60
61

MODERNIZATION AND “MODERNIZATION” 
IN AFRICAN FOLKLORE
At first glance modernization is rather a vague term for describing contemporary changes in African folklore.
 Moreover, the phenomena described as “modernization” come in a wide variety, so when analyzing those we should only use the term in a metaphorical sense. In this case new forms appear only on the surface, or only in the eyes of the observer, who is not really familiar with traditional cultural dynamics in Africa.

Modernization in its very common sense occurs when in a given society social institutions have gradually been adapted to new circumstances. Agriculture, trade, kinship systems or languages can become definitely modernized, while still serving the same purposes they were designed for many generations ago. (For the sake of brevity I shall call it Modernization I.)

In other cases institutions during modernization undergo radical changes. Chiefdoms and kingdoms, political organizations in general, and religion and education (not to mention technology, warfare or diplomacy) in Africa have been modernized to such an extent that only the loose framework and the general rules of their activity remained untouched. In our days this type of modernization is represented by e.g. the Oba of Benin, the oni in Ife (or, more generally, divine kings in Africa);
 tribal wars in Central or South Africa (or, more generally homicide cases);
 or cosmological concepts transformed into any kind of “African philosophy”
 or “African religion”.
 (This other type of modernization I shall refer to as Modernization II.) 

Despite the fact that traditional culture and more specifically, folklore have a strong ability to resist both Modernization I and Modernization II, while in education and culture book-lore and literacy are gaining increasing importance, schools and writers becoming more and more widespread, traditional lore itself will be severely restricted. None the less it will still maintain its basic importance. In spite of some hasty declarations about overcoming or forgetting folklore, even today in Africa there is no indigenous people, not a single traditional culture, where the old folklore has completely disappeared. Local cultural officers, fond only of signs of a “plastic culture”, or lazy folklorists, who are frightened by the difficulties in African fieldwork, often deny the existence of African folklore in our days. The truth is that in every part of Africa there exists a rich folk tradition waiting for proper collection and investigation. If time, financial possibilities, and scholarly funds will permit, there is a fair chance to collect important items of traditional (folk)lore every where in Africa. We firmly hope that Hungary will soon be participating in that folklore-collecting activity.

Modernization I occurs throughout African folklore. Customs connected with birth, marriage and death gradually become more and more up-to-date. Folk costumes or production techniques for traditional folk art items are becoming more and more adapted to new circumstances everywhere in Africa.

It is obvious that Modernization II is quite noticeable in various parts of Africa as well. When literacy becomes the norm, when new musical instruments arrive, museums or folklore research institutes will be created, when new mass media network and their attendant developments become well established – at that moment the status of folklore will be changed forever.

The crucial question for evaluation is this: in the case of certain phenomena, should we identify them as examples of Modernization II, or are they cases Westernization or “foreignization”. New African literature
 is noticeably inseparable from local/traditional folklore. As we know from some excellent studies,
 recent African theatre to a decisive extent could be still understood as a continuation of traditional folk customs. Dance and music ensembles (and their broadcast or television performances, tapes and video-programs etc.) appear at the crossroads, of traditional and modern African lore.

To sum it up in one apodictic sentence: in all of the afore mentioned cases we find characteristic features of both Modernization (I and II) and “Modernization”. Most important literary works as e.g. by Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka or Ngugi wa Thiong'o etc. can be better described as cases of far reaching Modernization.

State folklore ensembles (the most distinguished of these organized by Keita Fodeba in Guinea), items of “airport art” repalacing traditional sculpture
 (or in general “folklorism” phenomena in Africa today
) etc., belong more appropriately to “Modernization” than to any genuine development (Modernization). In some cases, the (cultural, communicational or financial) context being different, we may ascribe the new form to “Modernization”. Any African mask (original or fake, traditional or innovative) at any West European flea market, a film show of African folklore for the “Friendship of the Peoples University named after Patrice Lumumba” in Moscow, griot performances in Paris, chieftain costumes worn by UNO delegates in New York etc. SYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol" are all striking examples of “Modernization”.

The most important question is perhaps this: who is it that initiates, accepts, or tolerates this inauthentic sort of “modernization” which is neither gradual nor radical, but rather undermines its own origin? Is this bogus modernization forced on traditional African cultures by rulers and heads of state who want modernity they can display to their credit? Or does it arise through the efforts of people who regards their own past with embarrassment and are eager to embrace the new consumer-oriented society? There is a very limited third possibility too. Intellectuals want to build a bridge between the cultural heritage and the tasks of today, increasingly attributing cultural values to          traditional products of their people.
 Dissemination of modernized African folklore is closely linked with the mass media, an important means of general cultural modernization in Africa.

There is a well accepted trend among folklorists from all over the world to bless Modernization I and at the same time to condemn “Modernization”. (On the other hand folklorists are more or less silent as regards Modernization II.) It is obvious that local politicians, important opinion leaders or persons interested in industrialisation usually are very fond of cases of “Modernization” (not labelling it with quotation marks). They tend to foster Modernization II too, but in general do not pay much attention to Modernization I. The sharp difference between the two opinions could be overcome in a simple way. We must understand (and at the same time differentiate between Modernization I, Modernization II, and “Modernization” in every African culture. For our research program (“Folklore Today SYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol" Africa”) fieldwork-based descriptions of various modernization phenomena in Africa must be carried out first of all. Only then a comparative analysis must follow. And even after that – with more detailed evaluation of modernization issues in Africa – could the final facets be reached.

Modernization in folklore in Africa seems to be a very important issue. It is important for African studies, for comparative folklore research, and for a more general public, for those who want to understand current events in Africa. At the first and at the second international congress of African studies in Hungary I had the opportunity to stress the importance of African problems for some specific social   sciences.
 Here I can only say it again, that without African studies no modern research in social sciences will be meaningful. I challenge Hungarian researchers to contribute to it. Modernization in African folklore studies can “modernize” folklore research methodology in general. Our BudapestSYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol"Gödöllô congress
 will remain but a small contribution to it. Its firm continuation will be the task of all of us.
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