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ABSTRACT

The economic relations between Nigeria and China have given rise to multi-faceted socio-cultural relations in each country. Over the years, the two countries have grown in space with economic activities at the centre stage of its bilateral relations. While it is a truism that Nigeria’s establishment of diplomatic ties with China is in furtherance of efforts to promote and strengthen the objectives of South-South cooperation which among other things, is aimed at promoting cooperation among countries of the Southern Hemisphere in a wide range of areas such as trade, investment, technical cooperation, industrialization, energy, food and agriculture, and technology; the pattern of bilateral interaction between the two countries has impacted markedly on the area of cultural connections. In order to foster cultural exchange, China has opened Confucius Institutes in Nigeria were Chinese language and culture is taught. The establishment of these institutes is a bold attempt at instituting and establishing cultural connections between the two countries. Pertinent questions however are: To what extent has Chinese culture been integrated in Nigeria? What are the contending issues and benefits arising from such cultural connections? The paper attempts to explore and interrogate these and other variegated issues arising from Sino-Nigeria’s cultural relations. Essentially, the paper argues and also demonstrates that despite some challenges, Nigeria has been able to benefit from cultural connections with China.
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Introduction

The desire of man since the beginning of civilization is to discover new territories and to seek knowledge of the world around him. The quest to know and discover new territories led to early voyages of enquiry by people like Christopher Columbus, Vasco Dagama, Mungo Park for example, to undertake sea voyages. Through physical human movements, precipitated by the instinct of discovery, the volume of human relations, (internationally), drastically increased and consequently, ideas, values, customs, culture and attitudes of societies became diffused,1 across international borders. Indeed, the emergence of sovereign states and the later interdependence of same further create the opportunity for faster diffusion of cultures across borders. Unarguably, the interdependence of sovereign states unifies the world peoples into one orbit and has drastically caused changes in cultures across the globe. For Nigeria, her contact with the outside world through the instrumentality of diplomatic relations enhances its cultural connections.

The growing influence of multilateral and bilateral relations among sovereign states of the world enhances the exchange of cultures. As a result of this, many people from different nations come in contact with new ways of life that are totally unfamiliar to them. For instance, Western culture and civilization have exerted a lot of influence on global culture as reflected in contemporary cultures. Western influence and westernization have influenced indigenous languages and cultures of many societies in the world.2 In the case of Nigeria and China, since the establishment of diplomatic ties between the two countries, there has been an expansion in cultural exchanges and cooperation as is reflected in formal treaties and agreements. By the end of 2010, China declared its new plan for a strategic partnership with Nigeria, featuring “political equality and cultural relations”, 3 this forms the thrust of this article. The study seeks to identify the crucial aspects of Nigeria-China cultural interactions, assess the receptivity of the Chinese penetration of Nigerian culture and the changing perspective on the viability of the bilateral relations.
Conceptual/Theoretical Framework


The concept used in this study that demands clarification for better understanding of the argument here is the concept of cultural connection. Perhaps, the concept of cultural connection would be better captured with a fore understanding of the terms culture (which is explained in terms of the tradition of a people, their arts, customs, and beliefs), and the concept of connection. According to Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, culture “is the beliefs, way of life, art, and customs that are shared and accepted by people in a particular society”.4

By the above definition it means that culture entails the totality of a peoples way of  life which include, but not limited to, their dietary habit, religion and worship system, mode of dress, burial system, technology, marriage and burial system including civilization. In this wise, Uchendu observes that culture is the basic idea that gives a society its identity and binds it into one.5 The Nigerian Cultural Policy categorized culture into material and non-material forms. The former refers to physical items such as beads, bracelets, and clothes that are associated with a group of persons, while non-material culture refers to the ideals, norms and values of a given people.6

The word connection on the other hand is the way in which two facts, ideas, events etc are related to each other, and is affected or caused by the other.7 Thus, cultural connection is conceptualized here to mean the beliefs, way of life, art, and customs that have existed in a particular society for a very long time and is being shared with another society as a result of contacts or (inter)group relations which can take place within national borders or across international boundaries.


The theoretical framework adopted in this study as a frame of analysis is the systems theory. Developed in the 1950s, the theory provides a useful basis for both theoretical and practical analysis. The main proponents of the theory are James Rosenau, McClelland, Morton Kaplan, and Karl W. Deutsch. Rosenau, one of the proponents of the theory “has suggested that systemic research be pursued not only in terms of local, national and international systems but also in terms of issue areas”.8 Its underlying assumption is that there is order or system in international relations. It sees nations as being in continuous contact in intricate framework of relationships resulting from the process of interactions,9 just as Nigeria is interacting with China through cultural relations. 

A nation’s behaviour, according to McClelland, is a two-way activity of taking from, and giving to, the international environment, 10 this is the main aim of Nigeria’s (cultural) relations with China. The system theory also emphasizes the significance of the interaction of behaviours of states just as this study is centered on Nigeria’s cultural connection in the country’s relations with China. The system’s theory also views international environment as a result of diverse actions. International relationships are conceived as the consequences of vast number of particular purposes, intentions, expectations and efforts.11 As the system theory correctly posits, the purposes, intentions, and expectations of Nigeria and China in their cultural relations is to promote and maintain cultural connections, hence the suitability of this theory for this study.
The Evolution of Nigeria-China Relations


Like many other sovereign states, Nigeria’s first contact with China took place in 1960 when a Chinese delegation upon Nigerian government invitation attended Nigeria’s Independence Day celebrations.12 However, formal establishment of diplomatic ties between the demographic giant of Africa and Asia began in the 1971 when the both countries established embassies in each other’s capital within the year.13 According to Odeh:
From the point when actual functional contact began the pattern of relationship has been such that China exported manufactured and industrial item to Nigeria and exported and imported unprocessed agricultural and mineral product from Nigeria.14
Accordingly, relations between the two countries had blossomed over the years as a result of high level of visits and the establishment of a number of bilateral agreements between them. These bilateral agreements progressed from political engagements to intense economic penetration of the Nigerian economy as well as cultural connections. To buttress this point further, a quick glance at some of these agreements as captured by Odeh, 15 would suffice: 
i. A bilateral trade agreement, signed on November 3, 1972.

ii. A bilateral agreement on economic, scientific and technical cooperation first signed on November 12, 1972 and subsequently renewed on July 8, 1982 and April 1996.

iii. Agreement on cultural and educational cooperation. This was first signed on November 29, 1981 and subsequently renewed under the implementation programmes of cultural and educational agreements on March 28, 1990, and;
iv. May 1997 Agreements:

a). Reciprocal promotion and protection of investments.

b). Protocol on cooperation in electric power projection in Nigeria.

c). Protocol in bilateral cooperation on steel industry.

d). Oil cooperation.
Of importance to our analysis here is the Agreements on Cultural and Educational Cooperation which is of tremendous impact on cultural connections between the two countries. To foster cultural exchanges and Chinese language and learning, China has opened two Confucius Institutes in Nigeria. The first was established at Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka in 2008 in partnership with China’s Xiamen University. The second institute was opened a year later at University of Lagos in cooperation with the Beijing Institute of Technology. Their activities include administering Chinese proficiency examinations, organizing language and cultural exchanges, translation services and providing information for students willing to study in China. Also, the Chinese Embassy in Nigeria has set up a Chinese language center in Abuja to teach Mandarin Chinese as a second language to students of all ages.16 To further consolidate the gains of cultural relations, the Chinese government has organized series of symposia and created forums that are attended by Africans, Nigeria inclusive. Few examples include Symposium of Sino-African Human Rights (Beijing 2004), International Symposium in African and Chinese Music (Beijing 2005).17 This has impacted very markedly in the area of cultural connection between Nigeria and China over the years. One of the significant impacts is the establishment of Chinatown in Lagos, Nigeria. 
Nigeria-China Cultural Connections: An Assessment


A history of relations between Nigeria and China through the prism of culture has been a subject of detailed scholarly documentation by scholars, 18 which we need not replicate it here. Of importance to us is how such relations have impacted on cultural connections. Be that as it may, Agubamah and Zasha succinctly captured it in the following words:
Since the end of the 1990s, the cultural market place has become a new but overarching element in China’s globalizing policy, deliberately designed to cultivate supportive international public opinion of China. The first goal of the culture-building movement is to present a positive image of China…large-scale cultural activities, such as the 2008 Olympic Games and Chinese cultural festivals, have become important avenues for showcasing China…19
In this connection, we will deviate from the analysis of Nigeria-China cultural relations to an analysis of how such relation has impacted on Nigeria. As such, emphasis is on how the incidence of Nigeria-China relations and the cultural changes it occasioned on the indigenous people. First, following Nigeria’s relations with China through cultural connection, the Chinese government accordingly established institutes, earlier mentioned, in Nigeria with largely Chinese cultural value and ethical system that is affecting indigenous ideologies and value, at least gradually. With this, Chinese language is gradually being introduced which is effectively changing the most significant and potent medium of communication and cultural identity.

Second is that the Chinese economic and general social ideology emanating from relations with Nigeria has encouraged the influx of Chinese cultural elements such as Chinese drinks, foods, dresses, implements, movies, artworks, entertainment, etiquette and taste that is gradually replacing indigenous choices and equivalents. For example, in many homes in Nigeria, the Chinese kitchen wares have replaced indigenous types. Many people now prefer using Chinese products like ceramic plates, chopsticks etc that were hitherto alien to the food and feeding habit of the Nigerian indigenous people.

Apart from this, the product of Chinese entertainment industry like movies has flooded Nigeria’s film industry creating an understanding of the people’s way of life. For example, names of Chinese movie actors like Jachie Chan, Jet Li etc have become household names in Nigeria, this helps in enhancing the understanding of China’s culture in Nigeria. On the side of Nigeria, and in order to popularize African culture to China, in 1999, a year ahead of the Sino-African forum captured Liu:
…“Great Exhibition of African Arts”, with 100 pieces of wooden, stone and bronze sculptures and paintings…was kicked off at the Chinese National Art Gallery…this exhibition proved to be a sensation among Chinese common people…The most influential event to popularize Africa among Chinese…was the series TV programme “A Passage to Africa”, which was filmed and shown in 2003.20
On the other hand, there have been intermarriages between Nigeria and Chinese citizens which in most times involve the traditional rites of paying bride price inherent in Nigeria’s indigenous culture. However, what we need to turn our attention to is to what extent, given this cultural connection, have the Chinese culture being integrated in Nigeria? The answer to this question is that since there is no consensus as to whether China’s engagement adds to or detracts from Nigeria’s economic growth, assessing the cultural impact is even more so. Therefore, we shall beam our searchlight on the prospects and challenges of Nigeria-China cultural connections.
Contending Issues in Nigeria-China Cultural Connections

Historians, political scientists, cultural anthropologists and commentators on African relations with the West have often written about how Europe underdeveloped Africa. While these allegations are cogent, given Africa’s unsavoury history of slave trade, colonialism and neo-colonialism, the growing relations with China raises a spectre which if, not addressed urgently, might lead future scholars to grumble again, this time about how the Chinese underdeveloped Africa. The current trend in Sino-Nigeria relations is laden with strategic cooperation and collaboration as well as mutual cooperation.21 However, a dispassionate analysis of cultural connections shows an equation that replicates a similar one the West had with Africa which led to cultural imperialism. This is aptly captured by Liu that:
The broad outline and intended goal of China’s Cultural Visitor Programme was to promote mutual cultural understanding,…the intention and the underlying assumption were very prominent...and the goal had also been transformed from tentative cultural understanding to cultural industry cooperation…Culture in its own right was discussed only when it might go against development and as something to be mobilised as a valuable resource for development. This trend is a logical extension of the priority of the present Chinese domestic cultural policy: to develop the cultural industry.22 
From the above analysis, there is no doubt that Africa’s market for Chinese cultural products is still very uncertain. Objectively, the language and cultural barriers to be conquered within the trade in cultural products are huge. 
Given the China’s standing, it is surprising and worrying that culture does not receive more attention across government and that, as a nation, we are under-investing in our cultural infrastructure, which has been giving China an edge over Nigeria. If our cultural institutions are to maintain the inspirational role that they have, we need to replenish and nurture them. Cultural connections and cultural relations cannot be sustained in the face of threatened funding cuts. Some of our institutions are unable to add contemporary work to their collections and repertory so cannot reflect the changing makeup of our own society, let alone maintain their position as an up-to-date global resource relevant to balance our relations with China.
Another major challenge of Nigeria-China cultural connection is in the area of language understanding. Language constitutes an important aspect of culture that not only enhances but facilitates cultural relations. Language apart from been a symbol of cultural identity, it is a medium where people communicate and interact with others. Without language, it is impossible for a people of different cultures to interact with each other. Anyogo describes language as “an umbilical cord or better still, a facebook web that connects people of different origins, races, cultures etc in the world.”23 With the benefit of language understanding, it becomes easy for parties to interact in a web of intergroup relations even across national borders. However, given that there exist a difficulty by majority of Nigerians to speak and understand Chinese language during cultural interface, the benefit of cultural connections will continue to elude Nigeria. This explains why the Chinese economic attaché once remarked that:
…China finds it easier to bring some Chinese workers like Managers, Accountants and Secretaries who could send the report of the progress of the work back to Chinese government or the home company written in Chinese language…until Nigerians are able to understand Chinese language.24
Nevertheless, with the establishment of Confucius Institutes in some Nigerian universities, it is hoped that the challenge of language will soon be overcome. In order to achieve this feat, more of these institutions should be established in all tertiary institutions of the country. More important is that for Nigeria to benefit more from its cultural connections with China, Chinese language should be taught at post-primary school level since such will benefit Nigeria.
Another contending issue in Nigeria-China cultural relations is the creation of Chinese separate towns in some Nigerian cities for example, Lagos. The creation of separate residential areas for Chinese people in Nigerian towns will not encourage harmonious interactions between Nigeria and China rather, it will encourage separatist tendencies. Like during the period of Nigeria’s colonial experience, the establishment of separate town for China would possibly arouse resentment in a way which would affect the nature of relationship between Nigeria and China through cultural interface. This is possible, should the people in the cities in which Chinatown is established began to feel that government is not interested in the plight of the local people like their Chinese counterpart especially, the disparity in the availability of basic social amenities. Indeed, the separation of China from the rest of Nigerians have the tendency of generating ethnic exclusiveness and particularism which unhealthy for cultural connections. 
Unequal economic development between Nigeria and China constitute another impediment to cultural connections between the two countries. It should be borne in mind that Nigeria-China relation is premised on economic factor; cultural connection seems to be an added impetus to this robust bilateral ties. Given that Nigeria’s economic growth as a third world country, is not at par with that of China, there is every tendency that in near future, the Chinese culture will subsume that of Nigeria since the economy is the defining factor in international relations in the contemporary period. Therefore, in order for Nigeria to benefit immensely from her cultural connections with China, emphasis should be placed on developing Nigeria’s economy that is capable of competing with the rest of the world.
Conclusion

This article attempts to explore and interrogate the interplay between Nigeria and China relations within the prism of culture. From the analysis above, it is important to stress that the way in which we view culture have consequences for the interpretation of cultural reality, it influences our interaction with other people, and the way in which we understand our identity and identities of others. As such, we deal with culture in intercultural learning not because culture is the answer to every question, but because it is an important aspect that shapes our world view and our interpretations, along with other aspects like living conditions, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic status and various other situations. This makes this study imperative and important in understanding Nigeria’s relations with China within the prism of cultural connections. Accordingly, if we view our identity and the identity of China as something that evolve and reshapes continuously in interactions, we will allow ourselves to continuously reshape our identity according to our expectations from the world.
It is our position here that culture is a key component of China public diplomacy with Nigeria. Nevertheless it is imperative to stress that Nigeria has historical advantages, we have highly skilled and respected cultural professionals, we are home to world-class artists, our culture and heritage act as magnets for tourism and business, our creative industries are strong and we have a wealth of relationships with traditional and emerging powers alike, however, we must not rest on our laurels. Therefore, government should take care of official ties, and at the same time develop broader cultural relationships in order to consolidate the gains of cultural connections. It is vital that the government, in partnership with others including cultural institutions, works actively and energetically to maintain and strengthen our cultural standing so as to have a robust benefit from our cultural connections with China.
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