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pance in (he Worldview of Yoruba-Speaking People of
Nigeria
AKINSIPE, Felix A, Ph.D.
Department of the Performing Arts,
University of Horin, Iorin, Nigeria,
Email: felisipe@unilorin.edu.ng

Abstract
Fvery human community has a reason for dancing, These reasons are usually
not in isolation of the happenings around them. You can therefore find in a
hat led to their choice of movements and the way they
execute them. Thesc are usually a product of the worldview such community.
This is why this paper looks at the worldviews - the factors responsible for
the choices, packaging and appreciation - of dances in the Yoruba
communities of South Western Nigeria. It employed analytical methods to
deduct the. reasons behind dancing and appreciation of dance .in the
communities. It was discovered their language (axioms), behaviour and
beliefs that the perception of the Yoruba people, to a very large extent,
dictate and control their dances. The paper concludes that custom and
raditional beliefs of the Yoruba people dictate significantly the methods and
practice of dance in their communities.
Keywords: Dance, Worldview, Yoruba peopl

pcoplcs’ dance W

¢, Yoruba dance

Introduction
While Gray (2011: 58) considers a worldview to be “a collection of

attitudes, values, stories and expectations about the world around us, which
"“furm our every thought and action”, worldview according 10 Oliver and
Gershman (1989: 87), is “the way we perceive, apprehend, and then actually
experience the world and the communicative structures used to express this
“*Pcfic:lcc". The worldview of an individual will (herefore encompiss F""
totality of the structures within and around such individual. Thus everything
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human action can be located }vilhill 1 particular worldview
understanding. This is the case with dance. -

All over the world the nature and conception of peOpIF _a!)out dang,
and what constitutes dance is not the same. T!le range of activities usualjy
referred to as dance cover what people do privately or publicly to simple
movement here and there to the 11195t complex movement one cap ever
imagine, to movement by a group of peqple, as _well as, movemgnts by ap
individual. It also covers what human beings, animals and sometimes pop,
living things do. What people do consciously or unconsciously sometime
can also constitute dance. The nature of activities that can be called dance i
so limitless. Dance has many forms and patterns that are subject to the
perception and acceptance of the different people involved. There are
numerous benchmarks needed to assess and analyze certain movements by
specific people or society before they can be approved or classified to be
dance.

One of the reasons why dance is largely difficult to classify is
probably because it “is not a substance that can be felt, lifted or weighed...”
(Nadel, 1978: 1). From this opinion, dance can therefore be regarded as an
intangible substance but for the fact that it is carried out through a bodily
medium which is physical, it can therefore also be tangible. Moreover, the
reasons fOI" which and the ways people dance all over the world differs from
tribe to tribe, society to society and country to country making what is

acceptable as dance i.n different societies and countries disparate to the other.
The nature and varieties of dances avail

fOr proper

» Styles and flow that makes it distinct from others,

yet all are seen as dances, C
. Con
defined from varjous anglo Sequently, dance have been looked at and

scholars involveq S depending on the background and focus of

choreographers 4, dance Z:thnoll)gy(-:ht()logms’ to critics, to dancers, 0
complexities and (he .. OBISIS. This g nature,
The fact that d the range of aclivities that can b QeRiley the' itless
' Al what constitute 4 dan € called dance are limitless:
also contributeg ¢, W

. SO :
these different Opinlme People may not be so to others

ons and unquenchable quest for
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appropriate definitions i:()r dance. This is because everyone pives a definition
from their own perspectives and the function dance pes forms (o them

Dance appreciation depends largely on the aesthetics and the
worldview of a people. What such people considered as beautiful or pleasing
and not contradictory to the accepted norms is therefore accepted 1o i,i;
dance. Aesthetics has been a subject of study among scholars and especially
philosophcrs with various opinions and postulations for a long time, From
classical theories of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus through the modern theories of
Fichte, Hegel, Kant, Burke to the contemporary theories of aesthetics by
Danto (1973), Musa (2001), Kofoworola (2004) and Ododo (2009) the
principle of aesthetics refers to the appreciation of the beauty of a
performance by people. What is appealing, amusing, attractive and colourful
in a performance by the people is the aesthetics of such performance,

This type of judgment is highly personal and peculiar to the observer
whose experience, tastc, emotion, physiological state, sense of reasoning,
cultural values and the general worldview will dictate the basis of his
judgment. With such parameters, the appreciation of beauty will no doubt
differ from an individual to another and society to societics. Therefore, the
ethnographic study of a dance places the aesthetic appreciation of the dance
on the totality of what Kofoworola (2004: 3)-describes as the physical
(tangible) and the non-physical (intangible) elements of the dance. Dance
ethnologists look beyond the movements that are seen to consider the
cultural essence of the movement, as well as, the space, the physical
paraphernalia and the aural accompaniment of the entire movements. This is
therefore adding the general worldview of the people to the understanding of

a peoples’ dance.

Concept of Dance in Yoruba Worldview
Just like most societies in the world, dance took it roots from the

traditional festivals of the Yoruba people. It is as old as the society, passed
down from generation to generation according 1o the perception or
worldview of the people which makes it conform to the submission of Nicole
h}.’ntc, Raiil Fornet-Betancourt, Josef Estermann and Diederik Aerts (2009: 1)
that;
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ubconscious : ,
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Dance is a collective pr Og:gzm feature at all fest1vgls and rlt;elllleczrr?n;gmez
A6 L0, 1:rérli:::d on to the theatre when 1;2:51?: | coxmnungitiesanis
This is what Wasﬂfe theatrical dance art In the Theatres (the forong.
develOPmenthOfofoﬂs of the Alarinjo Travlzlllngarea of Nigeria) wi,
credited to t'e‘ Yoruba speaking ; :
theatre practitioners o(t)“f ﬂtll;e Yoruba festival dances into their stage
incorporated - some : 117-118) records that; .
performances. Yerlm}fl ’ 522;03.96105 the Yoruba travelling the(ahfre pra;t(litlc;élsf:
Byt cla ’ de. Duro La po, a
ief Hubert Ogunde, e
- ghlfad established them.se.lves afi dlrlgrhn\:t(lj:tesl
qunn;(;ios actors, composers, musicians, ?‘n t as opening
llﬁpre;ad u;ed Yoruba dances in then.* plays Irs ically al
.TICC;)S’ and also as part of the presentations. But 1Sro i
guee i) ici Ir plays and cultural performances.
dialogue, music in their plays

; ' istinctive from
This situation made the dance in the theatr(a'perfoI:II.IEIIIC‘:EE1 Sd;S(iopte d by the
other forms of dances outside the theatrq. .Thls ’Eradltlon ext stage of the
‘Contemporary Yoruba Theatre Practitioners (the n ioneered by afe
practitioners who guilt on the achievements of the ]atter)EIl)) un Clark 2008).
Hubert Ogunde who spiced his operas with dances (See e likes of Duro
The trend wag sustained by other artistes in this genre. The

: of others
Ladipo, Kola Ogunmola, Ishola Ogunsola, Jimoh Aliu and a host
sustained the tradition,

Akinsipe and Bab
culture, Jike other culfyre
remained gy intri

uba
. ’ GGThe Y()l
arinde-Hall (2018: 118) posit that { dance has
$ in Nigeria, has a long history dl: dance 18 the
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NSIC part of (he culture”, Therefo e, to say tha
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of life and @ very vital tgol of harmonious living in Yoruba culture is
string derstatement. From birth to the grave, dance plays prominent roles

n un e ni i
pot i+ activities; in beginning, development and the shaping of the

: the
in all life. It is observed that;

peoples Yoruba Dancing is an important element to the I;

1ve of the
Yoruba Society. Trying to illustrate the importance of dance
in the Yoruba culture is almost like trying to illustrate the
importance of food in human existence. Dancing, drumming
and singing are important to every aspect of life. For
example, if you are a fisherman, there are special dances that
you would perform along with special drumming and songs
(https://sites.google.comysite/yorubadance7)

Thus dance permeates all aspects of the lives of Yoruba people.

Dance in Yoruba culture
Dance (ij6) in the Yortiba culture is the art of continuous shaking or

movement of the body to express joy and fitness. Dance is seen as an
outward appearance of the internal blissful condition of the dancer. Ladélé,
Mustapha, Aworindé, Oyérindé and Oladapo (2006: 249) posit that; “nigba ti
init ba din, ti ow0 si dilé ni a maa 1 lu ilu, ti a 6 méa korin ti a 6 si méaa j0."
[the drums are played, people sing and dance when they are happy and less
busy.] Dance is an expression of good health and fitness. A good dancer is
compared to a spinning cone-shaped object - 0koto. Hence, they say of a
dancer “6 11 j6 bi 0kotd”. That is, “he spins in dancing like the cone object”.
The spinning connotes the continuity of the movements for a certain but not
too short period. It could be a vigorous or mild movement but the body must
sway. Tsevende (2006: 1) agrees with this assertion when she says that “no
wonder the Yoruba people of West Africa believe that everyone can dance,
as their world view holds that if you cannot move your legs, just sway your
body a little”. Hence, they say: “a i diird ni’j6”, meaning being that as long as
Youare not just standing (still), you are dancing.

The study of any Yoruba dance is a study of the ethnography of the
People. Their dances are dictated and controlled by their customs, traditions,
10ms and religious beliefs. Dance is a major part in the ritual worships of
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 Yorabi people and, llu'.s','is inc?(lricuh‘lu Il'(l)‘lll ]':]?SL: ‘l'lll.m.ls.‘ l).nnuc i
sy ( communicating with (he gods. Henee, the ey, of 1
vl mc""? :(:j wer the communities. Every ritual or [estivy] hy vl Y
dances Spred I'(mcc (hat is named after the ritual or festival jge|p ,hc(s Iy
:ICCO'"P“',’y"“"(.‘ festival, or something to identify it with sy, ,
tof -'hcl r;ll‘f,l]lc: Ibm"l dan’cc is the dance performed (o bata drypg al
estival, HeEnce, . —

:l(:fncc is the dance done at (.)gun. fC.SlIVEl]S'. oio 11 1s Albionn
Generally, dance and music arc nsepara an cultyre, Crey
0154 Obscwiqf::::d;ﬁ dance is inseparable l"rom its musjc. In facy,

dance is performed in Africa without some Iom‘1 of mugicyy
accompaniment that ranges from thc' voice, - sipy),
handclaps, or orchestras of percussive INStrumepys.
Throughout my rescarch on the continent of Africa, | have
not witnessed any African dances that are performeq lo
melodic instruments unless it was a xylophone, balafonc,
and marimba, as part of a percussive ensemble,

4 “"»L't]

, ’TUm
TR 0

d ()Eun

)

Consequently, dance in the Yoruba culturc_is an expression of musical
rhythm. That is why every dance movement is usually done to music, I is
believed that music or drum is the tonic for dance therefore any Yorubj
person dancing without music is believed to be mad. Ajuwon (198]: 7
confirms this when he says; “Eni ti ko rilti t6 md jo, bi ko ba sinwin, a si jé
p'0 gba ‘lejo ni” [Whoever dances without drumming, if not already insane,
he must be about to be). Talking about African dance, Euba (1982 233)
submits that “dancing takes place on a great number of musical occasions”,
While music can and is often performed on its own, dance rarely
occurs without music in Yordba communities. It is believed that for dance to
take place there must be some sort of accompanying rhythm even an internal
thythm - an ongoing underlying pulse that may be going on within the dancer
that may not be audible 1o others, | lence, the Yoriba people say; “iromiromi
(6 f j({ 16ri omi onilii ré wa ni isale odo, meaning that the drummer for the
water inseet found dancing over (he walter is beneath the walter. Despite the
fact tlmtl the (lr'ummcr is not seen and the music not heard, it is believed that a
thythm is coming from an unknown source. There is therefore and usually an
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able C(,,mmmic:nivc link l’)clwccn music and dance in Yoriba land
where there are drums, a dancer is adjudged to I?c good if he gives a ‘cnr‘rc(ci
lntcmrclali(m n‘r r‘cspnnscs’ lo‘ the drums dwlalgx. LLadélé, Mustapha,
Am’srindé~ ()yérm(!c :.m(! (,)I’:ul.:\pg‘ (2()0().: 25‘?) :ﬂllhllllll that: “¢s¢ onijo gbodo
b il . eni 1 ¢5¢ 1€ ko ba ba ih.n mu ni a ka si ¢ni ti ko mo-on jo.” [the feet
of the dancer must cprrcspond with the rhylhm of the drum, whoever is not
(o coordinatc his feet to the drum is regarded as a bad dancer]. This
¢ the intricat¢ relationship and coordination that must be between the
he drums rhythm.
It is, therefore, not usually normal or possible to sce a dance not
accompanicd with any form of rhythm from songs, drums or at most
clapping. Ajayi (1‘998: 34) affirms th‘at"‘One other contributory factor to the
high communicahonal value of Yoruba dances is the accompanying music.
| part of Yortba dances, there is no Yoruba dance that is

Music is an integra -
not performed to SOME basic music, no matter how simple”. She concludes

(hat “any Yoruba dance event is actually a dialogue between the music and
the body; sometimes the music is dominant, at other times the body gestures
dictate the pace, but both arc inextricably tied to the main content of the

event”.

able

In Yoruba land, anybody found dancing is assumed-to be in good
health. Dancing is thus a show of the general well-being of the dancer in the
body, soul and spirit. Yoruba people will say; “ind didin abé odéd¢ nii mani

jo ajorin lgna oko” [what can prompt dancing on the way to the farm is

happiness on the home front]. Adeoye (1979: 121) posits that: “inu didun nii
5, yoo si jo...”

mi ardya-wé, eni ti inG r¢ ba si don, ti ara 1¢ ya yoo Yo
(xappiness connotes well-being, whoever is happy and healthy, will merry
end dance...]. Dance, to the Yoruba people, is therefore an outward
¢.pression of inner feelings. Not only that of the dancer but also the welfare
of his family members. This is the level of communality of the Yoruba
dfs:\ce, hence the popular saying: “agbalagba ti a ba 16de t6 1 jo, bi ilé san bi
ko san ti kiro 10ro tir¢”, that is, “an elderly one found dancing outside does
not 'n‘ccd (o be asked if all is well or not with his home™. It is assumed that if
all is not well with himvher and the family such a dance will not be taking
place. Thus, one dances expectedly, when everything is all right with the
dancer and his family. The implication is that in the yoruba society the
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thereby having in
flow and tempo of a dance in the Yorubé land is a combination of th
ts of the entire community. . da“Ce,

the dancers and the interes
Yoruba dances and dancers lay emphasis on the waist area of
Of the

body. The body is tilted forward from the torso so that the dan
manipulate the waist hence they say “Ibadi ni ij6 wa” [dance is evid -y iy
the waist]. Ajayi (1998: 35) corroborates this when she states that: Bamaty
‘ An essential component of the form is th |
of Yoruba dances. The upper torso is thcsitafl'(l)dr?vrgrcIimme
angle of about 120 degrees to the rest of the bod hiat e
lower torso is ﬂexed forward at the knees. Gettingytl‘;v o e
;;osture.l_s an important step towards the dance SiI? b
rom this posture that the relevant various body’ part(;estl;rts
s

moving in rhythmical sequence to the music

;EfiilfeIESF;:LO:Oﬁl;?jbl‘es lfasy.' and appropriate manipulation of the waist whi
})y women, during’ (Jj;cff (lge?:“P(ljelll;Z(s:ﬁlor.’lzs Ordmoved sonzationally, egspe\:ialii:
l::ggz erz nngful)(: &’ellgoisl; ff?ﬁé (zil; the aanin, 3f()blfileiiwgi rtl:::e gl(l;)g?vb?o?s? C;;]Se'
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Plate 3

common postures of Yoruba dancers. (Source:
at+cultural+dancers Retrieved on 27 J anuary,

2021

Age is fathomed into dance in the Yoruba so<_:iety. It 1s believed that
maturity that comes with age should be expressed in the dance. Only the
younger ones are, therefore, expected to dance energetically, the elderly
people are expected to dance with some sort of control and dignity. Hence,
the two popular sayings; “j¢j¢ leégun agba n j6” (an elderly masquerade
dances gracefully) and “agbalagba kii j6 langbéalangba” (an elder does not
dance indecorously). Young dancers are always presented first while the
elders wait and watch. When the elderly takes to the floor it is usually brief
and with controlled dexterity.

Yoruba people most often hold the hem of their dress (usually the
top as we have in plate 2 above) and fling it around as a part or an extension
of the dance. Any movement in the Yoruba society not conforming to the
above are not considered and accepted to be a good dance. Yoruba people
most often hold the hem of their dress (usually the top) and fling it around as
a part or an extension of the dance, Any movement in the Yoruba society not
?er(lforrrl‘ng to the above are not considered and accepted to be a good dance.
Ake when an elder dance without decorum, Anyone caught dancing outside

Plates 1, 2 and 3 showing the
Qttps://www.google.conﬂvorub
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sAll translations in this paper were done by the writer.
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