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When the idea of honouring Prof. Sam
Uzochukwu with a Festschrift was
conceived, it was seen as worthwhile and
deserving for a man of his academic
status. Both expected and unexpected
obstacies were encountered. These,
however, did not dampen the spirit of the
former colleagues and students of
Uzochukwu who wanted to see the
- worthy proposal become a reality.

magnitude of positive responses that followed the call for
2rs further inspired those behind the initiative and spurred
n to work towards the realisation of their dream, Today itis a
M come true as this book is a product of that effort to honour
N whose contributions in his chosen field of Igbo Literature

positively impacted on the growth and development of Igbo
ies in general. L

hukwu's person and contributions have been widely
Jnized as evidenced by the influx of papers in diverse areas
erature, Linguistics, Language, Culture and H istory received
different institutions of learning. The Papers made insightful
iration of the various subjects and issues discussed, thereby
ibuting in widening the frontiers of Igbo Studies, which Prof,

Uzochukwu stands for. It is hoped that the public will find
olurne very relevant. :
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Introduction:

‘Oral literature is a living and dynamic art which has survived

successive generations. In traditional Igbo society, for instance,
the performance of oral literature permeates the social, religious,

cultural, political or informal occasions. In the past, youths

played active role in the performance and transmission of oral
literature. In a typical communal traditional drama, for instance,

the youths constituted active players or actors in the enactment

of various dramatic ‘activities — chanting, dancing, acrobatic
displaying, story-telling, spell- binding, etc. The vigour, vitality
and vibrancy, which they brought to bear in their performance
always aroused and thrilled the audience a great deal. There are

a lot of skills and talents, which the youths possess, that cannot

be displayed by the aged in oral arts. Youths are, therefore,
valuable ‘instrument in the performance and transmission of the
community’s oral literature. Today, in contemporary Nigeria, oral

literature has been affected by a number of factors. There is the

factor of the influence of fliteracy and urbanization, which
encourage rural-urban drift and consequently cause urban
dwellers to abandon some aspects of their cultural tradition.
There has also been, in addition to the verbal, such other means
of transmission as writing, print, radio, television, tape recorder,
video, computer, etc. These and other forms of modern
influences on our traditional life threaten the sustalnablhty,

continuity and preservatlon of the oral mode of our literary

tradition.




- The enabling environment, the motivation for the youths’
_involvement in the performance of oral literature no longer exists
as it used to be. The youths’ role in ensuring the sustainability
and continuity of the Igbo oral arts seems to be no longer

recognized; or shall we say that it has been over-looked by |.

contemporary Igbo society? It is obvious that today, as
trappings of modernity make significant impact on the life of the

people, the level of interest shown in oral literature, especially by |
in the past, is fast|

our youths vis-a-vis what obtained
.diminishing. Unless something is done to revamp the declining

most it may only be extant in memory but not performed.

This papek looks at the state of Igbo oral literature today against |

the backdrop of the negative attitude of the youths to it, and the |
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- same National Youth Policy of Nigeria, 1989 edition), others put

S

interest, nothing may survive as oral literature for posterity, or at |

iztogtl:)between fifteen and forty (Mabogunje, 1998; Nnabuihe,

The youths in the context of and for the purpdse‘ of this paper
refer to persons who ‘have attained primary school age up to

thirty-five years. We acknowledge the fact that some within this
age range are still regarded as children,

Past

danger such attitude could pose to the continuity and survival of ~ One of the variant definitions of oral literature as highlighted by

this oral art. The paper is in five parts:
introduction, which states the problem that motivates the writing -
of this paper. Part two evaluates in brief, the importance of oral
literature and the role it played in the lives of the youths in
‘traditional Igbo society in the past. Part three examines the
factors, which threaten the survival of oral literature in
contemporary Nigerian society. Part four looks at the question

Part one is the Akporobaro (2001:37) is that it is

thg totality of wverbal expressive forms and
bellefs_evolved in tribal societies for social
entertainment and for the ordering of society

and passed orally from one generation to
another. '

~of what literary legacy, as it were, is to be bequeathed to As_ it is indica;ed in this definition, oral literature, apart from its
posterity, given the observed negative attitude of the youths to Primary function of entertainment, is equally evolved for the
oral literature today. Part five, the concluding part, recommends | Ordering of society’. Oral literature can be an instrument of

steps that can be taken to remedy the situation.

The Youths: Operational Definition
Uzochukwu  (2001:453) noted the

. sogial'control, of expressing, enhancing and codifying' societal
| -beliefs or values. RN o

The re_levance of oral literature can be seen in the various roles it
discrepancies  and | plays in human society. Folklore, of which oral literature is a

inconsistencies observed in individuals’ and establishments’, Part, is, s rightly pointed out by Nnabuihe (2001:479),

definitions of the age range of persons to be regarded as the

youths. While some put it at six to thirty (as seen in the National = -

" Youth Policy of Nigeria, 1983) or twelve plus to thirty (as in the|

a catalyst our progenitors used to inculcate good-
- sense of values into the children to have them'
~mentally equipped and to develop their own
- moral values needed to guide their future living. :
- : 41 '
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It is also true as Nnabuihe further points out that [in the past],
“early absorption of folkloric values helped to sanitize all human
relationships  within the society because it guided the
Characteristic behaviour of people” (p. 478). :

In every society, the people’s culture — beliefs, ideas, institutions
and their philosophy —is reflected in their folktales, legends,

myths, proverbs, folksongs, riddles and other forms of folklore
(Ikwubuzo, 1990.76). The case is not different in Igbo society
where these various forms of oral literature embody the people’s
cultural traits and worldview. Acknowledging the role of all the
genres of oral literature in this regard and focusing on Igbo
folktales in particular, Uba-Mgbemena (1982:53) writes:

Ifo tales constitute a repository of knowledge.

They serve as the bearer of Igbo folk music, folk

~ customs, beliefs, morality, medicine, idea of the
universe, of the supernatural, heroism, propriety,
desirability and beauty.

As he rightly noted, prior to the embracing of the Western way

of life which muffled our indigenous African way of life, ifo tales
were among the chief means of moulding the character of the
Igbo child” (p.55). It is not ifo alone. that played this kind of
~role. Igbo riddles (Agwugwa or Gwamgwamgwam) were also
used not only as a tool of entertaining but also of educating and
moulding the character of the child. Certain cultural themes are

embedded in the content of Igbo riddles. Let us use some Igho .

riddles to illustrate our point here.

A child can through his participation in riddle game imbibe some
cultural .norms and values of his society, which are conveyed in
the riddles. For instance, ‘greeting’ which is one of the cultural

traits of the Igho can be a theme of an Igbo riddle. Showing of

respect is greatly valued among the Igbo. It promotes inter-

personal relationship and harmonious coexistence. Teaching the |
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~aware of his moral obligations.

- child how to greet' especially, hié elders and séniors is one of the
~ early forms of orientation every parent gives his or her child.

The-moment a child begins to talk, he is taught among other

* things, how to greet his parents, his elders in the home and

visitors. This importance the Igbo attach to greeting is reflected
in the following riddle:
Gwa m, ihe na-aga n'ihu be eze
Ma o keleghi eze
A: Idemmiri zoro ezo : v

Q: - Tell me, what passes through the king’s house

But it does not greet the king. -
A:  Flood.)

Courtesy demands that when one passes through the king's
palace (and indeed anybody’s house) he pays homage to him.
The idea that greeting is valued among the Igbo is the message
concealed in the above riddle. Flood flows past the front of
people’s houses (the king's palace inclusive) whenever it rains.
Since it is expected of human beings to greet the king or
anybody in whose house they find themselves, it is a non-human
being like the flood that could pass through a king’s house
without greeting him. 5 "

| As the child Ieams‘ and recites this kind of riddle in subsequent

riddle games, he indirectly learns that he should not behave like
the *flood” whose action in this context symbolizes disloyalty and
disrespect for whom respect is due. Through this, the culture of
greeting elders is inculcalted in the child. |

Through Igbo riddles also an upcoming youth could be made

( A young man is expected to

maintain a high moral standard in his relationship with his

sisters. Among the Igbo as in other African cultures, incest is an

abomination. . It is so frowned at that its-occurrence does not go-
. s 43 s A







