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1 Historical Background to NAFEST

1.1 Introduction

The grandstand splendidly decorated with Nigeria’s national colors is fully 
demarcated by the seemingly motionless uniformed security personnel. 
They are stationed so as to guard the enviable ‘guests of honor’ seated in 
upholstered executive chairs, while thousands of the down-trodden strive 
to catch a glimpse of them and the artists, hardly finding enough space to 
stand without being squeezed. Yet, together they stand up to sing:

NAFEST NAFEST
The National Festival of Arts and Culture
The clarion call to all Nigerians to gather
The emblem of love, peace and unity
As we interact with zeal in oneness
Not minding our cultural differences
To enhance mutual understanding in the Nation
With zest for unity, peace and progress
In NAFEST we uphold our various cultures
And together we build a great nation.
(NAFEST anthem, NAFEST 2006 book of programs: 2)

Then, like the aroma of a delicacy at dawn, came the sound of music and 
the ‘VIPs’ lose their magnetism, as all eyes became glued to the rendezvous 
of cultures portrayed by the contingents of the 36 states of Nigeria and the 
Federal Capital Territory. They engage in a ‘dance past’, a cultural parade, 
which is performed by delegates all adorned in gorgeous new attire, de-
picting the ravishing beauty of the various ‘ethnic nationalities’ displaying 
exotic cultural wares and sports; converged at an arena, portraying “culture 
in diversity”. As long as the ‘dance past’ lasted only the sound of music and 
the applause from the audience, punctuated by the announcements of the 
state contingents passing by the grandstand, could be heard. The activities 
that would follow over the next five to six days of the festival, whether night 
or day, are not dissimilar from the above scenario.
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Fig. 1. The grandstand and the multitude that came to grace the opening ceremony 
at NAFEST 2009 in Minna, Niger State of Nigeria

Fig. 2. Borno State contingents in a ‘dance past’ at the opening ceremony of 
 NAFEST 2009
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Fig. 3. Cross River State contingent at NAFEST 2010

The above is a glimpse of the National Festival of Arts and Culture (NAFEST), 
which this project seeks to study. The festival, being a product of govern-
ment policy on culture and national unity among the various ethnic groups 
in Nigeria, has become vital, it can be argued, for the economic, political and 
social well-being of the nation. The organization of the festival, the activities 
themselves, issues of authenticity, tradition, nationalism, nation-building, 
even as contained in the festival anthem and the politics of unity in diversity, 
are among the issues to be discussed in this project.

Changes in scholarly approaches to various fields of research have led to 
the re-examination of a number of concepts. As stated by Bendix for instance:

In anthropology, folklore, and history, discoveries of invented traditions, 
fraudulent tribes, and nationalistic imaginations undermined notions of cul-
tural authenticity while fuelling studies devoted to such politics of culture 
(Bendix 1997: 4).

Opportunities are then created in these fields to operationalize the appli-
cation of these concepts in studying various topics such as ‘authenticity’, 
a subjective concept and thus problematic to define which is discussed in 
Chapter Four below; as are the similar issues of nation-building and na-
tional identity in Chapter Five.

Various methods have been explored for this research. Data has been ob-
tained from the relevant literature, from records of the Festival at the library 
and archival section of the National Council for Arts and Culture’s Head-
quarters in Abuja, from records in various State Arts Councils, as well as 
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from interviews, focus group discussions and personal observations. These 
are used to explore the issues of performance authenticity, the invention of 
tradition, nation-building and national identity, all within the concept and 
performance of the National Festival of Arts and Culture in Nigeria, the 
prime focus of this project.

Chapter One of this project attempts to explore the aims and objectives of 
the festival. It gives an overview of its history, tracing its movement from a 
simple jamboree to a thematic and more organized festival. It investigates the 
significance of the festival logo, which is the hour glass gong and analyzes the 
chronology of NAFEST editions, and it discuss other related matters. Chap-
ter Two is devoted to a survey of related literature. Chapter Three describes 
the structure and contents of the festival: the organization of the festival; the 
events; the participants, and criteria/levels of participation; and the annual 
festival syllabi and other matters. Chapter Four is devoted to a discussion of 
a key issue: ‘Performing authenticities’ in the concept and performance of 
the festival. Chapter Five discusses other key issues, such as nationalism as 
well as nation-building and national identity in the performance of the festi-
val. Chapter Six contains the conclusions and recommendations.

1.2 Goals of Study

The celebration of NAFEST has gone through a remarkable transformation, 
from the initial simple unity festival where artists from every part of the 
country came to sing and dance, to a festival that now encompasses almost 
all fields of arts and culture in Nigeria. This study will look at the structure, 
content and performance of the festival during its first twenty-five editions 
in the light of performance authenticity and nation-building.

It is a known fact that there is hardly any community in Nigeria that does 
not have any form of festival or communal celebration where traditional 
performances are featured. The traditional festivals are usually devoted to 
events such as seasons, harvests, rites of passage (birth, puberty, initiation, 
marriage, death) or to memorialize wars and other special events. This pro-
ject will attempt to study which of these features can be observed in the 
events of NAFEST, this being the festival for all Nigerians. It will also at-
tempt to highlight the economic, social and political aspects of NAFEST.

In the light of the quantity of both human and financial resources be-
ing required for NAFEST annually, this study will endeavor to unearth the 
benefits, successes or failures of the festival in contributing to national de-
velopment and unity.

NAFEST has to some extent become a show-room for material culture 
(costumes, musical instruments, arts and crafts, and the like). This project 
seeks to find out whether it has done this in accordance to one of the ob-
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jectives of the festival which states that it shall ‘[serve to evolve from our 
plurality, a national culture, the stamp of which will be reflected in African 
and world affairs,’ that is, whether it has given Nigerians a common cultural 
and artistic identity.

1.3 Historical Background

As will be detailed later, the National Festival of Arts and Culture in Nigeria 
was part of the peace initiative of the military government after the civil 
war in 1970. The Nigerian civil war, also known as the Biafra-Nigerian war, 
started on the 6th of July 1967 and officially ended on the 15th of January 1970. 
It was so devastating that the Biafran side lost almost everything besides 
human casualties, but at the end, the Nigerian head of state declared a “No 
Victor, No Vanquished” situation so as to unite the nation again. He then 
initiated the festival and the first three editions of the festival were celebrat-
ed basically as a music and dance event under his regime in Lagos, which 
was then the capital of Nigeria. With the return of peace and trust among 
the various regions of the country, the festival also had to address issues 
that needed more attention, thus moving gradually away from the initial 
focus but certainly retaining the issue of unity. With this also came the need 
to rotate the hosting of the festival round the various states of the country 
by giving hosting rights to each state that was willing and able to host the 
festival. Thus the festival has continued to be moved from one region of the 
country to another, instead of permanently being staged in Lagos.

The festival has a well-planned program which starts with the arrival 
of participants and guests, and the staging of a command performance on 
the eve of the festival by the host state. The next morning, every guest and 
participant moves to the already-prepared venue for the opening ceremony, 
which in most cases is different from the actual ‘festival ground’ where all 
other events are to be performed. Special seats are kept for the dignitaries, 
while the large numbers of other attendees are left to struggle for some-
where to stand, as described above. On the arrival of the grand patron, the 
head of state or his representative, the national anthem is rendered, fol-
lowed by both Christian and Muslim prayers. These are followed by a ‘cul-
tural march/dance part,’ after which, speeches are held. Because a previous 
head of government initiated this festival, it is now one of this office’s in-
herited functions. As grand patrons of the festival, it has been the duty of 
subsequent heads of state and presidents to fund the festival and personally 
attend or appoint a very senior holder of political office to represent them 
at the occasion. Due to the importance of the president being present at 
the festival, most times several hours are wasted just waiting for him or his 
representative to arrive and officially declare the festival open. No matter 
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how long this takes, the musicians and acrobats are expected to entertain 
the audience before he arrives and still perform the cultural parade when 
he eventually does so. This can be so tiresome that it can be seen among 
the artists who of course have no choice in this matter. The festival events 
are expected to commence immediately after the opening ceremony and 
continue to the last day of the festival, except for the competitive events 
which have to be completed at least a day before the closing ceremony, to 
enable the adjudicators to compile the results. It is also noteworthy that 
every event, whether competitive or non-competitive, has its mini opening 
ceremony with a chairperson and officials to grace the occasion. However, 
in most cases the sellers of craft objects hardly wait for these ceremonies to 
display and sell their wares.

The National Festival of Arts and Culture can thus be seen, from the 
narration in the Introduction and from the brief description above, to be 
a fully-fledged cultural festival which serves as a unity forum as well as a 
window through which the various ethnic groups in Nigeria can see and 
appreciate each other’s culture. It has also come to serve as a forum where 
Nigerians meet and appreciate God for uniting the country in spite of all 
obstacles, as expressed by Mr. O. F. Adedayo, now the Director of Heritage 
and Sites of the National Commission for Museums and Monuments in 
Nigeria, (most African) “festivals are events or fora through which people 
express their gratitude to Almighty Creator (GOD) using different media of 
historical connections, social obligations, religious, cultural and traditional 
beliefs” (Adedayo 2008: 3). Festivals usually offer the chance for people to 
observe their culture, expressed through elaborate performances and dis-
plays which give them a clearer understanding of their cultural heritage 
and society at large. The main link between the Nigerian participants of 
NAFEST is that of being members of the same country, having social ob-
ligations, and to an extent a common cultural heritage which plays a great 
role in promoting national unity. This can be seen as cultural nationalism.

Though both Christian and Muslim prayers are offered at the opening 
and closing ceremonies of each edition of NAFEST, the festival organizers 
try not to associate any of the events with religion. Nation-building has of 
late become more prominent in the organization as well as celebration of 
NAFEST, as the central government always emphasizes the use of cultural 
activities for the unity, peace and progress of the country. Participation 
in the festival is hence stimulated by social connections that allow for the 
study and negotiation of many kinds of relationships among the various 
ethnic groups and states that attend the festival.

As argued, “cultural festivals provide a potent space for intercultural ac-
commodation to be negotiated on largely indigenous terrain, strengthening 
indigenous agency, resetting the terms of cross-cultural engagements for at 
least the duration of these staged encounters,” (Phipps 2010: 217–218) which 
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can be observed at NAFEST. Due to the multiplicity of ethnic groups in 
each of the participating units at NAFEST which are the regional states, a 
lot of these negotiations are observed, ranging from those among the con-
tingents of individual states to the wider group participating in the festival. 
The selection of performances and exhibitions to be presented at the festival 
is one of the areas where such negotiations are prominent.

African festivals can be described as times and events where people 
gather to mark or celebrate life experiences or important social achieve-
ments. The scale of the activities varies from place to place, but the concept 
of festivals having an historical connotation is basically the same in most 
African societies. As argued, “(f)estivals, in my opinion, represent an inval-
uable source of knowledge about our folklore, history, philosophy, aesthet-
ics, music, dance, art, and myth—all of which form part of our collective 
existence” (Owusu-Frempong 2005: 732). Ideal African traditional festivals 
largely cover all these aspects, besides being tied to certain events, seasons, 
rites of passage, and the like, in which their expression of artistic talent is 
usually seen in its fullest. Festivals also help to maintain social sanctions, 
promote social cohesion, and enhance cultural tourism development and 
heritage preservation. These among other considerations are what NAFEST 
seeks to promote among Nigerians while at the same time giving Nigerians 
a wider forum for the display of the ideals of their various cultures, which in 
the long run would create more understanding among the people.

NAFEST serves as a mass rally of people for mobilizing children, youth and 
adults into practical demonstration of royalty to the State as a symbol of their 
cultural unity and to the president, who is the festival patron, as a symbol of 
the people’s cultural aspiration. (Aig-Imoukhede 1988: 81)

It is expected to be also a forum for cultural revival as every state of the Fed-
eration is expected to participate in the festival, which makes it mandatory 
for them keep alive certain aspects of their culture which would be required 
for participation. It has been observed in many communities in Nigeria that 
quite a number of the ‘elites’ and religious leaders hardly see anything good 
in their traditional arts and culture anymore and use various means to dis-
courage people from practicing them and participating in them. As a result, 
some of these practices have become moribund or even dead, thus neces-
sitating their revival in order to present them at NAFEST.

Performances of festivals in Nigeria differ from one geo-political zone to 
another and even within the zones there could be more varieties. Thus it is 
very common, for example, to see masquerades feature prominently in fes-
tivals that are performed in the southern part of the country, while they are 
rarely seen at festivals performed in the northern parts. As rightly observed, 
“festivals in countries such as Nigeria, Benin, Dahomey and Gabon involve 
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the wearing of masks, dancing, feasting, offering, and sacrifices” (Owusu-
Frempong 2005: 738). In Nigeria, while certain masquerade displays are 
usually seen at festivals only, to an extent, masquerades are used to exercise 
a kind of control at these festivals and in the society as a whole. This is 
because festivals in Nigeria are not usually considered as forums for enter-
tainment only, but rather for display of both physical and spiritual strength, 
to connect the society to their cultural values, to improve the quality of life, 
and a host of other things. Other aspects of traditional festivals in Nigeria 
such as music and dance, wearing of traditional costumes, feasting, offering 
of sacrifices to the Almighty Creator and to ancestors; however, feature at 
various degrees in traditional festivals across the nation.

The 1983 NAFEST held in the former Borno State of Nigeria, then con-
sisting of the present Borno and Yobe States, was hosted in Maiduguri and 
was my first contact with the festival. The theme for the 1983 festival was 
‘Literary Arts’ and was the second NAFEST since the thematic approach 
was introduced, or more precisely, since the festival focus began to shift 
from just music and dance. Literary works of renowned university dons like 
Professor Wole Soyika, the late Professor Chinua Achebe, Professor Zainab 
Alkali, Abubakar Othman, and a host of others were explored. Some of 
these writers were personally at the festival to add spice to the occasion 
with their vast knowledge of literature, and also to watch their works being 
performed or recited.

Though I didn’t fully follow the program, there were a reasonable num-
ber of events such as poetry presentations (in English and in some Nigerian 
languages like Igbo, Hausa and Yoruba), dramatized folklore, a book fair, 
musical performances, as well as craft exhibitions. People from the various 
ethnic groups in Nigeria were dressed in their traditional attires moving 
around Maiduguri the host city; so also were masquerade dancers, and a 
host of other things that were alien to the culture of the people of the state. 
This parade, as I later came to know, was the cultural parade in which art-
ists marched in their traditional attire through any town where NAFEST 
was taking place.

Not knowing what NAFEST was all about, as my cousin and I were 
watching some musical performances on the National Television Authority 
(NTA) during the festival, I made a comment that “this looks like a tradi-
tional festival”. After uproariously laughing at me, he pointed to a banner in 
the background on which was clearly written; ‘the sixth National Festival of 
Arts and Culture’. This was how I first came to know of the acronym ‘NAF-
EST’ and that first contact aroused in me a passion for cultural festivals, 
which later led me to do research on several local festivals in Nigeria, and 
eventually, to do this project. This personal story also tells a lot about what 
the ordinary Nigerian who has never attended or even had contact with the 
festival may think when it is mentioned.


