enslaving of men and women.” -

-- Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth,

"A preoccupation with advertising objects from the
past, by encouraging in many a romantic longing for
a return-to pre-industrial simplicities; by its nos-
talgic celebration of pastoral life, has crippled
their thinking. More dangerously, such pastorsl
notions of how to make Negro civilization illustrious
have made it easy for some leaders of Negritude
thought to accept., as conducive to the preservation
of African values, the political and economic roles
assigned to Africa in the neocolonial arrangement

-- that of weak political and economic subordinates
who supply raw materials to an industrial and power-
ful West. .o+ YOou cannot realistically demand an
African cultural renaissance without insisting also
upon an autonomous, non-imperialized economic
development.”

~=- Chinweizu, The West and the Rest of Us,
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Introduction

The primary objective of this essay.is to make é fentative
assessment of the character and coﬁsequen&es of the cbnféct
between Western culture and indigenoﬁs Yoruba oulfure.From-fhe
point of initial impact to the present; There is.ﬁc-naive

“assumption on my part concerning the p0551b111ty of produczng,
in such a short account, a deflnitlve or even adequate evalu-
ation of such a complex and many-sided phenomanon. On the
contrary, I do wish to brovoke a diaibgue:on the.issue in the
‘=h0pe that this will stimulate a v1gorous study of an important
subject that has for long suffsred almcst total neglect and a
conspiracy of silence on the pdrt of students of Yoruba =
societies. - . |

The discussion is underplnned by a number of theoretical
assumptions which I belisve should be Frankly elaborated to
enhance the rationality and intelllgibllity of the arguments

‘that may ensue from this essay. Flrst my nnncggtualisatlon of

©

'QElEEFE is cnmprehensive and global and encompasses the whole

?range of activities by which members of a society attempt to
——

___'_______.-w—-——-—‘-\

comprehend the world in which they 1live, domestlcate their

- SR ¥ e ————

‘physical environment, create the material conditicns for digni-
e e 2 e L e
fied and creatiue human existence and reproduce on a cantinuous

“ = e 8
basis their own pocket 0f the human species. Thls view of

~culture totally regects the position of those students of
society, fellcltnusly descrlbed by an emlnent Nigerlan

snciclogist as "Festac Intellectuals”l who tend erronsausly
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to limit their perception of culture to those marginal and-
external manifestations of culﬁure like singing and dancing. It
ié égiélkiﬁé”nf error that haé produced the obsessive concern of
must Afrlcaﬁ p011t1cal de0151on makers wlth organlslng and
staging mammcth cultural ?eatlvals of swnging and dancing at both
the natlonal and pan- Afrlcan levels.i Thl;_erppr, f_nct directly
deriQed froﬁ, haé_at 1east theusame ancestry as, the Senghorian
éréﬁd'illu;ion of a pan%Négru'ar pan-NégrOfﬁarber culture that
allegedly haé an_exélusi&ely "emotive” and ”parti¢ipatory“
céé%itiaﬁ of reality and is the anfi-thesis:pf the Graepp-Roman
or wéstern rationél and.analytical cognitive_apientaticn. My
own.fﬁndamental assumption which is diametrically opposed to
negritﬁde.br.negrifude-inspired ﬁstions of culture ig that.every
culture, be it African, wgstern ar Driental has many attributes,
including cerebral and aFFective capabilities, that togetﬁer
form a coherent cultural entity.

.Eveﬁ thaughlthere is still mu;b work to be dpne in the area
d? detéfmining the precise ways.iﬁqwhich twp.qgltpres in contact
infiuence, modif} Gf distort each 6ther, 3t appears to me empi-
riﬁally.aﬁd logically valid to assume the reality of such mutgal
and reﬁiprocal iméact between tﬁo different cultures in_cqntact.
It can.also.be iﬁferred that the ci:cumstanqes_in which the
i;itiai cantact.oﬁcufs.is of cruciél importance in determinihg
the scose and 1nten51ty ﬁf the 1mpact of one culture on the other
In =& cantact 51tuation QF great 1nequa11ty in the dlstributlon

of material and technoluglcal {espec1a11y military- technolcgical]
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with mi}itary technology and nrganisation._ it is pn;y inla.
_situatinn of_relative Eguality of the two cultu;es.iﬁ contact
that each maintains 8 substantial amount Df:its autpnowy in |
deciding what cultural forms tgo borrpw_?rom-the ofher_épd hoy.
_ansgquently, It i being Suggested here that..givén thé pigcumh
s?anges in which the Yoruba SOcieties caégninta ﬁpntaqt with

Western Culture in the form o¢ Eritish imperialism, with its

vastly superior military technolngy and transpnrtation System, a

It wouldJ_thereFore, 8PPear to me that any attempt at_

8s8sessing the impact of the West on Yoruba culture, to pe

context of British imperialism in this pért of the world, This

another favourite myth of the "Festac Intellectuals”.
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'Ignofing the ramified and drastic trasformation of African econo-
mies, seciél structures and the ofher intellectual,, épifitual
~and emotive éspects of the cultures of the colonised African
peohles, these confused intellectuals'pnsit a static, museum no-
tion of Afriban culture. They conjufe up hopes of recapturing,
in its pure form, the pre-colonial cultureé'of Africa which;
haﬁing gone to sleep at the beginning of cdloniél'fule; could now
be awakened and.put to action as if nothing haﬁpéned in the inter-
Qening'decades and centuries. Thé.ideological underpinning of
the "Rip Van Winkle” view of the cultures Uf'coionized Africa is
a fundamental coﬁservatiVs acguiescence in, and capitulation.to,
'weétern cultural damination, even though it islthen masgueraded
by rhetorical, seemingly brave, cultural-nationalist pronounﬁe—
ments.

Fer'A?rican intellectuals to be able effactiﬁely to deal
with the abidihg crisis of Nestern—coloniai culfural dominatibn
of their societies, they must recognise that their cultures have
undergone and are undergoing tremendous transmutations and
distortions under the impact of Western colonialism and neocoloc-
nialism. They must alsoc endeavour to Fiﬂ5 ouf the nature and
extent of these transmutations as a vital'prefeqhisife of their
abilify to work out in concept with fhe masses of.their people
“Viéble strategies of action.For the liberation of their societies
from the ramified culturel domination or-iha Mest. The 211
pervading and persistent culturai 6gnfusi0n in the vast majdrity

of "independent” African states since the 1860's is the direct
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consgqqéﬁcs'of an iﬁability or unwillingnesé.or bbfhhpn_tha part
of Affiééﬁ.intellectuals and politiéal deciéipn~mékéfshfo pose
the.db93£ioh:bf_nétioﬁai culture correctly éﬁﬁ in the context of
the preséﬁt”rééiities of their societies and their hiétorical,
precisely colonial, antecedents. The propagandistic caﬁpaign of
the'hﬁéétab“intéllectuals“ concerning the ”authentipifyf and
reality of African culture (translated into formalistic and

inane actions like arts festivals and the replacement of

European colonial names with indigenous African names) is -
constantly contradicted by the everyday experience of the peoples,
victims of this dishonest propaganda, who see that several cruci-
al and substantive areas of their culture. (e.g. their economy,
thelir poilitical system and its bureaucracy, the;education of.
their ypgth] are mere appendag.s and caricatures of the metropo-
litan forms.

The“dqrability of this false notion of culture in dintellec-
tyal and_pa;itical decision-making circles imposes on us the ur
urgent task of conducting and popularising studies and analyses
of our cultural experience that will demythologise our various
cultures and contribute to the development of an intellectual
trad;tion of combative and critical analysis so indispensable
for the cultural liberation of the African peoples. The urgency
of this_tasﬁ is furthgr updersccred by.the all-pervading intel-
lectual laziness and the indifference of the various African
national bourgeois elites who have up till now shown a total
lack of awareness_a? this.critica;_problem-which was sharply

raised by Frantz Fanon as far back as 18861:
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.++«This persistence in following forms of cultures
which are already condemned to extinction is already
a demonstration of nationality; but it is a demon-
stration which is a throw-back to the iaws of
inertia.. There is no taking of the offensive and no
fe-defining of relationships. There is simply a

. concentration on a hard core of culture which is
'becoming more and more shrivelled up, inert and
empty. 2

1. The Economic Life of the Yoruba in a Changing Colonial
- Situation B
Seee wa

British colenial rule over Yorubaland which dates back to

the forecible annexation of Lagos in 1861 was, 1like all other

- -

variétiés of European colonial rule in Africa during the 19th ar
20th cénturies. primarily concerned with the exploitation of the
éconbﬁic resources (human and materiall)l of the éaionisedipeopleH
The'principal objective of this exploitation wéé”%o'éiphwn
resources away from Yorubalana for the benefit of British
industries and of the British monopoly Piﬁahce!capital that

owned them and controlled their operation,

interested are agricultufe and'cnmmerbe. This interest manifes-
ted itself in the determination of the British to wrest the
initiative for decision-making in these two sectors and, theref:
cantrol.them'Fdf the benefit Q?Ivested British interésté; This
invasion of the agricultural and commercial sectors of the
Yoruba éconamy Qas of péramnﬁnt ihportance as they acdouﬁﬁed for
the employment of Qirtually all the adult labour ?drﬁe”in'
Yorubaland. Yuruﬁalagricultﬁré was, in the course of the first

three decades of this century, subsfantiaily side-tracked into
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‘the cultivation of cocoa as an export crop exclusively for the
consumption of Britain's industrial enterprise. The methods used
by the British raj in Nigeria to achisve this massive diversian
of agricultural labour away from producing largely to meet the
food and other needs of the Yoruba communities and their neigh-
bours to working in essence for factories located thousands of
- miles away have been discussed elsewhere and need riot detain us
here.a It is, however, important to note that,,in sucking ‘an
inordinately large section of the farming population of
Yorubaland into the new economic activity of growing cocoa for
export, the British made nc technological input whatsoever into
the mode of agricultural production. The result is that while
the agricultural communities in Yorubaland became increasingly
commercialized and monetized, Zhey remained as technologically
backward as ever. The primitive, back-breaking hoe and c¢utlass
culture, 'still dominant among Yoruba farmers, was just efficient
-enough to ensure that British and other Western chocolate
industries got as much cocoa as they wanted,'but'cnndeﬁnéd the
vast majority of individual Yoruba farmers to low, sometimes
declining, productivity and progressive impoverishment;4
-Anuther.significant distortion wrought by_cocoa oultivation
on the Yaruba economy and society was in the drastlc and pro-
gressive transformation of the time- hunoured system of land
tenure,and land use. Up to:-the introduction of cocoa in the
opening decade of this century the dcminant principle guiding

land tenure was that of communal ownership, either by whole
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communities or extended families. Under this system, land could
not be alienated permanently to or by any individual, even thoug]
every member of the land-owning community or lineage had unres-
tricted access to the use of as much of the collectively owned
land as was consistent with the competing needs and demands of
other members. However, as the commercial ethos and the graspin:
individualism engendered by the cocoa cash crop economy became
firmly established, politically influential and financially
ambitious elements among the peasant communities began to appro-
priate vast acreages of farm land for their own exclusive use anf
at the expense of the weaker and less aggressive members of the
community or lineage. This development had advanced so far by
the 1950's, the decade of cocoa boom par excellence, that the
permanent alienation of farmland by straightforward commercial
transactions had become a common:  feature .of life in the cocosa beh
0of Yorubaland. Justice G. B. A. Coker's detailed and informed

study of the law of family property among the Yoruba, published

in the 1980's, fully corroborates the growing significance of ti
individualisation and commercialisation of land holding and
ownership:

+++the native laws and customs of the Nigerians have
been modified from time to time, owing to the
influence of various social and political agencies.
Strict and orthodox native law and custom does not
recognise the .sale of land... Almost everywhere,
however, modern dealings compel a relaxation of the
old systems and sales of land are now a part of the
normal occurrences of everyday economic and legal
activities. 5 : :
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In a situation like this, in which land distribution was no
longer based exclusively, or even largsly, on the traditional
criteria of nnhpating needs and capacity to work the land, where
considerable parcels of land held by individuals no longer
reverted to the common family or communal pool for redistribution
on the holders' death, and where existing family and communal
reserves were being increasingly =slienated to people who could
pay cash for them, the land resources a2t the disposal of puﬁr
families have tended to remasin constant or even to decrease in
spite of substantial incrsasss in the size of such families.

One inevitable consegquence of such a development wés a growing
ineqdality in the distribution of land as between relatively
prosperous and poor farming families. The position in the
cocoa~-producing areas of Yoru~azland exemplifies the startling
degree to which this ineguslity had progressed by 1951-53 when
Gallstti, Baldwin and Dina made a2 survey of these areas. Among
the 686 families surveyed, just over two per cent held twenty-
and-a-half percent of 211 thes land cultivated for both ‘cocoa and
food crops (with an average holding of 198.42 acres per family).
On the utﬂer end of the spectrum fifty-five per cent of all the
families hald'unly nineteen-and-2-half per cent of the land
(with an average holding of less than five acres per family].

It is no surprise, therefore, that the three researchers who
analysed the result of this survey came to the conclusion that
the smaller shares of land, which wers by far the most predomi-

nant, were "not enough to yisld more than & bare subsistence”



and that ,"many Yoruba cocoa-farming families cannot derive a
tolerable living from their farms aiﬁne".s Further development
along this line in the late 1850's and the 1960's have produced
much greater inequality in land distribution to the point that
a considerable proportion (sometimes exceeding 50 per cent) of
the peasant communities in the major cocoa-growing areas of
Ibadan, Ife, Egbha and Ondo operate either as tenant farmers or
farm lahnurers.?

Apart from the progressive impoverishment of the masses of
Yoruba peasant farmers as a result of the gross inequality in
land distribution,. several concrete policy measures taken_byvth
colonial administration exposed the peasent farmers to_mqpeh
rigorous exploitation both by the colonial government and forel
monopoly capitalist interests, and had the effect of making
peasant farming all the more unrewarding for the primary produ
The systeh of produce-buying throughout the colonial period was
based on a virtual monopoly of the business by the big foreign
capitalist caoncerns (e.g. the U.A.C., John Holt, P.Z., U.T.C.,
ES.C,D.A1 and C,F.A.0.), assisted by a pyramidal network of in-
. digenous produce buyers and their myriads of agenfs who servec
as middlemen between the primary peasant producers and the gia
foreign monopolies, and drastically reduced the earnings of the
primary producers by various strategems ranging from usury to
-specially induced fluctuatiqns_in producer prices within a sin

season ‘and from one season to another. . The Cocoa Pool Agreemer

concluded in 1837 among the six biggest firms in West Africa
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_with_the p?;mary purpose qf_impusing a dragtiq reduction_in
"coco§ buying_pfiee5 on the producers is.a éooe example”o% hqw far
the fareign monopoly concerns were prepared to gofin their.
explaltation of the "natives”. 1In spite of the spirited protests
against thislpotcrzous plan in the cocoa-growing areés.nf Ghana
and Nigeria;_and the establishment by the Brifish government in
1838 of a cegtrai state control on the purchase of cocoa_and
other agricultural products from its West African colonies, the
Yoruba peasant producers got pretty little relief from their
exploitation by the foreign monopoly firms. This was because the
West African Produce Contrel Board and its successdrs, the I
sépa;até territorial Produce Marketing Bpards and Produce
Markéting Companies, ensured right up tn_the late 1950’5 that

the big foreign firms continusd to have a preponﬁerant share of
the purchasing business and, L%erefpre,”of_the_Qapahiiity to

determine the prices paid to the producers.-”'

HAﬁ even.msre vicious form of expluitatioh 5? fhe.farming
:ﬁoméunitiesdﬁy the colonial government was the cfeation'of'£he
harketing board reserves by witholding\?fom the Farmérs a
;substantlal part of the selling prices of their praducé on the
wurld market. For instance, tween 1939/40 and 1950/51 producer
priéeé were generally 2.5 toc 2 times 1ess than the selllng prices
'oniihe Londgn:and New York markets.a Thess so—called marketing
bnard.reserves; ostensibly created and accumulated to "stabilise”
'pfdducér pfices by subsidising them in vears when pribes slumped
on the world market, were hardly ever used for this déclafed

purpose.
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on the contrary, they were invested in Britain either in "gilt-
edged sgcurities” or sgved with British banks in the form of
weterling assets”. In either form, it meant that the predominant-
ly impoverished peasant producers, who were themselves in dire
need of capital development programmes, were actually being
compelled to subsidize the further development of metropolitan
Britain. It is symptomatic of the ruthless manner in which
Britain siphoned resources from her colonies that in June 1958
when Nigerian ministers and public officers were roaming all
over Europe (including Britain) and North America and begging,
largely unsuccessfully, for davelopment loans, Nigeria had well
over two hundred million pounds sterling invested in Britain
predominantly from the marketing board reserues.g

II, The Colonial Economy, W, stern Education and the Emerging
Yoruba Society.

The Nigerian coleonial economy, into which most of Yorubaland
had been more or less integrated by the end of the second decade
of the twentieth century. has exerted tremendous influence on
the structure of Yoruba society. By introducing a variety of
.axpluitatiue factors into the "mative” economy. the colonial
authorities and their foreign business agents succaeﬂe§ in stimu-
lating Fha emergence of a new pattern of social-class differentia
tion and a whole set of new social relations of production and
consumption. For instance, as British rule in Nigeria became
more effectively established in the opening decades of the

twentiety century, the most jucrative areas of the Nigerian
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economy --the export trade in cash crops, the import trade in
manufactured goods, and mining-- came under the monopolistic
‘control’of British firms and the protective umbrella of the
British colonial government. Moreover, the banking institutions
which financed these economic activities and became substantially
enriched by them were British (Barclays and Standard) and did
everything, including their discriminatory loans policies
against the "natives®, to buttress the control of British mono-
poly capital on the whole economy.

Consequently, apart from subsistence farming, fishing,
hunting and crafts in which the vast majority of the population
was engaged, the only other economic activities open to Nigerians,
unequipped with some measure of Western literary educations,
were the small-scale cultivation of cash crops like cocoa,
groundnuts, oil palm, cotton, and rubber; petty trading in farm
produce or imported manufactwrad=hrticlah, which uﬁ the ﬁhule
guarantead little more than mere subsistencs. They could also
go into wage employment as unskilled labour on the larger cash-
crop farms, at the docks, mines, in civil construction and on
the railways --menial jobs which have always been poorly
remunerated in the Nigerian economic system, Perhaps, the only
significant axception to this pattern of foreign monopoly of the
big plums of Nigerian commerce are the major commercial
transactions in the export of kola nuts from the forest regions
of Yorubaland to the northern emirates and the reciprocal export

trade in cattle, sheep and goats from the savannah regions of the



north, to q}%ngrts:ofiquthern Nigen;at;.ﬁatq,af these;ggmmepci_
enterprises have long been dominated byzrich_Haysa:?qlani“mqgna-
tes with a large number of lesser folk from both regions of the
;;G0untEY . gerving as .agents, and middlemsn.

codniashE oq;yﬁgthen_ca;ger_qppor?qnipies in the colonial economi
system which were nalatiyq}g_batter.rsmunerateqpanq,permitted a8
measureTQfJquq;d:sqciEITQGQi;ity were;virtually closed to those
_Nige:iaqsfwhg h?d-nﬂt apqgired some wQsternteduqation.. Ihgse
include careers as minor and intermediate functionaries in the
colonial bureaucracy and foreign commercial firms as clerks,
.Ttepbniqians_and artisans, and in_the schDDIS;and Christian\:-
missions as .teachers, catechists and priests. Some indigenous
husinesgmqn e@erged asﬁmodarately_sghstantial prgtegas_tq‘the
foreign firms (in ghe%capacity uf.produce buyers,hfacgqgs“anq
agents for distributing manufactured goods on whulggalaLaqd¥:
retail basis), bqt even among such people survival and_g:qwtq W
more assured for those who haq_agquired_literacyisrhhadnqgl%qbls
literate subordinates.

It was .not until the pqst-wgrld_Nar_ll_period,_agpeciqlly
from 1852 onwards, in a situation of aggressive boq;gepis
nationqligmt scrambled decqlqn;zqticq:qqd_exp;os;uq,;qﬁedyp@;ion
opportunities . at all levels, that a substantial Nigerian bour-
geoisie or "power elite”, capable of sharing power with the :
established British authorities in government, .the bureaucracy,
commerce and banking, began,to emarge.. The closg collaboratics

that has developed singe 1952 between, this foster Nigerian”power



October 18960. This neccoloniel dependecce has merely confirmed,
even enlarged, and diversified the traditional pattern of
Western monopoly capitalist e€xploitation of the resources g¥
Nigeria, with the ‘'P and coming Western-educated indigenous
bourgeoisie acting as a junior partner and very pleased with the
financial ecrumbs that it picked from the master's table,

Since the Lagos Yorubs Wwere among the first Nigerian ethnic
Eroups to produce members of this collaborative national
bourgeoisie, thanks tgo the accident of their nearness to the
coast and, therefore, of their early contact with European

Christian missionaries and wes:ern—type education, the Yoruba

(=

bourgeqis elite of the 1930°'s and 1840's began to Put up an air
of arrogance Vis-a-vis the nther Nigerian ethnie graups, and to
measure the "progress” made towards sslf-rule by Nigeria's major
groups €xclusively in terms of how much "Western culture” they
had acquired. The following statement penned by Chief Obafemi
Awolowo in 1947 is symptomatic of this baseless cultural arrogance
among his cantemporaries:

LIn embracing Western Culture, the Yorubas take the

"lead, and have benefitted immensely as a result,

The Efiks, the Ijaws, the Ibibins and the Ibos come

next, The Hausas and Fulanis on the other hand are

extremely Conservative, and take reluctantly to

Western civilization... And if the race is to the
Swift, in spite of their lower culturail background,

Self-government, long before the Hausas. 11
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Contrary to Chief Awolowo's alleged correlation between
the acquisition of wwestern culture” and "progress”, the evidencs
available to us about the growth and bahavioural pattern of the
Western-educated Yoruba elite and its impact on the mass culture
of the Yoruba, leads us to a different conclusion. It appears
to me that the growth in the numbers of the Wwestern-educated
Yoruba elite and in the variety of the occupational roles they
perform has been accompanied by & substantial weakening in the
cohesiveness and cultural integrity of the various Yoruba
communities. The dissemination of Western literary education in
Yorubaland, like the Christian religion to which it was closely
allied at the beginning and with which it is still very closely
l1inked, tended to create a dichotomous relationship between the
traditional indigenous values and mores of the Yoruba and those
being peddled by its champiens. Western education, especially
the variety of it provided in Christian missionary schools, was
from the very beginning aimed st subverting the indigenous
culture of the people (regarded as "primitive” and "sinful")
and at producing young men and women thoroughly immersed in the
supposedly superior European christian culture. Consequently,
indigenous religious songs, dances, drama, games and art were
all condemned by the missionary teachers as "pagan" and pros-
cribed from the school curricula. 0On the contrary, the program
of these schools bristled with bible reading, history of Europe
and of European ectivities amaong the "inferior races".
European songs and music and the study of English literary clas-

gics.
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The foundation was laid pretty early in the history of Western
education among the Yoruba and the other Nigerian ethnic groups
for the creation of an indigenous elite, arrogant towards and
alienated from the masses of its pecple, but with a deep senses
of inferiority and subservience vis-a-vis its European benefi-
ciaries who had equipped it with a strange and exotic Western
culture whose main relevancs lay in its being a useful instrument
for the oppression and victimisation of the illiterate "native"
masses.

The Westernizing programme of the British has had very
serious implications for the social integrity and cultural
identity of the Yoruba and other Nigerian communities. For

instance, children sent to Western-type schools are ipso facto

denied a full opportunity of acquiring other forms of educatiaon
and training which are more relesvant for a rounded and Properly
integrated role performance in the cultural milieu into which
they were born. Consequently, the more acculturated intp the
Western educational system > Yoruba man is, ths less knewledge-
able he generally is of the Yoruba language, of his family and
lineage traditions, Yoruba folk music, dances, games, social
graces and other skills that are automatically acquired in a
purely indigenous milieu and constitute the substance of a
coherent Yoruba culture. This has tended to produce an untenable
gsituation in which many highly educated Yoruba in’ the Western
tradition are torn between +wo cognitive and cultural worlds ,

neither of which they ful: -nderstand and identify with --
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a situation posing serious problems of identity and intellectua
creativity for the individuals cnncarnad.12 The fact that the
Institute of Education in the University of Ife had to mount an
experimental Yoruba language primary school programme with: one
of its objectives being to prove to the policy makers that Yoru
children could learn more effectively and creatively in their
mother tougue than in English at this most formative stage in
their development constitutes a good measure of the crisis of
identity and values that is at the core of the Western system o
education imposed on us by British colonial rule.

One of the major manifestations of this crisis of identit
is the emergence of a Westernized alitg whose members have wvary
ing degrees of competence in English language, adopt European
cultural postures and are detached and alienated from the mass
of non-literate, non-English speaking Yoruba men and women with
whom they are largely unable and unwilling to communicate. 1In
effect, the Yorubes people, like other Nigerian peoples, have b
dichotomised into two cultures and two nations: one indigenous,
illiterate and underprivileged, the other a Western caricature,
literate and overprivileged.

British colonial rule with its Western education has also
radically affected the development of the Yoruba society by
disrupting the pre-colonial social structure and . the distribut
on of political power in the various communities. Before the
establishment of British colonial rule in Yorubaland some

seventy to eighty years ago there were three main types of so-
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political systems: the autonomous village society, the city-
state or kingdom with its peripheral villages and smaller towns,
- and the empire encompassing several kingdoms, peripheral towns

. and villages. While these three state formations varied conside-
rably in the degree of mass participation in decision making and
of organisational bureaucratisation;,they were all underpinned
.to a greater or lesser extent by a rudimentary democratic ethos
based on "the diffused zuthority of a complex of elders, coincils
and popular approvaf’}s The British raj, finding this diffused

- system of allocating power and authority a balky instrument for
exscuting his hostile and sutocratic will on the people, proceed-
ed to distort the indigencus system by subordinating everything
and everybody to a new "prastorian” system presided over by

. British political officers. However, the harsh necessities of

colonial rule, especially the dearth of suitable Britons to

.appoint as political officers on the spot, compelled the colonial

power to seek out, or sometimes even invent, a chief whom it
invested with autocratic powers undreamt of in the precolonial
society and held responsible for making his community toe- the
new subservient line prescribed by the new masters.

Here, therefore, was the beginning of the process whereby
indigenous Yoruba rulers were forcibly relieved of their time-
honoured obligation to rule with the consent of their peaple and
with a primary concern for their welfare. ‘The ‘legitimacy which,
in the pre-colonial society, was based on communal ‘participation

in political decision-making was replaced by one "dependent ion the
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Howeyer{ as a result of the operation of the British solonial
system with its imputs of a new transportation system {rail. road
and ﬁurts), an expeort-oriented economy and a new network of
administrative centres, which did not often coincide with the
pre-colonial centres of politieal power and influence, the rate
and pattern of urban development under colonial rule diverged
significantly from what obtained in pre-colonial times.

For example, as =z result of the operation of the colonial

government’'s Township Ordinance of 1917, some selected towns

relevant to the functioning of the colonial administration and
in some cases, only recently created by it, were put inte three
categories in descending order of significance. Lagos, which
was the seat of the centrazl government, the main port and rail-
way terminal and having by far the largest shere of European

immigrant population in Nigeria was the anly_first class township

until the end of Worlcd War II when the ordinance was overtaken

by new constitutional developments, Second class townships

consisted principally of large centres of trade located either
along the railway line or on the coast. In 1919, there were
eighteen such townships 12 in the Southern Provinces and 6 in
the North), but by 18356 their number had been reduced to twelve
(7 in the South and 5 in the North). This category did net
include even those large population centres and repositories of
significant political power and influence in pre-colonial times,
like Sokoto, Benin, Oyoc and Ijebu-0Ode, simply because they did

not fit significantly into the colonial transportation and export
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trade systems. They were, -therefore, designated third class

townships (apart from Oyo which was not even classed at all)
along with 47 other towns, making fifty in a1l by 1918. These
third class townships were described as "government stations,
with a small but mixed population”. This characterisation clear-
ly betrays government’s obsessive concern with administrative
imperatives, but is palbably false in the case of towns like ITe,
Ondo, Ijebu-0Ode. Sokoto. Bida, Benin, Agbor and Arochukwu which
were all relstively old and major centres of population,  trade,
political power and influence in pre-colonial times.14
One of the most significant ways in which the operation of

the Township Ordimance of 1317 affected the character of Yoruba
and other Nigerian urban centres was through the distribution of
modern. social amenities which Professor Mabogunje with characte-
.ristic mot juste has described as "governmental amenities"ls
This is because these amenities tended to be provided in towns
that served as important administrative centres with a substantis
~component of expatriate colonial officials.. For instance, by
1336 there were twelue.European and fifty-six African hospitals,
located predominantly in towns designated as first, second and
third classes. The provision of pipe-borne water and electricity
followed the same pattern. By 13850, Lagos (1lst class), eleven
second class towns, five third class and two unclassified towns
(Ogbomoso and Ilorin) had public pipe-borne water supply system=.
In Fha Same yvear public electricity installations were available

~in twenty towns -- one first elass, twelve second class, three




The "flight tajtowns“ has also created over timg many criti-
cal problems for the major urban centres. For one thing, the
populations of the major towns and cities have grown far beycnd
their capability effectively to absorb the influx of immigrants
physically and psychologically. Among the main indicators of the
low absorptive capacity of these towns are the high incidence of
unemployment, marginal employment and occupational bggging, the
chronic shortage of decent accommodation and the_resgltant pro-
hibitive cost of housing, the scandalous congestion of Fhe

residential areas and the proliferation of unsightly and insani-

(

tary slumsl6 -- idesl breeding grounds for endemic dis;ases as
the cholera outbreak of 1370-71 in Nigeria tragigally demonstrated.
The combination of these harsh living and wquing conditions
for immigrants into the large urban centres has tended to produce
a considerable degree of instability and insecurity amecng the
generality of urban dwellers, sspecially among the so-called
'stranger' elements, who have the most critical prob}ems of
gainful employment and housing. In a situation where too few
jobs and houses are being chased by too many people, the poorer
indigenes (”"sons of the soil” in pcpular Yorube parlance) tend
to resent the "stranger” who, either by virtue of his superior
skiil or his contacts, manages to secure a substantialajob and
a decent house. Many *strangers”, on the_other hand, tend to
resent what they regard as the hostile and inhogpitablg attitudg
of their hosts, which o"ten forces them to live preca:iously on

the fringes of their host communities.
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society, the extended family was, among other things, a closely
integrated production unit which collectively owned farm land,
the most crucial factor of production. Within this closely
integrated social and production unit, the authority and control
of the head of the lineage over all its members derived ultimate-
ly from the powers vested in him by tradition over the allocation
of portions of the family pool of land te all his kinsmen for
their individual use. But once it became relatively easy for
members of the lineage toc secure other means of livelihood
independently of the family land resources and, therefore, of the
family head, his authority over such kinsmen started to crumbler
The cohesiveness of the extended family has been the main victim
of this development.

This process of disintegration has not been helped at all by
the frequent incidence of a significant differentiation in
educational and income levels within the extended family. The
process of change, identified in the indigenous sector of Ibadan
by Mabogunje as "growth by fission® resulting in a breakdown, not
only in the control mechanism within the extended family, but
also in the physical embodiment of that family, Agboole
[numpound],lg is a pervasive one in all Yoruba communities,
urban or rural, albeit in varying degrees of rapidity and extent.
This is largely because the more Westernized and affluent

members of the family, whether they are living "at home" or

'"abroad", tend to become dissatisfied with the communal living 1in

the compound, which makes the preservation of individual or
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members of the family, whether they are living "at home" or

' "abroad", tend to become dissatisfied with the communal living in

the compound, which makes the preservation of individual or
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powers to annul, reverse, or. modify the decisions of these courtsd
j. S. Coleman even justifies this.palpably anomalous arrangement
by invoking one of the most notorious myths underpinning British

colonial rule among the "natives"

...the stringency of supervision was not necessarily
the result of hunger for power, but rather of a
passion to achieve and maintain certain minimum
standards of justice and administrative efficiency. 20

The injection of an inscrutable foreign element (Li.e: the
authoritarianism of the British political officer and the
Western-educated Yoruba court clerk) into the administration of
justice atlthe level of local government tended to divorce it, tc
a significant extent, from the time-honoured traditinns of the
panpié. Even though many more cases ara brought before thaaa
customary courts than before the Britiah type courts, they have
a very limited acceptance by the masses of nnn*Nesternist Yoruba

This can be estimated from the failure of the British colonial

authorities and their Nigerian successors to stamp out the so-

ballad.'illagal courts” operating outside the ken of district
officers, residents, or divisional advisers. The simple truth
15 that many Yoruba, especially in the rural areas, are happier
to appeal to these "illegal courts" for justice.

The case of the Eritiah-styia courts has proved even more
incongruous with the pra colonial principles ﬂF law and justica
and with the prevailing raalities of cnntampurary ?nrubu

society. The courts operated and still operate on the basis of

British common law elaborated in English by officers of the court

in possession of this esoteric knowledge.
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opportunity’ of sharing materially and symbolically in the good
fortunes of their more affluent kinsmen and kinswomen.

One .important aspect of Yoruba culture that has come under
a severe impact from Western culture is the administration of
law and justice. The half-hearted attempts of the British
colonial administration in this century to harmonise the admini-
stéatinn of justice by establishing a hierarchy of courts, broadly
divided into "native" or "customary" courts (including district
and provincial courts) and Eritish-style courts [mag@strata, high
and supreme courts) produced a highly bureaucratised judicial
system, suitable for an authoritarian colonial rule but without
achisving the declared cbjective of a viébla synthesis of the
indigenous and British notions and practice of justicg. One
signi*inaﬁt explanation for this gap between pronouncement and
action was fhe supercilious racist attitude with thich the
pioneers of colonial rule in Nigeria approached the cultures of

the Yoruba and other Nigerian peoples who, in the view of racist

A

colonial officers, lacked any civilized notions of law and Justice.

Ennsaquantiy. the so-called "native” courts in Yorubaland,
while ostensibly Eparating on the basis of pre-colonial customary
law, had very limited jurisdiction and were subjected to the
rigorous supervision and control of Eritish_pnlit;pa;Igffipars.
it was of little import to the British cnlunﬁgl authu?ities that,
even though many uf.these political anicaré (district Officers
and residents) had no formal training in either British or

indigenous law, they nonetheless had almost limitless
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Even when interpreters are pravidéd'fuf the benefit of non-
1 AU FLE ymmeirore Eroqie "
English speaking litigants and accused persons, the possibility
of misrepresentation of the factual dapusitinhs through faulty

Ext A

translation are limitless, apart from the fact that nobody ever
endeavours to translate the legal argumanfé to a nﬂn-English
speaking participant in a law suit. It is for cunélﬂératiuﬁs like
these that K. A, Busia's comment on the colonial legal system
bequeathed to newly independent African polities is particularly
apt in relation to the Yoruba and other Nigerians:

The mystification of the law, and its divorce from

the active daily life of the community, made the

legal profession -a necessary and lucrative one in

Africa. Litigants needed guidance through the maze

that the law became to the majority of citizens.

Thissituation has had the effect of altering the

essential nature of law as a social institution

reflecting societal norms and goals. 21

‘Apart from this phenomenon of the "mystification of the law"
access to the British-style courts is barred to most Yoruba by
a complex of factors. These include the excessively high cost
of litigation; the long delay in the disposition of cases,
caused by a shortage of Judges and magistrates, the labyrinth of

!“ . bureaucratic processes that have to be complied with before a
case is considered as properly listed before the court, and the

-obstructionism and corruption of some court officlalss=
One additional factor of confusion in the operation of

British law and justice in Nigeria is that, since its establish-

‘ment, certain types of conduct, which either did not exist in

pre-colonial times or were not considered eriminal, have .come




to attract ﬂriminal signification and panaltias. For instance,
the Equiualant nf thE law of assault and hattary in mnst Yoruba
communities was more flaxible than its Eritiah counterpart and
was gaaérﬂlly'intarpreted to exclude the case of a person meting
out 1n;tani physical punishment to another caught stealing or
trespassing on his pruperty Furthermore, traffic offences,
aapaciﬂlly in relation to the driuing of mntnr vehinlas and the
riding of bicycles or motor cycles, were unknown in pro-colonial
?orub; cnmmunities. Given the higﬁ rate of illeteracy among
those steering such vehicles on our roads and the feeble
communication system operating in the country, it .is not surpri-
sing that ignorance of the legal regulations gnua?ning these
offences exist on a massive scale. :'

Since it is one ‘of the cardinal principlea ﬂf Eritish law
that "ignorance of the law is no excuse”, the average law=-abidin
citizen has tended to treat the law enforcement officers, the
police, ‘with great awe and to avoid them studiously for fear of
being entrapped with laws that he does. not know about. Some
members of the police force have also tended. to take advantage l
of this situation to intimidate and exploit members of the public
who fall into their net. Perhaps the most culpable in this
regard are the traffic policemen who "ambush” commercial drivers
on high ways, collect "tglis” from them routinely and slap all
- sorts of criminal charges (genuine and spurious) on those who

refuse to comply with their axtortionate demands. It has also

been repeatedly established in court proceedings that members of
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the Criminal Inuastigatig;‘ﬁapartmaﬁtI(EiD] nF.th; pélica force
often treat a suspect or an.accused parﬁun whb..hy iéw, should
ﬁa "presumed innocent until proved guilty ', with the sauagary and
disrespect that even a cundamned person shnuld nnt suffer
Consequently, the police force, ﬁhi:h is a law anfurcament
agency, has acquired such & badly tarnished public image that it
seldom gets the willing and enthusiastic cuuparatiqn of tHB
puﬁlin that it so vitally needs to discharge effectively its
duties of maintenance of law and order and of crime detection.

It is also well known that in the area of civil law, the
British legal and judicial system has prugrassiuély distorted the
time-tested concepts and practices of our people. Two important
Bréas of distortion deserve attention. First, thanks to the
uumpalling example of Lagos, where British individualist norms
nf prnparty ownership have been in opﬂratinn for more than a
nantury. the indigenous Yoruba custnm of cummunal or family
ownership of land has been constantly and prugfassiuely assaulted
in practina.- The permanent alienation of cummuﬁal or family
land (or one's share of it) through sale has become incraaéingly
significant during this century, the degree varying witﬁ.tha
level of commercial and monetary activity gning on in a partinu-
lar locality. Consequently many Yoruba cnmmunitiaa havel ,
witnessed a dramatic increase in the number of disphtaé over land
ownership and in the wvolume of litigation arising from ;Gﬁh

disputes.
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The other major aresa pf_distnytinn is that of marriages
cantractad under British cnlnnial 1aw, This law exists side by
side with sauaral variaties of Yoruba customary law of marriage.
The cn;unial law, recently modified by the Matrimonial Causes
Decree of 1970, is informed by the European christian principles
of "ane man one wife to the exclusion of all nthars”. and the
virtual permanence of the union between husband and wife. The
first of these principles makes the taking of ancther wife or
husband, while the original marriage has not been judicially
_qiasnluad, a criminal offence punishable by a fine of H1,000 or
Ifiva years' imprisonment or both. The second makes divorce a
lanthf; often messy business. Ewven though many ﬁaﬁtarnizad
Ynfuﬁa, especially among the Christiﬁns, suhscribg to this_kind
of Fu;eign marriage, experience has ahﬂﬁn that the cuntracting

partias are not always able to nbsarua the First principla.

However, for reasons of cunuenienne (sometimes con51daratinns of
acnnnmic.security, the welfare of tha issues nf the m;;}iage.
fears of dirty pub;icity etc.i, the ;njuped party [m?Fa often
the woman than thé ﬁan) dﬁea_%nt usually_initiate divorce procee-
dings against hef husband. 0On the :untrary, she nFten aettles I
for cn-existance with anathar "wife or nther wiues , either
fof s i

under the same rnuf or livlng apart frnm the "1awfu11y wedded
couple™. The current status of the Hatrimnnial Eauses Decree,

therefore, is that, in practice, it is treatad largaly as a Jjoke,

with most of the contracting parties breaking it with what

amounts to almost complete abandon and immunity.
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On the whole, it would appear as if the most significant
contribution made by the superimposition of British principlsas
of law and justice on the Yoruba society has been to prevent
the emergence and consolidation of a commgn pan-Yoruba conscious-
nessof law and justice, Apart from fragmenting the administra-
tion of customary justice on the basis of loeal parochial
customs, the operation of British-type legal and judicial system
has further widened the physical and Psychological gap separating

the Westernized and non-Westernized sections of the Yorube societ
CONCLUSION

It 1s'extremely difficult, if not impossible to draw up a
balance sheet aon the Western invasdion of the Yoruba culture ares.
However, the Eeneral assessment by Dr. Arthur Ramsey (quoted at
the beginning of this essay) of European historical contact with
Africa would seem eminently applicable to the Yoruba expereince,
It cannot be doubted that certain incidental technical and intel-
lectual skills have gccrued to the Yoruba people as a result of
colonial and Post-colonial acculturation into Westarn ways.

There is hardly any aspect of Yoruba material and spiritual
existence that has not been touched h} Western technology, socio-
political systems, econaomic principles and practice, literary
education and the Christial religion,

The praoblematic issue, however, is whether a viable cultural
synthesis has emerged from this interaction, My position is that

only a monstrous hybrid culture has emerged,



And, from the point of view of our people, it has a preponderant
content of dependence on, and subservience to the West. There i}
no sector of the population more afflicted by this dependence
mentality than our highly Western-educated technocratic and
bureaucratic elite. Whether members of this elite operate in
the public service, Universities and other educational institutﬂ
ons,in the professions and in business, they have collectively
failed to transcend the colonial beguest of values, attitudes
and style of 1life that alienates them from the masses of their
people and detaches them from the stark realities of their
society. In such a situation of alienation and isolationfism,
. genuinely creative intellectual and physical work becomes an
almost total impossibility. In place of creativity we- have, at
best. formal technical competence, measured in erude gquantitatiw
terms and, at worst, grotesque mediocrity masquerading as-genius
This crisis of the Westernised elite would not have been
particularly worrying, if one did not notice even at the level
of ordinary Yoruba folk the serious damage already done toc the
integrity of their historical consciousness and, therefore, theil
cultural identity by the aggressive proselytisation of the
Christian missions and the political manipulation of the peopleT
by the colonialists and their indigenous agents. Even though
ctudents of Yoruba history complacently regard the reenactment
of the coronation and funeral ceremonies of Yoruba EH
and of important festivals as crucial sources of Yoruba histary,

the alarming evidence that is coming to light from recent field
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research among the Ondo and Ikale ﬁaup135.£s that more often
than not the chief custodians of these nulturﬁl traditions have
been so christianized that they are actually suffering from a
serious case of cultyral amnssia. This culturael amnesia is also
further induced by the growing dispersal of a literary culture.
A.pérﬁasiuﬁ experience among the Ikale inférmqmts particularly

the lﬁtarate ones that we interviewed over a one-year period
from August 1374 was that people no longer dariued their con-
sciousness and knowledge of their own history primarily from
traditions transmitted from their ancestors through éeueral
generations, but rather from the Intelligence and Assessment
Reports compiled in the 13530's by some ignorant British district
officers using incompetent Yoruba interpreters.

It would appear to me that the Yoruba, like all the other

colonised and neocolonised peoples, .cannot deal effectively with
their crisis of mational culture ocutside the framework of a

revolutionary struggle sgainst the domination of Western culturs

and for an autonomous, self-reliant society. I cannot but agree
fully with Frantz Fanon when he insists that:

A struggle ;which mobilises @all classes of the people
and which expresses their aims and their impatience,
.which is not afrsid to count almost exclusively on

the people's support, will of necessity triumph. 22
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FODTNOTE
This formulation belongs to Dr. Omafume F. Onoge of the
Department of Sociology, University of Ibadan.

Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York, Grove
Press, 1963) p.191

5. 0. Oscba, "The Phenomenon of Labour Migration in the
Era of British Colonial Rule: A Neglected Aspect of
Nigeria's Social History," J.H.S.N. Vol. IV No.4
DD.EZ"-'I-'Z? .

See Galletti, Baldwin and Dina, Nigerisn Cocoa Farmers
{(London, Oxford University Fress, 1956) pp.151-2

G. B. A. Coker, Family Property Among the Yorubas (London,
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