
ANTHROPOLOGY AND DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA BEYOND 2020 
 
 

F. E. Ireyefoju  
Abstract  

This article is written exclusively from the point of a social and cultural 
anthropologist. This should not be taken that the study of fundamentals from 
Orunmila’s esoteric knowledge lacks relevance for the questions being 
considered on development beyond 2020. The social cultural aspects of 
anthropology borders on many aspects of ethics, morality and individual 
attainment of fundamental cultural practices. This investigation is crucial to the 
growth of a cultural heritage, on the one hand contributing to national pride and 
confidence and the other stimulating artistic forms of expression. Thus it may 
add to the stock of ideas and the range of satisfactions which are part of the 
developmental objective. There is a reasonable chance that the application of 
anthropological knowledge will moderate the bad and enhance good behaviour 
in Nigeria. Anthropology and its cultural values among non-literate class, calls 
for a careful study and implementation for mutual social integration in every 
society. For instance, Ife or Ifa oracle in Itsekiri and Yoruba should be 
reactivated to aid sincerity and encourage a disciplined society in Nigeria and 
the outside world. Socio-cultural attitudes based on ethical principles of divine 
nature are likely to create and sustain much better society in about 2020. 

 
 

Anthropology is concerned with the intensive, holistic and comparative analysis of culture, the 
movement of culture overtime and the influence of one culture upon another in Africa and other countries 
in the world. Culture consists of all those material things and non-material ideas which man has produced 
which he continues to value. The analysis of culture on this paper is the identification of symbol which is 
the most central process of decision making which in turn, are the essential elements of social action. The 
oracle divination brought to life by Orunmila in Yoruba society is a symbol and practice found 
throughout West Africa countries and some other places in the world. It entails religious and moral 
teaching from the aspects of African cosmology and they formed the anthropological curiosities in 
African society. The act of indiscipline does not call for development, it is for the sake of this (wrong 
attitude) that Orunmila (Baba Ifa) came to be. Ife oracle divination demonstrates the same status among 
the Isekiri people in Delta State and has created a good moral standard for emulation that can ensure 
development in the society and country Nigeria if it can now be adhered to.  
 

There are other studies of divination system that throw light on the Isekiri practice. Some of these 
are reviewed below as they relate to the philosophical and religious background of the systems. These 
include Samuel Erivwo’s ‘Epha: Divination system among the Urhobo of the Niger Delta’ (2001), and 
Epha: An Urhobo system of Divination and its Esoteric language by Nbofa and Elugbe’ (2005). These 
essays deal with the religious belief of the Urhobo and Isoko people of Delta State of Nigeria. The three 
scholars affirm that divination is one of the most essential practices among Urhobo people.  Nabofa and 
Elugbe point out that: 

 
The physical world is highly influenced by the supernatural which embraces evil and good 
forces. Happiness or wellbeing in Urhobo is referred to as (Ufuoma) and can only be 
guaranteed by seeking out the unknown from oracle divination. 
 
 
 
 
 

Knowledge Review Volume 32 No. 1,   May,  2015  



 
Erivwo’s article observes that:  

The divination system of the Urhobo does resemble divination system elsewhere, 
particularly in Yoruba land. But Urhobo divination characterization is purely Urhobo. 
Obviously, it has a genetic origin with the Yoruba Ifa, the Igbo Afa, the Edo Ivha, the 
Unueme Edo Ivha, the Isoko Eva the Nupe Eba and so on.  
 
The Urhobo belief system, from what Nabofa and Erivwo documented about the divination 

method and process, resembles what obtains in other societies in Nigeria. In an edited work by Adegbola, 
Traditional Religion in West Africa, (1983), Tamuno writes on “Traditional Police in Nigeria”. Tamuno 
surveys the Nigerian society from the Northern to the Southern regions of the country. He identifies 
diviners found in all the communities, including medicine-men. On the basis of this, he observes that the 
divination system differs from one place to the other but the belief system remains the same. Tamuno says 
that the Idion is a secret society of diviners among the Efik – Ibibio. The Igbos have Idibia oracle 
diviners, the Urhobo use Uzere, similar to the cult of Dagire among the Bata-speaking peoples of 
Adamawa emirate and the Yoruba alawo (Ifa priest and soothsayers) headed by a chief, Babalawo, who 
are particularly proficient in settling offences against the gods .  
 

Development from anthropological perspective should be from the social actions made by 
different agents like institutions, business, states or independent volunteers who are trying to modify the 
economic, technical, political and social life of a given place in the world or Nigeria especially in 
impoverished and formerly colonized regions. In development, anthropologists share a commitment to 
simultaneously critique and contribute to projects and institutions that create and administer western 
projects that seek to improve the economic well-being of the most marginalized to eliminate poverty. The 
various impacts on the local population, environment, society and economy are to be examined.  
 
Cultural and Social Anthropology  

Anthropologists study the social relations, linking up with the work of other social scientists. The 
anthropological orientation here are that of social relations placed in a cultural context, related to values, 
communication and choice studied from a cross-cultural perspective with the objective of cross-cultural 
comparison, analyzed in a disciplinary manner. By this last point, it means that anthropologists 
traditionally draw theoretical perspectives from their neighbouring social sciences. Not all anthropologists 
place equal weight on all theories and perspectives.  
 

Varieties of approach are legitimate that will be cross-fertilization and rivalry between 
approaches. In its approach to society, anthropology tends towards the synthesis of knowledge. In 
studying the social relations, there are two perspectives, one is the structural while the other begins with 
individual decision making in an environment context. Some anthropologists argue that this approach, 
though not firmly established, offers greater potential for the study of change, systems analysis, 
mathematical and computer treatment, as well as being closer to the realities of action.  
 

The characteristics mentioned above are general ones. They are limited to a particular class of 
society. It is true that anthropologists in the past concentrate on problems of cultural origin and evolution; 
but this had not been a major occupation for anthropologists for half a century. It is much more true that 
anthropologists have sought out other cultures, and most of these have been primitive. This however has 
been part of an unconscious research strategy, making it mandatory for anthropologists to cross cultural 
boundaries and it has enabled them to handle issues in simple forms.  
 

Anthropologists tend to avoid the term ‘primitive’ and think rather in some term as ‘non-literate’, 
which has a functionally operational definition. It should be noted that until recently, majority of the 
world’s cultures were non-literate, another reason for anthropological concentration. Anthropologists are 
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giving specific attention on a large scale to the study of peasant societies and to urban studies particularly 
in Africa, Asia and Latin America. They are bringing the perspective listed above to the study of kinship 
in western society, to multi-racial interaction whether it be in Africa, Belgium or the United States, to the 
study of the culture of poverty. In addition, anthropologists are applying some of the lessons they have 
learned in the analysis of peasant and non-literate economics to the investigation of entrepreneurial and 
market behaviour in the capitalist firm and to the choices of migrant individuals and groups. The spheres 
of activity are anthropological contributions to the macro-analysis of social processes and the implications 
of empirical field studies for development theory and interpretation.  
 
Anthropology and Development  

Some describe anthropological critique of development as one that pits modernization and on 
eradication of the indigenous culture, but this is too reductive and have no majority of scholarly work. 
Most anthropologists who work in impoverished areas desire the same economic relief for the people they 
study as policy makers. However, they are wary about the assumptions and models on which 
development interventions are based. Anthropologists and others who critique development projects 
instead view Western development itself as a product of Western culture that must be refined in order to 
better help those it claims to aid. The problem therefore, is not that of market’s driving out culture, but 
fundamental blind-sports of western developmental culture itself. Criticism often focuses therefore on the 
cultural bias and blind-sports of western developmental institutions, or modernization models that 
systematically represent non-western societies as more deficient than the west or that do not take into 
account hundreds of years of colonial exploitation by the west that has tended to destroy the resources of 
former colonial society. Critically, anthropologists argue that sustainable development requires at the very 
least, more inclusion of the people who the project is meant for to be involved in management and 
decision making process in order to improve development. Anthropology and development are terms 
applied to a body of anthropological work which views development from a critical perspective. The kind 
of issues addressed and implications for the approach typically adopted can be gleaned from a list of 
questions posed by Gow (1996). These questions involved anthropologists asking why, if a key 
development goal is to alleviate poverty, is poverty increasing in the mist of plenty? Why is there such a 
gap between plans and outcomes as in the case of Nigeria? Why are those in position working in 
developmental agencies so willing to disregard history and the lessons it might offer? Why is 
development so externally driven without human concern rather than having internal basis and regard for 
fellow human being? In short, why does so much planned developmental projects fail in Nigeria?    
 

The answers to these questions posed by Gow demonstrated the type of commitment leaders in 
Nigeria have toward development. The answers also suggest some ways for development in Nigeria thus:  

i. Some Nigerian leaders are self-conceited and selfish, and until such attitude changes, there 
will never be any developmental plan implemented to alleviate the poor act done consciously.  

ii. Nigerian politicians should stop politicizing what cannot be accomplished for such speeches 
are deceitful.  

iii. As a religious people in Nigeria, let the religiousity be demonstrated based on the doctrine of 
Ife or Ifa discipline to reveal the sub conscious mind of the corrupt leaders.   

iv. The leaders in government should stop lauding negative plans that cannot be executed to avoid 
riot.  

v. Development plan will not fail only if the people it concerns change from being gluttonous to 
being pious in nature.  

 
A critique of development from anthropologist Arturo Escobar’s seminal book Encountering 

Development (1995), argues that Western development largely exploited non-western people. Arturo 
Escobar views international development as a means for the occident to keep control over the resources of 
its former colonies. By this Escobar shows that between 1945 and 1960, while the former colonies were 
going through decolonization, development plans helped to maintain the third world’s dependency on the 
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old metropolis. Development projects themselves flourished during the cold war, when they were 
developed to: stop the spread of communism with the spread of capitalist market and create more 
prosperity for the west and its products by creating a global consumer demand for finished western 
products abroad. Escobar also argued that development projects are doomed to failure for the fundamental 
ways they privilege western industry and corporations.  
 

This suggests that except Nigerians come back to African belief system to do what is understandable 
best for improving African culture, development will not transport itself from outside country to Nigeria. 
Nigerians have all the necessary natural endowment for developing Nigeria within and amongst Nigerians 
if properly administered.   
 
Conclusion  

The Ife or Ifa oraclists in African societies are the socialists and scientist anthropologist in custody of 
African culture and cosmology in Nigeria. These non-literate diviners in Nigeria are intelligent and 
knowledgeable, they attempt to teach, preserve and disseminate the ingredients of their own culture.    
 

According to Abimbola (1977) Ese Ifa is especially important as a source of information on Yoruba 
cultural history which is often neglected by the western trained historian who is more concerned with 
political and economic history. He noted that Ese Ifa has benevolent powers to help man in his society. 
He also states that there are, divinities who stand for order, authority, discipline and the perpetuity of the 
values of Yoruba culture and are angry with man when he goes against the rules of divinely-sanctioned 
moral values”. 
 

Tamuno’s (1983) view about what Abimbola describes as Yoruba culture is an overview on all other 
cultures in Nigeria. Huge sums have been invested in developmental projects in Nigeria, yet the vast 
majority of these projects have been viewed as unremitting failures. Nolan (2002) sees the poor success 
rate of development initiative as lack of awareness of the socio-cultural implications inherent to planned 
change as fifty years of development experience has shown, development efforts that fit with their 
surroundings will work, whereas those that disregard salient aspects of context will usually fail, sooner or 
later. 
 

From the above both the non-literate oraclists in Nigeria and the social anthropologists want to work 
together in their search in the areas Nigerians are deteriorating, that determine more education which will 
enhance the intelligence of non-literate educators for development.  
 
Suggestions 

Development is undoubtedly the key challenge in today’s Nigeria. There is a considerable 
disagreement over the origins of applied anthropology flourished during the colonial era, however, that 
cannot be denied. It was the intention of several prominent anthropologists that practical anthropologist 
be used to improve the efficiency of the colonial administration. Sillitoe (2007) admonishes that: 

 
Anthropological training gives the analytical means to understand the heterogeneity of local 

actors and their interests, to see the multiple links in their social lives and appreciate their 
everyday strategies to tap into local understandings and comprehend resistance to perceive 
outside interference. 
 

Anthropological insights can provide a dynamic critique of development and help push thought 
and practice away from over systemic models and dualities in more creative directions. Anthropology has 
potential stands as a force for creating multidisciplinary approach to development issues.           
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Anthropologists are well equipped to negotiate not only cultural boundaries, but also disciplinary 
ones. Silitoe (2007) sees the role for anthropologist in raising awareness of what he terms indigenous 
knowledge: just as the non-literate oraclists have the understanding of Ese-Ifa to help solve human 
problems.   

Anthropologists can provide a more fine grained analysis of the qualitative information such as 
the nature of the social groups involved and the social significance of the composition of income.       
Anthropologists often deal with assessing the important qualitative aspects of development sometimes 
ignored by an economic approach.  
 

Anthropologists also can work within institutions in the creation and implementation of 
development projects.  
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