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Abstract 

This paper examines the restructuring of Nigeria through literary 

education using Wole Soyinka A Dance of the Forests. There is no 

doubt that Nigeria as a nation has failed dismally in all facet of its 

life and chief among them is in the area of political administration. 

The annoying thing about the whole issue of restructuring borders 

on the fact that a country blessed with abundant resources has 

nothing to show for it, hence, the urgent need to restructure the 

country. Despite the obvious challenges faced by writers in modern 

Nigeria, they cannot help but become subjectively attached to 

realities of existence and to do that is to beam their searchlight on 

contemporary issue besetting the society such as restructuring. 

Restructuring entails the need to look at various components that 

make up the system which the country operates and assess their 

performance in order to improve on the system. This paper 

concludes that political restructuring takes pre-eminence and until 

the entire political component of the country is overhauled, 

restructuring will be an exercise in futility.  

 

Introduction  

In the movement towards chaos in modern Africa, the writer 

did not anticipate. The understanding language of the outside 

world, birth pain that near fatal expressionism for death 
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throes absolved him of responsibility.  He was content to turn 

his eyes backward in time and prospect in the archaic fields 

of forgotten gems which would dazzle and distract the 

present. But never inward, never truly into the present for 

which lay the salvation of the ideal (Soyinka 1988:18).  

The above statement by one of the greatest writer in modern Africa captures 

the disillusionment and the apathy of the literary artist towards Nigeria’s 

landscape that is bedridden with corruption, official stealing, ethnicity, 

executive recklessness and any negative thing one can just conjure up. This 

problem started since Nigeria achieved constitutional independence and 

our leaders have demonstrated their incompetence and lack of will power 

to use the country’s abundant resources both human and material to usher 

the needed development that will make the nation stand tall among 

committee of nations. The aftermath of irresponsible leadership is poverty, 

hunger, sickness, insecurity, unemployment for majority of the citizens in 

the low rung of the economic ladder. 

The writer, having watched closely the happening in society, cannot stay 

aloof. He confronts the issue headlong with a duty to inform, educate and 

entertain with a view to appealing to those in power to introduce policies 

that will usher the needed change. Much to the writers chagrin, the 

readership culture is low. The leadership class has no time in reading 

through bulky novel that is lacerated with symbols. They prefer to look at 

newspapers and magazines to see how well the press represents their 

interest. The business classes are interested in how government policies and 

inefficiency affect their trade. The vast majority is not educated and busy 

trying to eke out a living. Consequently, literary works are only read in 

schools especially in English Department and to some extent in public 

schools.  

The attitude of the society towards the literary artist trade pushes the writer 

to turn his back on the society and seek refuse in the past. He prospects for 

great historical figures and lost empires to portray the grandeur of Africa. 

This informs the topic explored by Wole Soyinka and other writers in 
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Nigeria. Most of his works tend to raise serious metaphysical, psychological 

questions about human existence.  

 

Restructuring Nigeria  

According to Adedayo Bello, 

Restructuring is the process of increasing or 

decreasing the number of component parts 

that made a system and refining the 

interrelationship between them in such a 

way that the entire system performs 

efficiently. 

Restructuring is applicable to all fields of human endeavour. They include 

political, economic, educational, social, accounting, administrative and 

security restructuring. The list is endless. Considering the institutional 

breakdown and colossal corruption, all aspects of Nigeria’s polity need 

restructuring. However the umbrella of restructuring in Nigeria is political. 

The reason for this can be found in African adage that says that head is the 

king of the body. Once the head is bad, all other component parts of the 

body will begin malfunction. Every citizen knows that the problem of 

Nigeria is that of leadership. Therefore political restructuring include 

power devolution, fiscal federalism, administrative restructuring, learner 

bureaucracy, local government autonomy, state policy, federal character 

etc.  

Restructuring entails the need for a concerted effort on the part of the 

citizen. This should be done from an interdisciplinary approach where all 

the field of human endeavours are involved. Therefore, the literary artist is 

not excluded from this urgent need to restructure the country despite the 

problems that a writer must face. According to Adebayo Williams (1988:38) 

if a writer is true to his own calling, he must mirror the agony and 

desperation of his society”. The writer cannot stay aloof from the society 

which he was born and bred. He becomes fully and subjectively attached to 

the realities of existence. 
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Restructuring Nigeria in A Dance of the Forest    

Wole Soyinka has successfully recorded the deep gulf between human 

aspirations and that of their societies. Though his plays are set in Nigeria, 

but on a deeper level, his plays are universal. He shows men and nations 

severed by bitter struggles in a cosmos which is beyond human 

comprehension.  

To heighten the tension of his plays, Soyinka makes his characters stand on 

a slippery ground. Usually they look for divine intervention during crises 

with the hope of averting the responsibility thrust upon them. It is within 

this context that the theme of restructuring is placed on Soyinka’s play, A 

Dance of the Forest. The theme of restructuring occurs through strong 

emphasis placed on nation building. Nigeria is the half child about to be 

born but in order to build a formidable future, it is necessary to cast our 

mind back to the past.  

In the play under discussion, the theme of restructuring is treated literally 

and symbolically. Soyinka expands the concept beyond more colonization 

in the sense of it. One finds out that the playwright makes one feel that he 

is haunted by history or indeed the past which is symbolized by the 

appearance of the dead man and woman who are incarnates of the warrior 

and his wife. The warrior and the wife were killed for refusal of the soldier 

to fight an ignoble war in the court of Mata Kharibu. They are by 

implication man’s consciousness of the past.  

 Dead man:  Will you take my case. 

Dead woman: This is the place. 

Dead man:  Unless of course. I came up too soon. It is such 

a long time and such a long time. (p.7). 

The dead are invited to the celebration of independence called the gathering 

of the tribes, though the latter is not definitely stated in the play. However, 

we are aware of a unique celebration. The dead have got an important role 

to play. They are on arrival expected to verify the glory and splendour of 

lost empires. 
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Essentially, it means that the past and its errors might forever remain with 

us if urgent attention is not taken to rescue the conscious world. The past is 

well known as a bundle of regrets and as a result, it has got negative 

influence on the present which is quite unfortunate. It is this task of 

disengaging with the past so as to be free to develop socially, politically, 

economically that is necessary to ensure the sovereignty of a nation state. 

The ability to decolonize self with the bitter past, the past and its failures is 

critical as the nation celebrates her independence. However sweet the 

present may be, we have been warned not to forget history, to explore the 

knowledge of historical past to correct all identifiable imbalances of the 

present. All hands must be on deck to cleanse the dented statuesque. 

It is the attempt to preach the necessity for the involvement of all and 

sundry in the struggle that makes Soyinka’s characters appear in diverse 

roles. Three humans find themselves in the forest with the Dead man and 

Dead woman- Demoke the carver, who has just finished carving the 

splendid totem for the gathering of the tribes; Rola, a beautiful prostitute 

and Adenebi, a counsellor. A forth one announces himself as Obaneji, filing 

clerk for the court but in reality, he is the Forest Head or the supreme deity 

in disguise.  

Africa, more than any continent, perhaps, has known inhuman treatment 

from those who initially pose as demagogues; the by-products of their 

actions are inhumanity against their fellow man. Demoke, the talented 

carver sees the need to carve a wonderful totem for the gathering of the 

tribes but the devil in him is displayed when he pushes a man to his death 

to satisfy his private fantasies for personal aggrandizement.  

The discussion between Demoke and Obaneji is necessary to explicate the 

hidden metaphors of the play. 

Demoke: Don’t jump to conclusions. I suddenly realized 

that I was foolish to talk. When the cockerel 

decides it is fire burning on his head, the only 

thing to do is to pour water on it.  

Obaneji:  You are the carver, aren’t you? 
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Demoke:  As the saying goes, if the red monkey only 

tumbles in his parlour, no one would know he 

had any sons. p. 10. 

From the above extract, one could say that Soyinka writes under a double 

heritage, culturally and intellectually, the African and the Western. From a 

deeper assessment, the gathering as exemplified by Demoke’s totem which 

is used to reflect on the present as shown by the same totem being used for 

independence celebration. All attempts by the characters to run away from 

the present will be futile. The play uses both cultural and religious 

philosophies with such deep understanding that sometimes it comes close 

to unravelling the mysteries of human life and experiences. Therefore, the 

dramatic piece raises the question of essence of being which religion 

provides the only conceivable answer to life.  

According to Yoruba culture and indeed most traditional African religions, 

man is conceived as the deity’s supreme creation. Man is free to perpetuate 

life, his own as well as that of the rest creation. Man is seen as sharing the 

essence of the godhead: possessing divinity and humanity. The relevance 

of this to the play is the symbolic characters in contrasting situations. One 

could not be wrong to conclude that Soyinka’s plays is tied to the African 

mythology the concept known as the triangle of the essence of being with 

the supreme deity at the apex, gods and ancestors at other two ends and 

man, the manifestation of god at the centre of the animal and inorganic 

world.  

From the beginning of the play, man is haunted by ignoble past, the 

awareness of his own guilt, yet his prime aim is towards restructuring. He 

can only be free from all blame if he identifies the past mistakes and make 

conscious effort towards rectifying it. Obaneji says to Demoke. 

It was the work of ten generations  

I think your hands are very old  

You have the fingers of the dead  
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The appropriate discussion of the theme of restructuring here cannot be 

done without exposing the underlying words, idioms, proverbs and the 

Yoruba cosmic world.  

Yoruba carvers have always been of prime importance in their society. The 

carvings of the gods and followers of the gods have been described and 

analyzed fascinating by such authorities on Yoruba culture as Ulli Beier 

who says of Yoruba carvings: 

They help the worshippers to achieve the  

Calm state of receptiveness that is necessary if the god  

Is to manifest himself during ceremonies (Beier 1979).  

And of the carvers themselves, Ulli Beier says the Yoruba carver represents 

this heightened state, this intensified experience which is the purpose of 

orisha worship. The final impression of harmony which the carver achieves 

is the result of controlled tension of the rigid pressure which seems to come 

from inside the carving.  

This is Demoke’s heritage in A Dance of the Forests. He is a sculptor in wood, 

inheritor of long tradition with which he feels a direct and vitalizing 

connection between obsession and possession. The conversation below 

throws more light: 

Adenebi: You say you fled. I don’t believe it especially you, a 

carver. have you no sense of history?   

Rola: What history? Or doesn’t it matter?  

Adenebi: The accumulation heritage – that is what we are 

celebrating. Mali, Chaka, Songhai Glory Empires. But 

you cannot feel it, can you? pp. 11.  

In spite of Demoke’s devotion to his art, he has no head for heights. He is 

terrified and cannot go above a certain level. The carved totem is done on a 

tree sacred to Oro. The Oro cult among the Yoruba is responsible for killing 

those found guilty of practicing witchcraft but in play, Oro is a symbol of 

vengeance. When Demoke discovered that Oremole his apprentice has 

climbed ahead of him, he pushes him down. Meanwhile, Demoke is 
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possessed by Ogun, the patron of carvers. Demoke bears the guilt of his 

apprentice’s death, having sacrificed a human life for his arts.  

The truth is that the playwright explains that man must be haunted by a 

power beyond him and his vision has been how to reconcile himself with 

such forces Dan Izevbaye observes that: 

Forest head, traditionally a god that can be appealed to as a giver of 

health or wealth, is made a limited, almost ineffectual god, because 

he is unable to change the cause of events which he himself originally 

ordained for mankind by fixing a neutral pattern of cause and 

consequence (Izevbaye, 1974:147-148). 

Since the gods have proved ineffectual in ordering human lives, the 

individuals entrusted with the direction of humans must begin the concept 

of restructuring by engaging in spiritual regeneration. The Africans have 

been active participants of slavery and colonialism. In the restructuring 

strategy adopted by the playwright, one understands that man possesses a 

dual and paradoxical personality. He is both god and beast.  

In other words, the gap between man the saint and man the beast is so 

narrow that the difference between salvation and damnation becomes 

frightfully delicate. It is the conflict which follows that Soyinka explores in 

A Dance of the Forests, the conflict which result from the paradox and man’s 

inescapable dilemma.  

In the play man is portrayed as not only at war with himself, but with his 

fellow men and with the wider world. The challenge that confronts him is 

that he faces those life struggles and runs away as the living does. He is 

lured on a spiritual journey into the heart of the forest to discover his own 

regeneration through a series of confrontation with the dead and gods to 

expose his guilt. Man can only be corrected if man continues to strive with 

background knowledge of history.  

The nation has lived through bitter experience caused by human 

imperfections such as anger, bribery and corruption. She is expected to 

translate these crippling experiences into wealth of knowledge so that 

humans can forever be restructured of illusions and violence just as 
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Demoke pushes his apprentice from a height of such magnitude to his 

death.  

…and I Demoke sat in the shoulder of the 

tree, my spirit set free and singing, my 

hands, my father’s hand possessed by 

demons of blood. And I carved three days 

and three nights till tools were blunted, and 

these hand, my father’s hand swelled as big 

as the tree trunk. Down I came but Ogun 

touched me at the forge and I slept weary at 

his feet. (P. 27).  

The interesting factor is Demoke’s excitement. Soyinka is not dealing with 

man in any idealized sense. He is dealing with violence which is the other 

side of the coin of his personality. It has been possible for Demoke, true 

artist and carver as he is, committed a celebration of life, to be released to 

his greatest creative effort not by love but by pride. Soyinka is constantly 

reminding us of the inherent terrors of human spirit. The spiritual 

restructuring here means man’s ability to be free from possession by the 

gods and partly in terms of Demoke’s necessity to face within himself the 

existence of the opposing forces of creation and destruction.  

A Dance of the Forests discusses the plight of the Nigerian nation symbolized 

by the image of the half child. The theme of restructuring becomes apparent 

here as Ogun hands the child to Demoke, the wood carver, confronting him 

with the agonizing challenge –that of deciding the fate of the child who 

either remains with him or returns to the mother. Demoke gives the child 

back to the mother as if to suggest that this is a responsibility she must 

accept, the life cross that she must carry. While trying to be free from all 

sorts of problems, the action symbolizes the cold fact that man has to reckon 

with tensions, pains and torments but under it all he must remain a man 

and continue to live. Demoke’s decision shows that he possesses the 

wisdom of a visionary who knows that it is beyond his powers as human 

being to miraculously divert the future.  
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It is painful but a wise decision. Demoke has done well by refusing to create 

an illusionary paradise on mundane earth, a paradise which the country 

will transits from the half child. He knows that he must be born into pains, 

joy and suffering and that it is not within his powers to divert this natural 

process. Like the wood carver who could distinguish between delusion and 

truth, thus manifesting signs of a capable leader who could change the 

course of human affairs for the better. As an artist, Demoke displays 

redemptive virtues. Obaneji says of his carving. 

…It was the works of ten generations I think your 

hand are very old. You have the fingers of the dead. 

It is the kind of action that redeems mankind. 

In fact more than any other character in the play, Demoke shows the 

biggest possibilities of hope and salvation. He accepts, for instance, 

responsibility for Oremole’s death and shows a conscience that he is 

constantly haunted by the guilt’s of murder. He accepts this weakness and 

responsibility. Through this, we are aware that salvation for man will only 

come through self-awareness.  

The dramatic action reminds one of the bestiality of man and his world and 

this is portrayed in the words of the Warrior in the Court of Mata Kharibu. 

Unborn generations will be cannibals’ most worshipful physician. 

Unborn generation will as we have done eat up one another. (P. 49).  

The destructive forces in man is powerful but man is not expected to sit idle 

but work constantly against them to reduce them to the barest minimum. It 

is the complex interweaving of the political restructuring with individual 

regeneration that gives the play its artistic power. The playwright by 

expressing himself under the mask of African mythology, the dead, the 

living, the unborn and the gods interact dynamically. 

The dead, the living and the unborn show the cyclic nature of life. The 

society portrayed is not static but dynamic, a society in continuous motion. 

The playwright begins from a historical perspective so that we can all be 

convinced of the necessity for restructuring as seen in the perspective of a 
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progressive society. In the ‘Writers Conference’ in 1967, he had this to say 

on this kind of historic vision: 

A historic vision is of necessity universal and any 

pretence to it must first accept the demand for a 

total re-examination of the whole phenomenon of 

humanity. I regard it as dangerous because of what 

else it can lead but the destruction of the will to 

action. 

Apart from the fact that Soyinka links the past with the present in his plays, 

he has also shown us that mobility is fundamental in the construction of 

consciousness physical and psychological as the starting point of a new 

nation’s consciousness in a world dominated by the West. The playwright 

in A Dance of the Forests exploits the framework of a journey, the carnage of 

Ereko accident which sixty-five died shows the problems a nation 

encounters in the process to true sovereignty and with no one responsible 

as Obaneji has said: …”the world must go after all. What are mere sixty-

five souls burnt to death? Nothing! Your bribe-taker was a small time 

murderer. (p. 19). 

Soyinka is saying here that there is the need for every nation to define her 

goals. The journey is the type that is supposed to correct national values, 

the positive aspect which is beneficial to all humanity. The beginning of the 

journey into nationhood, though characterized by celebration, the setting 

foreshadows doom. The celebration itself is a symbolic break from 

colonialism and a launching out into maturity of nationhood.  

Receiving bribe and the changing of capacity of the lorry reveals a topsy-

turvy world whose moral degeneration threatens to destroy the new nation. 

Soyinka effectively captures this contrast with the expectation of a nation at 

independence or a nation in the making.  

The restructuring of a nation is an initial hurdle in her path to self-

definition. The first phase of her quest is concluded at independence 

celebration, which also serves as preparation ground for the second phase. 

The self-assertion of nation equips her to undertake a journey into the ideal 
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without carnage. To quality for autonomy the nation must prove her worth 

by confronting the harsh reality outside, symbolized in the journey.  

Soyinka in A Dance of the Forest reminds us that the nation’s journey to 

growth and development is longest in time, space and the richest in 

experience. It comprises phases that are fraught with interruptions, 

obstacles and dangers. Accordingly, redefining a nation is a collective effort 

needed to keep her growth.  

The celebrants are surprises to discover that the preparation that involve 

the carving of the totem, horses dressed in gold and procession through the 

street could not materialized as planned. The old man says:  

Yes, it was a fine epoch. But control at some point was lost 

to our enemies. The guests we were sent were slaves and 

lackeys. They have only come to us to show how ignoble 

we are…we have a court of law for the oppressed. Let 

them go somewhere. (P. 31). 

By castigating the new nation’s relationship with outside world, Soyinka is 

symbolically rejecting colonialism and that the conglomeration called 

Nigeria is the handiwork of the British who unified various tribes with 

diverse cultural values for their selfish end.  

The play, A Dance of the Forests illustrates the essence of history of slavery, 

which has continued to haunt African. The questioner says: 

Three hundred rings have formed  

Three hundred rings with that bole  

Since Mulieru went away, was sold away  

And the tribe scattered. (p. 62). 

 

Conclusion 

The Africans have lived through bitter experiences-slavery through 

colonialism to eventual independence. For the new nation to forge ahead 

she must go back to history which is necessary to guide our present and to 

shape our future. The irony of fate is that there are no direct solutions to 
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human problems but history will constantly be a guide if we expect a 

measure of change.             
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