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Chapter Four 

Conclusion  

 

Wole Soyinka shows pungent consideration for his people torn between tradition 

and change during the transitional period of Nigeria. Reenacting these people’s 

difficulty reforming their order, his Death and the King’s Horseman opens their sores 

of being colonized, which impels them to resist foreign impact for the sake of dignity 

and sovereignty. This play delivers its sympathy to those unyielding to or hesitant 

about adjustment to varied situations, for it accredits the contribution of the 

Horseman’s suicide to the equilibrium of the Yoruba world. However, by portraying 

the Horseman’s attachment to life, it affirms tradition like human immolation as cruel 

and outmoded. Furthermore, exhibiting the tragic result due to self-limitation, it calls 

stridently for embracement of humanity, even if recognition of this new concept 

humiliates the natives’ self-pride by admitting that values imposed by European 

cultural chauvinists are actually worth learning.  

In dealing with perplexing arguments of Death and the King’s Horseman, 

Bakhtin’s chronotope assists in explicating the play’s socio-historical context and 

theatrical representation. The theory of chronotope regards time and space as 

interfused to indicate meanings. The chronotope facilitates to read this play primarily 

because the plot correlates to its background of society and history. It draws the 

picture of the Oyo space at the time of the 1940s. The spatial presentation is 

established by the special tradition of the Horseman’s ritual. Through the villagers’ 

attentiveness to Elesin’s suicide, it is depicted that this ritual had promised social, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Wu 91 

political, and spiritual tranquility to the Yoruba world. In addition to the spatial 

description, this play illustrates the period of the 1940s via the British colonization. In 

the late nineteenth century, the British colonizers assembled kingdoms into the 

Protectorate of Nigeria. When the British colonization arrived, it ushered new law and 

culture. That the district office in the play must intervene into Elesin’s ritual refers to 

the legal treaties implemented to forbid human sacrifice. What threatens the ritual is 

not only law but also new culture. The imposition of cultural values by Pilkings and 

Jane reflects the records of Western civilization and Christian conversion in the 

colonized Nigeria. 

While the play imitates the situation of Nigeria, it also requires knowledge of the 

historical Nigeria to understand what conditions make the characters’ actions possible. 

According to the history, the Yoruba people had struggled to preserve their original 

life, but they could not prevent the Horseman’s ritual from descent and thus suffered 

tremendously. In the mid twentieth century, they still ignored the British treaties to 

maintain the Horseman’s tradition, though in a fragmented and clandestine way. The 

situation explains why these people prepared for their Horseman’s suicide even in 

1945. As the Yoruba society had contacted and gradually absorbed the new value 

criteria of humanity, however, it could no longer afford its belief in human sacrifice. 

Hence, immersed in the inevitable social transformation, the Yoruba characters like 

the Praise-Singer, Olunde, Iyaloja, and especially Elesin, discover the difficulty 

ensuring a smooth and successful performance of the tradition. But no matter how 

improper the ritual is to the modern era, the people’s emergent incredulity of old order 

must arouse their deep sense of loss. Besides wrath at the colonizers, therefore, the 
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change of tradition brings about the Yoruba characters’ disintegration. Despite the 

people’s anguish over the radical reformation of their life, their living environment 

underwent transition and quickly got out of the attachment to the Horseman’s ritual. 

Grounded on the socio-historical circumstances, the ending of the play is rather 

inspiring than catastrophic by the deaths of father and son, for it shatters the 

Horseman lineage for good to promise the instant arrival of a new age.  

The lens of the chronotope not only offers the spectacle of the play’s correlation 

to its socio-historical background but also helps illustrate the symbolic meanings of its 

theatrical representations. As far as its setting is concerned, the movement of the plot 

from the idyllic area to the binary oppositional fortress confirms that the Yoruba 

society changes. The initial act takes place in the rural time-space, showing that these 

people live an immutable and repetitious life. Nevertheless, the presence of the district 

office exposes the idyllic chronotope to be the chronotope of binary opposition, for 

the following four acts occur at the juxtaposition of the Yoruba and the British 

authorities. The resistant stance of the colonized, in the views of Ashcroft et al, 

consists of two models: the national model and the race-based model. While the 

market mothers and the girls adopt the hostile models to hinder foreign impact, it is 

because of such struggles that their autarkical world inescapably opens its door.  

Not only the setting but also the characterization of this play symbolizes 

meanings in that each character plays as one metaphysical conception, such as 

arrogance, obstinacy, and procrastination. The chronotope of European chauvinism is 

featured by the couple Simon and Jane Pilkings, who distort and disfigure the Yoruba 

values. The chronotope of resolute defiance is manifested by the Praise-Singer and 
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Olunde. The Praise-Singer secures the Yoruba tradition, but unable to recognize social 

changes, he only imprisons himself in nostalgia. Leaving his Western study back for 

his people, Olunde endeavors to follow the Horseman’s tradition to restore his 

self-esteem, while his struggle is futile to overturn the world’s transformation. As for 

the chronotope of detainment, it is illustrated by Iyaloja and Elesin, who are more 

open to variances but still sustain tradition at great cost. Even though Iyaloja pays 

sympathy to Elesin’s instinct to live, she wants the ritual suicide to be accomplished. 

In order to relieve Elesin’ anxiety, she would like to sacrifice her people’s wealth and 

even her son’s marriage. Being the scapegoat, Elesin behaves hesitantly by delaying 

the moment of his suicide. But his growing background does not allow him to escape 

from his death. He has no choice but to suffocate his thoughts of making difference. 

Without effective actions, Elesin dies as a result of his disjunction and paralysis.  

Adopting the chronotope as the basic theoretical framework, this thesis also 

applies Hobsbawm’s theory in “Inventing Traditions” to the discussion that tradition 

is never fixed. In Hobsbawm’s view, invariant as traditions seem, traditions are 

produced according to particular needs and destined to go under adaptation when the 

needs are renovated. Reenacting the Yoruba society under social transformation, 

Death and the King’s Horseman also regards tradition as invented. It asserts that the 

Horseman’s ritual appears influential in the Yoruba community but is intrinsically a 

kind of scheme requiring careful maintenance. When the British colonization causes 

the new environment, the Horseman’s tradition no longer has its proper ground 

because it is revealed to be inhuman and outdated. It is important to recognize that 

such a tradition sooner or later vanishes.  
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Besides the theories of Bakhtin’s chronotope, the postcolonial models raised by 

Ashcroft et al, and Hobsbawm’s perspective on tradition, Frantz Fanon’s essay “On 

National Culture” enriches this thesis by its warning of self-confinement. Fanon 

cautions that inertia goes against culture. Even if the colonized must fight against 

colonial force, their struggle for pure, unaltered, old order ultimately leads to dreadful 

limitation. Fanon’s viewpoints are useful to study Death and the King’s Horseman 

because this play concerns the Yoruba people’s opposition to and hesitation about 

their adaptation to humanity. Confronted by the overwhelming power of the British, 

the Yoruba people feel agitated to maintain their tie with tradition via Elesin’s ritual 

suicide. As these people only adhere to immutability, they suffocate changes and 

consequently turn too feeble to escape from their tragic fate.  

Severe and complex, Soyinka’s self-criticizing voice in Death and the King’s 

Horseman frustrates this play’s popularity among his people. This play has been 

hardly able to interest the natives in Nigeria. One obvious account relates to its harsh 

revelation that some local traditions like the Horseman’s ritual are truly barbaric. But 

the most influential cause refers to its almost forsaking statement that the British 

colonization even helps forward the transformation necessary for old kingdoms, such 

as the Oyo Empire of the Yoruba people. Soyinka must understand the challenge to 

insinuate his appeal to change into his people’s favor. Therefore, he neither declares 

explicitly the savagery of the Horseman’s suicide, nor offers his people the next steps 

of social revolution. Instead, he lets his imploration dramatize in a euphemistic tone 

via Elesin’s unwillingness to end his life and the ultimate death of the Horseman’s 

tradition. His restraint not to focus on the maltreatment like slavery done by the 
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colonizers reconfirms that he aims to work up his people’s concentration on 

themselves and thus their resolution to implement self-reformation.  

It is easier for the audience of a different culture to apprehend that social 

transformation occurs inevitably despite objection as staged in Soyinka’s Death and 

the King’s Horseman. However, the problem is whether it is also simple when the 

inescapability of change happens to us. Because a movement from a comfortable and 

familiar place to an unknown and perhaps dangerous area seems disturbing and 

destructive, most people have to overcome their own anxiety, especially obstinate 

resistance and procrastinating hesitation, before they really make up their mind to 

undertake trying differences. From the Yoruba people’s impasse, I come to realize that 

tradition or habit is essentially one kind of device to better the order of life. But as 

long as there is a need for change, established rules have to adjust to new 

requirements of the world. In order to make transition less suffering, 

open-mindedness and courage to adventure are indispensible capabilities that one 

must prepare in advance for a sudden calling of change.  

The experience with the drama of Death and the King’s Horseman during my 

writing of this thesis helps me a lot to examine the limitation in me, which resembles 

very much the characteristics manifested by the Praise-Singer, Olunde, Iyaloja, and 

Elesin. And the arrogance shown by the Pilkings couple also reminds me of respect to 

what I do not know. At the end of this thesis, I must express my sincere gratitude to 

Soyinka, for his philosophy in this play instructs me to detect more keenly the 

variances in my life and consolidates my sense of duty to shoulder the never-ending 

process of self-regeneration. 


