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The process of communicating notions of sustainable development in rural 

grassroots communities in the oil-rich region of southern Nigeria, West Africa, is 

complex and remains an on-going challenge. The material consequences of 

ineffective communication between community leaders and their constituencies are 

evident in the Nigerian communities examined in this dissertation, where poverty is 

pervasive and where a large majority of the population can neither read nor write in 

English. Popular performances, specifically theatre, are an essential medium of 

communication and information dissemination on community development projects 

in these communities. Theatre for Development (TFD), as these form of popular 

performances are called, was first introduced to the country in 1975. Its 
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methodology is an adaptation of the techniques of Theatre of the Oppressed created 

by theatre scholar Augusto Boal. The method is aimed specifically at effecting 

dialogue, encouraging critical thinking, and motivating the desire for community 

development and social change. A number of challenges, however, limit the 

effectiveness of this method in achieving these goals. They include funding 

constraints, which restrict the amount of time TFD participants spend working in 

any community and limit follow-up visits to sustain integral dialogues begun during 

a post-performance discussion. In essence, funding restrictions limit the possibility 

of achieving sustainable community development. To address this key challenge of 

time constraints and to facilitate sustained development dialogue between 

community stakeholders, this dissertation examines the use of indigenous 

performance practices staged by local performers in rural grassroots communities. 

By creating and staging a TFD performance using structural elements of oriki, an 

indigenous performance practice in the region, I address a core research question: 

How do structures and contents of indigenous performance practices create forums 

for sustained dialogue and collective consciousness awakening? The answer to this 

question lays the foundation for sustainable development projects in Nigeria and 

offers a practical way to improve the effectiveness of TFD as a medium of 

information dissemination, a tool to facilitate sustained dialogue, and a community 

development approach in rural grassroots communities in the country.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

This project is about performance. It is about using structural elements of 

indigenous performance practices as communication tools to address socio-

economic concerns of sustainable community development in poor, rural, 

grassroots communities in the oil-rich southern region of Nigeria, West Africa. The 

research documented in this dissertation is framed by a fundamental principle of 

performance studies—that everyday life is socially constructed. I read the 

community I research as a constructed performance that engages with other 

constructed performances like the state, the nation of Nigeria, and multi-national oil 

and gas companies that operate in the region. The players in this performance are 

diverse with varying roles, some with the ability to create the set and direct the 

scene, but all are actors. These constructed performances are both improvised and 

scripted in languages encoded with cultural conventions of communication. 

Effective communication, in this sense, will require some knowledge of the language 

of communication and an understanding of the performance practices through 

which it is encoded. Yoruba is a language of communication in Kweme, the rural 

grassroots community that is the focus of my research, and Yoruba praise and 

appellation poetry is the indigenous performance practice that I use as an aesthetic 

foundation for this dissertation. 

Addressing the notion of sustainable development through a performance 

studies perspective puts my research in conversation with those of scholars 
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working in the field of Theatre for Development (TFD) in Nigeria. The history of 

using popular performance, specifically theatre, to address notions of community 

development in Nigeria, West Africa, dates back to 1975 when TFD was introduced 

as a curricular program at the Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Northern Nigeria. 

TFD is defined as a “performative approach to discussing issues, forging alliances 

and community cohesion, which contributes to community development. . . [it is 

also] a community art for instigating participation and change” (Abah 2007, 435). 

TFD is, therefore, aimed at creating dialogue and raising collective consciousness to 

achieve social change and community development. 

The TFD methodology introduced to Nigeria in 1975 borrows extensively 

from techniques of Theatre of the Oppressed created by theatre practitioner 

Augusto Boal. This method includes: going into a community for a period of two 

weeks to hold workshop sessions with local participants; identifying through 

interviews and questionnaires some key socio-economic and political concerns of 

the host community; creating and staging a short performance to address these 

issues; and moderating a post-performance discussion to generate critical thinking 

and encourage dialogue between key stakeholders in the community with the intent 

to bring about community development. At the forefront of TFD projects in Nigeria 

is the theatre scholar Oga Steve Abah, who has organized TFD workshops and 

projects in grassroots communities in all 36 states of the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, including rural communities in oil-rich southern Nigerian States, which is 

the focus of this dissertation. 
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In spite of Abah’s dedication and the commitment of he and his fellow TFD 

practitioners in the almost forty years of TFD’s existence in Nigeria, many of the 

grassroots communities where TFD remains in use as an important means of 

communication are grossly underdeveloped. This calls attention to the effectiveness, 

or lack thereof, of TFD as method of development communication. Nowhere in 

Nigeria is the high rate of rural underdevelopment more glaring than in the 

impoverished rural communities where multi-national oil and gas have explored for 

oil for over fifty years in the Niger-Delta region of southern Nigeria. Without 

question, numerous factors contribute to the socio-economic challenges of the 

Nigerian Niger-Delta region. Poor governance and a culture of corruption are only 

two examples of what is a complex multi-faceted problem which includes the need 

to find more effective methods of communication. I am, however, limited by the 

scope of this research; therefore, I choose to focus on identifying the challenges that 

limit the effectiveness of TFD in Nigeria and based on my findings, suggest ways to 

modify the current methodology to achieve higher efficiency. 

The research documented in this dissertation started, in part, on the 22nd of 

June 2010 on a two-hour drive from my home in mainland Lagos to the fish market 

in the rural coastal town of Badagry. A few weeks earlier, on the 12th of May 2010, 

the Lagos State government of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, West Africa 

announced the discovery of large deposit of oil and gas reserves off its coastline in 

the Badagry area of the state (Gbenga), making Lagos the tenth and newest state in 

southern Nigeria to discover oil in close proximity to rural grassroots communities. 

The other nine states (Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Rivers, Abia, 
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Imo, and Ondo) are situated in the geo-political zone referred to as the Nigerian 

Niger-Delta region, or simply, the Niger-Delta. The Niger-Delta, which covers an area 

of 70,000 square kilometers, is the second largest delta in the world and the largest 

wetlands in Africa with a population of over 45 million people distributed in over 

1600 communities (Akpan 34). All nine states in the Niger-Delta region, at present, 

account for all of the country’s oil production and economy. In 2007, over 87 

percent of government revenues, 90 percent of foreign exchange earnings, 96 

percent of export revenues, and almost half of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 

accounted for by just one commodity: oil (Watts 43). In spite of the region’s 

abundant resources, the rural communities of the Niger-Delta are highly 

impoverished: “here almost 90 of the rural inhabitants fall below the conventional 

poverty lines ($1 per day). . .” (Watts 40). This wealth and poverty paradox, in part, 

accounts for the high rate of crime in the region, the endemic violence, and upsurge 

of kidnappings for economic, criminal, and political reasons. 

On the morning of the 22nd of June 2010, militant groups in the Niger-Delta 

kidnapped a British national as part of an ongoing agitation for control of oil 

resources. Driving down to Badagry, I listened as a presenter on my local radio 

station announced the news as one would a weather report on a lovely summer day. 

She sounded cheerful as she reeled off her list of newsworthy events for the day. 

Violence in the oil-rich Niger-Delta had gone on for so long that it seems Nigerians 

had become inured. The absence of a panel of specialists analyzing the situation was 

obvious to me as it would have been for anyone who had spent time watching CNN 

on a major news day. 
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The violence in the Niger-Delta is not unconnected with the breakdown in 

communication between all the major stakeholders in the region. Nor is it 

unconnected to the questionable oil exploration practices of oil and gas companies 

in the region, which in turn have devastated many grassroots communities in the 

Niger-Delta. I know this because I grew up and lived in the Nigeria that killed the 

playwright and activist Ken Saro Wiwa1, and many others for advocating human 

rights for the peoples of grassroots communities in the Niger-Delta.  

It occurred to me then that it is not inconceivable for Lagos to become like 

the states of the Niger-Delta and for the rural communities around my fish market in 

Badagry to become like the rural communities of the Niger-Delta. But it also 

occurred to me that the vast financial resources that will accrue to Lagos State could 

benefit the rural communities around Badagry if community leaders2 and their 

constituencies could communicate their community development needs to those at 

the state government level who have the authority to allocate this new oil wealth for 

rural community development projects. In the first instance, however, communities 

and their leaders must find ways to open up a space to begin the necessary dialogue 

                                                        
 

1. Activist and playwright Ken Saro Wiwa was the president of the Movement for the Survival of 
Ogoni People (MOSOP), an organisation set up to defend the environmental and human rights of the 
Ogoni ethnic group who live in the Niger-Delta. The organization under Wiwa’s leadership organized 
peaceful protest to demand a share in oil revenues and some level of political independence. A 
special tribunal set up by the then military government of Nigeria in 1995, however, found Wiwa 
guilty of complicity in the murders of four Ogoni chiefs. Wiwa was executed along with eight other 
activists in move widely criticized internationally.  

2. In Nigeria, the umbrella term community leaders describes traditional leaders and their 
senior entourage, as well as private individuals elected or dominated as a leader of a socio-political 
group. Often a community leader’s role is validated by the state government’s recognition of the 
individual’s position and relevance to the community.  
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to determine what constitutes their community development needs. They must, 

also, find ways to sustain these dialogues because a level of persistence is required 

to achieve sustainable community development. The key challenge, then, is to find 

ways to create these spaces for dialogue.  

There are high material consequences for the rural grassroots communities 

around Badagry in Lagos if they are unable to begin and sustain dialogue on 

community development concerns long before the impact of oil exploration on their 

waters is felt. Examples from the Nigerian Niger-Delta show how devastating this 

impact can be. It is now a well-documented fact that to live in a rural community in 

the oil rich Niger-Delta of Nigeria3 is to live in one of the poorest grassroots 

communities in the world. According to the United Nations:  

The Niger Delta produces the oil wealth that accounts for the bulk of 

Nigeria’s earnings. Paradoxically, however, these vast revenues from 

an international industry have barely touched the Niger Delta’s own 

pervasive poverty . . . For most people [living in these communities], 

progress and hope, much less prosperity, remain out of reach. (UNDP) 

Poverty in the Niger-delta is so pervasive that dissenting members of the 

community are organized into armed militant groups demanding political and 

economic control of oil resources in their communities from the Nigerian 

government and the transnational oil and gas companies exploring and operating in 

                                                        
 

3. Nigeria is one of the major suppliers of oil to the United States of America, and the sixth 
largest producer of oil in the world. Most of its on- and off-shore oil reserves are in close proximity to 
rural communities in the southern part of the country.  
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the region. The violent activities of these groups have escalated in the past ten to 

fifteen years to include kidnappings and killings of locals and foreign expatriates 

working in the region for oil and gas companies. 

To perceive the connections between rural poverty, oil exploration, and 

armed militant violence in the region, one must first understand the impact of oil 

exploration on the communities living in the region as a whole. Writing on the 

enormity of the oil presence in the Niger-Delta, American Professor of African 

Studies Michael Watts states: 

Virtually every inch of the region has been touched by the industry 

directly through its operations or indirectly through neglect. Over 

6,000 wells have been sunk, roughly one well for every 10-sq-km 

quadrant in the core oil states. There are 606 oilfields (355 on shore) 

and 1500 “host communities” with some sort of oil and gas facility or 

infrastructure. There are 7000 km of pipelines, 275 flow stations, 10 

gas plants, 15 export terminals, . . . four refineries and a massive LNG 

[Liquid Natural Gas] and gas supply complex. . . The national oil 

company (NNPC) and its joint-venture partners (Shell, Exxon, Mobil, 

Agip, and TOTAL) directly employ an estimated 100,000 people. (43) 

The scale of the oil industry in the Niger is undoubtedly huge, but what it is even 

more enormous is the impact on the environment and the livelihood of the 

inhabitants of the Niger-Delta. According to an Amnesty International News report 

on the oil industry in the Niger-Delta published on 30th of June 2009, 
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more than 60 per cent of people in the region depend on the natural 

environment for their livelihood. . . yet, pollution by the oil industry is 

destroying the vital resource on which they depend. . . Oil pollution 

kills fish, their food sources and fish larvae, and damages the ability of 

fish to reproduce, causing both immediate damage and long-term 

harm to fish stocks. Oil pollution also damages fishing equipment. . . 

Oil spills and waste dumping have also seriously damaged agricultural 

land. Long-term effects include damage to soil fertility and 

agricultural productivity, which in some cases can last for decades. In 

numerous cases, these long-term effects have undermined a family’s 

only source of livelihood. . . The destruction of livelihoods and lack of 

accountability and redress have led people to steal and vandalize oil 

infrastructure. . . armed groups are increasingly demanding greater 

control of resources in the region and engage in large-scale theft of oil 

and the ransoming of oil workers. Government reprisals against 

militancy and violence frequently involve excessive force, and 

communities are subjected to violence and collective punishment, 

deepening anger and resentment. (2) 

In an attempt to address the underlying problem of rural poverty stated above and 

the resultant violence in the Niger Delta, millions of dollars in government spending 

and corporate social responsibility investment have been allocated to rural poverty 

alleviation projects across the country in general, and to the Niger-Delta in 

particular. Only recently, on February 11th 2011, the Chevron Corporation (an 



9 
 

American oil and gas giant producing in the region) signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MoU) with the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID) to invest fifty million dollars over a period of four years in community 

development programs designed to alleviate poverty in the region.4 In a similar 

vein, in September 2010, the World Bank approved loans for a total amount of more 

than $10.5 billion to the Federal Government of Nigeria to assist it in its fight against 

rural poverty and to enable the government’s commitment to improve living 

standards for the average Nigerian.5 Despite the large amount allocated and 

dedicated to poverty alleviation projects (and rural development in general), 

extreme poverty persists in rural grassroots communities of the country, even in 

those with rich resources like oil. 

In Curse of the Black Gold, award winning photojournalist Ed Kashi and 

University of California, Berkley Professor Michael Watts graphically highlight the 

importance of community leaders as players in the engagements between the local 

communities and representatives of the resource-rich Nigerian government, and the 

wealthy oil and gas companies operating in the Niger-Delta. Ed Kashi juxtaposes 

images of an impoverished community against images of lavishly decorated homes 

of flamboyantly dressed community leaders. In the text describing these images, 

Michael Watts notes how some of these leaders have benefitted financially and 

                                                        
 

4. Details of the MoU available on 
http://www.chevron.com/chevron/pressreleases/article/02172011. 

5. For more information, visit worldbank.org/website/external/countries/africaext/Nigeria. 
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politically from the federal government of Nigeria and oil and gas companies.6 

According to a news report, in May 2011, community leaders from Oruma and 

Rumuekpe (two grassroots communities in the Niger-Delta) “revealed that oil 

companies in the Niger Delta use divide-and-rule tactics where money is used to 

influence leaders to the total neglect of the welfare of entire communities” ("Screen 

your Leaders"). The community leaders’ abdication of responsibility 

notwithstanding, the point to note here is that community leaders remain an 

important primary link between their constituents and the institutions that allocate 

resources for rural grassroots community development.  

Writing on the connection between equitable allocation of resources and the 

notion of sustainable development, economist Jonathan Harris argues: “A socially 

sustainable system must achieve distributional equity, adequate provision of social 

services including, health and education, gender equity, and political accountability 

and participation” (6). The failure of such a system can be caused by inefficient 

resource allocation to all socio-economic and political groups within the system, and 

in the Nigerian Niger-Delta, it appears community leaders are also culpable for this 

failure. Because community development requires sustained collaboration among 

all stakeholders—but particularly between community leaders and their 

constituencies—and because “performances are transactional communication 

                                                        
 

6. One of the pictures taken was that of Captain Nemi T. Oputibeyax, the king of Koniju, a rural 
community in Rivers State (in the Niger delta). Oputibeyax was enthroned king in 2007 as part of a 
federal government initiative to create financial and political systems of the ethnic communities in 
the oil-rich Niger Delta. The French oil and gas company Elf Fina Total furnished the home of another 
community leader. For more details see Watts, 105-107. 
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events between speakers and listeners” (Pelias 15), I examine how local 

performance practices can improve communication between these two 

stakeholders by asking my first core research question: How do the structures and 

contents of indigenous performance practices create forums for dialogue and 

collective consciousness awakening? The answer to this question lays the 

foundation for sustainable development projects. However, because I am 

particularly interested in the limitations of TFD as a method of communication in 

grassroots communities in Nigeria, my second core research question is: What are 

the main limitations of TFD as a medium of communicating the notion of 

development in Nigeria? My third question builds on the last two as I ask: How does 

the incorporation of structural elements of indigenous performance practice impact 

the effectiveness of TFD as a medium of information dissemination and a tool to 

facilitate sustainable development in grassroots communities in Nigeria? 

My research questions are also informed, in part, by a conversation I had 

with a fruit seller in July 2011 in Kweme, Lagos. Kweme Kingdom is the site of the 

research documented in this dissertation and is home to a community of fishers, 

farmers, and traders. Iya Lydia, the fruit seller, is a Kweme woman of modest means 

who sells fruits under a tent by the King’s palace. I had made an appointment to see 

the king, to request permission to stage a performance in the village, but the King 

was away when I arrived and I was advised by his officials to wait. It was a hot 

afternoon and the waiting area was humid, so I stepped outside the King’s 

compound to sit under the tent with Iya Lydia. I had noticed from previous visits to 

the village that she was always surrounded by a number of children, and on the 
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afternoon in question, I think I counted eight or nine children eating on a mat laid 

out beside her. I was not sure if all the children I counted were hers, but I suspected 

that she was the mother to most of them. We struck up a conversation. We talked 

about the weather and the high cost of food in the markets, and she wanted to know 

how I coped with the terrible traffic situation in central Lagos where I live when in 

Nigeria. Eventually, our conversation shifted to children. She asked if I had any, and I 

replied I have a set of twins. She wanted to know if I planned on having more, and I 

smiled. Something of my body language or my smile must have communicated my 

critique of women with eight or nine children who have little income to support 

them, because Iya Lydia’s next statement to me, as she turned away to attend to a 

customer, was a Yoruba proverb—“omo bere, osi bere”7—numerous children, 

innumerable poverty. With a single proverb, the fruit seller both critiqued me for 

my condescending attitude and informed me that she was well aware of the 

financial implications of her large household on her meager income. When Iya Lydia 

turned back to me, she changed the topic and continued our conversation on a 

lighter note by cracking a joke about protocols at the King’s palace. With this switch, 

she indicated her confidence that her coded message was clearly understood. As two 

Yoruba women conversing in the same language, we both understood the cultural 

conventions of the language and knew nothing else was required to buttress the 

point made with the proverb.  

                                                        
 

7. This conversation with Iya Lydia (the only name she is addressed by in Kweme) took place 
outside of the King’s compound on the afternoon of the 26th of July 2011.  
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I left Kweme thinking through how it was possible that one proverb 

effectively and clearly communicated the fruit seller’s critique and intelligence. 

Anthropologist Victor Turner, who argues that there is a “constant cross-looping” 

(41) between the social dramas and aesthetic performance, calls attention to the 

ways social dramas influences the use of aesthetic performance and how aesthetic 

performances “feed back into ongoing social dramas, influencing the way that 

politicians, orators, preachers, and opinion leaders communicate in real contexts” 

(Bell 111). The Yoruba proverb used by the fruit seller in Kweme is an example of an 

aesthetic performance, and her message suggests the potential for effective 

development communication of indigenous performance practices that develop 

from and mirror a society’s culturally specific conventions of communication. 

Giving an introduction to the theory and method of critical ethnography, 

performance studies scholar D. Soyini Madison writes: “Critical ethnography begins 

with an ethical responsibility to address processes of unfairness or injustice within a 

particular lived domain” (2004, 5). In line with Madison’s definition, I view the 

research documented in this dissertation as a critical ethnography. The Kingdom of 

Kweme, Badagry-west, Lagos State, southwest Nigeria is the “lived domain” of this 

ethnography. My choice of Kweme is informed by a number of inter-related reasons: 

a) The recent oil discovery off the shores of Kwame poses potential threats to 

thriving fishing and farming communities in the kingdom, b) the Kingdom’s 

centralized government (monarch and the ruling class) makes it easier to bring 

communities together for performances that join community members with 

community leaders, and c) regular community development meetings held at the 
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palace will provide an avenue to continually assess the effectiveness of culture-

based performances as a tool to educate and engage communities in policy-making 

processes.  

Some Key Concepts 

The notion of sustainable development can be ambiguous because both the 

term development and the idea of sustainability are difficult to clearly define. 

However, since the United Nations’ “Report of the World Commission on the 

Environment and Development: Our Common Future” was published in 1987, the 

definition provided in the report has been adopted by United Nations institutions 

and affiliated bodies. Sustainable development is defined in “Our Common Future” 

as:  

. . . the development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. It contains within it two key concepts:  

 the concept of needs, in particular the essential needs of the 

world’s poor, which overriding priority should be given; and 

 the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and 

social organization on the environment’s ability to meet 

present and future needs. (43) 

This definition requires that we think of sustainable development in terms of social, 

economic, and environmental systems that are interconnected and have the 

potential for lasting global impact. The importance of viewing notions of 

sustainability as interconnected systems— particularly with reference to poverty 
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alleviation— cannot be over-emphasized. Yet, sustainability has to be an on-going 

method and design challenge, and not simply a question of interconnected needs 

and/or limitations.  

In southern Nigeria, the need to rethink the need/limit approach to 

sustainability is most evident in the Niger-Delta region of the country. The adverse 

socio-economic impact of oil exploration on the peoples of the region and the 

devastating effect of the same on the environment are well documented.8 In this 

region, ineffective communication amongst key stakeholders in the Niger-Delta has 

resulted in a situation where some of the world’s poorest live in the midst of 

immense oil wealth— and violence. A design challenge or approach to sustainable 

development in this region must therefore include identifying and implementing 

ways of generating sustained, effective dialogue between community leaders and 

their constituencies to bring about internally driven community development using 

the vast financial resources available in the region. In this sense, the goal of 

sustainable socio-economic development is approached through a focus on creating 

sustained, effective dialogue.  

Like sustainable, the term “development” lends itself to multiple definitions. 

When defined with reference to technologically advanced countries, for example, 

the term tends to highlight the establishment of democratic governance, the rule of 

law, and human rights. This focus often shifts when the term development is defined 

with reference to less technologically developed countries. Oga Steve Abah argues, 

                                                        
 

8. For example, see Watts; Idemudia; NDDC; and Okonta & Oronto. 
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for example, “[t]hat in most developing countries and certainly in Nigeria, . . . 

development is seen first as how much availability there is of social amenities 

(schools, roads, water, electricity, hospitals and clinics and housing). It is these that 

demonstrate a ‘good’ political system. . . ” ("Vignettes" 436). The needs/limits 

approach to sustainable development seems to underpin the two perspectives of 

development above. Because the approach taken in this dissertation is that the 

notion of development is a mechanism for change, I am adopting a business school 

approach, which defines development as “the systematic use of scientific and 

technical knowledge to meet specific objectives or requirements.”9 Development 

communication is an example of mechanisms of sustainable development because 

“it refers to the planned use of strategies and processes of communication aimed at 

achieving development” (Bessette 1). These strategies and processes have changed 

over the years as experts in the field of development communication now 

emphasize “interactive and participatory processes, rather than the production and 

dissemination of information separate from the community processes” (Bessette 1). 

The aim of this shift in focus, international development specialist Guy Bessette 

explains, is to encourage “people [to] become leading actors in their own 

development. . . to enable people [to] go from being recipients of external 

development interventions to generators of their own development” (1). Going 

along with Bessette’s line of argument, the new shift in focus in development 

                                                        
 

9. Business Dictionary.com http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/development.html 
(viewed on 30 March 2012). 
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communication emphasizes the importance of community driven development. It 

also signals the need for community members to become active agents who drive 

from within the development they desire for their community. Where, as is the case 

with the research documented in this dissertation, development communication is 

aimed at mainly illiterate rural grassroots populations, theatre or cultural 

performances are proven useful tools for information dissemination on matters 

relating to community development. In southern Nigeria in particular, Theatre for 

Development remains a development communication approach, which strives, with 

limitations, to engage communities as actors in their own development. The cultural 

performance staged and documented in this dissertation attempts to address some 

of the limitations of TFD in Nigeria in general, and in a rural grassroots community 

in oil-rich Lagos, in particular. 

Writing on the efficacy of cultural performances, performance studies scholar 

Jon McKenzie notes that “performance studies scholars have constructed cultural 

performance as an engagement of social norms, as an ensemble of activities with the 

potential to uphold societal arrangements or, alternatively, to change people and 

societies” (30) . Cultural performances, in the community I focus on in this 

dissertation, do not have to either uphold societal arrangements, or challenge them. 

To be efficacious, the structure of these performances, allow performers to do both 

simultaneously. Oriki, the indigenous performance practices I examine and work 

with in this project, functions as a tool to engage social norms and uphold societal 

arrangements, while providing the space to initiate social change. Oriki indicates the 
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existence of socio-political hierarchies, while calling attention the ways these 

hierarchies are negotiated and/or altered. 

Situating the Challenge: Oil in Lagos State 

The Nigerian commercial capital Lagos is a growing mega-city with a 

population of about 15 million people. A relatively large proportion of this 

population lives in the rural communities surrounding the city’s expanding business 

district, where most are occupied as subsistence farmers, fishers, and hunters, and 

small scale market traders.10 Given this demographic and the lessons from the 

Niger-Delta region, Lagos State has clear examples of how the promise of increased 

state revenue (generated from oil exploration) can spell disaster for the livelihood 

and cultural life of the peoples of the rural communities in and around Badagry. 

These communities include the kingdom of Kweme, the case study for this research 

and dissertation. 

Furthermore, an increase in state revenue can mean the availability of 

funding for much needed poverty alleviation projects in these rural communities. In 

Lagos, as is the case in the Niger-Delta, community leaders are the primary link 

joining the people to the government and foreign or local business investors. 

Therefore, both community leaders and their constituents can benefit from 

identifying and using effective methods of communication to start and sustain the 

10. Seventy-eight per cent of Nigeria’s poor—those living below the poverty line, which is less
than a dollar a day—live in rural areas and derive their livelihoods primarily from agriculture and 
rural development. (World Development Report 2008) 
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dialogues that bring about community development. It is important to note here 

that the democratically elected government in Lagos has a practice of holding 

grassroots community leaders accountable for their constituents. A case in point is 

the call by the current Lagos State governor, Babatunde Fashola, to community 

leaders in Badagry to identify those in their communities currently engaging in the 

illegal sand mining of the Badagry waterways (Gbenga). 

Given the above socio-political environment, there is a conceivably higher 

chance that grassroots communities in Lagos might benefit from the potentially 

huge financial resources that accrue to the state from the exploration of oil and gas 

from its waters. However, lessons from the Niger-Delta have shown that community 

leaders and their constituents must work together for the overall good of their 

communities. The significance of effective communication in this relationship 

cannot, therefore, be over-emphasized. In spite of this fact, few studies have 

addressed the significance of local leaders to the development of grassroots 

communities in general (Orapin; Platteau & Gaspart), and in Nigeria in particular 

(Okafor; Ajayi & Otuya; Ozor & Nwankwo). To my knowledge, none of these studies 

have approached the important issue of effective development communication 

between community leaders and their constituencies from a performance studies 

perspective. Because performance is central “to the meanings and effects of human 

behavior, consciousness, and culture” (Madison, Ethnography 149), a performance 

studies perspective affords me the opportunity to address the concept of 

sustainable development through the rituals of an indigenous cultural performance.  

Sustainable Development, Performance and Communitas?  



20 
 

Oriki, the indigenous performance practice I describe and use as an aesthetic 

foundation in this dissertation, is situated on what Richard Schechner describes as 

“a dialectical dyadic continuum linking efficacy to entertainment” ("Ritual" 471), 

because it is, at once, both a popular form of entertainment and a type of ritual. As 

entertainment, on one hand, oriki performances allows also for “audience 

appreciation and evaluation, and for criticism to flourish” (Schechner, Performance 

Studies 80), because they reflect the social processes of the community that creates 

and maintains them. As ritual, on the other hand, oriki are reflexive and efficacious 

because they require collective creativity and audience participation to transform 

and effect change (Schechner, Performance Studies 80). For this reason, oriki in 

performance is a process of conscientization. Adult education theorist Paulo Freire, 

who coined the term, describes conscientization as “the process in which men [and 

women], not as recipients, but as knowing subjects, achieve a deepening awareness 

both of the socio-cultural reality which shapes their lives and of the capacity to 

transform that reality” (Action 127). Freire’s conscientization resonates, in its 

emphasize on critical thinking, with anthropologist Victor Turner’s notion of 

performance reflectivity which Turner suggests is a structural function of cultural 

performances that occurs when “a sociocultural group turns, bends, reflects back on 

itself, upon the relations, actions, symbols, meanings, codes, roles, statuses, social 

structures, ethical and legal rules, and other components that make up their public 

selves” (24). Because oriki creates conscientization that aligns well with Turner’s 

conception of cultural performance, I will use the term cultural performance to refer 

to oriki and to the adaptation of oriki that I construct as central to the dissertation.  
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This functional element of performance highlights both the public and 

participatory aspects of cultural performances. It is in the public and participatory 

space of performance that status quos are upheld and change effected. The tension 

between a society’s need to uphold its traditions while working to effect change 

highlights the existence of power structures in performance. Performance studies 

theorist Dwight Conquergood, for example, comments on the workings of power in 

performance stating: “Because it is public, performance is a site of struggle where 

competing interests intersect and different viewpoints and voices get articulated” 

("Play" 84). Performance studies scholar Della Pollock also addresses this tension 

noting that “performance becomes a site of transformation and even a paradigm of 

cultural resistance” (657). Activist and scholar Omi Osun Joni L. Jones situates this 

power tension in a performance space when she writes: “The performance studies 

classroom is my space of resistance within the academy. It is where I hope to effect 

social change” ("Embodiment" 175). Jones’ choice of performance space in the wider 

context of the academy calls attention to a distinct feature of power that applies to 

the research focus of this dissertation. That is, “it is possible for class struggle not to 

be the ‘ratio for the exercise of power’, yet still be the ‘guarantee of intelligibility’ for 

certain grand strategies” (Foucault 142). Bearing in mind this ratio differential, the 

small local performance staged in Kweme Kingdom Lagos, and analyzed in chapter 

four, is by no means directly proportional in scale to the weight of global market 

forces that drives the demand for continued oil exploration, nor is it directly 

comparable to a universal desire to alleviate poverty in poor rural communities 
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around the world. However, it can start the process that generates the sustained 

dialogue required for community development projects in the villages of Kweme.  

The staging space of an efficacious cultural performance is a liminal space. 

French folklorist Van Gennep was the first to use the term liminality to describe the 

second stage of a three stage rite of passage. This stage falls between the first stage 

when initiates are separated from their communities and the third and final stage 

when these initiates are re-assimilated back into their communities, fully 

transformed into their new social status with corresponding privileges. Victor 

Turner builds on Gennep’s work by extending the notion of liminality to cover 

categories of public spaces and people. Turner’s work emphasizes the structural 

functions of the liminal phase. Writing on social dramas in public spaces as 

examples of the ways social norms are enforced in liminal spaces, Turner notes: 

“Taboos are lifted, fantasies are enacted, indicative mood behavior is reversed; the 

low are exalted, and the mighty abased. Yet there are still some controls: crime is 

still illicit, drunken bodies may be moved off the sidewalks” (102). This precarious 

balance between societal control and chaotic tendencies is perhaps the reason 

“liminality is often fraught with anxiety and uncertainty” (Jeffrey 3). In the 

performance space of an efficacious cultural performance, these anxieties and 

uncertainties are heightened and articulated. These articulations can indicate the 

start of the dialogue that brings about change. In this context, the performance 

space in Kweme kingdom is a liminal space.  

Liminal spaces can produce a feeling of communion, which helps sustain 

dialogue. Turner ascribes the term “communitas” to this feeling of communion. 
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“Communitas is also described as the sense of sharing and intimacy that develops 

among persons who experience liminality as a group” (Stinmetz). Communitas is a 

necessary requirement for sustained dialogue, because it “invites the critique of 

established rules and structures” (Bell 134). Turner warns, however, that the first 

wave of communitas— what he calls spontaneous communitas— is difficult to hold 

on to. This is because, “after the inception of spontaneous communitas, a structuring 

process often develops and a circle of communitas/structure/ communitas ensues” 

(E. Turner 98). Anthropologist Edith Turner “describes this circle of communitas 

and structure as ‘normative communitas’—the attempt to capture and preserve 

spontaneous communitas in systems of ethical systems and legal rules” (98). But the 

notion of normative communitas shows that the communitas is repeatedly 

achievable and the dialogue that it allows for is sustainable.  

In some West African spiritualities, the source of the idea of liminality and 

communitas in ritual practices, the notion of normative communitas is attainable in 

the persistent daily attendance to sacred spaces and deities. Caribbean Feminist 

activist and scholar M. Jacqui Alexander, writing on a spiritual experience that 

derives its root from the Yoruba religious practice, notes: 

In practice, the daily living of the sacred idea in action occurs in the 

most simple act of recognition, such as pouring libations for and 

greeting the Lwa; attending to them on the days of the week that bear 

their signature; feeding ancestors first with the same meal we feed 

ourselves as a way of placing the purpose of our existence back with 

its source, as a gesture of mutual exchange and as a way of giving 



24 
 

thanks and asking to be sustained; building an alter to mark Sacred 

ground and focus energies within the home, constructing a place to 

work, to touch down, discard, pull in, and practice reciprocity; and 

participating in collective ceremony. It is this dailiness that instigates 

the necessary shifts in consciousness, which are produced because 

each act and each moment of reflection of that act, brings a new 

deepened meaning of self in intimate concert with the sacred. (307) 

The necessary shift in consciousness that Alexander highlights at the end of this 

quote is a direct result of persistent performance. Indigenous cultural practices like 

the oriki incorporate these African notions of normative communitas that 

regenerates itself into performances that attempt to re-create communitas. I show 

in chapters three and four how oriki lends itself to daily re-enactment.  

The Insider/Outsider 

 My life as a city dweller has, in some ways, been interwoven with those of the 

villagers I met and befriended in Kweme while doing the research in this 

dissertation. As a young child growing up in Lagos, I remember spending holidays 

with my parents and siblings at the beaches in Seme, one of the villages that make 

up Kweme Kingdom, the case study. Many years later as a college student, I 

repeatedly returned to these beaches with friends. As an adult working in the city 

and running a household, I share with many city-dwelling Lagosians the “not-so-

secret-secret” of the bargains available at the fish market in the neighboring town of 

Badagry. As a researcher doing what social anthropologist Kamala Visweswaran 

refers to as “homework” (102), I discovered the pitfalls and joys of navigating my 
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way through the unfamiliar territory of “home” as “field.” As a Western-trained 

researcher and a city-dwelling Lagosian, those I met in Kweme always referred to 

me as “ara eko”—Lagos-city dweller. This term of endearment marked me always as 

an outsider, one who must earn the community’s trust, and someone who must 

balance the years of familiarity with the critical distance assumed to be the role of 

the researcher. As a Yoruba woman who speaks the language as a mother tongue, I 

had the benefits of “insiders” with an understanding the nuances of Yoruba 

language, and this was invaluable for the research documented here.  

From June 2010 to August 2010, I visited Kweme every other weekend. I 

spent time getting to know the terrain and meeting people in informal settings like 

food stalls. I also talked to officials in local government and state government offices 

to find out about development goals for the rural communities around Badagry. By 

August 2010, when I left to return to the University of Texas for another academic 

year, I had met the King of Kweme and identified his Kingdom as the site for my 

research because of its precarious position as an oil-rich and ecologically delicate 

region. I returned in the summer of 2011 to Nigeria for a longer period of fieldwork 

from May 2011 to November 2011 when the performance analyzed in chapter four 

was staged at the King’s palace.  

Methodology 

My methodology combines ethnographic strategies with performance 

analysis and literary reviews of some key theatre for development text on TFD 

practice in Africa and Nigeria to address the ways oriki, an indigenous performance 

of the Yoruba of Southern Nigeria, provides a forum for sustained dialogue in 
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grassroots communities in Nigeria. My analysis proceeds from the premise that 

grassroots communities in oil producing states of southern Nigeria can benefit more 

from resources allocated to the region for community development projects if 

community leaders and their constituencies can engage in sustained, effective 

dialogue over community concerns and issues. My analysis also focuses on the 

power dynamics inherent in class politics between community leaders and 

members of their community.  

During fieldwork I drew from key ethnographic methods such as participant-

observation, informal interviews, photo documentation, and description (Barz and 

Cooley 12-3). Performance scholar Omi Osun Joni L Jones writes that performance 

ethnography “is a method based on two main assumptions; 1.) that identity and 

daily interactions are a series of consciousness and unconscious choices improvised 

within culturally and socially specific guidelines, and 2.) that people learn through 

participation” ("Embodiment" 7). In the field where I conducted informal interviews 

in Yoruba language, I saw how my interviewees and I made conscious choices as we 

negotiated and re-negotiated our identities within the particularities of Yoruba 

cultural practices. My fieldwork was conducted on multiple visits, but in the first 

week of November 2011, six local actors and I conducted informal interviews for six 

straight days in the villages of Kweme, south-west Nigeria  

Informal interviews were a fundamental part of this research. The decision to 

have informal conversations with interviewees was based on my own observations 

in the summer of 2010. When I was gathering data on the villages of Kweme 

between June and August of 2010, I found the locals provided me with so much 
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useful information in casual conversations that formal interviews were not required 

at that point. Before returning to Kweme in the summer of 2011, however, my 

dissertation adviser, Omi Osun Joni L. Jones, who has conducted extensive research 

among the Yoruba of south-west Nigeria, trained me on how to ask open-ended 

questions during fieldwork. I found this training extremely useful in conversations 

with the locals when I returned to Nigeria in June 2011. I kept a fieldwork diary and 

documented, to the best of abilities, these conversations shortly after the interviews 

take place. The diary is dated, and I include details such as the dates and time of 

each interview. For example, in 2010, I documented speaking with four state 

officials, two local government officials, the King of Kweme, the King’s Personal 

Assistant, the King’s brother, and four local women in the community.  

Participant observation was another key tool of this research. During the six 

days of fieldwork in Kweme in particular, I joined community members at their 

homes, their place of business, and at their religious institutions. I observed them at 

work and participating in their daily rituals. For the performance, I participated all 

through the creative process. I decided the criteria for the choosing the actors and 

the theatre company they work for. I organized a workshop session for the actors 

and trained them on the requirements for the research documented in chapter four. 

In collaboration with the actors, I decided on the content to include in the 

performance staged at Kweme and on the best ways to adapt our performance in 

line with the structure of oriki performance. I was a participant-observer at the 

staging of the performance in Kweme, as I documented the performance through 

pictures and text.  
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 For chapters two and three I used secondary data, documented in textbooks, 

journal articles, newspapers and magazines for the critical analysis and literature 

reviews on Theatre for Development and oriki. For the performance section of this 

research, I employed six actors from a local drama company to work with me on 

creating a cultural performance based on the structure of a Yoruba indigenous 

performance practice, oriki. The actors and I worked together continuously for 

fifteen days, based on a schedule I designed for this part of the research. The 

schedule included: one day of workshop in central Lagos, six days of fieldwork in the 

villages of Kweme Kingdom, four and a half days of rehearsal back in central Lagos, 

one and a half days of rest, one day of staging the cultural performance at the King’s 

palace in Kweme. On the fifteenth day, the same performance was staged in central 

Lagos to entertain the general public. The performance staged in Lagos does not 

form a part of the research documented in this dissertation.  

The workshop session was designed to: 1.) Introduce the premise of this 

dissertation project to the actors by briefing the actors on fundamental elements of 

oriki performances and engaging them in conversations on how best to incorporate 

this structure into a cultural performance designed to create a forum for the 

sustained dialogue required to achieve sustainable community development. 2.) Set 

out parameters for creating a cultural performance based on oriki; 3.) Discuss 

ethical issues and approach to fieldwork.  

The fieldwork was our opportunity to find content for the performance we 

were about to create. We travelled daily on a four-hour roundtrip to Kweme, leaving 

central Lagos at 6:00 am on each of the six days. We left Kweme each day between 
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6:00 pm and & 7:00 pm for the return trip to central Lagos. We spent most of the six 

days at pre-arranged locations in the community. 

Chapter Outline 

This dissertation is made up of five chapters divided into two distinct but 

connected sections. The five chapters include the introduction and conclusion. In the 

introductory chapter, I state the focus of my research and situate the challenges that 

inform my core research questions. I set out my theoretical frameworks for the 

research documented in this dissertation and define some key terms in the chapter. 

Given that my approach to this dissertation is multi-disciplinary in nature, the 

theories selected are also those that lend themselves to applications across multiple 

fields of discourse. I state the relevance of this study to the communities examined 

and position myself as a Yoruba woman researching at “home” and using my mother 

tongue as the language of research in the “field.” My research methodologies and 

chapter outline are also included here.  

Chapter two is a historical and critical analysis of Theatre for Development in 

Africa, with a particular focus on Nigeria. The chapter is framed as an answer to my 

second core research question: What are the main challenges that limit the 

effectiveness of TFD as a medium of communicating the notion of development in 

Nigeria? I address the question by examining a particular method of producing TFD 

performances in Nigeria and by critically analyzing a TFD workshop project 

designed and organized by the leading TFD workshop organization in the country. I 

approach the question of “effectiveness” from a socio-cultural perspective to 

highlight the relevance of introducing the structure of indigenous performance 
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styles into TFD performances. To contextualize my argument in this chapter, I cite 

examples of performances that have successfully incorporated indigenous 

performance practices in Nigeria and the West African country of Liberia. The 

challenges of TFD set out in chapter two inform some of the choices made in 

researching the performance documented and analyzed in chapter four. 

In chapter three, I introduce the Yoruba appellation poetry, oriki, as an 

example of an indigenous performance practice. Because the structure of oriki does 

not conform to conventional notions of poetry, I explain its structure by examining 

how oriki performers use poetic devices and metonymy, a figure of speech, in 

performance. Furthermore, I examine the idea of closures and centers in the 

structure of oriki because these are important factors in understanding how oriki is 

a participatory and an empowering performance practice. The mechanisms of 

closures and centers in oriki also inform the structure of the performance analyzed 

in chapter four. I detail how oriki functions in both traditional and contemporary 

Yoruba societies, before concluding the chapter. 

Chapter four is divided into two sections. In the first section, I introduce the 

case study, Kweme Kingdom, Badagry-west, Lagos Nigeria. I examine how their 

mythologies of origin and the socio-economic divide between the ruling class and 

the rest of the community makes oriki a useful communication tool in this 

community. In the second section, I give the details of a two week fieldwork project 

that culminated in the creation of a cultural performance modeled after an oriki 

performance. The focus of the performance analysis in chapter four was to detail the 

process of creating this performance experiment and to show how information 
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gathered during the last two weeks of fieldwork were woven into the performance 

staged in Kweme. My reflections on the reception of the performance concluded the 

chapter.  

Chapter five is the summary and concluding chapter which links the four 

preceding chapters together.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Introduction 

This chapter is divided into a number of interconnected sections. As 

contemporary ideas of development have influenced the modes and methods of 

mass and interpersonal communication in post-colonial countries of Africa, I start 

the chapter with an overview of the emergence of development communication as a 

practice and as a field of study. In this overview, I briefly examine how changes in 

global politics necessitated the employment of more participatory methods of 

communication to disseminate development policy and practice information to 

grassroots communities. In the next section, I give a brief history of how theatre, as 

an example of a participatory method of development communication, is used in 

African countries. I show through this historical analysis how a method for 

organizing Theatre for Development (TFD) workshops was adopted in Zambia in 

1979 and later adapted for use in different African countries. To give an in-depth 

analysis of how TFD works in Africa and to highlight the challenges of the method 

developed in Zambia, I examine two TFD projects organized by the Nigerian Popular 

Theatre Alliance (NPTA), a non-governmental organization in Nigeria that is 

nationally acclaimed for its use of TFD as a tool to highlight community issues and 

concerns, and as a technique to raise collective consciousness. I use these NPTA 

projects as typical examples of TFD projects in Nigeria against which I compare the 

potential benefits of cultural performances based on indigenous performance 
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practice. In the summary that concludes this chapter, I link the different sections 

and highlight ways to improve current approaches to TFD in Nigeria.  

Development Communication: An Overview  

Intrinsically linked to contemporary notions of development, development 

communication grew out of a need to organize communication that increases 

citizens’ participation, promotes equity, and closes an increasing socio-economic 

gap between the wealthy nations of the world and the “underdeveloped periphery” 

(Latham 6). As a field of study, the history of development communication can be 

traced back to the end of the Second World War, when new nations emerged in 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America as the European colonial empire began to crumble. A 

major challenge for the Western powers that emerged from this war was the need to 

contain a potential threat of soviet communism spreading to these new nations. In 

the United States, social scientists successfully advocated (by advising US policy 

makers) for the use of modernization theory as a tool in the “war” against a global 

spread of socialism. According to historian Michael Latham, the core concepts of 

modernization theory centered on several overlapping assumptions: (1) 

“traditional” and “modern” societies are separated by a sharp dichotomy; (2) 

economic, political, and social changes are integrated and interdependent; (3) 

development tends to proceed toward the modern state along a common, linear 

path; and (4) the progress of developing societies can be dramatically accelerated 

through contact with developed ones (4). Modernity was determined through a 

measure of economic growth and technological advancement; therefore, countries 
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that fell short of this measure were considered “under-developed.“ Global 

institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) were 

set up to loan and distribute monetary aid from donor countries keen to support 

specific “development” programs in the newly independent countries.  

Technological advancement in this same period made mass media 

(television, radio, and print media) the ideal communication model to transmit 

western ideas of development to countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In this 

top-down approach to development communication, problems were identified and 

solutions offered at the higher levels of government. Information and other inputs 

were then channeled down to local communities. Participatory or autonomous 

development by local communities was considered slow, inefficient, and, more often 

than not, unlikely to occur (Melkote 57). By the late sixties, critics of the 

modernization approach were highlighting the drawbacks of this development 

model and proposing a more participatory approach to development. Some of the 

disadvantages of the modernization approach highlighted were the absence of 

feedback; the disregard for local initiative; cultural insensitivity; and perpetuation 

of dependency, to mention just a few (Musa 138). 

To address the drawbacks of the mass communication approach of the 

modernization model, communication experts re-defined the field of development 

communication in line with new perspectives on the notion of development. Nora 

Quebral, for example, defines development as “the art and science of human 

communication linked to a society’s planned transformation from a state of poverty 

to one of dynamic socio-economic growth that makes for greater equity and larger 



35 
 

unfolding of individual potential” (16). This new perspective perceives development 

as a culturally grounded process, which brings about socio-political and economic 

transformations, and requires collective action and participation.  

In many African countries, theatre has been identified as one medium to 

realize the above objectives (Mda 2). As a form of cultural performance, theatre 

opens up spaces for reflection, alternatives, dialogue, and heightened consciousness. 

In this sense, theatre lends itself to the process of conscientization. The theorist and 

adult educationist Paulo Freire defines conscientization as: “the process [by] which 

men, not as recipients, but as knowing subjects, achieve a deepening awareness 

both of the socio-cultural reality which shapes their lives and of their capacity to 

transform that reality” (Action 27). For Freire, this process of critical analysis is 

developed through dialogue (Education 75). Theatre scholar Augusto Boal extends 

Freire’s ideas of conscientization and dialogue to theatre. Boal’s own work with 

marginalized groups in Brazil shows theatre as an effective communication tool 

which creates a conducive space for authentic dialogue. In turn, Boal’s own 

scholarship and work in Theatre of the Oppressed has greatly influenced the 

structure of TFD as a participatory approach of development communication in 

Africa.  

Theatre for Development in Africa: A Brief History 

Botswana 

The Laedza Batanani project of the Southern African country of Botswana is a 

pioneering TFD project in Africa. Laedza Batanani is a Setswana phrase meaning, 
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“the sun is up, let us go and work together” (trans. in Kerr, African Popular 151). 

This participatory, non-formal education project was initiated in the mid-1970s by a 

community leader and adult education specialists from the University of Lesotho, 

Swaziland and Botswana (later University of Botswana). The project toured six 

villages annually in the Bokalaka area of northern Botswana with a short skit 

designed to educate and engage villagers on government-initiated development in 

their communities.  

The structure of the project includes two workshops, the creation of an initial 

and final skit, the staging of a performance, and finally a follow-up action stage. The 

first workshop is a community-planning workshop where community extension 

workers, village development committee members, and traditional leaders decide—

from a list of pre-selected community concerns—the most important development 

concerns for the villages. The workshop ends with the creation of the outline of the 

final skit. 

The second workshop is the actors’ workshop. Here, a smaller group of 

community workers work on the skit developed at the first workshop to create the 

final performance. This final performance includes the use of puppetry, songs, and 

dance, and is staged in a central location in each of the villages. Afterwards, the 

actors lead a post-performance discussion session. The discussion sessions are 

designed to get villagers to discuss the main issues dramatized in the skit, proffer 

likely solutions, and determine the next course of action. The villagers also set basic 

development goals at this stage. The follow-up action stage is the final stage of the 

project. Here, extension workers from different government departments assist the 
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villagers in achieving the development goal set after the post-performance 

discussion.  

According to leading theatre scholar Zakes Mda, participation was not only a 

method of theatre in the Laedza Batanani project, but the goal (15). To achieve this 

objective, the organizers11 used a Freirian model as their framework in raising 

community issues, creating a space for dialogue, and promoting collective action. 

The success of the Laedza Batanani project was, however, limited due to a number 

of factors. In the first place, a small elite group at the community planning workshop 

decided on the key issues. Secondly, although the villagers participated in the 

performance and post-performance discussions, their contributions were already 

circumscribed by the issues presented and by the structure imposed by the actors 

who facilitated the discussion sessions. The use of puppetry—a performance form 

foreign to the communities in question—could also have limited the audience’s 

critical appreciation of the final performance. The “bottom–up” approach to 

communication was not achieved because government officials and community 

leaders (elites) in the end controlled the process of producing the performance skit. 

The shortcomings of the project notwithstanding, the pioneering work of Laedza 

Batanani project organizers continues to inform Theatre for Development projects 

in Africa.  

                                                        
 

11. Ross Kidd and Martin Byram were both part of the initial group that organized and 
theorized the Laedza Batanani projects. They have also written a case study on the project, where 
they identified some of its major challenges. For more details, see Kidd and Byram. 
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Zambia 

Perhaps the most influential workshop for launching the Theatre for 

Development movement in Africa was the one held at Chalimbana, about 30km east 

of Lusaka in Zambia, in 1979 (“Art as Tool” 79). The workshop participants 

developed a methodology for TFD projects on the continent by building on the 

Laedza Batanani method. The stages outlined include:  

1. Researching into a community’s problem.  

2. Using a workshop technique to create a play contextualizing those 

problems.  

3. Presenting the play to the community. 

4. Using the post-performance discussion as the basis for initiating 

action to solve the problems. (“Art as Tool” 80) 

Along with developing the methodology initiated by the Laedza Batanani project, 

this Chalimbana TFD method borrows extensively from techniques developed in 

Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. Douglas Paterson, in an introductory essay 

to Boal's work, notes that Boal’s workshops are “typically” comprised of three key 

activities. The first are activities to gather background information from the group. 

Next are games to stimulate the senses and encourage critical thinking on the nature 

of the group’s oppression. The third area of activities includes “structure exercises” 

to put together a play or performance (Paterson). Item one of the Chalimbana 

methodology mirrors Boal's information gathering activities, while items two and 

three on the Chalimbana outline are attainable through a combination of Boal's 

second and third activities.  
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Apart from developing a methodology, the elite group of educators, social 

workers, and university-based artists at the Chalimbana workshop also carried out a 

field “experiment” of the methodology. For logistical reasons, Chalimbana was the 

“test community.” The challenges of a method imported with very little deviation 

from a different continent, and with its own set of unique problems, became 

immediately apparent. The main flaws of this methodology included: a shortage of 

participants who spoke the local language; lack of genuine involvement by the locals 

in the post-performance discussion; and lastly, the lack of meaningful follow-up 

programs in the community (see Kerr 79-86 for full details). In spite of these 

limitations, the methodology was adopted with some variations in different 

countries and regions of the continent, including Nigeria in West Africa.  

Theatre for Development in Nigeria: The TIDE & NPTA Projects  

Setting the Scene 

The history of Theatre for Development in Nigeria dates back to 1975 when 

it was introduced at the Ahmadu Bello University (ABU), Zaria as a curricular 

program. Since then, a number of TFD projects have been organized and staged 

across the country to raise awareness about diverse development concerns and 

issues. Funders for TFD projects in Nigeria range from the national, state, and local 

governments to multinational companies and private charity organizations. Oga 

Steve Abah, a professor of drama at ABU, is at the forefront of TFD practice in 

Nigeria and is also the executive director of the Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance 

(NPTA). NPTA, which was established in 1989 at ABU, states its mission as “the 
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promotion of participatory development through the use of TFD and other 

communication strategies to build the capacity of NGOs, CBOs [community based 

organizations], women’s groups and institutions.”12 NPTA’s community outreach 

workshops have taken place in different parts of the country, dealing with a wide 

variety of community development issues, including concerns about women’s 

health, HIV/AIDS, conflicts and development, democracy and good governance, and 

poverty alleviation. NPTA has received funding for its projects from a number of 

multi-national organizations, such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Ford Foundation, the Commonwealth 

Foundation, and the MacArthur Foundation of Chicago, to mention just a few. TFD 

workshops and projects organized by NPTA are also some of the most documented 

participatory development communication projects in the country.  

For ease of reference and to facilitate an in-depth analysis, I will address the 

challenges and limitations of TFD in Nigeria through an examination of some of 

NPTA’s TFD workshops and projects. However, because NPTA was only officially set 

up in 1989, I will start with Abah’s earlier TFD project, the Theatre for Integrated 

Development (TIDE), where the TFD structure developed in Zambia was first 

employed in Nigeria. 

The TIDE projects were annual Theatre for Development workshops that 

started in the early 1980s. The workshops were designed to bring together 

intellectuals from universities across the world, members of governmental and non-

                                                        
 

12. Brochure, Nigerian Popular Theatre Alliance (NPTA), quoted also in Abah, Social Action 43. 
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governmental institutions, private individuals, and the media in support of “village 

organized cultural activities” (Byam 69). Each TIDE workshop was designed for a 

period of two weeks. L. Dale Byam describes TIDE as process-oriented participatory 

theatre, noting how it incorporates the style of Augusto Boal’s participatory theatre, 

namely the forum theatre and simultaneous dramaturgy, in promoting discussion 

(69). According to performance scholars Francis Harding13 and Ross Kidd14, who 

were participants at separate TIDE workshops, most of the over seventy 

participants in attendance “were inexperienced in [the] participatory theatre 

process and its techniques.” As a result, the first three days of TIDE workshops 

taught participants how to invoke theatre through drama. The TIDE projects were 

substantially funded by the Benue State government of east-central Nigeria.  

From Kidd’s account of the 1981/1982 TIDE project, there were roughly six 

methodological steps leading up to the staging of the final performance in the village 

of Igyura in January 1982. The participants had been divided up into three different 

groups, one for each of the three selected villages. The first step was, therefore, for 

each group to meet up with community elders in their respective villages to 

introduce themselves and clarify their mission. Kidd’s group also heard the leaders’ 

perspective on the socio-economic problems confronting the villagers. The main 

problems identified by the leaders were the need for a health care center and 

                                                        
 

13. Harding was part of the December 1982/January 1983 workshop. For her account of the 
workshop, see Harding 99-112.  

14. Kidd was part of the December 1981/January 1982 workshop. For his account of events, see 
Kidd 45-52. 
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regular supply of crop fertilizers from the state government. The elders also called 

attention to curious cases of wives deserting their husbands in the village by 

migrating to larger surrounding towns.  

The second step was initiated when the group broke up into smaller units to 

visit villagers in their homes and compounds. This stage of the program was 

initiated with permission from the community leaders. Each unit comprised of two 

participants and a translator. Of the three problems identified by the leaders, the 

workshop participants noted that the need for a health care center was the least of 

the villagers’ concerns. The villagers were more concerned with the supply of crop 

fertilizers or the lack thereof, and the issue of marriage desertion.  

The third step started when the group returned to the workshop venue to 

analyze the information gathered through workshops and discussions over a two-

day period. Based on their analysis, workshop participants linked the villagers’ 

concern about fertilizer to poor communication with their local government officials 

and the cases of wife desertion to abuse and premature marriages. This third step 

also includes the creation of an initial performance, which was then staged for the 

villagers’ input. The villagers’ critiques and comments were then incorporated and 

the initial performance reworked and developed into a final performance piece.  

For the fourth step, the participants staged a performance at the village 

marketplace to a predominately male audience, two days after the group’s initial 

visit. From Kidd’s account, Boalian aesthetics were most visible at this stage in 

terms of transferring the means of production to the hands of the spectator, as the 

people of Igyura were asked to perform key roles that mirrored or most related to 



43 
 

their lived experience. Scenes were also adapted to incorporate comments from the 

villagers, and new scenes were added based on their suggestions. Back at the TIDE 

workshop venue, the participants reworked and developed a final play based on 

comments from the villagers. These final rehearsals, however, took place away from 

the villagers.  

The final performance and the post-performance discussion session 

constitute the fifth and sixth steps, respectively. The final performance was once 

again staged at the village, three days after the initial performance at the 

marketplace. Kidd reports that though the final performance was open-ended, it was 

presented to the villagers as a more or less finished product. The open-endedness of 

the final play was, however, useful in initiating the post-performance discussion.  

The six steps detailed above were framed for TIDE workshop participants by 

theories of development theatre. Harding gave a detailed account of Abah’s 

theoretical lecture at a TIDE workshop she attended in the last week of December 

1982 and the first week of January 1983. Harding notes that, for Abah, the aim of 

development theatre (and of the workshop) is to create a performance that 

“deepens understanding of problems in the selected villages from the perspective of 

the villagers” using the following guidelines:  

1.) The creation and maintenance of trusting interpersonal relationships 

between the village people and workshop participants; 

2.) The collection of accurate information on the specific problems and 

concerns of the village;  
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3.) The sensitive discussion and analysis of the information so that priority 

issues surface; 

4.) The dramatization of those issues in such a way as to reflect the socio-

political complexities involved in reaching a “solution”;  

5.) The utilization of existing performance forms so that, if possible, the 

drama of Theatre for Development is created as an extension of 

indigenous forms rather than an imposed alien form; 

6.) The post-performance dialogue in which opportunities arise for people of 

the village to discuss further;  

7.) Throughout all of this, workshop participants should maintain a 

continued and committed interaction with the people of the village. 

(Harding 102) 

Along with providing a reference list to help determine the success of the Benue 

TIDE workshops, Harding’s notes also highlight the ideal requirements of 

participatory theatre aimed at raising awareness or consciousness even as it 

communicates notions of progress and development. In my opinion, the most salient 

of the guidelines above is the second. The information gathered at this stage 

determines the relevance of any final performance(s) to host villagers. This, in turn, 

informs the villagers’ critical reception of such performance(s), and no doubt 

influences a post-performance dialogue. Yet the collection of accurate information is 

highly dependent on the first point on the list, which requires that workshop 

participants create and maintain trusting interpersonal relationships with the 

villagers in two weeks! Performance studies scholar Soyini Madison warns that: “In 
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doing the work of advocacy, whether we consider ethics or not, it is always already 

present within the horizons of representation and the machinations of power. 

Because ethics requires responsibility (and the ability to respond), it is inherently 

antithetical to apathy” (11). Even if we assume that these workshop participants 

gained the trust of the community they researched, would these participants remain 

committed to the cause of the villagers long after the workshop ends?  

Because this structure remains in use and continues to inform the approach 

to TFD projects in Nigeria in general, and Abah’s projects in particular, it creates 

severe challenges with regards to the effectiveness of TFD as a participatory 

approach to development communication. I examine some of these challenges 

below with reference to specific case studies.  

Challenges 

A.) Time: Like the TIDE project in which Harding participated, most TFD projects in 

Nigeria are organized and designed to last for just two weeks. According to Harding, 

she and her fellow participants had exactly ten days to collect information; 

brainstorm on the information collected; put together an initial performance piece; 

stage an initial performance; improve on the final performance piece by adapting 

and incorporating suggestions from villagers; rehearse the final performance; then 

stage the piece on the last day, before leading a post-performance discussion. 

Crucially, the most significant information gathering exercise was completed on the 

first of the ten allocated days. Most of the participants had never visited the village 

leading up to the workshop, and half of the group did not speak the local language. 
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Therefore, each participant who spoke the local language was paired with another 

who did not for the duration of the workshop.  

To contextualize and to elucidate the significance of the challenge of this 

highly limited time allocation to the overall success of TFD projects in Nigeria, a 

brief explanation of the country’s socio-cultural landscape is required. Nigeria is a 

country of about two hundred and fifty different ethnic groups speaking just as 

many different languages. Christianity and Islam are widely practiced across the 

nation; however, the indigenous cultural practices of specific ethnic groups continue 

to inform particular belief systems. In many cases, these indigenous belief systems 

have been adapted and absorbed into Christianity and Islam to create a religious 

syncretism that is specific to the different ethnic groups. For this reason, there is no 

singular cultural practice that defines or classifies Nigerians.  

This simple fact creates multitudes of social, political, and economic 

problems, even for the Federal Government of Nigeria. Take, as an example, the 

observations of Samu’ila Danko Makama, the Chairman of the Nigerian National 

Population Commission, during the nation’s last census exercise in 2006. During an 

interview, Makama explains the challenges faced by government officials and the 

census workforce when he states: 

[C]ensus workers have instructions to be polite and sensitive to 

cultural issues once they arrive at their destinations. . . . Workers must 

pick their way through numerous questions, trying not to give offense. 

. . . In a Yoruba household, for example, it's considered bad luck to ask 

how many children there are. . . In the mainly Muslim north, men in 
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religious households will not allow women alone to answer the door 

to male census workers, meaning the women will not be counted. 

Makama explained that while it is taboo to ask the size of a man's herd 

in some societies, other factors may also be at play. “The pastoralists, 

if you ask them about the number of their cattle, they are unlikely to 

cooperate with census officials because they will immediately 

associate it with taxation”. (Associated Press) 

For reasons of accountability and transparency, all of the 2006 census workers were 

posted outside their home state and, in many cases, assigned to work in 

communities outside of their own ethnic groups. However, in spite of the fact that 

they were all Nigerians, the population commission still had to organize training 

sections to specifically instruct on cultural sensitivity. The country’s complex 

cultural landscape, only barely addressed by the above examples about a Yoruba 

cultural particularity and the religious expectations of the northern Muslims, is 

further complicated by the interconnectedness of culture and economics in many 

societies. And, it is not unusual for grassroots communities to co-opt cultural 

practices for economic gains, as is the case with the pastoralists mentioned above. In 

this intricate cultural environment, two weeks is insufficient to gain an 

understanding of language use and cultural peculiarities. The challenge for TFD 

organizers in Nigeria who are unable to fund longer-term projects, and for TFD 

participants who have limited time to work with host communities is, therefore, 

immense.  
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The adverse effect of the very tight time schedule set for TFD workshops is 

often evident to the discerning, right from the information-gathering stage. Very 

often, villagers see TFD workshop participants as representatives of rarely seen 

local, state, and federal government officials, particularly as these participants come 

with questions at their first meetings, not unlike population control officials do. 

With no time to learn and, perhaps, trust each other’s motives, villages tend to 

present TFD workshop participants with more tangible community development 

requests meant for their governments. So, important issues of clear communication 

lines between community leaders and villagers and complaints of corruption and 

socio-economic marginalization are wrapped up in requests for crop fertilizer, good 

road networks, and the need for schools and health care centers. In this way 

grassroots communities treat the TFD information-gathering sessions as 

information channels to address their often-absent government officials and 

representatives. The challenge, then, is for TFD workshop participants and 

organizers, working on very tight schedules, to extract the more important 

community development concerns of their host communities from the information 

provided. Time is an essential requirement to initially gain a community’s trust and 

to ultimately determine the effectiveness of a TFD workshop in any community.  

 

B.) Utilization of Existing Performance Forms: Most TFD programs designed for 

grassroots communities in Nigeria integrate existing indigenous performance forms, 

such as dance, music, mimes, drums, and, in some cases, puppetry, into their more 

contemporary performance style. Commenting on the structure and formation of 
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songs in TFD projects, Frank Youngman notes that “the songs are sung in vernacular 

languages and usually their tunes are well known adaptations of popular music 

styles. The guiding principles in composing such songs are: simple catchy tune; 

simple words and lots of repetition; and a clear message” (3). This is very similar to 

the formation and structure of nursery rhymes.  

 This resemblance is potentially problematic, as the perceived function of a 

performance determines its reception by a community. When Christopher 

Kamlongera argued that indigenous African drama forms exist in context (15), he 

called back to focus the functional characteristics of music, song, and dance in 

African ritual performance. To clarify the connection between ritual and theatrical 

performances in Africa, Kamlongera states: 

Ritual elements are summed up in overall intentions of those who 

initiate the ceremonies in an attempt to reconcile man and his 

environment. Theatre surfaces as part of fulfillment of these 

intentions. In this respect ritual is bigger than theatre. But these two 

are not exclusive of each other. (26) 

Ritual practices are concerned with transformation and ritual activities enable 

individuals to move appropriately from one status to another. As integral parts of 

ritual and theatrical performance, elements like songs, drumming, dance, and mime 

function both as languages of instruction and mediums of communication. As 

languages, they contain whole sets of linguistic conventions which enable members 

of the same speech community to comprehend each other. The structuring of these 

elements greatly contributes to a community’s comprehension of the function of an 
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enacted performance. The performance studies scholar and theorist Richard 

Schechner observes that “performance is not a passive mirror of these social 

changes but a part of the complicated feedback process that brings about change. At 

all times a dialectical tension exists between efficacious and entertainment 

tendencies” (Performance Theory 76). The function a community ascribes to a 

performance, therefore, is subject to the community’s interpretation of this 

feedback. Given all the above, and where—as is the case with TFD programs and 

performances—simple, playful songs are appended to even simpler, playful skits, it 

is not inconceivable that host communities perceive these performances as leisurely 

entertainments good for little more than the laughs.  

An extract from a NPTA, TFD performance staged in 2003 in Sanubi, Bayelsa 

State, in the oil rich Niger-Delta region of Nigeria, will better illustrate this point. In 

the performance, oil had been discovered on a farm in a village. As is the practice, 

the oil company, Royal Dutch Shell, had paid compensation to the village chief for 

permission to drill from the land. The chief, however, failed to pay the farm owner 

compensation due to him for the loss of his farmland. In the scene below, the farm 

owner and a friend meet up with the chief to enquire about the money.  

The Village Chief is trying to look calm, but it’s obvious that he’s 

nervous. 

“What has happened to the money?” the two men still standing, ask. 

“It’s in a bank,” he [the chief] offers feebly as an explanation. (Abah, 

"Bottom" 1) 
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This seems a simple enough exchange between three adults, except in the cultural 

context of the people of Sanubi, such a direct exchange is less likely to take place due 

to the power differential between the parties involved. And this remains the case, in 

spite of the reduced contemporary status of the village chief’s office.  

 Dwight Conquergood’s analysis of Michel Foucault’s “subjugated knowledge” 

aptly captures the power relations in this society. Subordinate people do not have 

the privilege of explicitness, the luxury of transparency, the presumptive norm of 

clear and direct communication, or the free and open debate on a level playing field 

that the privileged classes take for granted ("Performance Studies" 312). Because 

the people of Sanubi have a clear understanding of the workings of power in their 

society, they can only receive such clear and direct communication as comical. 

Remarking that the audience “snickered” when the village chief replied that the 

money was in the bank, Abah explains: 

The members of the audience find the theatrical performance darkly 

humorous because they recognize the deception. In the oil producing 

region of the Niger River Delta, even the once revered traditional 

leaders have been corrupted, leaving the communities adrift. 

("Bottom" 1) 

The corruption of these traditional leaders notwithstanding, some conventions 

continue to hold sway, and one such convention is the culturally appropriate 

decorum of communication between subjects and their leaders.  

Victor Turner writes that cultures are most fully expressed and made 

conscious of themselves through their rituals and theatrical performances. For 



52 
 

Turner, when we enter “into one another’s performances and [learn] their 

‘grammars and vocabularies’ we gain a clearer understanding of each other” 

(Schechner and Appel 1). The “grammars and vocabularies” of indigenous 

performance forms show that these are not static traditions. They are fluid and 

adaptable to changing times, yet they are grounded in the philosophies and 

worldview of the communities they serve. Indigenous performance forms in many 

West African communities are inherently participatory, as they remain relevant only 

due to performance by community members. For this reason, many indigenous 

performance styles are engrained in the fabric of community life, and they are 

designed for easy replication. This further supports my argument about the very 

limited time spent by TFD workshop participants in host communities. In many 

grassroots communities in Nigeria, the TFD format, where plays are followed by 

formal post-performance discussion sessions, constitutes a new performance style. 

This creates a challenge for TFD workshop participants who aim, by including local 

drums and songs into their performances, to avoid a situation where they impose a 

foreign performance style on their rural audience.  

If workshop organizers can design a period of field work into TFD projects 

where workshop participants spend more time in host communities, learning 

something more about their cultural and performance practices, they may discover 

a more effective method of achieving the workshop’s overall goal of community 

empowerment through dialogue. 
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C.) Funders and Agendas: Most TFD projects in Nigeria are sponsored or funded by 

international organizations and national Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). 

When funding institutions collaborate to organize TFD workshops, they often come 

together with programs that fit within parameters of their mission statements. It is 

common knowledge that a funding organization’s mission or goals may over-

shadow the socio-economic or political concerns of host communities. The challenge 

then for TFD workshop organizers and participants is the creation of a performance 

that appeases funding institution(s), while highlighting , to the best of their abilities, 

issues raised by host communities. By not foregrounding the concerns of host 

communities in the final plays, TFD workshop participants and organizers limit how 

well locals identify with their performance, and by extension, with the latter’s 

notion of development.  

The far-reaching effects of TFD workshops in Nigeria subject to the demands 

of funding institutions can be better understood through an example. At the end of a 

two-week long TFD workshop in the village of Mazah, Plateau State, Central Nigeria, 

Abah laments:  

But what happens when the method of intervention you are 

introducing is new? When it takes time to generate the interest and 

win the trust of the people because you are a stranger? And how do 

you deal with the frustration of leaving because your time is up when 

the village has accepted you and work has to begin in earnest? It can 

be even more frustrating when the constituents of the paternoster are 

the animateurs without the link chain being provided by community 
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members. In the end we leave behind an archipelago of skits without a 

bridge! ("Dynamics" 66) 

The work that should have started in earnest, but never got started, was a long 

battle with the state government for a link road to the village of Mazah. Many years 

later, its absence had dire consequences for the villagers.  

Mazah is a community of approximately two thousand people located in a 

valley eight kilometers outside the city of Jos, in Plateau States, central Nigeria. In 

spite of its close proximity to an urban center, Mazah remains an underdeveloped 

agricultural community. When Abah visited in 1993, a primary school and a health 

clinic were the only signs of the state and local governments’ infrastructural 

commitment to the village. There were no roads into the valley, so villagers literally 

hiked up and down the surrounding hills whenever they had business in Jos. Abah 

observed that labor was divided along gender lines, with men doing the farming in 

the valley and women selling farm produce in the city. This meant the women had to 

go uphill “carrying heavy loads of firewood, tomatoes and guava fruits” for sale in 

Jos ("Dynamics" 63). Ironically, when Abah’s TFD workshop participants visited 

Mazah on their information-gathering assignment, the men of Mazah identified the 

construction of a link road to Jos as their main concern, while the women insisted 

that the supply of crop fertilizers was the community’s key concern.  

The TFD workshop in Mazah was organized through the collaborative efforts 

of an international donor and two Nigerian NGOs (NPTA and Women in Nigeria 

[WIN]). WIN is an intervener and moderator in population dynamics, interested in 

women’s health and reproductive rights issues ("Dynamics" 61). WIN’s mission is 
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closely linked to that of the international donor, the John D. and Catherine T. 

MacArthur Foundation, a private funding agency based in Chicago. According to 

Abah, the population program of the MacArthur foundation: 

perceives population issues as a set of diverse and multidimensional 

problems, encompassing traditional concerns of population (such as 

demographic changes, migration and provision of family planning 

services) and broader social and economic circumstances. 

("Dynamics" 61) 

The fact that two of the three in this partnership were interested in “population 

dynamics” was reflected in the selected theme for the TFD workshop: “Women’s 

Health: Bridge the Gulf!” The first half of the theme, Abah explains, defines the area 

of concern while the second evokes the action ("Dynamics" 59). 

Though the people of Mazah did not directly link issues of health concerns 

with their need for a link road out of the valley and their request for regular supply 

of crop fertilizers, Abah was clear that concerns about women’s health in this 

particular village could not be discussed outside of the problems identified by the 

villagers. The skits created by the TFD workshop participants, therefore, treated 

women’s health concerns by addressing the importance of a link road to Mazah and 

of a regular supply of crop fertilizers to the villagers. A number of interconnected 

skits were created to show how all three issues directly influenced one another, yet 

because women’s health issues were fore-grounded in these performances, the 

villagers did not participate as fully as the workshop organizers had hoped for. 
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Again, this reiterates the issue of time and a culturally appropriate approach 

to the issue of development. The question of cultural “taboos” is raised here as well. 

What, for example, do the people of Mazah consider culturally appropriate to 

discuss in the open—as with a performance in the market square? Abah documents 

that the women of Mazah were financially independent of their men, and were the 

culturally designated “bread winners” of their homes. In this society, a woman is 

expected to be self-sufficient, so much so that women in Mazah do not accept 

assistance from men when travelling uphill with heavy loads ("Dynamics" 64-5). In 

this society, it is possible that to discuss women’s health issues is to highlight the 

weaknesses of these supposedly strong women. If there was no pre-determined 

funders’ agenda that linked development to women’s health and population control, 

perhaps the workshop participants would have focused more on the concerns 

raised by the villagers. If the need for a link road and the supply of fertilizer had 

been connected to economic growth and financial independence, perhaps the 

villagers would have participated more on the project and initiated actions that 

would have eventually brought about the construction of the link road. The focus of 

the funding organizations, in this case, possibly accounts for the limited success of 

the project. 

It turned out that the TFD workshop’s focus on the funders’ agenda and 

program was a missed opportunity in Mazah. On 17 July 2010, seventeen years after 

the Women’s health workshop, Mazah made headline news in Nigeria and across the 
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world,15 when it became the site of horrific, deadly sectarian and ethnic violence. 

One of the issues that hampered rescue efforts to villagers was the lack of a good 

link road into the valley where the village was situated.  

The importance of community participation in TFD projects in Nigeria cannot 

be overemphasized. To ensure the desired continued dialogue after TFD workshops 

come to an end, funders’ agendas or programs cannot overshadow the needs or 

concerns of community members. In Mazah, what was lost was the opportunity to 

move the request for a link road from a simple concern to a community action plan 

that could have brought about the desired development, and ultimately saved lives.  

Indigenous Performance Practice 

In Africa, indigenous forms of theatre have functional elements and are often 

concerned with transformation. The performance activities inherent in these 

cultural performance forms enable individuals to move appropriately from one 

status to another, transforming both the individual and the community in the 

process. This process of transformation has been described as “rites of passage” by 

social anthropologist Victor Turner, who borrows the term from Arnold van Gennep. 

Some approaches to Theatre for Development on the continent recognize and 

incorporate this transformative characteristic in indigenous African performances  

                                                        
 

15. The Maza murders were covered by BBC news, Al-Jazeera news station, Reuters and AFP, 
and the Nigeria national media. 
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Theatre scholar Osita Okagbue provides an insight into the structure of 

indigenous/cultural performance practice.  

For most African cultures, a measure of what is perceived as 

performance is whether or not the three elements of space, performer 

and spectator are present in the activity. The space can be anywhere, 

usually a village or town common, or any other open space, including 

public roads and family compounds. A performance happens 

wherever the spectator encounters and engages with the performer, 

and the two automatically define, and continuously redefine, the 

enveloping space of their meeting throughout the duration of the 

performance. Equally, their roles, as performer or spectator, go 

through similar process of renegotiations and redefinitions as the 

performance progresses. The fluidity of the space is responsible for 

the constantly shifting positions of and alternating roles between 

spectator and performer in most African contexts. (2) 

I quote Okagbue extensively here because he raises some important points 

regarding the fluidity of the performance space. This fluidity defines the form and 

mode of artistic expressions in African performances. The space of performance also 

differentiates the ritual elements from the theatrical elements of indigenous 

performances. In this sense, the performance space becomes a signifier of the 

function of a performance.  

Pre-colonial performances like the “sitting on a man” tradition of the Igbos of 

Nigeria can give some insight into the use of space in the structure of an indigenous 
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performance form. Historian Judith Van Allen claims that political power for women 

in Igbo land was “based on the solidarity of women, as expressed in their own 

political institutions” (165). These institutions, she explains, “are solidified through 

women’s market networks and associations. While their political powers are 

expressed in the women’s rights to use strikes, boycotts and force to effect the 

desired decisions” (165). “Sitting on a Man” is an example of an expression of this 

political power. To sit on a man is to have a collective of women besiege the home 

and business of a male offender. The women sit and stand in strategic locations, 

while singing and dancing for as long as it takes for the offending party to re-dress 

the angering situation. The singing and dancing can be a mixture of celebration and 

protest, but the function of the performance is made clear by the location: To “sit on 

a man” is to seize a space that, under normal circumstances, is controlled by the 

male head of a family or compound. The aim is to demand change, and the message 

of the performance is communicated through the act of “emasculating” the offending 

male. This function of the performance is signified through the space occupied.  

The effectiveness of this indigenous performance practice as a participatory 

mode of communication is evident in its continued usage in contemporary times. In 

colonial times, it served as a model for the Aba Women’s War of 1929. In this 

celebrated case of female political prowess and autonomy in colonial West Africa, 

women successfully demanded exclusion from colonial tax burdens that imposed 

untold hardship on them.16 In 2003, a coalition of Liberian women helped stop a war 

                                                        
 

16. See Van Allen for details of the Aba Women’s War of 1929 
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that had raged for more than a decade by “sitting on the men” of the warring 

factions. In both cases the use of a traditional performance practice created a forum 

for these women to effectively agitate for change. 

As a participatory development communication approach, however, the 

challenge for TFD workshop organizers remains how to explore a full and 

participatory engagement with the local cultures they seek to represent. In other 

words, how can TFD create a forum for communities to actually enact their own 

stories? How can its methods expand to allow host communities to “speak their own 

concerns and develop their own strategies for progress” amongst themselves? Can 

the conventional methods of TFD workshops realistically open up, for these 

communities, a forum for dialogue with neighboring communities and with their 

leaders, and those policy makers in the wider world who wield power over their 

lives?  

To address these questions, TFD experts in Nigeria, have to seriously rethink 

the methodology currently in use, particularly with regards to current performance 

style and structure. To take advantage of indigenous performance forms, TFD must 

begin to frame performances within indigenous cultural practices, as opposed to 

using these practices as tokens of cultural representations in performance. The 

Liberian case, mentioned above, is worth examining for the insight it provides into 

how indigenous performance structures can create alternative mediums for 

development communication.  
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Using Indigenous Performance Form to Communicate Change & Development 

Fourteen years into the brutal civil war that almost destroyed the West 

African country of Liberia, a coalition of Liberian women staged a “sit in” 

performance to demand an end to the war. They had three requests: 1.) the warring 

factions should immediately and unconditionally; 2.) the president of Liberia and 

the various factions must agree to attend peace talks; and 3.) the international 

community should send a war intervention force to Liberia. The women chose an 

open field in the fish market as their performance space for one main reason: the 

field was located on the way to the home of the then Liberian President, Charles 

Taylor. This meant Taylor saw them at least twice daily, as he travelled in and out of 

his home. Led by the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Leymah Gbowee, the women, 

all dressed in white, sang, prayed, and danced for twelve hours each day for more 

than three months. This was an extremely dangerous undertaking in a country at 

war, and they could easily have lost their lives. Each time Taylor drove past, the 

women danced up to the road holding up a big banner that read: “Women of Liberia 

Want Peace Now.” The unrelenting nature of their performance is reminiscent of the 

“sitting on a man” tradition. The women stood their ground, performing without 

violence, and increasing in number daily until they wore Taylor down with their 

request. The women did the “unimaginable,” but they were tactical. They knew that 

their method of communication was framed within a particular cultural context, 
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which they were sure was clearly understood. Three months into their daily request 

for peace, Taylor granted them a meeting.  

Gbowee, as the coordinator of the women peace-building network, was asked 

to present a statement on the women’s behalf at a parliamentary session. The 

podium to which she was called to speak was placed facing the audience, and not the 

President. President Taylor was seated to the right of the podium and away from the 

line of vision of a speaker at the podium. Gbowee chose instead to turn away from 

the audience and face the president before delivering her speech. However, she also 

chose to speak to Taylor through an intermediary as would be culturally 

appropriate in a more traditional setting. Addressing a female commissioner in the 

room, Gbowee states: 

We ask the honorable pro tem of the senate being a woman . . . to 

kindly present this statement to his excellency Dr. Charles Taylor with 

this message: that the women of Liberia, including the IDPs [Internally 

Displaced Persons] . . . are tired of war. We are tired of running. We 

are tired of begging for bulgur wheat. We are tired of our children 

being raped. We are now taking this stand to secure the future of our 

children because we believe, as custodians of society, tomorrow our 

children will ask us, “Mama, what was your role during the crisis?” 

Kindly convey this to the president of Liberia. Thank you. (Gbowee) 

The impact of Gbowee’s powerful message on the president was immediately 

obvious and captured on camera. He looked down, for a very brief moment, in 

shame. Along with being the President of Liberia, Charles Taylor was a notorious 
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warlord whose actions had caused the death of thousands of people, in both his 

native country Liberia and in neighboring Sierra Leone. That simple act of remorse 

from him was priceless for the people of Liberia. It was the hair-thread crack in his 

armor required to get him to agree to attend a peace talk in Ghana. Gbowee was 

tactical in choosing to address Taylor through an intermediary. To have addressed 

the same words directly to Taylor would have been confrontational and an 

insubordination, which would doubtless have had grave consequences for her and 

the cause she represented. Here Gbowee borrowed from an indigenous practice 

where very important community concerns are transmitted to powerful leaders 

through an intermediary without fear of retribution. This practice is still in use in 

many West African cultures. The success of her performance and medium of 

communication is evident in the fact that Taylor agreed to attend the pre-arranged 

peace talk in Ghana. The women also got other warring factions to attend by a 

similar approach. 

As a follow-up to the initial “sitting” performance in Liberia, Gbowee also led 

a delegation of women to Ghana to continue to “sit.” When the peace talks were 

jeopardized because the warring factions threatened to end the meeting without a 

resolution, these Liberian women barricaded the exit by holding hands, while 

insisting that the warring generals and their mediators continue to negotiate. When 

threatened with arrest for “obstructing justice,” Gbowee and the women threatened 

to strip naked. With this, the women invoked another indigenous practice across the 

west coast of Africa, where a woman publicly strips naked in anger and evokes ill 

luck for the targets of her anger. The women’s threat to strip in public was strategic 
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as they had an understanding of the cultural environment within which they 

performed. Gbowee explains:  

There were two things playing in our favor. . . One, the peace talks 

were in Ghana, and the Ghanaians hold strongly to their traditional 

beliefs. And the men at the table mostly came from indigenous 

backgrounds and also held strongly to indigenous beliefs. They would 

have given us the world rather than see us stripping naked. When a 

frustrated warlord came out to try to push and kick the women away, 

Gbowee says the moderator told him, "Go back in there and sit down. 

If you were a real man, you wouldn't be killing your people. But 

because you are not a real man, that's why they will treat you like 

boys.” (Conley) 

The many months of “sitting on the men” eventually paid off, as the warring factions 

agreed to a peace treaty on that day. The peace treaty was signed, and the terms 

were announced two weeks later, bringing the fourteen-year war to an end.17  

I focus on the Liberian women’s “tactical performance” for a number of 

reasons: 1.) It is one of the most documented performances of its type in West 

Africa. 2.) The women’s performances were highly effective in bringing about the 

desired peace because these women had a clear understanding of cultural practices 

that frame communication in the region. 3.) Leymah Gbowee’s peace building 

                                                        
 

17. The role of the Liberian Mass Action for Peace (the Women in White Protest) in brokering 
peace for Liberians is well documented in the Abigail Disney documentary film Pray the Devil back to 
Hell.  
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network has been extended to the Nigeria Niger-Delta region. As discussed in 

Chapter one, lessons from the Nigerian Niger-Delta inform the performance 

experiment documented in Chapter four of this dissertation. 4.) The success of the 

Liberian women’s tactical performances was based on sustained pressure and 

dialogue by the communitas created through an indigenous cultural performance 

practice.  

Summary  

The first documented TFD project in Africa took place in the southern African 

country of Botswana some forty years ago. This participatory approach to 

development communication is largely influenced by the teachings of Paulo Freire, 

who emphasized the importance of dialogue as a way to facilitate critical thinking in 

a classroom. The Botswana project, Laedza Batanani, pioneered the use of theatre as 

a tool to raise consciousness through dialogue. The project was, however, flawed in 

that it excluded the people it sought to represent from participating in the creative 

process leading up to the staging of a final performance. In essence, the Laedza 

Batanani project ignored the people as a body of intellectuals capable of solving 

their own problems (Byam 46). To address this key challenge of the Laedza 

methodology, which limited participation by host communities, a more inclusive 

method was developed at a TFD workshop in Chalimbana, Zambia in 1979. The 

method, which was based on Boal’s forum theatre, involved four stages: a.) 

Researching into a community’s problem; b.) Using a workshopped technique to 

create a play contextualizing those problems; c.) Presenting the play to the 
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community; and d) Using the post-performance discussion as the basis for initiating 

action to solve the problem. The Chalimbana method formed the bedrock for TFD 

projects across the African continent. In Nigeria, for example, a variation of the 

Chalimbana method has been in use for over thirty years, as evident in the TIDE 

projects of the 1980s, and the more recent NPTA TFD workshops discussed above. 

The TIDE and NPTA variations of the Chalimbana TFD technique are not 

without their drawbacks and these drawbacks limit the effectiveness of the 

development messages the participants present to host communities. In the NPTA 

and TIDE projects reviewed above, the participants have just two weeks to get to 

know the locals, understand the local culture, gather information, create a 

performance, and stage this performance twice. This tight schedule poses a 

challenge because it reduces the exposure of workshop participants to the 

communities and their cultural nuances. Another challenge is the limited use of 

indigenous performance forms in creating TFD plays and dramas. Too often, local 

songs, drums, and dance steps are appended to these TFD performances as tokens 

rather than indigenous performance forms. Furthermore, the need to cater to 

funders’ requirements has, in many cases, compromised the themes being 

addressed in TFD performances.  

A more rigorous examination of indigenous performance practice and 

performance styles may be a viable way to develop a Theatre for Development 

method that is better suited for the communities it seeks to represent. The potential 

effectiveness of these indigenous performance forms is evident from the resounding 

success of the Liberian women discussed above.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Introduction 

In this chapter I examine how the indigenous performance practice of oriki, 

Yoruba appellation poetry, can empower marginalized groups in Southwest Nigeria 

by opening up a culturally appropriate forum for dialogue between grassroots 

communities and the leaders they choose to represent them. My choice of the 

Yoruba oriki tradition as an alternative performance practice to the current TFD 

practice in Nigeria and my focus on the Yoruba of Southwest Nigeria is informed by 

the location of the case study, the kingdom of Kweme, which I discuss in Chapter 

four. It is also informed by the people of Kweme’s cultural affiliation with the 

Yoruba ethnic group of Nigeria.  

Indigenous performance practices, like conventions of communication, are 

determined by specific cultural traditions. Therefore, gaining some insight into the 

structure of oriki as an indigenous performance form might lead to a better 

appreciation of the rules of engagement across socio-political and economic divides 

in Yoruba communities. This knowledge can, in turn, inform future participatory 

approaches to development information dissemination in grassroots communities, 

and can produce a more effective method of creating community development 

performance or theatre.  

This chapter is divided into six interrelated sections. The first section is a 

brief introduction to oriki as both a cultural practice and a performance form. In the 

second section, I examine the structure and content of oriki text through the usage 
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of poetic devices and figures of speech in the composition of oriki performances. 

Sections three and four are an examination of the key building blocks of oriki 

compositions, and assess how these contribute to the lack of closure in oriki 

performances. The fifth section is a historical analysis of the role and changing 

structure of oriki in contemporary Yorubaland and Nigeria. In the sixth and final 

section, I summarize my argument and draw a conclusion.  

Oriki: An Overview 

Oriki are a genre of Yoruba oral poetry that could be described as 

attributions or appellations: collections of epithets, pithy or elaborated, which are 

addressed to a subject (Barber, Tomorrow 1). Oriki is most commonly referred to as 

Yoruba praise poetry or chants, but they do more than flatter. As utterances, oriki 

evoke the most distinctive elements of their subjects’ identity even where these 

elements are not the most complimentary.  

Oriki are composed for a wide array of subjects ranging from animals, 

vegetation, and humans, to ancestors and deities. Described as a “master discourse” 

(Barber, Tomorrow 16), oriki exist as the bedrock of most other Yoruba oral 

traditions including: Ijala Ode, the hunters chant; Iyere Ifa, invocations from the 

sacred Ifa corpus; and the performances of royal bards at oba’s palaces across 

Yorubaland. Oriki's plasticity and ease of adaptability, which allows its presentation 

in different modes to varied audiences, makes this indigenous performance form an 

attractive choice for this research and dissertation.  

In performance, oriki chants are a juxtaposition of lines and units that are 

composed to enhance the addressee’s distinguishing traits and character. The 
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chants appear to be composed of fragments of obscure and disjointed statements, 

which make oriki difficult for outsiders to comprehend. In her excellent exposition 

of the form and structure of oriki, cultural anthropologist Karin Barber compares 

these fragments to “a string of beads, a long chain of interchangeable parts, which 

can be extended or broken off at will without significantly altering its form” ("Man 

Makes God" 63). 

Unlike dominant forms of literary text, which emphasize boundaries (even 

where these are blurred), oriki texts resist boundaries. The essence of oriki is in the 

fluidity of its parts. This fluidity provides oriki performers with the tools to evoke a 

subject’s distinguished past through multiple voices and narratives across temporal 

and spatial lines. Oriki utterances provide a medium for the performer to skillfully 

navigate and cross boundaries between the living and the dead, between humans 

and their gods, and between individuals and their communities. These crossings 

bind both performer and subject, and open up a space for dialogue, often between 

two people culturally separated by socio-economic barriers.  

Training for the oriki performer is often informal. African oral performance 

scholar Isidore Okpewho explains that informal training entails a kind of loose 

attachment whereby the future artist happens to live or move in an environment in 

which a particular kind of oral art is practiced and simply absorbs the skill in as time 

goes on (Oral Artist 226). In more traditional Yoruba societies, everyone (not just 

the artist) acquires some knowledge of their personal or family 

history/lineage/genealogy because greetings are often followed by a brief excerpt of 

one’s personal or lineage oriki. On more leisurely days or during festive periods, 
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these few lines could extend into a recitation or performance of lengthier forms of 

oriki. In this environment, an artist whose mind is already predisposed to studying 

this art form easily acquires a high level of competence from daily practice.  

Oriki performers rely on a number of poetic devices in the composition of a 

performance piece. Because each line or unit of an oriki composition is a reference 

either to a local event; to group or individual history; or to Yoruba mythology, belief 

systems and philosophy, allusion is perhaps the most important poetic device 

available to an oriki performer. For this reason, the successful delivery and 

reception of any oriki performance is reliant on a shared knowledge (on the part of 

both the performer and listeners) of the cultural context that gives oriki its form and 

meaning.  

In many ways, oriki performance is a tangible expression of the dialogic, as 

performers orient their utterances toward listeners with the intent to create a 

bridge between the speaker and the listener. For Volosinov/Bakhtin (and in the 

particular instance of printed verbal text like a novel), this bridge consists of both a 

verbal utterance and the extraverbal situation of the utterance. Bakhtin explains 

that three key elements constitute this extraverbal context or situation of any 

utterance: the common spatial purview of the interlocutors, the interlocutors’ 

common knowledge and understanding of the situation, and lastly, their common 

evaluation of that situation (163). A common historical and cultural bond between 

an oriki performer and the audience, the shared knowledge and understanding of 

the relevance and function of oriki, and a similar assessment of the performance 

from a shared value system all constitute the extraverbal context of an oriki 
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performance. Without this extraverbal or cultural context, a narrative (itan) or two 

is required to unravel the latent meanings and relevance of oriki poetic devices and 

figures of speech in performance. 

Accessing Oriki through Poetic Devices and Figures of Speech 

For ease of analysis in this section, I will use two examples from specific 

cultural and occupational fields where classic oriki performances continue to exist 

in contemporary Nigeria. The first is an example of oriki chants by royal bards of 

Yoruba monarchs. The second example is a lengthier oriki text performed by a 

hunter in praise of the Yoruba orisa, Ogun. 

Allusion  

Oriki performers are integral parts of royal households across Yoruba land in 

Southwest Nigeria. Referred to as royal bards in academic writings (see Akinyemi 

2001 for more details), these performers chant their patrons’ oriki to musical 

accompaniment like the “gourd rattle” (sekere), the metal clavicles (aro), and the 

talking drums. The aim is to entertain and celebrate their royal patrons and 

members of their households. The art of “naming” (which I will address in a later 

part of this chapter) is a significant aspect of oriki performance, and a number of 

scholars18 have analyzed how the chanting of a patron’s “praise names” and 

attributes enhances the patron’s status in his community. The art of naming is also a 

technique of oriki performance to allude to events, lineage, ancestry, and attributes.  

                                                        
 

18. See Babalola, 1966; Barber, 1991; and Akinyemi, 2001. 
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To illustrate, in most Yoruba kingdoms, and particularly in Oyo (a leading 

cultural capital of the Yoruba ethnic group), royal bards know to include the lines 

below in the oriki chant of a reigning monarch:  

Oosa, Iku-baba-yeye 

Kabi-ye-si 

Alase, igba ekeji orisa 

--------------------------------- 

1.) Literal translation (what the untrained ear hears):  

Deity, death, father, mother 

Cannot be questioned 

The commander, second to the deity  

-------------------------------------------------- 

2.) A more appropriate translation in English: 

The deity, who holds, in sovereignty, the power of death 

One whose authority is absolute  

Commander-in-chief, second in rank (only) to the gods 

I have chosen to give a literal translation above to give the reader a sense of the 

Yoruba words in performance. The second translation should be more easily 

comprehended. Taken literally, and referencing the first two lines in particular, the 

oriki above celebrate the sovereign powers of Yoruba monarchs. However, by using 

particular combinations of word fragments—deity, death, father, mother—the 

performers indicate the specific historical data they reference. In this case, the word 

fragments above refer to a stage in the Yoruba mandatory rites of passage required 
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to transform a king or queen-elect from a mere mortal state to the status of 

immortality as monarch and deity. 

In a historical analysis of the roles of royal poets in Yoruba land , Akin 

Akinyemi records an eyewitness account of an Oyo monarch’s rites of passage in 

1971. On completion of a number of rites, the prince-elect (in this case) had been 

elevated to the status of a king without a coronation ceremony. His coronation 

ceremony transforms him from a mortal king to a god. To achieve this goal, the new 

king must die a symbolic death and be entombed with his ancestors. According to 

Akinyemi’s account, the king (dressed in black) is led in a ceremony similar to the 

Yoruba funeral procession to a royal mausoleum where his predecessors are buried. 

The king is wined and dined in this space, and spends the night in communion with 

the spirits of his departed ancestors. When he emerges in the morning, he is 

perceived as having died and “become one” with his deified ancestors. His reign as a 

deity and king starts as he crosses the threshold out of the mausoleum. From this 

point going forward he is seen by his subjects as “the living presence of his [deified] 

ancestors” (Royal Poetry 62). For oriki performers and the listeners addressed, the 

words “death, deity, father, mother” are the only imageries required to allude to this 

particular aspect of a monarch’s rite of passage. The coronation at the mausoleum is 

also the process that elevates the king to the prestigious rank of the “second in 

command to the gods”, and grants him ultimate power over the “bare life” of his 

subjects. Such shared extraverbal context simultaneously deepens the meaning of 

the oriki and enhances the prestige of the monarch. 
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Digression and Polyphony 

A very important feature of oriki is that it includes, in each composition, 

multiple voices, of different composers accumulated over time. Barber observed 

that each unit of an oriki text not only has the “possibility of different origins, a 

different composer—so that the ‘corpus’ of oriki is literally an assemblage of diverse 

voices—but also, the prevailing style of oriki performance seems deliberately to 

heighten and emphasize this polyvocality” (Tomorrow 37). The oriki performer 

emphasizes and heightens the numerous voices of oriki compositions in different 

ways, but particularly through digression.  

A simple way to show how digression highlights the multiple voices of oriki is 

through an analysis of a fuller oriki text. Though oriki are composed for a variety of 

subjects and occasions, oriki compositions for Yoruba deities remain some of the 

most robust. Oriki to Ogun, the Yoruba god of iron, is particularly distinguished in 

this sense, and numerous examples of Ogun’s oriki are performed in a performance 

style known as Ijala.  

Ijala, a variant oriki performance, is chanted with a high tremulous voice and 

in a way which allows the performer to use changes in tone to indicate the 

multiplicity of sounds and voices in an oriki composition. In academic writings19 

(Babalola, 1966; Okpewho, 1992), Ijala is commonly referred to as the hunter’s 

chant. Since it is a performance form developed by hunters, Ijala performances tend 

                                                        
 

19. In many parts of Yorubaland, local Yoruba hunters refer to Ijala as ere Ogu (Ogun’s play), 
which emphasizes the playfulness of hunters in performance over the performance style (chanting) 
emphasized in academic works.  
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to focus on various aspect of hunting life., such as birds, animals, plants, esteemed 

hunters, or Yoruba deities associated with the hunting profession. A crucial 

distinction of Ijala from any other form of oriki performance is the constant 

reference to Ogun in almost all Ijala compositions. Ogun is the patron deity of 

Yoruba hunters and Ijala performances are in most cases simply a celebration of 

Ogun’s valor and greatness.  

Below is an example of an Ijala chant to Ogun. The lengthier example below 

provides the reader a sense of an Ijala/oriki chant in performance, and also provides 

a good reference point for the analysis that follows.  

I WILL CHANT A SALUTE TO MY OGUN20 

1. I will chant a salute to my Ogun. 

2. Edan, the largest lump of raw iron metal, grass by the riverside, 

husband of Ayoni. 

3. Gashes of cutlass-inflicted wounds,  

4. With blood spouting forth here and there, my Ogun, 

5. Ire was not Ogun’s hometown. 

6. Ogun merely called there to drink palm-wine. 

7. Of course Saki was the hometown of Father Ogun, who never forged 

palm-nuts. 

8. In Ila Ira the favorite sacrifice acceptable to Ogun is a dog. 

9. At Ire the favorite sacrifice received by Ogun is a ram. 

                                                        
 

20. The original Yoruba version of this text is attached as an appendix to the chapter. Due to 
time constraints, only the English translations of all the poems have been reproduced. Both the 
Yoruba and English translations of this particular poem can be found on pages 166–171 in Babalola’s 
The Content and Form of the Yoruba Ijala. This particular salute was transcribed from a recorded 
performance by an Ijala chanter called Akinloye Agbaraale, an indigene of Iwo. (see appendix 1 
reproduced from Babalola for more details.) 
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10.  Around the mouth of my Ogun much blood appears, smearing it. 

11. Ogun, King of Ire my master. 

12.  When he was thrust into the thatch eaves of a house, 

13. He wrecked the inner surface of the eaves. 

14. O Ogun! 

15. When he was slid into a scabbard, he sent the scabbard asunder like 

a piece of cloth. 

16. Ogun 

17.  When he was passing through a forest, 

18.  The forest resounded with a mighty noise. 

19.  When Ogun was passing through a savannah tract, the savannah 

echoed with loud reports of him. 

20. Ogun, wearer of a crown that’s nonpareil. 

21.  When he was passing through a town, a Hugh throng of people gave 

him tumultuous applause. 

22.  May it please you to give me your patronage, 

23.  O Deliverer. 

24.  May it please you to deliver me. 

25.  Because you gave Lagunju your patronage, 

26.  He was crowned king of Ede. 

27.  Because you gave Abaasi your patronage, he became the Baale of 

Ibadan 

28.  Because you smiled on Aderemi, he was crowned Ooni of Ife. 

29. You gave your kind support to the king of Iwo, Iwo the beautiful, Iwo 

whose humble people don’t mind being called unwise. 

30. Iwo, where the lantana camara shrub grows profusely, with its many 

long branches, and whose citizens eat a lot of roast bush meat. 

31. Iwo whose humble people don’t mind being called unwise. 

32. As for me, I am satisfied with the degree of dignity already achieved 

by Iwo people. 

33. I greet you, Mode, a vigilant guard, heir to your father. 
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34. Palm fruits in plenty at Alo your place of origin. 

35. I, Ajeje, of six score titles, am the chanter now performing here. 

36. I will chant a salute to my Ogun. 

37. A butterfly chances upon a civet cat’s excrement and flies high up 

into the air. 

38. The god who once jumped upon a town gatekeeper’s head and 

pressed him down with tremendous violence. 

39. Tomorrow also I will chant a salute to my Ogun. 

40. Your support, 

41. Your support, 

42. O friend of mine, 

43. Your support is what I want. 

44. I don’t want your hostility. 

45. Ogun. 

46. King of Ire, my master. 

47. I don’t want you to play with me, and I don’t want you to fight 

against me. 

48. It is your support I want. 

49. Edan, king-size lump of raw iron metal, grass by the riverside, my 

master. 

50. Ire was not Ogun’s hometown. 

51. Ogun merely called to drink palm-wine. 

52. I will chant a salute to my father. 

53. Blacksmith whose workshop fire hits the anvil and scatters brilliant 

sparks around. 

54. I will chant a salute to my father. 

55. Ejijengna, Aro Isokun. 

56. The butterfly, which flew across the ocean. 

57. The executioner who worked near Epe 

58. Citizens of Eedu Town. 

59. “My face is blackened. 



78 
 

60. My mouth is blackened. 

61. My jaws are smudgily blackened.” 

62. Which place is said to be the town of Ogun- who- never forged palm-

nuts? 

63. There were three birds 

64. Which tapped palm-wine for the consumption of Ireni, a son of Ogun, 

the blacksmith who as he spoke, lightly struck his hammer 

repeatedly against his anvil. 

65. I will chant a salute to your smith, 

66. You aged man of Okomoye. 

67. I will postpone it. 

68. Lend me your ears. The vulture on the head of the ako palm  

69. Tapped palm wine from the tree, 

70. And the palm-wine it gave to you Ogun. 

71. The hornbill living bear the top of the baobab tree, 

72. Produced wine by tapping the tree, 

73. And the wine it gave to you, Ogun 

74. The bush fowl francolin eluding many a shot from the hunter’s gun, 

75. Whose flesh is our favorite meat for eating pounded yam, whose 

chest is broad and pulpy as a fruit, 

76.  Today he would say, “Onire, come and drink some wine with me.” 

77. Tomorrow, again he would say “Onire come and drink some wine 

with me”. 

78. This is how it came about that Ogun 

79. Settled at Ire, the town of Ireni, a son of Ogun, the blacksmith who as 

he spoke, lightly tapped his anvil with his hammer repeatedly. 

80. Saki was the hometown of Father Ogun who never forged palm-nuts. 

81. Will you please now chant a vigorous follow-up?  
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The above translation is Babalola’s, and it incorporates some interpretation. His 

interpretation of the literary translation is, in my opinion, accurate. The performer 

is Agbaraale Akinloye, a citizen of the town of Iwo in Southwest Nigeria. 

A brief narrative (itan) is required here for ease of comprehension. Ogun’s 

oriki used in this Ijala performance alludes to different aspects of Ogun’s life before 

his death and deification. Ogun, who had a rather colorful lifestyle, was often teased 

for his love of palm wine. The Ijala above describes Ogun’s fondness for the town of 

Ire, which was famous for the fine quality of its palm wine, and the skills of its palm 

wine tappers. Ogun, who was in fact a citizen of the town of Saki, would often stop to 

enjoy Ire’s palm wine during his many travels around the region. He eventually 

settled in Ire, but was never crowned king, despite the fact that one of his numerous 

praise names is Ogun Onire (Ogun, King of the town of Ire). He was, however, 

assigned an elite squad of the military to tap his favored palm wine. Ogun was also 

known for his love of travels and his excellent skills as a blacksmith. The Ijala 

“corpus” above alludes to all of these in lines that reflect narratives of multiple 

authors and diverse voices.  

 The polyvocality of an Ijala (read: oriki in general) text is marked in 

performance by a performer’s rapid and continuous shift from one addressee to the 

next. In the first line of our example above, Akinloye, the performer, clearly states 

that this is homage to Ogun. So he addresses Ogun directly in lines 1-4 (much in the 

same way one prays to an unseen divinity), but by line 5, the performer refers to 

narratives about Ogun’s life and lifestyle and now addresses his general audience—

the listeners likely to have gathered around him and to whom he performs. The 
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narratives alluded to in lines 5-10 are neither authored by the performer nor do 

they have a “fixed authorial point of view” (Tomorrow 37). In line 11, the chanter’s 

addressee is once again Ogun. Akinloye marks this return to his patron deity by 

“calling out” Ogun’s name.  

 In line 29, Akinloye creates a multi-way dialogue when halfway through his 

sentence he digresses from his praise of Ogun to the praise of the Yoruba town of 

Iwo, Akinloye’s hometown. In lines 25, 27, and 28, Akinloye names illustrious kings 

of three key Yoruba towns and connects these men’s prestigious status to Ogun’s 

benevolence. Thus, when he mentions the king of Iwo (without naming the specific 

king) in line 29, he links his own town and its monarch to the desirable lineage of 

the aforementioned three kings. This is a technique by oriki performers used to 

cross socio-political and economic boundaries.  

 An oriki performer’s role and prestige (as an entertainer and a citizen) is 

directly linked to the patron’s role and prestige (as a leader and a distinguished 

citizen). Oriki chants are performed to call attention to the qualities that 

distinguished those worthy of public celebration. By raising the prestige of his own 

king and chanting the king’s praise in connection to Ogun (his respected and 

beloved deity), Akinloye attempts to construct a “newer”, more esteemed class 

identity for himself.  

 To achieve the above, Akinloye addresses three different listeners 

simultaneously. His first addressee is the people of Iwo (who may or may not have 

been at the performance). Akinloye signifies this in lines 29–32 by naming Iwo 

repeatedly and alluding to social narratives (from multiple authors) of defining 
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events in the history of Iwo town. The “history” Akinloye creates is only “authentic” 

if not challenged in performance, and the people of Iwo are the sole group that can 

successfully challenge Akinloye’s claim. By addressing this group directly in 

performance, Akinloye attempts to validate his claim to greatness and his right to a 

newly negotiated identity.  

The second addressee is Akinloye himself. Again, he signals this swift change 

when he starts line 32 with the words, “As for me, I…” The Yoruba concept of ori, the 

notion of individuality and destiny, permits this introspection in performance. 

Because ori is perceived as a separate entity in itself, it can be addressed directly.  

 Here, as with other aspects of oriki, Bakhtin’s analysis of the notion of the 

dialogic is useful. Introspection in oriki is a “two-sided act,” which permits the 

opening up of “border zones” where self-consciousness is realized in dialogue. In 

oriki performance, introspection is primarily a connection between a speaker (the 

performer) and the entity (ori), but as these performances are public, introspection 

is also a public act. Therefore, a skilled oriki performer can, in the process of self-

examination, awaken collective consciousness for change and development. The 

awakening of collective consciousness of oriki performance substantially influences 

the process and significance of the performance analyzed in Chapter four of this 

dissertation.  

 Irrespective of the importance of ori to oriki and Ijala performances, the oriki 

performer always aims to please an audience. Akinloye’s third addressee, therefore, 

is his actual audience. After all, the social identity he constructs by enhancing the 

status of Iwo as a town worthy of Ogun’s benevolence is first and foremost for the 
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benefit of this audience. To ensure he has this audience’s undivided attention, 

Akinloye digresses from his celebration of Iwo to exchange pleasantries with and 

praise a specific member of his audience in lines 33 and 34. In line 35, now 

confident that his addressees are listening attentively, Akinloye confirms his newly 

constructed status as the performer with seventy-two, presumably prestigious, 

titles. With this “new,” performance-enhanced social status, Akinloye confidently 

returns to his celebration of Ogun.  

 The use of digression in oriki is therefore a way to highlight the multi-

vocality of oriki compositions; a tool to awaken both self and communal 

consciousness; a mode of negotiating social identities and roles; and, perhaps more 

significantly, a method to retain the audience’s attention.  

Metonymy 

In the context of power, an oriki performer exhibits agency by producing a 

counter-hegemonic narrative that allows for the inversion of both class and power 

roles, ultimately creating a forum for a conversation between “equals.” To achieve 

this goal, skilled oriki performers rely on their proficient use of metonymy as a 

narrative tool and rhetorical strategy in two ways. On one hand, by constantly 

referencing past greatness, performers rely on narratives of a distinguished, distant 

past to validate the counter-hegemonic narratives of political and social structures 

constructed in the present. As shown in the examples from Akinloye’s performance, 

it is not unusual for performers to reference the past greatness of patron deities and 

ancestors, that of the people as a nation, or, simply, that of the lineage and family. On 

the other hand, narratives of past greatness are propelled forward through a 
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process of seemingly unbroken continuous dialogue as the past is deliberately 

reworked, in performance, into a more desirable present—shifting class lines and 

socio-economic and political barriers.  

Communal participation is fundamental to the success of oriki performance 

in this context. The intense usage of metonymies in oriki compositions suggests that 

the performer is assured of the listeners’ participation. When Ijala/oriki chanters 

reference an action or an event in performance, they do so with confidence that they 

and their listeners are fully aware of the extraverbal context in which the 

conversation occurs. In this sense, the dialogue that ensues between the speaker 

and listener is fully participatory because it takes the collective effort (common 

knowledge, common understanding, common evaluation) of both the listener and 

speaker to bring about the desired “evaluative conclusion” (Bakhtin 163). 

On Centers and Closures 

As text, the fluid structure of oriki compositions resists closure. Even when 

transcribed, as is the case with the above examples, oriki texts do not conform to 

conventional notions of the authored, finite, bounded, stable text. Neither is there a 

center within the structure of the text from which it draws its closure. This is 

because oriki compositions are constituted of individual parts or units that are not 

strung together to create a narrative plot. Instead, each oriki unit is in itself a 

composite of meanings and can be interchanged or rearranged with other units in 

performance without affecting the overall structure or meaning of the composition. 

Similarly, no particular unit of an overall composition is privileged in performance 
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over the others, which leads to the lack of “established centers from which 

performers deviate”21 and from which they draw a performance to a close.  

Oriki performers, however, signal that a performance is coming to an end in a 

number of ways. They may introduce a song into their performance and ask the 

audience to join in. They can indicate a handover to another performer by 

introducing the new performer without breaking the rhythm of their own 

performance. They can begin a dance step and invite drummers (if available) to take 

over the “talking.” Performers can also stop performing simply because the occasion 

no longer requires oriki chants. Irrespective of the method employed or the reason 

given, oriki performers always signal the end of a performance to an audience.  

 The methods employed by oriki performers to signal the end of a unit of 

performance are a matter of intellectual interest for two of the leading scholars in 

this field of study. While admitting that oriki performances do not conclude in the 

same ways that the conventional poetry corpus does, Babalola22 argues that Ijala 

artists employ a number of clearly structured formulas to indicate the end of a 

performance turn, to show the transition from one theme to another within a 

particular performance, or to invite another performer to take over from one in 

performance (59). Barber, on her part, sees these formulas not so much as rigid 

structures but more “like signposts in an essentially homogeneous and endless 

                                                        
 

21. From a paper presented by literary scholar Olabiyi Yai at a conference in Ghana. Quoted in 
Barber, Tomorrow 23. 

22. Babalola is writing specifically on Ijala, and cites a number of examples similar in form to 
line 81 of the Ijala chant to Ogun in the text above. 
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terrain” (Tomorrow 23). These signals indicate a change in direction and can appear 

in any position within the text. They are signposts, she argues, because they are 

“brought into play in response to external factors (a new guest in the audience, the 

need to renegotiate social identity, etc.), rather than produced out of internal 

structural ones” (Tomorrow 23). I will show in Chapter four how this lack of closure 

or center of oriki composition and performance is used, effectively, to initiate a mid-

performance dialogue.  

 To understand the fluid structure of oriki and the relevance of its open-

endedness in performance, one must understand the importance of “naming” as a 

process and constituent element of oriki composition. Names are the building blocks 

of oriki compositions. In the Ijala composition above, for example, lines 55 to line 58 

are recitations of nicknames, names that allude to important historical narratives, 

but names which also derive their meanings from these narratives. These names are 

all descriptive terms of endearments that do not need to appear in any particular 

order to hold meaning or retain historical significance to the subject(s) of an oriki 

performance.  

 As is to be expected, there is also a cultural element to the concept of naming 

in oriki. As a social cultural-group, the Yoruba are “clear that the human individual’s 

power depends in the long run on the attention and acknowledgement of his fellow 

man” ("Man Makes God" 724). The oriki performer understands this connection 

between social status and political power. In performance, the connection between 

status and power is highlighted through the act of naming. In many ways this is 

similar to how Akinloye negotiates his own identity, but differs in the fact that the 
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performer now assumes the communal task of bestowing status on a recipient. 

Because Yorubas acquire names and nicknames all through life and because any 

individual can take on names initially assigned to distinguished ancestors, the oriki 

performer is always mindful of the endless repertoire of names that can apply to a 

subject of an oriki performance. The need to use names that are suited for each 

audience largely accounts for the open-endedness of oriki performances.  

Of greater relevance to this dissertation are the potential functions of this 

element of resistance to closure in oriki performance. The open-endedness of oriki 

performance is fundamentally an invitation for continuity. It is a call to continue 

unfinished talks, a request to leave a space for dialogue, and an opening for 

renewals. It is an intentional liminal space left open for continuous negotiations of 

constantly shifting identities and roles. To give closure to an oriki performance is to 

end the processes of a community’s consciousness awakening. This simple fact is 

critical to the success of the performance experiment analyzed in Chapter four. 

Oriki in Performance and a Community’s Notion of Individual Empowerment  

Documenting her observations of oriki performances in a small Yoruba town 

in Nigeria, Barber writes:  

The naming that oriki do is of a specific effectuality. When a performer 

utters oriki, she addresses herself intensely and exclusively to the 

subject, whether he or she is living or dead, human or spiritual being. 

In a festive gathering she will address many subjects, often 

interrupting her chant to turn to an important newcomer or moving 

from person to person in a circle of auditors. But as long as she is 
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addressing one person, she concentrates entirely on him. If the subject 

is a living human, present at the performance, she can be seen leaning 

towards him, bestowing her words on him, almost visibly creating and 

maintaining a powerful dyadic bond. And the subject is visibly 

affected. He appears locked into the relationship, galvanized by what 

he is hearing; he seems to expand, to take on afflatus, and to be 

profoundly moved. Much of what the performer does can be seen in 

terms of strategies of insistence. She asks the recipient again and 

again “Are you listening to me?”, “Are you attending to what I am 

doing?”, “These are your oriki.” By calling him, interjecting his names 

into the chant and by continually reminding him that oriki are 

equivalents and alternatives to these names, she engages him in an 

intense dialogue in which, though silent, he is constitutive of her 

discourse. The vocative is evocative. Oriki call a subject’s qualities to 

life, and allow them to expand. (Tomorrow 75) 

The calling of a subject’s quality to life has its root in the Yoruba religious system 

and the notion of ase. In Yoruba cosmology, ase is the life force that activates 

utterances, imbuing words with powers to initiate change. In calling out a name and 

by connecting a bearer’s name to that of an illustrious lineage or those of 

distinguished ancestors, the greatness of the past is considered awakened to bring 

about renewal. The subjects of oriki performances acknowledge that they are 

distinguished due to these past connections, but understand that future praises will 

only accrue if they continue on the path set by their predecessors. This, in a sense, is 



88 
 

the ultraverbal context between the performer and the subject of performance. It is 

also an effective motivational method to bring about communal and self- 

empowerment.  

Oriki in Contemporary Nigeria 

 A commonly referenced saying of Yoruba artists is the paradoxical 

statement: “Our tradition is very modern” (Yai, “Metonymy” 36). The tradition of 

oriki performance remains a relevant aspect of both the social and political fabric of 

modern day Nigeria. In the social arena, oriki has acquired a new lease on life 

through the Yoruba language music genres of juju, fuji, and apala, to name just a few, 

because the musicians whose works fall within these genres borrow extensively 

from the expansive oriki corpus of their distinguished patrons.  

In urban centers, juju musicians are generally perceived as contemporary 

oriki performers, and the commercial success many enjoy is well documented.23 A 

number of these musicians have accrued, and continue to accrue, immense wealth 

by serenading patrons who happily reward their modern day “praise singers” with 

ostentatious gifts ranging from money and cars to houses. Of particular interest here 

is the ease of transfer of oriki to newer modes of performance and how oriki 

remains both a method of acknowledging individual achievements and a call to 

communal service and development.  

                                                        
 

23. For further discussion of contemporary juju music, see Bucknor (1976), Alaja-Browne 
(1989), Waterman (2002), and Apter (2005). 
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Juju music, described by ethnomusicologist Chris Waterman as a regional 

style of urban popular music (59), has particularly grown from the continued 

popularity of praise singing in the Yoruba social scene. The more popular form of 

juju music, a fusion of percussion instruments and indigenous drums, grew out of 

the urban centers as Nigeria emerged from colonial rule in the sixties. The 

popularity of the music also grew in the seventies and early eighties when Nigeria 

experienced a period of economic vitality due to the nation’s income from the sale of 

crude oil to the international market. The nation’s elites asserted their privileged 

positions by celebrating with parties where live music bands serenaded them with 

lengthy, personalized praise songs. With upbeat musical arrangements composed 

for dancing, juju music lends itself well to the needs of the country’s nouveau riche, 

particularly in the city of Lagos, then the federal capital of Nigeria.  

Because juju music is composed to appeal to a wider audience than is the 

case with the more traditional form of oriki performance, individual appellations 

selected for use in musical compositions are highly simplified. Often, juju musicians 

favor the use of repetitions over extensive allusions and narratives, to create impact 

and for ease of comprehension for their more diverse audience. The use of 

digression is also minimized, as juju musicians tend to serenade a single 

client/patron for lengthier periods of time. Below is an example from a very popular 

juju music album, which illustrates how these musicians use oriki in contemporary 

Yoruba music:  
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LAIDE OROPO24 

1. Oropo builds a house and you (plural) scowl 

2. You fail to enquire of his individual destiny, you forgot about pre-

destiny  

3. Oshinusi in Ijebu Ode, Ode O (twice) 

4. Thanks Bode, offspring of the esteemed, offspring of the famed in 

Ijebu Ode 

5. The beloved Akinbode is ours, how are you doing? 

6. Oshinusi in Ijebu Ode, Ode o! (twice) 

7. Thanks Bode, offspring to the wealthy 

8. Laide Oropo, Oropo! 

9.  Offspring to the ones who own the sixteen chameleons, Oropo! 

10.  The open space where sacrifices are placed in Ijebu Ode, Oropo! 

11.  Ijebu Ode town, with the praise name “Ajagbalura”, Oropo o! 

12.  Offspring to one who suppress a conspiracy by “sitting on it” 

13.  One who suppresses a conspiracy by “sitting on it” 

14.  Close friend to my Oshinusi Bode, Oropo! 

15.  Bode Oshinusi, close friend of Orilonise, Oropo! 

16.  Friend to Alhaji offspring of Orilonise, Oropo! 

17.  Offspring of Oropo, Oropo! 

                                                        
 

24. From side “A” of Ebenezer Obey’s 1972 album Board Members produced by Decca Records. 
The translation and interpretations are mine. The original Yoruba version is attached as appendix 3.  
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18.  Offspring of Oropo, Oropo! 

19.  Offspring of those who control the sixteen chameleons, Oropo!  

The above example is an excerpt of lyrics from a song dedicated to Laide Oropo, a 

member of a prestigious, exclusive Lagos club. As may be apparent, this is a much 

simpler oriki format than the one performed by Akinloye. Oropo is praised through 

his lineage (“offspring of…”), his hometown (Ijebu Ode), and his associates (“friend 

to…”). The musician’s engagement of the client here is quintessentially that of an 

oriki performer in performance. By repeatedly naming the client in this 

performance, the juju musician engages the recipient of his praise in a dialogue that 

both constructs a desirable socio-economic status for Laide Oropo and, in turn, 

raises the profile of the musician as an associate of the elite.  

 The immense popularity of “praise singing” is evident in the high patronage 

of these nouveau-oriki performers and in the continued high returns from record 

sales from both western educated, urban-dwelling elites and the lower classes in 

Nigeria. The album Board Members (on which “Laide Oropo” is included) is a double-

sided recording of twelve song tracks that dedicate praise to one elite or another, all 

of whom form a part of a Lagos social group described by the musician E. Obey as 

“Board Members.” Though initially released in 1972, when it topped the Nigerian 

music chart, the album continues to sell steadily in 2012. This album was also 

instrumental in establishing the musician as a master praise singer amongst his 

peers and professional colleagues.  

The commercial success of the juju musicians notwithstanding, the process of 

naming in oriki (and in juju music) constructs a communal identity that is based on 
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the notion of reciprocity. Through the act of naming, the performer enhances the 

social status of his recipients by calling attention to their impressive network base: 

their social background, their illustrious places of origin, and their important and 

influential friendship base. Juju performance, like oriki, provides a medium for 

others (within and outside of a clients’ social group) to appreciate and acknowledge 

the achievements of the serenaded clientele. In return, the “praise singer” is 

generously remunerated.  

This concept of reciprocity also extends into the political sphere. For 

example, Insa Nolte, a historian of contemporary Yoruba politics, finds:  

[that] from the earliest days of privately organized development 

efforts, the facilitation and provision of local development by private 

individuals in Remo [a Yoruba town on the outskirt of Lagos] was 

widely associated with their perception as politically legitimate 

leaders. Where local men and women contributed to the community 

in a manner that reflected popular ambitions, they also established 

themselves as representatives of and speakers for the community. In 

reflection of this dynamic, the major contributors to development 

projects were rewarded with positions of influence and honor in 

many Remo [read: Yoruba] towns. (210) 

Though Nolte refers to the above practice as “competitive giving” and highlights the 

challenges inherent in this practice, the fact remains that in Nigeria, in general, 

grassroots community development projects are largely driven by the efforts of 

private individuals. The celebration of these private individuals through oriki (either 
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in its traditional form or through genres like juju) is a culturally acceptable way to 

both encourage monetary contributions to community development projects and to 

show collective appreciation for these individuals’ civic engagement. Oriki 

utterances are dialogic because they constitute the bridge that sustains these 

mutually beneficial relationships.  

Juju musicians are potentially able to generate a large public following for 

their clients through the sale of successful records. Additionally, it is not unusual for 

clients with political aspirations to pay these musicians for the publicity. The 

subjects of this juju music cannot always count on the continued attention of their 

new public following, except where they and their influential network of friends 

facilitate some community development projects geared at improving the socio-

economic conditions of their listening public. This is an unwritten rule of 

engagement, but one that is entrenched in Yoruba political and cultural fabric.  

Summary & Conclusion 

To address the question of how indigenous performance practices facilitate 

notions of sustainable development in grassroots communities in Nigeria, one must 

first gain an insight into how these performance practices operate in the socio-

cultural and political context of the communities from which they emerge. The 

above analysis of the structure and functions of oriki performances in Yoruba 

communities of Southwest Nigeria is an attempt to provide such an insight.  

Examining the form and content of oriki within a specific cultural context 

highlights how this indigenous performance form encompasses cultural 

representations of agency, empowerment, subordination, and hegemony. As a 
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performance practice, oriki is highly reliant on the principle of reciprocity. Oriki 

empowers both the performer and subject of performance, as it is both a meta-

narrative of dominance and a counter-narrative of subjugation. The performer’s 

agency (and, by extension, that of the community as a whole) is asserted through a 

process of continuous negotiations of identity rights, which allows for dialogue 

across socio-economic and political divides. These qualities, perhaps, are the 

reasons literary scholar Olabiyi Yai describes oriki as an unfinished and generative 

art project, which allows the researcher to raise new concerns and interrogate 

existing ones ("Metonymy" 30).  

In the sphere of grassroots community engagement and information 

dissemination in Southwest Nigeria, the structure of oriki performances can provide 

an alternative mode of engagement. Because oriki performance provides a culturally 

grounded mode of communication across age and status lines in the highly 

hierarchical society of the Yorubas of Southwest Nigeria, there is a high possibility 

of achieving the crucial sustained dialogue between community members and 

leaders. It is also more likely for development projects to be initiated, completed, 

and maintained through continuous dialogue in the space that oriki provides for 

continued negotiations. In the chapter that follows, I document and critically 

analyze an experimental staging of oriki performance in the village of Kweme and in 

an urban center in Lagos, Nigeria. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Introduction 

This chapter is divided into two sections. Section one is an introduction to 

the case study, Kweme Kingdom, Badagry-West, Lagos, Nigeria, the community I 

researched and worked with to stage the performance documented in this chapter. 

The second section details the process of creating and staging a cultural 

performance using and adapting the structure of oriki, an indigenous performance 

practice that incorporates cultural conventions of communication in Kweme. This 

section also consists of a performance analysis, and my reflections on the reception 

of said performance.  

Section 1 

Kweme 

Kweme kingdom is a quiet, rural community of about twenty villages located 

approximately sixty-seven kilometers (41.63 miles) away from the bustling heart of 

the metropolitan city of Lagos, the commercial capital of Nigeria. The kingdom takes 

its name from the largest village in the community, the village of Kweme. This 

village is also the site of the king’s palace. For the purpose of this dissertation, the 

name Kweme will refer to the community of villages ruled by the king of Kweme.  

Kweme’s geographic location is important to Nigeria’s economic activities 

and trade with neighboring West African countries. An important and economically 

lucrative gateway linking Nigeria to its West African neighbors is the Nigeria-

Republic of Benin border crossing located at Seme, one of the villages of Kweme. 
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Furthermore, the kingdom is bordered on the West by the Atlantic Ocean, a major 

international ocean trade route, and to the north by the Lagos lagoon, an important 

waterway for lumbering activities in the country. These features make Kweme one 

of the most accessible rural communities in Lagos, Nigeria.  

The location of Kweme also makes it a melting pot of languages, cultures, 

religions, and social beliefs. In spite (and perhaps because) of this, the people of 

Kweme are always keen to remind visitors of their roots and connections to the 

Yoruba heritage and people. In the official mythology of Kweme’s origin, for 

example, care has been taken to link both the progenitor of Kweme and his wife to 

the ancestral Yoruba city of Ile-Ife. I document below some aspects of this 

mythology to establish the cultural relevance of oriki to the people of Kweme as a 

social and cultural performance practice. 

A History of Origins  

Anagbo, a distinguished hunter from Ile Ife and a great priest of the deities 

Ogun and Olokun, was the progenitor of Kweme kingdom. According to a two paged 

un-authored document printed as part of a tourism and trade promotional drive for 

the villages of Kweme, Anagbo is believed to be the grandson of Ooni Lugbade, a 

monarch who ruled Ile-Ife in the 17th century.25 This document particularly notes 

that Ooni Lugbade himself is a direct descendant of Oduduwa, the legendary 

patriarch of the ethnic group now described as the Yoruba, and the first king of Ile-

Ife.  
                                                        
 
25 Pamphlet – Kweme Kingdom: Land of Resouces. Lagos. Print  
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Anagbo is said to have left Ile-Ife for Kweme with his wife, sons and 

protégées in search of newer frontiers, expanding the reach of the Oduduwa linage 

and nation. Yewa, Anagbo’s wife, is also linked to a royal family in Ile-Ife. She is 

believed to be the daughter of Ooni Adagba, who ruled in the city for a few decades 

in the 18th century. Yewa’s role as wife and mother of a nation is important in this 

historical narrative because her roots are still traceable to Ile-Ife, where her name is 

strongly linked to a highly desirable chieftaincy. Anagbo and Yewa’s sons are 

documented in this tourist brochure as the founders of all the other villages that 

constitute the kingdom of Kweme.  

Anagbo is believed to have travelled from Ife with a number of deities, 

including Olokun (the patron deity of his lineage, and the deity most associated with 

ocean tides), Thehule (a river goddess, now the patron deity of Kweme), and Ogun.26 

In the fishing and farming coastline villages of Kweme, the deities Olokun and 

Thehule are representative of the precarious balance between nature and human 

activities. Thehule, a river that irrigates a large number of farmlands in the 

community, is preserved through veneration, while Olokun, the goddess of the sea, 

is revered for the vast resources she shares with their fishermen and women. 

Shrines dedicated to these deities can be found in villages all over Kweme.  

Anagbo and his descendants have ruled Kweme since the community was 

established sometime in the 1750s. The current king, Oba Sejiro Olelakan Ogungbe-

James, who was crowned on the 24th of May 2007, is said to be a direct descendant 

                                                        
 

26. This information was provided by Mr. Ayodele, the Personal Assistant to the King of Kweme 
at an interview conducted in Kweme on the 7th of July 2010. 
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of the ancestral Anagbo. With this history of origin, and their King’s lineage, the 

people of Kweme situate their existence within a broader heritage of Yoruba history, 

and its cultural practices.   

 

Kweme in 2012: Population and Migration 

Today, the King’s officials27 believe he rules over a population of about a 

million people, though there are currently no statistical data to confirm this 

information. What is clear, however, is that Oba Ogungbe-James rules over a highly 

migratory population. Farmers, hunters and fishermen spend lengthy periods of 

time on fishing, farming or hunting expeditions, returning to the villages for shorter 

periods of time to rest, attend a family or community function, sell their produce or 

just to visit the home front. Traders and migrants from neighboring towns and cities 

also contribute to the constantly changing demography of Kweme.  

There are limited modern amenities and infrastructure in Kweme. Clean 

pipe-borne water supply to most homes is rare, and very few houses are connected 

to the national electricity grid. There are some primary school buildings in some 

villages, but in many villages, the nearest secondary school is at least a mile walk 

away. This simple fact may account, in part, for the high dropout rate of secondary 

school students and teenagers currently experienced in the community. There are 

no universities or other forms of tertiary education institutions in any of the 

                                                        
 
27 Information provided in conversation by both the King’s Personal Assistant, Mr. Ayodele, and the 
King’s Public Relations Officer, Alhaji Rasaq.  
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villages. It is important to note here, however, that the current king, and at least, two 

of his senior administrators are university graduates.  

.There are no large or medium scale industries in Kweme. However, the 

Lagos State government established a cassava processing plant in a neighboring 

community to serve the communities of Badagry-West Local Government Area 

(LGA).28 The cassava processing plant was commissioned as a poverty alleviation 

project designed to create a viable small business for women in the community. The 

plant is equipped to convert cassava from farm produce into dry cassava flour for 

local food consumption. However, due to persistent irregular power supply and the 

high cost of running a backup power generator, the plant currently runs at fifty 

percent of its production capacity.29  

Labor in this community is divided largely along gender lines. Though 

women sometimes engage in fishing, farming and hunting activities, these are 

designated in the community as roles for men. Kweme women are predominately 

traders. Many of them sell produce from their husband’s fishing, farming or hunting 

activities at the market by the Nigerian-Benin border, but others travel long 

distances into Benin or to the Lagos metropolis to buy imported goods like clothing, 

and processed food for sale at markets closer to the villages of Kweme. Many of 

these markets are located at some distance from the villages, and women carrying 

                                                        
 

28. This is the LGA, which administers the villages of Kweme on behalf of the state government. 
LGAs are to counties in the United States 

29. Information provided by Mr. Ayodele at interview on July 2010. 
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heavy loads on their heads and backs tend to travel considerable distances by foot, 

and by canoes to arrive at these markets.   It is worth noting here that Kweme is not 

a quintessential rural community. Its close proximity to a number of urban centers, 

and its location at the intersection of two countries makes Kweme a particularly 

attractive haven for smuggling activities. Though Nigeria is an oil rich nation, its 

neighbor, the Republic of Benin, does not produce oil. For this reason, the price of 

fuel at petrol stations in Benin is rather high in comparison to the pump price in 

Nigeria. Smuggling petrol out of Nigeria to sell in the Republic of Benin is therefore a 

very lucrative business, which attracts the young men and women who drop out of 

secondary school programs in the community. This also means that the villages are 

heavily policed, a fact that dissuades potential international and Nigerian investors 

from establishing a business base in Kweme.  

A Conversation on Community Engagement & Power Relations in Kweme 

In 2008, shortly after the present king of Kweme ascended the throne, he 

invited some Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to hold skills training 

workshops in the villages as part of a drive to boost legal economic activities in 

Kweme, with funding from the state government, and in conjunction with his local 

government authorities. The workshops focused on women empowerment through 

business development initiatives. The women of Kweme who participated in 

training sessions at the workshops were taught simple soap-making and candle-

making techniques, and basic accounting methods. Shortly after the training 

sessions were completed, a skills center was built in Kweme.  The skills center is, 

however, not in use as it is not open to the public, and the citizens of Kweme.    
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Three years later, in 2011, while waiting for the king to grant me audience, a 

chance encounter with a Kweme woman led to a conversation on the impact of this 

community engagement exercise. Right in front of the king’s compound is a shaded 

concrete sitting area where I often sit while waiting to see the king or his senior 

advisers, and where women often congregate either to get away from the afternoon 

sun or to take a nap after their day’s chores. On the day in question, I had waited for 

more than an hour when one of the local women asked if I had come to the village to 

train. When I asked why she would think that, she told me about the training 

workshops in 2008. As she spoke, other women in the sitting area joined in, filling in 

gaps with important details they felt she omitted in her narrative. I asked if any of 

the NGOs who organized these workshops used theatre as a mode of 

communication. A woman, whom I later came to know as Grace, recalled how a 

particular NGO used theatre to dramatize the development of cottage industries, like 

the existing cassava processing plant and the potential soap-making industry. The 

women told me that these performances were, but all lamented the fact that the 

performances, nor the trainings  resulted in the establishment of a single cottage 

industry in the community.  They argue that this outcome is linked to the NGOs 

refusal to address questions about business start-up capital for the women. When I 

asked how the women wanted their concern about capital addressed, a woman who 

seem to be in her thirties and who was quiet through most of Grace’s narration, 

asked why some of the money paid to the NGOs for training, and later to build the 

skills center was not earmarked for startup capital. I noticed all the other women in 

the room nodded in agreement.  
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When I asked whom they thought had the authority to set aside the required 

start-up capital, all of the women (there were about nine or ten in total) said their 

king had the final say on how the monies for the workshops were allocated. When I 

asked the women if anyone discussed this concern with the king, they all jokingly 

chorused Ka-bi-ye-si (“he who cannot be questioned”). While it’s likely that the 

process of funds allocation for the above project may have been more complex than 

was perceived by these women, the women’s response is telling of the power they 

believe their king wields in the decision-making process at the state and local 

government levels, where funds are allocated for grassroots community 

development projects. 

During my many visits to Kweme, I came to understand that what made the 

king’s authority unquestionable was not just his cultural status as a king (which, 

frankly, does not carry the same weight in contemporary times as it did some 

centuries back), but his socio-economic standing in the community. He is a 

university graduate in a community with a high percentage of secondary school 

dropouts. He is a young man in his thirties fully employed by the state with benefits 

that include a luxury car, when many of his subjects of the same age group are either 

unemployed or engaged in illegal petrol trafficking. There is also the fact that the 

king was raised and lived as an adult in an urban center in Lagos before his 

coronation as king in Kweme, a rural location by comparison. He is almost always 

surrounded by administrative staff members who limit access to him. He has a 

Personal Assistant (PA), and Public Relations Official (PRO) for example, both of 
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whom deal directly with citizens’ complaints on behalf of the king. In essence, these 

officials serve as gatekeepers between the king and his subjects.  

Oba Ogungbe-James’ aura of affluence can be an alienating force on his 

subjects, the majority of whom struggle daily with challenges imposed by poverty. 

This adversely affects communication between the king and his subjects, and in 

turn, affects communication about the best approaches for development and 

development projects, as evidenced with these women’s concerns about start-up 

capital for their small businesses.  

The importance of effective communication between community leaders and 

their constituents with regards to sustainable socio-economic growth cannot be 

overemphasized, especially where the desired economic development is expected to 

be internally generated. Complaints about community leaders who fail to address 

community concerns due to ineffective communication are not new, but remain a 

reoccurring trend. Very often TFD project participants address these complaints by 

integrating themes that highlight the problems of ineffective communication in their 

staged performance. However, finding ways to contextualize some of the 

complexities and challenges of communication, when power is at play, remains an 

on-going problem.  

This is a problem of which oriki and other indigenous cultural performers are 

only too aware. In Chapter three I showed that the oriki performer is always 

conscious of his or her performance as “rites of passage—fabricated, built, 

created—to move us through and to the stages a culture deems important” 

(Meyerhoff, Camino and Turner). The performer is also always aware that these 
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important stages of culture are sites of power. The oriki performer, therefore, 

always aspires to initiate a critique of established conventions of power in the 

liminal space of performance by generating the intimacy of communitas with the 

audience and addressees of his or her performance. The cultural space provided for 

the oriki performer to address important community concerns (and to address these 

concerns directly to those who can bring about the required change) informs the 

performance analyzed in the next section. 

Section 2: A Performance at Kweme 

I employed the services of members of a local performance troupe in creating 

a cultural performance, which borrows from the oriki, and which integrates 

culturally appropriate conventions of communication practices between community 

leaders and their constituency. Local theatre groups exist in almost every 

community in Nigeria. In Kweme, local theatre groups start out from schools and 

age-group associations, which are divided along gender lines. These age group 

associations also define different rites of passage from childhood to adulthood. The 

deep cultural and social connections of members of local theatre groups to their 

communities makes it easier to stage cultural performances which integrate the 

indigenous performance practice of the community.  

Similarly, and because of the informal training process, familiarity with a 

culture is also an important element in the training and learning process of oriki 

performers. Local performers, discussed in chapter three, often talk about acquiring 

the skills for their trade by being immersed in the cultures that create oriki 

compositions. In the Badagry-west area, where Kweme is located, I found by 
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interviewing members of two local theatre troupes, that many had knowledge of the 

workings of oriki within this community, and all were able to recite a few lines of 

their personal orikis. This confirmed my initial assumptions that working with local 

theatre groups should make for easier production of performances created using 

structural elements of indigenous performance practices.  

Given the above, and based on local referrals, I engaged the service of six 

members of the Crown Troupe Theatre Company. Crown Troupe is a local theatre 

company with state-wide, national and international theatre staging experience. The 

company, founded in 1996, is a for-profit organization, which focuses on 

empowering youths through theatre. Since the performances were staged in Kweme 

and central Lagos, I asked the company director for six ensemble members who 

were linked in some way to Kweme. I was looking for those who were either from 

Kweme, had relatives there, had spent considerable time living in Kweme or were 

from neighboring communities with similar cultural conventions.  

A week after contacting the director of the Crown Troupe, I was introduced 

to Aishat, Rasheed, Christian, Busayo, Michael and Abimbola. These six young, 

intelligent artists worked with me as teammates for the fifteen straight days 

conducting fieldwork to generate content, create, and stage the performance 

analyzed in this chapter. Their creativity and open-mindedness undoubtedly 

enriched my experience of experimenting with an indigenous performance form in 

contemporary Nigeria.  

I created a fifteen-day schedule that mirrored, in part, the two-week time 

frame of Oga Steve Abah’s NPTA’s TFD workshops in grassroots communities in 



106 
 

Nigeria. The schedule included a one-day workshop session in central Lagos, six 

days of fieldwork in Kweme, four and a half days of rehearsal in central Lagos, two 

days of staging a performance (one in Kweme and one in Lagos), and a day and a 

half of rest. The information documented below has been transcribed from my field 

notes. 

The Workshop  

The workshop session was held at the conference room of the Freedom Park, 

Lagos. The six actors and I began the day at 8:20 a.m. with a light breakfast. The 

previous day, I had organized to have the breakfast served at a more informal space 

to serve as an icebreaker between the actors and me. There was no need for formal 

introductions because we had already been introduced the week before. Lagos 

traffic can be chaotic even on the weekends, but it made for an easy conversation 

topic for us all. We were still laughing at Abimbola’s story of her bus ride to the park 

that morning when we approached the conference room about 9:00 a.m. 

Once settled in the room, the actors and I had a conversation on the theatre 

for development workshop held in Kweme. Though these artists were away from 

Kweme when the TFD workshops were held, they had all seen the skills center that 

was built afterwards, and all agreed with the women’s group that the money could 

have been better spent by facilitating business loans to the women of Kweme. When 

I told the artists that the women seem to think the king has the power to convince 

Lagos State government on the best development project for the community, the 

actors sided with the women. If the king wields such power, I said, why do they as 

his subjects not address their concerns directly to him? Rasheed, who is a theatre 
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art graduate of the University of Lagos, responded by saying he felt that the king and 

all the other decision makers in the matter had more to gain from the construction 

of a skills center than setting aside startup capital for the women. When pushed to 

explain his point, Rasheed said that the fact that corruption is endemic in our 

community is not in doubt; the only thing that the community cannot verify at this 

point is how corruption played into the king’s final decision. I asked if the others 

agreed and they all nodded laughing.  

I brought our conversation back to the role of the TFD workshops in the 

decision-making process when I asked if the performances staged during the 

workshop could have addressed this corruption concern, and perhaps bridged the 

communication gap between the people and their king. Aishat, who had been quiet 

through most of our discussion and was an exceptionally brilliant young woman (as 

I would later discover), said she did not see how a TFD performance could seriously 

address or re-dress an engrained culture. The culture of corruption, she said, is how 

those in power enforce leadership. When I asked her to explain further, she simply 

said, “Well, power and money are the same in our community. When you have 

money no one questions you or your motives.” When I said her answer resonates 

with the women’s group response, “ka-bi-yesi”, they all laughed and began a 

conversation on how corrupt leadership in Nigeria remains a unsolved problem.  

As they talked, I placed in front of each person a copy of Francis Harding’s list 

(from the TIDE workshop in Benue State) on the guideline for creating the ideal 
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Theatre for Development performance.30 Then I asked each person to read out an 

item from the list starting from the second item. Busayo asked why they did not 

read out the first item. I told them that this is the experiment we were about to 

embark on. The first item on the list reads, “The creation and maintenance of trusting 

interpersonal relationships between the village people and workshop participants.” 

We have six days to create a bond with the villagers in Kweme, I explained. Our 

initial aim was to learn something of the people, their history, and their life as lived 

in contemporary times in the six days. We would then use the information gathered 

as content for a performance structured after an indigenous performance practice. I 

added, our final goal was to produce a cultural performance, in a performance space 

that should show the people of Kweme how well we identify with their cause(s), and 

hopefully get them to accept us (during the performance) as temporary insiders 

with rights to start a dialogue on the issue of sustainable development in their 

community. The actors had questions, which I instructed them to write down for 

discussions later.  

While they wrote, I stepped outside the room to check on the lunch I had 

organized for the group earlier. But I kept thinking about Rasheed’s and Aishat’s 

comments on the workings of power and class status in Kweme. Was the refusal to 

critique the wealthy and powerful in this society a culturally imposed condition, or a 

strategy of resistance? I thought of similar conversations on power in other parts of 

                                                        
 

30. The full seven-point list, written out from notes on a lecture delivered by Oga Steve Abah at 
the TIDE project in Benue State in 182/83, is provided in Chapter two of this dissertation.  
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the world, where we invoke Michel Foucault to explain that there are no relations of 

power without resistance. The latter, Foucault suggests, are all the more real and 

effective because they are formed right at the point where relations of power are 

exercised. The cultural performance in Kweme was an opportunity for me to test my 

hypothesis that the reciprocity of oriki performance is a strategy of resistance to 

power in Yoruba societies, and it can be a particularly effective strategy in a smaller 

community like Kweme where family and kinship ties are easily traceable. After all, 

Foucault reminds us that “relations of power are interwoven with other kinds of 

relations (production, kinship, family, sexuality) for which they play at once a 

conditioning and a conditioned role “(143). I returned to the room wondering if 

these actors would understand how as oriki performers they are expected to form a 

part of a complex web of relations of power in Kweme.  

When our afternoon session started after lunch, I explained to the six actors 

that we were embarking on an experiment to see if we could confront or question 

power through tradition. I told them the aim was not to produce a militant 

performance, as the plan was not to anger or overthrow the king and other power 

brokers in the community. Instead, I wanted us to see if we could create a 

performance that employed culturally appropriate conventions to address the 

communication gap between the king, as community leader, and his people. I told 

them I was thinking of working with elements of oriki because it is a cultural 

practice that is still in use in the community, and throughout Yoruba land, so it 

should be easy for community members to replicate long after our performance. I 

informed them that my choice of oriki as a performance practice is strongly based 
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on the fact that oriki has an inbuilt mechanism to critique the “wealthy and 

powerful” in this community.  

A few minutes later, each one of the actors performed a short line of their 

personal or family oriki to confirm that they all had knowledge of the genre.  

Afterwards, I called their attention to the structure of oriki using two 

different metaphors, since I was sure these artists had learnt oriki as one will learn a 

mother tongue language—through assimilation and without formal training on its 

grammatical structure. I explained to them that the social anthropologist Karin 

Barber had used the stringing together of beads as a metaphor to represent the 

different units of oriki composition, which had the capacity to stand alone and not 

disrupt a performance when moved around or taken out altogether. But I see oriki 

as a familiar collage of pictures that is made up of little units of smaller pictures. 

When a few pieces are taken out, I am aware that those pieces are missing, but they 

do not take away from my appreciation of the fuller picture, simply because I am 

familiar with the complete composition.  

Rasheed and Christian liked my collage metaphor, Abimbola and Michael 

preferred Barber’s string of beads, while Aishat was unsure if either metaphors 

captured her experience and understanding of oriki. Busayo said there should be a 

third metaphor, something that describes the space between the imagery captured 

by the string of beads and the picture collage. When I asked if, in spite of our 

metaphorical preferences, they understood how the structure of oriki works in 

performance, they all nodded but Rasheed answered for the group. He said, he was 

sure they all understood how these different units constitute an oriki composition, 
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and he particularly liked the idea of a collage because he could picture how using 

body sculptures in our (soon to be created) performance could represent different 

units of an oriki composition that we do not articulate in speech when the 

performance is staged. At this point, we all agreed to integrate body sculpturing into 

our performance. 

Then I raised the issue of a performance core, or the idea of a center from 

and around which the performance is expected to radiate. I explained that because 

each unit of our composition could stand-alone, we did not have to create a 

performance that is hinged to a central theme or plot, but we had to find a way to 

create narrative units that are connected and familiar to the people of Kweme. I 

asked how language use could be useful in this sense. Christian’s response to me 

here later informed our use of language in the performance. He said, “In Kweme, 

both pidgin English and Yoruba are lingua francas.” Though his response got his 

colleagues laughing, Christian’s observation was of particular importance on how 

we used language as a method of digression in the performance. 

The Nigerian Pidgin English, commonly referred to as brokin English in the 

country, is not a Creole language in Kweme because all locals speak either Yoruba or 

Egun as mother tongue. However, pidgin is commonly used in the community, so 

much so that children learn to speak “brokin” by the time they are out of primary 

school. However, depending on the social context, brokin or pidgin can be a way of 

establishing familiarity with an addressee, or a way to delineate social class status. 

In Kweme, I found that in conversation most people switch rapidly between Yoruba, 

Egun (a local language of at least a million people in South west Nigeria), English, 
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and Pidgin English. In this sense, I find a connection between language use in 

Kweme, and the oriki performer’s use of naming as a method of digression and class 

negotiation. Collectively, we decided to code switch between Yoruba and Pidgin 

English as a method of digression and a method of informing our general audience 

of our specific addressee(s).  

When I asked if it was possible to differentiate the lack of closure in oriki 

performance from the open-endedness of TFD performances, Aishat gave a very 

perceptive response. She asked if we could stop mid-performance (mid-

conversation, for example) and address the audience with proverbs. Our choice of 

proverbs, she continued, would mark us at once as insiders (as people with an 

understanding of cultural conventions in this community), and as outsiders (as 

urban dwellers separated from most locals in Kweme through our education and 

our upward socio-economic mobility). Using these proverbs and our language 

choice, she concluded, we should ask that the people of Kweme enlighten us (the 

performers) on the issues that burden the community, particularly as we would 

have the Kabiyesi seated on his throne listening. 

Aishat’s suggestion was brilliant. To not officially mark the end of 

performance with a post-performance discussion session, while inviting the locals 

to address the actors as intermediaries to their king, was an excellent way to bridge 

the gap between the king and his subjects. The traditional oriki performer was a 

required intermediary between a Yoruba king and his subjects, as citizens were able 

to critique a ruler’s highhandedness through the royal bard without fear of 

individual retribution. In essence, there is a culturally appropriate way to question 
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the ultimate power of Kabiyesi. We decided to end the performance in line with 

Aishat’s suggestion. 

We had about an hour left of our workshop session when Michael, who is the 

drummer in the group, pointed out that we had not discussed an opening for our 

performance. I asked what he would suggest. In response, he said he felt it was 

important that we paid homage at the onset to the people, their king, and their gods. 

He suggested we let the talking drums ju’ba (pay homage)31, so we can get the 

peoples’ ase (authority/blessing) to speak on their behalf to their king. As 

drumming is a way to also call attention to our performance, I was happy to go with 

Michael’s suggestion. With this final point, we established a framework for our soon 

to be created performance. 

In the last thirty minutes of the workshop, I asked if the actors still had 

questions after our discussion, and they all said their initial questions had been 

addressed. I took the opportunity to talk about the six days scheduled for fieldwork 

in Kweme getting to know the people, and gathering information. I reminded the 

group that our ultimate aim was to begin a dialogue in Kweme through 

performance. The choice to stage a performance using elements of oriki was 

intended to enable the community to continue the dialogue long after we left the 

stage. Our job, I told the group, is to re-open a space for continued dialogue between 

community members and their leaders in a drive to achieve sustainable socio-

                                                        
 
31 In the United States, Juba is understood as an African American performance form that dates from 
the 1800s during blackface minstrelsy.   The West African origin of the term juba is connected to the 
Yoruba word, Ijuba. 
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economic development in Kweme. For this reason, it was of utmost importance that 

we pay close attention to details in the field by listening to the people, and by 

observing the goings-on in their surroundings. 

As the workshop came to a close and we dispersed to meet the next morning 

for our first trip as a team to Kweme, I was mindful that the contents of our field 

notes would transfer information gathered in a private space to a performance on a 

public stage, and that our simple experiment is essentially a work of advocacy on 

behalf of this grassroots community. Our role as advocates ethically requires of us 

(the actors and I) as artists and researchers to self-reflect on our positionality and 

the power dynamics between us and the community we aimed to study. 

Performance studies scholar, D. Soyini Madison,32highlights the connections 

between ethics and advocacy when she states that “[i]n doing the work of advocacy, 

whether we consider ethics or not, it is always already present within the horizons 

of representation and the machinations of power” (10). Going into the field, it was 

particularly important to me that our representation of the people of Kweme on 

stage should not muffle the voices of those we speak with and visit in the 

community.  

Getting to Kweme 

We all met at a convenient location at 6:30 a.m. the next morning for a two-

hour drive from central Lagos to Kweme. A friend had loaned me his ten-seater, air-

conditioned bus for this part of my fieldwork, which made it possible for the six 
                                                        
 
32 Who produced staged performance from fieldwork notes from her research of grassroots 
communities in West Africa 
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actors, a driver and I to travel together in comfort to and from Kweme for the 

scheduled six days of fieldwork. For security and logistical reasons, the group and I 

were unable to spend nights in Kweme, so we travelled daily to the community. The 

advantage was that our two-hour journeys provided us with ample opportunities to 

recapitulate on a day’s work, document conversations in field notebooks, re-assess 

our information gathering strategies in the field, or simply take time to bond as a 

group.  

Commuting for four hours daily was, however, not without its challenges. We 

had to leave central Lagos early and return late to avoid rush hour traffic in the city. 

We also had to travel with our breakfast and dinner to reduce the number of times 

we stopped on the road. It was logistically easier to have our meals prepared from 

one source and delivered to us for travel. So, as part of my fundraising effort for this 

fieldwork, I successfully lobbied a catering outfit in my neighborhood to prepare our 

meals daily, and deliver them to the bus by six o’clock in the morning. We ate lunch 

in the different villages and homes that we visited in Kweme.  

My decision to have us lunch in Kweme was partially informed by a need to 

provide a conducive enough environment to gather information informally. I 

informed the artists that the locations we were visiting in Kweme were fixed and the 

people knew we were visiting for research, so they expected us to ask a lot of 

questions. I told the group, however, that what I really wanted is for us to listen. We 

were going in not as researchers, but as “traditional” oriki trainees. It was important 

to me that we took our cues from the conversations around us.  
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Nigerians, in general, are a strongly politicized group. It is not unusual for the 

average market woman to connect a spike in the purchase price of her goods to a 

recent increase in the pump price of petrol, then connect the high cost of petrol at 

the pump to a general level of bad governance in the country, before concluding this 

politically charged complaint with a plea for divine help. I had spent time in Kweme 

and I knew the people there were just as politicized as everyone else in the country. 

Furthermore, Rasheed and his colleagues confirmed this fact to me during our 

workshop session with their comments on the issue of corruption in their 

community, so I was hoping that this inclination to connect private matters to 

national (and, in some sense, global) politics would serve us well in Kweme. 

Also, I find that conversations at mealtimes in Kweme are very relaxed, and 

can yield important information which formal questionnaires or interviews might 

fail to bring up. Informal information gathering through casual conversations 

remains an unpopular choice, scholars who have worked in African countries, in 

particular, have found this process highly rewarding. A good example of this can be 

found in the ethnographic work of performance studies scholar Laura Edmondson 

on performance and the politics of nationhood in Tanzania. Writing on her switch 

from a formal interviewing style to the less formal conversation style during 

fieldwork in the Tanzanian capital of Dar es Salaam, Edmondson states: 

In an attempt to de-privilege the Western voice authority in works 

such as [Edmondson’s], scholars often include passages in which the 

local actors explain the reasoning behind their choices, whether it is 

aesthetic, political, and/or cultural. Margaret Drewal alludes to the 
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significance of interviews when she speaks of the importance of the 

performers’ intentionality, or “what they say about what they do” 

(1991, 36). During my stay in Bagamoyo, I began doing formal 

listening by conducting interviews on tape with the faculty of the 

College of Arts. But as my research continued, I realized that the 

amount of information I accessed through these formal interviews 

was insignificant compared to the intricate details I picked up through 

hundreds of conversations I had with the students over meals, while 

watching performances, or through working with them as a director 

or teacher. Once I returned to Dar es Salaam, I seldom conducted 

another formal interview, preferring to record the information gained 

through the countless conversations I had with performers and 

managers in my field notes. (12) 

I have chosen to quote Edmondson extensively as not only does her experience in 

Dar es Salaam mirror ours in Kweme, it also calls attention to the advantages of 

approaching ethnography from a performance studies perspective. Edmondson 

suggest the latter by referencing Dwight Conquergood’s cautionary comment to 

ethnographers who ignore the performative aspects of culture. “Cultural 

knowledge,” Conquergood writes, “is embodied in gestures, actions, and evanescent 

events; it is powerfully experienced, tacitly understood, but hardly ever spelled out, 

and if expressed, then more often than not in highly allusive, elliptical, and indirect 

ways” ("Big Red" 85). Informal conversations help unravel these allusive 

expressions, and contextualize embodied gestures and actions.  
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The Fieldwork 

Day 1: Our first stop in Kweme was at the king’s compound where we met up with 

Alhaji Rasaq, the king’s Public Relations Officer (PRO). Once the king consented, a 

year ago, to my request to visit the community for research, he assigned Alhaji 

Rasaq to me as my main contact person in the community. Alhaji is a university 

graduate who was born and raised in Kweme. He migrated away to work in larger 

cities for a period of time before returning to Kweme to take up his current role as 

the king’s PRO, and a senior administrative representative for his community at the 

local government level. A very intelligent man with great integrity, his 

resourcefulness made the time spent in the field in Kweme highly rewarding. 

After exchanging pleasantries with Alhaji that morning, I reminded him that 

our strategy for the week was to spend time with members of the community as 

they went about their daily chores. It was important for us, I said, to gain some 

insight into the ways current socio-economic conditions in Kweme influenced 

mundane life decisions.  Because the rate of armed robbery in Nigeria is generally 

high, Alhaji insisted that for our safety, we should speak with community members 

that he had vetted, and whose characters he could vouch for.  He also insisted on 

taking us to the first community , but not before we listened to the official concerns 

of the people of Kweme. I accepted. He went on to explain that the  information was 

providing would serve as a frame of reference for the information we would gather 

from our more informal conversations with the king’s subjects. 

Thereafter, and for the next thirty minutes, Alhaji spoke and we listened as 

he carefully explained to the actors and me the array of development concerns that 
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negatively affect the socio-economic growth of the people of Kweme. According to 

him, the community is in need of schools and hospitals with up-to-date modern 

amenities. Getting funding for the construction of good link roads is also a key 

concern because he was convinced that the provision of good access roads would 

make Kweme a viable option for prospective foreign investors. With foreign or 

external investments, he continued, comes the prospect of good jobs for citizens of 

Kweme living in the community, which in turn would bring about an injection of 

funds into the local economy. He concluded by saying that any discussion on 

sustainable development in Kweme must include these key concerns. 

A few minutes later, we were on our way to a small fishing settlement close 

to the beach in the village of Seme. As we approached the settlement, Alhaji pointed 

out a newly constructed, fenced-in building. A signpost in front of the building 

indicates that the building is a skills center built for the Badagry-west local 

government area, the tier of government that directly administers Kweme for Lagos 

state. This is the same skills center that Grace and her neighbors told me about on 

an earlier visit to Kweme. Alhaji Rasaq confirmed that the land was offered to the 

local government by the king to ensure the center was built in a Kweme village.  

At the fishing settlement, we were introduced to some members of the 

community, including members of Alhaji’s own family. In many of the homes we 

visited, we met at least three generations of each family. In fact, Alhaji’s own mother 

lived in this community with his sisters, brothers (some of whom travel often to the 

Lagos metropolis to trade), their spouses, and their children. Alhaji told everyone 

that we were researchers who wanted to spend the day in the community learning 
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the fine art of fishing. This was a way of saying we were in the community to 

research fishing as a way of life.  But, it is also a way of saying we (the actors and I) 

had not come to judge the community or their way of life. It was a brilliant 

icebreaker as well, because we were welcomed warmly. The male actors in our 

group gravitated towards a group of young men building a fishing boat, while the 

female actors, Aishat and Abimbola, fell into easy conversation with a group of 

women sitting together chatting and frying some local snacks and dumplings.  

I struck up a conversation with Sena, an enterprising young woman who 

grew up in the settlement as a fisher woman, and sells her produce at the market in 

the much larger neighboring town of Badagry. I told her I used to visit Seme beach 

with my parents as a young child but I remembered it differently. She smiled and 

said she remembered the place growing up differently as well. She went on to tell 

me about the sea encroachment that had eroded off so much of the shoreline, and 

now threatens their homes. Pointing at the roofs of the row of bungalows that is 

home to her family and their neighbors, Sena lamented about the rising cost of 

property maintenance due to the proximity of the sea to their homes. Now, she told 

me, our corrugated iron sheets and the nails we secure them with require renewal 

annually due to rust build up generated from the high salt content in the air. When I 

asked if this erosion has any effect on her occupation in the same period, she 

laughed as she answered, “We must have eaten all the big fish in the ocean.” Things 

are not what they used to be, she reminded me, but we are alive and for that we are 

thankful. “ 



121 
 

The rest of the day went by quickly with the actors and me taking turns 

learning how to create parallel walls of fishing nets in the sea. The atmosphere was 

relaxed and playful, and the villagers who were not busy at work checked in on us at 

intervals for a chat or to give us some insight into what they think the government 

should be doing for the community. Just before we left that evening, we went round 

the houses again, thanking everyone for their warmth and generosity. Sena came 

round our car with gifts of smoked fish and coconuts before we departed and 

invited us all to her stall at the market the next day.  

 

Day 2: We arrived at the Badagry market around 9:30 a.m. We walked around the 

market watching as the traders set up their stalls for the day’s activities for about an 

hour because we could not locate Sena’s stall from the description she gave the day 

before. We were walking back to our ride when a little girl ran after us screaming, "E 

ka ro, e ka ro, anti Sena n pe yin.” (Good morning, good morning, aunty Sena is 

calling you.) We had apparently walked past Sena’s stall without noticing her. She 

told us she had set up at the market earlier but had to return home to take care of 

other business. Trading activities in the market had increased by now, and the 

temperature was warming up.  

Sena sells shrimps, fish and other seafood at a wooden stall owned and run 

by a collective of women from the fishing settlement. When we arrived at the stall, 

we were told that some women in the group were still out fishing, while those at the 

market (including Sena) were smoking fish for sale. Their stall seemed popular in 

the market with a number of people stopping by to price fish on display, to chat, and 
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to buy. I noticed that Sena was a skilled saleswoman with excellent people skills and 

she got customers to purchase far more than, I think, they might have if they had 

negotiated with any of the other women in the group. Aishat and Abimbola were 

once again in their elements chatting with the women, while Christian surprised us 

all with his remarkable skills as a fish seller. 

Shortly after we got to Sena’s stall, a lady dressed in an all-white garment 

stopped for a chat with the fish sellers. Sena introduced us as researchers learning 

about the community for development plan purposes. The lady was introduced 

simply as Alayo. We were told she runs a religious organization from her home, but 

she said she considered herself more as a custodian of religious practices for the 

gods. I asked her if her organization was open to members of the public because I 

was interested in learning more, knowing that religious organizations provide a 

different and unique lens into the workings of a community. Alayo immediately 

invited us to come over with her. She had some free time that afternoon, she told us, 

and she was willing to spend the time answering any questions we had. When Sena 

confirmed it was safe to leave with Alayo, I ordered some smoked fish for Alayo and 

the actors before we left the market.  

Alayo’s home/church is located on a waterlogged strip of land just off the 

Seme-Badagry expressway. Thehule, the river and deity venerated by the people of 

Kweme, flows quietly behind her building. She introduced us to friends, family and 

some members of her congregation on arrival, offered us some drinks, and gave 

permission for the group to eat lunch on her premises. During lunch I asked her if 

Thehule, the river, was still a strong force for change in the community. Alayo seem 



123 
 

alarmed that I would even ask such a question. She explained that for her and many 

of Thehule’s devotees in the community, the river is a perpetual source of life 

sustenance. She went on to explain how relevant, historically, the river was to the 

survival of vegetation (therefore, sustaining life) in Kweme. It forecast and brings 

peace, she said. She told me that in the old days, warriors prepared for a break out 

of war if Thehule dried up due to a drought. The river, which empties out into the 

ocean once every three years, continues to irrigate farmlands in the community.  

Alayo told us there was a special ceremony in two days in honor of the deity and 

invited us to come round to observe. We told her we would be there if we got into 

town early enough.  

 

Days 4 & 5: We decided to start our fourth day at Igbemomi, one of the smallest 

villages in Kweme. Igbegbome is off the same stretch of the Badagry-Seme road 

leading on to Alayo’s home, and to the Nigeria-Republic of Benin border. On arrival, 

we met the village chief, Baale S.O. Olumide, who administers the village on behalf of 

the king in Kweme. We noticed that in spite of the village’s close proximity to a 

major international access road, Igbegbome remains a rural community. Only 

Baale’s house is painted, and there is no running water, nor is the village connected 

to the mains for sewage removal. It is, however, connected to the national electricity 

grid, though villagers complain of electricity rationing. The people of Igbegbome are 

occupied as farmers, traders, and skilled construction artisans.  

Baale Olumide had been informed that we had the king’s consent to carry out 

research in the Kweme villages. He welcomed me formally into his waiting room, 
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where he had a tape recorder set up on a coffee table in front of him, while the 

actors stayed outside on his front pouch observing the villagers as they went about 

their morning chores. He asked if I had a copy of a questionnaire for him, and looked 

surprised when I said no. When I asked him to tell me what progress will mean for 

his village and how that progress can be sustained, Baale gave an extensive speech 

on the challenges of sustaining a living as a farmer in a small farming settlement and 

his aspirations for external investors to build a petrol station in the village because 

of its proximity to a main road. The sale of land from this petrol station would bring 

profits that his community can re-invest in their farmlands, and there is also the 

possibility that some villagers would gain employment at this petrol station, he 

concluded.  

Afterwards he introduced me his wife, whom he called Olori (the queen). 

Olori worked from an outdoor kitchen where she baked local snacks for sale at the 

Nigerian-Republic of Benin border. The actors and I spent most of the fourth day 

observing the villagers who visited Olori’s kitchen. We also walked around nearby 

farmlands which we were told were farmed by the villagers. By the end of the end, 

we had gained some perspective of life in Kweme.  

When we returned on the morning of the fifth day, Olori had a few young 

women helping to cut  flour dough into tiny squares for chin-chin. Aishat, Abimbola, 

Busayo and I were allowed to join in, while Rasheed, Christian and Michael went 

with Baale to examine some palm trees. At Olori’s, the conversation went from 

cooking to children to trading before Olori asked if any of the men we had been 

speaking with (referring to the private meeting with her husband the day before) 
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had mentioned the lack of good water supply in the area. She told us how children in 

the village are constantly afflicted by typhoid fever, an illness often associated with 

poor quality drinking water in Nigeria, and how there are no doctors or drugs in the 

hospitals to help. When I asked what she thought about the petrol station and the 

potential income it could generate for the community, she smiled and said, “God 

help us all.” 

Before leaving the village that evening, schools had closed and school-aged 

children were seen playing around the settlement. A group of children playing in 

Baale’s courtyard enacted what appeared to me to be a gun battle. They moved with 

their hands stretched out like guns, hopping on one foot while looking around like 

they were in search of someone or something out of sight. At some point, they 

formed a circle around two of their playmates who moved in the circle in search of 

an escape route. The two in the circle seemed to realize the futility of their actions, 

and enacted an act of “honor killing” by raising their right hands like they had a 

knives in them, and stabbing themselves in the stomach as they brought the “knives” 

down. The circle broke off as they fell and what looked like a celebratory dance 

commenced. Noticing how captivated by the play I was, Olori explained to me that 

the children were re-enacting an old warrior/hunters dance. Later, on our way back 

to Lagos metropolis, Rasheed explained the importance of the dance to the old 

Kweme community.  

We stopped by Alayo’s home on our way back to central Lagos. We had 

missed the religious ceremony, but she was happy to see us again. She had some 

homemade French bread heaped high on a tray, and told us she was on her way to 
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the Badagry-Seme border to drop off the bread for some of her customers. I offered 

to give her a ride because she did not have a car, and because we had to make a U-

turn somewhere along the long stretch of road near where she lives.  As we dropped 

her off, we all thanked her for her hospitality a couple of days before, and informed 

her that we would be staging a performance at the king’s palace a week from then. 

She promised to come either in person or send a member of her congregation in her 

stead.  

 

Day 6: We returned to the king’s palace in Kweme to discuss our findings in the 

community with Alhaji Rasaq, who confirmed some of the information gathered and 

agreed to organize the audience for our performance at the king’s palace the 

following Friday. Friday, Alhaji explained, was the most convinient day for all 

because a community meeting had already been scheduled for the day, and a 

number of the King’s advisers and village leaders would be in attendance. The 

various leaders, I later learnt, were asked to come to the palace with five to ten 

people representing different members of their constituencies. While Alhaji and I 

talked, the actors got into a conversation with some raffia mat weavers in the 

village. They invited us to come around sometime soon to watch the weaving 

process. We spent the rest of the day in the village of Kweme, discovering a creek 

used by the villagers as a transport route, and meeting with some young men who 

spent most of the day lazing at the creek. Before returning to the city, we visited the 

Badagry market again on our way back to Lagos to thank Sena for her hospitality 

and contacts in Kweme.  
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 We stopped at a petrol station by the Badagry roundabout for drinks and 

toilet breaks before commencing on our journey to Lagos, when we witnessed a 

tragic accident. We were all getting back into our vehicle when meters away from us 

a speeding truck ran into a mini bus killing four people instantly, and injuring many 

others. The mini bus was used for public transportation and the victims of the 

accident were passengers in the bus possibly returning home after a day’s job. 

Though we stayed at the scene until the police and ambulance arrived, we were 

unable to assist those injured and trapped in the bus while we waited. The accident 

highlighted the inherent risk of travelling on the roads of Lagos, and we realized 

how lucky we had been on our numerous trips.  

The Rehearsals 

We all took a full day to rest after the intense six days of travel and fieldwork. 

The rehearsal started on a Monday morning with all seven of us making collective 

decisions on information to include from our field notes in the performance. The 

rest of the day, and the next three days were spent improvising, improving and 

practicing the different elements of the performance to ensure we presented a 

performance piece as close as possible in structure to an oriki performance. We also 

all decided that Michael’s talking drum would mark each new turn or change in 

direction in the performance, similar to an oriki performer’s use of naming. The 

drum was also an integral part of the performance as the beats of a talking drum are 

received in Yoruba communities as a legitimate and audible voice that one can 

engage with and respond to.  
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 The performance analyzed below is the product of our four days of 

rehearsals, our six days of fieldwork, and a day of workshop. The actors provided 

the costumes, while the hand props were provided by friends from the fishing 

settlement. The performance space was the waiting room of the King of Kweme. The 

audience at the performance was community members and leaders who attended a 

community meeting with the king, earlier in the day, in the same space.  

The Performance 

 The performance is produced in a format similar to an oriki composition with 

self-sustaining units linking together to form a whole. For this reason, and as is the 

case with oriki performance, each unit requires an accompanying explanatory note 

to aid with readers’ comprehension of the performance as a whole. For ease of 

reference the performance elements of this section are italicized.  

Michael enters the room drumming to the beat of Eru oba ni mo ba, oba to, to, to (I 

tremble in awe of the king, the king who is, who is, who is…!). The sentence remains 

incomplete as he walks towards the throne of the king. He stops drumming, puts his 

drum down, and prostrates himself flat on the floor in front of the king and his 

advisers.33 Michael’s colleagues who are standing outside of the room, and out of the 

king’s view repeat the word “Ka-bi-ye-si” in the background. Michael gets up on the 

third count of Kabiyesi, picks up his drum and on the fourth count, he begins a slow 

beat to the chorus: 

                                                        
 

33. This is the appropriate mode of greeting by a Yoruba male to an elder (male or female), and 
a king or person in higher authority. 



129 

1. Ki le n f’oba pe

2. Oba o, oba a’lese oba

3. Oba to da de ola

4. Oba o oba a’lese oba

5. Oba to wo ewu oye

6. Oba o, oba a’lese oba

7. Ki le n f’oba pe

8. Oba o, oba a‘lese oba

This is a popular Yoruba chorus that highlights the precarious power relationship 

between Yoruba monarchs and their subjects. The first line asks (of the subjects), 

Why the blatant disregard of the monarch? The second line, which is repeated a 

number of times in the chorus, reaffirms the king’s powers in the words, “the king, 

the king with authority, the king.” Lines three and four reiterate the splendor of a 

crown king in the statements, “the king who wears a crown of wealth (read: 

honor)/…the king who wears cloths of majesty.” The chorus is at once a critique and 

a song of praise. It is a critique of the king’s subjects on one hand, for their 

continuous attempt to blatantly ignore the significance of a monarch to the 

community, and a reminder to the king and his people that the king is simply an 

embodiment of the honor accorded to the throne and the tradition that upholds it. 

This is a good example of the multi-vocality inherent in the structure of oriki 

performance.   On the other hand, it is a song of praise to the king because it 

reaffirms his presumed authority, and relevance to his community 
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Michael moves slowly and deliberately away from the throne to the back of the 

room as he drums. He stops at intervals in front of particular members of the audience 

as his drum “speaks” lines one, three, five and seven. By the time he is halfway through 

the room, the audience is singing out the chorus ‘Oba o, oba a’lese oba’ in response to 

the prompts or calls from the drum. By the time Michael gets to the back of the room, 

the pace of the chorus has picked up, and the audience sings the entire chorus along 

with the drum. Michael winds down by going slowly down to his knees, placing his 

drum in front of him, bending over it and speaking the words, A ju ba – we pay 

homage. The room falls silent.  

There is the sound of commotion outside the waiting room (and performance 

space). It is not clear if people are arguing or greeting each other. A sound filters 

through, like the crow of a cock. This is followed by a rather loud noise of metals 

shattering. The noise in the enclosed hallway right next to the King’s waiting room 

got the attention of the audience, as most turned their faces towards the entrance, 

about the same time as Aishat, Rasheed, Abimbola, Busayo and Christian entered the 

performance space dancing and singing;  

1. Ki lo loja n je/ ere lo lo’ja n je/ ere.  

2. Eni to n ta ata/ ere lo lo’ja n je/ ere 

3. Eni to n ta epo/ ere lo lo’ja n je/ ere 

4. Ki lo loja n je/ ere lo lo’ja n je/ ere 

This short chorus highlights the importance of profit to businesses of all sizes. Line 

two, for example, indicates small businesses by referencing the pepper seller Eni to 

n ta ata. The pepper seller is also a stand-in for all the women we met at the market 
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in Badagry. Eni to n ta epo in line three, on the other hand, refers to multi-national 

oil and gas companies and the medium size business owners of the numerous petrol 

stations scattered all over Kweme. By allusion, the actors point out that commercial 

profit and the desire for socio-economic growth is a common factor shared by both 

wealthy multi-national companies operating in and around Kweme, and small 

business owners of relatively modest income living in the community.  

As the actors sing, they spread out in the performance space and enact different 

roles from our visit to the market. Christian is the meat seller, and he is moving his 

right hand up and down imitating the motions of a butcher chopping beef. Aishat and 

Abimbola are selling yam tubers and vegetables, respectively inviting passers-by to 

their market stalls. Busayo and Rasheed are manning fish and coconut stalls. All five 

actors are embodying the experience of villagers we engaged with during our 

fieldwork just the week before. Michael drums in the background to simulate the 

constant buzz of energy and noise we experienced on our visits to the market.  

The drumming stops, and the traders greet each other in Yoruba with the 

familiarity of those who belong to the same community. They ask after each other’s 

children and spouses by name, and enquire about the profitability of each other’s 

business endeavors. Rasheed asks Abimbola for her monthly dues for the market 

collection and loan system, and Aishat is heard in the background crying out for help 

in pidgin English. This is the first time pidgin is used in the performance space. The 

actors form a semi-circle around Aishat who is kneeling down and cradling her hands 

like she is holding a baby. She complains in pidgin that her daughter had a very high 

fever. In quick succession, the actors ask if she has tried one Western medication after 
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another. Aishat remains quiet, until Busayo asks if she has taken the baby to a hospital. 

The word hospital evoked a rash of reactions among the actors and the audience in the 

room. Standing up, Aishat cynically asks: “Hospital?”, while her co-actors address 

different members of the audience, as the audience members list a number of possible 

challenges that a patient might encounter on a hospital visit in Kweme: no beds, no 

nurses, no drugs, no electricity, and no doctors. The audience in the room burst out 

laughing, and even the king had a smile on his face.  

 Access to good health care was a consistent complaint all through our stay in 

Kweme. Perhaps the singular incident that will remain with all seven of us long after 

we lay to rest our memories of this time spent in Kweme is the case of the tragic 

vehicle accident we witnessed, and the delay in getting medical attention to the 

surviving victims. South African professor of medicine N.S. Levitt notes that a key 

challenge for diabetic sufferers and their doctors in countries with low income 

economies on the African continent is the limited availability of resources to the 

healthcare sector (6). In Nigeria, this limited availability of funds translates into a 

poorly run and maintained healthcare system that fails in its service provision to the 

citizens, but particularly to those living in grassroots communities like Kweme. A 

media report in 2010, which claimed that a prominent Nigerian Lawyer, Femi 

Falana, filed a lawsuit against the Federal Government of Nigeria for the poor state 

of the nation’s healthcare system (Aina), shows that this particular problem is 

endemic in the country and cuts across class barriers. In this context, a suggestion to 

take a sick child to a hospital with no doctors, beds or medication is bound to evoke 

either laugher or tears; the audience in Kweme chose to laugh.  
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Michael begins a mournful drumming session right after the words “no doctor.. 

The actors move around fast, coming together to form a tree-like sculpture, with each 

actor holding a leaf. Rasheed tends to the tree, the tree stands tall, and he is seen 

congratulating himself as he dances around the performance space. The tree withers, 

Michael stops drumming, and the audience gasps as if on cue. Rasheed tends to the 

tree again, the tree comes back to life, he resumes his dance steps, and the tree withers 

again. The talking drum is heard saying, “Kweme Ki lo de?” (What is wrong, Kweme?). 

In this element of the performance, the actors had incorporated our 

discussion from the week before with Alayo, the river priestess we visited during 

our fieldwork. She had mentioned the importance of vegetation to the survival of the 

community. Though the actors and I did not envisage the reaction provoked by the 

image of a withered plant, we had decided to incorporate elements of the war dance 

that we observed in Baale Olumide’s courtyard in Igbegbome. This was mainly due 

to the fact that Alayo, had mentioned (in casual conversation) that in the old days, a 

drought was taken to be an omen of war.  

As Michael beats the drum enquiringly, his colleagues form two parallel lines, 

one in front of the other. They begin an adaption of the warriors’ dance steps we 

observed at Baale Olumide’s courtyard at Igbegbome the week before. The actors’ 

chant in Yoruba “Kweme, what is wrong?” and “Things are not going right.” They 

interject the sound “ah!” between the two phrases. They stamp their feet in 

exaggerated matching motions, while moving their hands to the right and left in 

motions that indicate the corking of traditional Yoruba hunter’s guns. The drummer 

moves closer to the dancers, drumming and saying (along with his drum), “laiye Ojo 
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hun ko ri be!” (In the old days things were not this way), to which the actors respond, 

“Ododo oro!” (This is the truth). When Michael’s talking drum repeats “Laiye Ojo hun 

kori be,” the audience joins in with the dancers in responding, “Ododo oro!” Michael 

falls to the back of the room as Rasheed loudly exclaims: “Ah! Ah!!” The five dancers 

move around the performance space very rapidly, with their guns now hoisted and 

aimed at what seem like a moving target. Michael’s drum is heard in the background. 

The dancers respond to his drumming as they move rapidly when he is drumming fast, 

and slow down when he does the same. For about a minute, Michael’s drum called, and 

the dancers respond with their movements. No words were spoken. Those in the 

audience are now clapping to the drummer’s beat, cheering the dancers on as they 

“hunt” and as they make their way back to the center of the performance space.  

 The last two scenes are the best examples of the use of metonymy in this 

performance. We connect the past to the present by referring to symbols associated 

in the community with the different temporal planes. The war dance or hunter’s 

dance is a reference to a glorious past of the community. This past is rooted in 

individual service to community and depicted by the sacrifices of men and women 

who served the collective either as hunters or as warriors. The present, on the other 

hand, is depicted as a call to service, a commitment to fix withering plants, withering 

childhood dreams, withering individual hopes, and withering community 

aspirations. The perplexing conditions of the present and the nostalgic celebrations 

of the distant past are captured in the audience’s reactions to these symbolic 

representations.  
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With three quick taps in quick succession on the talking drum, Michael changes 

the beat again. As he taps on the drum, Busayo, Abimbola, Rasheed and Aishat each 

pick up a paddle, while Christian picks up a fishing net. The five depict a canoe of 

fishermen and women with Abimbola and Rasheed standing some distance apart, but 

beside each other (closer to the kings’ throne), paddling to the left and right 

respectively. Christian, who is standing a few steps away from them, appears to be in 

the middle of the canoe. He is seen casting out and dragging in his fishing net. Aishat 

and Busayo, standing furthest away from the king’s throne, mirror Rasheed and 

Abimbola in front in their poses and movements. The actors dance on bended knees 

with deliberate exaggerated paddling motions. At intervals, the two in front and the 

two at the back stand straight, point their paddles up to the sky and spin around once, 

before returning to their paddling positions. All through this performance they sing the 

chorus below: 

Agbami la wa, Obele o! 

Agbami la wa, Ko lo’bele mo obele (o ti ya) x2 

Ko lo’bele mo obele 

Ko ni fa’ko mu fa’ko (o ti ya) 

Agbami la wa, Obele o! 

Agbami la wa, ko le’bele mo bele. 

Agbami is a Yoruba term which describes a large body of water: a sea, a river, a flood 

and/or the ocean. The chorus calls to mind a trip (perhaps, a fishing expedition) on 

a large body of water in a dugout canoe. The trip requires teamwork as different 

parties on the canoe are called on to either hold on to the canoe or to the paddles. 
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The call out is a reminder to the travelers on this imaginary trip that each person or 

group of persons must play their part(s) to ensure a safe landing. Rasheed 

introduced this chorus to the group during rehearsals because it aptly captures the 

essence of our conversation with Sena (the fisherwoman and trader we met during 

fieldwork) on the significance of teamwork during fishing expenditures. It was 

important to me that we integrate our conversation with Sena into this performance 

in one form or another. Effective teamwork is integral to the successful planning and 

execution of fishing expeditions at the fishing settlement, and lessons from that 

small settlement can serve the community as a whole in planning and executing of 

community development projects to bring about the desired sustainable growth. 

The Agbami chorus also serves a number of other important purposes in the 

staged performance. It marks a digression in the performance from a re-telling of 

Kweme’s oral history to the illumination of an inherent cultural and work practice in 

the community. Working together for a common goal has always been a way of life 

for this community of farmers, hunters, fishers and traders, yet our research shows 

that while smaller units, like occupational groups and families, seem to have 

mastered the act of teamwork, the community as a whole seems to require a 

reminder on how to work together for the greater good. Furthermore, the dance 

steps in this particular unit of the performance serve as allusions. The deliberately 

strained paddling strokes of four of the dancers hint at the environmental problem 

of sea encroachment which Sena and her colleagues say compromises profit 

margins and makes fishing expeditions more difficult. Christian’s worried 
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expression each time he pulls his fishing net back into the canoe is also a reference 

to the problems of reduced fish supply in the community’s overfished rivers and sea.  

The audience joins the actors in singing the Agbami chorus, perhaps in 

response to the refrain “O ti ya” (which, in this context, means: It’s time, let’s do it, join 

in), or simply because this is a short chorus performed as a danceable, catchy tune. 

Halfway through singing the chorus on the fifth or sixth time, Aishat signals Michael to 

stop the drumming as discussed during our workshop, and agreed at rehearsal. The 

singing stops and the actors all take a seat on the floor, forming an “L”, with Aishat 

and Michael backing the king and his advisers, while their colleagues backed some of 

the audience in the room. Aishat gets on her knees, facing the audience and towering 

over her colleagues who remain seated, as she invites the audience to start a mid-

performance discussion, addressing them in Yoruba with the following words:34 

1. Kweme, alero wipe e n gbadun ere yi 

2. E se o a dupe lopolopo pe e fi ohun ini yin ati okan yin gba wa lalejo 

si arin yin  

3. E ti so fun wa wipe Idagbasoke Kweme lo je gbo ilu logun 

4. E ti so fun wa wipe Kabiyesi ni alase lori ilu yi 

5. A ti ki Kweme (ki: with high tone) 

6. A ti ki Kweme (ki: with low tone) 

7. A ni ‘gbagbo wipe afe-ni-fe-re ni oba wa 

8. Ologbogbon ti ba olowo jehun 

                                                        
 
34 Details as documented in video footage from the performance.  
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9. Kabiyesi ti n’ba oloro jeyan 

10. Sugbon a mo wipe alejo ni wa a o le mo ile ju onile lo 

11. Ni wakati yi ti Kabiyesi wa lori aga 

12. E jo wo Kweme, e je ki a so edun okan wa 

------------------------------------ 

1. Kweme, we hope you are enjoying our performance. 

2. We thank you so much for welcoming us to your midst with your 

resources and your hearts. 

3. You have told us that the (socio-economic) development of Kweme is 

the main concern for all in this community. 

4. You have told us that Kabiyesi is the highest authority in the 

administration of this community. 

5. We (in performance) have paid homage to Kweme. 

6. We (in performance) have praised and referenced the appellations 

of Kweme. 

7. We believe that our king is one-who-loves-one-and loves-one-to-

prosper, 

8. The wise one who dines with the rich, 

9. Kabiyesi, one who deliberates with the wealthy and powerful. 

10. But we (the performers) know we are guests (in Kweme), and (as 

guests) we cannot be more informed of the layout of a home than 

the homeowners. 

11. At this moment with our king on the throne, 
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12.  Kweme, please, let us speak out our main concerns. 

With these words Aishat uses to her advantage the liminal space of performance, as 

she shifts between her role as an insider to the community (one who speaks the 

language, and understands the cultural conventions of engagement), and her role as 

the outsider (one who is not as familiar with the realities of life in Kweme as those 

who live in the community). The cultural performance, just witnessed and enacted 

by this audience and these actors, utilized codes and materials that reflect familiar 

cultural practices open to interpretations. These interpretations, Victor Turner 

reminds, are “flexible and capable of carrying many messages at once, […] they are 

capable of subverting on one level what another level seems to be saying” (23-4). In 

this sense, Aishat’s speech is an invitation to her audience to articulate their layered 

interpretations and reflections of the performance, in the hope that the community 

will begin—and stay engaged in—a much required dialogue with their appointed 

leaders.  

A number of people in the room responded to Aishat’s call for dialogue with 

the king, and many focused on the state of socio-economic development (or lack 

thereof) of Kweme and its people. A man who identified himself as Lawrence 

responded by first referencing the image of Rasheed’s withered tree, saying the 

image invoked many painful experiences of failed crops on his farm in the last five 

years. He went on to say, that as a subsistence farmer who plants a few crops for 

cash sale and profit, a loss in crop translated to reduced daily meals for his children, 

and even less money in his pocket to buy other essentials he is unable to grow. He 
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wanted to know how a development plan in Kweme could improve his small, family-

owned farmland.  

An older looking man stood up to simply acknowledge the actors’ effort in re-

enacting the hunter’s dance. He said it reminded him of his days as a young man 

growing up in Kweme when hunters’ guilds of the different villages held 

competitions that helped unite the community and build character in their young 

men and women. He wanted to know if the king would consider bringing back this 

tradition to the community. In his opinion, he continued, a united community is 

fundamental to the success of any development plan. It must be noted here that 

because the man spoke in Yoruba, it was clear to his listeners that his last sentence 

was a reference to previous conversations (perhaps one he has had with the King’s 

aides or other members of the community present in the audience). In this sense, an 

element of the overall performance provided this audience member with a strategic 

tool to address those in authority in his community on an issue which he finds 

pressing.  

Two other people asked if the king would consider asking new businesses 

operating and starting up in the community to consider employing young men in the 

community. This, they hoped, would reduce the increasing high school dropout rate, 

and perhaps serve to dissuade young men and women in the community from 

smuggling petroleum and petroleum products across the Nigerian border to 

neighboring countries. One of the two men also asked if the King would consider 

asking these businesses for road repairs and construction. He complained about the 

impassable state of dirt roads in the community in the raining seasons due to 
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flooding and called attention to how this problem causes a rise in transportation 

costs, which in turn causes a hike in food prices at the local markets.  

A woman tapped Aishat on the back, as the man spoke, indicating her 

intention to speak. The lady introduced herself as Celestin and started her speech 

with a plea. Looking at Aishat and speaking in Yoruba she said: 

We the women and traders of this community need your help. The 

burden of our poverty is heavy and we feel it daily as we travel to our 

stalls in the market in the day, and return to our children and homes 

in the evenings. We need help. A few years ago some visitors came 

round to tell us how to start profitable businesses, but when they left, 

we were left with their promises of a better future. Today we are still 

poor and tired, and need help.35  

Because Celestin kept repeating her plea for help and because the actors and I had 

discussed the importance of asking open questions that allow for more nuanced 

answers, Aishat politely asked Celestin to explain how the community can help the 

women and traders of Kweme she claims to represent. Celestin looked around the 

room, but not at the king, before replying to Aishat directly, “A bridge across the 

creek linking Kweme to the main road close to the Seme border will reduce our 

commute and make it easier for transporters to travel into Kweme.” Celestine’s 

response to Aishat’s question drew laughter in the room. It was clear, though, that 

                                                        
 

35. Excerpt from field notes and recordings of Celestine’s speech during the Kweme 
performance, Nov. 2011.  
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the audience was laughing with Celestin, as they nodded in agreement and 

exclaimed with surprise at her rather frank response.  

Aishat seized this moment of camaraderie by the king’s subjects to address 

Kabiyesi himself on behalf of his people. It is important to note here that while the 

king was seated on his throne, in the room all through this mid-performance 

discussion, none of the five people who contributed to the discussion addressed the 

king directly. Although their words were meant for the ears of the king, they spoke 

directly to Aishat, in the same way they would have addressed a traditional palace 

minstrel or the king’s official intermediary.  

As Aishat turns to face the king, still kneeling, Michael picks up his drum and 

begins serenading the monarch as a way of explaining what will otherwise be 

construed as Aishat’s audacious effrontery. He starts with the sentence (using only the 

talking drum): “Iwo la fi se/ iwo la fi se’agbalagba/ iwo la fi se” (You [the king] are the 

one we picked or enthroned/ you are the one we [the people] uphold into an elder/ you 

are the one). This is a simple reminder to the king that he is king only because his 

subjects consent to his leadership. Then Michael changes this confrontational beat to a 

more conciliatory one when he beats the phrase: “eru oba ni mo ba oba to…” (I am in 

awe of the king, he who is worthy…. [of praise, of honor, of glory, etc.]). When Michael 

stops, four of the actors (including the women) prostrate themselves and kneel on the 

floor facing the king and his advisers, as all chorus in greeting and veneration: 

“Kabiyesi O!” The king acknowledges the actors and grants them “permission” to get 

off the ground, and be seated.  
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This was also the permission Aishat required to speak on the behalf of the 

community, a task which she performed with gusto. She greets the king again, 

thanking him for his hospitality and for granting her his consent to speak on behalf of 

his people. Speaking in Yoruba, Aishat identifies with the villagers using the collective 

“we” when she starts her sentences with “we your people….”, and punctuates each 

sentence with praises, often referring to the king as the wise one with ultimate 

authority. She calls his attention to the comments made by his subjects during the 

break in performance without repeating these comments verbatim. Then Aishat asks if 

the king in his graciousness will consider prioritizing Celestine’s request for a link 

bridge into the most rural parts of the community to assist the women of Kweme, and 

the families they support. She ends her speech to the king with the closing sentence: “A 

bo wa re o, Kabiyesi, e jowo e ba wa wo se.” (These are our findings, Kabiyesi, please do 

consider our request).  

Aishat’s closing statement was deliberate and strategic. She indicated 

through the two parts of her closing sentence that she remains unbiased as a 

performer in service of the king and his people.  As structured in Yoruba, the first 

part of her sentence implies that the king initially initiated the research which leads 

to the said findings. In this sense, Aishat wanted her speech received as a report to 

the king on a mission he initiated, and not as a message from his people. But she also 

wanted the king to remain mindful that these are his people’s legitimate concerns 

that must be addressed, and she spoke for them and with them.  

The king responded to Aishat’s speech and his people through an 

intermediary, his public relations officer, Alhaji Rasaq. Alhaji Rasaq, speaking as the 
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king and in Yoruba, praised the actors for the performance staged, mentioning that 

the performance indicated how well the actors listened to the community and the 

people they engaged with the week before. He particularly liked the drummer who 

paid close attention to him (speaking as the king) through praise all through the 

performance. He thanked the citizens for taking time out of their busy schedules to 

grace the occasion and for their continued support of his role as their king and 

leader. He acknowledged their request for change and progress, and promised to do 

all that is humanly possible to ensure that those who can bring about the change 

required are informed and pressured to help. He referenced the issue of unity 

mentioned by the elderly man in the audience, but chose instead to discuss unity 

with reference to the Agbami dance and song, as opposed to the hunters’ dance. He 

told his community that when one’s ship is cast ashore, one needs all hands on deck 

to return to safety. He said the message of progress and development in the 

performance, for him, is captured in the ways the performers multi-tasked as they 

paddled, sang, danced, and entertained. If we are to develop, we need to stand 

united, he said. Only then can those who can help assist us in our collective efforts to 

bring about progress. At this point someone in the audience asked: “Does this mean 

we will get our bridge?” Alhaji Rasaq smiled and said, “Our Kabiyesi will do all in his 

power to bring progress to our community, but what the performance has shown is 

that we have a history of unity and we need to walk together to achieve progress.” 

He thanked everyone once again before returning to his seat. 
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Michael beats on his drum: “Ilo ya oni bode a p’hun da” (It is time to leave; the 

gate keeper must change his tune). He immediately changes his drumming to a quick 

beat as the actors begin a final dance, singing: 

O si ma dun/ o si ma dun/o si ma dun/ ni kweme 

Aiye a dun/ni Kweme/ la’ipe ojo 

------------------------------------ 

It will be pleasant/ it will be pleasant/it will be pleasant/ in Kweme 

Life will be pleasant/in Kweme/soon 

The dancers leave the room, marking the end of the performance in Kweme.  

------------------------------------ 

The audience clapped and cheered as the actors filed out of the King’s waiting room 

and his compound. Many walked up to the actors to thank them for staging a lovely 

performance. A number began conversations with the actors on the best ways to go 

about initiating activities that can bring about progress to the community. Almost 

everyone who spoke to the actors asked them to return the next month for  the next 

community meeting, to stage another performance. Every one of those who stopped 

to talk to the actors thanked Aishat specifically for doing a great job of articulating 

their concerns to the king. In fact, Aishat was pulled aside a number of times before 

we left Kweme by villagers who wanted her to pass on one message or another to 

the king on their behalf. The camaraderie, spirited conversations, and lingering after 

the performance suggested a sense of communitas between the actors and the 

ordinary citizens of the community.  
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As we left the king’s compound to board our vehicle for our return trip to 

central Lagos, we saw a group of women waiting by our car at the car park. As we 

got closer to the car park the women began clapping. They greeted us in Yoruba and 

thanked us for creating a forum through our performance to express some of their 

key concerns. I thanked them and asked why the women did not come into the 

waiting room to watch the performance. A few said it was too hot in the day to sit in 

a crowded room with poor ventilation. A relatively well-dressed elderly woman in 

the group said she assumed that we came to entertain the king and his special 

advisers. When I asked what her thoughts were now that we had performed, she 

stated in Yoruba: “E yi ju ere ori itage lo, e fi han leni wipe omo agba ni yin. Won ko 

yin, gbogbo yin de gba eko.” [This (referring to the performance) is more than a 

staged performance; you (the six actors and I) exhibited today that you are all old 

souls (wise). You (the actors and I) were trained/educated (raised with clear 

understanding of the workings of cultural values), and you all imbibed the training.] 

She was smiling at Aishat as she completed her statement. We all thanked her for 

her kind words, and I asked if she thought the talk that began today would continue. 

She nodded with a smile, and said we had empowered the women of the community, 

and they will, armed with praise, take their concerns back to the king.  

Just before we left Kweme, Alhaji Rasaq came to wish us all a safe trip, and to 

pass on the king’s greetings to us. I asked if he thought the performance helped 

begin a conversation on community development in Kweme. He said he felt we have 

reminded the community of a practice they as a people no longer privilege. When I 

asked what practice that was, he said the practice of praise. Praise in this sense, he 
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said, is about respect. It is having the understanding that working together does not 

have to be antagonistic. I asked how he planned to ensure the community 

understood this. He jokingly said, “We could bring Aishat and her colleagues back 

every month to remind us through performance.” I told him he had our contact 

details, and we will be happy to train youths in the community on how to stage 

similar performances. I thanked him for being so generous with his time, and for all 

his assistance in ensuring that we staged a successful, experimental cultural 

performance. As our driver pulled away from the car park, I told Alhaji that I would 

check back with him regularly.  

Reflections 

The experiment of staging a cultural performance in Kweme was successful, 

in my opinion, for a number of reasons. We began a dialogue across class and gender 

lines in a community where these socio-economic constructions were barriers to 

effective communication. We successfully created a cultural performance using and 

adapting the structure of oriki, an indigenous performance practice, which 

incorporates familiar cultural conventions of communication in Kweme. Of greater 

significance to this dissertation is the fact that the performance we created and 

staged at Kweme will be easy for the locals to replicate. This will potentially 

increase the possibility of sustained dialogue, a key requirement for community 

empowerment, change, and socio-economic development. In this sense, this 

alternate form of performance should achieve some key objectives of Theatre for 

Development projects.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Summary and Conclusion 

I heard music and people laughing in the background when Alhaji Rasaq 

answered my phone call. It must have been about 5 pm in Kweme, a rural grassroots 

community, in Lagos, Southern Nigeria, West Africa. It was the 6th of February 2012, 

and I was calling Alhaji Rasaq in Nigeria from the United States. I met Alhaji in the 

summer of 2010 while doing research in his community. He is the Public Relations 

Officer to the King of Kweme, who was later to become an invaluable resource 

person to me in the months leading up to a Theatre for Development performance I 

directed and staged at his King’s palace in November 2011. This was the first 

performance of its type staged in the almost five year reign of the King, and it 

afforded the King’s subjects the opportunity to address him without fear of 

reprimand. Among other concerns, some women in the audience expressed a desire 

to have a bridge between the main road and the most remote parts of the town.  

Although I left Nigeria for the U.S. shortly after this performance, I had called 

Alhaji three months later to follow up on the impact of the performance. Because of 

the background noise, I had assumed Alhaji was out with friends for the evening, but 

he informed me he was at the King’s palace. The music in the background, he 

informed me, was from a performance being staged for the King and his subjects. 

Alhaji informed me that the the sixth of February was a holiday in Nigeria to 

celebrate the birth of the Islamic prophet Mohammed and the performance had 

been organized by a community association. According to Alhaji, this was the second 
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cultural performance organized by the community association this year, and both 

performances were modeled after the Kweme performance staged in November and 

analyzed in chapter four. When I asked how things were going with the peoples’ 

requests for a bridge, he laughed and replied: “The King is listening, and that is 

always a good thing” (Alhaji Rasaq 2012).36  

 I could not agree more with Alhaji. When I had the conversation documented 

in chapter four with Grace and her neighbors in the summer of 2011, the women did 

not think that King, Oba Ogungbe James listened to their opinions. Now, it appears 

that there may be new informal forums through which they can express their 

opinions to their King. What I find even more significant is the fact that the 

performances staged at the palace in 2012 have both been internally organized and 

staged by a community-based group. While I am, at present, unable to verify the 

community associations’ politics (or agenda, if there is one), their ability to stage 

two performances in two months in a community where this was not the case 

before our Kweme performance in November 2011 indicates the potential of the 

theory I propose, research, and document in this dissertation.  

There is a history of using cultural performance, specifically theatre, to 

address community development concerns in Nigeria. Theatre for Development was 

first introduced in 1975 as a curriculum program for theatre students at the 

Ahmadu Bello University in Zaria, Northern Nigeria. The program was designed to 

                                                        
 

36. The phone conversation lasted for about ten minutes, and I could still hear the music from 
the cultural performance in the background when we ended our phone conversation at about 12:15 
pm (time in the United States). 
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use theatre as a tool to raise collective consciousness in rural communities, to 

generate dialogue, and to encourage communities to become active agents for the 

change they desire or aspire to. The TFD methodology adopted in Zaria is an 

adaptation of the techniques of Theatre of the Oppressed created by theatre 

practitioner Augusto Boal. Key features of the Zaria methodology include: 

researching into a community’s problem; using a workshop technique to create a 

play that contextualizes the problems; presenting the play to the community; and 

using a post-performance discussion as the basis for initiating action to solve the 

problems identified. The method is aimed specifically at effecting dialogue, 

encouraging critical thinking, and motivating the desire for community 

development and social change. Because TFD is often staged in rural communities 

were traditional practices thrive, many TFD performances are framed with 

traditional drums, songs, and dances, though often the structure of the 

performances staged is foreign to these communities.  

At the forefront of this important development communication approach was 

theatre scholar Oga Steve Abah, who set up the Theatre for Integrated Development 

(TIDE) as a forum where university intellectuals, government officials, and rural 

grassroots community members engage to further develop the TFD method as used 

in Nigeria. TIDE was also designed as annual, two-week long TFD workshops where 

participants acquired practical training in TFD techniques engaging with grassroots 

communities, creating and staging a performance, and generating dialogue through 

a post-performance discussion. The TIDE workshop was to become a standard 

format for TFD workshops in Nigeria. By the mid-1980s, TFD in Nigeria had become 
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an essential medium for information dissemination used by both government and 

international development agencies to reach a largely illiterate, rural population. In 

the same period, the United Nations estimated this population to be approximately 

sixty million people, about fifty percent of the country’s total population. Today, TFD 

remains an important mode of development communication in Nigeria. 

In spite of its success, a number of challenges limit the effectiveness of 

Theatre for Development as a medium of communication to bring about community 

development by generating critical dialogue. These challenges include funding 

constraints, and time, which are not mutually exclusive of each other. Funding, and 

budgetary constraints restricts the amount of time TFD participants spend working 

in any community, and limits the number of follow up visits required to sustain the 

dialogue began during post performance discussions. In essence, funding 

restrictions limits dialogue and limits the possibilities of achieving internally 

generated sustainable community development. At the root of these problems is the 

fact that international funding organizations, and local and international Non 

Governmental Organizations (NGOs) sponsor most TFD projects in Nigeria. Often, 

funders require that the TFD projects they sponsor fit within their own mission 

statement. The fact that funders’ agendas do not always correlate with pressing 

development concerns of rural communities creates different sets of challenges in 

itself. The material consequences of ineffective communication in rural 

communities, particularly between community leaders and their constituencies are 

evident in oil-rich rural communities of southern Nigeria examined in this 

dissertation, where poverty is pervasive, and where as, is the case with the Niger-
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Delta region, many live life with little hope for change. Effective communication 

between these stakeholders can be the difference between having easy access to 

healthcare facilities in one’ community, and a ten mile trek to one in another 

community. 

To address these challenges and to facilitate sustained dialogue between 

community leaders and their constituencies in the rural communities I research, I 

experiment with the structure of oriki, an indigenous performance practice of the 

Yorubas of South west Nigeria, and engage six ensemble members of a local 

performance troupe to help create and stage a performance in a rural community in 

Lagos Nigeria. My objective was to show how the structures and contents of 

indigenous performance practices create forums for dialogue and collective 

consciousness awakening, and to offer a practical way to improve the effectiveness 

of TFD as a medium of information dissemination, and a tool to facilitate sustained 

dialogue, and community development in rural grassroots communities in the 

country. A number of factors inform my approach: 1.) indigenous performance 

practices thrive in grassroots communities and many grow out of specific cultural 

conventions of communication. 2.) Local theatre groups exist in many rural 

communities, and they can stage performance long after TFD workshops come to an 

end. 3.) Because indigenous performances grow out of these communities, local 

theatre groups can easily replicate performances that are created from the structure 

elements of these indigenous practices. 4.) Indigenous performance practices are 

particularly useful when dealing with political power structures in grassroots 

communities in southern Nigeria because these performance practices incorporate 
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culturally specific conventions of communication across socio-political lines, and 

while these conventions may seem dated, they retain their efficacy. 5.) Crucially 

community members become the main agents that drive their community 

development. 

 I chose to use oriki, the Yoruba praise and appellation poetry, as the core 

structure for this performance for several reasons. First, oriki is familiar to my 

intended audience and to the performers I trained and directed. The performance of 

praise poetry is an integral part of life amongst the Yoruba of Southern Nigeria.  

Oriki, along with other forms of praise poetry, continues to thrive in rural 

communities like Kweme.  Second, oriki is intentionally open-ended and encourages 

audience involvement. This makes it an ideal participatory mode of communication.  

Third, skilled oriki performers are expected to adapt their message to audience. 

Finally, as a form of praise, oriki ties current approbation and future status to both 

the subject’s own past achievements and those of his or her ancestry.  

These simple structural elements were critical to the success of the 

performance experiment staged in Kweme, Lagos, Nigeria. In creating the 

performance we maintained the two-week format of TFD projects, because this is a 

structure that funding organizations are familiar with. The actors and I worked 

together continuously for fifteen days, based on a schedule I designed for this part of 

the research. The schedule includes: one day of workshop in central Lagos, six days 

of fieldwork in the villages of Kweme Kingdom, four, and a half days of rehearsal 

back in central Lagos, one, and a half days of rest, one day of staging the cultural 

performance at the King’s palace in Kweme. On Friday the 18th of November 2011, 
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we staged the performance at the King’s palace in Kweme. The King and many of his 

subjects were in the audience, and successfully began a dialogue in community 

development in Kweme. 

My telephone conversation cited at the beginning of this chapter with the 

King’s public relations’ officer, Alhaji Rasaq, is evidence that local communities can 

take the dialogue began during TFD projects forward, if they are familiar with the 

structure of the TFD performances staged in their communities. This also improves 

the effectiveness of the communication, even as it addresses a major challenge of 

sustaining critical dialogue between key stakeholders in rural grassroots 

communities long after TFD projects come to an end.  

 While we were able to achieve these important goals with our performance 

experiment using the two week structure of TFD workshops, our experience 

confirm my initial suspicion and critique of the two-week model particularly with 

reference to the first item on Harding’s list from the 1983 TIDE project: “the 

creation and maintenance of trusting interpersonal relationships between the 

village people and workshop participants”. The people of Kweme welcomed us 

warmly into their homes and places of business, and I had enlightening 

conversations with women I have come to admire for their intelligence, and 

resilience, and resourcefulness. However, neither I, nor the actors I worked were 

able to create trusting interpersonal relationships with the people we met, and 

related with during our time in Kweme. For example, in spite of the fact that we 

spent a considerable amount of time with Sena (the lady from the fishing settlement 

at Seme), and irrespective of the fact that we extended an invitation for our 
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performance to Alayo (the religious leader), both women were not present at the 

performance of the 18th of November, and neither contacted us to excuse their 

absence. These are very busy women without a doubt, but in a cultural context 

where courtesy is extended even to strangers, the women’s unexcused absence was 

a clear indication that we had not forged a relationship worth protecting. Contrast 

this with the working relationship that I had steadily cultivated with Alhaji Rasaq 

from the summer of 2010. Without his commitment to our research and his 

provision of logistical assistance, the entire research experiment could easily have 

been compromised. We have continued to stay in touch, in spite of our geographical 

distance. It is clear that it took a longer period than the TFD standard two weeks to 

cultivate this friendship. My experience at Kweme indicates that TFD experts, and 

participants must commit a period longer than two weeks to community projects, 

and I will suggest a minimum period of six months.  

Spending a lengthener period of time in host communities will have definite 

funding and cost implications. This is where using local theatre groups can be 

beneficial. I will suggest that the same funding required to set up individual two-

week long workshops in several small villages over a six-month period, is put aside 

to set up a central TFD center staffed by TFD experts or trainers. The number 

required to staff these centers will be considerably lower relative to the number of 

participants required for a typical TFD workshop  The centrality of these centers 

will also be in reference to the geographical locations of villages and host 

communities marked for TFD projects over the same six months period. Local 

theatre groups from the different villages can then attend a one-day training session 
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on TFD techniques, and goals. As I found with my experiment, one day was long 

enough to educate the actors I worked with on a performance practice they literally 

grew up performing. Experts from the TFD center can then check-in at intervals to 

determine how well these local theatre groups engage their communities in 

dialogue. What I suggest here is simply. We use the same amount of money that 

have been allocated to a series of two-week long projects in different villages to set 

up a central TFD center in relatively close geographical location to selected host 

communities marked for TFD projects in the same six month period. From this 

center, local theatre groups from the various villages are trained on TFD techniques, 

and allowed to develop performances and plays based on their local performance 

practice. A follow-up team from the TFD center will then continue to monitor the 

progress of the local theatre groups in engaging their community in dialogue about 

development.   

The key to keeping cost down at the TFD center is to keep overhead cost 

down, while maintain efficiency of labor. The location of the center, for example, can 

be an office space at a local government office. This can either be leased, at a 

relatively low cost, from the state government or requested as government 

contribution to the process of community development of these rural areas. 

Recruiting few staff for the center, and investing in their training will ensure optimal 

performance from these staff. Having a staff member dedicated to fund raising is 

also a useful way to ensure the continuous flow of capital. My suggestion is that this 

staff focuses on raising capital from local business as part of their Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR). In the oil and gas region I examine, local business, in many 
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cases, are multi-national oil and gas companies. The funds raised can provide a 

stipend for local theatre groups as incentive to continue the work of generating and 

sustaining dialogue. Creating and maintaining TFD centers may also limit the 

demands of funding organizations who approach these centers for collaborative 

work because these centers are more likely to be perceived as existing corporate 

entities established to provide specific social functions. 

It seems appropriate at this point, and particularly as Rasheed and Aishat 

raised the same issue during our workshop session discussed in chapter four, that I 

address the issue of accountability, and the culture of corruption that can sabotage a 

project like the TFD center described above. Nigeria has a reputation for having an 

engrained culture of corruption, however, there are examples across the country 

where businesses thrive in spite of a deeply engrained culture of corruption.  The 

Nigerian banking sector, for example, is one of the strongest economic sector in the 

country.  In this sector, employees are well paid, and employers have invested in 

staff training, which emphasizes staff loyalty, transparency, and integrity. This 

banking sector model can be scaled down, adapted, and transferred as an operation 

model for the TFD centers I advocate in this dissertation. 

The experimental performance staged in Kweme offers a structural 

modification to TFD performances. It is by no means a solution to the complex, and 

on-going challenge of findings ways to bring about sustainable development 

particularly in poor, oil-rich rural communities of southern Nigeria. It is, however, a 

project that calls for a re-thinking of our approach to resolving the broad problem of 

sustainable community development. As I have approached this wide-ranging 
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challenge from a performance studies perspective, I read life as lived in these 

communities as social constructions where community leaders and their 

constituencies play varying roles, and where these roles are made explicit through 

their cultural performance practices.  I have argued that integral elements of these 

performances practices are culturally appropriate conventions of communication, 

many of which remain embedded in more indigenous forms of these performance 

practices. Through the research documented in this dissertation, I have, 

consequently, identified the potentials of indigenous performance practices as 

effective mediums of communication, and in particular, as a medium of 

communication between rural grassroots community leaders, and their 

constituents.  

To resolve a major challenge like sustainable community development, we 

must begin by resolving the smaller problems that constitutes this challenge. A good 

example is the drive to empower rural communities to internally generate the social 

changes they desire. Creating a space for community leaders and their 

constituencies to have effective and sustained dialogue, using culturally appropriate 

tools and conventions of communication, is the start of a process to resolve another 

small problem in the drive for rural community development. My hope is that future 

scholarship will build on the work began here and take it forward in achieving the 

global goal of sustainable community development.  
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A Map of Nigeria Showing the Thirty-Six States of the Federation 

The Nigerian Niger-Delta Region 

Appendix 1: Maps
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Appendix 2: Ng o re le Ogun mi 

1. Ng o re le Ogun mi 

2. Edan olu irin, koriko I’ odo, oko Ayoni 

3. Moo ogbe 

4. Eje o si ta sara, sara, Ogun o! 

5. Ire kii se ‘le Ogun 

6. Emu I’Ogun ya mu 

7. Sebi Saki ni’le Baba, Ogunkorokin 

8. Onira ni i-j-aja 

9. T’ Onire ni i-j agbo. 

10. Eje bala l’enu Ogun mi 

11. Ogun Onire, oko mi 

12.  A ki I para 

13.  O ba para je 

14.  Ogun o! 

15.  A ki I s’ako, a f’ako ya gberegede bi aso 

16.  Ogun 

17.  O nlo ni gbo 

18.  Ariwo gba’gbo 

19.  Ogun nlo l’odan, okiki gb’odan 

20.  Ade ori olu 

21. O nlo ni’gboro, iboosi gb’ode kankankan. 

22. Ngbe ni o gbe ni o gbe mi 
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23. Ela 

24.  Nla ni o la mi 

25.  Bi o ti gbe Lagunju 

26.  Oba l’o je I’ Ede. 

27.  O gb’ Abaasi t’o je Baale ni’le Ibadan 

28.  Bi o ti gb’Aderemi t’o j’Olufe Ooni 

29.  Bi oti gb’Oluwo, Iwo Mere, Iwo ‘o jiyan ego 

30.  Iwo elewon-roro, omo adanayanran 

31.  Iwo ko jiyan ego 

32. Eyi t’ara Iwo ti je ‘m’ oro to n’ temi 

33.  Ku, Mode, Moso Arole de 

34.  Eyin n’le Alo 

35.  Ajeje nsere lowo, t’ogofa oye 

36.  Ng o re le Ogun mi 

37.  Labalaba kan’ mi eta, o fo rakinrakin 

38.  Oosa t’og’ori onibode t’o ha ni-ni-ni 

39. Ng o re’le Ogun lola 

40.  Egbe 

41.  Egbe 

42. Awe o 

43.  Tire ni ng nwa a 

44.  Ng o wa ja re 

45.  Ogun 
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46.  Onire, oko mi 

47.  Ng o wa re re, ng o wa’ja re o 

48.  Egbe re n mo nwa 

49.  Edan, olu irin, koriko I’odo, oko mi 

50.  Ire kii se’le Ogun 

51.  Emu I’Ogun ya mu. 

52.  Ng o re’le awon baba mi 

53.  Omo ina agbede bale tu yeriyeri. 

54.  Ng o re’le awon baba mi 

55.  Ejijengna, Aro Isokun 

56.  Labalaba eremi 

57.  Aworo ti mbe l’ona t’Epe 

58.  Ara ilu Eedu 

59.  ‘Mo du l’oju 

60.  ‘Mo du I’enu  

61.  Mo s’agbon isale woriwori 

62.  Nibo ni nwon pe’le Ogunkorokin? 

63. Eiye meta  

64.  Ni i-d emu i-sin Remogun omo Awise 

65.  Ng o ya s’ agbede. 

66. Arugbo Okomoye 

67.  Ng o lo l’lona ibeun 

68.  E e ri i? Igun ori ako 
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69.  Emu ni i-da 

70.  Emu I’awn i-lo. 

71.  Akalamagbo orun ose 

72.  Emu ni i-da 

73.  Emu I’awon i-lo 

74.  Raare omo afetusofo 

75.  Iku iyan, omo awalaiyadididi 

76.  Loni, Onire, wa m’emu 

77.  Lola nko? Onire, wa m’emu 

78.  Ni Ogun 

79.  L’ofi joko si’le iremogun omo Awise 

80.  Saki ni’le Baba, Ogunkorokin 

81.  E gbe m’l’ele 
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Appendix 3: Ki ki Oropo 

1. Oropo kole e n roju 

2. E o bere lowo ori e ti gbagbe a kunle yan 

3. Oshinusi ni ‘jebu ode, ode o! (2ce) 

4. Bode o se omo olola, omo lola ni ‘jebu ode 

5. Tiwa ‘la yan fe I’akinbode, n le! 

6. Oshinusi ni ‘jebu ode, ode o! (2ce) 

7. Bode o se omo olola 

8. Laide Oropo, Oropo!  

9. Omo alagemo merindinlogun, Oropo O! 

10.  Ita Itebo ni Ijebu Ode – Oropo! 

11.  Ijebu Ode o, ajagbalura, Oropo! 

12.  Omo a fi di ‘bo ote mole, Oropo! 

13.  A fi di ‘bo’te mole ni ‘jebu ode, Oropo o! 

14.  Awo O-shinusi Bode mi o, Oropo! 

15.  Bode Oshinusi awo Orilonise, Oropo! 

16.  Awo Alhaji omo Orilonise, Oropo!  

17. Omo Oropo, Oropo! 

18. Omo Oropo, Oropo! 

19. Omo alegemo merindinlogun, Oropo! 
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Appendix 4: Photographs 

Field Work  

 
Fig. 1. A Kweme neighborhood. 

 
Fig. 2. Kweme residential road, sandy with shrubbery.  

 
Fig. 3. A mat weaver at home in Kweme. 
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Fig. 4. A peep through a broken fence in Kweme. 

 
Fig. 5. Women by the outhouse outside Kabiyesi’s palace. 

 
Fig. 6. Access road into Kweme on a rainy day (note power lines). 
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Fig. 7. Fishermen working in a dug-out canoe at the fishing settlement. 

 
Fig. 8. The fresh water river deity, Thehule, as it leads to the Atlantic Ocean.  

 
 

Fig. 9. Inside the skills center (not showing signs of use). 
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Fig. 10. The signpost in front of the Sills Centre stating the purpose of the building. 

Fig. 11. A local petrol station in Kweme (an example of Baale Olumide’s preferred 
investment choice). 
 

 
Fig. 12. Baale Olumide’s house, the only painted house in Igbegbome. 
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Fig. 13. Fuel storage tanks for a future petrol station, on farmland in Igbegbome. 

 
Fig. 14. The coconut sellers at the Badagry market.  

 
Fig. 15. Fishermen and market women at the Badagry market. 
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Fig. 16. A stall at the Badagry market. 
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The Oba and His Palace 

 
Fig. 17. A process of mythmaking: A figure of Kabiyesi Oba Sejiro Olulekan James 
with a bust of Oduduwa (progenitor of the Yorubas) in the background. 

 
Fig. 18. The King on his throne on the day of the performance. 
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Fig. 19. Kabiyesi’s compound with his Infinity SUV parked inside (grill visible). 
 

 
Fig. 20. The entrance to the King’s waiting area. 
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Fig. 21. The Kabiyesi’s waiting area where the performance took place. 
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The Performance 

 
Fig. 22. Planning the performance with the actors. 
 

 
Fig. 23. Rehearsal of the Hunter Scene. 
 

 
Fig. 24. Rehearsal of the Tree Sculpting Scene. 
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Fig. 25. Agbami dance at dress rehearsal in Central Lagos. 
 

 
Fig. 26. Actors arriving in Kweme for the performance. 
 

 
Fig. 27. Back row (L-R): Michael, Abimbola, Bukola, Christian, Wole (the driver for 
the trips). Front row (L-R): Busayo, Rasheed, Busayo and Aishat. 
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Fig. 28. Actors with their props before the performance. 

 
Fig. 29. Actors entering the palace for the performance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 30. Actors seeking the Kabiyesi’s permission for Aishat to address him. 
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Fig. 31. The Kabiyesi granting Aishat permission to address him. 

 
Fig. 32. Aishat addressing the audience. 
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Fig. 33. Celestine addressing the audience in response to Aishat’s comments. 

 
Fig. 34. Kabiyesi listening to comments from the audience. 
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Fig. 35. Michael serenading Kabiyesi. 

 
Fig. 36. Overflow of the audience trying to get a view of the performance. 

 
Fig. 37. Performance in full swing (audience appreciation expressed by throwing 
money at the actors; money can be seen on the floor). 
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Fig. 38. Tree Sculpting Scene in the palace. 

 
Fig. 39. Members of the audience recording the performance. 

 
Fig. 40. A cross-section of the audience watching with rapt attention. 
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Fig. 41. Alhaji Rasaq responding on the Kabiyesi’s behalf.  

 
Fig. 42. Actors and Bukola pose for a picture after the performance (Aishat away 
answering questions from performance attendees). 

 
Fig. 43. Alhaji Rasaq wishing us a safe trip back to Central Lagos. 
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