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A NATIVIST'S APPROACH TO OKEDIJI'S CULTURAL
RESTORATION IN SANGO

By
Hamzat, Saudat Adebisi Olayide

Introduction ; .
The issue of culture has always been an area of interest in

sociology (Fadipe, 1970), theology (Ejizu, 1973), economics (Goodman,
2001), literature (Isola, 1995, Ogunsina, 1995 and Ilésanmi 2004),
politics and anthropology (Lamnitz and Ember, 1995). In all, culture is
seen as the basis of man's life in any society. Ironically, this aspect of
African life in general, and Nigerian society in particular, is what colonial
master has successfully rubbished for his own economic gain. The result
of this is the hybridization process that subverts traditional cultural
values for foreign practices. a

The thrust of this paper is to  explore how Okédiji (1987) has
successfully reconstructed history and thereby reinvents those values
that the colonial masters have tried to destroy. The study achieves this by
using the nativist model of the postcolonial theory as propounded by
Williams and Laura (1994) in Adeyemi (2003) to probe the writer's style
and techniques in the task of cultural reorientation. The aesthetics of
Okédiji's historical drama, Sangd is examined to highlight how the author
reconstitutes or reinvents history, and reorientates the hybridized
Nigerian society to have a good understanding of the values inherent in
traditional culture vis-a-vis the role it played in the organization of the
Yoruba society in the pre-colonial period.

Literature Review

Geertz's (1973) definition of culture as adapted by Muhammed
and Adékanye (2003:92) says much about the important place of culture
in the life of a people. He defines culture as: A system of inherited
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men
communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge about and attitude
towards life. Culture determines so many things: our outlook about life,
our views about virtues and vices, how we see ourselves and how other

—
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people see US, and most importantly how we develop our knowledge
about life. Theref_orc. our life depends on culture. This explains the
reason why there 1s alwa.ys a psychic disruption in the life of a people
when any changg: occurs in their culture. This is because the ideology of
the people, that ls;.'any set of shared assumptions and beliefs seen as in
some sense governing how people think and act' (Milner, 1996:41 ) would
have begn altered. This, qccorcjing to Said (1973), in his study of Asia
society, is what happened in nations formerly under colonial rule.

Said's (1973) view on orientalism serves as the springboard for
the postcolonial theory. While probing the effect of colonialism on Asia,
he affirms that Europe successfully perpetuated “hegemony” over others
with the power and knowledge they possess about them, creating a
dichotomy between themselves as “masters” who occupy the centre of
the world and 'others' who are in the periphery. The West has always
spread the gospel of superiority over others with the civilization mission.
He argues that the colonialists used this ploy to rubbish the culture of
“others”, a “feat” they achieved through Western education and religious
teachings. To him, colonialism affects other nations' psyche to the extent
that we see ourselves the way colonialists portray us.

Scholars such as Ogundipe-Leslie (1977), Chinweizu (1978), Wa
Thiong'o (1981 and 1986), Ogunsina (1995), Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffin
(1995) and Adéyemi (2003) have held diverse opinions on the embracing
issue of colonialism. Most of these scholars view colonialism as a deadly
virus that has destroyed many traditional values, and has violently
disrupted indigenous African ways of life. The result of socio-cultural
changes among these nations is psychic disruption of those nations that
experienced colonialism. The result is a hybridized African society that
pays more attention to Western culture than to its indigenous culture
thereby loosing track of the rich values inherent in their culture. Such is
the experience of African society in general, and Nigerian society in
particular. Chinweizu (1978) and Wa Thiong'o (1973) opine that the West
embarked on the civilization mission to have control over the economic
and political lives of others. These scholars, therefore, emphasize the
need for a reorientation of the African psyche from their state of
hybridism.

- Asareaction to colonialism, scholars see the need to reassess our
culture to see the good values that could help humanity. This is what gave
rise to the postcolonial theory. Such reactions are in different garbs and
this has given rise to different models of postcolonial theory such as the
Metropolitan, Eclectic and Nativist models (Adéyami2003: 103-4). The
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Metropolitan model claims that “the native is historically mute, that they
lack the language to speak, and are therefore incapable of speaking back”
against the master. They therefore have to use English, the language of
the 'master’ to utter confrontational words against the “master”. To
Adéyemi (2003), this model is interested in promoting the inherited
language of the master as well as creating a national identity for the
literature of the periphery. It celebrates hybridism by encouraging
marriage of traditional and European cultural and artistic features to
reassert the periphery's pride of place. He adds that this model cannot
work for the local masses whose language is the indigenous one. To him,
the crusade of enlightenment about the struggle for cultural, intellectual,
political and economic identity is better done in indigenous language for
a better effect on the local masses, hence our choice of indigenous
language play-text in this study. »

We, therefore, adopt the Nativist model focusing on reinvention
and reconstitution of traditions that the ‘'master' had tried to destroy. This
model calls for a confrontation with the fact of history, an artistic
celebration of cultural and political nationalism, and the promotion of
traditional civilization as a way of subverting foreign cultural, textual and
epistemological dominance. The theory is used to challenge internal and
external oppression and it promotes the use of indigenous language in
literary production. The extent to which Okédiji has gone in answering

these calls will form our next line of discussion.

OKkédiji's Cultural Rediscovery In Singd
The society provides the subject matters, -characters, and

worldview of any literary work. It also provides its forms of language.
History, the product of changes that occur in a society as a result of
challenges they face has always formed the theme of literary production
among literary artists. A good example is the mytho-historical account
about the fourth Alaafin, Sangd, who ruled Oy6 Empire in the eighteenth
century.

Okédiji's play-text is not the first attempt at artistic representation
of the historical king-Sango. His counterparts, Ladipo (1968) in Oba
Koso and Osofisan (1998) in Many Colours Make The Thunder King
have also utilized this same legend in their plays. Osofisan treats the
central theme of Sangé's excessive ambition, by showing how Sango's
attempt to surpass all his predecessors by marrying powerful women like
Oya, Osun, and Oba who brought socio-economic growth to his kingdom
according to Abubakar (2006). Osdfisan focuses on how Oya gets rid of
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her husband's good adviser and Oy inaploy (o 148
| ) Nha

the co-\_vlfc rivalry. _l'hc lcn§iun between the ki Vt control over hip, in
which features prominently in Osofisan's play i.,-n.fl’ '«md I"." WO warlors
bid to gct.l'ld of !llS two Wal'lOl:(IS who are thirsly‘ F;»rm .I '"d.'.p”"? focus. In 4
10 Oya's ill advice and sets his warlords, Gbonka ,W(‘l"::,s“']l;ﬂ succumby
other. In the two plays, Gbanka, who emerges as lt}'}" h{ "M against each
asks the king to abdicate the throne for him, [ aging o < Timi and
hangs himself in frustration haven Jost E foruces thay Sango

; : everything i
with his thunder magic. 1yihing in the fire he causeq

This conclusion relies heavily on t i -
historical accounts, which was deter?nined l;%l:?;hgr rﬁgshon of oral
foreign print media during the period of colonialiZm Thiosm‘l,g?‘!“g
painted Sangd as a ruler whose inordinate ambition c.lestroyed S:;:r(}
therefore had‘t_o hang himselfin frustration (Johnson, 1927). .
Okedgi'g (1 987) effort in the play-text, Sangé is to reorientate his
pepple about this version of colonial masters' historical account in line
with the features pf the nativist model of the postcolonial theory, which
calls for arestoration of African history. Okédiji recaptures the existential
situation of his ethnic group, the Yoruba people, before it was punctuated
by the arrival of the white colonialists. He preoccupies himself with the
task of reinventing and reconstructing their oral history by recounting the
beliefs about their ancestors. He starts from the progenitor of the Yoruba
race, then he reminds us of the turbulent rule of Sangd's predecessors,
kings Ajuwon and Ajaka, under whose rule the powerful Oyo Empire had
started paying homage to Oléwu: >
Sangé: Oran-an-yan babami 16 teili yii do.. Ibi ti Ifé jiwe fin un 16 dé si...Léyin Oran-
an-yan ni Ajaka koké delé, ko t6 di pé Ajuwon joba. Egbéq lawon méjéeji j¢
fiin mi. Eyin Ajuwon I'Ajaka wé gori oyé léekeji... [fd niso biawon asagjumi o
ti se fin won. Emi ti mo je omoleyin fun won, mo fi ti gbogbo won sa.\\qlﬁos'{.
moé n foro lo If4 e ni mo n dé ijoba se, e ni mod n gun eyin yjoye r’nol?-“f\f}.\ awo
koyalé ara yin se bi e ko gbaruku ti mi nigba tee yo Ajaka loyé, tie 'I"E"tg.:":.ﬁ
gba yin ninti oko-art Oléwu ti Ajaka koo yinsi! Agbeje wéd gbayiniatan,
ki won pad ni pansa. (Pp.75).
settled where Ifé directed

Sang6: Oran-4n-yan my forefather founded this land...He Hled Sendedthe throrte.

him to. After Oran-én-yan, Ajaka held fort before AJlRY.‘lk"l was enthroned the
These two are my senior siblings. After ‘J“WQ"' Ji r::dcc:CSSOFS- As their
second time. Ifa usually directs the ‘.‘l.mlrs g Iltl'-"ly %u accuse me of taking
successor, I toe their steps, [ make enquiries fr(?l‘“_ \‘(0{1 dump oldwife for new
decisions alone, and you say | disregard the chiefs. dethrone Ajakd, when you
bride, you initially gave me your SUppow e ylo'ut Ajikd has put you in. After
said only I can save you from the yoke of Olé“”l'.f “‘{‘q é‘u. (My translation)

I have rescued you, you will bite the finger that feeds y
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By bringing the history of the Yoruba race to the fore, Okediji
corrects the colonial imprcssion that hl.‘a: race does not c;xnsl in the history
lifies every action he takes with

4. This is why Sango Jus er)
anytime he is challenged for his incessant quest for and

ango's response to the c!cvelgpmcn} of ’Y(.mlbé race shows
ral and political nationalism. Sangd is portrayed as a
d aspiration 18 t0 restore the lost glory of the Yoribé
dle to its lowest ebb during the reign of Ajaka and

of the worl
historical facts

use of power. S
his spirit of cultu
king whose¢ hope an
race which has dwin
?f}l:q\;.-o n.?.Tipétipé, tipatikauku ki egbon-on mi, Ajaka, fin forf balé fOléwu nijosi?

® Alaafinton kéruka fOlowu! ... Se b titori re lawon Oyomesi fiyo Ajaké 16ye,..

Atipd ko |'Ajaka ku si, oun ko ni won finiran irga mi |6ri ite A!ééﬁn? Mo joyé

tan, Oléwu rd pé kikeéré ti mo kéré, dun lé fi yan mi je. O n gbdpa ganngan si mi!

O pé mi lomodeé, 6 parokd si mi, 0 ni kémi naa waa warf fun oun.. Ko mo pé

kikéré tabéré kérékiise mimi adie....

Was Ajaka my brother not paying homage to U!

Alaafin ! paying Olowu homage! That is why the Oyomesi dethroned Ajaka ..

Did Ajaka not die in exile, is that not how you remembered somebody like me

for Alaafin's throne? After [ ascended the throne, Olowu felt he can oppress me

because of my young age. He sent me metaphoric message that I should be
paying him homage because of my youngage .. He does not know thatthe small
size ofa needle does notmakeita hen's meal .. (My translation)

Okédiji's historical reconstruction has encouraged a better
understanding of the challenges Sango faces as a king. History has
thought him to face the peculiar situation he finds himself in a special

way (pp-20, 26). Okédiji portrays Yoruba traditional belief that power
and authority are derived from the Supreme Being, spirit and ancestors.
To him, the king by virtue of his position ranks nextto the divinities, he is,
therefore, accorded the respect due to the divinities. This explains why
the use of religion, magic, history and myth cannot be separated from
plitics. They are several aspects of culture that aid the ruler to achieve
his goa}l. If Sango must regain his self-respect as a king and return the
Yorubé race to its past glory, he must exploitall possible means within his
. power, hence Sango justifies his use of magic.

.S bin o ba méa sdogun... bin 6 ba maa soogun, ldseedabd, s€ mo le fidi
ijoba Yoruba mulé d_an-m-dan-in? Mo se le kapa gbogbo aldamu t6 dobale, taa

meéyf{ tind n run, laarin otokuld, laarinijoye? ..

Olowu in the past by force?

¢ dOfnot.cngagc ceasclessly in charms, can [ establish Yoruba Empire on
st]rlqng. ooting: Or what is one's pride in a weak nation? How can [ overpower
aﬂl}nvns:?l«: foes among bourgeois and chiefs 2.(My translation).

e priests, diviners and medicine men are never distant from the

Yoruba political mainstream. It is the diviner, the symbol of 14 oracle
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o doubles as t!](.i medicine man an.d.adviscr that encourages and.aids
g inhis ambition to move his political headquarter from Oyo Ounko
00 okoro _by l'es§a1'011|11g mt’o the thund.cr magic that empowers him to
Jominate his subjects. Sango also manipulates Esu, the trickster god

the Oyokoro chiefs, and the result is their quest for the royal body

Q:aillst % . ’ :
arks, which Sango uses to his own advantage. He orders the marks to be
\der the chiefs useless in the impending war he

cut too deep in order to ret
.~ about to Wage against them, thus through this cunning method the

occupation of Oyokoro is made possible.
Okeédiji also restates the role of verbal and non-verbal arts as

another aspect of culture that reinstate the place and role of the individual
in the community. Througharts, the society acknowledges and aid rulers.
Arts play a great role in boosting leaders' ego. In this play-text under
examination, drum language arc used to communicate Sangd's superior

status:
Afeniti kogila kolu,

A feniEsu0se,

L6 lekol'Esu,

L6 l& kolu Sango,

A feniti Sangd 66 pa(pp 1 16).

Only those who are possessed
Only those who Esu will attack
Will dare challenge Esu
Will dare challenge Sango
(My translation)

Only those who Sang6 will des.troy.
The drum language authenticates Yoruba traditional belief in
Sang6 and Esu as benevolent and manevolent agents. Material culture

like Sangé's regalia of red alagri cloth and the bata drums which
accompany his dancing steps transform readers encounter with the King
from the physical to the metaphysical plane, the fear for these divinities
are thus transferred to the King.

LRI He - verbal art employed by Okediji's rara chant and Sango's
wives are the royal bards or the rara poets who perform the function of
boosting Sango's ego with encoded oriki (lineage praise chants) that

Beﬂects different messages.

sun:  Olufinran, okoo mi, kinnidn 0
gbo,gbo, agﬁntésoc’)lb,jogbodo
Asan an gun deyinju (pp 10)
EyeAfilaya bi okin
Erit bomo jeje.O moro tékeén s0 1640 ikun wiyewuye,
Abawon jama jebi (pp 12)
0jiund abara wawo wawo

Keé ti i bu ramtramu. Sang6 o da mi lorun nigba
to sigbonle, to san-an-gun,
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eru bomojeje. .

Ojaba jadgun, O_inz\gun,_lnlm (pp30)

Agbopogunn boma nam]l

Akata yeri yeri ekun okooke

Kinniun oke tin bu ramu ramu (pp 10)

My lord, Olufiran. The lion thatroars,

| adore Sango all thetime
The tall, huge, elegant and strong one

With frightening nature
A bird with striped breast like peacock

He who is strong up to the eyes

He fights without being at fault

He who frightensall
He who knows the mind of deceitful people

The fire-brand with restless features.

With features that frighten

As he oppresses with magic so does he

Oppress with his royal status.

He who care less at the approach of war.

The great Tiger, King of the hills.

Lion of the hill that roars noisily. (my translation)

Okédiji employs rdra chants as a verbal art to enhance Sang¢'s
towering structure, his magical prowess and domineering nature but the
oral artists do not only manipulate language to eulogize their clients
alone; they criticize their excesses by expressing opinions that are critical
of them in subtle but powerful language. Amuta (1989:56) in Abubakar
(2006) notes that the royal bards or griots are the societal chroniclers
entertainers and collective conscience, they can use their arts to uphold or
subvert feudal status-quo.

~ This liberty is what is described as poetic justice. Mapanje and
White (1983:129) explains that under this artistic freedom “sons may
criticise fathers, wives their husbands, workers their employers and
everybody the chief or officials, who rule them, so long as it is done
through poetry or songs”. Hence Sango's wives / artists capitalize on the
lfmrll}umty provided by the medium to express popular opinions and
sfr'ei l?']gys about Klr}g S_éngg’), and caution him any time he transgresses. A

ing example is his wives use of rara to chastise him for trivializing

tl(]ﬁ) ?otl;\er’hood of Elélug, his son:
: OT(f)t‘:j‘é)a",“aniY?‘}é--.’.. ' ni ba a ba ti mo baba omo, emi la tin fé moya ¢ s¢!
i pl<r| mi 0 nadniiyd; ouna ba ni ni in kuk joju 16ju eni. Baba Sangdla mo,
ruko iya Alaafin, Sang6 omo Oran-an-yan (p.12).

Oba: One
. w .
nccdht(")ohas falhe'r l_)ul no mother! He says once we know the father there 15 no
r mother's identity, My lord cares less about mother, it is what On¢ has
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I[n"h. ] -

that onc values. We only know Sangd's fayl
S lather, we don't know his mother's

pname, Sango, offspring of Oranyan -anslati

Oba reveals lhc. lllyslcryy lm(mfmlclllm(ll::gg.)s miotha
Jnnoyance and t_hq alluslon. Jolts Sangé to unravcl‘ tl'w()l'dtjrho()d oAt
mothcl‘hopd' This is what gives room for a journey intortlh : lc-bChmd s
i historical legend. The play is thus extended withoutL o
historical recollection. The search for the name of the latcm(m'o o A
rakes his two Sl_aves. Gambari and Tétu to Ibaruba igu%c'n m e
Gambari's for fgulure to get the late queen's name earr,ls hi ag]d Land;
marks. This punishment serves as the genesis of the royal bod mma ck o

As the reservoir of knowledge in the community )i,n termslls f

records of past events, history and images, oral artists keep dossiers c?n
every citizen. S?,ngé's wives display qualities of the courtpoets, griots or
bards (namely: mtqlli gence, astuteness, courage and truthfulnes’s).

Confrontation is not limited to artist's performance alone. In the
play-text, the Oyo-Ounko and Oyodkoro people express their
confrontational posture in speeches that show a deliberative use of
language. They reject Sangé's decision to displace them from their land

in strong terms. First it is Oyo-Ounkd masses that reject this

displacement in powerful language: -

Okinrin1l:  Awa ko ni tiwa o, kiko ni tako. A ko tilé-tilé, a ko jalejale, gbogboo wa
patapatalakoo!

ObinrinI: Tokunrin-tobinrin la ko. Gbogbo Ounkd 16 ko peld. A ti se le fild sile ké
maa loo gbdko ? 0do 6 gbodo san pada soke. Awi ko o ; tomotomo lako

peld (pp38)

Okinrinll:  We in particularreject, justlike ako
We all reject, wereject vehemently/in totality.

Everyone of us reject it. (my translation)
Obinrin[: All ofus, men and women reject.

All Ounko people reject.

How can we vacate the city to live in the village.

Ariver does not flow back to its source. .

We, including our children reject it. (my translation).

; The people liken Sangd's migration bid to reversal of fortune, and
since there is never a reversal in the course of the river flow, the people
reject the king's attempt to move them from urban to farm settlement. The
play on the word, “ko” sounds incantatory, it stresses rejection and at the
same time communicates their rage. Sango and the chiefs of Oyokoro
also adopt oratorical style while communicating. They employ riddles,
Wise sayings and incantatory chants from Ifa divinatory poetry, each
Party manipulate words to make their wish come true, as it is typical in
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illCﬂntalion: . ) koro. Ko le ni
i o oo s ki awa mda ko bo ni Oyokoro. KO ¢ ni wa ldra, nigba .
e E|)sncdl}f\ae Ilfla lcl)llgf'l se .. Awisenit'lfa, afoseni t'Orinmila. EDA16 bé je pg
Badlé: ééc ni, Kabiyési, sise sise ni tilakose. Scl‘ﬁ lfe} a]ﬁra 16 50 pé otooto [4 4jepa
aaleé: otooto lad jemumu. Emio l(')p yin ll:l si.nldll, notooyiningbalalejo, K4 sbw% y
iwa loto, kd le moye éré td 6je (Okedijf, 1987: 86). 0
Saned: The second alternative i§ for us to move down to Oyokord. It will not
=" inconvenience us, since It IS Ifd's commands that we are upholding, [fs

command must be heeded, Orinmila's command must be obeyed (My

translation). ge  aEtyath i
Baile:  Yes My lord, the command must be heeded just like ilakose snail, but it is [f3

itself that says groundnut is meant to be eaten separately, “Imumu” is meant to
be eaten separately. [ am too small to ask you to move, and I am not fit to host
you. Let's do our business separately, so that we can know our profit (My
translation). : .

In another instance, the Oyokord chiefs use proverb-laden

speeches to tell Sang6 that he is not welcomed on their land. The simile

and personification in the proverbs employed rejects Sangd's

displacement, and also reiterate their right on Oyokoro land.

Baile: Aiikérénidii nnkan eni. Elépo niepo o tiité oun, éérani 6 wo oun loju ! Biko
ba sek, a se leri fi tore ? (Okédiji, 1987 :87).

One is not too young to claim authority over what belongs to him. The palm oil
owner says it's not enough, insects declare interest in it, if there is no remnant

how do we dash out? (My translation).

Their choice of words is deliberative and this gives rise to an
oratorical style that distinguishes Okediji from other authors. As
expected of a play with a historical background, the author of the play-
text, Sangd; displays his competence in Yoruba oral traditions, myth,
history and orature. He shows that the organization of indigenous society
is based on preset rules and traditions, the chiefs and the citizenry can
challenge rulers' excesses as Basorun points out to the king in his speech:
Basorun: ka so 0ji abe nikdo. E e le da ilu se, kébiyesi. Omodé wi, agbaa wi: bokunrin ti

n wi lobinrin naa n so; e ni ko da nnkan kan! Oniwa o gbon, eleyin 0 da! Tawad

le fee méa joba ohiin 1€ 16ri ganan 0?

To call a spade a spade, you can not rule in isolation, your highness. You refuse
to listen to the opinion of both young and old, male and female. Who do Yo

wantto continue ruling? (My translation).
In traditional African communities, measures are put in place 1
ensure orderliness. Even though all cultural symbols and nuances are
- used in aid of rulers, indigenous culture provide stringent measures v

1 S
curb leaders' excesses. Such measures regulate actions and activities 0
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.:-ens to meet the collective aspirati
Py citizen : | Spirations of the co iti
Through such belief and social norms the people are broilngrlrxl:l ?;uc?&
control. A perfect equilibrum is thus maintained in hum e,
Okédiji's artistic celebration of African traditional so

an society.

: P g cio-cultura
ractices, €Specl lly those aspects of indigenous culture that the colonia}

asters have t}*i_ed to destroy like its belief system, its ideology about
power and politics 1s d_onp with the intention of correcting the negative
impression that colonialists sold to us about the autocratic power of
iraditional rulers. They all play a prominent role in seeing that the
political, social and economic life of the community and even the life of
the individual are regulated to meet communal dreams and aspirations.

Conclusion ‘

This work has shown how Okédiji successfully carries out the
crusade of cultural nationalism. As an author, he does not only
reconstruct history, he reconstitutes and reinvents those traditions that the
colonial masters have tried to destroy; i.e. history, belief system, and
oratures. Reading the play, one isaware of the playwright's insistence that
he is engaged in educating the hybridized Nigerian on the misconceived
idea about Sangd's legend as a king. Okediji's work is not merely a
celebration of traditional beliefs because he also challenges the
exploitative nature of oppressive leaders. It is our opinion that Okédiji
protests against a condition in which the society fails to see the values in
traditional socio-cultural practices especially in the areas of history,
religious belief and aesthetics. Itis our belief that the postcolonial society
can borrow from the wealth of oral tradition to enrich their social,
political and literary traditions. The theory used in the analysis of this
text-the nativist model of the postcolonial theory- is, therefore, suggested
for the analysis of indigenous literature to fully appreciate the traditional
aesthetic devices employed by writers, and also comprehend the African
cultural values that bring out the humane nature; as an attempt to correct
the current social practice of man's inhumanity to man.
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