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This story, a rather long one, is about an encounter that perhaps best illustrates the give-and-take nature of human relations and its impact on cultures. At the site of encounters, either between people or cultures, there is reciprocity of gaze.  The relationship between the expatriate fieldworker and his/her "native" subjects has long been viewed fallaciously as a sort of one-way traffic: the all-seeing, questioning "truth-seeker" versus his/her miserably blind, mute subjects. 

The crux of this story is that a dialogue - no matter how uneven - is constantly taking place at the interstices of encounter, a dialogue full of tension and conflict, confusion and ambivalence, power and domination. This dialogue is both liberating and transforming; it critiques, challenges, and changes cultures and their human agents. But first, the story.

For years, he was the subject of constant speculations.  People would gather round him, scrutinize him, study him, and walk away, either bemused or befuddled by his seemingly inscrutable persona. He was odd, perhaps rare in Ebira
, a rocky guinea savannah land that is home to a million people south-west of the Niger-Benue confluence in Nigeria. His mission was unknown. His presence stirred the community. Some said he had been sent by the government in Lagos (the then federal capital, some 500 kilometers away) to study the Ebira way of life. No, he must be an agent of an unknown group or institution far away in the whiteman's land, others argued. The possibility of a self-sent mission was raised and 
swiftly dismissed. No, this tall, gangling white man couldn't have come this far on his own. He must have been dispatched by some imponderable forces in a distant land to learn the Ebira ways, a theory not entirely uncharacteristic of this society where the rhythms of everyday life, natural occurrences and human actions are thought to be willed by powerful invisible forces.  

Everyone seemed pleased that this lone white man had found something worthy of scholarly attention in the way the Ebira live their lives. The exact nature of this inquiry, its duration, and its specific goals were still unclear. It was unknown too the extent to which individual or communal life would be affected by its outcome. Perhaps the study would herald change or transformation: electricity to conquer the terror of darkness; pipe borne water to rescue them from the disease-laden, dirty, brown drops of water wrung daily from wells and streams; good roads to link them up with the rest of the world; good schools for the young owners of a different future; modern and traditional hospitals to complement each other; and better prices for their farm produce. 

Perhaps the white man's mission had nothing to do with all these. Those who held this view cited the fact that the white man came often when there were communal ceremonies such as the masked ritual festivities in which he featured as a participant-observer. He would ask questions (through an interpreter); and take notes and photographs of people, artifacts, performers, and performances. Perhaps he was concerned only with culture, culture as embodied in Ebira artifacts, symbols, myths, and rituals. Men would gather around gourds of palmwine or mounds of pounded yam in family living rooms, in verandas, and under the shade of neem trees, and women would tend their looms or the food steaming on stone hearths or banter at open-air markets, and the strange white man would come up in conversations and there would be endless speculations. He was going to put Ebira culture on film to be shown all over the world.  No, he was going to write a book on it to be read all over the world. What seemed uppermost in their minds wasn't the medium of representation (or misrepresentation) but the prospect of global fame should their lives be fossilized for the world. 
These questions, these speculations had a lot to do with the reflexive nature of the ethnographic gaze. As the fieldworker scanned the landscape playing the romantic in search of the exotic or the scientist in search of hard facts or the scholar in search of hidden meanings in symbols, rituals and myths, the Ebira were also performing their own fieldwork, assessing, analyzing, debating, and scrutinizing him. The object of inquiry was no longer very clear-cut. In the eyes of the Ebira, the fieldworker was the exotic Other in their midst, not the reverse. The fieldworker had objectified them, they had objectified the fieldworker. They were not just passive conduits of their history, myths, symbols and rituals, they were active, talking and asking questions. What would he look like without his clothes? Why was God so unkind to him?  Why did God give him a skin that tanned, freckled, and wrinkled in the sun? Could he survive the rigors of their lives? Why did he talk in such a funny way - through his nose? Would he stagger under the full weight of a basket of yams? Are there masked performances in his society? What kind of festivals does his society celebrate?  Does he have a wife - or wives? And what about children? Where are they? How did he get here? Did the journey take days or months? 

No notebooks. No tape recorders. No cameras. The people conducted their own research within the limits of orality. Nothing published, sold, bought, read, critiqued, and taught in classrooms. No lecture tours and slide shows in the hallowed halls of academia and conference centers. The white fieldworker had entered their world, he had been appropriated as a character into the oral performances, he had become part of their folklore. He had become a point of reference in all things exotic or unusual. It was not enough to say that a man was tall or lanky or fair-skinned, but that he was as tall or lanky or fair-skinned as this particular white man among them. The shape of a nose or lips or the texture of one's hair became more vivid only in comparison with his. School children mimicked his gait and his nasal delivery, they sketched him on the sands and in their drawing books. He featured in one or two folk songs. Women would describe a certain new born baby as whiter or fairer than him. The people were not just returning the gaze, they were representing the fieldworker in their world, and they were performing him.   

This was the mid-sixties, Ebira was still a predominantly peasant community. As a minority in a nation of over 300 different ethnic groups scores of which are five or ten times the size of Ebira, it didn't count much in Nigeria's ethno-politics. Federal and regional amenities were few, and most people spoke about the two levels of power as if they were far-flung entities whose actions or inactions meant nothing to the simplicity and harshness of small-town life. When the strange white man, therefore, sprang up in their midst, an incredible amount of hope was raised. They hadn't been forgotten after all by the rest of the world, some people reasoned. It was this thought, that they, the Ebira, mattered in the global scheme of things that they found most thrilling. And the man in the their midst was white, a symbol of power - political, economic, technological, and military. Five or six years before then, his people were running things in the country. In fact, as at the time of his first visit to Ebira - 1965 - whites still ran things from behind the scenes despite the fanfare of political independence which had been won from the British on October 1, 1960. He was a staff of the Nigerian Federal Department of Antiquities. His presence was power-laden: the representative of the remote federal government of Nigeria, the messenger of the mysterious forces across the seas, the privileged arbiter of "truth," the self-appointed interpreter of Ebira socio-cultural life, and the external voice of this voiceless mass. Here was a classic case of the power relations which ethnography enacts: a citizen of an ex-colonial power working in a former colony under an economic, socio-political structure best described as neo-colonial. The encounter between the fieldworker and the Ebira was in reality that of two unequal worlds.

Few people spoke the fieldworker's language. Among those who did, fewer still bothered to find out his identity and his mission. His presence didn't make anyone uneasy or suspicious. Nobody felt threatened. He was simply a curiosity. The Ebira society is very inclusive; and as the elders often put it: the kite perches, the hawk perches. Their world was big enough to accommodate the white man. As long as he wasn't there to undermine them, a space was to be carved out for him within which to fulfil himself. They were used to seeing whites trickle in and out. Whites driving past in cars. Whites riding through their towns in motorcycles. White Reverend Fathers conducting mass in Catholic churches. White engineers supervising Nigerian workers in road/bridge construction. 
But there was something about this one that was so different from others before: his intimacy with Ebira people and society. Everything seemed to interest him. He would sit and watch the way farmers carved their hoes. He would visit the blacksmiths and watch in awe as hoe or knife blades, masks, stools, walking sticks, and figurines were shaped and smoothened. He would stay with a masked performer, follow him to his innermost chambers, his eyes probing every movement, gesture, action and word. He would sit with the women and watch them weave beautiful cloths on their looms. He would visit shrines as priests and priestesses re-enacted rituals.

He didn't settle in Ebira. But he visited frequently alone or in the company of other people - perhaps his family and friends - in addition to his interpreter. He was present during Ebe, a night festival featuring masked singers which takes place in March or April; he was there during Echeane, a day-time masquerade festival in honor of Ebira women held sometimes in May or June; and he came in November or December for the Ekuechi - the most important festival in Ebira, featuring masked and unmasked singers and performers. He heard the drums throb; he heard the trumpets call; he heard the beaded gourds rattle; he heard the metal and the cylindrical wooden gongs herald and praise; and he heard the talking drums recite a family or lineage or clan genealogy. He saw them laugh, cry, howl, fight, embrace, love, hate, eat, famish, dream, born, live and die. He hobnobbed with their poor and their prosperous ones. He scoured their roads, paths and alleys in search of just anything that would define the Ebira as a people. He was told about the migration of the Ebira from an area north of the River Niger to their present home south-west of the Niger-Benue confluence; he was told about their struggles for survival in a land harsh and poor; he learned about the endless internecine wars with enemy neighbors, about the bloody spread of Islam by the Hausa/Fulani crusaders, about the British conquest and domination, and about the historical events to which the masked rituals owed their beginnings.

Over time, the white man became a familiar face in their midst, his coming and going became a kind of calendar for local chroniclers of recent history. He was particularly close to the Ihiovi family in Opopocho, a hamlet at the foot of a rocky hill west of Ihima. The Ihiovi family was the custodian of a fearsome day-time masked performer known as "Mediva". Before this close association with the owners of "Mediva," the white man had no name. He was simply called "Oyivo," a non-derogatory, generic term for whites. His friendship with "Mediva" gave him some specificity. It individualized him in the public consciousness. It was not sufficient to talk about Oyivo, one had to particularize: the "Oyivo Mediva," meaning, literally, Mediva's white man. It connoted ownership. Yes. But not in the sense of property ownership. They could, if they wished, have described him as "Oyivo ana vi di Mediva avo" - meaning, Mediva's white visitor. Or "Oyivo ana vo oti Mediva avo" - meaning Mediva's white friend. Why did they choose to describe him as Mediva's Oyivo with its problematic connotation of ownership? As far as they were concerned, Oyivo had become an integral part of Mediva's or Ihiovi's household. He was no longer an outsider. He was part of them. It didn't matter if he didn't look like any of them. It didn't matter if they couldn't communicate with him. Oyivo Mediva had a house in Opopocho (Ihiovi's) even if he didn't live there. He had a family (the Ihiovis), never mind if they were not biologically related. It was now possible to situate him properly within the community.    

Twenty-five years later - memories fuzzy with time, Ebira a rapidly industrializing society, the main characters of that era dead or ageing - a young man sat in a class in New York and listened to lectures on fieldwork in performance studies, and memories of Oyivo Mediva came rushing. His mission to Ebira became clearer: anthropological research. Yes, Oyivo Mediva was (and is) an anthropologist. But where is he now? Is he dead or alive? What did he do with the data he was always collecting? Has it been published? Where? When? 

A chance visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in February 1992 led the young man to the Robert Goldwater Library. He wanted to know, half jokingly, if there was anything on Ebira. Yes, a couple of materials, the librarian said. Index cards were consulted, and five minutes later, books, magazines and art journals were set before him. Right there in one of the art journals, Oyivo Mediva stood in a photograph with his wife, Susan (then Susan Connell); his mother, Margaret; his friend, the African art scholar, Arnold Rubin; his Nigerian field assistant, Andrew Ogembe; and Richard Osuagwu, host and photographer. It was on New Year's eve in Lagos in 1970. Behold!  Oyivo Mediva's real name! John Picton! A British anthropologist now a Professor at the School of Oriental and African Studies. Oyivo Mediva is John Picton! There were more photographs of various masquerades, of artifacts, of icons, of events, and of scenes. And there were the essays on Ebira masked rituals, on the energies of Ebira women, on Ebira textile, and on interculturalism in the Niger-Benue confluence. There it was: a frozen slice of life, Ebira life, the young man's life. There were several more visits to the library, everything was read and digested. 

On the whole, Picton's published works are safely within the bounds of fair representation, accuracy, and honesty. He didn't romanticize the Ebira, and he didn't dehumanize them either. He has explained Ebira socio-economic, kinship, ritual, and aesthetic institutions and their inter-relationships to the world. He has helped to translate Ebira social reality to the world. But that translation is, like most ethnographic texts, full of thick descriptions; there is a palpable paucity of quotations. It is a classic case of analogical ethnography. Picton's discourse always superseded, the natives are rarely given a voice. Ethnographers, Denis Tedlock observes, have always taken the "native" point of view for granted, imposing their own communicative hegemony on the "natives": 

In the classic ethnography, other anthropologists may be quoted at length, but no native ever utters a complete sentence, whether in text or translation. In the exceptional cases where the natives do speak at some length, they speak only as a group, through excerpts from myths or prayers. There are, of course, those ubiquitous "native terms," but they do not constitute articulate speech, to say nothing of eloquence. 

In the few cases where the Ebira voice was heard, it was rendered literally in English in such a way that it often sounded infantile and nonsensical. I am, of course, fully aware that Picton was seriously handicapped in his research and writing by his limited knowledge of Ebira language which, like most African languages, is rich in metaphors and imagery. The poetry of the language comes out more vividly in songs which are sometimes rendered like chants. The masters of the language are not those who speak plainly, but those who plough the sublime depths of the language even during casual conversations to endow every word, phrase, or sentence with new meanings or to subject it to multiple interpretations.   

In Picton's work also, the traditional artists do not often have the opportunity to speak for themselves or to explain an action or event in its proper context. Therefore, an action or event derived purely from the creative whims of the traditional artists is sometimes mystified by this interpreter.  

There are, of course, no universally acceptable criteria for judging ethnographic reports. But what determines whether a work lives forever or goes into the bone-yard of dead ideas, include how well an ethnographer balances his subjectivity with objectivity; how much of "native" discourse he allows; how well he recognizes that there are both differences and similarities as well as linkages among human societies; how less he intrudes in the ethnographic account; and realizing that the objects of his study are as human as himself. American anthropologists such as James Clifford have noticed a conceptual shift in today's ethnography. The world is becoming a global village, thanks to the wonders of modern technology. Whatever happens in one society reverberates in another. No more isolated islands. No place is impenetrable to the Cable News Network or to American pop culture. No more mountaintops. 

Ethnographers are beginning to rediscover otherness within their own cultures. Otherness is no longer the stuff out there. The West is beginning to realize that the exotic can also be found on its own ground. Halloween - the October 31 All Saints Day celebration in America - has a lot in common with the masked rituals of Ebira: masking, procession, music, a temporary dissolution of social hierarchy, symbolic inversion, wildness, color, spectacle, and the presence of other-worldly characters (ghosts, spirits, witches, wizards, elves, goblins, the dead, etc).  These similarities are often not emphasized by Western researchers, only the differences interest them because of the need to meet certain expectations about this other world of negations.

In a 1961 introduction to his Argonauts of the Western Pacific, first published in 1922, Bronislaw Malinowski hailed the birth of professional, scientific ethnography. He proudly proclaimed the death of ethnographic fiction or racism: 

The time when we could tolerate accounts presenting us the native as distorted, childish caricature of a human being are gone. This picture is false, and like many other falsehoods, it has been killed by science, Malinowski added.  

Eight years later, in a foreword to Captain J. R. Wilson-Haffenden's The Red Men of Nigeria, Malinowski asked his fellow anthropologists to study the changing African of today, and not merely go back to the "unspoiled savage" of several generations ago."  He advised them "to investigate the diffusion of cultures in its new dramatic manifestations.

Writing a quarter of a century later, Clifford expressed the same sentiments. The rules have changed, he said, and so have ideological positions, and the emergence of new compromises in the field.

Many Western ethnographers still approach the so called "primitive" societies from this self-other perspective. When in 1985 Edith Turner returned to Zambia's Ndembu society where she and her husband, Victor, had last visited 31 years earlier, she was appalled not only by the serious socio-economic changes which had taken place in the village over the period of her absence, but by the carnival-like style of the old girls' initiation rituals.  These ceremonies, Turner said, had been "greatly reduced and altered" and there had also been "much borrowing of ritual elements from neighboring peoples." Turner was disappointed, to paraphrase Clifford, because Ndembu did not hold still for 31 years. 

In Turner's own country, the United States of America, the period between 1954 and 1985 was perhaps the most momentous in the country's history: the Civil Rights movement; the idealism of the Kennedy years; the social-political upheavals of the sixties (the assassinations of the Kennedys, Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, and the urban riots); Black Nationalism; the social-cultural rebellion and alienation from conventional society (Hippism, Communalism, Avant-gardism, drugs, etc); the anti-Vietnam war protests; Oil crisis; Watergate; Hostages; and the conservatism and Wall Street excesses of the Reagan eighties. All these had fundamentally redefined America, they had reshaped in a very profound sense the American economy, politics, and culture. 

These changes, occurring in the West, are regarded as perfectly normal. But when they occur in non-Western "primitive" societies, the Western scholar agonizes over the loss of archival past to which the West's spiritual and material growth could be constantly compared. What Turner wanted, perhaps unconsciously, was a sort of living museum to which she could constantly return for research or reference on all matters "primitive" or "pre-historic." Thus, like a stern school teacher, Turner gathered the women of the village together and demanded an "authentic" recreation of the rituals for her personal pleasure and for her ethnographic necessities.  

There is, of course, a genuine reason to agonize over the disintegration of traditional values in Africa today. In pursuit of economic development and modernization, African societies have tended to neglect their rich traditional heritage. The present political chaos and economic misery in the continent may have a lot to do with the failure of Africa's political leaders to use this robust heritage as a firm foundation for national development and modernization programs. There is no question, however, of a wholesale return to the past as Turner seems to be suggesting.

Historical events such as the slave trade, colonialism, and the imposition of Christianity and Islam have left indelible marks on the politics, economy, cultures, and spiritual life of Africa. It would have been clearly impossible for Africa to have gone through these experiences and still remained intact. Contacts between societies lead to borrowing, and what is borrowed is integrated into the existing form and made anew. This kind of cross-fertilization is present in every aspect of human life. So, for a scholar to gloss over this when confronting the inevitable ageing and renewal of cultural forms in non-Western societies smack of this self-other construction that I had earlier cautioned against in this essay. 

Nowhere in his works on the Ebira did Picton display this nostalgia for the quaint. In the 30 years of his relationship with the Ebira - 1965 to 1995 - Picton has witnessed several transformations. Towns and villages have grown and modernized; a giant steel company - the largest in Africa - has been established by the Nigerian Government in Ebira; more people have received or are receiving Western education; Ebira sons and daughters occupy top positions in federal and state governments as well as in the private sector; Ebira cultural performances have continued to appropriate elements of European and Arabic cultures, and from Christianity and Islam as well as from non-Ebira ethnic groups within Nigeria. The masked rituals have become very promiscuous, rough, and violent. Partisan politics, religious fanaticism, and clannish chauvinism continue to threaten the peace and stability of a once relatively cohesive society. 

Picton has followed and documented these changes but not with a nostalgia for a sort of primal innocence or for an Africa that will remain a living museum or an archival past for expatriate scholars. Missing in his essays are such popular jargons of Western anthropology as "pre-literate" society; "pre-historic" society; "simple" society; "savage" society; "primitive" society; "cannibalistic" society; "superstitious" society; "the heart of darkness;" "liminal" society etc. These are no more than code names for "otherness."         


....my relationship with Ebira people has lasted many years, long enough for my presence to become common place; but to begin with, I was inevitably surrounded by people of both sexes curious to know exactly what I was, Picton writes in a footnote to an essay in 1990. 

Writing about the growing sensitivity of minority groups in America to ethnographic writings about them, the Chicano folklorist Americo Paredes attributes this to the long history of Western racial stereotyping, ill-will or contempt for the object of study, and the conscious bias often reflected on data. Paredes cautions ethnographers to beware of a new crop of literate, articulate, and critical "natives:" It was one thing to publish ethnographies about Trobrianders or Kwakiutls half a century ago; it is another to study people who read what you write and are more willing to talk back, Paredes warned in a 1970 essay. 

That I am here today writing this, passing judgement on the representation of my people and me, is part of that talking back; it is a symbolic challenge to the hegemonic discourse. Today, we have gone beyond merely watching each other - the Western scholar and the non-Western objects of his gaze - we, the "natives" have begun to contest the West's right to define, represent, and interpret the other. I am the "native" voice speaking, assessing and contesting the unevenness of cross-cultural exchange. As a child running after eku (masked figures) in the dusty streets and in the dingy alleys of Ebira, I encountered Picton a number of times, I stood and stared, curious to know exactly what he was.  Now, I know. He is no longer a mystery. And I am not. His world is far more comprehensible to me now just as ours seems much better understood today. This mutual enlightenment or enrichment took place at the crossroads - that powerful, dangerous space that pulls together strange people, divergent cultures, and uncommon worlds to remold, recreate, and revitalize to suit prevailing times.  

The eku performance, which Picton wrote so much about, is an aspect of the living culture of Ebira people who, because they do not inhabit an isolated cultural island, are in constant contact with other members of the global human community, and have had to share and exchange cultural symbols, artifacts, images, myths, and values with them. Like all other groups in modern Africa, the Ebira live at the crossroads of cultures and are forever struggling to reconcile several competing ideals or conflicting value systems in a rapidly changing world.









PAGE  
1

