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ABSTRACT History has always been a primary source for some modern Yoruba plays. This paper therefore
examines how Yoruba playwrights skillfully trace the origin of the incessant inter-tribal wars and conflicts in the
Yoruba society to the 18" century trans-Atlantic slave trade. In the main, the paper reveals that the hostility among
the Yoruba race is a fall-out of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. It also argues that the aftermath of the slave trade has
aggravated disintegration in the contemporary Yoruba society. The paper concludes that many years after the
European slave merchants had stopped the heinous act of human trading, slavery still exists in form of human

trafficking in the larger Nigerian society.

INTRODUCTION

Theissue of diasporadoes not exist in vacuo
as it has its roots in both external and internal
rifes in Africa, where brothers had to war with
brothers for selfish interests. Perhaps these
interests include lust for powers viz political,
economic and social. In sum, the internal
wrangling actually seemsto giveriseto diaspora.
Therefore we need to examine the antecedents as
portrayed in Yorubawritten plays. After al, these
past events which have since become history are
reenacted in written textsby literary artists. This
should not be a surprise as history is one of the
sources of Yorubadrama. According to Obafémi
(1996), thedramatization of the history, myth and
the legends of the Yortuba community form the
bulk of the themes of Yorub&drama. This stems
from the fact that the major preoccupation of the
Yorubaart formisto enhancethe growth of socio-
cosmic harmony.

The Yorubawritten playshave been classified
into five main groups, viz the puredidactic plays,
protest plays, propaganda plays, historical plays
and satirical plays (Olatunji, 1986). The above
classification istotally based on the content and
functions of the plays. The historical plays will
be our focusin this paper.

Isola (1980) opines that the historical plays
are not always loyal to history because the
playwrights are not historians but social
historians whose main occupation is to interpret
history and comment freely onthe socia relations
peculiar to aparticular period. The playwrights,

likean eagle, keenly observethe problemsfacing
the development of the society and proffer
solution to such burning issues.

The burning issue that comes to mind in the
history of the Yorubais, why isit that the Yoruba
isnot united asarace? In proffering asolution to
this question, the Yorubd historical playwrights
sievefrom history so asto trace the causes of the
animosity among the Yortuba The 18" century
trans-Atlantic slave trade is reflected to assert
their view on thefact that one of theremote causes
of the hostility among the Yoruba is directly or
indirectly aresultant effect of the trans-Atlantic
dave trade.

Itispertinent to notethat there had beeninter-
tribal warsinthe Yorubaland beforetheincursion
of the European dave merchants. Critical appraisal
of these wars shows that the principal factor
contributing to thewar wasthe |eadership tussles
among the various tribes; while some vassal
towns were struggling for emancipation, the
powerful towns were striving to perpetuate the
oppressiverule. Theemergence of the European
dlave merchants was a catalyst that aggravated
thewarsbecause many of the Yorubéaleaders saw
it asan opportunity to sell thewar captivesto the
Europeans merchants, thus the trans-Atlantic
slavery began in ernest.  The Yoruba historical
playwrights depict the experiences of their nation
concerning slavery in their plays. The present
study will examine Akinwumi Isgla’s Ola Omo
(1983) and Lawuyi Ogunniran Omp Aléaté |1eke
(1992). We are mainly concerned with the two
plays that depict the Yoruba slavery system
during the period of thetransAtlantic slavetrade.
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SLAVERY IN YORUBALAND

Slavery is not alien to the Yoruba culture.
Before the advent of the Portuguese merchants
in West Africa, domestic slavery had been in
existence in the African setting. According to
Crowder (1962), the African slaves had some
rights, while their owners also had some duties
towardsthem. Thus, in Yoruba and, slaves of the
Obas exerted great power and were much feared
by the subjects. Reflection on slave system as
obviated in the texts by different Yoruba
playwrightssuch asFaleti’s Basorun Gaa (1972),
Isola's Efunsetan Aniwira (1970) and Olu Omo
(1983) Owolabi’sLisabi AgbongboAkala(1977)
and Ogunniran’s Omo Aléte lieke (1992) give a
gory picture and dismal activities of the
priviledged slaves as concerned thefreeborn. In
these plays, the priviledged slaves are portrayed
as being on constant prowl. They unleash terror
on the citizensand denizenswith impunity asthe
surrogates of the Oba (Adeleke, 2003). Then, with
appearance of the European merchants on the
scene, the ember of African slavery was
vigorously fanned in terms of incessant raids,
waylaying and commercialization.

In 1485, when the Portuguese started trading
in pepper with Benin, little did they know that it
would turn to theinhumane act of selling human
beings. By 1493, the trade in pepper had given
way to the trade in slaves. By 1552, the trade
between Benin and Portuguese came to an end.
England thereafter came on board, and she
gradually became the leading trader in slavery
(Crowder 1962). Where did the Europeans have
theslaves?In Crowder’saccount, the bulk of the
dlaves came from Yoruba land. The reason for
this was also traced to the incessant civil wars
and inter-tribal wars that permeated the Yoruba
land between 15" and 16" centuries (p. 52). What
happened then had since become history.
Different artists — literary, musical, plastic-cast
retrospective look at these ugly incidents and
present them in their chosen modes or medium(s).

Featuresof Historical Plays

The major features of the Yoruba historical
plays are war, conflict and class struggle. As
succinctly putin Jeyifo (1985: 7 —8).

Thereisno dramathat doesnot in oneway or
the other show initsstructure aphysical conflict,
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amoral conflict and aclash between two different
beliefsor idess...

Thus, in Basorun Gaa, theimbroglio between
Basorun Gaa and the royal family that Abiodun
standsfor isaform of intra-classstruggle. (Isola,
1991: 29—-37; Arohunmolase, 1997: 89-91). Also,
in Lisabi Agbongbo Akala, the Egba people’'s
revoltisagainst the oppressiverule of Alaafin. In
Omo Aléate ligke, there is an intra-tribal war
between Owu and other prominent Yorubatribes
such asthe Egba, Ijebu If¢, Qyo, etc. Theinter-
ethnic war between Egbéand the Dahomeyansis
the focus of Olu Omo.

Setting of the Texts

A playwright may make use of history to
inform the plot of hisplays, heisnot ahistorian,
so he may decide to be subjective. (Isola, 1980).
Thus, the aim of the playwright dictates the
presentation of the plot of hisplays. The settings
of Omo Aléte T1éke and OlG Omo are the historic
cities of Owu, Ife, Egba, Apomu and OQyo.
(Ogundsji, 1996: 8; Olasebikan, 2001: 1-3).

Omo Aléate [1éke is adramatized chronicle as
theactorsinthe playsvividly parody the principal
actorsin the trans-Atlantic slavetrade. Also, in
OlU Omo, the charactersare directly named. The
African chiefs who actually contributed
immensely to the growth of the davetradeinthe
18" century are paraded in thetextual play. They
are Kosoko, who stands for King Kosokq of
Lagos, Posu, who stands for Posu of Badagry
and Geso who standsfor King Gezo of Dahomey
(Oguntomisin, 1980: 17-28, 1983: 78-88).

The plot of Omo Aléate[1éké and Ol Omo are
straight. A critical look at the historical account
reveals that Omp Aléate 11gke is based on Owu
War of 1820s (Johnson, 1921: 206-210). Theplot
of the play is also put within the context of the
general unrest that permeated the Qyo Empire
and itscollapse dueto both theinternal problems
and the external invasion of the Borgu, Nupeand
Dahomey. Thewar escal ated because of the quest
for slaves by the chiefs and warlords (Crowder,
1962: 91-93). Thishistorical accountisvisibleat
the beginning of the plot of Omo Alatelléke. The
dialogue between Oylnbo (the European
Merchant) and Ayako-n?-naki speaks volume.
They say:

Ayako-n-naki:Qjato darani mo mawalénii
Sugbdniyeowoti gasii...
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Oyinbo: E mapard funmi. Qja
po lgjaApomu... Qja
yintiwoénju
Ayako—n—naki: Témi 0 gba poun
martin-uno, méwaani
temi, koledin....Mo
féjoyeilébabami. Ola
ni n 6 gori ité Oléwu,
owOl pipo nindsi na
sii.

Ayako—n—naki: | have brought
worthy goods today
but the price has
increased...

You need not lie to
me. There are cheap
goods at Apomu.
Your goods are too
costly.

| cannot sell for five
pounds. | aminsisting
on ten pounds. | will
be enthroned as
Olowu tomorrow. And
thiswill cost mealot
of money.

Fromtheexcerpts, it will beseenthat thechiefs
get involved in slave trading for selfish reasons.
Human beings are metaphorically described as
‘gj& (goods). This emphasizes the inhuman
attitude of the African chief. Ayako—n-naki's
reply corroboratesthe reason why the slavetrade
could not be stopped according to history. The
chiefswere getting themselves enriched, so they
felt trading in human beings was the only way
out of poverty.

Also, in Olu Omo, Gésd, Pésl, Kosokd and
Adébogun areready to capturetheir kinsmen and
sell them as slaves because of financial gains (p
13). The magjor reason why the Europeans were
coming to purchase slaves was to get people to
work intheir plantation. Thiscomestotheforein
Omo Aléte [ 1€ké when the Oyinbo slave merchant
offers his (European’s) motive to his African
middleman. He says:

So fin un pé, fun idagbasoke orile-ede ti wa
ni asewaf raert nihin-in lati maéako won sisé ni
oko irekéwaati awon oko wagbogbo. (p. 3)

Tell him that we are buying daves here for the
devel opment of our nation, sothat thedavewill work
on our sugar cane plantation and other plantations.

The European Merchant:

Ayako—n—naki:

11

Theabove excerpt draws attention to thefolly
of Africans. Instead of looking for a way of
developing themselves, they ignorantly kept on
ruining their heritage and foolishly boost the
development of other nations. What a satire!
TheMarxist concept of individualism explainsthe
selfish attitude of the Europeans and the African
chiefs. Asmaterialistsin capitalist societies, they
were accumulating wealth through the idea of
materialism and alienation of the masses.

Thevariousinhuman acts perpetrated agai nst
the slaves were picturesquely displayed in the
scene where the European man throws away a
baby fromawoman soldinto slavery in Omp Alate
[leke(p. 4). The sceneepitomizeswomen asvictims
of thetrans-Atlantic save trade. Apart from the
above, women are separated from their husbands
and children. An example is the case of anewly
wedded bride who is kidnapped and forcefully
taken from her husband in Omo Aléate llgké. In
Ola Omo, women are conscripted army to fight
for the selfish interest of thewicked King Gezo of
Dahomey. Thesewomen warriorsarereferred to
as Amazons. The amazons attacked the Egbain
1851 (Crowder, 1962). In the play, these women
arealienated because aKingisin quest of slaves.
Thus, to show the effect of the slave trade on
women, Ogunniran (1992) in Omo Aléte lleke
depictsadisgruntled lyalode of Owu who hasto
cry out on behaf of other women. Her indignation
isaptly put in the play:

Woén fipaOwuruntano!

Wén yomo sonu |éyin abiyamo

Woén ti mayéal o o!

Omo tiAimimalowo

Wonti fi sert éyi somo Owu

Eyéé gbomo Owu taa (p. 5)

Owu isbeing annihilated!

A baby isthrown away from hismother’sback

And the mother has been taken away

A child that is still breastfeeding.

Why are they treating Owu indigenes like
this? R

Stop selling Owu into slavery.

The protest made by lyalddeinthe play leads
to the class struggle between Oléwu and the
other five monarchs. Oléwu’s decision to put an
end to slave trading in Apomu, one of the major
slavemarketsin Yorubaland, isasaresult of the
cry for liberation by thelyal ode. But thefive other
monarchs feel slave trading cannot be put to an
end because of the financial gain. The decision
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of Olowu to stop slave trading in Apomu market
precipitates ahot disagreement between him and
the other monarchs, and this leads to a war as
reflected in the play. The above episode could be
linked to the cause of 1820 Owu war.

According to Johnson’'s (1921) account, it
was Onikoyi that ordered the Owu to attack some
Ife towns that had been engaging in indis-
criminate slave trading with the ljebu. The
immediate cause of the war was as a result of
some altercation between the Owu and some
powerful Ijébu traders at Apomu. The ljebd then
joined forces with the remnants of the Ifé army
and Oy6 refugeesfleeing from the Fulani to fight
Owu, they laid siege on the Owu town and
destroyed itin 1827 (Crowder, 1962: 91).

The above historical account is portrayed in
Omo Alate 11&ke, without any deviation.
Okunnowo anl Jebu man, isthe principal seller of
slaves. The altercation between the Owu and
some powerful 1jébu is also picturesquely
displayed by a humorous presentation of the
linguistic setting of the Ijébd. Awobuluyi (1998)
has classified the major dialect areas among the
Yorubaof theold Western Nigeriaintofive: North-
western Yoruba, South-eastern Yoruba and
Central Yoruba, South-eastern Yoruba and the
North-eastern Yoruba. Thelinguistic variationin
these dialects is realized through the phonology
and vocabulary; this brings about differencesin
the pronunciations of some words (Adeleke,
1995). .
Inthe play, an ljebiwomanisselling aligator
pepper and kolanuts. An Owu man comesto buy
some and discovers later that oneis missing. An
argument ensues: the |jébld woman speaks |jebu
dialect that belongsto the South-eastern Yoruba:

Obinrn ljebld: E gba mi nowdkunrin wee,
ewen araojal Orataarenowo mi ¢ kétaarelo 6wa
padadeni seinweéé. O ko pé. Irtororirun wo rom
bami so wé? (p26)

IjébuWoman: Please everybody in the
market save mefrom thisman. Hebought alligator
pepper from me. He hasgone homewith it and he
later came back to lodge acompliant. What type
of nonsense are you saying to me?

The Ow( man who speaks Qy¢ dialect which
falls into the North-western Yoruba mistakenly
interprets the 1jébu dialect and says:

Semi lonpeléénurirtn (p26)

Isit | you are referring to as having smelly
mouth?

The semantic deviation from the standard
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Yoruba evolves anger, and a quarrel ensues
between the two of them. The animosity between
the 1jéb who desires perpetuity of slavery and
Owu that desires abolishing of slavery now
degenerates into intra-tribal war between Owu
and 1fé on one hand and Egbéa and 1jébt on the
other hand.

Two things stand out like a sore on the thumb
that conflict occurred as a result of misinter-
pretation of language use in the sub-group of the
standard language. Second, apart from physical
weapons, metaphysical meanswere employed to
boost the activities and commercialization of
davery. Implicitly, thewar victims/captiveswere
charmed or hypnotized.

To show the actions of the disgruntled Ijéba,
If@and Egba, the playwright makes use of poetic
Ianguage Of¢ is averba aspect of the magical
act among the Yoruba According to Olatunji
(1985), thereismagic power in the spoken word.
The Yoruba belief in the power of the word is
visible in the scene where Omaran evokes the
gods against the Owu. The invocation falls in
line with the characteristics of Ofg features as
highlighted by Qlatunji (1985).

The four elements of Ofo viz invocation,
problem, assertion and application are inherent
in OmQran’s magical intention against Owu. As
he invokes the gods:

Eyinirinmoléayémojubao, Eyiniranmol&?
ode Qrun mo jubao.

Iba babaibayeye

Oodduamo jubareo. (p. 35)

The gods of the earth | salute

The gods of heaven | salute

| salute the mother | salute the father

Ooddua | salute you.

The excerpt above is a summon of the gods
which shows the Yoruba belief in gods and the
ancestors. As he pays homage to the gods
Omoran believes they will promptly answer
without failing him. He later states the problem
by making a case before the gods:

Olowulofinlfe niran...

O paOmo ogun Ifé nipakdpa (p. 35)

Olowu has challenged Ife

Heindiscriminately massacred thelfewarriors

He later made some assertions that are
incontrovertible and because of that he believes
Owu will be defeated; he says:

Nitori néaiwo Oddua

Obainajaodaina

O ba Oorun ja o daoodrun
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O badagbajalése QOya

O dadagba (p. 36)

You fought with the fire you won

You fought with the sun you won

You fought Dagba at the bank of Oyariver

Youwon...

The application of the assertion that is the
mystical intention of Omoran now follows as he
says:

Bami daOwu

Gégebioti daina...

Ebami baOwuja

Ebami ]aOWU l6gun

Ebamit Owuri (p.36)

Help meto defeat Owu

Asyou defeated fire...

Fight Owu

Wage war against Owu

Put Owu into oblivion]

Looking at the role of Ife as the cradle of
Yorubaand their Obaasthe spiritual father of the
Yoruba, it will be surprising to see Ooni desiring
atotal annihilation of atribe that he is supposed
to befathering. Thisshowsthat theAfrican Chiefs
were obsessed with passion asthey failed to alow
reason to prevail.

The causes of the evocation of theincantation
arenot far to seek in the sarcasm railed on the six
monarchsin the play. Eyinlaaro who symbolizes
Oodua, the progenitor of the Yoruba, sarcastically
traces the causes of the disharmony in the world
of the play to self-aggrandizement by the
monarchs. Parallelism and semantic repetition are
used to emphasize his point as he says:

Two ol ogbon —ilé Oyo'?

O sp pé o 1oghdn nind

Okolefi soIeOyo rol

Two M&éékdbajé omo ode Egba L aké

O sinaetikun silé |4t méaraotaatetu tiwon

Odduafi i parawon bi eran

Two Oléwdlayémo Omo AWU] aeljebu

L6 i ta ota atett fawon omo

babare pewonamaafi jara

won logun ki o baarér tafeébo..

Haaaal Nitori owol! (p. 76)

You the sage of Qy0 environ,

You claim to be wise, you cannot unify Qyo

ki ngdom

You M§j&ékobajé of Egba

You opened the coast for the sales of
ammunitions that the descendants of Oddua are
using tokill themselveslikeanimal ..

You Oléwélayémo the son of AWU] deljébuis
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selling the ammunitions to your kindred so asto
wage war against themselves because you want
to be selling slavesto the Europeans.... Hal Just
because of money...

The semantic repetition, above, sums up the
historical account of therole played by the Yoruba
tribal chiefs in the merchandize of slavery in
Yoruba land. It becomes apparent that without
the collaborative assistance from the African
Chief, the trans-Atlantic slavery would not have
flourished.

Aftermath Effect on Contemporary Society

Asafallout of trans-Atlantic davetrade, there
is still the manifestation of hostility among the
Yorubaeven in the contemporary Yorubasociety.
Instances abound of cases of parents from Qyo
refusing to give away their daughtersin marriage
to ljebd. On the other hand, the ljébu prevent
their children from marrying the Qy¢ and Ij ljésa
Thehatred and animosity between Owu and 1jéb
isverbally and telegraphically put in the song:

Béé bafoj Ukanljebu

TefOJ Ukango

E béri1jébu, fejosile

(OmoAléateileke: p29)

If you sight an ljebu man

and a snake you rather kill the man

and leave the snake.

The song shows that an average Owu man
prefers snakes to 1jébt and hates 1jébu to the
core. Thisin Faleti’s Basorun Gaa, wherehecalls
on God to bring unity among the Yorubé He says:

Oyooferan 1jébu, Ijésao nifeljebd. Edimare
nikanlélejéki Yorubao feranarawon (p. 69)

The Oy6 hate the Ijesa, the Ijésa is not
friendly with the Ijébd. It is only God that can
bring love among the Yoruba.

Another implication of the slave trade and
inter—tribal war isthe conflict that exists among
some of the refugees of the 18" — 19" century
Yorubawars. Thewar refugeesand their landlord,
that isthe host, are always at one another’ sthroat.
This strained relationship still exists evenin the
contemporary Yoruba society. Notable among
such is the Modakéké and Ifé. According to
Crowder (1962: 95), therefugeesfrom theNorthern
townsand from Oyé who flooded Ifélater built a
town called Modakéké. The Ife saw them as
daves, and so they sold them into slavery. This
enhanced the bad feeling and cruelty between
them since 1884. Up till now, the animosity has
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not changed over time as the two communities
haverefused to live harmonioudly. Thereisalways
acivil disorder andinterna crisisbetween them.
Thisculminated into amini-war between 1997 and
2001. Thisisjust an exampleof theimplication of
war, which isone of the effects of the 18" century
slave trade on the Yoruba

There is also the indirect implication of the
davetrade on the Nigerian society at large. This
is seen in the way our people have imbibed the
spirit of the heinous act of thetrading with fellow
human beings. Women are the direct victims of
this act. Many women are sold to European
countries, and they are grossly abused.
Womanhood is being sold and many of our
women have been exported to Italy and other parts
of Europe to become international prostitutes.
Thisisanother dimension to historical davetrade.
We believe the effort of Women Trafficking and
Child Labour Eradication Foundation
(WOTCLEF) will goalong way tobringanendto
the enslaving of our womenfolk.

CONCLUSION

From the foregoing, it could be seen that the
Yoruba playwrights skillfully portray the 18"
century trans-Atlantic slavetradeintheir respec-
tivetexts. Itisclearly revealed that the 18" century
dave trade aggravated the disunity and disinte-
gration among the Yoruba. Theimplication of the
dave trade is inter-tribal war, which has given
way to hostility among the Yoruba even in the
contemporary society.

The way out of the effect of dlavery is also
highlighted. Peace and unity are postulated as
the only way out if, indeed, the Yoruba want to
experience development both socially and
economically.
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