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Human aqd Peoples’ Rights, (ACHPR), article 9 and Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR, article 18 & 19), and the rights to economic, social

and cultural development (ACHPR, article 22, UDHR article 27).
The Igbo’s are one of the three major tribes in Nigeria, spread among

six of the states that comprise the 36 states of Nigeria. The Igbo are skilled in
arts 'ar‘ld various kinds of indigenous knowledge in the areas of €conomics,
medicine and agriculture (Nwonwu, 2011). With strong extended family units

(Oraegbunam, 2009) among the Ighos, the use of folklore, minstrels, and
~ proverbs was common in the dissemination of knowledge. Achebe captures
“Among the Igbo the art of

the importance of folklore and mihstrelsy thus:
erbs are the palm-oil with

conversation is regarded very highly, and prov
which words are eaten” (Achebe, 1958). In several Igbo communities,

kingship is divine and appointment to kingship was patriarchal and hereditary.
However, the traditional Igbo society had a well-entrenched means of checks

and balances in the activity that took place either in the Igwe's Council or in
). A popular feature of the Igbo society was

Village meetings. (Litvack, 1998
ho recounted the deeds (good or bad) of the

the role of the village minstrel, w

ruling class and other prominent members of the society.
In the traditional Igbo setting, all forms of crimes had attendant

punishments. Public ridicule was one such means of discouraging theft in the
community. Banishment that could span seven years in case of murder (see
this concept in the banishment of Okonkwo in Achebe’s, Things fall Apart,
1958). Excommunication from village meetings and associations was another
means of punishment for an individual found wanting in the Igho society.
(Ejidike, 1999). Naming and shaming via folklore was also used to ridicule
people perceived to be evil in the community. A combination of all these
means of social control put the minstrel in a central position, as music was the
core means of information dissemination in the [gho society.

This paper examines the censored state of minstrelsy in Igboland,
Nigeria and advocates for its emancipation in line with the human rights law.
It subsequently examined the role the Igbo minstrel plays in the promotion of
human rights from a non-legal perspective especially with the tyranny

unleashed by poor governance in Nigeria.
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The product of a musical tradition th_;u has been evolved

through the process of oral transmission, The factors that

shape the tradition are (i) continuity, which links the present

with the past (ii) variations, which springs from the creative

impulse of the individual or the group (Okator, 2005).

Minstrelsy is the Igboman’s unique way of expression but is part of the
universal language which is called music. According to Nketia, ou
indigenous music and folklore are not relics of a forgotten or abandoned pas.
as most folklore seems 1o be in some parts of the industrialized world, but e
living traditions cultivated and practiced actively in traditional contexts by the

??J““*}“ of our people as an integral part of their community life. (Nketix
99). X

In the traditional setting, the minstrel is an itinerant musician. 1

process of composition is viewed as a process of conception which can &

44



Onuora-Oguno, Nnamdi Chiedu & Onuora-Oguno Azubike Vol 16, Ne.l, pp41-56%

compared to the gender role of women in child birth and the ‘intuntive creative
management of life’ (Nzewi, 2012).Consequently. the minstrel in Igbo land 18
not one that is gender specific as both women and men all had different roles
to play. It is, however, understood that the woman as minstrel was hmsted
Women minstrels were however used for other societal functions lske
correcting an erring wife or girl and performing other political roles that
women played via the Umu Ada. (Ezeigbo, 1990).

The more one listens to Igbo minstrel music, while attempting ¥ be
reminded of values that are aimed towards respect for one another. the more
one is conscious of its vital power. It touches the persons’ soul and stirs the
musical instincts. Minstrelsy demands a lot of creativity and ingenusty oo the
part of the performers and is passionately absorbed by the society 1o the pomnt
of active participation. Minstrels use novelty 1o create relevance. One has
seen men and women pass into a completely dazed condition, oblivious of
their immediate environment while performing. This is because through
minstrelsy, we enter the realm of poetry in our culture. The minstrel is 2 poet

who constructs his poem spontaneously as he sings.
A good minstrel performs with ease. applying expressions 2t libert)

T D]

He composes at will to meet specific occasions; he eventually becomes
prolific in musical composition. He is an improvised dancer and
instrumentalist and is often regarded as the oracle of the gods. A
minstrel makes good use of suspense; he evokes images in the mind of

audience, and through his barrage of pyrotechnics. involves his andicnce 0
take active part in his rendition. The concept of communalism 1s very sirong
in African cosmology hence audience involvement is highly chenshed by
artistes; accordingly, the African audience behaves not as ©ONSUMETS

(entertained patrons) but also as a contingent (Adegbite. 1989).

The minstrel achieves his aim by satirizing or eulogizing members of
' i

his society in his shows. Those ridiculed by minstrels are those who wviolzied
TR

the cultural norms by stealing, committing adultery, having leenage
pregnancy, ill-treating others and other social vices. In the art of minstrelsy,
textual construction is very important, the audience who are artisis themselves

Y

listen for the construction of the music, the twists of the words, the heighiensd

speech and the quality of the voice.
Statements by minstrels are often masked in contextual melodic

pronouncements while in some cases, one is left with no doubt as to whom the

. v
ireils Wl e

aspersions are directed to because minstrels visit the home of the culprits with
specific tale renditions warning people of dangers. {Bersselaar, 2006, Okafor,

x .
rharn e SAEOREETH

1980). Music and dance are integral to Nigerian culture. and each ethnic groug
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the control of social vices in the traditional Igbo
violations and the attendant threats.
he future of
2011). The

Igbo society. Consequently,
society entailed the dissemination of such
This situation is however, taking a turn for the worse as t
customary law is bleak in majority of African states {Oba,
minstrel’s reliance on satires enriched its impact on the Igbo society.
Writing on the use of satire by musicians, Asigbo, stated:
Offences like minor stealing, lying or other such pardonable
misbehaviours are within the ambience of satire to handle.
Satire is conceived as a highly functional and utilitarian
activity. Thus, not only does it serve as an avenuc for poking

mild fun at social deviants, it also ensurcs the release of
otherwise harmful libidinous energies (Asigbo, A. 2005).
2.2 Excerpts of Some Minstrels” Songs
i. POWER TO NIGERIAN JEWS ( Ozoemena Nsughe) (Ozoemena
Olumo Records PSNL 015,

Nsugbe, ‘Power To Nigerian Jews’

1973)

In this s
called them nation builders. This song 1s a

historical and educational facts. Ozoemena
widely travelled Jews and the Igbo with the following words, ibiwe wwa n il
iga afulili ndigbo: “The Igbo reside in every part of the globe’. Trading. local
crafts. and wage labour are also important in the Igbo economy. and a high

servants and business

rate has also helped many Igbo to become civil
d Independence. It 1s notable

evements of the Igbo and

ong, Ozoemena highlighted the achi
| song. It is also rich n

politica
drew an analogy between the

literacy
entrepreneurs in the decades after Nigeria gaine
trade and are influential in local politics. The Igbo

that Igbo women engage in
are reputed for their ability 1
viable one. References were made 1In
(Sabongeri) of Northern Nigerian cities like 7Zaria Kaduna and Kano where
the Igbo have transformed arid areas of the aforementioned towns to big
commercial and attractive cities. The rocky plains of Jos a city in North
central Nigeria called Jenta has also sived the

. according to Qzoemena rece
Midas touch of the Igbo tribe. The story is the same for Alaba International
gest electronics market

Market, arguably the lar in the West African sub-
region which was single-handedly built by the lgbo. Interestingly, the areas
mentioned were given to the itinerant Igbo with the ntention 10 test their
ability but they made a sSuccess of the venture.*Notable achievers of Igbo
 descent were mentioned and their roles highlighted in this song. These include
Prof. Eni Njoku, a leading figure in the production of anti-cholera vacaine:

o transform an inhabitable environment 10 a
the song of semi-desert areas
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her citizens. Medical care is neglected, security of h\'.es and PTOPRTTY Cayy
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election malpractices are wide-spread and corruption is endemic. A state o
the federation even has her slogan as “Born to Rule” and Patty sang - g, ,

rule mentality is so dangerous and is the cause of tribal wars.

The texts of minstrels reflect the social aspirations and convention: «
the Nigerian community. The musician has a role in the society, which i+
instruct while entertaining. Songs are composed according to the soc
cultural and political needs of the society. “Power to Nigenan Jews”™ a
“Democracy” were obtained from materials derived from the veamings of
masses. The musical composition of a folk is derived from the soci
happenings; the composer merely establishes the sound elements put 10ge
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called music. A tompetent musician is expected to have a large repertoire of
songs and kf\[trvﬁila.!lls 1o suite the wealth of his social cnviimmz;: ()IIIL- i
expected to inform, correct, counsel. praise as well as entertain the cnmh . '1“«'
where he belongs. The musician must be listened to for democracy to ::"”\
He often imes expresses the wishes of the masses. y 1o strive.

iii. MR PRESIDENT- (Chinagorom Onuoha (African China), 45
Rec-ords’ Globedisk Music, 2005)
African China’s most controversial album is Mr. President, which
fattracted the anger of then President of Nigeria, Chief Olusgeun Obasanjo.
I'he song x-rayed the poor governance prevalent in Nigeria.

Food e no dey There is no food
Brother eh water no dey and there is no water
And our country no good oh! And our country is bad
Every day for the thief Every day for the thief
One day for owner oh one day for the owner

A poor man who steals magi cube

Poor man wey thief magi
Is usually tried and

Omo na him dem go show him face for crime fighter

jailed
Rich man wey thief money A rich man who steals money
Omo we no dey see dem face for crime fighter goes unquestioned ... ...

Mr President

lead us well

If you are governor
Govern the people well
if you are a Senator

Do your job properly

if you are a police officer
Do you job very well

Do not take bribes

Mr. President
I.ead us well

If you be governor
Govern us well

If you be senator
Senate am well

If you be police
Police well well
no dey take bribe.

African China adopts a technique of rendition which is
characteristically his. He contracts historical events which have become
postcolonial indices with which to determine the growth of the individual as
against that of the nation. His music enables an interface between the personal
and the nation. In the perpetually evolving dialectics of human affairs thf:'re
are numerous ways through which the experiences of the people dialogue with
national experiences. The song above captures the inequity in the rule of law
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Onwa s an lgbo word for the moon. ‘Egwu’ literally means ‘play” in
[gho. The word connotes all recreational activities associated with the
moonlight m Igboland. Moonlight plays are common during the harvest
season when the community uses the opportunity offered by the moon to have
some relaxation from the rigours of a hectic farming season. Wrestling
contests are organized among clans, peer groups organize themselves into
play categories, folk songs evolve spontancously, epics are recounted, suitors
use the forum to seek their spouses, and communal solidarity is engendered.
The arena of the egwu-onwa becomes the centre of social activities within the
community.

The elders act as arbiters in contests; the middle aged are actively
involved in the activities, while the children have their own activities. The
egwu-onwa takes place in the village arena called the ama-egwu, or the ilo
depending on the dialect of the local community. The village square was kept
very clean and sacred, Nobody defecates around it while beautiful designs are
inscribed on the wall around the arena. It is the theatre and town centre of the
Igbo society. The moonlight play was part of the traditional Igbo life. It was
done not as a mere abstraction, not only as entertainment but also as a way of
life. During these periods values are communicated to children on such
subjects as respect for persons, tolerance and avoidance of wicked acts such as
torture of children. Peaceful coexistence is also advocated and norms are
passed on to the children on how to lead lives worthy of emulation. During the
‘egwu onwa’ vices like stealing, rape, abuse, gender violence are all eschewed
as positive attributes are lauded. Songs of egwu-onwa are not only
entertaining but have didactic values as well. They are means of enhancing
societal values, which to the authors had human rights laden values.

As already stated minstrel music evokes many feelings, brings to the
surface memories and creates new ones. The music of a people gives them an
identity as well as educating other countries about their cultures. Music also
provides for a sense of knowledge. Music can be a tool for relaxation,
stimulation and communication but at the same time it can be a tool for
resistance (Okusun, 1977). Usually, during egwu onwa, youths are motivated
to embark on self-determination against oppressive rulers. In the words of
Nzewi “African traditional music contains all that are needed in philosophy,
theoretical content and principles of practice for culturally meaningful and

independent modern education of any disciplinary specialization at any level
in Africa and perhaps, elsewhere” (Nzewi, 1997).

o Adeogun also asserted that music is inextricably woven into the fabric
of life in the traditional African society, he wrote: “Music is learnt socially, in

¥

i
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pespect piity. The two folk songs are strong indicators of the role of the

minstrel in advocating a society that knows the value of respect and mutual

- 4«"15‘:;‘3 ; "*;h‘kh ’is lhe Mrmk of human rights theory. In this way music
SE i % @ basis for criticism for unjust treatment of persons in thc wcgﬂ}* 9

| e ;;;;m Censorship in Nigeria :
The censorship and contro i in Nigeria |
. m@,uiaied bs two bodies. (The Natim:alalfil:ova ﬁt&ﬂzt&:;d ?Pl?&(l l;)ﬂl
o {Nmnnal Film Act, _2004) and the National Broadcasting Commission ( Nii(“)’
: f__?'%az;s:mai Broadcasting Commission (Amendment) 2004). While the leV(fi;
s empowcrcd by law to classifv all films and videos whetﬁer imported Lm'
produced locally, the NBC controls the establishment of media houses. Both
an:s were made during the military era with aims not far from ensuring that
social comments were indeed well checked and monitored.
s Most'nmes musical concerts are banned at the last minute if the
gi)vf:mment is uncertain about the lyrical messages going to be sent to the
audience. In Northern Nigeria, music concerts have suffered a great deal from

~ censorship. For instance it was reported that a music performance sponsored
~ hy the French Embassy in Kano, Nigeria, was banned and the reason given by

- Abubakar Rabo Abdulkarim. head of the film censorship board in the northern

- fegion was, “We have banned the music festival for the reason that we were
“not notified and our permission was not sought™ (Olorunyomi, 2010).

It is our contention that these regulatory bodies have been used

pegative tools instead of the positive agencies they were set out 10 be.

in recent times have used the agency as tools to hunt artist:

and those seen as anti-government. (Jean-Christophe,

a censored minstrel is subscquently

ds

iyt

Govemnments
~ 2003). The position and effect of

o examined,

~ censored and incarce
 even dared to mention names

ﬁ‘lﬂ g{};}}mﬂﬂi%ﬂ@n out

33 The Censored Minstrels
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