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SOCIAL CHANGE AND DRESS AMONG
THE KALABARI OF NIGERIA

Joanne Bubolz Eicher

Introduction

The Kalaban people of Nigeria have been exposed to non-Kalabari ways
of lite and cultural artifacts (both African and non-African) for several cen-
turies as a result of internal Nigerian trade routes (Alagoa 1970) and
Portuguese explorations, which opened Kalabari ports to European trade
in the late 1400s. As prominent middlemen in the transatlantic slave and
palm oil trade, the Kalabari have participated in a global economy and
have experienced many changes in their daily lives. Their involvement in
the world economy is shown by their profuse use of dress' and textiles
from such other places as India, England, and the rest of West Africa.
Through dress and textiles, the Kalabari provide a visible symbol of their
invisible worldview.

To demonstrate the role of dress in understanding social change in
Kalabari lite, T brietly review Kalabari history before the 1880s and pro-
vide a background for the changes occurring from the 1880s to the
1980s. Next, I describe daily life in the 1880s and 1980s in order to ana-
lvze change and relate it to Kalabari traditional dress. A key concept in this
analysis is cultural authentication, whereby borrowed items are selected,
characterized, incorporated, and transformed to create a new combination
(Erckosima 1979; Erckosima and Eicher 1981 and 1995).

Setting

The Kalabari comprise about onc million people in an estimated total
Nigerian population of 90 million. In the last century, they have shared
with other Nigerians massive demographic, political, cconomic, and social

223




Changing Rural Social Systems

changes. These changes have occurred as Nigeria has gone from precolo-
nialism to colonialism, to independence, and then to postindependence. )
The islands the Kalabari call home are at the southernmost part of
Nigeria, about four degrees above the equator. Tl.lc River Niger (CQm—
bined midcountry from the Niger and the Benue Rivers) flows sou.th nto
the Atlantic Ocean and forms a large delta area of tributaries and islands.
Here the Kalabari live on islands among miles of mangrove swamps, wbcrc
they experience two scasons, dry and rainy, with temperatures from
70-90° Fahrenhcit. o
The Kalabari are members of the [jo-speaking group, onc¢ ()thbo- lin-
guistic groups within Nigeria. As others who are now knowxll as V‘I\lg‘crlans,
thev lived under British control from the time of the Berlin (,ontc.rgjncc
agr’ccmcnt in 1885 until independence in 1960. Ka]abar]lqprcss religious
belicfs that encompass Christianity and an indigenous belief system (some-
times both simultancously). A high proportion of galabarl m}cn are
monogamous, although polygyny is practiced when .at.forda.blc. I\.alabarl
men, once primarily traders and fishermen, now .pa.rtmpatc ina widened
set of occupations; many Kalabari women have joined them in cmploy-
ment outside the home. Many Kalabari work and live not only in nearby
Port Harcourt, the capital city of Rivers State, but also migrate to ()thr
Nigerian cities such as Lagos, Kano, Kadul'm, and Enggu. V\7‘hc1.1c‘vcg time
permits and finances allow, they revisit their communities of origin.

Kalabari History Prior to 1880s

Written records of the Kalabari date to the first contacts with them as
craders in the 1400s. New Calabar (also called Elem Ama apd Old
Shipping) on the Rio Reall was one of the major trade centers fo)r \?Vcst
Africans, Portuguese, Dutch, and English (Barbot 174@; Duarte ICI‘IC!”&?
1937; Ryder 1965; Alagoa 1972, 135). Prior to this tme, the Kalab‘arl
were probably never self-sufficient, but dependent on trading salt and fish
for other foodstuffs and materials (Jones 1963, 9).

In addition to their reputation as traders, the Kalabari are alsQ known
for their lovalty to a lineage system that includes both con.san%umcal and
adopted members. The basic descent group is called wari or “war cano¢
house.” Adoptions pragmatically expanded the human resource basc of
the wari. Historically, the actual war canoc was a vessel for trade a.lld war,
large enough for 40 to 80 men, headed by a powcrﬂ}l man and‘hls suba{—.
terns. Both slaves and frecborn manned the canoc. The head of the war
controlled trade between foreigners and traders from the l}i]lt@}‘la11c1 by
not allowing either to meet. Europeans exchanged goods first for slaves

and later for palm oil, both coming from the Nigerian hinterland. As
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adopted slaves or freeborn men became experts in trade, they were spon-
sored by their chief to become independent traders and heads of war
canoes of their own. In short, Kalabari slaves, originally from neighboring
cthnic groups such as the Igbo, could be adopted into the family after
proof as successtul traders (Jones 1963; Horton 1969). Thus, the Kalabari
developed an “expanded” family system (Erekosima 1989) and cncour-
aged competition among the lincages who sought control of the river for
trade and stimulated continuous inter— and intracthnic rivalry and
contlict.

Marriages, whether monogamous or polygamous, involved a choice
between large and small bridewealth. In an éva marriage (large
bridewealth), children belonged to the father’s lineage. In an ggwa mar-
riage (small bridewealth), children remained with the mother’s lincage. In
this Kalabari kinship svstem, individuals recount, otten several generations
back, complex sets of relationships tor both mother’s and father’s fore-
bears, depending on the bridewealth conditions (Talbot 1926; Horton
1969). Textiles plaved a role in bridewealth for both traditional and
Christian marriages, as quantities of cloth were given by the prospective
husband to his intended. Generally, only successful Kalabari traders who
were chiefs were polvgynous, since only thev could afford the resources,
including cloth, for more than one wife. A large inventory of cloth was a
highly visible measure of wealth and relationships (Eicher 1988).

Also significant in an understanding of the Kalabari is their independent
character, often noted by early travelers on the West African Coast. The
Kalabari not only established and perpetuated a trade monopoly based on
geographical position (Jones 1963), but also refused to take goods on
trust (credit) from the Europeans, an act thereby reinforcing their inde-
pendence (Hutchinson 1858, 101; Dike 1956, 125-26). This image of
autonomy was e¢mphasized by British Consul Hutchinson (1858): “In
New Calabar the King and chiefs walk on the deck of any ship with an air
of independence, similar to that assumed by a wealthy capitalist on the
Stock Exchange at home” (as quoted in Geary 1927, 83).

Independence, the Nigerian historian Dike (1956, 161) pointed out,
exhibited itself throughout the Delta, for inhabitants showed selectivity in
responding to outside contact:

The impact of Western European commercial enterprise on the
Delta States, after three centurics of continuous contact, was more
evident on the material than on the ideological plane. Europcan
institutions and dogma had remarkably small influence and tradi-
tional religious and political beliets, though unwritten, stll domi-
nated the daily life of the nincteenth—century Africans.
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For the Kalabari, one distinctive lifestvle was reflected in the material
plane: their dress. They chose to incorporate borrowed items to create an
ensemble uniquely identified as Kalabari. Just as they incorporated human
beings to expand their kin groups, they incorporated material artifacts to
expand their material resource base. From European tradestuffs, they
chose such goods as cowrie shells, beads, iron bars, and much cloth from
West Africa, Europe, and India (Adams 1823). They were seen as “very
particular.” For example, Dapper reported in 1668 that when the Kalabari
sclected gray copper armlets used for exchange purposes, they often
rejected “two to three hundred out of one barrel,” accepting them only if
they were “oblong with a rounded curve and very well made” (Talbot
1926, 1:241).

Documents of the mid-1800s report Kalabari sclectivity in dress and
textiles. Rev. Waddell ([1863] 1970, 420), during his 1850 visit to New
Calabar, commented on details of dress and demcanor: “Barboy, on
whom we called, an intelligent man, was dressed in a long blue velvet shirt
with red facings, in which he looked majestic.” Count de Cardi (1899,
507), who traveled from 1862 to 1896 in West Africa, wrote that:
“Another chief of no mean capacity is Bob Manuel, of Abonnema, exceed-
ingly neat, almost a dandy in appearance. . . .” Consul Hutchinson (1858,
101) said: “All the people met in the town have an air of sturdiness in their
walk, not to be scen clsewhere except at Lagos and Akra.” De Cardi
(1899, 508) contrasted the Kalabari with other groups in the area because
the Kalabari covered their bodies and had a preference for Indian madras:

Owing to some peculiarities in their dress, the New Calabar chiefs
are very different to the chiefs in other parts of the Delta. They never
appear outside of their houses unless robed in long shirts (made of
real india [sic] madras of bold check patterns, in which no other
colour but red, blue and white is ever allowed to be used) reaching
down to their heels; under this they wear a singlet and a flowing loin
cloth of the same material as their shirts.

Talbot (1932, 279) gave further information about the source of madras
and its use in Kalabari life:

Injiri—the local pronunciation of the word India—a cloth, the trade
name of which is “real india” and which was first introduced to these
regions by the Portuguese, was for many years the finest material
obtainable and therefore became the dress of Kalabari chiefs and is
still worn on ceremonial occasions.
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Talbot reasonably credits the Portuguese with introducing madras. for
historical records indicate that the Portuguese had reached and tradc’d in
Bombay and Madras by the same time they touched base in the Rio Reall
This attribution is complicated by the fact that the word “Portuguese” has:
been used by riverine people to designate anyone not native to the area
whether European or other Africans, such as Sierra Leonians (Alago;
1988). If Talbot’s argument is accepted, the tradition of this textile in
Kalabari life could date to the carly 1500s. Although there was (and is) a
potentially wide range of colors and patterns available for madras, Talbot
describes the Kalabari as being discriminating about these.?

This preference for madras appears to have been related to their indige-
nous beliet svstem that has been described by Horton (1960, 1962, 1963
1965, 1969, 1970). Three categorics of spiritual beings are pivotal with—’
i the Kalabari worldview: water people (own ‘amapn), the community
deities (am’oru), and the ancestors (duein).* Dress and textile arts of the
Kalabari are related to these philosophic beliefs, especially the interplay
between power and creativity as represented by gender roles, a theme first
noted by Horton in his article on the Kalabari Ekine Society (1963) and
later elaborated by Erckosima (1979). '

The water people (own) are associated with controlling the many rivers
and tributarics that surround the Kalabari environment, Any activity
involving economic pursuit, such as successful trade, is gcnerailv attrib-
uted to the water people, who are said to govern an individual’s gb()d and
bad tortune and innovation. For example, the omwu are accountable for the
imported textiles and dress items brought to the Kalabari world by trade,
as well as for ingenious uses of these items in new ensembles (Dalv,'Eicher,
and Erckosima 1986). '

The community deities (am’oru), representing collective life, bear good
will to the Kalabari, generate welfare, and refine the culture. The Kalabari
tutclary deity, Owame~kaso, is female, representing creativity (ibid.).
Owame—kaso is said to wear an emblem of refinement, “print” cloth (a cot-
ton textile printed with figurative motifs), which she prohibits the Kalabari
to wear.” Because they do not want to anger her, the Kalabari assiduously
observe the prohibition and wear Indian madras (znfirt) and a range of
other “nonprint” textiles (Eicher 1988). Thus, textiles as symbols of
Kalabari participation in world trade were incorporated into their belief
system.

The ancestors (duein) represent kinship existence in the Kalabari world.
Cloth, coral and gold jewelry, and ceremonial hats of leading elders
become emblematic property of the kin group at the death of the elders,
who then join the ancestors (duein). Sociopolitical power in Kalabari terms
rests in the hands of adult males. Technically only males become ancestors
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at death. Sociopolitical status is represented by men’s dress, which

includes a varicty of hats that focus attention on the head and forchead,
. " . . ~ - 6

where power is said to reside (Erckosima 1989).°

Kalabari Life in the 1880s and the 1980s
The 1880s

I will use the first and last decades of the century from the 1880s to the
1980s to analyze change in Kalabari life.” The 1880s arc important
because overcrowding, overpopulation, and internal rivalries forced major
migrations from the island of New Calabar. The control of economic,
political, and religious life came increasingly from the outside.

Scanty descriptions of the physical environment indicate a relatively
simple, indigenous technology with dependence on natural resources for
shelter and food. With the exception of Kalabari chiefs” houses at the turn
of the century, native materials were used to construct ordinary housing
of thatched roofs with walls of sticks and mud or palm mats and poles.
Chiefs built large two-story houses (often with large verandas) of import-
ed materials, such as zinc and colored glass, and frequently filled them
with imported English furniture.

As the Kalabari had more contact with outsiders, exposure to import-
cd tradestuffs, such as clothing and certain houschold items, increased
(Jones 1963, 74). When exports shifted from slavery to palm oil, ships
waited longer in harbors for their puncheons to fill, up to five months as
compared to one month needed for loading slaves; this delay allowed
Kalabari traders more time to interact with the outsiders (ibid.). English
traders did not ordinarily go ashore, but invited the Kalabari to visit and
trade with them aboard ship. These occasions provided the Kalabari with
opportunitics to hear and learn English, obscrve European dress, and
request favored items of dress. Some items were given as gifts: the pull-
boys of the canoes were given cloth; chiefs were given other items of dress.
In addition, a specific pattern of madras became named for the Kalabari
trader who first bought and traded it in the Kalabari community. Cloth so
named bestowed additional prominence on the family; today, many pat-
terns still retain names originally given to them.®

Involvement in a world economy by the Kalabari was indicated by the
source of imported textiles and design of garments. For example, there
were: wrappers worn by both men and women, made of cotton madras,
silk, and velvet from India; printed woolen flannel from England; and
handwoven cloth from the Gold Coast, Yorubaland, and the adjacent
Igbo town of Akwete. Male garments appear patterned after Englishmen’s
clothing of the middle nineteenth century (Case 1987).
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By 1884, during the reign of the Kalabari ruler Amachree IV, migrations
to Buguma, Abonnema, and Bakana were complete, and New Calabar was
lett deserted. Competition for control of trade was developing from forces
outside the Kalabari when the charter of the Royal Niger Company was
established by England in 18806, lasting until 1899. This charter excluded
any trader not a member of the Company, African or English, from trad-
ing on the River Niger. With the establishment of the Nigerian
Protectorate, the presence of the English became increasingly pro-
nounced. In 1900, when King Amachrce IV died in Buguma, the English
were clearly in political control. This control was visibly symbolized by the
completion in 1904 of permanent buildings for the colonial government
at Degema, across the river from Abonnema.

The English were not only controlling trade and government, but also
trving to control religious beliefs by introducing Christianity. Missionarics
sought converts within Kalabari communities, but had little success before
1890. However, they gained many converts from 1890 to 1912, which
conscquently spurred the development from 1912 to 1918 of a revolu-
tionary Kalabari interpretation of Christianity. Syncretism and revival of
traditional belicfs followed trom 1918 on (Horton 1970).

Missionaries apparently had little impact on Kalabari dress in any of the
periods of influence because the Kalabari men already “covered their
nakedness,” a usual missionary concern. (In the case of women, the
impact of missionaries may have been to influence them to wear blouses).
Most importantly, the items of Western dress worn by the Kalabari were
not imposed upon them by political force or religious zeal. Instead, the
Kalabari themselves exercised considerable choice based on the items
available to them through trade.

Throughout this period of time, competition among the war canoc
houses continued. Rivalry through warfare decreased as the British
increased commercial, political, and religious control of the Kalabari
world. However, lincage competition continued through display of power
and wealth in dress, textiles, and household furnishings obtained in trade.
According to oral testimony by Kalabari informants, families treasured the
tamily heirlooms of textiles, coral, and gold that they kept to display at the
death of a chief. (During the twentieth century, the practice of conspicu-
ous display at a funeral was expanded to include any prominent elder, and
this has continued into the 1990s [Eicher and Erekosima 1987; Daly
198771 ).°

Written descriptions of Kalabari dress are augmented by photographs.
A few published photographs are found in a history on Southern Nigeria
(Anene 1966). Additional unpublished photographs, displayed on the sit-
ting room walls or in family albums, can be found in Kalabari homes in
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Port Harcourt and Kalabari communities. Sometimes, either handwritten
mnscriptions or typed captions with dates are found on the back or front of
the photograph. Some photographs have been duplicated tor extended
family members to display—thus copics of the same photograph are fre-
quently seen.'” Both photographs and written descriptions appear more
frequently for Kalabari males, who, as traders, chiefs, and house heads,
were in contact with male outsiders, who photographed and recorded

their observations. The few images of women available show them pho-
tographed with a male, (presumably a husband), wearing a “wrapper” (a
rectangular piece of cloth wrapped around the lower torso, in a common
West African style) with a blouse or another textile on the upper torso.
Because photographs are more available for the males during the century
of my analysis, I emphasize male attire in this chapter.

Anene’s (1966) analysis of Southern Nigeria from 1885 to 1906
includes photographs showing how Kalabari men borrowed and com-
bined foreign items ot dress to create a uniquely Kalabari ensemble. Three
sclections (two undated and one dated 1905) allow comparison and con-
trast of Kalabari dress with that of the Efik king (Obong) of Calabar'' and
the king of Okrika. In the first photograph (fig.1), the scated Kalabari
Chiet Young Briggs from Abonnema is wearing an attigra gown (that
comes from the Igala arca north of the Kalabari in Nigeria) with an elab-
orately decorated crescent hat called an ajibulu. The full-length gown,
tailored from handwoven cloth, is still worn by Kalabari chiefs on formal
occasions. Standing beside him, his son wears an ankle-length gown called
a doni, fashioned of fabrics such as damask, with no collar but with a front
opening requiring four studs. Under the domi, he wears an etibo (a
knee-length shirt with neckband and no collar) and a madras wrapper.

In contrast, Prince Archibong 11, the Efik ruler from 1864 to 1867, sits
bare—chested and enthroned, with a wrapper around his waist and a crown
on his head (fig. 2). Being bare—chested in public is not appropriate for a
Kalabari man, as de Cardi (1899, 508) observed when he noted that
Kalabari men would not leave their houses unless fully dressed. The pho-
tograph of the king of Okrika (fig. 3), who was deported in 1896, shows
him wearing a rumpled gown and a crushed and dented top hat. Neither
the stvle of the gown nor the disheveled appearance show any similarity to
Kalabari dress displaved in photographs of that time. Fastidiousness of
dress and person, a mark ot Kalabari appcarance todav (Daly, Eicher, and
Erckosima 1986}, was presumably also a similar requirement in the late
1800s, for de Cardi commented that Bob Manual was “almost a dandv”
(1899, 507) and Waddell used the adjective “majestic” to describe Barboy
(Talbot 1926, 1:256). Neither description applies to the king of Okrika’s
photograph.

230

I 4

Social Change and Dress Among the Kalabari

N, ,.h},’:‘b“g

Figure 1. Chief Young Briggs of Abonnema, coast warrant chief, with his
son, Chief Frank Briggs. The elder chief wears an attigra gown and a deco-
rated ajibulu hat. His son wears an ankle-length doni gown. Photo made in
1905, courtesy of A. Fombo in J.C. Anene (1966), Southern Nigevia in
Transition, 1885-1906 (p.413).

The ensemble worn by Kalabari males separated them from their neigh-
bors, for the items assembled from their history and the range of their
trading contacts resulted in a distinctive appearance. The attigra gown
came from within Nigeria; but the shirt originated in Europe. Hats and
textiles emanated from England and India. The photographs discussed
above were dated in the 1880s and later, but we can infer that the appar-
el and accessories represented censembles developed and recognized as
Kalabari well before those dates. In view of the adroit trading practices of
the Kalabari in the carlv and mid-1800s, such ensembles must have been
well-established symbols of successtul Kalabari trading at the peak of their
commercial achievements.

The Kalabari signified their awareness and knowledge of the outside
world through items ot dress. Descriptions of Kalabari life at that time
reveal a strong commitment to their communal values, as the Kalabari
rejected missionary attempts at conversion and resisted increasing control
by the English in political and economic matters. Kalabari dress repre-
sented their independence of thought and action and their view of a tri-
partite cosmology of the water people, community deities, and ancestors.

231




Changing Rural Social Systems

Figure 2. Prince Archibong II, the obong of Calabar, circa 1865. The obong
is photographed wearing a wrapper and crown but bare—chested. Courtesy
of A. Fombo in J.C. Anene (1966), Southern Nigeria in Transition,
1885-1906 (p.337).

The water people were scen as responsible tor foreign trade, and good for-‘
tune in life associated with that trade which included cloth and items of
dress that the Kalabari found appealing to wear in combinations unique to
them. The community deities specifically designated one trade textile,
injiri (madras), to be worn by the Kalabari, and another tyvpe, “print,” as
the property of the tutelary deity. Kalabari ancestors were respected by the
act of amassing fortunes from trade that included dress and textile items
to display in order to indicate lincage prestige.

The 1980s

At the visible level, life in the 1980s differs from life in the 1880s tor the
Kalabari. Buguma, Abonnema, and Bakana are large and prominent istand
communitics found alongside several smaller but viable Kalabari island set-
tements. Port Harcourt, a multicthnic city, is a work base for many
Kalabari businesspeople, professionals, civil servants, and traders, who
maintain a home in their village and return frequently on weckends. Some
traditional modes of life are found in the island communities, but many
Western conveniences exist alongside them.'* For example, houscs include
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Figure 3. The king of Okrika on his deportation in 1896. Courtesy of A.
Fombo in J.C. Anene (1966), Southern Nigeria in Transition, 1885-1906
(p. 412).

claborate and modern two-story dwellings with air-conditioning, a few
two-story dwellings from the early 1900s, and simple mud—walled hous-
es with traditional thatching or aluminum roofs.

From Monday morning until Friday noon, island residents go about
their evervday work and children go to school. Beginning at Fridav noon,
motor launches from Port Harcourt arrive more frequently than during
weekdays. Family and warz persist as significant foci in Kalabari life, to
which the Port Harcourt resident returns on weekends, especially tor such
major events as funerals, traditional masquerades, or chicttainey installa-
tions. Crowded boats bring those who have come to participate in a funer-
al ceremony, the most common weekend social activity, which begins by a
display of the corpse on a “state” bed, an initial wake on Fridav night, a
burial by Saturday noon, a family parade through the community, and a
final dance a week later (Eicher and Erckosima 1987). Jammed into the
boats along with the passengers are crates of Coca Cola, Sprite, hard
liquor, yams, and rice for traditional hosting of tamily and triends during
these occasions. The Port Harcourt workers not only reinforce kinship
bonds on their weekend visits, but also provide financial support that
keeps much of the community cconomy afloat.
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Dress of travelers usually indicates the purpose of thc.ir visit h(.)mc, tor
Kalabari traditional garb is socially mandatory for. adults.m. all sg)cu}l strata
when attending traditional events. There are wide variations in income
and social standing, but no matter what the incomc.lcv.cl., Kalabari adults
wear Kalabari dress when needed. Less fortunate individuals may have
only onc Kalabari outfit; more fortunate often have a large wardrobe to
select from. Thus, women wear a blouse and doublc wrapper sct call‘cd
bite sara, the most frequent example being a white cyelet bl()usc: w1§h
madras wrappers (Ivalla 1968; Daly 1983, 1984); men, the knc.cflujgt‘],
shirt-like garment called an ezzbo with a madras wrapper bcncat.h .1t,)01 Pc‘r—
haps an upper-torso tailored garment called a '1170130 of gabmdl.m, \)\<()1In‘
cither with matching gabardine trousers or with a madm:s wrapper. If
dressed in Western style upon arrival in their home community, ‘boFl? men
and women change to traditional attirc to pay respect to fam.ll.l)c‘s n
mourning, to stroll around the town, and to ;}ttcnd church services (311
Sundav. No matter how limited or extensive one’s \\'ar.droPc, Kal.abarl men
and women take pride in being turned out properly in I\alabalrl drcs:‘ tor
weekend activities (Daly 1984; Daly, Eicher, and Erckosima 1986;
Erckosima 1989).

Kalabari men’s dress indicates a hierarchy that parallels agc—gradc and
political status. The rules of dress for these ensembles are as tollpws: asawo
or the “young men that matter” wear the s‘hirt called an etzbo with in
injiri wrapper; the opu asawo (gentlemen of substance) wear the ouf 15
called a woko with cither a wrapper or matched trousers and appropriate
accessorics of hat, cane, and jewelry; and alabo (the chiefs) wear ic gown
called a doni with shirt and wrapper, plus a hat and canc. The king wears
a madras gown with a matching madras wrapper .callcd an ebu. Al‘tl{]lﬂ
gowns are by custom reserved for chiefs and the king, to‘bc worn at cer-
emonics (Erekosima and Eicher 1980; Erckosima 1982; Erekosima 1989,
1995). When finances are meager, clothing may bc.b()rro\\@d, when }?os’—
sible, or approximated. For example, for voung or 1mp()ycrlsh.cd mialcsfZ a
white European—style dress shirt may .bc”utecd in place (')t a white Leilbov or
a top garment. However, a madras (in ]zrz)‘wrapper \\?ll always be \\.or‘n
with cither shirt or etibo. The ensembles of woko, doni, ¢bu, and ﬂttljﬂﬂ‘
with appropriate headgear can be borrowed from. the corporate store of
family heirlooms for ritual occasions, such as required for participation as
a family mourner in a funcral. Adult males recognized as opu asawo a1.1d
alabowill have the necessary finances to own the garments and accessories
required for their position and the occasions when they are called upon to
wear them. i

When in mourning, the immediate family of the d.cccascd (lpalcs a'nd
temales, children and adults) meet special dress requirements for taking
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the body home from the mortuary to lic in state for the initial wake, for
the burial, for the last wake, parade, and funeral dance (Eicher and
Erckosima 1987). Other adolescent males and females, not vet married,
not vet adults, thus not vet part of the adult social structure, sometimes
wear western dress, such as jeans, trousers and shirts, western style
“frocks,” skirts, and blouses, depending on current fashion and the ocea-
sion. At large funeral wakes, vouth occasionally wear western styles tor the
event to dance to loud, popular music from stereos; others choose to wear
traditional dress. In contrast, adults almost without exception wear tradi-
tional garb to dance traditional steps to the beat of traditional drums or
to stercos playing traditional music. Family members and close friends of
the deceased, vouth and adults, dress in traditional dress for the church
funeral service, burial, tamily parade, and final dance.

How is change rclated to the way the Kalabari dress? Signs of change
indicating involvement in an industrial world are displaved in the island
communities by new community buildings and personal homes. Kalabari
people had access to a wider range of jobs in the 1980s than in the 1880s
and to more creature comforts in housing and transportation. Many
Western—style material possessions in Kalabari life are available and prized,
both in Port Harcourt and in the island communitics; possession of such
conveniences varies according to personal wealth. Thus, change in many
areas has been cagerly embraced and internalized; aspects of Kalabari life
resemble life in larger Nigerian, West African, and Western worlds. With
new occupations and modern ways of living in the 1980s, the Kalabari
wear Western dress when interacting with the Western world.

However, the Kalabari exhibit their link to traditional Kalabari beliefs
about the water people, community deities, and ancestors when they wear
Kalabari dress to attend funcrals, masquerades, chicftainey installations,
and other island celebrations. These occasions allow the Kalabari to
express their lovalty to community and kin and to reaffirm their Kalabari
identity."?

Dress and textile items involve material goods that entered Kalabari lite
through the process of trade over a period of time extending back to the
late 1400s. These items both glority Kalabari commercial prowess of that
time and exemplify cultural authentication, the process whereby borrowed
objects become transformed and indigenously meaningful. Where beliefs
and practices stem from the Kalabari past (with Western ideas cither
rejected or moditied extensively), the arts of dress and textiles visibly sym-
bolize Kalabari beliefs and identity.

The continuity of their worldview s represented by the continuity of
male traditional dress in the 1980s. Attigra and doni gowns, etibo shirts,
and ajibulis hats, for example, are almost duplicate examples of 1880s gar-
ments. Although Kalabari men and women of the 1980s have traveled far

235




Changing Rural Social Systems

Figure 4. An example of an attigra gown worn with an afibuly hat during a
masquerade performance in the 1980s. This chief carries an elephant tusk and
fan and has a circlet of leopard’s teeth. (Photograph by Carolyn J. Eicher.)

bevond the boundaries crossed by their forebears who were traders, when
they return home they wear the ensembles of dress and display the textiles
that echo the past and reinforce their pride in being Kalabari."* They have
incorporated items from worldwide sources, placing them in creative jux-
taposition, making a composite not English, Portuguese, Dutch, or
Indian, but Kalabari.

Curtin (1984, 1) has observed that most changes within a society come
from external stimulation, with trade and exchange providing perhaps the
the most important stimuli, for “no human group could invent by itself
more than a small part of its cultural and technical heritage.” This obser-
vation has meaning for the Kalabari material world of the 1980s.
However, as Dike (1956) observed, European influence was “remarkably
small” in the area of African traditional and political beliefs. The Kalabari
use their traditional dress ensembles of culturally authenticated items,
assembled from years of trade, as visible symbols of an invisible world-

view."?
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Notes

1.

I define dress as presented in a paper by Eicher and Roach-Higgins (1989) as
tollows: “an assemblage of bodv modifications and supplements displaved by
a person in the presentation of self. This self is located within a physical body
that has a visible appearance and a continuity often referred to as an identity.”
This migration does not casily dissolve or weaken ethnic identity and lovalty
for Kalabari or other Nigerians, Commitment to and identification with eth-
nic roots and the home community persist for migrants, as equally for those
well-cducated, successtul, and with prominent jobs, as for those subsisting
marginally. Cities are seen as places of transitory existence; “home™ is the vil-
lage of one’s forebears; kin groups expect the successful individual to come
home regularly, to build, improve, and maintain a house, and to support kin-
folk. This observation is based on my familiarity with Nigeria as a whole, as
well as with the Kalabari people. Migration to urban areas for work is com-
mon, but the lovalty to one’s home appears to remain paramount in one’s life
and extends to one’s offspring as well, even though the oftspring may not have
been born in the home village.

DeCardi noted their color preference for red, blue, and white madras in the
late 1800s. These same color preferences existed in the 1980s, slightly
widened, as I was told by exporters in India whom 1 interviewed in 1988.
Thev reported that Kalabari preferences are limited to nine specific colors
(indigo, red, burgundy, white, beige, orange, green, vellow, and black), com-
bined in a limited number of particular plaid patterns. The marked preference
of the Kalabari tor madras is noteworthy. Even though other West African peo-
ples, such as adjacent Rivers groups and the Igbo, wear madras, they also wear
many varicties of printed textiles.

Horton uses the terms village berocs for ame’oru, ancestors tor duein, and water
people for owi’amapy. Erckosima translates the word am’oru as community
deities instead of village herocs, as he maintains this interpretation is more
accurate, and its meaning more accurately includes the female tutelary deity,
Owame-akaso. The first published reference using the moditied terminology
can be tound in Daly, Eicher, and Erckosima (1986).
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Barley (1988, 82 n.59) incorrectly assumes that this prohibition against using
printed textiles has broken down because the photograph of King Amachree
IV “shows the king seated on a chair covered with a textile that depicts large
flowers.” The textile Barley describes is what the Kalabari call “damask,”
which has floral textile designs woven in the fabric and does not belong to the
Kalabari category of cotton “prints.”

Headgear of the carved figures in the ancestor shrines in the major family
compounds is most often a hat, sometimes a masquerade headdress that was
owned by the lineage (Barley 1987; Erckosima 1988).

Documentation for the 1880s comes from written accounts by both
non-Africans and Africans (including Kalabari), Kalabari oral history and tes-
timony, and photographs.

A thorough documentation of cloth names has vet to be undertaken. Daly
(1984) discusses “named” cloth and the works by Renne (1985); Erckosima
and Eicher (1981); Eicher and Erekosima with Thieme (1982); Eicher,
Erckosima and Liedholm (1982) also refer to the naming of the Kalabari
cut—thread cloth. T have been shown many cloths used by the Kalabari that are
identificd by name, a common practice throughout West Africa. Other West
African groﬁps name cloth by describing or commenting about the patrern,
giving such names as “polo” (the English cquivalent of the f}mcric;m candy
called “Lifesavers”) or ministers” houses (a social comment referring to a pat-
tern seen as the shape of a house). Among the Yoruba, the cloth name may be
in the form of a proverb (Bover 1983). 1 am not familiar with other groups
who name cloth after a person or lineage, as is done among the Kalabari. A
discussion of naming of motifs of wax—printed textiles tor the West African
market can be found in Ruth Niclsen (1979).

Field data collected in 1988 indicates that the practice of display of family heir-
looms of cloth and ornament most probably began first with chiefs. According
to accounts given to me in 1988, large displays of cloth and other personal
possessions were heaped on the corpse of a chief, with a majority of the pos-
sessions buried with the corpse. Later, the practice of display was apparently
extended to other deceased elders and the burving of possessions terminated
(Eicher 1988).

Dates in parentheses for each photograph are exactly as T found on them. At
this point, I am accepting the date presented as accurate.

The Obong of Calabar is from the Efik cthnic group who live in what is called
«Old Calabar,” to the cast of New Calabar and the Kalabari ethnic group.
Apparently Dutch and English traders provided a confusion in place names.
The Efik and Kalabari are not related.

A description of one community, Buguma, provides an example of changes in
material resources from the 1880s to the 1980s. The island town (estimated
population of 200,000) is known as Buguma City, to ¢emphasize its incrcasipg
urban amenitics. Before the 1980s, there were no motor vehicles. Now a tew
cars travel the main road (having reached the island by tortuous road and
ferrv), along with minivans and motorbikes that provide a land transport alter-
native to some nearby villages. Two western-style hotels were built in 1984; at
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13.

14.

the same time, construction of the new King Amachree IV Memorial Hall
began on the town square. Opposite the Memorial Hall is the drum house of
the prestigeful men’s society known as Ekine, and in the middle of the square
is a towering sculpture of the founder of Buguma, King Amachree IV. Along
with a bank, post office, and police post are three large Christian churches
(Baptist, Anglican, and African}, a smaller Faith Tabernacle Church, ten prayer
houses, and a shrine to Owame-kaso (the tutelary goddess). Educational facil-
ities include a nursery school, several primary and four secondary schools.
After seccondary school, whenever possible, children are educated tor contem-
porary professions and occupations, and often sent to a university in Nigeria
or abroad. A government hospital, one private clinic, and several native doc-
tors provide medical attention. Dwellings vary from modest mud and thatch
roofed structures to several-story cement block or concrete structures that are
as up-to-date as finances allow; some posh by any standard, with modern, con-
venient bathrooms, kitchens, appliances, and furniture. Municipal facilities for
piped water and electricity exist but rarely function. Water is usually carried
from town wells; only residents with private gencrators tor their compounds
enjov a constant and steady supply of electricity. Those without generators usc
kerosene for lamps and cooking, hot charcoal for irons, and foot-pedaled
sewing-machines. For women, making a living includes petty trade, hairdress-
ing, catering for small food stalls and bars, and cutting designs in madras, a
textile art traditional only to the Kalabari. Both men and women teach; both
own shops that specialize in imported textiles, small houschold and personal
supplies, and foodstufts. Primarily men perform commercial services, such as
watch and shoe repair, photography, and tailoring traditional Kalabari dress. A
few men and women specialize in making traditional, ceremonial headgear.
Two subcategories of Kalabari identity are also displayved in traditional dress:
lincage and gender distinctions, both of which existed in the 1880s, and have
been mentioned briefly. Textiles used in wrappers appear as symbols of lincage.
A trader’s name is identified with his lincage, and some names of textiles are
lincage names, such as Wokoma or Owunari. Thus, the continued use of such
named textiles constantly reinforces the pride of the designated lincage. In
addition, a lincage gains prestige at special events when ceremonial dress is
worn: the textiles and accessorics displav its socioeconomic power. Similarly,
textiles displaved on funeral beds and walls symbolize lincage identity and
power.

Gender distinctions have also been mentioned in the discussion of position
of the male. Women’s dress also has a ranking svstem that indicates biological
and procreative roles as so defined by the Kalabari. Erekosima (1982, 1984,
1989) analyzes men’s dress and sociopolitical position. Daly (1983, 1984)
analvzes stages of female development and dress. Discussion comparing
Kalabari gender differences as shown through dress can be found in
Michelman (1987), who analvzes body, dress, and dance of both males and
females. ;
This observation is similar to one from Loomis and Beegle (1975, 22) regard-
ing the significance of the tocal community: “Although Americans move about
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much more than their parents, the most meaningful interactions generally

transpire within the confines of the local community.” '
15. When this chapter was first presented at the svmposium honoring Professor

Beegle in Athens, Georgia, in 1988 and later in a review by Nan Johnson, the

question arose whether or not the “sartorial imperialism” was inevitable in
regard to the traditional dress of the Kalabari. The answer to this question has
two parts. First, the term “sartorial imperialism™ implies domination or com-
pulsion and docs not apply to Kalabari dress. Instead, the Kalabari, as T indi-
cate by the historical data in this chapter, exercised voluntary choice in their
sclection of cloth and apparel, in both design and stvle, from those items avail-
able through trade. Second, the continued use of what the Kalabari themselves
call *Kalabari dress™ has continued vigorously into the 1990s. T predict it will
continue because both Kalabari men and women talk about Kalabari dress and
wear it with much pride when strolling in their island communities on week-
ends, for funerals, chieftainey installations, or other celebrations. My ficld
observations during the decade of the 1980s indicate that adolescents and
adults wear Western dress during their periods of schooling and when engaged
in work situations in Port Harcourt. When they play traditional roles in funcr-
als or other rituals, they wear Kalabari dress.
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