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square miles. The United States, Europe, and
India could fit easily into it. The sheer size is

an indication of the continent’s great variety in
geography, terrain, climate, flora, fauna, peoples,
languages, and cultures.

Much of contemporary Africa has been
shaped by European colonial rule, industrializa-
tion, urbanization, and the demands of a world
economic system. For more than seventy years,
large regions of Africa were ruled by Great
Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal, and Spain.
African peoples from various ethnic, linguistic,
and cultural backgrounds were brought together
to form colonial states.

For decades Africans struggled to gain their
independence. It was not until after World War
II that the colonial territories became indepen-
dent African states. Today, almost all of Africa
is ruled by Africans. Large numbers of Africans
live in modern cities. Rural Africa is also being
transformed, and yet its people still engage in
many of their customs and beliefs.

Contemporary circumstances and natural
events have not always been kind to ordinary
Africans. Today, however, new popular social
movements and technological innovations pose
great promise for future development.

George C. Bond, Ph.D., Director
Institute of African Studies
Columbia University, New York
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MaP of Nigeria shownng the location of the Yoruba PeoP[c.

provides an inland waterway for small craft and
an east-west trade route. The Ijebu Yoruba king-
doms (1400-1900), which flourished on this
coastal trade, were the first Yoruba peoples to
encounter Europeans in the late 1400s.A
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This myth does not really settle the question
of Yoruba origins but rather explains many
elements of Yoruba custom and belief. For
instance, it explains why Oshanla
forbade palm wine to his
worshipers. It also explains
the meaning of the full
name of Ife (Ile-Ife) as
Earth Spreading.

Ife and the sur-
rounding area are
the source of a
number of ex-
tremely fine sculp-
tures in terracotta,
stone, and brass
dating from 950 to
1400 AD. Many are
very realistic human
heads with decorative
features that strongly

The Nok culture 1s an carlq Nigerian
civilization that is robablij linked

both with Ife and with coﬁtemporarg
Yoruba culture. This terracotta head
from northern Nigeria 1S though‘r to
date from between 500 BC and 200 ap.
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they are considered direct descendants of
Oduduwa, they cannot be deposed for strictly
political reasons. In the past, when a king’s rule
was unpopular, mobs demonstrated outside the
palace walls. The chiefs met and informed the
king that the people rejected him. When this
happened the king was expected to open a “cala-
bash of death” containing a powerful charm, the
sight of which killed him.

The king’s person was sacred. Following the
crowning of a new Oni of Ife, he moved into the
palace and could return home to visit his rela-
tives only in disguise and under the cover of
darkness. He appeared in public only once a
year, at the major sacrifice to Ogun. It was not
until 1925, on the occasion of the visit of the
British Prince of Wales, that Yoruba kings first
met each other at Ibadan. The Alake of
Abeokuta visited England in 1904 and 1937,
following which several Yoruba kings made visits
abroad. By 1937, the Oni appeared in public
almost daily without his face being veiled. The
Oni is chosen from the royal patrilineal clan, the
largest clan in Ife.

V¥V THE LEGAL SYSTEM V
Minor disputes can be settled by elders, in-
stead of holding a formal hearing at the chiefs’
courts, which involves a fee, calling witnesses,
and the imposition of penalties or punishment.















Cocoa 1s Nigeria’s third l;n'g':*sf export. The Michael lge Famllq remove
cocoa beans from the P »ds on their hmilq tarm in Adamo, Nigeria.
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Glossa Yy

agba One who is older and therefore senior to
another.

aje Ordeal or test to prove guilt or innocence.

Alake The king of Abeokuta.

ase Life force.

baba ile The male head of a clan.

babalawo Diviner and priest.

Bale A town chief; the head of an extended
family group.

bee A group of workers.

tbeji Carvings of twins.

tdile Patrilineal clan.

tmule Oath; promise to tell the truth.

tsogan Economically independent males.

Jjthad Holy war.

Oba A Yomba king.

Ogboni Elders.

ome tle Economically dependent males.

Oni The king of Ife.

orisa Deities.

polygyny Practice of having more than one
wife.
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