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Stanley Diamond, the founder of Dialectical Anthropology has left us
with a remarkable legacy and challenge to continue his vision. Inspired
by his memory, his relentless critique of Western civilization, colonial-
ism and capitalism, and shared inspirations from the non-Western
world, we carry on with his critique and search for alternatives. Dia-
mond’s oeuvre is complex, as has been outlined earlier by Wolf-Dieter
Narr,1 and others.2 This editorial focuses on one specific aspect of
Diamond’s work, his search for a future vision of humanity as an
alternative to contemporary Western civilization. Stanley Diamond has
most succinctly formulated this search in his book, In Search of the
Primitive.3 As Wolf-Dieter Narr has pointed out earlier,4 Stanley Dia-
mond’s notion of ‘‘the primitive,’’ is not idealized, or nostalgic, nor is it
uni-lineally evolutionary, demeaning, or relativistic. Instead, Diamond’s
vision invokes ‘‘the primitive’’ as an a priori, original, or pristine model
of human society, ‘‘a primary human potential,’’5 or social formation he
conceptualized as having been ‘‘first’’, a primus inter pares, resulting in a
‘‘primitive civilized dichotomy.’’6 From this perspective, later social
developments appear as aberrations, or negations of prior achieve-
ments, but a dialectical relation with this primary human potential may
create new and modern forms of society.

Primitive is, I believe, the critical term in anthropology, the word
around which the field revolves, yet it remains elusive, connoting but
never quite denoting a series of related, social, political, economic,
spiritual and psychiatric meanings. That is, primitive implies a
certain level of history, and a certain mode of cultural being.7

In contrast to Diamond’s version of the primitive, other authors,
notably writing in the service of colonialism have used the term,
‘‘primitive,’’ differently, emphasizing as deficiencies the absence of
European style institutions in non-European societies e.g. the absence of
political power, or of a monolithic state structure, thus justifying
colonial conquest and intervention. After first having stimulated and
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encouraged ethnic groups in Africa to fight each other as rivals for
trade, notably in slaves exchanged for firearms and other European
goods, in a perpetual spiral of accelerating conflicts to the commercial
benefit of Europe, colonial conquerors proclaimed the necessity for
pacifying warring tribes. While 500 years of triangular trade between
Europe, Africa and the Americas have robbed Africa of her manpower
and thereby under-development the continent,8 the development of
industrialization and capitalism in Europe and America was simulta-
neously accelerated as part of the same process,9 entailing colonial
conquest, the fleecing of Africa’s natural resources, and the degradation
and annihilation of her cultures, and ultimately leading to the conti-
nent’s stinging impoverishment.

Diamond’s concept of ‘‘the primitive’’ inverts the negative European-
American perspective on the non-Western world. In his teaching and
writings, he consistently contested any description of pre-colonial
African society as ‘‘missing’’ a European quality or institution, or as
presenting a negative image of European models. His anthropology was
radically anti-Euro/America-centric, radically critical, and Marxist.10

As Lawrence Krader has reaffirmed, Marx conceived of primitive
society as the critique of civilization – the theme of this book.11

Stanley Diamond emphasized the need for an inquiry into the
institutions of primitive society which functioned without a coercive
state apparatus, through custom rather than written law, and reciprocal
kinship obligations rather than class, and had guaranteed an ordered
life, social equilibrium and peace for centuries. Even though centuries of
slave trading and colonialism have transformed Africa, examples of
such a self regulatory society could still be found in local communities
of Nigeria’s large and vibrant Igbo ethnic group of approximately 30
million people, as well as in the country’s smaller ethnic groups such as
the Anaguta numbering only a few hundred members, whose cultural
annihilation Diamond observed in the 1960s.

This mode of cultural being is continuously obliterated or attenuated
by the processes of civilization and more radically so than we are
usually able or willing to acknowledge; as a result, the image of an
identifiable, cross-cultural, pre-civilized and, yes, a priori human
possibility has practically disappeared from our lexicon. Unyielding
cultural relativism, cultural determinism and social scientism are, in
part and each in its own way, rationalizations of a civilization that
has forgotten what questions to ask itself. These attitudes have
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helped blunt the sense of universal human need, conflict and
fulfillment which has been most adequately expressed, in the past,
through art and religion. It is, I believe, a singular task of
anthropology, no matter what its practitioners call themselves, to
assist in the reformulation of pertinent life-preserving questions.

The search for the primitive is the attempt to define a primary
human potential.12

In accordance with Diamond’s dialectical mode of reasoning, ‘‘the
primitive,’’ represents a positive13 hypothesis, negated by the anti-thesis
of civilization materialized in colonialism and capitalist society, yet
potentially offering a new synthesis for the future.

The search for human potentials that have been lost or destroyed in
our own well-known social environment proves increasingly difficult.
After centuries of assault, people in the non-Western world are increas-
ingly suspicious of the West. Travelers from America and Europe are no
longer welcome in other parts of the world and fear terrorist attacks and
kidnappings. Anthropologists find it increasingly difficult to connect to
indigenous peoples, face mounting problems to obtain visas and research
permits abroad and funding at home, to study non-European cultures in
depth.Most social scientists prefer to examine their own backyard, which
is not only politically correct, but also fits in with the media’s preference
of an America-centric vision of the world. While everybody seems pre-
occupied with studying globalism and its effects, this self-serving and
limited vision of the world allows little space to opposite view points, e.g.
indigenous African thought and cultural expressions. Moreover, the
insistence on privileging one’s own culture, its expressions and history,
even as a villain, is a well-known fascist strategy that has historically
prohibited any in-depth look beyond the borders of one’s own political
state with the exception of research aimed at confirming its own ideol-
ogy.14 Any quest that goes beyond spreading the gospel of Western
superiority and refuses to serve or focus on globalization and accultur-
ation is unwelcome at home. Thus, listening to African voices, learning
from an African culture, or even acknowledging the existence and
potentials of an alternative vision of humanity born out of a non-Western
culture remains a radically critical enterprise. To Diamond, pursuing this
alternate vision of humanity was anthropology’s major tasks.

In any event, contemporary American anthropology, faced with the
disappearance of primitive peoples and having rationalized the
concept of the primitive out of existence, will have to create some
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new trembling vision of humanity as a metaphysical grounding for
the science it supposes itself to be, that is, if it is to assume a virile
part of civilized man’s search for himself.15

Although Diamond’s model is complex and there is no society unaf-
fected by centuries of colonial conquest, lessons can still be learned from
African cultures. I will confine my comments to Nigeria’ Igbo people,
whose culture I have studied first hand over an extended period of time
1977–1994, an ethnic group Stanley Diamond admired, loved, and sup-
ported, and actively supportedduring theNigerian civil war overBiafra.16

Igbo culture from the perspective of critical, political and Dialectical
Anthropology

Today, some 30 plus years after the Nigerian civil war, we may still ask
ourselves, ‘‘What is the significance of studying Igbo culture in view of
globalization, marginalization, world wide warring, and rapid trans-
formation?’’ – First, we must recognize that the development of Europe
and America went hand in hand with the under-development of
Africa.17 Second, this process was coupled with an ordering of knowl-
edge and an invention of a scale of values favoring European and
American achievements and agency over African achievements and
agency.18 Third, given the devastation of the Third World and Africa in
particular the grand theories of cultural evolution must be challenged.
Unprecedented violence, fascism, economic, moral and artistic decline,
gender-, class, and ethnic discrimination, as well as man-made health-
and environmental problems, call for a critical perspective on the so-
called achievements brought upon humanity by the developed countries.
Fourth, neither the form of a particular culture, nor its historical state
of development is inevitable, but rather historical and political in nat-
ure. Diamond has consistently challenged the a-historical, behaviorist
and deterministic tenor of social science, of the materialist determinist
brand of Marxism, and of cultural anthropology in particular.

…‘‘social science,’’ and anthropology especially, must begin by being
interpretive, sophisticated history. … anthropology would have to
chose between being history or nothing at all.

The significance of the individual and of the individual event in
determining the course of history (and thus the more abstract
morphology of culture which interests many anthropologists) can be
readily established.19
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Political anthropology, in a radical departure from established aca-
demic convention, enables us with Stanley Diamond to recognize
African customs, e.g. of the Igbo people presented here, their beliefs,
oral literature, and artistic expressions, as political actions based on
decisions made by people making history.

The point is that history is a thread of contingencies, woven by
decisions into cultural forms. Moreover, since the rise of civilization,
history has grown progressively more universal in its effects,
concentrated on specific decisions which now echo instantaneously
around the world. Official histories, more precisely, histories
conceived by the establishment within a single political society, are
no longer possible. .. To begin to be sane, each state must recognize
the effects of its actions on every other state. This does not absolve
us as individuals, for we are all confronted with existential choices in
almost every aspect of our lives in a world which has become a
village in circumference, if not yet in substance. Today the actions of
any state, in the name of its people, are the actions of its people, with
their consent or by their default.20

The indigenous cultures of Africa, Asia, the Americas, the Arab
World, Australia, Europe, India, and Oceania, are all being marginal-
ized by globalization and religious colonialism. However, none of these
cultures is rendered irrelevant by that experience. It would be prepos-
terous to assume that the annihilation of any ethnic group, however
large or small, is in vain, or of no consequence. Moreover, many of
these cultures represent valuable historical and cultural alternatives to
the neo-imperialism of the dominant civilizations, especially the USA,
and as such are potential models that present us with increasingly
important lessons. Taking a critical approach to Western civilization as
we look at Igbo culture enables us to search for new-old modes of
conflict resolution, of balancing gender interests, of creating and
maintaining a social equilibrium, of a non-exploitative religious relation
to nature, of a people-empowering education, and much more. This
knowledge of (once) existing vital alternatives enables us to envision
more humane ways of living than those offered by our contemporary
civilized, alienated state of existence. In this quest, stemming from the
perspective of critical, political and dialectical anthropology, the pres-
ervation and promotion of the knowledge and wisdom of Igbo culture
and language, among other threatened indigenous cultures and lan-
guages, emerges as a human necessity.
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People can and will do without the overwhelming and brute force of
the power of the state, if given the chance. Thus, in contrast to the
written, monolithic rule of laws dominating Western civilizations, the
order of custom appears as a rather subtle agent compelling people to
live up to their society’s norms;21 the authority of custom, its repre-
sentatives, and values still maintain coherence in Igbo society while
keeping its culture alive locally, despite the chaos prevailing in the na-
tion-state of Nigeria. Among the Oru-Igbo of Oguta, for example, the
order of custom is based on the sanctions and religious beliefs encoded
in myths and celebrated in the annual Agugu festival.22 While these
beliefs may change and thus modify custom,23 their complete erosion
would threaten the very integrity of the people’s culture and society,24

their identity and emotional and economic wellbeing.
Even though we may recognize the importance of their custom to the

people themselves, we still may be compelled to ask: ‘‘what is the
rationale for studying an indigenous African custom, why present it to a
world wide audience, and what is the relevance of African custom in
view of the rapid ‘‘progress’’ and ‘‘acculturation’’ of African societies,
and more alarmingly, in view of the environmental, economic, and
political disasters, toppled by the AIDS crisis devastating the continent?
When facing Africa today, we must admit that

We are confronted with what Lévi-Strauss has called…junk-heaps of
Western civilization, and not with societies that can be honestly
analyzed as if they were pristine. Africa is the edge of our jungle …
‘‘acculturation,’’… is largely amatter of conquest and…almost always
implies the assault by civilized people upon… traditional societies.25

We must furthermore acknowledge that the same civilizations that
have assaulted African cultures have so far produced major portions of
the body of writings that constitute the grand cultural theories and the
dominant view of the world. Based on this ordering, devising of cate-
gories and typologies of the achievements of humanity,

Civilized peoples seem always to project their specific forms of
development as the inevitable progress destiny of fate of the human
race. The political component has been largely replaced by deter-
ministic arguments.26

The raw facts of colonial conquest, and its continuation in
globalization, are thinly veiled by the arguments of a four-pronged
ideological strategy embracing (1) the proclaimed need to pacify non-
European warring groups, (2) a perception of non-Europeans as
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‘‘others’’, (3) a definition of ‘‘the other’’ as negative or inferior, and (4)
religious fervor.

Religious fervor, colonial conquest, and the continuous dismantling of

indigenous cultures, institutions and values

The intimate link between the colonial conquest of Africa and Christian
missions justifying religious colonialism, builds on the instrumental
importance of Christian education in subverting and destroying African
culture and ethnic traditions. This recurrent theme has been docu-
mented in many instances and on multiple levels of experience, thought
and expression. The Congolese philosopher, V. Y. Mudimbe, illumi-
nates the theoretical framework of the Christian missions’ destructive
enterprise. Following Eboussi-Boulaga, he asserts that the European
conquest of Africa and its impact on the continent’s political geography
went hand-in-hand with Christian missionaries. Historically, the dis-
mantling of African beliefs, custom and traditions, and the replacement
of these indigenous values with a Eurocentric system of thought were a
pre-condition and an integral part of colonial conquest, suppression and
exploitation, a process that continuous – albeit in different political
forms as part of globalization – until this day.

Sharing this belief in the superiority of Christianity, expressed in its
essential qualifications, that is, its identification with reason, history,
and power, the missionary’s discourse has, according to Eboussi-
Boulaga, always presented five major features. First of all, it is a
language of derision, insofar as it fundamentally ridicules the
pagan’s Gods. .. Second, it is a language of refutation or systematic
reduction: all pagan religions constitute the black side of a white
transcendental Christianity… Satan and God. The third feature
illuminates the missionary’s pragmatic objectives: his action is
supported by a language of demonstration, …his civilization …
sacred cultural model … divine seal. ... A fourth characteristic:…
only Truth. … supremacy of the European experience. The last trait
… Christian God … as history’s only force. .. Thus we have three
moments, rather than types, of violence in missionary language.
Theoretically they are expressed in the concepts of derision,
refutation-demonstration, and orthodoxy-conformity.27

The social implications of such diminishment of indigenous beliefs
and practices are clear. Serving the goals of imposing colonial rule and
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global power structures, Christian values build upon supremacist atti-
tudes valuing one belief system more than the other. Such a conceptual
order automatically invites a social divide as a way of thinking that
maybe outdated by urban European standards. But Christian evangel-
ical movements, promoted by the USA, are stronger than ever in the
Third World, Eastern Europe, and have become deeply entrenched by
missionaries in Africa. As a result, the imbalanced Christian scale of
values that puts Europe at the top and African peoples, their cultures
and even their food at the bottom, is kept alive, e.g. among Nigerians,
even today. Mbabuike and Salamone assert that,

The belief persists among many Igbo that a priest should be aloof,
wealthy, deal primarily with the rich, and be condescending in
discussing matters with the community. For these people, a priest
cannot be at home with the people or eat what they do. These
behaviors, certainly, reflect aspects of class.28

Frantz Fanon has elaborated on the psychological damages inflicted
by the derision of the achievements of once colonized peoples, turning
the creators of non-European cultures into The Wretched of the Earth.29

Religious beliefs and practices are the very core on which African cul-
tures hinge. Africans in general and especially ‘‘Nigerians are a very
religious people.’’30 Consequently, the ridicule and reduction of African
deities and of the customs based on the people’s spirituality are par-
ticularly painful to individuals anchored in the emotional sanctuary of
their traditions.

The African notion of divine womanhood, historically linked to fe-
male rule in the Sahel, is a case in point. The notions of multiple deities
and female divinity in particular contradict both European and Arab
cosmologies. As pointed out by Zulu Sofala, as a result of these ideol-
ogies, the African woman, both secular and sacred, was and still is a
prime target of monotheism and its associate powers:

She [African woman] has been most viciously attacked through the
cosmology of the alien cultures of the European and Arab that has
left her stripped bare of all that makes her existence worthwhile in the
traditional African system of sociopolitical order and governance.31

Christian missions bolstering the colonial endeavor have used a
language of derision and miracles, to diminish African beliefs and
achievements, and especially the reverence of womanhood, while at the
same time promoting their own male- and state dominated monolithic
Christian views. Islam, equally tied to Arab slave trading and con-
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quest, has historically operated the same way, despite its greater
flexibility towards certain African customs, e.g. polygamy. Female
rulers and female oriented religious beliefs were once common
throughout Africa, but were subjugated or killed together with their
totem animals by the onslaught of the monolithic powers structures
fueled by monotheism. The lore of these events is still lingering in
Africa’s Sahel region, e.g. in the tales of the queens, Amina, Daurama,
and Sarraounia.32 Contemporary scholars and African intellectuals
have pointed to the simultaneity of the defeat of female rulers and
forced introduction of the conquerors’ colonizing religions, a coinci-
dence that has become the theme of several African movies, e.g. by the
acclaimed film makers Mel Hondo from Guinea Bissao, and Ousmane
Sembène from Senegal.

Sembène’s Ceddo, a film highly critical of colonizing religions,
depicts the Ceddo resistance to Islamic patriarchy … forced
conversion makes it easier for the imam to marry Princess Dior.33

The theme of a foreigner and his beliefs subjugating the African
woman through marriage resounds in many stories, e.g. in the Hausa
myth of the origin of their urban centers. According to this saga, the
Hausa culture hero, Baghida, came to Daura from Baghdad, killed the
snake guarding over the town’s source of water (life), and married the
then ruling queen, Daurama. The couple’s children are said to have
founded the seven original Hausa cities. The mythical end of female
rule coincided with the introduction of Islam to Hausaland, around
800 AC.

Anthropology and the politics of studying cultures

To this author and following Stanley Diamond’s line of thought, the
significance of studying Igbo custom cannot lie in tracing a develop-
mental stage as part of a grand scheme of ‘‘progress’’ along the lines of
any ‘‘ethnocentric notions of inevitability’’,34 nor in the pursuit of a
grand theory attempting to merely locating Igbo culture within ‘‘the
multi-colored fabric of world culture – a fabric woven on a political
loom.’’35 Instead, the significance of studying African cultures lies in
acknowledging the politics of her people, e.g. in Igbo art and ritual.
These politics are expressed for example in Igbo satire,36 or in the Oru-
Igbo annual staging of the Agugu festival,37 activities based on under-
lying political decisions.
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Political decisions are, however, rather more existential in nature. …
For politics is people in groups deciding to act in order to reject,
create, or maintain the patterns of authority that legitimate their
social behavior.38

Political anthropology enables us to recognize a cultural event
based on myths and religious beliefs, such as the performance of satire
in Ihiala, or of the Agugu festival in Orsu-Obodo, as a form of
political action. This interpretation is unusual in the established field
of cultural anthropology as commonly perceived in academia. More-
over, a critical perspective privileging African culture at the expense of
Western civilization also pose a threat to those conceptually clinging
to European-American patterns of social evolution as the only con-
ceivable way of development and scale of values. Stanley Diamond
thus cautions that

Civilized peoples and civilized disciplines have therefore been
particularly sensitive to political action on the part of ‘‘backward’’
peoples which created possibilities of alternative patterns of social
evolution, patterns that the patron states thereby considered a
potential threat to the integrity of their entire cultural spectrum.39

An avenue that recognizes only one line of social evolution would
perceive history as inevitable fate, rather than as based on individual
decisions. Yet, as Diamond’s discussion of the Anaguta40 illuminates,
decisions have been taken that have dramatically altered peoples’ fates,
the course of their histories and the economic and technological
development or under-development of different peoples in different
parts of the world.

These things I have learned, once and for all, from observing and
associating with the Anaguta, for they have decided not to join the
modern world. They move like ghosts on the outskirts of civilization
on the high plateau of Northern Nigeria and say Anaguta mini ma
gehri, ‘‘The Anaguta are a basket of water.’’ Their culture crumbles,
their population declines, their lands shrink, and as an ethnic entity
change only disintegratively. They accept, they pursue their decline;
for them the world ends. We are obliged to ask why have similar,
even adjoining, peoples responded so differently – although not
uniformly – to the stimuli of new conditions? This is a historical
question but most significant is the spectacle of a people forming out
of their natural, material and spiritual resources, their ‘‘fate.’’ That is
what history is.41
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Eric Williams has succinctly shown how the decisions to trade in fire-
arms and slaves, have accelerated warfare and the impoverishment of the
African continent on the one hand, and the growth of technology and
capitalism in Europe and the USA, on the other.42 These developments
were clearly based on capitalist economics and politics, rather than
inevitable stages of social evolution. The resulting perceptions and cat-
egorizations of African peoples, cultures and history are the direct results
of 500 years of slave trade and furthermore, clearly indebted to 19th
century European politics, rather than to scientifically provable truth.

Commercial slavery … found it necessary to conceive blacks not
only as culturally exotic, but as inferior objects… Europeans have
rarely glorified the culturally alien or racially distinct as superior to
themselves. .. Since Portuguese slavers…it has been typical in the
North Atlantic world to stereotype the peoples and cultures of the
continent, to regard them as history-less, featureless, backward and
largely passive mass. These conventional rationalizations are famil-
iar …the way masters are compelled to regard those whom they
enslave.43

Committed with Diamond to a critique of contemporary Western
civilization and other rationalizations of the exercise of repressive
political and economic power, the portrayal of the Igbo culture is
critical and potentially dialectical at the same time, for it illuminates
remnants of human alternatives that could become dialectical through
being reactivated on another level, e.g. as an anti-thesis to global cap-
italism, as pursued by ecological movements and tribal activists on an
international scale.

Once we begin to consider sociopolitical types in their historical
dimension, that is, levels of sociopolitical integration… the dynamic
of any given area becomes of paramount importance. Moreover, we
can then move from people to people, area to area, in order to refine
our understanding of what Julian Steward has called ‘‘regularities’’
and, one should add, alternatives of change throughout widening
segments of our increasingly constricted modern world.44

The politics of Igbo culture

Igbo culture is a particularly rich cultural model in providing ample
examples of socio-political integration by peaceful, non-violent, ritual
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and artistic means. Two examples may serve to illustrate this point (1)
the performance of satirical songs at Ihiala,45 and (2) the celebration of
an annual town festival, Agugu, at Orsu-Obodo.46

Igbo Satire

Satirical songs were and still are performed on the occasion of semi-
sacred funerary and marriage ceremonies at Ihiala, despite the
increasing dismantling of the underlying religious beliefs and the con-
nected moral and behavioral codes by Christian proselytes. The per-
formance of Igbo satire is a complex cultural expression with various
functions. While satirical songs are entertaining, they also expose
individuals whose behavior has transgressed society’s norms and cus-
tomary behavioral codes, either to a lesser, or more serious extent. The
potential public exposure of the transgressor is a strong deterrent to
irregular or even anti-social behavior. In a society that can be charac-
terized as a ‘‘shame culture,’’47 social ostracism is taken very seriously.
There are enormous psychological pressures, e.g. in the form of public
ridicule, preventing people from doing wrong. Similar ritual perfor-
mances exposing and ridiculing aberrant social behavior have been
documented in other cultures, where they take on different forms, e.g. in
the Gèlèdè masquerade of the Yoruba ethnic group, in South Western
Nigeria and Benin Republic,48 but have the same integrative effect in
society. Satirical songs and other ritual performances can be viewed as
powerful agents of social integration in a culture with whose custom and
norms the individuals still identify and whose scorn they fear. In rural
Igbo culture, the threat of social ostracism is taken very seriously, even
as a form punishment, and perhaps feared more than the police or a
modern jail. For example, in a murder case witnessed by this author, the
convicted individuals and their extended families were not locked up,
and instead at first punished by their fellow villagers refusing any
interaction with the offenders. The individuals so scorned eventually left
their town and started a new life elsewhere, in anonymity.49

A shame culture, such as the Igbo example, is diametrically opposed
to a culture driven by guilt, as in Western/ Christian culture where the
sense of wrongdoing is held internally. Here confession, such as in the
Catholic Church, is private rather than public. After confessing in
church, an offender may be relieved of his ‘‘sins’’, keep his face and
continue to live in his community, while the political state monopolizes
the power to punish the guilty. Satire on the other hand may lead to
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confession, or exposure, precluding crime, rather than invoking actual
punishment. This important integrative function of satire persists de-
spite the increasing prominence of the entertainment component in
post-colonial satirical performances.

While observing the performance of satirical songs acting as a
powerful deterrent against certain types of anti-social, or even criminal
behavior, we also recognize an important female component in this
regulatory institution, for Igbo satire is performed by women.50 The
Igbo people’s performances of satire aimed at ridiculing an offender
clearly is female politics of preventing anti-social behavior. As an
expression of female authority as an integral part of custom, and
moreover linked to pre-Christian religious beliefs,51 satirical perfor-
mances increasingly come under attack by Christian fanatics demeaning
all forms and parts of indigenous cultures, their religious beliefs,
behavioral codes, ethics, and female seats of power.52

The female politics of satire prevent anti-social behavior, rather than
relying on retroactive punishment and are an important factor in main-
taining social peace and protectingmembers of the community from each
other. By contrast, male centered contemporary political states do little to
prevent negative behavior, e.g. crime, or abuses of women, and instead
rely on policing and punishing culprits after the fact.Moreover, Christian
churches preach an ideology of guilt and sin that may be purged by obe-
dience and confession, and again, would only be dealt with in the afterlife.
In addition and, as Mbabuike and Uwazurike illuminate,53 the modern
democratic institutions of Nigeria and many African countries are com-
paratively helpless, cannot prevent political despotism and corruption, or
protect their citizen from abuses of power by the brute force of repressive
state monopolies, e.g. Nigeria’s dreaded mobile police force, or the mili-
tary, or even foreign mercenaries, nor do they seem willing to they shield
their countries and their citizens from economic exploitation and degra-
dation, as attested to by the horror scenario of rampant oil extraction,
environmental pollution, destruction of the water as a resource for the
livelihood of the peoples of the Niger delta, and political witch hunting,
e.g. culminating in the execution of the novelist, Ken Sawo Wiwa, in
Southeastern Nigeria in 1994. By contrast the traditional counterparts of
contemporary rulers could not as easily get away with murder or non-
customary and non-reciprocal behavior on the local level, as villagers
would not tolerate the arrogance and excesses of many a modern despot,
and instead expose and even depose his local counterpart.54

Despite these limitations and potential Christian bias of many con-
temporary Igbo villagers, and against the odds of acknowledging
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pre-colonial life as full of hardships, we may still recognize the art and
ritual performance of satire as an expression of Igbo custom as a
powerful, viable, yet non-violent integrative force empowering and
protecting people by way of prevention.

The Agugu festival

The Agugu festival is the major annual cultural event celebrated by the
Oru-Igbo, a group of Riverine Igbo who live in and around Oguta.55 To
the Oru people the staging of the Agugu festival means: ‘‘doing, acting
out, or celebrating our custom’’.56 The entire body of their custom,
omenala, represents the people’s culture, and defines and re-affirms their
collective identity that is ultimately founded in their spirituality.57

The Agugu festival is a multi-layered, complex event: a ritual, it
addresses the religious beliefs in the divine forces of nature and teaches
respect rather than mere exploitation of the environment; An event of
economic importance, it signals the beginning of the planting season,
while it is also an occasion and venue for the accumulation and sub-
sequent distribution of surplus staples; A major educational and social
event, Agugu initiates boys into the ranks of men.58 During this process,
the initiates are taught esoteric knowledge and moreover are educated in
the most essential existential skills necessary to live and flourish in their
social and geographic environment; An occasion for festivities, recrea-
tion and play, Agugu entertains, educates, and unites the townspeople in
their customs and beliefs in the multiple gods and goddesses of their
land, in local knowledge and survival skills, in the necessity of balancing
power, and of recognizing the importance of complementary contri-
butions of men and women. This wisdom also emphasizes a basic albeit
complementary distinction between the wilderness of nature and civili-
zation created by humans.

Agugu re-enacts sacred myths and celebrates the indebtedness of
successful farming and pro-creation to the forces of nature and to the
mysterious force of Owu. The Owu myth, celebrated annually during the
Agugu festival, encodes custom, omenala, or the (unwritten) ‘‘laws of the
land’’. The masquerade, initiation ceremonies and other ritual events
performed at that time re-enact the underlying myth and re-confirm
custom. Oru-Igbo custom, omenala, religious beliefs, local environment,
knowledge, practical skills, and the economy are closely interrelated.

The Oru-Igbo farmer knows very well that an accurate observation
and analysis of the water levels of the lake, rivers, and local creeks are
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basic to survival which to them is a success. Male and female must
complement each other step by step, just as ‘‘you cannot walk on one leg
alone’’. During the festival, young men are initiated into adulthood.
They become men and may soon plant their seeds to grow and yield
fruit in the form of both, yam and children. Men must eat to survive,
and without women, there are no children, and there is no cooked food.
Moreover, it is nearly impossible to eat without one’s hands or handi-
work. These are some of the practical lessons learnt by the initiates
during the time of the Agugu festival. The lessons are devised and taught
and the exams are taken in the informal ‘‘university of the village’’,
rather than in formal education.

While Americans, Europeans and some Nigerian urbanites may
arrogantly belittle the achievements and knowledge of the villagers as
‘‘inconsequential,’’ the indigenous people insist on the importance of
their knowledge and may ultimately be better equipped in dealing with
their local environment, than the arrogant foreigners, e.g. adjusting to
rather than attempting to dominate their local waters. The Igbo cul-
ture’s existential lessons are still valid today, despite the onslaught of the
Nigerian nation state and the overwhelming of Shell Oil, Texaco, Mobil
Oil, Chevron, and other foreign companies. The people of South
Eastern Nigeria refuse to vanish – against all odds and in contrast to the
Anaguta of the middle belt.

All of the lessons of Agugu are highly relevant to the local life and
environment. The graduates of initiation are well prepared to confront
and master their life at home. Their education is for their life, rather
than feeding into, or from a body of Euro-centric knowledge that may
justify and linger upon European-American politics and the history of
death and destruction, but whose benefit to progress in Africa is often
questionable, e.g. when a postal clerk in Oguta might be able to recite
Shakespeare, but not the stories of his village; at the other extreme, the
Chinese forbade and destroyed all foreign books during the Cultural
Revolution and sent the children of their intellectuals to the villages for
re-education by the peasants, ostentatiously in order to liberate their
people from foreign thought and oppression.59 Neither the deliberate
destruction, nor the ignorance of an accumulated body of knowledge
and artistic wealth in time and space makes much sense beyond very
near-sighted political goals. Instead, we may envision a synthesis of
African and European-American knowledge, e.g. re-thinking the non-
beneficial uneven relationship of men and women, exploiter and
exploited, and man and nature. Studying indigenous wisdom and evo-
lutionary strategies and adding this knowledge to the library and
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awareness of human possibilities and historical and social alternatives is
not only an asset to all of humanity, but may ultimately be our only
chance at survival.

Conclusion

There are many lessons that can be learnt from the Igbo and other non-
Western cultures, e.g. in the ‘‘university of the village’’, in the alternative
form of education that is part of the Agugu festival and its initiation
ceremonies, or in the integrative agency of Igbo satire. All of these
lessons are highly relevant locally. Moreover, some are of critical
importance beyond the local level and have relevance to all of humanity
worldwide. To give just one example: The indigenous notion of learning
from, adapting to, and respecting nature and its limits, rather than
merely battling, suppressing, and exploiting the ecosphere and envi-
ronment is an important wisdom. The pitfalls of Western civilization’s
greed are obvious, closely linked to an imaginary conquest of nature,
and a devastating insistence on treating nature and its flora and fauna as
mere commodities and commercial resources. Taught that major dis-
eases have been eradicated, we may dare to believe in medical progress;
yet while ancient diseases such as TB and Malaria mutate to evade
conquest, new plagues, e.g. cancer, AIDS,60 SARS, mad-cow disease,
bird flu, and many more including the ravages on the body by chemical
and nuclear pollution, emerge and raise havoc. Power-drunken despots
brutally suppress their people and/or threaten to destroy the world,
while protecting the interests of multi-national conglomerates reducing
human beings to mere roles and numbers. Green movements are taking
hold in European politics and emerge as a desperate, last minute effort
to avoid the worst, as environmental disasters are increasingly riddling
most of the world and many people fear that the world’s climate has
already changed, taking us on the sure road to doom. In view of these
disasters, we are in dire need of alternative metaphysical models, as
expressed in Diamond’s key term, ‘‘the primitive.’’

The search for the primitive is the attempt to define a primary
human potential. Without such a model (or, since we are dealing
with men and not things, without such a vision), it becomes
increasingly difficult to evaluate or understand our contemporary
pathology and possibilities. For instance, without an anthropology
bent on rediscovering the nature of human nature, the science of
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medicine may survive, but the art of healing will wither away. For
healing flows from insight into primary, ‘‘pre-civilized’’ human
processes; it presumes an knowledge of the primitive, a sense of the
minimally human, a sense of what is essential to being human.61

In the context of uneasy progress, wide-spread economic impover-
ishment, and social and political turmoil, non-Western cultural models
and their expressions, e.g. the Agugu festival, or the performance of
Igbo satire, and the arts, ritual and wisdom of many other indigenous
cultures, emerge as highly significant positive vantage points for a
challenge and critique of the dominant neo-imperial Western world view
and civilization. From this perspective and in this spirit, we shall con-
tinue Stanley Diamond’s mission of Dialectical Anthropology.
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