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ABSTRACT The incessant conflicts among the various ethnic groups in the Nigerian society have been a thing of
concern for both the national and international communities. The Yoruba poets, being a part of the larger Nigerian
society, have depended on their creative ability to offer some probable and viable solutions to the problems. This
paper therefore examines how some Yoruba poets have depicted, in their works, the problems of ethnicity in the
Nigerian society. The paper reveals that the main cause of ethnic and social conflict in Nigeria is the forceful
integration policy being adopted in the Nigerian political system. It is also argued that the bid to express ethnicity,
self-determination, self-affirmation and ethnic-identity has encouraged disintegration in the Nigerian federation.
The paper concludes that Nigerian citizens have suffered degradation as a result of tribalism, ethnicity and cut-throat
social conflict. Therefore, some of the poets have recommended a ‘win-win' approach to conflict resolution, if,

indeed, the Nigerian nation wants to enjoy the gains of integration.

Poetry, aform of literary genre, isareflection
of what its enabling society is. It could be a
reflection of the past and present experiencesin
a society. In sum, it could be seen as a
documentation of the society from which the
poetry is produced and primarily consumed
Akporobaro (1994: 26). Bamidele (2000) and
Ogunsina (1990) also assert that works of arts
cannot be in isolation. There is a symbolic
rel ationship between an art work and the society.

Broadly speaking, Yoruba poetry could be
categorized into oral and written (FOlorunso,
1998). Oral poetry comprisestheverbal artsthat
are composed and performed while the written
poetry isgraphically presented asatext; it could
also be recorded on cassettes or compact disc’
and in turn oraly broadcast. Statistically, the
poetry that is orally broadcast via electronic
media, record, cassette or compact disc have a
wider coverage than the one graphically
presented as text. The reason for the above lies
in the fact that the audience for the former
comprisesthe literates, while the latter is meant
for both the non-literates and literates.

Satireis one of the weapons used by Yoruba
poets to convey their messages in both pre-
colonia and present age. Satire, asaliterary genre
also actsastarget of palitica wit (Bamidele2001:
7). According to Harris (2001: 1), one of the
essence of satire is aggression or criticism, a
criticism of an object that the satirist perceived

as being falling short of some standard. Such
criticism can be directed against social groups
ingtitutions and individuals who act at variance
with the norm of the society. The Yoruba poets
satirically encapsul ate some of the problemsthat
characterize Nigeria, anation with diverse ethnic
groups, and thus offer a way of managing the
conflict arising from what Iwuchukwu (2001: 111-
112) tagsas ' primordial solidarity and rancorous
conflicts' in order to bring about the gains of
integration in the nation.

This paper therefore intends to examine the
issues of social integration and itsimpact on the
Nigerian society asreflected in Yorubapoetry. It
isworthy of notethat arandom sample of Yortba
poetry, both written and oral, will beanalysedin
this paper based on the Marxian approach to the
study of literature.

ETHNICITY AND SOCIAL
INTEGRATION IN NIGERIA

Ethnicity has been one of the most critical
issuesin Nigeriacontemporary history (Arifalo,
1998). Thishad led toincessant conflicts between
different ethnic groups in the nation. Social
conflictin Coser’sview ascited in Otite (1999: 2)
is

astruggleover valuesor claimsto status,
power and scare resources, in which the
aims of the conflicting parties are not only


kre1
Typewritten Text

user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0971-8923 ONLINE: 2456-6756

kre1
Typewritten Text

kre1
Typewritten Text

user
Text Box
  DOI: 10.31901/24566756.2007/14.02.11

kre1
Typewritten Text


170

to gain the desire values, but also to
neutralize, injure, or eliminate their rivals.

The above definition pointblank explains
thereason for ethnicity-sel f-determination, self-
affirmation and ethnicity identity which have
been the hallmark of the various ethnic groups
in Nigeriaconfederacy.

There is no gainsaying the fact that disinte-
gration will be a distinctive feature of a nation
where ethnocentrism is visible in al what the
citizensdo. TheYorubéa poets stancetallieswith
Durkheim’s (1951: 209) position on the essence
of integration when he postulates that a society
that is strongly integrated holds individual
members under its control. Thus, Yoruba poets
as watchdogs on the society comment freely on
the tragedies and gains of distintegration in the
micro and macro Nigerian society. Hence, thecall
for integration which is perceived as a weapon
for devel opment.

Integration can been simply defined as the
act of making whole or entire Maurice (1972:
219-249) ascited in Awoniyi (2000) also defines
integrations as:

Closer interdependence between the
parts of living organism or between the
member s of a society.

Asdesirable asintegration isto anation, its
effect could be sweet and sour. The Yoruba poets
tracethe political history of Nigeriato bring about
the effect of integration on the various ethnic
groups and individuals in Nigeria. The
amalgamation of the Northern and Southern
protectoratesin 1914 to become a nation called
Nigeriaunder the administration of Lord Luggard
isreferred toin Yorubapoetry. The amal gamation,
though is done to ease the administrative
processes by Lord Luggard, could also be seen
as away of bringing the ethnic groups together
to become one. but instead of it being ablessing,
it endsupto beatragedy onthenation. Idowuin
apoemtitled “BaaraMeta’ expressesthisview:

AsepdAjé, Obo ati Inaki

Adanu nlanlamo kaasi

Rakunmi pehu kétékété

Téa sokun ma 19run pé

Ko gbérulo

Isoro nlani

The relationship between dogs,

monkey and

gorrila

| regard it asabig loss

A donkey and acamel
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That we yoked together

To carry aload

Isaproblem.

It could be inferred from the poem that as a
result of theamalgamation, Nigeriaasanationis
defined by cultural diversities. Accordingto Otite
(1999: 17), theuse of apopropriate communication
skills as well as metaphor is crucia in conflict
management. Hence, the poet metaphorically and
metonymically representsthethree major ethnic
groupsinthenation, i.e.Yoruba, Hausaand Igho
as dog, monkey and gorrilarespectively.

The symbolic representation of the three
ethnic groups shows that there will probably be
ethnic struggle among the groups. The popular
axiom ‘monkey dey work baboon dey chop’
comesto mind. Dog and monkey/baboon belong
to different classesin the animal kingdom. They
are not supposed to be yoked together. If they
are forcefully yoked together, problems will be
the outcome. One will not be surprised to see
oppression and the cry for freedom from one or
more of the groups. The Marxist theory of social
conflict and class struggle explains the outcome
of such inter/intra group conflict expressed in
the above excerpt. The inference that could be
drawn from the excerpt isthat the amalgamation
which is supposed to be a gain has become a
tragedy to the nation. This view corroborates
0jo’s (2000) claim that the artificial creation of
Nigeria has led to the social, political and
economicimbalancein Nigeriaasanation.

The quest for the control of the economy of
Nigeria has prompted each ethnic group to
strugglefor the control of different thingsintheir
domains. Such glaring exampleisthebloody clash
between the ljaw youthsand ilgjein therivarine
areas of Ondo State. The youths are claiming
ownership of themineral resourcesintheir areas.
The government in the name of integration
always resists such claims, and, often there is
violence and bloodshed, which is injurious to
the development of the nation.

The economic imbalance that crops up as a
result of the government clamour for integration
isdescribedinaYorubapoem asanillegal act of
diversion of mineral resourcesfrom a particular
ethnic zone to another. This sort of illegal
diversionisencapsulated in the following poem:

Tori eléyaméyd, téeyan ‘ kan bati dépo apase

Biwonfékadléisekoko

O le péSokatd ni won ofisg rési

Biwonbafékoléise épa
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OlépéBini manibi toye

Niwgnigbato bati jéila e

Won wépo robi nirt Béndeli ni isalé

Kiléroijobatd ri paipulo si Kaduna?

To nibélasi ti méase epo

(Idowu: BéaraMétd)

For the sake of ethnicity

If somebody assumes |eadership position

If thereisthe need to establish cocoaindustry

Hemay siteit at Sokoto

If it isa groundnut industry

Hemay choose Benin asthe appropriate place

Because he hailsfrom there

Crudeail ismined at Beninin Southern Nigeria

What isgovernment motivein laying oil pipe

to Kaduna?

Insisting that oil should be refined there

In answering the rhetorical question posed
by the poet, it can be viewed from two different
perspectives. Looking at it fromthe surfacelevel,
we can say themotive of the government inlaying
apipefrom Deltaareato Kadunaisto integrate
the Northern and Southern Nigeria, but acritical
look at the political history of the nation shows
that the underlying motive of government is
ethnocentrism. Therefore, the above excerptisa
political wit aimed at exposing the wickedness of
some Nigerialeaderswho for selfish reasonsand
ethnocentrism take an oppressive decision which
can hinder the economic development of the
nation.

Some of the problems associated with this
ethnocentric decision isthe violence, protest and
untimely death of innocent citizensin the nation.
A vivid account of killing and maiming of innocent
citizens, al inthe name of integrating the Nigeria
ethnic groups, is graphically depicted in
Adeléke's Ogo Ni Ab'Ofo Ni? Inthe poem, the
poet makes an allusion to the historical hanging
of Ken Saro Wiwa and the eight Ogoni leaders
by Abacha military regime (53-54). Ken Saro
Wiwa and others were fighting marginalization
and the unequal distribution of the economic
gains accrued from crude oil which ismined in
their area. The decision of the government to
hang the Ogoni leaders is a heinous act which
can jeopardize the development of the nation.
The poet clearly reveals that proper integration
is not possible in any society where thereis an
infringement on the rights of its people.

Theaarming rate of bunkering of the nations
crude oil and the incessant vandalization of the

pipeline is an indirect way of expressing the
marginalization and oppression that exist in the
Niger Delta. Though the vandalization of the
nation pipelineisheinous, we can seeit asaway
of protest by the Niger Deltaethnic groups. Asa
result of this, the Federal Government of Nigeria
rosetothe occasion by creatingthe NDDC (Niger
Delta Development Commission) so as to have
positive effect on the citizensof Niger Deltaareas.
This confirms that the issue of integration can
be sweet and sour at the same time. The
vandalization and violence acts, though sour,
bring about the sweet aspect of the devel opment
noticeablewithinthe Niger Deltaareatoday (Tell
Magazine Story titled “Wind of Change In The
Niger Delta’, No. 36, September 2004).

Another sour effect of integrating the nation
is aso seen in the inequalities that permesate the
distribution of basic social amenitiesinthe nation.
The big lens of the poets notice the under-
devel opment that has eaten degp into theNigerian
sysem. Thedateof affairsintheNigerianeducationa
system is summarized in the following stanza:

NinG ohun gbogbo lati nriidaamu eléyameya

Orq &to ek ti di wolukol G

Nitori ogun eléyaméya

Didalan daomajo bi igbaeéyan dgo

lye oma bayii |&éyabayii y6o miwa

Oro eléyaméyalofakotalilo

Boti nbeniléise

O n be nind ijoba ol 6gun gan-an

(Idowu: BadraMétd)

Ethnicity problem manifests everywhere

The educational system isin shamble

Students are contributed as thrift

Each ethnic contributes certain number of

candidates

Ethnicity introduces quota system syndrome

It manifests in the educational system

It manifestsinwork place

Even the military government embracesit.

Thefar-reaching implication of quotasystem
syndrome is social injustice and oppression.
There are times that brilliant students are not
offered admission to unity schools because they
are from a particular geo-political zone, while
mediocres are allowed to fill the quota of some
geo-poalitical zoneinthe nameof integration. The
quota system turns out to be a negative
experiencefor someNigerians.

The negative experience of some Nigerians
which later |ed to bitternessand social conflictis



172

bellowed by some poets as they agitate for a
separation of the three major ethnic groups in
the nation. The following verses from two
different poets corroborate the above claim:

Baraméta o seé dipd

B’Hausabati n dagbélatijoyii

Wan 0 bati ghé pédli

B’1bo bati h dawani

Onalboibatijin

Bi Yorubabati ndaselilati iberéwa

Onawaoni bati jin ‘

(Idowu: BaaraMétd)

Three melon pods cannot be tied together

If Hausa had been living independently

They would have improved their lots

If the Igho were independent

They would have gone far

Had the Yorubabeen palitically independent

They would have developed greatly

Akuonifé

Ked( ko ni gba

Ajakan o fé satokun ekin mo

AKkU ati kedu 0 joye abésin kawo mo

Ofon-on i tg G ghégiri

Kélékokékoelowd

Ki kéowa gbasaré e babaelo

Oran-an-yan ké lasepd

(Adéléké 1997)

The Yorubawill not concur

Thelgbo will not agree

No dog isready to clear the way for leopard

The Yoruba and Igbo can no longer be

enslaved

The mouse has pissed into the bean soup

Let everybody hold on to his pap

Each ethnic group should go back to his

father’sland

It is not compulsory to be an entity

A crucial look at the poets position shows
that the forceful integration of the three major
ethnic groups results into a retarded growth in
terms of development. To corroboratethisview,
Adeleke (1997: 46-52) in “Onikan yii Rora”
nostagalically traces the political history of the
nation, and he vividly reveals the fact that the
Hausaethnic group is exploiting and oppressing
other ethnic groups (Adel eke, 1997: 24-26) shows
his disgust to the social injustice as he
metonymically describes the Hausa as leopard,
while Igbo and Yoruba are referred to as dogs.
L eopardisawild and carnivorousanimal, while
dogisadomesticanimal. Theaxiom“Ajakanole

A. G ADEJUMO

satokun ekun” (No dog isready to beaguidefor
the leopard) shows that some ethnic groups are
tired of being in servitude.

The poet’s view, in the above, though
exacerbating, reveals the pent up feelings of
frustration by some ethnic groups in the nation.
Okita(1977) ascited in Ikwubuzo (2001) asserts
that ““ethnic identity may manifest in different
forms at different places and be given different
names or labels, it is both fluid and dynamic,
universalist and persistent and cannot therefore,
be wished out of existence, irrespective of any
desirefor national unity and integration” (Okita
1997: 257). To corroborate this view, Nwankwo
(2000: 54) asserts that ethnic identity can even
be a vehicle for national development if it is
properly managed by our leaders. Fromthe above
view, itisglaring that conflict, though it isalways
perceived negatively, can also be a vehicle for
social integration.

The recent development in the political
history of Nigeria shows how such a cry of
negligence and marginalization by the Yoruba
race has brought a drastic change to who
occupies the presidential seat of the nation in
the past five years. The change could be seen as
asweet aspect of integration born asaresult of a
socia conflict and self-affirmation.

Apart from perceiving the nation integration,
the Yoruba poets al so express the views that for
a nation to be developed, there is the need for
integration within each ethnic group.
Olégundudud in “Yoruba Rond’ and Gbénga
Adébdyein“OmaYorubd® cal for unity. Disunity
isamark of foolishness. The perceived foolish-
ness of the Yoruba ethnic group is satirically
described through songs and telegraphic
messagesin Oladapd’s“ Asokiingbad€’. Hisview
isexpressed in the following stanza:

Aimete, aiméro té njawani ko idi

Léekini, | &k, |éeketa

Oma Ondo leleytnun ni

Ipinlé Ogun lenikan

Omo Qyg o daa

Omo Kwérai i seéyan atata

Awalaamoma oko nind aratiwa

Awalasii moma alé omg Oduduwayatg

(Oladapo: Aspklngbadé)

Panicle has caused us to fail

Once, twice and thrice

Thisoneis an Ondo indigene

This other man hailsfrom Ogun

The Oyo tribeistoo bad
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The man that hailsfrom Kwarais not good

We know how to identify the heirs

From the bastard in Yorubé society

Theinference from the above excerpt isthat
intraethnic group conflict accentuates disinte-
gration. Thus, the poet goes further to agitate
for unity and cohesion among the ethnic groups
inorder to have positiveimpact ontheintegration
of the larger Nigerian community. This view
corroborates Nwankwao's (2000: 54) assertion
that:

Lack of cohesion in any of the six geo-
political zones of the country will impact
negatively on the Nigerian states. It will
undermine political stability and economic
greatness of the nation. Therefore, it is
important that we encourage every zone,
every ethnic group to organizeitself. In order
words ethnic self-determination should be
seen as a prelude to natural rebirth and
advancement.

However, Abiodun (1998) in ‘Akoni Omao
Oodua’ explains that the Yoruba poets are
chauvinistic in their approach to ethnic identity
and call for unity because no ethnic group wants
to be backward. Thiswill invariably lead to the
development of the whole nation.

CONCLUSON

It could be seen from the above discussion
that ethnic politicgtribalism is the bane of the
contemporary Nigerian society. Nigeriacitizens
have suffered degradation asaresult of tribalism,
conflict and disintegration. It isalso noticed that
social conflict is omnipresent in every human
society. Though social conflict is generally
perceived as a negative phenomenon, it can
impart the nation positively if properly managed.

Clarification of communication, asamean of
conflict management, allowsthe poetsto express
their strong feelings about the political situation
of the nation. The feelings of various ethnic
groups about injustice and unequal distribution
of facilitieswhich may beinjuriousto integration
were also highlighted without any prejudice.

The poetshave adopted a‘ win-win’ approach
to conflict resolution and the gains of integration
such as NDDC (Niger Delta Development
Commission) isan evidence of the positiverole
poets have to play in integrating the Nigerian
society.
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