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Abstract. This paper examines the impact of the introduction of Western (European) 
technical civilization on regional cultures in Nigeria, using Igboland in South-Eastern 
Nigeria as a test case. It begins with a discussion of some general features of Western 
technical civilization whose evolution has been profoundly influenced by technological 
advances in Europe and her cultural colonies in North America and elsewhere. 
Consequences of the contact between Western technical civilization and traditional Igbo 
culture are also examined. The paper concludes by discussing the challenging problem of 
Africa’s contribution to technical civilization. 
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BACKGROUND ANALYSIS:  
A BRIEF NOTE ON WESTERN TECHNICAL CIVILIZATION 

 
The term “civilization” has a positive connotation which derives from 

its root word “civilize”. In The New International Webster’s Comprehensive 
Dictionary of the English Language (243), “civilize” is listed as a transitive verb 
which means to “bring into a state of civilisation; educate from savagery; 
refine.” Thus, civilization means the condition of being civilized or 
cultured, which implies an evolution from the pristine state of nature to 
organized human society arising from humanity’s enhanced consciousness 
of its productive powers. Civilization entails advancement beyond the 
primitive or savage state of human existence to a condition characterized 
by refinement in tastes, interests, feelings and knowledge. It also connotes 
the emergence of ordered or civic societies due to human interactions with 
the natural (primary) environment and culture (secondary) environment, 
created by groups of human beings through the use of their intellect, skills 
and creativity. Hence, culture is from human beings because they are the 



Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology, vol. VII, no. 2/2010 

 39 

creators of culture. Culture is also for humans, since it provides the 
enabling environment for the actualization of their potentialities. 
Civilization is inconceivable without culture, for it is only in the context of 
the material and immaterial aspects of culture that civilization becomes 
possible.  

Western technical civilization, that is, the lifestyles and world-views 
spawned by the technological development of the West, like other 
civilizations in different parts of the world, is the long term effect of 
complex cultural development. It took shape in various countries of 
Europe and later spread to North America and other continents. The early 
history of Western civilization is obscured by the fuzziness of remote 
antiquity, but its roots lay in ancient Greek civilization. But before the 
Greeks, great civilizations such as the Egyptian, Babylonian, Chinese, 
Indian and the Persian had existed for thousands of years and had achieved 
some level of technological competence in astronomy, medicine, agri-
culture and metallurgy (Jeans, 1962: 9-23; Mason, 1962: 15-70). However, 
the seed of the intellectual orientation that sees pursuit of knowledge as an 
end in itself without considerations of practical utility was yet to mature in 
the earlier pre-Greek civilizations. It germinated when ancient Greek 
philosopher–scientists began speculating about the ultimate constitutive 
element(s) of the universe. Their philosophical endeavours produced 
cosmological theories which differed in content from traditionally accepted 
Greek mythologies. Now, although Eurocentric writers over-eulogize the 
contributions of ancient Greece to science, and deliberately distort the 
history of the early beginnings of scientific knowledge by downplaying the 
contributions of ancient Egyptian priest-scientists to Greek learning, it 
must be acknowledged that pioneer Greek philosophers who studied in 
Egypt such as Thales, Anaximander, Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle, etc, 
laid the foundation for the development of scientific knowledge as it is 
generally understood today (Onyewuenyi, 1993; Anele, 2005: 26-28).  

Technology, etymologically speaking, derives from the combination of 
two Greek words, techne (art) and logos (word). It stands for the practice of 
applied sciences that have practical value, including utilization in industry 
(Rescher, 1978: 193-205; Bell, 2006: Chap. 2). Therefore, although 
technology and science have become inextricably intertwined beginning 
from the industrial revolution which occurred in England in the 1760s, 
strictly speaking science is not the same as technology. All human 
civilizations from antiquity to date were built on varying degrees of 
technological development. But science in the sense of disinterested 
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systematic pursuit of knowledge of nature for the sake of understanding 
reality is a relatively recent achievement of the human mind. The basic 
sciences, largely, evolved from philosophy, alchemy and mathematics. By 
the nineteenth century, due to reforms in higher education in France, 
Germany and Britain, and to the internal dynamics of research in the 
sciences which almost closed the gap separating experimental research 
from mathematical (theoretical) research, science and technology became 
increasingly inseparable (Kuhn, 1997: 31-65). Europe benefited immensely 
from the convergence of science and technology which is the foundation 
of Western industrial societies and the fundamental reason why European 
powers successfully colonized Africa and other parts of the world. Western 
technical civilization epitomizes an important aspect of the potentialities 
and paradoxical nature of practical application of scientific knowledge 
(Uka, 2006: 1-15). It promotes the development of society based on a 
culture in which nature is generally experienced as a human product or 
within human products, and the social relations of people one to another are 
mediated through highly sophisticated social, technical and administrative 
regulations (Böhme, 1992: 99).   

Of course, the West, comprising Europe and her cultural progenies in 
North America, are not and have never been culturally monolithic. Indeed, 
aside from the dominant materialist-scientific-technological strand, there 
are idealist cum spiritual philosophies and several minority fringe sub-
cultures (such as scientology, feminism and post-modernism) all of which 
make up the rich dynamic cultural mosaic of the West. But the pioneer 
Europeans that came to Igbo heartland did so brandishing the banners and 
fruits of Christianity and industrialism, and it is to these that we refer 
whenever we use the expressions “Europeans”, “Westerners” and 
“Western”.    

By the time Britain established its colonial rule throughout Nigeria after 
the amalgamation of Northern and Southern Protectorates in 1914, the 
West had made tremendous progress in technological development and 
effectively established its hegemony all over the world, whereas the 
regional cultures in Nigeria remained for the most part in the firm grip of 
oral traditions and practices handed down from generation to generation. 
As we shall see later, the intrusion of Europeans into Igbo heartland led to 
the acculturation of the Igbo through Western education and Christian 
missionary activities. Of course, the cultural exchange was unequal: 
European missionaries and administrators did all in their power to 
suppress indigenous cultures and belief systems and simultaneously 
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promoted adoption of foreign culture by the local people. Now, it was not 
that the Europeans had nothing to learn from the Igbo – there were 
positive aspects of Igbo culture, such as the extended family system, 
traditional medicine, music and art which could have enriched European 
culture. But since the Europeans had assumed already that Black people 
are innately inferior to the Whites, they did not see any point in learning 
the ways of an “inferior race”. The eddies and reverberations of the 
imposition of foreign culture on Ndigbo are still visible in Igboland in the 
form of cultural synthesis especially among educated Igbo, compounded 
out of inconsistent elements drawn from Western culture and traditional 
Igbo culture (omenala).   
 

ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS  
OF TRADITIONAL IGBO CULTURE (OMENALA) 

 
The acephalous Igbo (Ndigbo) of South-Eastern Nigeria present an 

interesting paradox regarding colonization, with its concomitant 
acculturation. They, perhaps, more than any other Nigerian cultural group, 
resisted colonialism very tenaciously: it took more than twenty years of 
constant military action by the British to conquer them. Yet, when the 
people succumbed, the first Igbo elite educated in Western tradition 
became what was then called oyibo ojii, which means “Black European”. 
The doggedness with which Ndigbo fought colonization in all its 
ramifications, and the enthusiasm with which they later embraced 
Christianity and Western education, make Igbo responses to the 
encroaching Western technical civilization a fitting paradigm for 
delineating and analyzing the entailments of contact between two divergent 
weltanschauungs. Now, the question concerning the historical origin of the 
Igbo who presently constitute one of the three major ethnic groups in 
Nigeria has generated controversies among scholars, some of whom are 
skeptical about the possibility and utility of fixing precise date and place of 
Igbo origin (Afigbo, 1981: 1-28). It is generally recognized, however, that 
human settlements have existed in Igboland for at least five thousand 
years. Archaeological evidence points to a Neolithic Igbo culture in some 
parts of Igboland: the finds at Cross River and the Anambra Valley-
Nsukka escarpments, together with those at Afikpo contain important 
clues corroborating the antiquity of Igbo civilization. Relevant to much 
more recent Igbo history are Thurstan Shaw's extensive archaeological 
discoveries at Igbo-Ukwu which reveal a once-flourishing metallurgical 
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culture at least a thousand years old (Shaw, 1977: 1-15). During the long 
years of their cultural evolution, the Igbo created complex and rich cultures 
which are by-products of both intended and unintended consequences of 
their practice of life. Despite variations amongst these cultures, however, 
there are some common threads that ran through all of them which justify 
the concept of Igbo culture-area, and legitimize, with due qualifications of 
course, the treatment of the Igbo as a monolithic cultural group. Thus, one 
can discuss explicitly the philosophical basis of Igbo culture distillable from 
what the people regard as omenala. Omenala expresses Igbo customs, 
traditions and world-view crystallized in myths, rituals, symbols, proverbs, 
lifestyles, and folktales handed down from one generation to the next. As a 
consequence, Igbo world outlook is inextricably tied to omenala, and reflects 
the insights of ancient Igbo sages and elders concerning the nature of the 
world, man and society. Looked at from another angle, it indicates the 
limitations of a predominantly pre-literate, religious, mytho-poetic world-
view which determines what was possible or impossible, probable or 
improbable, within the philosophical framework of that particular culture. 
However, some analytic African philosophers such as Peter O. Budunrin 
and Paulin J. Hountondji insist that such oral mytho-poetic weltanschauungs 
are ethnophilosophies, not philosophy properly so-called (Bodunrin, 1981: 
161-179; Hountondji, 1996: 55-70). 

The hard-core of Igbo cosmology and metaphysics is the theory that the 
universe is permeated throughout by spirits and supernatural forces of 
various kinds (Nwala, 1985: 36-41). It acknowledges the reality of matter as 
well, but holds that spirit is primary in the architecture or ontological 
placement of the universe (uwa n’ile). At the apex of the hierarchically 
structured pyramid of beings is Chi-Ukwu or Supreme Being, the creator of 
the universe and everything it contains, followed by spirits and forces 
immanent in the very texture of reality (Iroegbu, 1995: 338). The spiritual 
order of the universe includes numerous local deities, ancestral spirits, 
spirits of the dead and of the living that manifest extrasensory capabilities, 
forces in-dwelling in natural objects and phenomena, evil spirits, and the 
mystical power of ogwu. Next in the ontological ladder is man, the being-
with-intelligence, a being that has both body and soul. Animals, plants and 
all inanimate objects as such follow in that order. Traditional Igbo 
metaphysics presents a panpsychist vision of the universe in which 
everything is interconnected in a complex web of relationships emanating 
as life-forces from Chi-Ukwu right down to the lowest levels of being. 
Witchdoctors and medicine men (dibias) can manipulate spiritual entities 
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and ogwu either for good or evil. These specialists played - and up till now, 
although to a lesser degree, still play - very important roles in traditional 
society. They also served as intermediaries between the worlds of spirit, the 
living-dead and the living. In Igbo cultural world-view, the dichotomy 
between the visible and the invisible, the natural and the supernatural, the 
“inside” and the “outside” are blurred by the intuitive perception of the 
unity of all things. In this connection, K. O. Dike observes that: 
 

[Igboland] in particular has confronted scholars with communal societies 
where science cannot be separated from religion or religion from law and 
politics; where history is nothing but the history of the whole culture, a 
seamless garment of such fine-woven texture that attempts to separate 
single strands merely distort the whole (Dike, 1988: 38). 
 
K.C. Anyanwu also argues in the same vein thus: 

 
In a unitary, as opposed to the analytical world, nothing is lifeless or 
soulless. Everything is filled or bedded in life-force. This force dominates 
or prevails in the whole universe ... the [Igbo] assume that life-force lies 
behind nature itself or the things experienced (Ruch & Anyanwu, 1981: 89). 
 
Animism, the belief that there are spirits in natural objects and 

phenomena, was a common feature of pre-scientific cultures of the world, 
but its occurrence in Black African communities, of which the Igbo form a 
significant part, has been interpreted in a derogatory way by European 
intellectuals with half-baked ideas about Black Africa and its peoples 
(Gould, 1993: 30-72; Onyewuenyi, 1993: Chap. 2). The belief that natural 
objects and phenomena are charged with spirits is, nevertheless, consistent 
with the basic assumptions of Igbo world view and its understanding of 
objective reality. Take the question of magic (ogbaraigbogharii, which means 
that which confounds the Igbo) performed by a dibia that manifests as a 
mysterious occurrence which appears to contradict known laws of physics 
but somewhat different from the art of producing illusions by legerdemain 
in public shows and television. A typical logical positivist operating from 
the perspective of Western science-dominated world-view is likely to scoff 
at the Igboman’s belief in ogbaraigbogharii and supernaturalism, and interpret 
it as an expression of “pre-scientific” African mind-set, because it raises the 
problem of supernatural causality and its empirical verification. In classical 
materialistic theory of Western science, which has been largely superseded 
by developments in quantum physics anyway (Heisenberg, 1997: 125-136; 
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Hey & Walters, 2003: 1-16), magical effects or causes are disallowed. 
However, within the cultural world-view of the Igbo which assumes that 
nature is alive and that spirits permeate the whole universe, the belief in 
supernatural causation is quite intelligible. The Igbo did not claim scientific 
knowledge of the minute details of the universal permeability and 
ubiquity of spiritual forces, neither did they invent empirically-decidable 
mathematically-formulated theories to account for the operation of the 
spirits. Rather, they believed strongly that reality is such that secret 
unknown or unforeseen forces intervene in the course of events in the 
world. If a man working hard on his farm was injured on the head by a big 
coconut that fell from a near-by coconut tree, for example, a European 
operating from the perspective of Western scientific world-view would 
describe the event as an accident. To the Igbo man or Igbo woman in the 
traditional setting, it is more likely that the farmer's enemy, acting through 
the agency of some mysterious force (ogwu), has caused the coconut to fall 
at that moment to injure the man. The latter explanation is not amenable 
to the usual paradigm of causal explanation in science, but research in 
paranormal phenomena may, in future, eventually demonstrate that such 
beliefs may not be as far-fetched or unscientific as someone operating 
from the basic assumptions of classical or mechanistic scientific world-view 
would suppose (Kiev, 1974: 454-466; Watson, 1974: 313-316). It is also 
possible that in future scientists would develop theories that can 
accommodate in a law-like manner or demonstrate the causal principles 
that underpin such phenomena that are presently called “supernatural.” 
(Watson, 1974: Part 3; Abell & Singer, 1983: 1-6)  

Consistent with the basic tenor of Igbo metaphysics is communalism 

(Ekei, 2001: 193). As indicated earlier, the Igbo theory of being posits that 
the various orders of reality are interconnected, which means that 
everything is in some way linked together, Therefore, it is impossible, from 
the perspective of Igbo world-view, to conceive of a completely isolated 
entity. At the social level, such an outlook entails communalism, the belief 
or theory that each member of the community is ultimately related to 
others in a complex nexus of relationships, and must live in such a way as 
to preserve the harmony between the cosmic forces and the larger society. 
Consequently, when an Igbo commits a moral wrong or breaks a taboo, his 
act is not seen merely as an infringement of natural law understood in a 
rationalistic and secular sense. Instead, his act is capable of endangering the 
ontological balance of the entire group. In other words, his action could 
result in some physical effects harmful to the individual, his relatives or 
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clan as a whole. This is because every act contrary to omenala in traditional 
Igbo belief system has a ritual dimension, and unless the necessary and 
appropriate cleansing rites are performed, sickness, deaths, draught or 
other disasters would afflict the entire community, not just the offender 
alone. It is therefore not surprising that in autochthonous Igbo com-
munities, ontologised morality held sway. The truly individualistic outlook 
dominant in Western society was rare, because of the widespread belief 
that an individual never receives anything, does anything or suffers 
anything alone, all by himself or herself. The strengths and weaknesses of 
this basically humanitarian attitude of the Igbo can be ascertained from the 
words of E.A. Ruch: 

 
Of course, this attitude considerably restricts and even stifles individual 
creativity, originality and freedom, but it also ensures a warm fraternity, 
hospitality and togetherness which could be the envy of individualistic 
cultures. It accounts for the Africans' love for feasts, family gatherings, 
parties and communal activities (Ruch & Anyanwu, 1981: 144).  
 
It is evident from our discussion up to this point that the Igbo, before 

the advent of Europeans, created a culture and world-view which enabled 
them to cope with the vicissitudes of life, and empowered them to act 
purposefully and consistently. The culture and world-view of a people is 
like a map which guides a traveler in a strange place to enable her move in 
the right direction. The culturally-determined map which the Igbo 
constructed as a representation of reality, like any other in the world, was 
never entirely right or entirely wrong. But it was enough of an 
approximation to the explanation of phenomena to serve the purpose of 
living. Nevertheless, its possibilities were severely limited by the absence of 
diffused literacy among the population. There is, according to T.U. Nwala, 
a world of difference between a man who could place his ideas and 
thoughts before him like a map for study, and another who has no such 
opportunity. The achievements of the ancient Greeks, the pioneers of 
Western scientific civilization, would not have been possible if they did not 
invent a fairly widely used system of writing (and, much later, printing). 
Pre-colonial Igbo world was principally a religious one that promoted the 
virtues of solidarity, love, tolerance and a profound respect for the natural 
environment, particularly the earth, although people sometimes failed to 
live up to these lofty ideals. It was an agrarian society in which human 
effort was central to survival, expressed in various forms of worship and in 
the cultivation of the earth, all geared towards the enhancement of ndu 
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(life). But all these components of Igbo life-world were profoundly 
affected when the Europeans came into Igboland and imposed their own 
culture on the people. 

 
IGBO CULTURE AND WESTERN TECHNICAL CIVILIZATION: 

THE ESSENTIAL TENSION 
 
The Europeans came to what is now called Nigeria first as explorers, 

then as traders (in commodities and, later, slaves), as missionaries, and, 
finally, as colonizers. When they eventually penetrated Igboland, they met a 
culture conspicuously different from their own. Expectedly, the initial 
encounters the Igbo had with the “visitors” produced great culture shock 
on both sides due mainly to the differences in the basic assumptions of 
their world-views and the concomitant divergent lifestyles they implied. At 
that time, the Igbo thought that the Europeans lacked virtually all the 
characteristics they considered human. The Europeans seemed to them 
non-normal and, consequently, abominable. On the other side, the 
Europeans, convinced of their innate superiority to the black race, 
responded to them in a condescending manner, later to be generalized for 
all Black people by Lucien Levy-Bruhl in his parochial theory of “primitive 
mentality” (Levy-Bruhl, 1978: Chap. 1; Momoh, 2000: 1-4). The earliest 
Europeans wrote vivid fictitious accounts of the “Negroid” or “African 
Character” which contained grave misunderstandings and distortions of 
the ways of life and customs of Igbo people (Basden, 1966: 34).  

When it became clear to the Igbo that they could not withstand the 
firepower of the British, there was a growing sense of malaise and 
apprehension - in some cases resignation - among the people. Apart from 
the political changes introduced by the colonizers for effective exploitation 
of Igboland, European missionaries made concerted efforts, with the help 
of initial local converts, to destroy traditional modes of worship. The Igbo, 
in general, initially scorned the new-fangled Christian faith which the 
missionaries preached, and relied heavily on the ability of their deities to 
successfully obviate the alien religion. To the colonialists and missionaries, 
however, supernatural mode of defense was ineffective and even absurd, 
and the eventual success of colonization appears to justify such attitude. 
Yet, some of them left graphic descriptions of what it felt like to be at the 
receiving end of this kind of religious or spiritual attack.  

The success of Europeans in overthrowing the traditional system is a 
loss not just to Igbo communities but to the human race in general. 
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Reflecting on the supernatural powers of witchdoctors and medicine men 
(dibias) in the effort to halt the advance of Western culture into Igbo 
society, the historian, Elizabeth Isichei, has this to say: 
 

I think it is possible that Igboland's dibias were developing real skills - or 
sciences - in the sphere of what we now call extrasensory perception. The 
imposition of colonial rule has basically put an end to these skills, and 
deflected Igbo intellectual energies into such ‘modem' sciences as medicine 
or physics. It is possible that in doing so it cut off a real and original 
advance of the human mind, and impoverished the total development of 
human knowledge (Isichei, 1976: 124). 

 
A crucial outcome of the undiscriminating hostile attitude of Europeans 

to traditional cultures is that it threw away the baby with the dirty 
bathwater. Specifically, certain obnoxious cultural practices in Igboland 
such as the killing of twins, the interment of dignitaries with human heads, 
and human sacrifices were severely criticized - and rightly so - by the 
missionaries and colonial administrators. The Europeans and pioneer Igbo 
converts to the new way of life worked hard to eradicate such practices. In 
the same breath, they discouraged other customs and activities which 
added value to the community and, in some cases, were essential for 
physical and mental well-being, recreation and the smooth functioning of 
traditional society. For instance, traditional healthcare system and cultural 
festivities were negatively affected (Dioka, 1997: 79-112). 

It is important at this stage to discuss the issue of technological 
achievements of the Igbo and its bearing on the whole question of the 
deleterious impact of the encroachment of Western technical civilization 
on the evolution of indigenous technology. Obviously, every human 
society or cultural group has achieved some progress in appropriating the 
resources of nature for the benefit of its members. The discovery of fire, 
agriculture, the use of stone tools, the wheel, writing, etc. formed the 
foundation of human technical advance spanning thousands of years. This 
humble beginning of technology can be traced back to remote antiquity 
and various human groups, including Black Africans, contributed to it. 
Now, before the advent of Europeans into Igbo communities, the Igbo 
had achieved some degree of technical competence in certain areas (Isichei, 
1976: 276-277; Nwala, 1985: 200; Shaw, 1977: 15-17). These include the 
impressive metallurgical achievements of Igbo-Ukwu, the gun-smithing 
technology of Nkwerre, Awka blacksmithery, environmentally-friendly and 
appropriate architectural technology, traditional medicine, wood carving 
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and Akwette cloth-weaving technology, soap making technology, rain-
controlling techniques, and so on. These technologies, though usually 
crude, were both simple and ingenious. They were relevant to the lifestyles 
and culture of the Igbo people and indicated what they achieved, 
technology-wise, in the absence of widespread literacy and sophisticated 
Western technology. Consolidation of various aspects of European cultural 
invasion in autochthonous African societies led to the displacement of 
what may be referred to as “home-grown” technology (Rodney, 1972: 103-
161). The influx of cheap European-made goods into Igbo communities 
drastically reduced the patronage of local products. Again, the Europeans 
introduced measures deliberately intended to stifle local initiative and 
innovation in indigenous technology. The trans-Atlantic slave trade 
destroyed local manufacturing industry and motivation for technological 
innovation, because  the blacksmiths, native doctors or dibias, wood-
carvers, and other craftsmen who could have provided the starting-point of 
technological breakthrough in Igboland were either captured and sold into 
slavery or were attracted to the more lucrative but nefarious slave trade. 
Thus, the advent of the West adversely affected not just the natural 
evolution of indigenous technology of the Igbo; it inflicted psychological 
wounds on the people as well. It created some kind of inferiority complex 
in them which, till today, manifests in irrational reverence of White people 
and preference for foreign-made products even in cases where cheaper and 
high quality local substitutes are available. Additionally, the use of Igbo 
language as the medium of communication and instruction in schools was 
discouraged by the colonial administration (Ugonna, 1991: 166-173). 
Nsibidi, an indigenous form of writing very much like the Chinese script, 
was adversely affected also. Probably, nsibidi could have evolved into a 
richer and more flexible mode of literary expression by acquiring more 
characters if the colonialists had taken a more encouraging attitude to 
indigenous cultures. One can only speculate on the positive effects of a 
more diffused knowledge of literacy on the basis of nsibidi in the general 
population vis-a-vis the development of local technology. Every society, no 
matter how conservative, every human achievement, no matter how 
rudimentary and unsophisticated, can be improved upon, especially in the 
context of a rich literate culture. The violent disruption of the fabric of 
traditional Igbo society by the domineering culture of the West, aided and 
abetted by some locals, is partly responsible for the technological impasse 
in traditional Igbo society and the cultural dilemma facing Ndigbo exposed 
to western education. Looking at the matter from another perspective, the 
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confrontation between the two cultures implies that Igbo people were in 
some sense caught in-between two worlds. According to Nwala: 

 
If an educated African falls sick … he prays on his bed (i.e. if he is a 
Christian), then goes to the hospital for (scientific) medical care. If, after 
several attempts he fails, he turns to a traditional diviner and a native 
doctor. He would offer sacrifices to his ancestors and local deities when 
these become necessary (Nwala, 1985: 234). 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

As the discussion in the preceding sub-section has demonstrated, the 
evolution of traditional Igbo culture was negatively affected by the 
intrusion of Western scientific culture, although some beneficial effects of 
the contact with the West on autochthonous Igbo society are discernible. 
In conclusion, let us examine, albeit briefly in the context of our analysis, 
the question of Africa’s contribution to technical civilization. Historically 
speaking, the various peoples of the world have contributed in varying 
degrees to humanity’s pool of technological achievement. This is because, 
as earlier observed, each human group has succeeded to some extent in 
harnessing both human and natural resources in its environment for the 
well-being of its members. Consequently, although lack of well-established 
literary culture in traditional Igboland meant that the technological 
achievements of the Igbo were not systemically documented in very great 
detail, the blacksmiths, soap-makers, rain-makers, cloth-weavers, native-
doctors or herbalists, wine-tappers, etc, employed their technical skills to 
the benefit of the people. Scholars have attempted to account for the 
differences between traditional African understanding of reality and 
Western science (Horton, 1967: 50-71; Sodipo, 1973: 12-20; Ruch & 
Anyanwu, 981:1Part 1; Anele 1999: 130-133; Okoro, 2003: 14-17). The 
major point that emerges from these discussions is that the dominant 
preoccupation of African people in the traditional setting was with 
identifying and co-existing harmoniously with supernatural forces, not with 
physical and empirical problems which can be tackled with mathematical, 
empirically-testable, theories. Archeological researches carried out in 
different African communities establish that Africans made some valuable 
contributions to technical civilization. For instance, apart from the findings 
of Egyptologists, Thurstan Shaw’s pioneering discoveries in Igbo-Ukwu 
attest to the technical ingenuity of Igbo metallurgists in the pre-colonial 
period (Shaw, 1977: Chaps 1 and 2). At first sight, it would appear that 
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traditional African world-view is completely irreconcilable with Western 
scientific world-view (Makinde, 2007: Chap. 2). However, S. Ogunbunmi 
and H. O. Olaitan (1988: 13-234), argue that this is not the case, by 
demonstrating, inter alia, that the concept of gravity as a field of force was 
compatible with certain Yoruba mythologies. Moreover, in an interesting 
paper, “Science, Religion and African Culture,” A.O.E. Animalu 
demonstrated how a scientific paradigm based on African world-view can 
advance further development of basic mathematical science, beyond 
Newton and Einstein, in terms of the principle of relativity of irreversible 
processes (Animalu, 1990: 44-65). On the basis of Igbo religion and 
culture, Animalu asserts that traditional African world-view, in general, 
depicts the world as moving in unending regenerative cycles of birth, death 
and rebirth, which entails that time, “African time,” is cyclic and 
irreversible. Time, in classical Newtonian physics, is linear, reversible, and 
measurable with a mechanical clock. By using a mathematical method 
called Mobius transformation, Animalu correlated traditional African 
beliefs and cultural practices with modern science within an African 
cosmological framework to produce a synthesis in which cyclic time-
consciousness is fitted into equations connecting space and time, on one 
hand, and energy flow, on the other. In addition to the mathematical 
arguments employed in the correlation, Animalu’s achievement clearly 
illustrates the possibilities and potentials in exploring ways of adapting 
Africans’ intuitive dialogue with nature to modern science. Epistemo-
logically, it is on the same level with Fritjof Capra’s The Tao of Physics, which 
explores the striking parallels between Eastern mysticism and modern 
physics (Capra, 1984: Part. 3). There is some truth in the proposition that 
Africa has not made as much contribution as the West to modern science 
and technology because the dominant culture and world-view of traditional 
African societies stresses the intuitive faculty of the mind, whereas the 
dominant scientific culture of the West lays emphasis on extreme 
specialization of the rational dimension of human consciousness. Both 
approaches to reality can, nevertheless, enrich each other, because both are 
necessary for a fuller understanding of the world and of humans, the 
creator and sustainer of culture. Nevertheless, African scientists can 
contribute more to technical civilization by rigorously exploring the 
practical applications of the belief in the ultimate interconnectedness of 
things, as a counterweight and much-needed balance to the mechanistic, 
fragmenting world-view still dominant in the analytic tradition of the West. 
The survival of our whole civilization, now that the latest findings in 



Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology, vol. VII, no. 2/2010 

 51 

quantum physics have revealed the serious limitations of classical 
mechanistic world-view, depends on whether we can bring about a cultural 
revolution by adopting the principle of oneness-with-all-things in African 
culture to the emerging frontiers of scientific knowledge and technology in 
order to experience the wholeness of nature and the art of living with it in 
harmony. Within the backdrop of current global concerns with the 
negative spin-offs of technology, particularly with respect to various forms 
of environmental degradation, rapid climatic changes and the ever-present 
danger of nuclear war, Gernot Böhme aptly remarked that: 
 

The problem is not how we can solve our problems by the application of 
technology but how we can live in human dignity under the conditions of 
technology. Science and technology are no longer the means we can use to 
achieve this or that purpose, but rather the boundary conditions of human 
life; they do not consist in individual insight or instrumentally usable things 
or apparatus, but form a basic pattern of our existence. Our way of living is 
not better than a pre-technical one; it is simply different. It implies other 
dangers and hopes, other modes of living and dying, other kinds of illness 
and health, other sorrows and joys (Böhme, 1992: 113). 

 
Continuous dialogue between the different cultures of the world on the 

basis of equalitarian principles is necessary for human development and 
sustainable technological progress required in a rapidly globalizing world, 
despite the fact that there is still much hatred, intolerance and oppression 
in the world. African cultures, specifically the positive aspects of Igbo 
culture, if intelligently harnessed, can make valuable contributions in this 
regard. 
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