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Foreword
I was more than delighted when Yomi invited me to write a foreword to this book, since I had been pressing him to bring his work into the public domain ever since I had read just one of his essays. That was about one and a half years ago, since when, I have been fortunate enough to read a considerable amount of his work and have thoroughly enjoyed everything he has shown me.

There can be no doubt that Yomi underestimates the quality of his writing and it has taken a considerable amount of persuasion to convince him that he really should open his work to a wide audience. Initially, I made provisional arrangements to have his essays published in one of Nigeria’s most popular newspapers but Yomi remained hesitant and would not make the final commitment. However, by the summer of this year he finally agreed that he would publish a book of his writing and I believe this book will be merely a first step in what should be a significant writing career.

As the reader will discover, his writing ranges from the philosophical to the pragmatic and covers a wide range of issues and subjects, embracing not only history but also current political, social and economic issues at both local and international levels. Yomi is a stylist whose pages are mellow with judgement and informed humour and there can be little doubt that he has the capacity and ability to become one of Nigeria’s finest writers.

His own childhood experiences are also included in his writing as are his views on a range of domestic, political and commercial issues. He also deals with religious sensitivities and keeps the reader completely immersed in his delightfully flowing writing. Once the reader has opened the book he will find it so very difficult to put down. Yomi’s delightful mastery of words ensures this.

From my own point of view I see this publication as merely a start in Yomi’s writing career and I am absolutely certain that he will go from strength to strength and that his work will, in due course, become internationally acknowledged.

Freddie Scott, OBE, OFR

November 26, 2008

NO FUSS MUTT
Chances are that you have never heard of Sameer Mishra. On the other hand, the name Barack Obama might ring a bell. Both are Americans with exotic-sounding, vowel-ending surnames, an obvious hint that their ancestors were not on board the Mayflower. Mayflower was the famous ship that brought mostly English rebels known as the Pilgrims from Southampton, England to Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620. The powerful symbolism of this voyage on the evolution of the future United States of America cannot be overstated. Not only was English eventually adopted as the official language of the U.S., but there are many Americans today who strain to trace their ancestral lineage back to those early settlers. Over time, snooty families with names like Bradford, Madison, Payton, Winslow and the like became the new aristocratic class in the U.S. What a classic irony bearing in mind that their European forebears had presumably forsworn and fled monarchical tyranny and religious persecution. Make what you will of the fact that as many as eight past U.S. Presidents, including F. D. Roosevelt (32), H. W. (41) and W. (43) Bush, are Mayflower descendants.

Now, let me formally introduce Sameer Mishra.  Sameer is a 13-year old Junior High schoolboy from West Lafayette, Indiana, U.S. On May 30, 2008, Sameer became the winner of the latest edition of the National Spelling Bee competition. Spelling Bee is a U.S. spelling contest that dates back to 1925. Apart from the war-interrupted period 1943 to 1945, over eighty winners have emerged, with competitions organised at district, regional, through to the national finals held each year in Washington, D.C. Recently, the competition has attracted participants from Europe, New Zealand, Jamaica, Canada and a host of other countries. Incidentally, non-U.S. winners have already emerged  from Puerto Rico and Jamaica in 1975 and 1998, respectively.

Anyone familiar with the hyper-competitive nature of American culture  be it in pursuit of the Nobel Prize, Forbes’ Richest List, sports laurels, or beauty queen crowns  will appreciate that Americans give no quarter when it comes to being No. 1. The Spelling Bee contest is no exception. Primarily targeted at children, the word ‘bee’ contextually connotes a ‘coming together’ for the purpose of spelling English words correctly, until one winner literally is left standing.  Unsurprisingly, many parents foist their competitive obsessions on their children, by opting to prepare and coach them at home. Their ultimate goal is to assist their wards win at the school and local levels, towards becoming state representatives and one of 275-odd annual finalists who make it to the Grand Hyatt Hotel in Washington, D.C.

Adapted for cable television since 1994, Spelling Bee could be viewed as a paragon among today’s reality-TV shows. Highly suspenseful, contestants have one shot at spelling a word correctly, failure basically leading to elimination. To stand any chance of winning, serious contestants usually have to study root words derived from Latin, French or Greek.  During the 2008 contest, for instance, Mishra successfully spelt English words like "hyphaeresis", "macédoine", "demitasse", "numnah", "sinicize", "taleggio" and "esclandre" to make it through the rounds. No use reaching for your trusty Webster dictionary; serious spellers rely on more potent artillery.

As you would expect, the demographic profile of the United States has continued to ebb and flow, in recognition of the status of the U.S. as the world’s true melting pot. Not only did the U.S. population top 300 million in 2007, but its racial mix now has significant Hispanic, Asian and Arab blocs. Racially-tinged anecdotes tend to portray Asian-American students Korean, Indian, and Chinese, in particular  as geeky overachievers, who disproportionately snare doctorate qualifications available at top U.S. universities. To illustrate how much non-white Americans have gone mainstream (despite the fact that several of their grandparents came to the U.S. untutored in English), five of the last ten Spelling Bee winners have been non-whites, namely Nupur Lala (1999), Pratyush Buddiga (2002), Sai Gunturi (2003), Anurag Kashyap (2005), and Sameer Mishra (2008).

As I listened to President-elect Obama during his first press conference on November 7, 2008, following his historic election victory, I was intrigued by this statement:

“With respect to the dog, this is a major   issue. I think it's generated more interest on our website than just about anything. We have  we have two criteria that have to be reconciled. One is that Malia is allergic, so it has to be hypo-allergenic. There are a number of breeds that are hypo-allergenic.”

Immediately, it crossed my mind that here we have a new American President (on the other side of January 20, 2009) who can actually pronounce a tongue-twisting word like ‘hypo-allergenic’  bet he can spell it, too! Contrast Obama with outgoing President George W. Bush who, with a Texan twang and swagger, consistently and unselfconsciously eviscerates words like ‘nuclear’ and ‘terrorist’ without batting an eyelid, at least not on camera. So tongue-tied is President W. Bush that pronouncing a name like Medvedev, far removed from Ahmadinejad, is a real challenge for him. Perhaps it’s all down to those turgid Mayflower genes!

On the other hand, one can easily picture a wispy (rather than WASPy) Barack Obama, the reigning poster child for overachievers everywhere, becoming a National Spelling Bee at age 12, while flashing a big toothy smile onstage. Aside from raw intelligence, Mr. Obama seems to display another trait common to nerdy Spelling Bees. The high-wire, one-shot attempt at correctly spelling obscure English words is comparable to Mr. Obama’s inscrutable demeanour during the most intense periods of his presidential campaign. Though portrayed as inexperienced, he conducted himself with great maturity well beyond his years, and exuded the uncanny discipline and conviction of someone who envisioned that his first long shot would ultimately land him atop the U.S. presidency.

In all probability, therefore, the world of Spelling Bees is one where luck plays very little part, in which prospective champions leave almost nothing to chance. Their alternative universe perspective most likely conditions them into believing less in the concept of luck than other mortals (for instance, you can’t sort of get a spelling right; it’s binary, you are either right or wrong). Any participant relying on luck or who plays the percentages can expect to eventually crash out. While nothing in life is guaranteed, one can imagine that there are those who are innately-gifted but robotically-conditioned to always push the envelope. These are individuals who calmly do their homework and strategise ahead of facing tough challenges. My line of argument is that, if you are a certified overachiever, the last thing you want to do is dabble in astrology, sorcery, palmistry, superstition, and the like. A revealing insight into the mind of the U.S. President-elect occurred during his November 7 press conference, when asked whether he had “spoken to any living ex-presidents.” He replied:

“In terms of speaking to former presidents I have spoken to all of them that are living. Obviously, President Clinton. I didn’t want to get into a Nancy Reagan thing about, you know, doing any séances.
(Laughter)

I have reread some of Lincoln's writings, who's always an extraordinary inspiration. And by the way, President Carter, President Bush Senior, as well as the current president have all been very gracious and offered to provide any help that they can in this transition process.”

Based on my recollection of former U.S. First Lady Nancy Reagan’s sense of self-importance, probably undiminished by old age, I bet she did not find Obama’s wisecrack that funny. On a more serious note, columnists have been insinuating that President-elect Obama’s obsession with Abraham Lincoln’s presidency goes beyond the superficial fact that both are from the state of Illinois. Barack Obama will do well to limit his contact with Lincoln to studying books and historical archives, and to avoid the temptation of talking to the dead. For someone as politically-gifted as Obama, already being touted as a potentially great President but facing such a huge burden of expectations, he would do well to steer clear of mysticism, occultism, and such. He should hang on to his Christian faith and natural gifts, while abiding by the dictum: When you are ahead, it is virtuous to leave well enough alone.
To drive home my point about leaving well enough alone, forgive me if I turn to my favourite sport to illustrate. Like most red-blooded boys, as opposed to haughty blue-blooded phonies, I grew up with a slate of sports heroes, amongst whom were Muhammad Ali, Pelé and Gerd Müller. Until his goal-scoring record was eclipsed in 2006 by Brazilian Ronaldo, Müller had scored the highest number of goals, 14, at multiple World Cup Championships. A contemporary and team-mate of perhaps the greatest German player of all time, Franz Beckenbauer, Müller was a feature of the Bayern Munich and West German teams of the 1960s and 1970s. Indeed, he scored the winning goal when West Germany won the World Cup, 2-1, in a thrilling final match against Holland in 1974. He was also the target man when Bayern Munich won the European Cup (now Champions League trophy) between 1974 and 1976. In appearance, Gerd Müller was a rather squat, bow-legged striker, difficult to dispossess, with lightning acceleration and powerful aerial ability.  Müller was feared worldwide by defenders. For me, one of his most distinguishing features, apart from his stocky appearance, was the fact that he always wore jersey number 13.

Even for people who would deny being superstitious, the number 13, considered unlucky, brings on instinctive wariness; Friday, the 13th, doubly so. In many countries, builders often skip room or floor number 13 to avoid spooking their guests. Incredibly, the fear of the number 13 is called “triskaidekaphobia” (Sameer, can you help out?). But back to my soccer narrative. The current German national team captain, former Bayer Leverkusen, Bayern Munich, and now Chelsea star is Michael Ballack. Ballack is a superbly gifted playmaker who is universally admired for his intelligence, goal-scoring ability and commanding presence on and off the field.  Misguided Nazi supremacists would have been proud to show off Ballack as a specimen of Aryan superiority, just like Adolf Hitler attempted with boxer Max Schmeling until Joe Louis knocked him out in the first round. Unlike Gerd Müller, Ballack is a tall, elegant and handsome football star, with a chest-thrusting confidence to boot. Ballack is good at what he does, and he knows it. Like Müller, Ballack also wears the number 13 jersey. While there is no evidence that Müller was obsessed with his jersey number, Ballack caused some problems when he first arrived at Chelsea Football Club. Although William Gallas, a French international and Chelsea defender, already had a claim on the number 13 shirt, Ballack was curiously handed that number while Gallas was still at the club negotiating a new contract. That seemed a rather odd thing to do. Although Ballack joined the club with a massive reputation, his insistence on wearing number 13 seemed rather hubristic and unsportsmanlike.

Apart from the fact that both are Germans with number 13 shirts, the fortunes of Müller and Ballack deviated markedly. While Müller won all the big trophies on offer, Ballack is yet to win any that are commensurate with his ability. In 2002, his team, Bayer Leverkusen, lost the Champions League final to Real Madrid.  In another disappointing 2004 World Cup tournament, he missed out on playing the final match against Brazil, after picking up a suspension in the semi-final match. Again, in 2006, Germany lost the semi-final game to eventual champions, Italy, when the World Cup Finals were held in Germany. Two years later, I watched with bated breath as Ballack and his team, Chelsea, took on my favourite club side, Manchester United, in the final of the 2008 Champions League in Moscow. As I watched Ballack and his team captain, John Terry, bawling inconsolably like two kids after losing the tense final on penalty kicks, the pop psychologist in me could not help wondering whether Ballack would ever attain his dreams, as long as he insists on wearing number 13.  A month later, Germany again lost the European Nations’ Cup final match, 1-0, to Spain.

Superstitious or not, here is a plausible but unsophisticated interpretation of the contrasting fortunes of Müller and Ballack. Perhaps to compensate Müller for his deficiency in the looks department, his choice of jersey number 13 (an oblique  nose-thumbing at fate) may have been benignly overlooked. Against all odds, is it possible that 13 was actually talismanic for Müller? On the other hand, imperious Ballack had no reason to imperil all that he had going for him by dabbling in the unknown. To turn around his forlorn and fading fortunes, maybe he should simply leave good enough alone. It’s also possible that my hypothesis is all bunk. But who knows?

In rounding off his response to the question of what type of dog he would get his daughters after winning the White House race, President-elect Obama declared:

“On the other hand, our preference would be to get a shelter dog. But obviously, a lot of shelter dogs are mutts, like me. So the -- so, whether we're going to be able to balance those two things, I think, is a pressing issue on the Obama household.”

Alluding to the fact that he is of mixed race, Obama’s facetiousness and ease with living in his own skin, enabled him to compare himself to a mutt, a mixed breed dog (or mongrel).

As the Obamas pack their bags in anticipation of spending the next four, possibly eight, years in the White House, here is an unsolicited memorandum to the incoming U.S. First Lady, Michelle Obama: 

“Barack may not buy it but you just might be his not-so-secret lucky charm. Undeniably, you are a bright, accomplished lawyer in your own right, with two young girls who demand your close attention. Lucky you… these days, the general consensus is that girls on average do better than boys in school, as reflected in the fact that girls have edged out boys 43 to 41 since the inception of the National Spelling Bee competition. This could be another indication that a female U.S. President might be just around the corner. Nonetheless, you rightly gave everything to ensure that your husband pipped Hillary Clinton to the post.

When you arrive at the White House, you should expect to have more time on your hands than your husband, who most assuredly will be busy trying to avert eco nomic disaster and put the world right.  As a test, how would you react if someone were to approach you with the line: “Do you realise that Barack is a ‘4’  the sign of the cross?” Naturally, you would respond: “A ‘4’!!?” Well, Barack was born on the 4th of the eighth month, became a U.S. Senator in 2004, was elected the 44th U.S. President on November 4, 2008, has a family with four members, and both his names Barack and Obama are alphabetnumerals 36 and 32 (both divisible by 4).

Quite a stretch, I admit.  But characters in the mould of Tsarist-era Rasputin only need a small opening to work their magic.

Take the dog issue. Fortunately, you already have a pretty smart mutt who also happens to be your hubby. So, my guess is that you probably do not need another dog in the White House. In my view, neither do you need a cat. Former British MP and Her Majesty’s last Governor of Hong Kong, Chris Patten, recently described President-elect Obama as a “cautious cool cat”, when asked how he thought Obama’s administration would conduct its foreign policy towards China. There you are… you will also have a cool black cat in the White House, again embodied in your husband. Hence, I would advise that you do not tempt fate by swapping a dog for a black cat, since black cats symbolise bad luck in many parts of the world.  Could I instead sug gest a goldfish, as a subtle reminder of  what it must be like for an African-American family to occupy 1600, Pennsylvania Avenue for the very first time.

So, here’s the deal. You should endeavour to create a regular unassuming homestead, even in the White House, cannily shielding your husband from as much pressure as you possibly can.

Focus on giving your beloved mutt all the affection and support you can muster. But stay away from silver-tongued charlatans and snake-oil salesmen. Furthermore, your husband needs to curb any putative messianic complex lurking beneath that cool exterior.  By so doing, Barack could have a shot at gaining a lasting, Mount Rushmore-sized reputation  As a supremely pragmatic, No Voodoo, No 4ss U.S. President.”

November 22, 2008  

BLINDSIDED
Etched in my memory is a scene from the movie Heat.  Pondering his next move, lead actor Robert de Niro strolled towards a glass doorway, his broad back to the camera. With a cocked left palm against a pillar and his right hand in his pocket, he cut an iconic silhouette against the night sky that, perhaps, only a classy movie star like de Niro could pull off so stylishly. If you enjoy movie trivia, you may already know that this was the first film in which Robert de Niro and Al Pacino would actually appear together, in real-time. In the 1974 film The Godfather Part II, Robert de Niro played the part of the young Vito Corleone relayed as a flashback, while Al Pacino was in the central starring role of Michael Corleone.

Movie buffs had long wondered when these two immensely talented Academy Award-winning actors would collaborate on a project. As it turned out, fans had to wait until 1995 when Heat was released. By no means a classic, the script nevertheless contained tightly-woven plot lines and, like any in its genre, had great one-liners as well as a memorable closing sequence. Thrice-married and describing his life as a “disaster zone”, Al Pacino superbly milked the part of an obsessive but brilliant detective. Cast as an anti-hero and cynic, de Niro summarised his life’s credo thus: “A guy told me one time, ‘Don’t let yourself get attached to anything you are not willing to walk out on in 30 seconds flat if you feel the heat around the corner.’” In a terrific performance, de Niro came across as a chillingly efficient and ruthless gangster, ready to kill in his line of work and just as quickly “fuhgeddaboutit!”

To avoid giving too much away (in case you decide to watch the movie someday), let me quickly state that these two protagonists were headed for a gripping showdown, and only one would prevail. Perhaps stemming from their admiration for these two great actors, it seemed to me as though the producers hesitated before deciding who should come out on top.  But, Hollywood being Hollywood, the director added a nice twist right at the end. Following a customary cat-and-mouse chase, both of these characters ended up on a knife’s edge, waiting to kill or be killed. At the very moment when the more quick-witted of the two stepped out to fire his gun, a small aircraft suddenly passed overhead, shining its tracer light on the scene. In that split second, his flitting shadow gave him away thus enabling his opponent to execute a neat sidestep and deliver the fatal shot. Okay, maybe this action sequence does not quite match the tense, three-way, death waltz climax of the spaghetti Western classic The Good, The Bad and The Ugly. All the same, the director’s innovative use of light, shade, and camera effects throughout the movie was highly impressive.

In theory, one of the advantages of being an adult is the freedom to choose from a vast array of movie titles. However, you get a sinking feeling that you are getting old when you reel off the names of action heroes and Hall-of-Fame greats like Steve McQueen, Burt Lancaster, Charles Bronson and Robert Mitchum, and your son asks: “Who?” It gets even worse when your daughter fails to realise that she is being vaguely cheeky, by exclaiming: “Daaaddy!” Evidently, as movies have moved from largely celluloid to digital format, more people than ever before now have easy access to cheap home entertainment. Affordable compact disc players and the proliferation of video content (on multi-DVDs) underscore the current preference for electronic-based entertainment. Unless parents are vigilant, children are exposed to a ragbag of products these days, including some truly alarming video games.

Long before the fantasy world of H/B/Nollywood productions invaded our living rooms, family entertainment centred on the television set, augmented by the antics of grownups, particularly uncles and aunties. As a child, my abiding impression was that this subspecies of relatives served the sole purpose of patronisingly patting the heads of, and doling out cheap presents to, their nephews and nieces. But did you also notice that those who did not bear gifts were the ones who, unplugged, compensated by telling children’s stories? These stories were predominantly in two categories – the open-ended ‘hare and tortoise’ variety and the ghost-themed brand. Really good storytellers amongst them knew that the best way to divert children’s attention was to prey on their trepidation of dark corners, ‘ghosts’ and shadows, which loomed large in my imagination up to a certain age.

Leaving that minor phase behind, I can still remember my coming-of-age big screen debut at Scala Cinema in Ibadan. At age 11, I finally said adieu to narrated tales when I got a chance to watch Jim Brown (former American football star) and Raquel Welch in 100 Rifles.  In that age bracket, the basic calculation was to get the biggest bang for every kobo of pocket money. Hence, I must have spent a small fortune watching American Cowboy and Kung Fu films for the maximum legal adrenaline rush accessible to teenagers at the time. My standout martial arts hero was easily the legendary Bruce Lee, whose death at age 32 was so blindingly painful. Before turning 17, I had succeeded in bagging classics such as The Dirty Dozen and The Wild Bunch, titles that speak for themselves, including eclectic offerings like Play Misty for Me, The Exorcist, and High Noon. From this period, another actor (apart from Clint Eastwood) who absolutely hugged the screen was the toughest and meanest of them all: Lee Marvin. Lee Marvin starred in The Dirty Dozen and later in Paint Your Wagon, in which he gruffly sang the unforgettable “I Was Born Under a Wandering Star”. Thanks to modern technology, a four-minute video clip of this song featuring Mr. Marvin is downloadable from YouTube.  In my subconscious and for some mysterious reason, I have continually associated this gloomy soundtrack with the timeless and profound scriptural verse:

“…..Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will  fear no evil, for thou art with me…” 

Able to recite this Psalm for as long as I can remember, I have however never succeeded in totally figuring out the meaning of the turn of phrase “valley of the shadow of death.” Except for those whose faith already transcends the spellbinding grip that death seems to have on the human imagination, the shadow cast by death (or the shadow of death) sounds unusually terrifying.

Furthermore, I really wonder how anyone can grasp the full import of the valley of the shadow of death. By itself, a valley suggests a deep gully or ravine in the middle of nowhere.  If this chasm is then overlaid on the shadow of death, who can fathom such a mind-boggling image (on a par with space-based black holes, of such concentrated mass that nearby objects cannot escape their gravitational pull)? Except that the gifted young man, a mere boy really, who wrote this Psalm was not idly composing the equivalent of a frivolous rap song. At the age when his modern counterparts worry about getting a new pair of sneakers or snagging an iPod, David was already facing and making life-and-death decisions. As the youngest of his father’s sons, he was effectively relegated to the periphery as a shepherd boy, charged with the responsibility of caring for his father’s flock.

By the time David squared off with Goliath, and later King Saul’s assassins, he had overcome the conventional fear that turns ordinary people into jelly.  Having successfully fought off and killed predators that dared to attack his father’s sheep, neither the giant Goliath, not even the shadow of death, held much terror for this young man who grew up to become a famed warrior and king. In contrast, most people are invariably afraid of their own shadow, flinching at the slightest sign of danger. It is clear that while humans generally pursue happiness with vigour, and consciously take a break from the hard realities of life through light entertainment, we cannot erase the fact that death is a fate that awaits us all, however morbid it may sound.

From my perspective, there are at least three parallel worlds in the human universe. The first is the fantasy or make-believe world typified by fairy tales and motion pictures, as described earlier.  In this world, actors do not face any real danger; neither do they actually die. After performing a blood-stained death scene, for instance, they calmly get up, change into fresh clothes, and live to fight another day.

The second world is a shadowy one in which our susceptibility to a roving imagination is amplified, such that our minds are apt to play tricks on us.  Alone for long spells, this was possibly a condition that threatened David as a young shepherd. As he so eloquently articulated, the fear of death would probably rank at the top of human foreboding. Down the ranking list, the fear of hunger, disease, rejection, poverty, failure, and such will vary from individual to individual. Less threatening, perhaps, but we also display vulnerabilities towards rumour, innuendo, and gossip which can destabilise and shake our self-confidence. In all probability, next to the fear of dying, the most debilitating condition that assails most humans is the fear of the unknown, which can form the basis of death by a thousand cuts. This is why it is sometimes said that people who are incapable of taming their anxieties risk dying a slow death, even as they keep chasing, or running away from, imaginary shadows. Let me give you an idea of the number of two-legged shadows we are talking about. Based on an estimated world population of 6.5 billion people, there are notionally 13 billion of us who inhabit the Earth (counting our shadows), which makes for a lot of creepy shadows. If I may ask, when was the last time you acknowledged or said hello to your shadow? Silent but determined, our shadows dutifully trail us everywhere, same as our conscience.

Those with a clear conscience ordinarily would prefer to trust others but we end up with a nagging feeling that there is a lot going on that we know nothing about. Truth be told, we are naturally wired to be suspicious of those who are different from us or who deliberately keep us at bay. To feed this paranoia, every society has a shadowy underworld where criminals, politicians, cultists, and other scoundrels meet to advance their nefarious agenda. Thankfully for the majority, sinister crime syndicates like the Mafia and Yakuza are encountered only in movies.  Likewise, exploits of spy agencies like the CIA and MI6 are too remote for an average person to come to terms with.  In a nutshell, these fringe organisations tend to fuel our belief in conspiracy theories and a worldview which suggests that nothing is quite what it seems, including the conviction that the media and governments rarely tell their citizens the whole truth.

Tongue-in-cheek, I would like to describe the last world in my trilogy as the luminous world, whereby natural illumination indulgently, if hypothetically, exposes everything to scrutiny. Within our solar system, the primary source of illumination and energy is the Sun. Without the Sun, life as we know it would be unsustainable on Earth. Indeed, one of the first lessons taught in biology is the essential role the Sun plays in the process of photosynthesis, which gives off oxygen as an essential life-supporting by-product. 

Focusing for the moment on the luminous properties of the Sun, what we describe as daytime (when we busily seek our daily bread and conduct all manner of transactions), is governed by the Sun. The span of daytime hours will, of course, depend on the season and how far away from the equator we reside. Non-discriminatorily, the Sun presumably shines on the “good”, the “not-so-good” and the “wicked” alike except, conjecturally, on our shadows. How so?  Elementary physics teaches us that a shadow appears when an opaque object blocks a light source, which implies that our shadows are notionally shielded from the Sun’s rays. A similar phenomenon occurs during a solar eclipse, when the moon comes between the Sun and the Earth and induces momentary darkness.

Because of the incredible intensity of the Sun, children are taught early never to look directly at it (or at the partial eclipse of the Sun), to avoid damage to their retinas. But here is an interesting fact. Although sighted people cannot look directly at the Sun with unaided eyes, a blind person can do so without any ill effect. Whether drenched in light or in a dark environment, a visually impaired person remains sightless. To the extent that the sighted take their vision for granted, their conceit can lead them to become overly distracted by extraneous images.

The crowning paradox in all this is that for us to behold the spiritual light that God has bestowed on mankind, we must first be blind to the world, analogous to a blind person staring at the Sun unperturbed.  Also, consider the fact that although there are many light sources within our solar system, including artificial ones invented by man, nevertheless, there is only one Sun. In the same vein, God has already sent His only redeeming Light into the world but continues to be rejected by multitudes. Here is the crucial testimony about this Light:

“In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. Light has come  into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds are evil.  Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly.”

Sadly, many people are walking and groping around in spiritual darkness but do not realise it. Indeed, they would argue that they have perfect vision. However, rest assured that light and darkness have nothing in common; also, note that darkness can never overcome light unless the light source itself is extinguished.

The underlying reality check is that the so-called human universe that we inhabit is not an illusion, neither is it reminiscent of the fictional Land of Oz. Whatever choices we make as we pass through, who knows, our cool-clad shadows might someday stand as eyewitnesses to all our deeds, whether good, bad or simply sordid.

May 1, 2008

NETTLESOME
Ann Coulter is a lean, I would also add mean, American writer and TV commentator with a barbed tongue. Armed with a deceptive nun-like demeanour, her slash-and-burn style often conveys the impression that she hates people in general. But that would be misleading. Her venom is clearly reserved for those she considers her political enemies. A staunch conservative, Ms. Coulter is renowned for making public statements like: “If Democrats had any brains, they’d be Republicans… The swing voters – I like to refer to them as the idiot voters because they don’t have set philosophical principles…”

At the opposite end of the spectrum, liberal Scottish philosopher, John Stuart Mill, once remarked that: “Conservatives are not necessarily stupid, but most stupid people are conservatives.” Although liberals and conservatives in several democratic societies delight in sniping at each other across a sometimes spurious political divide, right-wingers especially tend to reserve their greatest scorn for so-called centrists and independents. In essence, their logic is that you can be blue or red, but pink?

The frustration expressed by “conviction” or “principled” political analysts has become magnified in the wake of recent close election results in the United States of America and quite a few European countries. Economic, social and environmental issues seem to be polarising societies as never before.  Increasingly, the notion of “50:50 nation(s)” is gaining ground in many parts of the world, whereby public opinion seems divided down the middle, resulting in elections that are won and lost by the narrowest of margins. Perhaps no world leader exemplifies this trend better than President George W. Bush in his 2000 electoral victory, when he was evidently bailed out by the U.S. Supreme Court. At present, mostly Western developed nations represent gold standards against which pluralistic democratic practices are measured, although even their institutions are not infallible.  Generally, nations that have strong state institutions are better able to weather finely-balanced electoral outcomes than their less-developed cousins. Prior to Kenya’s recent presidential elections, opinion polls had indicated that the contest between the two principal candidates, incumbent President Mwai Kibaki and opposition leader Mr. Raila Odinga, was too close to call. Unsurprisingly, the aftermath led to disputed election results, and vicious ethnic violence that has convulsed a traditionally peaceful nation.

Since the Iron Curtain came down around 1991, the spread of liberal democracy globally has fallen far short of the ideal. While a country like China has spectacularly opened up its economy, it is still very much a one-party, essentially totalitarian, state. In this scenario, the Communist party and central government represent a power centre around which everything else revolves. Russia under President Vladimir Putin, on the other hand, pays lip service to democratic principles but the pull of its authoritarian past and inveterate craving for stability indirectly support the popular Russian leader’s effective control of virtually all levers of power. Dissent is hardly tolerated and legal structures are too weak to challenge the power of the Kremlin and security agencies. Saudi Arabia remains a theocratic dynasty, with few democratic institutions to speak of. Despite this fact, the country is still a staunch American ally due largely to its oil wealth. Pakistan is another American ally at the forefront of the “war on terror”. Neighbour to Afghanistan, Iran and India (traditional enemy and co-nuclear state), Pakistan’s strategic location virtually guarantees it close global attention. Gravely hemmed in by a powerful military establishment, fundamentalist Islamic groups like the Taliban and Al- Qaeda, the December 2007 assassination of Benazir Bhutto sadly highlighted the brutal nature of politics in this region. In such a volatile landscape, political parties and democratic institutions are under tremendous pressure, to put it mildly.

In many third-world countries, including Nigeria, democratic structures are conspicuously weak and fractious. The political class, military and civilian alike, remain too entrenched and obstinate to relinquish long-held privileges. In most of these nations, poverty is too widespread and institutions too fragile to upend the power of incumbency and the hegemony of the ruling elite. Hence, free and fair elections that are taken for granted in more stable Western democracies remain a mirage in countries where elections are routinely rigged. The quandary facing the West is that, occasionally, it sanctimoniously lends “strategic” support to repressive regimes willing to do its bidding. Conversely, in situations whereby fundamentalist Islamic parties won elections in Algeria and Palestine, the West executed awkward somersaults. Let us remember that even Adolf Hitler gained power in 1933 through the ballot box, underscoring democracy’s Achilles’ heel.

Often, it seems that geopolitics and the realities of big-power alignments conspire to overshadow the basic aspirations of billions of ordinary people who, in truth, care little about politics and simply want to get on with their lives. At this altitude, the idea that no one is an island implies that we are constantly interacting with other people, forming relationships and sometimes breaking them off, as circumstances dictate. Some associations, like family ties and friendships, tend to be more permanent although, on occasions, we all secretly wish that we could take a breather from them. Fundamentally, the interchange between people, or between people and objects, can be depicted by a simple network diagram. In forming say, a business or social network, there is typically a node, with connecting lines towards and away from that nodal point, as illustrated below.
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A good example of a nodal point within a family setting would be the breadwinner, or the boss of a business entity. In a small town, it could be the monarch’s palace, an educational institution or the local radio station. The more powerful or influential a nodal point is, the greater the number of other nodes or networks that it centripetally attracts towards its own core. The most visible and imposing institutions or nodes are typically governments, political parties, religious bodies, corporate organisations, trade unions, and so on. In a democratic society, therefore, people are presumed to be able to network liberally, form and influence opinion freely, and to have a say in who governs them. In reality, such a society emerges only when state and civil institutions are strong and in relative equilibrium, and where checks and balances between the three key arms of government – executive, legislative and judiciary – are well-calibrated.

Furthermore, freedom of the press and respect for basic human rights are prerequisites of a well-functioning democracy. In such a political and social climate, people are able to form networks based on shared ideologies, religious beliefs, social values and the like. Of course, freedom of speech inherently allows someone who holds a divergent opinion to call others “stupid” or “idiots”, but that should be about as far as it goes. More often than not, the real battle is fought in the public domain where citizens congregate to form clusters of economic and political interest groups, using tools like television, radio stations and the print media to shape public opinion or influence national policies.
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Across the world, where one lives matters greatly regarding how freely one is able to participate in political networks, and openly exercise the basic right of choosing one’s leaders or being voted for. In far too many countries, the combination of government, the clergy, military-industrial complexes and big business are excessively dominant, monopolising the oxygen, so to speak. Where there is scant separation between the state and religion, this often leads to inordinate concentration of power (as depicted in the “eye”conic image above), reluctance to share that power, hence marginalisation of competing nodes of influence. Auspiciously, the one bright spot is usually the press or media, which can be the last bastion against despotism. Additionally, the spread of mobile telecommunications and other digital technologies is shaking up moribund institutions and turning the heat on authoritarian regimes. People are gradually able to bypass state propaganda machines like broadcast television, radio, and newspaper publications by directly reaching out to others with similar viewpoints.

Looking through the lens of history, what is not in dispute is that man has evolved considerably down the ages, both politically and socio-economically.  However, there remains an underlying controversy centred on the creationist interpretation of man’s origin and the competing scientific theory of evolution, as espoused in Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. In the 1980s, a new concept known as Intelligent Design originated in the U.S. that postulates scientific characterisation of supernatural events, a sort of halfway house between theological and purely scientific interpretations of man’s origin and evolution.  Clearly an intelligent being, technological innovation has propelled man’s progress, starting with the invention of basic tools, the wheel, agricultural implements, weapons of war, all the way through to the invention of the printing press, electricity, internal combustion engine and the ubiquitous microchip of this age. More directly, technologies like telegraphy, fixed and wireless telephony, electronic mail and global positioning systems have radically transformed the way we communicate and interact.

Today, nothing symbolises a new form of human interaction as Internet-based social networking services like Bebo, MySpace and Facebook. These are networks of people who voluntarily form interactive online communities bound together by shared interests and activities. This is a long way from an earlier pen-pal, letter-writing era, old school networks or, for that matter, when our isolated ancestors presumably lived in caves or small farm settlements. Popular among the young, these nascent social networking services allow people in diverse locations to interact, 24/7, via instant messaging, voice chat, video, file sharing, blogging, and so on.  Impressed or not, that is the wave of the future. Unsurprisingly, today’s youngsters embrace these new technologies instinctively while adult types struggle to adjust. 
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Whether online or offline, this means that we are all constantly moving towards or away from nodal points that can alter our state of being, as shown above. Some nodal points can be enriching or edifying, offering wonderful opportunities. Other nodal points exist to diminish or humiliate us, while still others are occupied by fraudsters, sleazeballs, social perverts, suicide bombers and other radioactive deviants who can cause us serious harm. As we go through life, we are therefore faced with the ordeal of constantly making choices which ultimately shape our destiny.  In a theatrical sense, the impetus for seeking new challenges, or refuge, correlates with the human tendency to run away from unpleasant situations, thus mirroring the conflicted state of angst in which many people habitually find themselves. Sometimes we make sound decisions and, on other occasions, we do not.  That’s human nature and that’s just the way it is.

Notwithstanding our best efforts at finding the optimum political and economic model to secure peace, prosperity and justice, man has perpetually failed in this quest. Indeed, the greatest thinkers and philosophers have been unable to develop a blueprint for perfect social harmony. Despite closer integration and better communication networks, the question naturally arises as to what it is that tends to poison human relationships or corrupt well-conceived institutions designed to facilitate amity and social consensus.

In response, permit me to quote the great Irish author and scholar, C. S. Lewis: 

 “There is one vice of which no man is free; which every one in the world loathes when he sees it in someone else. The vice I am talking about is Pride or Self-Conceit. Pride leads to every other vice: it is the complete anti-God state of mind. Nearly all those evils in the world, which people put down to greed or selfishness are really far more the result of Pride. For, of course, power is what Pride really enjoys: there is nothing that makes a man feel so superior to others as being able to move them about like toy soldiers. Pride is competitive by its very nature: that is why it goes on and on.

It is Pride, which has been the chief cause of misery in every nation and every family since the world began. Pride always means enmity – it is enmity! And not only enmity between man and man, but enmity to God. In God, you come up against something, which is in every respect immeasurably superior to yourself. Unless you know God as that – and, therefore, know yourself as nothing in comparison – you do not know God at all. As long as you are proud, you cannot know God.”

So, there you have it. I confess that I fully subscribe to Dr. Lewis’s eloquent viewpoint. It seems to me that the world will forever remain riddled with uncertainty and disappointment due to innate human flaws, the most lethal of which may be mortal pride. Hence, the gulf between the North and South, East and West, rich and poor, husband and wife, and other universal divisions are not likely to disappear soon. Admittedly, this line of thought does not preclude other possible perspectives or explanations of the world’s nettlesome and lingering moral heritage.

Ominously, the smarter we get and the more sophisticated human inventions become, I suspect the more a sinister if invisible hand will deceitfully prod us to believe that the solutions to all known problems are within our grasp. This encapsulates the Big Conceit, which may inadvertently lead the human race to accept the emergence of a homogenised world system that sets us apart from God. Ultimately, we run the risk that human arrogance and complicity will undermine civilisation as we know it, and bring us to our knees. As the saying goes, excessive pride often precedes a fall.

January 3, 2008

Chutzpah

My nomadic Jewish friend has a first name, which, in English, rhymes with man. I have told him often enough that unquestionably he is the most brilliant person I’ve ever met. Expectedly, he does not seem to agree with me.  In a way, I suppose his modesty symbolises one of his many endearing qualities.

Recently, I received an e-mail from my friend. It unveiled the Hebrew and English versions of his favourite poem, Be not Defeated by the Rain.

Having grown up on a literary diet imbued with heady fare like Desperate Dan and Roy of the Rovers comic books, let’s just say that I find it difficult to genuinely drool over such fine prose. But seriously, it might interest you to know that the original verse was actually written in Japanese, by Kenji Miyazawa. As a bonus for reading the poem at least halfway through (in English, I imagine), miso is a fermented Japanese paste used as a sauce or spread. If I were to take my friend’s word for it – that the Hebrew translation is more beautiful than the English adaptation – then it is not unlikely that some incongruous nuances probably leached in during translation. Isn’t it amazing how some languages appear more expressive than others? In this instance at least, the Hebrew version in the left column seems to pack more punch per square inch than its neighbour. On that score, I wonder how more efficient and energy saving the Japanese language is relative to the other two.

Were someone to translate this poem into the only other language I speak, Yoruba, I am pretty certain that additional essence might sadly fall through the cracks. Mind you, it often works the other way round. For instance, there were many profound Yoruba proverbs and mantras which I grew up hearing my father repeat over the years. Steeped in our local culture, I’m convinced that translation into any other language would prove a mighty struggle.

In every language, there are some words or phrases, which take on outsized imagery, tending sometimes to define or stereotype a whole race or nation. To my minimalist mind, word(s) association tags Italians with O Sole Mio; the French, C’est la vie; Americans, Dude; Spanish, Nada; Russians, Nyet; Germans, Achtung; Igbos, Nna; and Yorubas, Nigbati.  You don’t have a personal collection? I beg your pardon, as the English would quaintly put it.

When I think about the Jewish race, the one word that immediately jumps to mind is chutzpah (pronounced h?ûs?pâ). Author Leo Rosten perhaps captured it best when he described the word as “gall, brazen nerve, effrontery, incredible guts, presumption plus arrogance such as no other word and no other language can do justice to.” The language he was referring to was Hebrew or Yiddish, a Germanic version of Hebrew, which developed in 10th century Eastern Europe. The word chutzpah has since found its way into English usage, in expressing “both strong disapproval and a grudging admiration.” Contemporary illustrations would be someone who sets out to sell crude oil to Saudi Arabia, transports snow to Alaska or tries to retail coal in Newcastle. To prove the point, an eccentric American, Timothy Dexter, did succeed in selling coal to Newcastle in the 18th century. Considered by many to be a buffoon, the arrival of his coal shipment into the heart of the coal mining industry in England coincided with a miners’ strike, which had depressed local production. He promptly turned a profit.

Jacob, whose other given name was Israel in the Scriptures, possessed chutzpah to an astounding degree. Here was a man who took on all comers – his brother, angel of God, his uncle, and several other adversaries, and prevailed. He came out on top until he was hoodwinked by his own sons who, in turn, were eventually outmaneuvered by their supposedly day-dreaming sibling. Faced with a glowering, brawny and hairy twin brother, Esau, in contrast to Jacob’s smooth-skinned and tent-loving personality, it is probably a safe guess that Jacob was the puny 98-pound, sand-in-the-face, weakling next to Esau’s Charles Atlas. What Jacob lacked in physical stature, however, he more than made up for in audacity and guile, with a little help from his mother.

Without flagrantly offending the sensibilities of possibly half the world’s population, it is difficult not to make a plausible case for the gutsy, history-shaping, influence of a disproportionate number of diminutive historical figures. Perhaps one of the most famous would be Napoleon Bonaparte, a French Emperor who bestrode Europe during the French Revolution.

A prodigy, Napoleon had graduated from an elite military academy by age 16, as a second lieutenant.  Before he turned 25, he had been promoted to the rank of brigadier-general and recorded a series of exceptional military triumphs by “applying his encyclopedic knowledge of conventional military thought to real-world situations, as demonstrated by his creative use of artillery tactics, using it as a mobile force to support his infantry.” Having left a trail of conquests across Europe, in the process becoming the most powerful man in France, Napoleon crowned himself Emperor in 1804, at age 35.

Bold and supremely self-confident, Napoleon’s downfall was set in motion after he invaded Russia, against all counsel. As is often the case, hubris and the feeling of infallibility progressively undermined Napoleon’s authority and power base, eventually leading to his defeat and exile. Deserved or not, the disciplines of psychology and psychoanalysis later introduced the world to the term Napoleon complex, described as a form of inferiority complex attached to relatively short people. Dismissed by some as pop psychology, the term is now generally used to explain a type of behaviour whereby people “are propelled by a perceived handicap to overcompensate in other aspects of their lives.”

For gender balance, Queen Victoria was a remarkably courageous monarch by all standards.  Barely five feet tall, she ruled the United Kingdom and the British Empire, representing about a quarter of the world’s territories, for over sixty years. With such high visibility during the 19th century, a period which coincided with the Industrial Revolution and Britain’s ascension as the pre-eminent global superpower, it was not surprising that many assassination attempts were directed at Queen Victoria.  Although the concept of constitutional monarchy, by which a monarch shares power with parliament, became firmly rooted during her reign, her domestic and global influence came to define what is generally referred to as the Victorian age.

In the world of commerce, the term “robber baron” epitomised the swashbuckling, can-do, no-holds-barred image associated with entrepreneurship, American-style. Originally coined to describe unauthorised shipping toll-collectors in 12th and 13th century Germany, the term resurfaced during the rampant rise of American capitalism at the turn of the 20th century. During this unfettered free market era, several distinctive hard men emerged, who took very few prisoners. Three of these “captains of industry” included pint-sized Andrew Carnegie, the steel magnate, Henry Ford (automobile) and John D. Rockefeller (oil). Instead of being eaten alive, they strove to dominate their respective industries through sheer will power, hard work, and genius. Vilified for creating near-monopolistic business empires, these men later transitioned their acquisitive zeal into philanthropic endeavours, leaving behind eponymous foundations and legacies. As the Scottish-American, Andrew Carnegie, stated in the 1890s after having built the world’s most successful commercial venture:

 “Man does not live by bread alone… It is the mind that makes the body rich. There is no class so pitiably wretched as that which possesses money and nothing else. Money can only be the useful drudge of things immeasurably higher than itself. My aspirations take a higher flight. Mine be it to have contributed to the enlightenment and the joys of the mind, to the things of the spirit… I hold this the noblest possible use of wealth”

Taking a cue from Mr. Carnegie – on the spiritual front, one of the most audacious and inspiring acts that I have come across involved the late Cardinal Lustiger.  Aaron Jean-Marie Lustiger, until his death last month, was the Catholic Archbishop of Paris, France.  Although born a Jew, he became a Christian at 14.  Incredibly, Cardinal Lustiger managed to walk the tightrope of both faiths all through his adult life.  According to him:

“I was born Jewish. I received the name of my paternal grandfather, Aaron. Having become Christian by faith and baptism, I have remained Jewish. As did the Apostles”

In his view, “Christianity was simply the fruit of Judaism; his first religion came to completion in his second.” For daring to make such pronouncements, Jews accused him of being an apostate. Conservative Christians, on the other hand, questioned his Catholic faith. In the aftermath of his conversion, his parents were apoplectic, wondering whether their son had lost his mind. Despite the discomfort he seemed to cause so many people, he stood his ground and rose to become a full-fledged Cardinal. To drive home his conviction, two sets of funeral rites were performed for him – a Psalm was first read in Hebrew and a receptacle of earth from Mount of Olives placed on his casket. Afterwards, a Catholic Mass was held for him in a cathedral. All his life, Cardinal Lustiger displayed what could only be described as idiosyncratic faith as well as an unshakable resolve.  He died completely at peace with himself.

In his poem, Kenji Miyazawa says “Count yourself last in everything. Put others before you.” In my opinion, this saintly philosophy can have as much lasting impact as the brazen ambition copiously exhibited by over-achievers like Napoleon, Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller and several others throughout history. Today, Nelson Mandela is fêted almost like a saint due to his extraordinary statesmanship and modesty.  Imprisoned by an abhorrent political system for 27 years, upon his release from incarceration, he completely eschewed bitterness. Instead, he promoted racial reconciliation and averted a bloodbath, while voluntarily relinquishing the highest office in the land.

As pilgrims trying to make sense of our earthly sojourn, I honestly believe that it takes as much pluck to build a great empire as it does to genuinely forgive those who hurt us, or to routinely show compassion to others. Almost certainly, the latter acts mimic the essence of God more saliently than anything ever conceived or invented by man.

September 1, 2007

FEELING LUCKY
I’m a big Flora fan – Flora margarine, that is. Recently, as I was buttering a slice of toasted bread… wait a minute, buttering? Is margarine forever destined to play second fiddle to butter; like nylon does to silk? For some odd reason, the shadow contest between butter and margarine has intrigued me since childhood; and, in all honesty, there are few things I find more hideous than butter. While refrigerated butter is usually hard and unyielding (and please don’t ask me to leave it out to thaw), the relative softness of margarine would, to my mind, explain why its synthesis as a butter-substitute was inevitable. In today’s fast-paced world, I’m curious to know whether there are still people dexterous and even-tempered enough to spread real butter on bread, without scowling.

Anyway, as I was about to bite into my Flora-ed toast, I thought I caught a glimpse of something unusual on the cover of the margarine tub. It read: 12-05-07 15:38. The reason I’d perhaps not noticed this before was because it was pixellated – dotted inscriptions, or patterns of pixels, faintly applied as if by a digital ink-jet or laser beam. I suspected that it was shipped from the U.K., implying that the expiry date was less than a month away. Suddenly, I remembered that, as a special treat, my wife had recently purchased not one but two rather large tubs of Flora. Wasn’t it therefore likely that both tubs came from the same product batch? I’ve noticed that when it comes to food, my intuition is nearly always right; the expiry date on the second tub was 18-05-07 22:46, which meant that this deadline was also imminent.

These days, it’s quite difficult not to be obsessed about mass-produced food. What, with all the processed food products and pharmaceutical drugs we are exposed to, I guess it’s not asking too much to check expiry dates on labels. Also, it would appear that most people have gradually replaced their primal fear of where the next meal would come from with the equally stomach-churning neurosis about the havoc preservatives (and genetically-modified compounds) might be setting off in our bodies. Taking cognizance of recent global scares like Bird flu, Mad-cow disease, SARS, and so on, my gut-level radar warned me that it was probably prudent to avoid eating expired food of any kind.

For no particular reason, I was slightly irritated by the Best by Date warnings. Am I supposed to applaud or be impressed by a company that tells me to the nearest minute when my tub of margarine would expire? Health-wise, how close to the deadline is a product safe for consumption, leaving me to wonder about the earthly benefit in knowing that our margarine will become suspect at precisely 3.38 p.m. on May 12, 2007. Should we care a hoot or simply ignore it?  On the other hand, could it be a giant ploy by clever marketers to get us to buy more products, and more frequently, than we ought to? These are questions for our times.

Later, when I paused to think about it, I wondered what the word Flora meant anyway. It does sound Latin-ish or like a derivative of the word Florence. Nowadays, whenever I come across an unfamiliar word or phrase, I instinctively Google it. Predictable as ever, Google rendered 69,200,000 entries when I queried Flora, and the search took all of 0.07 seconds.  Slick but rather too smug, if you ask me. I thought perhaps I should backtrack and click on I’m Feeling Lucky on the Google Home Page, in order to narrow down the options. Better yet, why not first browse Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. Free? Wasn’t I taught that nothing in life was free and that, eventually, there was a price to pay? Unlike established, professionally-edited encyclopedia websites, Wikipedia is a lightly-reviewed global repository open to all categories of web-crawlers. On second thought, the word Flora sounds so benign that it really should not attract any controversy or loony interpretation, hence I settled for Wikipedia. After all, it wasn’t as if I was conducting a search on a combustible word like Terrorism.

If at all you care to know, Wikipedia describes Flora as “the goddess of flowers in Roman mythology. The corresponding term for animal life is fauna. Flora, fauna and other forms of life such as fungi are collectively referred to as biota.” Come to think about it, flora does sound like flower. I really should have figured that out from my old biology class, but what was all that about fungi; can’t say I like the sound of that, at least not when thinking about food. And do I have the time to click on the hyperlink biota? When does Google-saturation start to set in? One of the amazing consequences of digital tools such as Google is the consciousness of the mind-boggling volume of information on the Internet.

Undoubtedly, not all that is on the Internet is factual or useful, and the amount of redundant information must be massive. With the cost of communication and media access declining appreciably, the plethora of content available to us can paradoxically bring on a sensation of overwhelming helplessness. For instance, before the advent of satellite TV and cable television, European and World Cup football matches were the stuff of dreams. Not only were they not shown live here but the pent-up longing of re-living the moments on playback was incredible beyond words. These days, DSTV, the most popular satellite broadcaster in Africa, sometimes beams as many as three or four European Champion League matches live the same evening – Juventus vs Bayern Munich, Arsenal vs Sparta Prague, Valencia vs Ajax, and on and on. These are all potentially great, mouth-watering, football matches but how can anyone possibly watch them all simultaneously? Evidently, it’s not possible but that’s where the remote control comes into its own. Click, click, clicketty, click. On occasions such as this, mothers and daughters usually would have had enough and would, sometimes indignantly, shuffle towards their bedrooms.  Meanwhile, salivating menfolk, totally oblivious of everything else around them, would drool and squabble during what, in my opinion, often ends up being a less-than-satisfactory viewing experience. Spoilt for choice, it’s what is called too much of a good thing!

Now, one of my all-time favourite monologues in movie history was delivered by Private Benjamin Buford Blue, otherwise known as Bubba, in the film Forrest Gump. Giving a superb deadpan performance, Bubba demonstrated his love for the shrimp business by hypnotically reciting a flurry of shrimp cuisine: 

“…like I was saying, shrimp is the fruit of the sea. You can barbecue it, boil it, broil it, bake it, sautee it.  There’s shrimp-kebabs, shrimp creole, shrimp gumbo. Pan-fried, deep-fried, stir-fried. There’s pineapple shrimp, lemon shrimp, coconut shrimp, pepper shrimp, shrimp soup, shrimp stew, shrimp salad, shrimp and potatoes, shrimp burger, shrimp sandwich.”
If you dimension the number of cooking methods by the array of shrimp fare, this equates to scores of enticing menu options. Thank you, Bubba.

For a customer who has just splashed out on shrimp gumbo take-away at a Bubba Gump Shrimp Company eatery no less, what drink could he possibly swirl with it? Coffee, perhaps? Whenever I hear the word coffee (which I do not drink), Nescafe flashes through my mind. If you are anything like me, that would instantly make you a primitive. Why not stop by at an outlet of Starbucks, the U.S. coffee-house chain, to select from a galaxy of specialty, drip-brewed coffee ranging from:

Latte, Cappuccino, Cafe Au Lait, Caramel Macchiato, Espresso Roast, Frappuccino, Yukon Blend, Cafè Verona, French Roast, Shade Grown Mexico, Café Estima Blend, LightNote Blend, Guatemala Casi Cielo, Guatemala Antigua, Costa Rica Tarrazú, Colombia Nariño Supremo, Brazil Ipanema Bourbon, Rift Valley Blend, Kenya, Ethiopia Sidamo, Arabian Mocha Sanani, Sumatra, Sulawesi, Italian Roast, to Komodo Dragon Blend.
Takes your breath away, doesn’t it? Of course, you can have your coffee as either Regular or Decaf! By the way, an average cup of Starbucks coffee, at one of thousands of retail outlets in about 39 countries, costs between US$2.25 to over US$3. In Nigerian currency, that translates to over N390 per cup at the top end.  It’s therefore no surprise that Starbucks hasn’t quite arrived in Nigeria yet. Even by developed world standards, US$3 for a cup of coffee is very steep.  However, the Starbucks brand is so strong and ubiquitous that the business model has been a roaring success.

On sober reflection, a contemplative mind would wonder about the type of world we live in whereby over 2.7 billion people (slightly over 40% of the world’s population) survive on less than US$2 per day (2001 World Bank Survey); that is, less than what it costs to purchase a cup of Starbucks coffee. World Bank figures also reveal that over 800 million people go to bed hungry every blessed day. To support these shocking statistics, a recent article in Business Day newspaper stated that:

“Notwithstanding its status as the centre of economic activity in Nigeria, 63.6 percent of Lagosians are now classified as earning less than N4,000 monthly (per head)…and 40.9 percent of poor urban households are unable to satisfy their food requirements… 72.5 percent of Lagosians live in a one-room apartment, with 8-10 in one room, while only 4 million Lagosians have access to pipe-borne water.”
In Nairobi, Kenya, 60% of the population lives in slums, according to the latest edition of The Economist magazine. While it is all too easy to gloss over the stark reality of poverty incidents around the world, closer to home, it stares us in the face. In Nigeria, what passed for the middle class, even by low third-world standards, had virtually become extinct, stemming from decades of unbridled economic mismanagement. Armed with extensive toolkits, developmental economists in particular have written tomes about why some societies are rich while others are poverty-stricken. After ostensible reasons have been reeled off – corrupt and feckless leadership, weak institutions, rickety governance structures, low levels of investment in education and health-care services, poor infrastructure, denial of property rights, civil and regional conflicts, ravages of diseases, and so on – the question remains as to why lasting solutions have not been found to tackle human deprivation and misery, even though “man has been to the moon and back”. Sometimes, when I think about it, I really wonder whether there isn’t a reason for everything.

Recognising that fingers were not created equal, it is unreasonable to expect that a time would come when there would be perfect equity in human affairs. Having said that, it is cruel and uncharitable to suggest that poverty should remain a permanent feature of our planet. The United Nations’ efforts, through its Millennium Development Goals initiative, and similar global projects valiantly attempt to support the achievement of minimum development targets for nations in truly dire straits. To illustrate that hope is not entirely lost, it is a fact that both China and India, comprising about 36% of total world population, pulled more people out of poverty during the past twenty odd years than was ever achieved at any other period in human history. Considering that China is the largest Communist state and India the largest democracy on Earth, economic progress would appear to defy a neat correlation with political ideology.

Therefore, developing countries, especially those in sub-Saharan Africa, must realise that self-help and a collective will to promote the common good are ultimately superior to idle optimism, including bowl-in-hand solicitation for foreign assistance. Yes, we can blame colonialism and its corrosive impact. We can also castigate the Western world for unfair trade practices (such as paying peanuts for a prized commodity like Kenyan coffee or for subsidising their pampered farmers); using divide-and-rule tactics to gain access to our natural resources, arming us while covertly fanning the flames of civil and regional wars, but, in the final analysis, our destiny is in our hands.  Continuing to wear our sense of moral outrage like a cheap, off-the-rack suit is futile and will achieve nothing. The calculus of economic well-being is not a zero-sum canon; that is, prosperity someplace does not necessarily translate to poverty elsewhere. For sub-Saharan Africa to emerge from perpetual stagnation, it is imperative that Nigeria gets its act together, like the beacon it ought to be. It is about time.

Existentially, has luck got anything to do with who your parents are? And, are our race and nationality predestined? I honestly do not know. It is however incumbent on those who feel truly blessed to appreciate God’s goodness and to selflessly dispense the milk of compassion to the underprivileged. Pray that you never become so callous and morally liquid that, unconsciously, you begin to echo words attributed to Marie Antoinette by her enemies. Long before she completely lost her head, this silk-clad former French Queen presumably intoned: “Let them eat cake”, when told that bread had become scarce and unaffordable for the poor. Madame, would that be cake baked with lard or butter?

April 28, 2007

MACACA

As far as love-hate relationships go, it would appear the humble mirror occupies a special place within human consciousness. Conceivably, the first mirror or image appliance was fashioned by man’s greatest foe, with the calculated aim of uncovering our veiled nakedness. Technically, since this stealth mirror was first glimpsed by a woman, this may explain why women can never seem to leave home without one, long before the propagation of the American Express Card. Conversely, men seldom preen in front of a mirror, perhaps to avoid looking directly into the eyes of the first certified cold-blooded killer and road warrior. Doubly scarred and having fallen so ignominiously, could this also explain why men generally wore facial hair as a mark of guilt, or was it simply because good razor blades were hard to come by?

Self-conscious and plied with inhibitions, it was recorded that early man became frightened on seeing his reflection in a flowing stream or river. The superstition, now less prevalent, that suggests the loss of one’s soul to a reflective surface doubtless has a long history. More obsessive about their looks than men, I wonder whether it was a woman who first spotted obsidian, a naturally-occurring glass. Stony and often tinted green or brown, it was once the closest there was to a looking-glass. I imagine that when dressing up, women would not always rely on the feedback provided by family members, since these were the people least inclined to offend with the truth. Standing furtively at the edge of a body of water for a full-length appraisal must have had its drawbacks. Everything considered, the humiliation of getting soaked by falling in head-first, while fully-clothed, must have been nothing next to the risk of drowning.

From our modern-day perspective, the idea of people falling head over heels into trouble, when a wall mirror would have sufficed, sounds ludicrous. However, for long periods in history, the most common types of mirror were disks of metals such as silver, tin or bronze with highly-polished reflective surfaces. The precursor to the present-day mirror was not fabricated until the 16th century, whereby glass was coated with tin or mercury. By the early parts of the 19th century, molten aluminium and silver were being chemically fused with sheets of silica-based glass to produce much larger mirrors. Later, improvements in technology led to the development of special mirrors and lenses used in optical instruments like telescopes and cameras.

However, until photography was invented in the 1820s, one of the few ways of preserving human images for posterity was through paintings. The problem was that only the very wealthy, royalty, and members of the aristocratic class were able to afford the services of the best professional painters. Aside from the ancient practice of mummification, canvas painting and sculpturing were for centuries the most common avenues for achieving earthly “immortality”. One of the most famous iconic images from the past was of Queen Nefertiti of Egypt, lavishly adorned with a crown and gold ornaments. It is easy to imagine that many of those commissioned works may have succumbed to the vanity of their paymasters, such as flattering a lady’s neck an extra inch or two. Or three?!

By the beginning of the 20th century, the technology of film-based, black-and-white photography had spread, but the concept of motion pictures on celluloid film was largely at an experimental stage. The entertainment industry, as we know it today, was kick-started by the first commercial movie produced around 1898. Combined with the invention of telegraphy, broadcast radio and sundry new technologies, the mass media was on the cusp of phenomenal transformation that would be unparalleled in history.

The enduring summary of the 20th century (the latter part of which many of us lived through) was broadly the battle between two ideologies – liberalism and totalitarianism. While the former sought to use the media to inform, educate and entertain its citizens, the latter saw it as a tool for propaganda and state control. Like everything else in life, the reality was not quite as clear-cut. More on that later.

In 1949, the famous English author and journalist, George Orwell, published a book titled 1984. In it, he warned of the emergence of a totalitarian system dominated by Big Brother, Thought Police and the Ministry of Truth that deployed hidden microphones and “telescreens” to eavesdrop and track the movement of citizens of a fictional state called Oceania. Locked into a Cold War with the West shortly after World War II, it seemed that George Orwell’s prediction might indeed come true by 1984 as the Soviet Union grew stronger while steadily exporting its brand of communism to different regions of the world. For decades, the Cold War was defined by proxy wars and a nuclear face-off with the West, a situation that was only eased after the collapse of the Soviet-led Empire in 1991.

On the non-communist side of the Iron Curtain, characterised at some level by the spread of American-branded popular culture, Hollywood and the American media came to symbolise what large swathes of the planet watched and copied. Trailing the likes of Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, American movies, situation comedies (sitcoms) and soap operas (originally named after the detergent manufacturers who sponsored the shows) became the standard fare on television stations and at movie theatres across the globe. Unsurprisingly, since much of the production equipment at that time was bulky and expensive, the big studios and governments dominated the information space. Apart from the rich who could afford 8-mm projectors and accessories, most people simply got by with their photo albums, strategically placed in sitting-rooms for the benefit of visitors.

Before too long, the IT and telecommunications industries had produced a bewildering array of new, media-altering technologies and products. Ironically, many of the goals of the old communist and liberal states also appeared to be converging. For instance, several Western countries have installed hundreds of thousands of closed-circuit television (CCTV) cameras across their major cities in order to combat crime and terrorism, creating the same Big Brother effect earlier predicted. Meanwhile, former communist states have become avid consumers of Hollywood DVDs and Japanese consumer electronic products. With regard to the subject of media manipulation for propaganda purposes, this is a game that is as old as history itself – every side plays it.

Until microchip technology and miniatuarisation enabled the mass production of hand-held video cameras, the public space was largely dominated by film actors, politicians, the wealthy, and loud-mouths with tenuous claims to fame. Not only did they monopolise the airwaves but it was virtually impossible to escape seeing their faces on magazine covers and on television. During that period, the television studios came up with a programme called Candid Camera, which was based on the idea of filming ordinary people in embarrassing and/or laughter-inducing situations, presumably without their knowledge. Personally, I saw through this gimmick very quickly. Apart from the difficulty of spontaneously setting up such large recording equipment, the show came across as highly contrived. The middle and lower classes went along with this charade while happily participating in Game and Quiz Shows. This craze and presumed hunger for fleeting public acclamation was famously captured by the late American painter and publisher, Andy Warhol, who wrote that: “In the future everyone will be world-famous for fifteen minutes.”

Just before the dawn of the new millennium, a seminal movie titled The Truman Show, starring Jim Carrey, was released. The film brilliantly captured the paranoia instigated by a sinister entertainment company. The protagonist in the movie named Truman Burbank did not realise, until adulthood, that everything about his life was unfolding on a giant film studio rigged up for that purpose. Right from birth, every situation had been stage-managed. Everyone, including his purported wife, was a studio actor playing a scripted part in a soap opera. Every minute of his existence, including his home life, was being filmed and transmitted to millions of homes by 5,000 hidden cameras. When he finally discovered what was going on, his desperate and over-the-top attempts to escape from the set led to much hilarity, and discomfort for the studio chiefs and baying TV subscribers. Think about it for a moment: who do you imagine is the real brain behind the global media industry and who, using smoke and mirrors, controls it?

Since the release of The Truman Show in 1998, countless numbers of reality TV shows muscled in on the concept, and there are several more in the pipeline.  But in a case of fantasy imitating reality, the availability of affordable digital video cameras and PC editing software means that just about anyone can now produce their own “home movies” in colour. In addition, mobile phones now come equipped not only with digital cameras but video recorders with increasingly larger memory. The resulting impact of these developments on societies, and how emerging technologies are upending long-established societal orders, is well-illustrated by what happened to U.S. Senator George Allen during the last American mid-term elections.

Senator George Allen is a former Governor of the State of Virginia in the United States of America. Prior to winning a Senate seat in 2000, he had also been a Congressman. Scion of a famous father, George Allen attended all the right schools and was extremely well-connected within the right wing of the Republican Party. Expected to easily win re-election, Senator Allen was in fact contemplating a run for the White House in 2008.

In the event, during a campaign stop at a small Virginian community last August, Senator Allen revealed a nasty but well-concealed side of his character. Apparently, a tactic now employed by some American political strategists involves sending supporters armed with video cameras to their opponents’ campaign meetings. For an inexplicable reason, a supposedly media-savvy Senator Allen suddenly turned on a “tracker” named S. Sidarth, from the Democratic side, letting loose finger-pointing expletives containing the now famous word: macaca. Before you could say ‘yo macaca!’, the footage had found its way onto television screens in the U.S.  However, the real damage was done when the clip ended up on a new Internet website called YouTube. YouTube, an interactive website that allows users to upload video clips, was launched by three young Americans less than two years ago.  In case you missed the announcement, although YouTube was yet to make any profit, the website was recently purchased by Google, a phenomenally successful Internet search-engine company, for US$1.65 billion. Once on YouTube, millions of people across the world were able to watch a U.S. Senator condescendingly referring to another American citizen, who happens to be of Indian origin, as macaca.

If you have to search a dictionary for the meaning of macaca [pronounced ma- (as in mama) ka-ka], I suggest that you should not bother.  None of the dictionaries I looked up contained the word. It is a racial slur popularly used in Francophone African countries, meaning, “monkey”. Questioned about this later, Senator Allen claimed he did not know the meaning of the word and that he made it up.  Journalists later made the connection that the senator’s mother had lived in North Africa and may have introduced the word to her son. However, the senator maintained his denial, even when former schoolmates came forward to say that the senator occasionally used racial epithets while in college. From that point on, Senator Allen’s campaign seemed to unravel. It was later discovered that his mother was Jewish, a fact that was not made public and which did not quite fit the image of a cowboy-boot wearing, southern champion of conservative values. Incidentally, he lost the election. Whether or not George Allen succeeds in making a political comeback (not unlikely), it is almost certain that U.S. political campaigns will never be the same again.

More recently, an American comedian, Michael Richards, who played the role of Kramer in the highly successful ‘90s sitcom, Seinfeld, was caught on a camera phone verbally assaulting two hecklers while performing a stand-up routine. Soon afterwards, there was Kramer on YouTube, screaming racial abuse for the entire world to see and hear. Since denial was out of the question, Mr. Richards was soon making the rounds of television studios to offer his apology. The entertainment value of celebrities misbehaving or putting their feet in their mouths has become a source of priceless materials for media practitioners. Perhaps this partly explains why Google splashed out such an outrageous sum for YouTube. With the benefit of hindsight, YouTube seems a whole world away from clunky old Candid Camera. As things stand, politicians and public figures must be extremely wary of speaking out of turn, even in private. For the rest of us, the sheer possibility of someone blackmailing us with incriminating video evidence is more real than ever. With the promise of a US$100 or US$150 computer, smarter mobile phones and broadband access, it shouldn’t be long before the masses in Nigeria, and other developing countries, have regular access to the Internet and websites like YouTube.

Soon, who’s to say that people will not start wearing clothing, buttons for example, containing hidden cameras? Or, might the human eye someday become the ultimate camera lens connected to a wearable storage device for playback? Instead of the average 15-minute allotment predicted by Andy Warhol, just about anyone can now post video clips of themselves on the Internet, singing, dancing or simply goofing around for friends and millions of strangers to ogle.

After x-raying recent trends, I have an idea for a business plan which I do not mind sharing with you, as long as there is a small percentage in it for me. Here goes. With the approval of the management of a well-run zoo, you will need to first install television sets within the pens occupied by primates like gorillas, orangutans and monkeys, making sure the TV sets are well-protected within reinforced enclosures. Next, try to re-brand popular reality shows like Survivor, Lost and, of course, Big Brother as The Macaca Show or Revenge of the Macacas, to be shown to these animals intermittently. The basic idea is to then focus video cameras on the animals to record their live reactions while watching the shows, and then transmit via satellite feed to TV stations worldwide. To maximise your financial returns, I suggest you sign up franchise and syndication rights well before going into production.

Seriously, it seems to me that no idea is too perverse or stupid to be aired these days, as long as it makes money. Certainly, broadcasting a TV programme showing animals watching human beings within confined boundaries deserves an industry award for originality. Believe it or not, a very shallow and hedonistic Hollywood actress was recently paid a million dollars for allowing cameras to record the Caesarean section being performed on her during her daughter’s delivery. As the environment becomes ever more depraved and shockproof, just how low can we sink and where will it all end?

Like Senator George Allen, we all have a dark side, which we sometimes struggle to control in public. Tracing our steps back to the encounter with that original mirror, how can we possibly live comfortably in an environment primed to record our every blunder? To those who choose to behave shamelessly in front of a camera, by cavorting like animals on so-called reality shows, this hardly dignifies the human spirit.  Unless checked, the more we give up our privacy and souls in the name of progress, the more that old foe will smirk and lick his chops. The challenge, as I see it, is what we can individually do to wipe that evil smile off his face.

December 10, 2006

TITAN

When precisely did the concept of Breaking News become a familiar feature of our everyday lives? Over time, the spread of cable and satellite networks, combined with the exponential growth of devices connected to the Internet, is gradually altering how we consume information. Furthermore, the proliferation of communication gadgets, symbolised by the mobile phone, means that breaking news can now be delivered to news alert subscribers on a 24-hour basis. Though unproven, I suspect that part of the neurosis afflicting people these days can be attributed to insidious psychological reaction to information overload, and the speed at which bad news, especially, travels around the world, literally in the twinkling of an eye.

Such was the case early this month when the news broke that some school children had been shot somewhere in the United States of America. As the minutes ticked by, the story quickly morphed into headline news as more details poured in. Since most non-Americans cannot comprehend America’s unique gun culture, a casual shrug would be the typical reaction to the report of yet another outrageous shooting at a U.S. fast-food outlet, post office or public school.

But this was different for the simple fact that the victims were aged between six and thirteen. Surreally, it was reported that the killer first separated the boys from the girls, freeing the young boys and a pregnant woman, before tying up the girls close to the blackboard. At such moments, to fend off sudden anxiety pangs, most parents would call upon a well-tried defensive mechanism to reassure themselves that “it couldn’t happen here”, here being your home country or, more specifically, your children’s school. People who somehow thought they’d seen or heard it all before instinctively brace themselves for whatever may be coming next. 

No, the incident did not occur at a public school but in a one-room primary school run by the Amish community in rural Pennsylvania, U.S.A. The killer was a 32-year old man, Charles Carl Roberts IV, who was not an Amish but a father of three who drove a milk-delivery truck for a living. In the wake of the notoriety that Charles Roberts IV will forever merit, poor Charles Roberts V, if ever there was one, has surely been passed what must be a distressing legacy. Apparently, Mr. Roberts planned the attack very meticulously although there were no indications from his rambling suicide notes that he held any particular grudge against the Amish. Authorities believed that he picked that particular school within the Lancaster County village simply because it was close to his house, was relatively undefended and in the knowledge that the school would have several targets of his rage – young girls.

Experts in psychiatry, no doubt, will have ample time to analyse what may have pushed Mr. Roberts over the edge. The news media carried details of some alleged traumatic experience he had some twenty years back. As reported, this man zeroed in on the captive girls and proceeded to shoot them in the head one by one, execution-style. The carnage could have been even worse had the police not arrived promptly, following a tip-off from one of the teachers. Whatever the cause of his madness, Charles Roberts somehow had enough presence of mind to commit suicide before the police made their way onto the crime scene.

If there was one group of people in the whole of the United States who would not expect such wanton brutality to be visited upon them, the Amish community would be at the top of the list. The Amish population, numbering around 200,000, and mostly of German, Swiss and Dutch ancestry represents a relatively small Christian denomination in the United States and parts of Canada. Ironically, the central doctrine of the Amish faith is separation from the influence of modern society, such that the most conservative amongst them eschew things like electricity, motor vehicles, telephones and other forms of technology. Suddenly brought to the attention of the world, the Amish are easily recognisable by their rural farmlands, horse-drawn carriages, long beards, unusual dress code such as clothes held together without buttons, and pious behaviour. Typically, Amish children stop school as soon as they complete the American eighth grade, believing that this provides adequate preparation for the future.

The seemingly random act perpetrated by Mr. Roberts temporarily shattered the idyllic existence of a small community that thrived on being left alone. To fill a terrible void and “unimaginable emptiness” in his life, this gunman chillingly went after the most vulnerable members of any society – children. With five girls pronounced dead and five still in hospital, the Amish obviously cannot wait for the world’s spotlight to turn away from them.  Before that happens, perhaps the most significant lesson from this shocking event is to examine how we might all react in the face of unexpected madness, death, and sorrow.

In the aftermath of this tragedy, Amish neighbours and friends have been visiting the homes of the slain girls to console the families. It was noted that the number of visitors was in the thousands due to the fact that the Amish generally shun modern telecommunications, including the use of e-mail. As is their way, they also reached out to the family of the gunman to offer comfort and forgiveness. Ahead of the girls’ funeral ceremonies, the dominant message emanating from the Amish community was the need for forgiveness. A grandfather of two of the murdered girls was quoted as telling some Amish boys not to think evil of the gunman. When this old man was pointedly asked whether he had forgiven Charles Roberts, he responded: “In my heart, yes, through God’s help.”

Without question, the act of forgiveness is as personal as it gets; it is also most certainly one of the hardest to verify. For instance, it doesn’t seem to me that it is possible to forgive another person by proxy; that is, I don’t imagine that one can offer forgiveness on someone else’s behalf. Pain is personal, therefore purging hate and resentment is by inference also a private affair. Like most habits, the act of forgiveness can be taught to children from their youth. Nevertheless, can any of us predict how we might react if what we treasure or love most in the world is viciously snatched away?

Perhaps more awesome than the public display of forgiveness by the Amish was the action attributed to one of the deceased. According to an eyewitness account by a survivor, late Marian Fisher, 13, invited the gunman to “Shoot me first.” Now, what could have made her say that? Was it possible she thought that by shooting her first, that this would give the police ample time to arrive and save the others? Or did she somehow hope that if she gave up her life, the gunman might spare the lives of the other girls? At the very least, what she did represented an amazing display of selflessness and courage from one so young.

As the tragedy in Pennsylvania unfolded, a totally unrelated, but also headline-grabbing event was taking place. By coincidence, the names of the winners of the 2006 Nobel Prizes were in the process of being announced, starting October 2, 2006. Possibly to build up public suspense, winners’ names are never announced at once but in clusters. Although the U.S. has always had a lopsided stranglehold on the awards, this year’s were particularly unusual because all the Laureates announced during the first week were Americans, sweeping the awards for Medicine, Physics and Chemistry. Those yet to be announced are for Economics, Literature and Peace.

The Nobel Prize is generally acknowledged as the ultimate blue ribbon and most prestigious secular honour in the entire world. It derives its name from a 19th century Swedish engineer, chemist and arms manufacturer named Alfred Bernhard Nobel.  Extremely wealthy, the genius of Alfred Nobel was to secure his legacy through the singular act of instituting these awards, instead of being vilified as the man who invented and introduced the world to the destructive power of dynamite. As it happened, Alfred Nobel had the unusual privilege of reading his obituary (prematurely as it turned out) in a French newspaper, captioned: “The merchant of death is dead. Dr. Alfred Nobel, who became rich by finding ways to kill more people faster than ever before, died yesterday.” This led him to establish the Nobel Prizes in his updated will, towards which he devoted over 90% of his net worth.

Starting in 1901 and up till November 2005, a total of 776 Nobel Prizes had been awarded; the total annual prize money rising from about US$150,000 in 1901 to US$8.4 million today. As stated in Dr. Nobel’s will, the Prize is awarded to individuals or organisations (usually the Peace Prize) “who have completed outstanding research, invented ground-breaking techniques or equipment or made an outstanding contribution to society” in the six fields mentioned earlier.  In case you are wondering why the number of awardees is not closer to 600, the simple reason is that Nobel Prizes, especially in the sciences, are sometimes shared amongst two or three winners.

Through the years, one man in particular has brilliantly illustrated why winning a Nobel Prize may be equivalent to the greatest of all human achievements. In the late 1990s, the respected American news magazine, Time, went through a process of identifying what it called the Person of the Century (normally, the magazine crowns a Person of the Year). After a scrupulous nomination and evaluation process covering just about every field of human endeavour – categories included Leaders & Revolutionaries, Scientists & Thinkers, Artists & Entertainers, Heroes & Icons, etcetera – the man acknowledged as the Person of the Century was Dr. Albert Einstein who, “merely by thinking about it, discovered that the universe was not as it seemed.”

Albert Einstein is variously described as the quintessential genius and the “embodiment of pure intellect.” In 1921, Dr. Einstein won the Nobel Prize for Physics, and subsequently, has been regarded as the first among equals in the fraternity of geniuses.  But, even among the field of other great men too numerous to mention – Churchill, Roosevelt, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jnr., Henry Ford, Neil Armstrong, et al – Einstein aced the lot to emerge as a titan of secular human achievement.

The sobering thought from the foregoing is that whatever it is you have managed to accomplish so far in life, you should remember that there are people who have achieved a great deal more. If Albert Einstein is representative of those I would like to label Nobel Giants, likewise the Amish girl, Marian Fisher, must be a worthy icon of Spiritual Giants. Unflinching and saint-like, Marian perhaps instinctively was emulating her spiritual hero and titan, Jesus Christ, who according to the Christian faith gave up His own life to redeem a sinful world. If you are wondering which of the two is superior – a Nobel Giant or a Spiritual Giant, whether it is possible to be both simultaneously, or whether in fact they are incompatible, I shall leave you to make up your own mind. Also, if you somehow think that you have a better shot at being a Spiritual Giant, I say think again. The notion of genuinely loving those who are conspicuously different from us or volunteering to die in place of others is almost an unnatural act. On a daily basis, think about how difficult we all find it to forgive others’ simple misdeeds, talk less of someone who deliberately destroys what we cherish most? Imagine what a different world it would be if primal, tit-for-tat, acts of revenge were not such a common and tasty, ready-to-serve, human staple.

For easier cognition, I have condensed these ideas into four simple quadrants, shown on the next page. Broadly, there are four possible states, with infinite variations in between:

Quadrant 1:Nobel Giant, Spiritual Giant
Quadrant 2:Nobel Pygmy, Spiritual Giant
Quadrant 3:Nobel Pygmy, Spiritual Pygmy
Quadrant 4:Nobel Giant, Spiritual Pygmy
Before you start trying to figure out which quadrant you inhabit, let’s face it, there certainly aren’t enough Nobel Prizes, Time Magazine Person of the Year or similar awards to go round the six billion of us. For those who love board games, I recommend that you pick up three mental darts and have a go, making sure you stand at least three mental metres away from the board. Whatever you do, don’t try to cheat. How do you spell shameful?
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Also note that aiming for the bull’s eye is a cop-out. The bull’s eye is neither here nor there, bringing to mind wimpy adjectives such as average, tepid and spiritless.

The really awful truth is that the vast majority of human beings are born average at best and may in fact regress over time. While truly obnoxious people have a compulsive psychological need to constantly flaunt their miniscule achievements, social status or material possessions, it is odd that certifiably great individuals often do the opposite by displaying the greatest humility. As it happens, most Spiritual Pygmies do not even know, neither would they accept, that they are Pygmies. Why? Because they interact mostly with other Pygmies, constantly on the lookout for those over whom they believe they have an edge, which is all the fuel they need to make it from one dreadful day to the next. Sadly, Pygmy types occupy a world of dense shrubs and low-life forms, including belly-crawlers, pretending that all is well.

One need not be a Dr. Einstein to know that immutable physical laws frown at cold-eyed transformation of a pygmy into a giant. However, being a Nobel Pygmy or Spiritual Pygmy does not have to be a permanent, lifelong handicap. The secret to scaling up is first to discover humility, seeing yourself as you really are. Theoretically, everyone can aim for much higher altitude that offers more illumination and change opportunities. The trick to altering a fixed, narrow or intolerant worldview is to metaphorically find the shoulder of a bona fide giant to stand on. There you go!

October 7, 2006

BABEL

It is not often that the leader of the world’s most populous and fastest growing large economy, China, visits the black world’s most populous nation, Nigeria. To drive home this point, just as one in five of the human race is a Chinese, every sixth African is presumed to be a Nigerian. Political and economic pundits predict that China is on course to emerge as a full-fledged superpower by the middle of this century, powerful enough to challenge the global supremacy of the United States of America. Of course, it must be stressed that China’s date with destiny is not solely based on its headcount, but the fact that the country’s resource-hungry and awe-inspiring economy has been growing at close to double-digit pace for over two decades. Therefore, for Nigeria to emerge as a genuine regional power and a force to be reckoned with, both in Africa and on the world stage, a pre-condition is a strong, dynamic and modern economy.

Last month during his state visit to Nigeria, President Hu Jintao of the People’s Republic of China was given the rare honour of addressing the nation’s joint legislative body at the National Assembly. During that evening’s television broadcast, my attention was drawn to the throng of federal lawmakers listening to President Hu’s speech. Colourfully decked out for the occasion, they generally wore a quizzical “all very well but what-is-in-it-for-us” look that utterly failed to mask their boredom. Granted that Mr. Hu spoke Chinese (more specifically, Mandarin), an unintelligible language in these parts, there was nevertheless a drawling, voice-over translation in the background. However, what really caught the eye was not President Hu’s smart Western suit and tie, but what I can only describe as the ugliest, full-throated yawn ever captured on camera this side of the equator.  Judging from the body language and sweaty demeanour of this camera-friendly House Member, inelegantly sandwiched between two other brave hearts, overt discomfort was written all over him.  No doubt, this was made even worse by the fact that he was compelled to listen to a total stranger speaking in an alien tongue.  Whoever said it was an easy job being a legislator?

Now tagged the “World’s Workshop”, just about every consumer product imaginable is now made and exported from China – shoes, toys, home appliances, sports equipment, just name it. Leveraging capital and a relatively low-wage labour force, there are few countries, if any, that can match China’s manufacturing cost structure. Chances are that if you look carefully at the packaging of a Made in China product lying around your house, you are liable to come across operating instructions along these lines: 
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Printed alongside may be this illustrative, less than crisp, English rendition:

 “The section cut off very handsome and yet very easy to cut in one hand.  Be careful not to place your finger under blade by your first holding of the handle for serious cutting will happen” or

“When connect to the LD player having system control terminall, may wield two-faced securing, do not connect any ting to the system control terminall of the LD player”

If you find these amusing, consider this faithful reproduction of a job application entry written by a Nigerian graduate (he was asked to describe his interest in that company):

“I, want to say sincerely that these company is an organised, among indigenous company who is really abreast in our country. What interested me mostly was that is a company that strive hard to exell and also to be their best. Not only that, the company gave her staff free hand to produce with efficiency in all her given task its uniqueness in all its organisation”

Clearly, the Nigerian education sector is facing a serious crisis. Says Hu? Well, although the country continues to turn out tens of thousands of university graduates, it is left to the society and employers to bear the brunt. The hard truth is that the teaching profession has been so badly traumatised, it is incongruous to expect teachers to pass on to our children what they themselves do not possess. To build an effective and functional workforce for the future, government, communities and parents must join hands to reverse this dreadful trend. On the other hand, Asian product manuals, in particular, are justifiably famed for being badly written. Needing to cut costs, these companies sometimes compose instruction manuals in their native language and then transcribe word for word into English, using a dictionary. Occasionally, the poor quality is not due to a lack of will, many entrepreneurs often face the real challenge of finding skilled linguists.

As the global economy evolves by becoming more integrated, it is clear that two languages – English and Mandarin Chinese – are set to dominate international commerce and trade, science and technology discourse, and electronic communication. Unlike Mandarin Chinese, which is spoken by over 70% of the Chinese population (other key variants are Wu Chinese and Cantonese) across a relatively contiguous territory, English is the official language of that other emerging heavyweight, India, and the current sole superpower, the U.S.

Today, over 1.5 billion people live in countries where English is the official language, spread across 50 odd countries. Recognised as the pre-eminent language in science and technology, diplomacy, international business, popular culture and so on, about 20% of the planet’s population speaks English with varying degrees of proficiency. It is also projected that the number of people who claim English as a secondary language will soon surpass the total number of native speakers. To demonstrate its global reach, Microsoft Word, the ubiquitous office productivity tool, has a dictionary containing different genres for countries as diverse as Australia, Belize, Canada, Caribbean, Honk Kong, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Jamaica, Malaysia, New Zealand, Philippines, Singapore, South Africa, Trinidad and Tobago, U.K., U.S., and Zimbabwe. Just as Microsoft’s operating system locked in millions of users early, the spread of English owes a lot to England’s past colonial exploits, as well as the rise of the United States as an economic power. Today, because the U.S. accounts for about a quarter of global GDP, the bulk of electronic communication including radio, cable, and mail traffic is in English. However, with the rapid spread of Internet traffic and wireless communication, and as their economies continue to boom, the centre of gravity is beginning to shift towards Asian countries, especially China.

While Spanish is not faring too badly, spoken mainly in Spain and much of Latin America by about 350 million people, another old colonial power is doing less well.  France (despite its self-consciousness and doggedness in preserving its culture) is finding it difficult to embrace globalisation or to accept the erosion of its international influence; all told, native French speakers in fact number fewer than 100 million.  Globally, experts estimate that there are still over 5,000 different languages in existence, many oral but unwritten, with about 200 of these having one million or more indigenous speakers. Anthropologists fear that close to half of the world’s languages may soon become extinct because children in many communities are no longer learning their mother tongue. What is emerging is a form of linguistic and cultural hegemony – a creeping hazard that is driven mainly by powerful media companies and unbridled capitalism, enveloping even former Communist or closed societies. Evidently, the economic, social and demographic changes that the world is witnessing is accelerating rather than slowing down, almost like a tidal wave, as markets become more interconnected. The implication is that, to compete effectively in world markets, language skills – both spoken and written – are bound to become more important and may become indispensable tools for achieving competitive advantage.

Even as we explore and exploit global trends, Nigerian parents and schools must continue to encourage the teaching of indigenous languages. We must take great pride in our heritage, and desist from jettisoning our customs wholesale at the altar of foreign norms. Government has a big role to play by promoting social and educational policies that simultaneously strive to preserve our culture while focusing on strategic, economic-themed goals. One of these should be the teaching of Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language in selected schools, starting now.  Many Asian countries are beginning to flock towards Mandarin and, even in the U.S., it is estimated that over 30,000 students enrolled in Chinese classes back in 2002. I seriously believe that Mandarin should be given as much prominence as, say, the French language because, accept it or not, the whole world will soon be angling to enter the Chinese market, comprising hundreds of millions of upwardly-mobile consumers.

For languages, much like in nature, it is a case of survival of the fittest. Although speech is transmitted in analogue mode, digital electronics continues to enhance our ability to modulate and process speech or sound from analogue to digital and back to analogue mode. Using the globe-girding Internet platform for data simulation and multimedia transmission, information exchange now occurs literally at the speed of light. Hence, while English and Chinese Mandarin may shortly emerge as de facto world languages and others like French and German may become more balkanised, the real winner and language superpower may turn out to be computer and communications protocols, which are internationally agreed-upon formats for transmitting data between various electronic devices. A popular example is what is technically referred to as IP (or Internet Protocol) which is a standard method of digital transmission over the Internet.

With greater computer processing power and further miniaturisation, yet-to-be-perfected middleware technologies and speech engines may soon be available over communication networks to facilitate real-time, on-line voice and data translation. Shall we therefore look forward to the day when we can do away with expensive human interpreters and towards near- instantaneous communication and comprehension between people speaking in different tongues? As this far-fetched prospect draws nearer, we shall be close to achieving the modern-day version of the Tower of Babel or Babel redux. In virtuous hands, technology has the power to improve the overall quality of human life. In the wrong hands, it could represent a sinister force for evil. Metaphorically, progress is and always will be a double-edged sword.

As boring as all this may seem, I wouldn’t yawn if I were you. But, if you must, at least try to cover your mouth. Beyond obvious health reasons, the mouth must be treated with due respect at all times because housed inside it is that most formidable of all God’s handiwork.  Remember always that no other instrument known to man is as soundly connected and none that cuts as seriously or viciously as an unrestrained human tongue. Imagine, therefore, a digitalized and fully-networked planet where language barriers become artificial and consigned to the past. All in all, let’s be careful what we wish for. 
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