ART AND RELIGION FOR SUSTAINABLE NATIONAL
DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA

By

Romanus Ejike Nebo
Department of Fine and Applied Art,
Federal College of Education
Eha-Amufu, Enugu

Abstracts

Art and Religion have a lot of inherent spiritual, social and economic benefits for sustainable
national development. This is because creativity and spirituality are themselves art and religion
which are inseparable. Religion is highly surrounded with artistic images of different forms that
simplify the knowledge about God and gods to the various believers. If properly applied and
understood, they will enhance and improve education, aesthetic environment, health, moral
value, vocation and information of the citizenry for sustainable national development. This
paper examines the concept of art, concept of religion, art and religion, sustainable national
development, art and religion in national development and makes recommendation/ conclusion.

Art unlike nature is a human creation. As a term, it is an activity of diverse
definitions. An inspirited creative process that may be conscious or unconscious. This
inspiration could stem from religious and spiritual ideas or from aesthetic experience.
Uzoaghba (2004:4) stated that ‘art is a means of self-expression that must create pleasing
forms.” From the creation of man, he has made things, selected and stored things with
meaning, chosen to keep near things that speak to them of the past, present and future.

Getlein (2002:8) wrote that “the artist creates images that help us remember the
present after it slips into the past, that keep us in mind of our history, and that will speak
of our times to the future’. All works of art tend to promote economic, socio-political,
cultural and religious life of a people. Art has always been synonymous with religion,
both of them are highly inseparable in many cultures of the world. Religion, according
to Henslim (1995:491), “is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred
things’.

Religion is surrounded with art images and symbols. In an attempt to subdue,
control and sustain his environment, man learn to create art by studying the
achievements of the past, and observing the effort of his contemporary in combination
with some spiritual powers as could be seen in the cave painting. African artworks are
made to establish harmony between the invisible forces and to enable man live a better
life while alive (Ogumor, 1993: 113). Art is very symbolic and economically valuable
in religion.



Academic Excellence

Since colonial time, art and religion started a gradual growth in all the systems
of Nigeria to make it become more advanced and stronger. This improvement was
adopted by the citizens to serve their own needs and then bequeath them to future
generation. Sustainable development is a concept of economic growth that provides
fairness and opportunity for all the world’s people without further destroying the
world’s finite natural resoruoces (Ovoh, 2007).

In the light of these explanations, the discussion is made around concept of art,
concept of religion, art and religion, national development, art and religion in
sustainable national development and recommendation/conclusion.

Concept of Art

The urge towards visual expression is part of being human, and it is common to
man. Many scholars see art as a language of expression which plays an essential part in
society. While some others say that it does not have any definite definition. Ogumor
(1993:1) asserted that “art means any skill, trade, craft or acquired expertise”. In
support, Uzoagba (2000:4) saw art as a human conception made manifest by the skillful
use of a medium. He explained that it signifies a doing, a making, fashioning or putting
together and it usually implies that the thing is accomplished by human skill.

This paper defines art as man’s effort to modify nature for his own purpose.
Getlein (2002: 19) writes that, “art is one of the ways we express ourselves and attempt
to communicate”. Art helps to define a society’s identity and culture. Any society that
has no art activities cannot maintain its culture because modernity has staled most
aspects of the people’s life. So, art objects are products that can be directly and
subjectively experienced. Ogumor (1993: 129) recognized that, “Nigerian art is created
to reflect societal concerns, and actively engaged in the creation and maintenance of
religious, political and social systems”.

Interests in art and religion in Nigeria were related to discoveries in the field of
archaeology and the evolution of studies of symbolism and religion. The freedom and
variety of its forms together, helped to place art in the psychological area of human
experience - an experience that formed a fertile ground for the sprouting of all human
endeavoures. Hence, Getlein (2002: 19) described “a work of art as the product of
human intelligence, and we can meet it with our own intelligence on equal footing”.
The art may represent systems of belief, or may be directed to the spiritual realm, in the
services of gods or ancestors.

Concept of Religion

Religion is a European word derived from two Latin words Religio and Religo.
Religio means sacredness, piety or fear of the supernatural. While Religo means to hold
together, to bind or to fasten. Religion is a belief binding the spiritual nature of man to a
supernatural being. Onyeidu (2001:14) defined “religion as a system of beliefs and
practices relating to the sacred and uniting its adherents in a community”. The
philosopher Karl Marx, explains that religion is the opium of the masses created and
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dominated by the ruling class of the society with the aim of providing moral pressure
and psychological outlets which preserve the class structure.

Religion has many definitions because it means different things to different
people. Theologians define religion on the basis of God’s activity in creation and
redemption; sociologists from its function in society; psychologists from people’s
consciousness; and anthropologists from people’s cultural heritage; Islam believe that
state and religion are one, the state exists for the main purpose of enforcing and
propagating the religion (Islam). Adukwu (2002) Religion has remained one of the
oldest human vocations on earth.” The Prehistoric people were also religious, they
believed in some sort of survival after death (Ogumor, 1993: 81).

There are three major religions in Nigeria — the traditional religion of the
people, the Christian religion which came through the South, and the Islamic religion
which came through the North. The simplest meaning of religion is the conception, the
belief, and the worship of the supernatural beings such as gods, spirits, demons or the
Almighty God. Anyacho (2005:1) however, confirmed that “religion has made
recognizable impacts on the political, physical, social, moral, spiritual and economic
affairs of the modern world”.

Art and Religion

Beginning from the early man, art has played an important role in his
relationship with the sacred, helping him to envision it, to honour it and to communicate
with it. Ogumor (1993: 81) maintained that “the prehistoric art was believed to have
been used for religious and magical purposes”. It is in recognition of the spirit behind
artworks that some of them are used in combination with music and dancing to express
and celebrate the moral and religious beliefs of a people.

Man throughout history has always sought contact with the supreme being.
Exodus 32: 1-4 wrote that when Moses overstayed on the mountain, the Israelities went
to Aaron requesting him to make for them a god to lead them. A gold bull-calf was
moulded from melted gold jewelries donated by the people as god. In the book of Acts
17: 22-23, Paul standing before the people said, ‘I see that in every way you Athenians
are very religious; for as | walked through your city and looked at the places where you
worship, | found an altar on which is written, to an ‘Unknown God’.

Nigerian art is created to reflect societal concerns, and actively engaged in the
creation and maintenance of religious, political and social systems. The art may
represent systems of belief, or may be directed to the spiritual realm. Metuh (1992) in
Adukwu (2012) wrote that ‘where God is speaking, there is a human being there’.
Religion and Art are important terms in human life and activity, though distinctive in
nature, but related in description.
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Religion as a social institution, makes use of many symbols. Symbols
according to Anyacho (2005: 22) are used as signs which direct people’s reactions
toward the real meaning of the whole structure of the belief system. They serve as a
uniting factor among members of a religious group. Though God and gods are not
created by symbols, but they serve the important functions of ‘visual aids’ and imitation
of the spirit world of religion. Without these symbols which are themselves objects of
art works, it would have been impossible for man to have a religion. Symbolism varies
from one religion to another. These symbols rang from sticks, stones and fabrics to real
works of art. They include images and irons of different descriptions, carved sticks,
drawing on the walls, horns and bones of animals, feathers of rare birds, and leaves of
some sacred trees.

Sustainable National Development

Development is a social change which aims at improving the quality of life of
the people of a society. This improvement is such that “it will not cause any harm to
their natural and cultural environment. Ani (2002) defined “development as a positive
improvement in the human and material resources of a society. According to the Oxford
English Minidictionary 6™ Edition (2003), ‘Nation is a large group sharing the same
culture, language, or history, and inhabiting a particular state or area’. National as an
adjective, is having to do with a nation.

National development results directly from the positive changes which occur in
any sector of the societal life. Development must be capable of widening the range of
people’s choices; it must do so not only for current generation, but for future
generation. Reid (1995) in Nduanya (2001:2) asserted that ‘sustainable development is
the development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of the future generations to meet their own needs’. So, to be truly enduring, the benefits
of sustainable development must be available to all citizens rather than to few
priviledged members of this country.

The 1980 Islamic riot in Kano, 1982 riot in Kaduna, 1984 inter Muslim clash
in Yola, 1985 Fanatics in Gombe and Sokoto, 1986 fanatics in Ibadan, 1988 Muslim
students against Christian students in ABU, Zaria, 1996 riot against the Igbo in Kano,
2000 Sharia problem in Kaduna, 2014 Boko Haram bombing and abduction all over the
Northern Nigeria, to mention these few, hinder the achievement of the ideals of
modernization in Nigeria. Cunningham and Saigo (2001:29) observed that “political
stability, democracy and equitable economic distribution are needed to ensure that the
poor will get a fair share of the benefits of greater wealth in the country. As sustainable
development, Art and Religion improve the quality of life of an individual, because
they manifest in all human endeavours.

Art and Religion in National Development

Education: The first primary school in Nigeria was built by the Baptist
Church in 1846 at Abeokuta. Since then both Christian and Islamic Religions have been
establishing schools from the primary to the tertiary all over Nigeria. Art on the other
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hand has been instrumental to teaching and learning of most subjects and courses in all
these schools, through drawing and illustration to simplify learning.

Aesthetic Environment: Artworks have been used to adorn and improve the country’s
aesthetic environment. Areas like Abeokuta, Kano city, Lagos, Benin, Enugu, Port-
Harcourt, Kaduna and other cities in the country. Art is also important in the decoration
and identification of some national buildings, churches, Mosques, Palace, shrines,
social parks and other architectural structures in Nigeria.

Health: When the missionaries came to Nigeria, they brought with them vaccines,
malaria drugs, insecticides, mosquito nets, and a host of other hospital equipment to
assist the sick in the society. Since then, some religious bodies have built many good
hospitals across the nation. These hospitals are no doubt decorated with artworks in
different media related to agony, pain and illness to remind visitors where they are.

Moral: Religious leaders have severally intervened in National issues that contravene
the moral life of the people. National issues like the abortion bill, dressing code and
other outright condemnation of immoral behaviours in the society, while some artworks
such as painting and sculpture are used as media to impart moral education on the
citizens.

Vocation: Self-confidence is the first requisite to great-undertakings. Exuberance,
vigour, and self-reliance seem to grow with each self-expression and, as an individual
develops the power of imagination and the ability to translate ideas and feelings in a
personal way into designs. Some churches empower their members with practical skills
needed for creating job opportunities in which they can act on their own rather than the
direction of others. There is need to train and empower citizens who are jobless in the
areas of entrepreneurship and vocational training in which people can bring together the
factors of production, and change their nature to produce consumable products.

Information: Church and mosque are some of the major channels to disseminate
information to the grassroot without cost. Former governor of Imo State, Ohakim, was
deprived a second term through the church. Art is a mode of expression, a language
which makes use of such utilitarian things as colour, ink and paper, and printing
machines to convey a meaning and not just a message through advertising to the public.

Conclusions

The essence of improvement is to accommodate economic, political, social and
technological growth and development. Art and religion in Nigeria can increase public
appreciation of their meaning, boundaries and, how they can be used to promote and
develop varied ideas and concepts for different social, economic and technological
purposes. The language of art was not designed to carry symbolic meanings only, but
also to have the capacity to arouse emotion. The emotion injected into religion that will
help to change the negative behavior of Nigerians for national development.
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Nigeria like other developing nations of the world, believed that economic
growth is the only way to bring about a long-range transformation to more advanced
and productive society, and to provide resources to improve the lot of its citizens. This
status can never be achieved with the incessant burning of churches; bombing of motor
parks, government installations and diplomatic buildings; kidnapping and abduction of
secondary school female students and elites; destruction of valuable properties
belonging to defenceless citizens; maiming and killing of innocent human beings by
terrorists especially in the northern Nigeria.

But, if Nigerians can accommodate one another, and exploit all the values and
benefits provided by art and religion for the unity of this nation, growth and
development will be enhanced. National development is a gradual improvement
through progressive changes in the body politics of the country and in the life of the
individuals that makeup the nation.

The pivot of the teaching of the founders of Christian Religion, Islamic
Religion and some other religions is based on truth, peace and love. Followers of the
various religions should endeavour to apply and practice these principles in their daily
lives. If individual members of this country can internalize these principles carved in
different art media in all our worship centres, and exhibit them through their attitudes,
characters and behaviours, then art and religion will achieve sustainable national
development for the country.
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