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ABSTRACT 
 
Understanding culture as a concept is a difficult task for many. This paper, therefore, is an 
expository essay with the aim to simplify, explain and give detailed clarifications on the concepts 
of culture, cultural conflict and intercultural communication. This is done to aid 
students/teachers/scholars/professionals interrelationships across interdisciplinary studies on 
arts and culture.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Humanity is characterised with peculiarity in different aspects such as language, race, 
geographical location, and (more importantly) culture. But as the world interacts and 
communicates, becoming a global village with the coming together of different cultures, there is 
the need to re-evaluate the stance of culture within the ambience of cultural conflicts and 
intercultural communications. It is therefore the aim of this essay to unravel the mystery behind 
the concept of culture especially as impacted by globalisation as reflected in issues and 
discourses related to cultural conflict and intercultural communication. This aim is herewith 
manifested in specific objectives as guided in asking these salient questions. What is culture? 
How can the difficulty in conceptualising culture be simplified? What are the different 
aspects/elements of culture? What is cultural conflict? How can one understand intercultural 
communication and the politics arising from this? In this regard, an attempt is made here to 
logically examine, simplify and explain with clarity the various angles to understanding the 
concept of culture as well as other issues as relating to this especially as it relates to Africa, 
drawing evidences and critical analysis from Nigeria which is used as study case here.  
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Furthermore, detailed information is provided in helping to comprehend the global issues and 
discourses that have arisen from the coming together and interaction of cultures as evident in 
cultural conflicts and intercommunications with regard to the role of culture to national and 
global development. To achieve all these, our first point of call in this regard, is to provide a solid 
foundation in the understanding of the concept of culture from a simplified perspective. 
 
1.1 Understanding Culture from a Simplified Perspective 
The first thing that comes to my mind in defining the concept of culture is that how would one 
describe what culture is to the understanding of an ordinary or average intelligent person. 
Bearing in mind that culture is a notoriously difficult term to define, a view also supported by 
some other scholars, who observe that, culture is said to be difficult in definition1, the attempt 
at simplifying this for better understanding, therefore, becomes a great challenge which if 
surmounted would be of great help in demystifying the mystery and much difficulty associated 
with understanding the concept of culture as encountered by many. The significance of this 
chapter, therefore, is that, this thought – that culture is difficult to conceptualise–would guide 
us in our attempt to define culture. The idea here is to conceptualise the term culture in such a 
simple way that it would be easily understood by all. Once the concept of culture is better 
understood, this will definitely facilitate having a robust interaction with regards to issues, 
debates and global discourse arising from this. So, with this being said, what is culture? 
 
Culture in a simple term is anything and everything that defines the peculiarities of the way of 
life of a people. In other words, culture is those aspects of human lives that reflect and reveal 
the way of life of a group of people. In this regard, when we talk about culture, we are looking at 
the representations that showcase the way such group of people live their lives as manifested 
in their behavioural patterns, traditions, language, religion, government system and law, arts, 
professions, marriage, dressing pattern, ideologies, beliefs, and such more. Consequently, 
asking such questions as the following would guide any group of people into knowing and 
understanding the concept of culture. Who are we? What gives us identity as different from 
others? What are our ideologies, beliefs and behavioural patterns as a group of people? And 
generally, what is our way of life? Such questions as theses no doubt provides a solid foundation 
into having a good grasp of what culture is as a concept as well as issues and debates related 
to general discourse on culture. 
 
A look at other scholars’ definitions of culture becomes of essence here as this will help to equip 
the readers with other perspectives to the definition of culture for robust discourse and 
intellectual analysis purposes. There are many scholars over the years who have attempted to 
conceptualise the term culture. In fact, there have been at least a hundred and sixty-four (164) 
scholarly definitions on culture between 1920 and 1950 alone as captured in a critical review 
on the concept and definitions of culture by Kroeber and Kluckhohn.2   But since the aim here 
is to demystify and simplify the concept of culture for easy understanding and not to compound 
its complexity in definition, deliberate efforts will be made here to focus on scholars whose 
definitions could help in this regard. One of such scholars, Antonio Lebron, while using the 
telescopic viewpoint of anthropologists and sociologists, provides us with such information as 
culture referring to a society’s way of life which is deeply rooted in the set of values and beliefs, 
or a cluster of learned behaviour.  
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He further explains that there are three things involved here: (i) that this behaviour is a shared 
one; (ii) it is also common to the group of people in such society; and (iii) most importantly, it 
also gives them a sense of belongingness and identity.3Lebron’s approach to defining culture 
comes from the angle of behavioural science. In this regard, the behavioural pattern of a group 
of people determines the peculiarity, identity and uniqueness of their culture. This simple 
definition of his corroborates my earlier definition of culture as anything and everything that 
defines the peculiarities of the way of life of a people as one of such things is revealed in the 
behavioural pattern of a group of people. 
 
Other scholars in review here are quite in agreement with him only that they tend to make an 
attempt to define culture from a holistic point of view.  One thing that is common to the 
definitions of these scholars as reviewed here is that culture is conceptualised from a broader 
perspective as it is defined as an all-encompassing phenomenon consisting of the different 
aspects of the human lives as particularly common to a group of people. These aspects of 
culture are expressed in the values, traditions, norms, religions, system of government, arts and 
symbolic representations, language, etc. of a group of people. Their contributions to the 
understanding of the concept of culture cannot be overemphasized as it helps to view and 
understand culture from the different aspects of the human lives.4 These aspects and paying 
attention to the peculiarities of each of them with regards to their uniqueness in giving an 
identity to a group of people is what culture is all about. 
 
1.2 Aspects/Elements of Culture 
These aspects of culture (which can also be referred to as elements of culture) are what define 
culture. They are the canons, parameters and characteristics by which the essence of culture is 
captured, defined and described. They are what we can describe as the pointers to the culture 
of a group of people. They are the evidences by which culture is made known. Consequently, to 
talk about culture is to examine in detailed how these aspects are manifested in the way of life 
of a group of people. For the purpose of easy identification and understanding, some of these 
aspects of culture or elements of culture are herewith highlighted. 
 

 Norms and Values 
 Beliefs and Customs 
 Religion and Traditions 
 Marriage and Family 
 Modes of Dressing 
 Food and Consumables 
 Symbols 
 System of Government and Law 
 Language 
 Rituals 
 Trade and Economy 
 Artefacts 
 Arts and Literature 
 Festivals and Ceremonies 
 Games and Leisure 
 Science and Technology 
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1.3 Cultures Compared 
Again, what is culture? A comparison of the ways of lives of people across groups, countries and 
continents around the world makes this known. In China for example, it is their culture that 
marriages are allowed between close relatives and families, therefore, you can find often times 
close cousins and immediate relatives marrying one another. This is their culture. But, at other 
places in the world such as Africa especially in Nigeria, as a way of life and their custom, it is 
forbidden for close relatives to marry. Marriages of such are regarded as taboos. Again, still 
using marriage as an aspect of the culture and way of life of people, in India, they have the 
culture of the bride’s family saddled with the responsibility of paying the bride price to the family 
of the groom. Whereas in Nigeria, the exact opposite is the case for here in Nigeria, it is our 
cultural practice that the groom’s family is the one saddled with the responsibility of paying the 
bride price.  
 
Another, simple example in this regard to help us understand the concept of culture as anything 
and everything that defines the way of life of a group of people is that in the Western world 
especially in America, marriages of same sex are allowed and their government system and law 
fully supports this. Such is allowed, it is part of the aspects of their way of life, and it is one of 
the things that define this group of people, as it is their culture–an aspect of it. But in another 
part of the world–Africa, same sex marriage is not welcome, in fact, it is frowned at, as the 
African culture (Nigeria especially) does not create room for accommodating such customs and 
traditions, and definitely the system of government and law does not support this. 
 
In this regard, you can talk about the Indian culture, the Yoruba culture, the American culture 
and other cultures of the world. In comparison, we can say that the three cultures used as 
examples here are different based on the manifestation of the different aspects of their 
peculiarities. In Yoruba culture (one of the major tribes in Nigeria, Africa) for instance, a male 
child is expected to prostrate to greet his parents and elders in the society as a sign of showing 
respect; the female child is expected to knee in this regard. A look at such greetings in the 
Western world reveals a very different culture where the child either male or female is expected 
to just say ‘Hi’ in this regard without any form of prostration or kneeling down. Whereas such 
greeting in the Indian culture is expressed with the word ‘Namaste’ - putting the two palms 
pressed together, and or touching of the feet of the parents or the older person involved.5 These 
differences expressed in the cultures compared using the aspect of salutation/greetings simply 
showcases the uniqueness and peculiarity of each of the cultures. 
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2. UNDERSTANDING THE CONCEPT OF CULTURE THROUGH DRAMA 
 
Dramatists all over the world (African dramatists inclusive) have over the years used the tool of 
drama to capture and reveal the essence of the concept of culture. Drama in this regard, has 
been used to facilitate the direct and creative representations, and easy understanding of what 
culture is to a particular group of people. William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, etc. reveal 
the English/Western culture through their dramatic representations; Moliere, Pierre Corneille, 
and others revealing the French culture; and Wole Soyinka, Femi Osofisan, and others revealing 
the Yoruba (African) culture; and many more dramatists that cannot all be mentioned here 
whose dramatic works and representations have projected the culture of specific groups of 
people around the world. Conscious efforts are made by these dramatists not only to define 
culture through representations, but to also document this for posterity, to represent culture in 
dramatic picturisation, and ultimately, to preserve culture in all of these. Submissively, it could 
be sad that culture is revealed in drama just as drama is revealed in culture. 
 
2.1 The Beauty of Culture 
Culture is a thing of beauty. This is so because it gives individual socio-geographical group their 
identity as well as showcasing their uniqueness. Humanity is one, but created differently; and 
this difference is what is reflected in the individual group’s culture giving them identity. With 
different cultures comes aesthetics giving the world a sense of beauty. 
 
2.2 Culture and its Importance in Human Societies 
Wherever there is human activity, there you have culture, for culture is an integral part of human 
existence. Culture is the fabric of the human existence giving each group of people its own 
identity. Culture in this regard, is of great importance to human knowledge and development as 
it is the aspect of human existence which helps to distinguish one socially bound group of people 
from another, as distinctive societies and social groups in the world at large. Consequently, of 
these social groups and societies, culture is said to reveal their shared symbols, norms and 
values.6All of these can only point to one fact, the importance of culture to the human societies.  
 
Beyond this purpose of giving a particular society, or a group of people, an identity, culture is 
also of importance in human societies in the areas of communication and preservation of the 
ways of life of such people. Culture in this regard, is an avenue of communication whereby the 
ways of life of a particular people can be revealed, shown and communicated to other people 
and societies of the world. With such communications, there can be interactions and 
understanding between the different cultures of the world. Likewise, culture in its importance 
also serves as the medium by which a people’s worldview is preserved from one generation to 
another with a view to keeping intact the unique aspects of the way of life such people or society 
without which their identity will be lost. 
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3. CULTURAL CONFLICT 
 
Just as there are many groups of people living across the world, so also are there many cultures. 
In this regard, we can categorise cultures of the world according to continents such as having 
African culture, European culture, American culture, Caribbean culture, Australian culture, etc. 
This can further be broken down to those of nations in a particular continent such as Africa 
where we have Nigerian culture, Ghanaian culture, Egyptian culture, South African culture, and 
so forth. More so, like the case of Nigeria which is a heterogeneous multi-ethnic nation, culture 
can further be classified along the line of tribes and ethnics such as having the Yoruba culture, 
the Igbo culture, the Hausa culture, plus those of the other minority groups in the country.   
 
With this being said, as people interact across boundaries and borders based on such factors 
as trade, migration, urbanisation, and globalisation, consequently, the issues of clash of culture 
started arising leading to the idea of cultural conflict. This then forms the matter arising for 
intellectual discourse and debates as efforts are made to conceptualise this. In other to simply 
this concept for easy understanding, we can then define cultural conflict as contending issues 
and struggles arising from the coming together of one culture with another or those of two or 
more cultures as a result of conflicting views in their beliefs and ways of life. In other words, 
cultural conflict can be defined as a serious disagreement or dispute arising from the coming 
together of two or more cultures. The seriousness of such disagreement is fuelled by the 
differences in the views, beliefs and the ways of life of such groups of people involved. The point 
being made here is strongly projected and emphasized in the fact that for an issue of cultural 
conflict to arise there must be a direct interaction between two or more different cultures.7  
 
3.1 Example of Cultural Conflict 
Providing an example of cultural conflict can also make the concept to be better understood. A 
good example to be presented here is the scenario painted in Wole Soyinka’s The Lion and the 
Jewel. In this dramatic piece, Lakunle – the village teacher, who is schooled in and has accepted 
and adopted the ideologies the Western culture – is in love with Sidi, but he is not ready to pay 
her pride price based on the ideology and beliefs of the Western culture. Sidi, on the other hand, 
though very much in love with Lakunle, is insisting that her pride price must be paid. Sidi 
represents the African culture (the Yoruba culture of Nigeria specifically represented) which 
strongly believes that payment of the bride price is compulsorily part of the customs and 
traditions of the people. This serious disagreement arising based on the differences of the 
ideologies, beliefs and the ways of life of the two cultures represented provides us with an 
example of what cultural conflict is. It is important to note that, though, Sidi is in love with 
Lakunle as evident in the dramatic representation, she ends up not marrying him due to the 
matter arising from the issue of cultural conflict between the two as evident in the payment or 
non-payment of the pride price.   
 
3.2 African Creative Writers and the Portrayal of Culture & Cultural Conflict 
African writers - dramatist, novelists, poets and essayists, have focused most of their works on 
the portrayal of the themes of culture and cultural conflict. Most notable among these are the 
works of Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Zulu Sofola, Cyprian Ekwesi, Ola Rotimi, Femi Osofisan, 
Ahmed Yerima, just to mention a few. Take Wole Soyinka for example, this theme of culture and 
cultural conflict looms large over his oeuvre (drama, prose and poetry). This is evident in such 
works as The Lion and the Jewel, Childe Internationale, and Death and the King’s Horseman.  
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In these works of his, Soyinka presents a very strong case in support of the African culture – the 
Yoruba culture, as against the influences of the Western culture introduce to Africa through 
colonisation and globalisation.  
 
Chinua Achebe on the other hand uses the prose genre of literature which he is more popularly 
known for, to treat this same issue of culture and cultural conflict. The evidence of this perhaps 
is most emphatically shown in his masterpiece and world acclaimed novel Things Fall Apart. But 
contrary to Soyinka’s usage of the Yoruba culture of the Western part of Nigeria, Achebe portrays 
the beauty of the African culture and the seriousness of the clash of culture using the Igbo 
culture from the Eastern part of Nigeria. Whether in essay works as succinctly advocated by Joel 
Adedeji, Dapo Adelugba, Mathew Umuko, Lanre Bamidele, Ahmed Yerima and a host of others, 
or through creative writings as of the examples used here, African writers have always been 
preoccupied with documenting, portraying, representing and presenting the African culture and 
worldview to the world at large as well as cultural conflicts and challenges experienced in this 
regard. 
 
4. THE POLITICS OF INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 
 
With the world becoming a global village (through globalisation) and cultures coming together 
interacting and clashing at the same time, the issues regarding the politics of intercultural 
communication cannot be overemphasized. Rather, there is the need for serious 
conscientisation on this. Reason being that, as individual culture which is unique in its own 
aspects, relates with other cultures as a result of globalisation, there are the possibilities of:  

(i) A clash of cultures 
(ii) The case of cultural superiority with one culture proving superiority over another 
(iii) Culture absorption with one culture being absorbed in another 
(iv) And ultimately, the gradual extinction of culture–the tragedy of a particular culture 

gradually going into extinction. 
 
All of these form the basis of agenda setting upon which the debates and discourses on 
intercultural communication is built. 
 
The first point of call for serious debate and discourse with regards to the politics of intercultural 
communication is found in the ambience of the idea of cultural conflict which has been 
discussed earlier within the body of this chapter. The point earlier made in this regard is that as 
different cultures interact in communication, an atmosphere is created for a clash between such 
cultures coming together in communication. In this regard, it could be said that, intercultural 
communication, though is a necessary avenue globalisation and development (nationally and 
internally), fuels the fire of a clash of culture between the different cultures of the world coming 
together in communication. 
 
Secondly, with the case of a clash of culture also comes the problem of the case of cultural 
superiority with one culture proving superiority over another. Intercultural communication in this 
regard has generated a lot of debates. Africa especially becomes the centre of discourse here. 
As the continent is affected and influenced by colonialism, neo-colonialism, democracy and the 
Western system of government, and globalisation generally, issues of the superiority of one 
culture over the other have arisen. One cannot but wonder is one culture superior to another? 
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This further leads us to a more serious issue that needs to be given serious attention as 
concerning the politics of intercultural communication which is the issue of the absorption of 
one culture by another. Without any doubts, globalisation and civilisation have brought 
development to different societies of the world especially with regards to the African continent. 
But a critical look at the influences of these has pointed the danger of one culture being 
absorbed in another if care is not taken. With globalisation for instance, some aspects of the 
African culture are already giving way to the adoption of the Western world culture initiated as a 
result of globalisation. Consequently, one culture is being absorbed in the other. 
 
Perhaps the greatest issue and debate to be seriously considered in the politics that underlines 
intercultural communication is the tragedy of a particular culture gradually going into extinction. 
Already colonialism has done some damage in this regard especially when we consider some 
aspect of culture such as language, law and system of government with particular reference to 
Africa. In this regard, majority of the African countries colonised, have adopted the language of 
their colonial master as their official language (lingua franca). This is an action that has to some 
extent set the indigenous language(s) of such countries on the path of going gradually into 
extinction. 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
The efforts made in this chapter centre on demystifying the concept of culture to facilitate easy 
understanding in the process of instructiveness and interactive intellectual engagement on this 
for both students, researchers and scholars across multi-disciplinary studies on culture. This is 
done with a view to placing culture within the ambience of recent issues, debates and discourses 
arising from such ideas as cultural conflict and intercultural communication. To this effect, the 
concept of culture is simplified as anything and everything that defines the way of life of a 
particular group of people. Furthermore, examples of culture from different countries and 
continents are provided to aid easy understanding of this as revealed in the different 
aspects/elements of culture herewith mentioned. Beyond this, and more interestingly, a robust 
discourse analysis on issues raised is illustrated with the different genres literature and literary 
appreciation. And in this regard, this chapter, based on the identified issues underlining the 
politics of intercultural communication as pointed out here, provides a platform for further 
research to be carried out for the purpose of culture sustainability and societal development. 
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