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Chapter One  

Introduction 

 

After decolonization, many postcolonial writers have devoted their literary 

sensibility to the native struggles against the colonial invasion, but they have a debate 

between the reconstruction of traditional values and the embracement of cultural 

transformation. In India, for example, the poet R. Parthasarathy advocates writing in 

the mother tongue to abrogate Eurocentric values whereas the novelist R. K. Narayan 

believes in the impossibility to prevent hybridization. In the Caribbean, while Edward 

K. Brathwaite, a poet and critic from Barbados, insists that artists should involve 

themselves in a journey into the past to become true to their own creators, Wilson 

Harris, a poet and novelist from Guyana, believes that both race hatred and race 

oppression will ultimately “consume their own biases” and that the conceptual basis 

on dichotomy will finally collapse (qtd. in Ashcroft et al 150). The debate between 

cultural recuperation and accommodation emerges also fruitfully in Africa. The 

concept of Négritude asserts the distinctive qualities of Blackness and argues for the 

return to African roots.1 Not denying ancestral affiliations, the Nigerian Wole 

Soyinka opposes the nostalgic lament.  

Distrusting the talk of “authentic African values,” Wole Soyinka considers 

tradition still in flux and invigorated by new elements (qtd. in D. Wright 12). 

Soyinka’s appeal to cross-cultural reality has been revealed in his poems, novels, and 

criticisms, especially in his Nobel Prize awarded play, Death and the King’s 
                                                 

1 The concept is proposed by M. Aimé Césaire, Leopold S., and the so-called “troika” of 
Chinweizu, O. Jemie, and I. Madubuike. 
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Horseman (1975). This play remarks a particular tradition of ritual suicide. According 

to the tradition, a true Horseman must go forward honorably into the world of the 

ancestors where the deceased King is waiting for his company. But what the 

Horseman in this play does only belies his people. The Horseman is still attached to 

life and demands for a wedding to soothe his physical anxiety. His demand directly 

causes the detention of the ritual and indirectly leads to the colonial intervention. This 

Horseman, who first hesitates about his duty and later in the prison admits his secret 

hope of the escape, strangles himself at the end of the play when learning the 

surrogate suicide committed by his son. The predicament of the Horseman torn 

between tradition and modernity, cultural preservation and transformation, inspires 

the composition of this thesis.  

 

I. The Dramatist: Wole Soyinka  

 Growing up in the socio-political context of change, Soyinka is so influenced by 

the cross-cultural experience of life and the experience of political movements that he 

advocates in his prolific writing not only cultural hybridization but also social 

responsibility. Born in 1934, Soyinka grew up in the transitional period of Nigeria 

from the British colonial protectorate to the independent nation. As coming of age, he 

was exposed to both Yoruba and Western ways of life in his upbringing and schooling. 

His early family life was influenced both by the Yoruba religion and Christianity. 

Born in a Yoruba family, he was guided by his paternal grandfather to approach 

Yoruba beliefs and rituals. His access to Christian elements was offered by his 

parents’ devotion to Christianity. His father was the headmaster at a local Christian 
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mission school, and his mother was immersed in the Anglican Church.  

 Soyinka also had the cross-cultural experiences in his education. But in his 

schooling, European study became a primary center and Yoruba one a secondary 

focus. Soyinka’s primary education was received in his father’s Christian mission 

school. Although he went on to acquire the secondary education “at the more Yoruba 

oriented and nationalistically minded Abeokuta Grammar School and at Government 

College, Ibadan” (D. Wright 1), the former school was “sponsored by the Anglican 

Church,” and the latter was one of the selective schools “intended to develop an elite 

corps of Africans highly educated in English culture, history, and literature” (Gikandi 

xi). After completing his high-school education, Soyinka proceeded in 1952 to the 

University College at Ibadan, which was an affiliate of the University of London, and 

in 1954 to the University of Leeds in northern England. Even though European 

culture was the main subject of his academic training, the Yoruba heritage had forced 

him to rethink his relationship with his ancestry since the 1950s when Nigeria, like 

other African countries, was on its way to independence. From the experiences of his 

schooling as well as upbringing, he gradually formed a positive attitude towards the 

social situation of cross-cultural reality.    

 Affected by the cross-cultural experiences, Soyinka accentuates in his works the 

combination of African roots and Western elements. He proceeded with his budding 

career as a writer as early as in his study at the University College of Ibadan (Gikandi 

xii). His English study continued in the University of Leeds, where he staged the first 

production The Invention (1955).2 After graduating from Leeds in 1957, he spent 

                                                 
2 In Leeds, Soyinka received further training of world drama, including a course taught by the 
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eighteen months as a play reader at the experimental Royal Court Theater in London.3 

During this time, two of his early plays, The Swamp Dwellers (1962) and The Lion 

and the Jewel (1962) were performed. Best known as a playwright, he has produced a 

prolific writing on drama. Until the last play The Beatification of Area Boy (1996), he 

has published more than twenty plays.4  

Refusing to identify with one singular tradition, Soyinka combines his African 

roots and Western experiences in the content and styles of his writing. He proclaims 

that he has been affected by all sources, “Oriental, European, African, Polynesian, or 

whatever,” in producing works of art (qtd. in D. Wright 5). On the one hand, Soyinka 

draws largely on the Yoruba heritage. He always announces, “. . . the aesthetic matrix 

is the fount of my own creative inspiration” (Soyinka, Dialogue 329). On the other 

hand, he blends African themes, imagery, and idioms with Western techniques and 

stylistic forms. A Dance of the Forests (1962) about spirits, ghosts and gods is an 

African Midsummer Night's Dream. The Strong Breed (1962) set in a rite of 

purification via human sacrifice is cross-referenced, albeit elusively, with the Passion 

in Christianity. The Road (1965) combines absurdist dialogues with the festival 

                                                                                                                                            
influential Shakespearean critic, G. Wilson Knight. 
 

3 In the Royal Court Theater, Soyinka came into contact with “the English dramatic revival of 
the late 1950s (John Osborne, John Arden, Arnold Wesker, and Harold Pinter)” and with “traditional 
English drama and the new avant-garde influences, such as Samuel Beckett and Bertolt Brecht” (D. 
Wright 1). 

 
4 Soyinka’s production of plays begins with The Invention (1955), proceeds with A Dance of the 

Forests (1962), The Lion and the Jewel (1962), The Trials of Brother Jero (1962), The Strong Breed 
(1962), The Swamp Dwellers (1962), The Road (1965), Kongi’s Harvest (1966), Rites of the Harmattan 
Solstice (1966), Three Short Plays (1969), Madmen and Specialists (1971), Before the Blackout (revue 
sketches, 1971), The Jero Plays: The Trials of Brother Jero and Jero’s Metamorphosis (1973), 
Camwood on the Leaves (1973), The Bacchae of Euripides: A Communion Rite (1973), Death and the 
King’s Horseman (1975), Opera Wonyosi (1981), Priority Projects (revue produced on Nigeria tour, 
1982), Requiem for a Futurologist (1985), A Play of Giants (1984), Six Plays (1984), and stops at The 
Beatification of Area Boy (1996).  
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masquerade. Madmen and Specialists (1971) underpins a Swiftian satire with folk 

songs and incantatory chants. The Bacchae of Euripides (1973) mixes Greek and 

Yoruba mythologies together. Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) about a man’s 

dereliction of his hereditary suicidal duty is Soyinka’s “most Shakespearean play” 

with its investigation of a tragic flaw (Gibbs 35). Creating an artistic hybrid of mixed 

Yoruba and European parentage, Soyinka, as a consequence, is regarded as “the most 

eclectic and syncretic of writers” in the African literary field (D. Wright 5).5  

 Soyinka became a household name in Nigeria not only because of his prolific 

writing but also because of his political activism. Urged by his social concern of 

human liberty,6 he began his career as a political activist in the 1960s. In his view, all 

administrations, civil or military, must be opposed to and subverted if they deny 

human freedom and social justice. This belief strengthened his attitude to see politics 

as “first of all a citizen’s duty” and urged him to wage fierce campaigns to save 

Nigeria from the abuses by dictatorship (qtd. in D. Wright 5). Nigeria achieved its 

Independence in 1960. However, since then, it had been a troubled country “headed 

by greedy and corrupt leaders” (LaBlanc 50). Soyinka occupied the theater, radio, and 

classroom as his battlefields to criticize the military autocracy. But his intractability 

resulted in the persecution by the government. In 1965, he was arrested for criticizing 

the government on the radio. In 1967, he was imprisoned without trial for twenty-six 

months because of his attempt to form the “Third Force” to avert the approaching 

                                                 
5 Soyinka is recognized as the best playwright of African Drama. With the name “our W. S.” he 

is seen as prestigious as the English W. S. (William Shakespeare) (Ojaide 211). 
 

6 Soyinka’s special concern is pronounced repeatedly in many of the lectures and interviews: “I 
have one abiding religion—human liberty” (qtd. in Gibbs 10). 
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civil conflict. After his release in 1970, he went into voluntary exile but returned to 

Nigeria in 1975 to continue his involvement in civic organizations. He became the 

leader of the movement against the dictatorship in the 1990s. Although he was forced 

into exile again in 1996 and tried for treason in 1997, Soyinka has been a household 

name in Nigeria known for acts of bravery on behalf of the persecuted.  

With his experience of political movements, Soyinka also paid his critical 

attention towards people’s social responsibility. The solitary confinement due to the 

detention in 1967 was the key impact that enlarged his critical gaze at people’s social 

duty. In his writing composed during the imprisonment, including the play Madmen 

and Specialists (1971), the poems A Shuttle in the Crypt (1972), the novel Season of 

Anomy (1973), and the prison notes The Man Died (1972), he recorded his realization 

that “The Man dies in all who keep silent in the face of tyranny,” and his growing 

attention to people’s duty to their own social condition (qtd. in Gibbs, 11). To arouse 

people’s sense of responsibility, he laid bare the weakness that the native people had 

treated each other even more unjustly than the colonizers did to themselves. With 

Kongi’s Harvest (1966), he began the literary trend in Africa to dramatize the 

emergent dictatorship. Although his Opera Wonyosi (1981) was banned officially, he 

formed the University of Ife Guerrilla Theatre Unity to expose the secret murders and 

army massacres of the second Nigerian republic (1979-83) with the revue 

performances improvised in the marketplace and lorry parks. The theme of corruption 

in A Play of Giants (1984) was expressed even more explicitly by incorporating some 

of the notorious African dictators as the major characters. With these works, Soyinka 

displays that although hidden under the memories of the historical wrongs inflicted by 
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others, the crimes of “mendacity, ineptitude, corruption, and sadism” that the African 

continent has committed against her land are more suffering to her people (Soyinka, 

Burden 73). Combined with the experience of political movements, his productive 

writing is therefore characterized also as social criticism to “the pitfalls of national 

consciousness” (Gikandi xiii).7 

Soyinka was invited to visit Taiwan and participate in the 11th Taipei 

International Book Exhibition in February 2003. In a forum, Soyinka stated that 

visiting Taiwan brought him significances because he had new knowledge of “what 

happens in the other parts of the world where many forms of liberations or struggles 

have been waged” (Chang 2). Soyinka’s words as usual indicated his keen concern 

about oppression, freedom, and liberation. This is also what Soyinka examines in his 

play Death and the King’s Horseman. 

 

II. The Play: Death and the King’s Horseman   

 Death and the King’s Horseman tells the story of the Horseman’s dereliction of 

his suicidal duty in the King’s funeral, and his predicament torn between tradition and 

modernity, cultural recuperation and transformation. Act One opens when the 

Horseman Elesin Oba walks through the market towards the ritual place, where he is 

                                                 
7 Soyinka began to win worldwide reputation in the 1970s. In 1973, Soyinka received honorary 

doctorate in literature from University of Leeds. He was later invited as Visiting Professor at University 
of Sheffield, University of Ghana, Yale University, and Cornell University. In1989, many schools 
awarded Soyinka with honorary degree, including Yale University and University of Montpellier. 
Soyinka reached his tremendous achievement in the year 1986, when his literary profession was 
crowned with the Nobel Prize, and he became the first African writer honored as Nobel Laureate. In the 
same year, the Nigerian Government under General Babangida awarded Soyinka Commander of the 
Federal Republic (CFR). The awards Soyinka received include Rockefeller Foundation grant (1960), 
John Whiting Drama Prize (1966), Dakar Negro Arts Festival Award (1966), Jock Campbell Award for 
The Interpreters (1968), Leopold Sedan Senghor Award (1986), Enrico Mattei Award for Humanities 
(1986), Commander of the French Legion of Honor (1989), Commander of Order of the Italian 
Republic (1990). 
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expected by custom to commit a willful suicide. Followed by the villagers, Elesin 

assures them repeatedly of his determination and sense of responsibility. But Elesin 

also chants the Not-I Bird song to demonstrate the preservation of life as a universal 

human instinct. Moreover, Elesin demands a wedding as a gift before his death. 

Although the girl attracting Elesin’s eyes is betrothed to the son of the Market Mother, 

Iyaloja, for fear of setting the world adrift by souring Elesin’s wish, Iyaloja and the 

community agree to satisfy his desire.  

 Occurring at the same moment, Act Two takes place at the verandah of the 

British District Officer’s house. Attired in the egungun costume, the District Officer 

Simon Pilkings and his wife Jane horrify the local police officer Amusa because the 

dress is worn only in the ritual to symbolize the Death. Amusa leaves his message on 

the writing board to report that Elesin will commit ritual suicide that night. Without 

respect for the local people, Pilkings and Jane trivialize the native custom as 

foolishness and barbarism. With the European humanitarian compassion, they 

remember their kindness to help Elesin’s eldest son Olunde leave the village both to 

receive medical training and to escape his hereditary duty of the ritual suicide. 

Pilkings indicates that a fancy-dress ball is prepared for the royal visit of the British 

Prince and that he has to arrest Elesin to prevent commotion.  

 The scene of Act Three returns to the market, where one of the cloth stalls is 

converted into the wedding chamber. Accompanied with his constables, Amusa 

arrives at the market and intends to arrest Elesin. His effort is in vain because the 

women guarding the chamber stop their approach. Both the elder women and young 

girls hurl insults to the police. Although leaving embarrassedly, Amusa warns the 
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women that the police will come back soon with a forceful commitment. Going out of 

the chamber and showing the cloth stained with the virgin’s blood, Elesin continues 

his passage with satisfaction and begins dancing in a hypnotic trance.  

 The curtain of Act Four rises at the hall of the Residency where the costume ball 

is held. The ball is interrupted by Amusa’s report, and the Resident commands 

Pilkings to be careful about preventing the disturbance. Realizing the time as 

midnight, Pilkings hurries to the market place. Olunde steps into the scene at the 

corridor of the Residency to speak with Jane. Presumed to stay in England, Olunde 

tells Jane that he returns not only to bury his father but also to stop any intervening act 

from the white. At first, Olunde is still proud of his father when hearing the distant 

drums. As Olunde makes his farewells to Jane and is about to leave the corridor for 

the ritual place, he is nevertheless confronted by his father on the spot and realizes his 

father’s inability. Ashamed and humiliated, Olunde announces that he has no father.  

 The final act opens in the cell that imprisons Elesin. Talking to Elesin, Pilkings is 

satisfied with himself in ensuring peace in the village. But Elesin disagrees with 

Pilkings, indicating that the peace of his community is completely violated. 

Uncomfortable with the talk, Pilkings leaves the prison place. Elesin talks to his silent 

bride, admitting his weakness to wish for living. Iyaloja comes with a burden to blame 

Elesin for his subsistence. Only at this moment does Elesin reveals to Iyaloja the 

secret of his treachery. In the procession to the ritual place, what he quietly did was 

hoping for the rescue from the white hands. At this moment, Iyaloja shows Elesin the 

burden, the dead body of Olunde. Olunde took the surrogate suicide soon after the 

unpleasant encounter between father and son. When seeing the dead body of his son, 
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Elesin strangles himself immediately. Witnessing Elesin’s suicide, Iyaloja asks the 

bride to forget the dead and even the living, and turn only to the unborn. 

Death and the King’s Horseman has not been popular in the theater, but it wins 

academic reputation. The play has not won popular success since its publication 

because it is considered challenging to perform and to understand. Soyinka himself 

directed the American productions in Chicago in 1976 and at Lincoln Center in New 

York in 1987, but these productions still obtained more respect than reception. The 

crucial reason is that like most of Soyinka’s plays, this play comprises an esoteric 

Yoruba ritual and its ground of myths. Some of the cast even complained to Soyinka 

of their difficulty in “finding a sort of corresponding experience,” which could be the 

same problem to the audience (Appiah, “Evening” 131).  

However, Death and the King’s Horseman is greatly admired by critics and 

establishes Soyinka’s prestigious status in literature. Among Soyinka’s prolific 

writings, this play is recognized as “one of Soyinka’s major dramatic works” (Gikandi 

xiv) and occupies the “stable place of prestige in modern African drama” (George 

207). The respect paid by the critics contributes to the canonization of this play, 

especially in North America and in Europe. Well-known in the United States, Death 

and the King’s Horseman is “frequently anthologized in textbooks” as an introduction 

to African tradition and postcolonial writing (LaBlanc 49). Drawing special attention 

from the Swedish Academy in awarding Soyinka the Nobel Prize in 1986, this play 

was reconfirmed with its contribution of social concerns and its prestigious position in 

the study of literature.8 Appreciated as “central to the study of modern drama in 

                                                 
8 In the Press Release of the Nobel Prize in Literature 1986, the Swedish Academy announced: 
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general and African culture in particular,” Death and the King’s Horseman is the 

beginning as well as representative work in the research of Soyinka’s works (Gikandi 

xix). 

 

III. Literature Review 

 Death and the King’s Horseman was quite an immediate hit when it was 

published in 1975 and has drawn critics’ attention for decades up to the present. 

Among different stages of criticisms, the disputes between the reconstruction of the 

pure past and the awareness of conventional problems, between the protest against 

Westernization and the affirmation of cultural reconciliation and transformation, have 

emerged feverishly since the publication of this play. As Simon Gikandi (2003) 

indicates, criticisms fairly fall into three stages: the “initial incorporation” of this play 

into the critical literature, the “reevaluation” after this play was cited as a major work 

of African study, and the “postcolonial theory” that comes out in the aftermath (xx). In 

a thorough investigation of critical responses, Craig McLuckie (2004) also proposes a 

pattern of critical development. He classifies criticisms into five groups: “the early 

paraphrases, the Marxist critiques, the mythic criticism, performance analyses, and 

Soyinka’s own commentary” (144). Accordingly, critics seem to wear different lens to 

examine Death and the King’s Horseman in different periods of time.  

 However, there is always a debate between reconstructing pure traditional values 

and abolishing questionable local practices. Critics who insist on recovering the past 

                                                                                                                                            
“Among his plays special mention can be made of A Dance of the Forests and Death and the King's 
Horseman” (Swedish Academy 425). The prize “confirms [Soyinka’s] position as a center of force in 
drama” and increases his international stature (Swedish Academy 426).  
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believe that tradition will outlive colonial intervention. Brian W. Last (1982) is 

confident that local events disrupt only “temporarily” because “[t]he ritual and the 

spiritual awareness of it will survive” (38). With the similar perspective, Richard M. 

Ready (1988) promotes Olunde, rather than Elesin, to be the archetypal cultural hero. 

Seeing from the communal point of view, Ready suggests that in losing himself 

Olunde paradoxically saves his community who will “outlast all physical assaults” 

(721). Although A. Thomas Cavano (2002) still confirms Elesin’s position as a hero, 

he emphasizes the identification of the Elesin figure with the nation and sees 

positively the preservation of traditional values by the evidence that the playwright 

“offers us a vision of the Oyo culture as seemingly unchanged by the British 

presence” (418). These critics all agree that Death and the King’s Horseman must be 

understood on the premise of cultural recuperation.  

 Opposing to the previous notion is the disclosure of conventional problems, and 

the latter viewpoint actually speaks louder than the former one. Implying that the 

social predicament does not have anything to do with the colonial factor, Biodun 

Jeyifo (1985) asserts that the community “can never totally free themselves” unless 

they abandon their own “patriarchal, feudalist code” built on “class entrenchment” 

and “class consolidation” (34). Ketu H. Katrak (1986) affirms that apparently 

“Soyinka is criticizing this tradition” by revealing the playwright’s “sympathy to 

Elesin’s basic human instinct for survival” (90). Eldred D. Jones (1988) pinpoints that 

even though the ritual suicide is Elesin’s familial duty, the commitment “tax[es] his 

human powers to their limit” and the consuming of Elesin’s sense of responsibility in 

fact reveals “the erosion of a people’s will” (129). James Booth (1993) also observes 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Wu 13 

the thematic purpose to maintain “the audience’s empathy that Elesin should falter in 

his resolve;” he concludes that the play’s real dramatic success ultimately derives “not 

from the myth of negritude which Olunde embodies but from its ability to induce 

empathy with the personal dilemma of Elesin” (145). Recently, Jeyifo (2004) 

reconfirms his standpoint that by playing “the elaborate conceits of his mastery of 

death” Elesin only “live[s] the lie of being an absolutely willing ritual scapegoat;” 

therefore, the final self-strangulation strategically “marks the cultural death,” the end 

of traditional practices (156). Comparing with the voice of cultural recuperation, there 

are much more opinions paying sympathy to Elesin and proposing the end of 

antiquated tradition.  

 There has been a dispute between the protest against Westernization and the 

promotion of cultural hybridity. Some critics pay attention to the subversion of 

Western elements in this play. David Moody (1991) claims that the picture of 

“juxtaposed performances: one, a ritual festival [. . .] the other, a masked ball” 

expresses the play’s binary oppositional stance against Western influences (99). In the 

conclusion of his analysis on the struggle of the colonized, Adebayo Williams (1993) 

compares the playwright to the Horseman “fighting a desperate battle against the 

cultural ‘other,’” that is, against the Western force (78). Brinda Mehta (2000) is 

another critic who holds firmly the attitude of anti-Westernization, saying “[t]he 

imposition of the western cultural lens” has led to “distortions” which “subject[s] 

non-western cultures to a violent cultural colonization” (601). Taking cultural 

differences as the fortress, critics as such focus almost entirely on deconstructing the 

power of Westernization.  
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 But the oppositional attitude is questioned by a large group of criticisms which 

detect the problem of anti-colonial discourses and suggest the embracement of 

cultural differences. Attached to “the principle of uncertainty, fertility and change,” D. 

Izevbaye (1980) focuses on how to accept and further make use of the history to 

induce “the reconciliation of opposites” (116). Regarding this play as “a structure of 

reconciliation” as well (75), Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1981) hopes to direct the 

understanding that this play is neither a “drama of individual vacillation” nor a “fable 

of the evils of colonialism” but a collection of all elements catalyzing the tragedy (69). 

Olakunle George (1999) feels decolonization as an inappropriate perspective to 

analyze Death and the King’s Horseman. This play is valuable, according to George, 

in that it reminds the audience of the fact that even though a literary text, such as a 

play, achieves “fine deconstruction of imperialism,” it can never “reorder the 

phenomenality” of colonization; what Death and the King’s Horseman presents is 

only to “witness” the effort intending to stop political traumas and to demonstrate the 

error of such an intention (88). In his review of critical responses, Craig McLuckie 

(2004) at the end chooses to side with the viewpoint that this play compels the 

audience to view other people and their traditions “in a more positive manner” rather 

than hostility (153). Critics who perceive the limit of postcolonial discourses offer the 

solution of embracing the cultural other.  

 Actually, critical concerns of cultural hybridity occupy a major portion of 

responses to Death and the King’s Horseman. Besides emphasizing the reconciliation 

of opposites, these criticisms also draw attention to cultural transformation catalyzed 

by the reconciliation. Believing that “[c]ulture is not static,” Edward A. Sere (1984) 
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indicates that “Elesin, Olunde and Pilkings are bound together [. . .] to generate 

Yoruba life”—while the white couple serve as “a fitting channel to bring about needed 

change,” the native father and son together “impress upon the tribe the urgent need for 

change” (235). Derek Wright (1993) observes “the continuity-in-transition” as well, 

asserting that the tradition “has been pushed from its historical moorings and nudged 

closer to [. . .] the modern nation-state” both by the Western and local influences (77). 

Positioning Death and the King’s Horseman “not only in relation to indigenous 

culture but also in relation to the outside world,” Ato Quayson (1993) asserts 

confidently that “We can see how useful the notions of transition and of liminality 

become for grasping the historico-political dimensions of the play” (97). With the 

similar view, Wole Ogundele (1994) proposes that “[a]fter the exhaustion” from both 

sides, “the way is clear for a new beginning” of the traditional society (58). Seeing 

changes positively, these critics encourage an embracement not only of differences 

but also of transformation. 

 

IV. Purpose   

Accordingly, the diversity of critical responses suggests the theme of Death and 

the King’s Horseman to be ambiguous. On the one hand, the play argues for 

decolonization by focusing on local people’s struggles against the cultural other. On 

the other hand, the play guides the resilience for cultural hybridity to be developed 

because changes are inevitable during the encounters and are desirable for 

self-improvement. The ambiguity attracts critics to determine whether decolonization 

or self-reformation is true theatrical contention. Occupied with the contestation and 
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judgment, critics have not considered the possibility that, through the writing of Death 

and the King’s Horseman, Soyinka proposes a paradoxical viewpoint for both cultural 

preservation and transformation. There is a vacancy of studies that affirm and 

excavate the play’s support for contrasting issues.  

This thesis hopes to initiate the attestation of bi-substantial presentation in Death 

and the King’s Horseman. Reenacting the Horseman’s ritual and the British 

colonization, this play indicates that it is essential to preserve the order of the native 

world and to resist the Europeans’ cultural chauvinism. However, the play also 

reflects the scapegoats’ common hesitation before death and the Yoruba people’s 

exposure to humanity in hopes of underlining the inevitability, even urgency, to 

forsake human sacrifice.  

The bi-substantial presentation reveals the play’s intentional distance from 

making any judgment on whether the Yoruba or the British should symbolize 

righteousness. For Soyinka, it is difficult for him to present this Horseman’s tradition 

as completely negative and wrong. On the one hand, after all, the Horseman’s 

tradition has maintained hundreds of years of order for the Yoruba kingdom. On the 

other hand, Soyinka definitely hears a latent voice from the scapegoat to forsake the 

tradition because it goes against human instinct to live. For the British colonizers, 

they also encounter a paradox to cope with the Horseman’s sacrifice. They are not 

totally unaware of their historical mistake to interfere into other peoples’ affairs 

despite reasons for justice. But when native traditions kill people, the British 

colonizers cannot but implement violence to interrupt the savage violence.   

Death and the King’s Horseman apparently presents the issue of the clash of 
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cultures. But with a distance from both sides, this play essentially concerns the 

objective reality of the transformation in the Yoruba society. Because of the British 

colonization, the Yoruba society has to undergo novelties like Christianization and 

Westernization. The most significant change that the colonial invasion gives to the 

Yoruba community is a revolution in thinking to perceive tradition as adjustable. The 

Yoruba people had thought of tradition as invariant for generations. But now they 

discover that tradition varies when the new circumstances require so. What is heavier 

to the Yoruba people is that even if they do not want changes, they can no longer turn 

back to the pure original past, for by recognizing differences between cultures they 

are honestly changed from their tranquil selves. There is only one way for the Yoruba 

community to survive: they must change the inert belief in invariance; otherwise, they 

grasp only the corpse of immovability.   

 

V. Theoretical Framework 

 In order to deal more inclusively with the ambiguous arguments of Death and 

the King’s Horseman, this thesis adopts the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin, Eric 

Hobsbawm, Bill Ashcroft et al, and Frantz Fanon to analyze the play. As the first 

critical base of this thesis, Bakhtin’s conception of chronotope offers the ground to 

interpret the play’s socio-historical context and theatrical representation. Emphasizing 

the interconnectedness of space and time, the theory of chronotope not only affirms 

the link between human life and the living background but also bridges the 

interrelations between the representation of the text and the actual world as the source 

of representation. In his “Forms of Time of the Chronotope in the Novel,” Bakhtin 
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introduces chronotope to be the combination of temporal and spatial indicators in 

terms of conception and terminology. The idea of chronotope derives from the 

mathematics in Einstein’s Theory of Relativity to see time as the fourth dimension of 

space. The conception that time and space are “separate entities” but are “inextricably 

interwoven” (Barker 349) inspires Bakhtin to propose “the inseparability of space and 

time” (Bakhtin 84). To fix the idea in a term, Bakhtin denominates the idea with 

reference to the etymology from the Greek—“‘chronos,’ meaning time, and ‘topos,’ 

meaning space;” the term chronotope, therefore, literally means time-space (Vice 200). 

The everyday phrase like the “path of life” (Bakhtin 120), for instance, has a clear 

chronotopic basis because “time passed means distance covered,” and the temporal 

and spatial indicators are interwoven well together (Vice 208). In brief, chronotope 

emphasizes the interconnectedness of space and time.  

 From the perspective of chronotope, human life and any literary text are highly 

interconnected with their socio-historical context. The image of man and the 

representation of text, in Bakhtin’s view, have much to do with their chronotopic 

significance not only because their existence already implies temporal and spatial 

meanings but also because they are articulated in relation to specific time-space. As 

for the human image, for example, Achilles’s weep over the death of Patroclus is 

heard throughout the whole camp from his tent because he is “a public man” in the 

time of war at the space of battleground (Bakhtin 134), while the passion of Captain 

Wentworth is silently read only by Anne Elliot besides the snooping readers in a 

leisure time in Jane Austen’s “drawing-room world” (Bakhtin 143). Similarly, in the 

literary texts, besides original textual meanings, each literary event is embedded with 
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interpretations extended to the social and historical factors, such as “attitudes to 

nature,” “geographical knowledge,” “conceptions of the human subject’s interior life,” 

and so forth (Vice 201). On the basis of Bakhtin’s theory, it is clear that social and 

historical backgrounds provide the decisive access to interpretations of human actions 

and textual representations. The conception of chronotope, therefore, serves as an 

appropriate critical ground to interrelate the story plots with the specific 

socio-historical context and the characters’ private life with theatrical settings in the 

analysis of Death and the King’s Horseman.  

Besides Bakhtin’s conception of chronotope, this thesis also relies on the theory 

of Eric Hobsbawm’s “Inventing Traditions,” an essay to explain the adaptability of 

traditions. According to Hobsbawm, even though traditions seem invariant, traditions 

are invented devices able to adjust to novel situations. The apparent invariance of 

traditions results from the function of traditions to keep society on the track. 

Traditions guarantee a set of acquainted rules to enhance people’s sense of 

“cohesion,” legitimize “relations of authority” with citizens, and consolidate spiritual 

order of the community by constant “inculcation” of values (Hobsbawm 9). However, 

the artificial formation of traditions reveals that traditions are intrinsically invented 

devices. In a broad sense, traditions develop through “repetition” and constant 

“reference to the past” (Hobsbawm 4). Traditions derive from the need of a set of 

routines to impart exercises to new members conveniently. As time passes, the 

authority sponsored by time helps formalize routines into customs identical with 

persistency, and consequently into traditions when reasons of practicing reach a 

canonical status. As there is heavy reliance on historical linkage, the continuity with 
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the past is nevertheless “largely factitious” (Hobsbawm 2). Many traditions are in fact 

unprecedented so that the historical interrelationship must be built up by way of 

“semi-fiction” or “forgery” beyond documentation (Hobsbawm 7). Being invented 

devices, therefore, traditions should be adjustable to novelty. Novel situations are 

ready to occur when the environment is ready for changes, for example, when the 

original system no longer manages life or when society grows willing to assay new 

values. Reflecting novel situations, traditions undergo modification or even 

abandonment. Even though along with change is usually disturbance, old traditions 

are bound to decline. Hobsbawm’s interpretation of traditions facilitates the 

understanding that the Horseman’s tradition of the Yoruba society is intrinsically 

adaptable to the social transformation caused by the British colonization.   

As far as the Yoruba people’s binary oppositional stance is concerned, the 

postcolonial models elaborated by Bill Ashcroft et al in The Empire Writes Back help 

understand their antagonism against colonization. Proposing four major models of 

postcolonial writings, The Empire Writes Back reveals that criticisms of national and 

racial types depend on dichotomy. According to Ashcroft et al, postcolonial writings 

can be categorized into four major types: “‘national’ or regional models,” “race-based 

models,” “comparative models,” and the models of “hybridity and syncreticity” (15). 

Emphasizing the uniqueness of a particular region, the national models formulate the 

claim to see each nation as “a self-constituting entity” (Ashcroft et al 17). Regardless 

of nationality, the race-based models identify “shared characteristics” of Blackness 

(Ashcroft et al 15). The comparative models seek to account for shared features across 

general postcolonial writings. The other group of comparative models serves as the 
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fourth type, which stresses the “multi-cultural” nature of colonial experiences 

(Ashcroft et al 35). On the basis of the investigation, The Empire Writes Back 

emphasizes the national and race-based models to be binary oppositional. The 

national models reject “the claims of centre to exclusivity” (Ashcroft et al 17). 

Pronouncing racial distinctiveness, the race-based models contribute to separating the 

Blackness from “the supposedly ‘universal’ values of European taste” (Ashcroft et al 

20). Both of them look at the colonial experiences with the “monocentric view” that 

replaces the dominating with the dominated on the privileged position (Ashcroft et al 

41). Explanations of these postcolonial models are applied to interpreting the natives’ 

resisting attitude in face of enforced Westernization in Death and the King’s 

Horseman.  

In addition to theories of Bakhtin, Hobsbawm, and Ashcroft et al, Frantz Fanon’s 

essay “On National Culture” gives the similar warning to what Death and the King’s 

Horseman discloses. Fanon cautions that because inert working of mind opposes to 

culture, even during the frustrating colonization, struggles for invariance are destined 

to reach self-confinement. According to Fanon, attachment to tradition goes against 

culture, for culture is never static. In fact, culture “abhors all simplification” and 

favors changes (Fanon 224).9 But it is truly a distress for the natives to confront 

colonization because colonialism relentlessly “destroys” their pre-colonial history 

                                                 
9 Even though Fanon mainly discusses culture, his perspective helps understand the conception 

of tradition in that his idea of culture is very similar to the definition in The Oxford English Dictionary, 
which regards culture as consisting of all aspects of life, including tradition. According to the OED, 
culture refers to the “distinctive ideas, customs, social behavior, products, or way of life of a particular 
society, people, or period.” This is to say that culture looks similar to tradition, but the range of culture 
is much larger. In addition to tradition, culture comprises other elements, such as how people 
understand the world. Hence, Fanon’s elaboration of culture also offers a comprehensive survey of 
tradition. Moreover, he highlights that irrational attachment to tradition might threaten culture.  
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(Fanon 210). In order to fight against such cultural devaluation, the natives occupy the 

fortress of obstinacy to confront colonial schemes or procrastination to restore the 

sense of anchorage. Against the perverted logic of colonialism, people of obstinacy 

“fall back into the ways of niggers” as “radical condemnation” to symbolize the 

uselessness and shallowness done by the colonists (Fanon 221). Worrying about the 

danger of “running in cutting [their] moorings,” people of procrastination turn to 

everything able to afford their “secure anchorage,” i.e. to confirm their sense of 

belonging (Fanon 217). However, both struggles lead to the impasse of 

self-confinement in conflict with socio-historical or epistemological transformation. 

With obstinacy, the radical natives are “hypnotized by these mummified fragments” to 

fetter themselves in opposition to movement in society and history (Fanon 224). As 

for the people of procrastination, keeping reluctant to confront “the seeds of decay” 

contained in tradition, they become disconnected from the expansion of intellectual 

scope (Fanon 220). Hence, Fanon’s caution against stagnation confirms the warning 

in Death and the King’s Horseman that struggles for invariance eventually proves a 

blind alley sterile for existence.  

 

VI. My Argument and Chapter-by-Chapter Layout 

In exploring Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman, I apply theories of 

Mikhail Bakhtin, Eric Hobsbawm, Bill Ashcroft et al, and Frantz Fanon. With the lens 

of the theories, the following two chapters hope to reveal how Soyinka, through the 

writing of Death and the King’s Horseman, illustrates his paradoxical stance both to 

respect tradition and to promote transformation. This thesis argues that as a testimony 
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of Nigeria’s transition to independence, Death and the King’s Horseman affirms that 

because tradition is substantially adjustable, inhuman tradition has to change, or else 

the people suffer extremely. 

Discussion of this thesis besides the introduction and conclusion parts is divided 

into two chapters. Chapter Two analyzes how Death and the King’s Horseman 

reenacts the Horseman’s suicide as a manmade device susceptible to alteration 

especially when the Yoruba society is confronted by the British colonization. Because 

this play not only reflects history but also concentrates on the conditions making the 

characters’ actions possible, Bakhtin’s chronotope assists in mapping the play in 

terms of the interrelationship between textual and actual worlds. Also, Hobsbawm’s 

idea about adaptable traditions demonstrates that the Horseman’s tradition has the 

potential to adjust itself to social changes. Besides Bakhtin’s chronotope and 

Hobsbawm’s theory on tradition, the postcolonial models proposed by Ashcroft et al 

helps illustrate the natives’ resistance to the British colonial force. Through the 

reenactment of history, this play manifests that invariant as tradition is, tradition is 

intrinsically an invented device bound to vary with novel situations. 

Chapter Three explores the necessity for the Yoruba people to change their 

outmoded traditions like the sacrifice of human beings lest they should encounter the 

impasse of self-limitation. With Bakhtin’s idea of chronotope, the focuses both on 

history and characterization in this thesis enrich the dimensions of critical analyses. In 

addition to Bakhtin’s chronotope, Fanon’s advice that cautions the colonized people 

not to restrain themselves from all foreign influences is included to support the appeal 

to change and the warning of suffocation proposed by Death and the King’s 
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Horseman. Via the chronotopes of characterization and the orchestration of its ending, 

this play presents that inhuman tradition has to change or society suffers from its 

self-confinement. 


