On the Campus : Africa

Why Universities have Developed
a Vulture-culture

George Frank Asmah writes from Accra

As in many African countries, shortage of money and overcrowded facilities have re-
duced Ghana's once distinguished universities to congested trouble-spots. And as
Gemini News Service recounts, the difficulties have created new phenomena — such as
"perching” by students.

HYSICS student Benja-
P min-Hayfron recomme-

nds arltificial respirat-
ion for the University of Ghana.
He also prescribes multi-
vitamin tablets because of the
many diseases facing the
institution.

His immediate grievance is
overcrowding. Te fulfil his
dream of becoming an aero-
nautical engineer, he needs to
concentrate and study hard.
But he shares his small room
in the University with 10 other
students.

Like many Ghanaians, he
tempers his grievances with
good humour.

Fellow-sufferer Robert Osei
Mensah is a final-year medical
student at the University of
Science and Technology in
Kumasi. "Rain or shine | must
top my class." he says — but his
studies are made difficult by
the need 'to share a room with
six other students.

"Come to the great
University of Science and
Technology and you will be
surprised to see that many
students have turned vultures.”
he comments. "The only dif-
ference is that they do not al-
ways have wings and some are
not bald. Butl they exhibit all
the qualities of a vulture.” .

And he adds: "Perching by
vultures is now a common
phenomenon on campus.”

Perching is the phe-
nomenon by which generous

residential students allow their -

non-residential counterparts
to lodge with them because
the non-residents otherwise
find it hard to commute long
distances every day to attend
lectures.

Benjamin-Hayfron explains
that a non-resident student
from. say, the northern town
of Bolgatanga. about 800 kilo-

metres away. with no relatives

in Accra, will have no choice
but to become a wvulture in
order to obtain a degree.

The result is a complete
lack of privacy and dignity: "My
girl-friend cannot visit me on
campus because | am sharing
the same room with macho-
mates.”

It was not always thus. John
Bosco Afful, 66-year-old alumni
of the University of Science
and Technology (UST) and
now master of Akuafo Hall at
the University of Ghana, recalls
that there used to be one stu-
dent to a room. Some married
students even brought their
families to stay while they
were studying, he says.

"Later it became obvious
that the one-man. one-room
concept could not be adhered
to indefinitely because increas-
ing numbers of students were
qualifying for admission.
Students had to be paired two
to a room, even though it pre-
sented problems.”

Students were adults. Afful
recalls, and needed privacy so
that their sweethearts could
come to roost for the night
without disturbance.

Sharing also created prob-
lems of incompatibility. For ex-
ample. he points out, when a
‘born-again” Christian filled
with the Holy Spirit is paired
with a devout Moslem, things
may not run smoothly,

« The current number of stu-
dents is far greater than the
University's capacity, says
Afful, which puts an enormous
strain on facilities — particu-
larly on baths and lavatories.
Unless sanitary workers dou-
bled their output, the whole
campus would soon be in a
IMess:

"The elegant institutions of '

higher learning are now seri-
ously deteriorating and if
things continue this way no-

one will again respect the uni-
versities in Ghana as the finest
on the African continent."

Esi Ampofo, a 29-year-old
fourth-year history student at
the University of Cape Coast,
agrees. She shares her room
with five other women.

“There is nothing like real
fun on the campus.,” she
mourns. "How can you see real
fun when the university is
lodging a population five times
its capacity? It's just like an
overcrowded prison.”

During lectures, she points
put, "vou will see students
standing with their notebooks.
scribbling notes. There are no
seats for them because the
lecture halls cannot accommeo-
date the increasing numbers
enrolled every year.”

Food? Don't even mention
the subject. "When UST ‘was
really UST," recalls Afful nos-
talgically, "students were feed
on scrambled eggs with bread
and imported butter and extra-
thick Milo for breakfast.

"For lunch, there was yams
or rice with chicken stew,
with orangees and ice-cream for
dessert.” Supper was "just in-
describable.”

There was [ree tea at any
time of the day and chips
were distiributed in the
evenings, he recalls.

But as Ghana gradually de-
veloped economic diabetes and
became short of financial in-
sulin to counteract the disease,
good student food disappeared.

Coupons and queueing were
introduced. though the food si-
tuation was still bearable. The
crunch came in 1983 when
Ghana's gods stopped the
rains. There was famine, weep-
ing and gnashing of teeth.
Supplies dried up and new
feeding arrangements had to
be made.

Lunch, says Afful. became

imported milk powder mixed
with water and a dash of sugar.
and served with a transparent
piece of toast' That was sup-
posed to save studenis from
compulsory fasting.

Soon it became clear that
the diet was generating vast
amounts of gas. Emmanuel
Andoh Kesson remembers his
time at the University of Ghana
as one of mass flatulence in
lecture rooms, libraries, com-
mon rooms — <evérywhere,
creating enormous environ-
mental problems. Campus pu-
rity was so violated, he says.
that it became a major con-
tributor to the greenhouse ef-
fect and global warming.

"We added a few other
grievances to the food palaver
and embarkec on aluta." he ob-
serves. (A luta continua —
Portuguese [or "the revelution
comdinues” — is a popular
phrase among students, for
whom aluta has come to mean
"demonstration.”] After the en-
suing clashes between security
forces and students, the uni-
versity was closed far 10
months.

The food situation has not
improved since then. Today.
students have to feed them-
selves, and complain that
hawkers are stationed far from
the halls of residence.

Neither the authorities nor
the government, both strapped
for cash. seem to have any so-
lutions.

The students struggle on
with all the good humour they
can muster, but the possibility
of trouble is always present.

Say Osei Mensah: "With
campus cangestion persisting,
we will continue to undertake
vielent demonstrations to seek
redress.”

GEORGE FRANK ASMAH is
cditor of the weekly

Independent’ in Accra.
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Pyrates Become Buccaneers and
Bring Terror to the Campus

Nkechi Nwankwo writes from Lagos

Secret societies have brought fear to Nigerian universities and even to secondary
schools. Concern about campus cults has become so widespread that the govern-
ment and police have stepped in to curb them.

HEN Nigeria's Nobel
Laureate Wole Soyinka
and a group of friends
set up a university fraternity
known as the Pyrates 40 years
ago. they did not foresee that
their idealissm would be
corrupted into secret cults
Like many students before
and since, they wanted to
challenge academic norms and
to © sail the seas and perse-
cute evil doers. injustice. cor-
ruption and oppression in
their campus at University
College. Tbadan. and in the
country at large
Such groups were part of
the independence movement
As well as protesting against
oppression. they often made
donations to charity and
helped build social amenities
But the motivations of the
Pyrates — now known as the
National Association of Seadogs
— and other similar associa
tions have changed with the
times and some are believed o
be behind a series of violent
and sometimes fatal clashes
which has disturbed untversity
life.
One of the most sericus dis-

ruptions is at the University of

Lagos, which was closed from

March to June following bloody
fights between students The
fighting and arson was appar-
ently triggered by outgoing
Student Union president
Omoyele Sowore's attempt to

expose and punish cult mem-

bers.

The closure is just one of a
long list of forced vacations
that has made a mess of the
university's calendar. The
institution is yet Lo complete
the 1992-93 session. Students
regisiered for four-year degree
programmmes may find them-
seives spending up to six years
through no fault of their own.

Other universities have also
been hit. and secret cults are

oftenn biamed. They go by var
Ous names

such as Mafia.

Black Axe apd Buccaneers,

and they are leared for terror

ising
killing

in 196] an Ibadan
University student received 22
knife wounds in an attack by
cult members. The following
year eigin students from poly-
technics in two states were
murdered in cull clashes. In
1993 a medical student at
Enugu State University of

Technology was killed

raping and even and

ammm=se

Worse still, cultism has
spread to secondary schools.
This year alone. 64 secondary
school pupils in Abia and Delta
states have been charged with
involvement in cult activities.

The first change in the
cults came with indepen-
dence, when they began to or-
ganise activities to amuse
themselves. In the mid- 1980s
they changed again., partly, it
seems, as a result of the down-
turn in the economy,
Membership drives became
highly competitive and there
was a preference for wealthier
students.

Rivailries grew with the
competition for members and
power. Violence broke out and
one after another the groups
went underground, thus be-
coming secret cults No
longer accountable to the uni-
versity authorities, their activi-
ties became more vicious.

Their misconduct (s at
tributed partly to the general
hardships facing today's stu-
dents. " It has become impos-
sibie for the average student to
afford three square meals a
day.” says one student * Which
student will be law-abiding in
the face of the hunger, Injus-

tice and corruption he sees
every day. Which student will
sit and grin like a monkey in a
banana plantation when there
are no books to read and no
roof to live under?”

In the absence of facilities.
increasing numbers of stu-
dents seem to vent their
anger and frustration on the
system. Innocent students be

come viclims as rival culls
seck 1o recruil them. Many

students join for self-protec-
tion.

Most members are male. A
College Rector reckons that
"more male students are lured
into the cults because they
have been misled into believ-
ing that membership will en
able them to get the mosi
flashy girls on the campus and
to pass their exams without
sweal.

The governmenlt has re
acted by ordering the police to
stamp out campus cults. The
Inspector General of Police,
lbrahim Coomasie, has set up a
team of detectives to do the
job

Education Minister Dr
Ivorchia Avu assured the nation
that the Ministry has = been
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Folklore : Concept and Context

by Shamsuzzaman Khan

F OLKLORES are passed
on by tradition, whe-
ther by word of mouth,

by verbal instruction and
example, by demonstration. or
by custom and practice. Cus-
tomarily folklores are orally
transmitted. In folklore scho-
larship. therefore, tradition
and oral transmission are the
two Key-sources.

In the beginning, the study
of folklore was generally con-
fined to myths, legends, folk-
tales, proverbs, riddles, ballads
and folksongs, and other oral
traditions of lesser impor-
tance. With the passage of
time, the domain of folklore
became much wider and
eventually it began to encom-
pass verbal, material, and ges-
tural elements of tradition. As
a result, folklore now includes,
among other components, folk
art, folk craft. folk architec-
ture, folk costume, folk dance,
folk music, folk medicine, folk
custom, and folk belief.

In the 1960s some Ame-

« rican folklorists, whom Ri-

chard M Dorson described as
Young Turks",-began to view
folklore as a dynamic process.
They challenged the text-ori-
ented study of folklore. Accor-
(ling Lo them, the text cannot
be extrapolated from its con-
lext.

Folklore has been defined
by Dan Ben-Amos as "artistic
communication in small
groups.” Art is one of the broad
components of culture, and
folklore falls in this category as
an artistic process, The folk-
lore process is artistic because
the factor of rhythm, as Ben-
Amos points out, "changes
human noise to music, move-
ment and gesture to dance.
and object to sculpture.”

Innumerable such examples
may be cited to illustrate the
artislic nature of folklore.
Folklore communicative pro-
tess because it is found in var-
ious communicative medium:
musical, visual, kinetic, or
dramatic. By a small group.
Ben-Amos has meant "a num-
ber of persons who communi-
cate with one another, often
over a span of time. and who
are few enough so that each
person is able to communicate
with all others, not at second
through other people, but face-
to-face." As Ben-Amos states, "a
group could be a family, a
street-corner gang, a roomful
of factory workers, a village, or
even a tribe.” For the folkloric
act to happen. Ben-Amos be-
lieves two social conditions are
necessary: both the performers
and the audience have to be in
the same situation in which
people confront each other,
[ace to face, and relate to each
other directly " He argues that

even when a certain literary
theme or musical style is
kKnown regionally, nationally.
or internationally, its actual ex-
istence depends ypon such
small group situations. Ben-
Amos has excluded the two
key terms of folklore — tradi-
tion and oral transmission —
from his definition. He believes
that the traditional character
of folklore is-an analytical one.

The cultural use of folklore
is not necessarily dependent

- upon historical development

since certain folklore forms
derive their eflicacy from their
supposed newness. -On the
other hand, what we call tra-
dition may often be a rhetori-

cal device or a socially instru--

mental convention. Ben-Amos
argues that since oral texts
constantly appear in print as
they cross into the domain of
written literature, there is no
point in insisting on oral
transmission. Because folklore
is what has been incorporated
into the artistic communica-
tion in small group situations,
oral transmission does not
need to be a criterion of folk-
lore.

The life-history of the text
does not determine its quality.
When a song is performed on
television, it ceases to be folk-
lore for that particular mo-
ment: But when the same song
is performed in a small group
situation, it becomes folklore
in the context of that situation.
"Folklore is folklore only when
performed.” believes Roger D
Abrahams. a "Young Turk”.
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From popular jainy lale.

both Ben-Amos and Abrahams,
evenn a modern song can be a
folklore if performed in a small
group situation with interac-
tion between the performer
and the audience.

We may differ with Ben-
Amos as to the size of a group,
as to the need for face-to-face
interaction between the per-
formers and the audience. or
as to the exclusion of the term
"tradition" from his definition.
In the social context of
Bangladesh, his conditions
seem fto be* too rigid. In
Bangladesh the overwhelming
majority of the population live
in villages where the life style
is still traditional. Moreover, in
Bangladesh the communicative
process of social interaction is
so widely diffused that in many
cases face-to-face interaction
between the performers and
the audience is not absolutely
necessary for the folklore -act
to happen. A baul does not re-
quire an audience as he sings
while wandering. But he is
heard by countless people,
many of whom are unseen by
him. When a group of crafts-
men perform their skilling th a
small workshop, they do not
necessarily communicate di-
rectly with all their patrons.
Nevertheless, their craftsman-
ship may be appreciated by
their unknown consumers.
This sense of appreciation is
automatically conveyed (o
craftsmen as they find their
products to be in great de-
mand. That tradition is a kev

concept in folklore. which
mist be recognized. no matter

whether we use the term or
not, in defining folklore.

In fact, the largest segment
of our folklore is still tradi-
tional. However, what deserves
our serious attention is the
contextual character of folk-
lore. When we record a folk-
song, photograph a craftsman
at work. or describe an object
of folk art, we create only the
text. Bince the text is not
folklore, we have to analyse the
text in its context to recon-
struct the perfermance of the
act that the text represents. So
far we have mostly studied
folklore in a textual manner,
with little or no attention to
contextual aspects. In other
words, we have studied tales
not storyellers, songs not
singers, or craft objects not
craftsmen., As a result. our
studies are full of text-cen-
tered interpretations with no
consideration being given to
performers. We must bear in
mind that a performer's act is
related directly to his/her so-
cial condition, immediate en-
vironment, historical period,
and economic circumstances
as well as to his/her personal
training, development of skill.
and expression of talent.

In order to reconstruct or
understand the performance of
the performer, a scholar must
take into account all these
criteria. Folklore is a living
manifestation of human cte-
ativity. Hence it has to be stud-
ied in terms of performance-
centered analysis within a
broad contextual framework.

The writer is Director. Fo-

liclore Bangla Acadenny. Dhaka
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F l" HE history of this sub-
continent forms one of
the most interesting

amnd fascinating chapters in the
evolution of human civilization.
The ancient history of this vast
territory reveals a close assoc-
lation with those civilizations
of Mesopotamia, Babilonia and
Assyria. In this respect. this
part of the subcontinent now
called Bangladesh has a dis-
tinct place in world history. Its
archaeological entity has such
possibilities which deserve
more of research and discov-
ery.

The remains of ancient
Bangladesh with its resourceful
antiquity attract a number of
tourists every year. Yet a
proper understanding of its
glorious past is handicapped by
several disadvantages. Firstly. a
number of scholars have al
tempted to read the past
through the spectacles of the
present. They are someiimes
influenced by confusing condi
tions and. thus have deviated
fromm giving real historical de
tails. Secondly. the unneces-
sary glorification of the past is
another potent factor that de
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Remuins of Bara Katra. Dhako

by Sanchita Chowdhury

viates from actual historical
records and date. The greatest
obstacle i understanding the
ancient history of Bangladesh
Iis the absence of a chronologi-
cal historical text.

Few well known historical
features of ancient Bengal have
been recorded in the annals of
Bangladesh after the liberation.
Bul significant remains and
signs such as monuments,
mosques and Hindu temples,
Buddha Viharas are being ru-
ined just by negligence, with
the evolution of modernity.

The development and evo-
lution of ways of life, demeo-
graphic pressure, industrialisa-
tion, pollution. neglect,
poverty, urbanisation. haphaz-
ard building construction, and
natural catastrophes — all
these represent serious dan-
gers that threaten the archaeo-
logical evidences of the remote
past. Fragments of ancient
stryctures, stones, statues,
fossils of prehistoric animals —
all the abjects of archaeological
value have become the victims
of theflt and illicit trade in (the
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resent decades.

Many historical sites are in
a stale of threat throughout
Bangladesh. The remains of
the ancient. Buddhist, Hindu,
and Muslim art, culture and
civilisation have significantly
increased tourism. But Pahar-
pur in Rajshahi. Mahastangarh
in Bogra and Moynamoti in
Comilla — all bearing the
remains and fragments of
renowned ancient civilisation
are on the verge of ruination
because of sheer neglect

The task of umrdirg the
heritage ‘of Bangladesh is in-
herently a challenging one be-
cause of lack of financial back-
ing on the part of the govern-
ment. Besides the known his-
torical sites, a large number of
unknown places of historical
interest also remain neglected.

Both the past and present
are essential for individual en-
lightenment and creativity.
The essential challenge of pre-
serving the past is left before
us. A few sieps have been
taken to save Lthe lesser-known
historical remains from total
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Archaeological Monuments Need to be Preserved Well

ruination now. Monuments.
buildings, ornamenial works
statues of stone pottery, sculp
ture, fascinating inseriptions
on stone wall — these archaeo-
logical evidences provide us
with considerable knowledge.
From time immemorial
streams of migrating tribes
and races have come to this
country and have increased,
rather, enriched its racial
complexities. So the inheri-
tance of the culture of ancient
Bangladesh is of diverse ori-

gins. Hence, a timely and care-
ful preservation of archaeologi-

cal objects tonsid-
erable information about the

taste and temperament of our
ancestors. .

The National Museum au-
thorities in the meantime,
have taken some vital steps to
protect ouf ancient sites from
total destruction. During the
liberation struggle the entire
country was occupied and
somewhat damaged while
some rare objects of archaeo
logical importance had been
looted. The ressive rulers
of the Pakistan tried their
best te undermine our national
heritage and culture Time has
come to take beold steps to
safeguard the remains of our
precious past.

Twe celebrated Chinese
travellers, Fa-Hiem and Hien
Tsang visited this Inde Pak
Bengal sub-continent during
the reign of Chandra’ Gupta [
and Harshavardhana The (lovy

Buddhiam and some po

and secular matters have
been described by them. From
the 8th century A D this sub
continent attracted the atten
tion of the Arabs. The Arab
congquest of Sind brought in a
tremendous change in the his-
tory of the following centuries
Next, with the triumph by the
Musiims of ancient Bangla-
desh, moagues, minerates,
monuments came up and
various Arabic inscriptions had
‘been engraved on stone which
provide information about
Musltm s and archi
tects. Now all the signs of
Musiim inheritance too are
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