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Abstract 

Nigerian democracy needs an upswing in her political education if 

it is to survive the current debilitating effect of patent illiteracy of 

the electorate, particularly juxtaposed within the real need for 

technological input in the Nigerian electoral process. This study is 

a contextual examination of Ola Rotimi's Hopes of the Living Dead. 

(1988). The play dramatizes hope for survival in the midst of 

excruciating perplexing uncertainties. The characters are metaphors 

of what Frantz Fannon called 'the wretched of the Earlh" in the 

Nigerian landscape. The paper then looks at how Rotimi challenges 

the complacency of the masses in a largely disenfranchised 

environment like Nigeria; offers them keys of 'hope ' for their 

struggle against despondency in cruel oppression. The conclusion 

then is that there is a way when there is a will. 
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Introduction 

Drama, as in all societies, has played a significant role in the political 

consciousness of Nigerian people and will still do in days to come. From 

Wole Soyinka, who in the early 60s warned Nigerian, and indeed, all Africa 

to choose 'homegrown' democracy instead of looking to Europe (Soyinka, 

1963). Ola Rotimi in The Gods are not to blame (1971) upbraided our political 

compradors for always blaming every failure in the political and economic 

system on the colonial masters, who in spite of having left our shores 

continue to manipulate our nation's economy and politics (Akoh, 2014), In 

fact, most of Ola Rotimi's plays have been an abiding engagement with the 

Nigerian political misadventure. While exploring the ridiculous situation 

created by the political class, he leaves the masses with a message of hope 

that they can do something about the situation 'if they so wish'. The ominous 

note on which the gods are not to blame ends has proved to be more prophetic 

than the prophets and 58years into independence, Nigeria cannot boast of 

any discernible progress, politically or economically. Illiteracy is still rife; 

distrust borne out of political rivalry engendered by the civil war, itself an 

offshoot of ethnic mistrust and oppression of the minority tribes had, 

etched deeply on the mind of the average Nigerian a sense of insecurity that 

those who have the opportunity are seeking for greener pastures elsewhere. 

Corruption has become an endemic hydra-headed problem that news 

report of such infractions does not make interesting reading again because 

it has become commonplace. Thus, corruption has been the greatest bane of 

the political process which should have given power to the people and put 

an end to the reign of government that has lost sight of the people's concern. 

Instead, the will of the people is often thwarted with impunity, this has led 

to an almost gradual electoral apathy as people realize that their votes may 

not really count after all. Hence, many even prefer taking the dividend of 

democracy upfront.  

Coupled with this is the problem of illiteracy as it affects the electoral 

process. In the last election, the present writer noted with dismay how party 

agents were moving about frantically to explain the logos of the different 
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political parties on the ballot papers and how to vote for the party of one's 

choice. This was in spite of the posters that were displayed conspicuously 

all around the polling centres to educate the voters. One can just imagine 

the manipulation that could be done with these illiterate voters by 

unscrupulous party agents. 

In Hopes of the Living Dead, Rotimi suggests different ways to combat the 

aforementioned evils in Nigerian democratic experiment. 

 

Drama 

Drama connotes different meanings to different people. But from the 

Greek origins of the word, Drama, 'dran' it means 'action', derived from the 

verb 'to do', 'to act or 'to perform'. This simply means that 'Drama is a 

representation of life on stage' (Olorunsomo, 2014) but The New International 

Webster's Comprehensive Dictionary of the English Language, (2013 Edition) 

gives a more comprehensive insight into what actually drama is: 'a literary 

composition that tells a story usually representing human conflicts by means of 

dialogue and action". Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, stretches this further 

by saying that 'drama is often combined with music and dances …some forms of 

drama have incidental music or musical accompaniment underscoring the 

dialogue". 

The above describes in a very great measure the drama of Hopes of 

the Living Dead which Rotimi titles 'a drama of struggle'. The play actually 

tells the story of a group of people which Frantz Fanon will describe as 

'wretched of the Earth' while intermingling it with music that really 

reinforces the ideas conveyed by the dialogue. 

 

Political Education 

To understand the term political education, we must first look at what 

education itself denotes. From its Latin root words, 'educere and educare’,  

Education may mean an attempt 'to draw out or lead out; to nourish, to 

bring up or to raise'. The Encyclopedia Britannica defines education as the 

transmission of the values and accumulated knowledge of a group of 
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people. Fafunwa, however describes education as a process of transmitting 

culture in terms of continuity and growth and for disseminating knowledge 

either to ensure social control or to guarantee rational direction of society. 

If Politics is an art of governance or as Websters puts it "a science of civil 

government", political education then is a process of systematic instruction 

in a body of knowledge or principles to lead towards a desirable political 

culture. For an enduring nascent Nigerian democracy, political education 

is a must. Aondoaka (2009) stresses this point when he pointed out 'that the 

only way the country can avoid the mistakes of the past and achieve a 

credible election is for the actors in the political space to imbibe positive 

attitudes that would enable democracy to thrive". Any enduring democratic 

experiment must have a political culture that evolves from a systematic 

political education of the citizenry. Lack of this education manifests in 

Nigeria in "political intolerance, bribery, intimidation, election rigging and 

politics with bitterness. (Akinwumi, 2000). 

 

Nigerian Democracy 

Democracy has been generally described as government of the 

people, by the people and for the people. This may roughly equate mass 

participation in governance. It is an opportunity for the masses to 

participate in decision making on issues that concern their lives either 

directly or indirectly. The New International Webster's Comprehensive 

Dictionary of English Language defines democracy as a theory of government 

which holds that ..'..the state should be controlled by all the people, each sharing 

equally in priviledges, duties and responsibilities and. Each participating in person 

in the government... Control is vested in elective officers as representatives -who 

may be upheld or removed by the people 

Democracy, then, is predicated upon the equality of every citizen 

before the law; freedom of the citizens to associate with one another upon 

some generally acceptable criteria for the realization of their common 

programmes meant for self improvement. But this may not be the case in 

Nigeria right from post-independence days to contemporary times. People 
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have "...effectively been disenfranchised by their own circumstances on the 

one hand, and their leaders perfidy on the other." (Musa, 2010), Nigerian 

democracy in the world (Herskovits, 1979) is predicated upon the American 

presidential model, instead of the West Minister model of the colonial 

masters. This largely unfamiliar presidential system posed a lot of teething 

problems for the people. However, Nigerian democracy could again be 

described as 'homegrown' because of some features built into it to ensure 

regional balance. This is because of the extraordinary complexity of the 

Nigerian Nation states, whose people speak over 450 languages. For 

instance, the number of political parties registered for each election since 

independence in October 1960 shows the diverse interests within the 

Nigerian Nation that cannot be accommodated within two major political 

parties as obtained in the USA. Of the 58years of existence as a nation, the 

military accounted for the larger percentage in leadership of Nigerian 

political life. The early experiments at civil rule failed woefully because of 

lack of cohesion engineered by ethnocentrism, fuelled largely by the feudal 

overlords for political advantage. The present experiment has succeeded 

probably because of the determination by Nigerians that a bad civil 

government is still preferable to a benevolent military despotism. 

Underlying the various problems of Nigerian democracy are the three 

pronged problems of ethnic chauvinism and bigotry, illiteracy and 

corruption. There is no identifiable political. Culture yet. The ruling elites, 

as observed by Buhari, (cited by Ado Musa) "promote the social 

fragmentation that creates feeds and reinforces religious and ethnic 

identities to the exclusion of civic and national identities". This 

fragmentation constitutes another focus of Ola Rotimi in Hopes. 

 

Synopsis of the play 

Hopes of the Living Dead (1989) is a drama of hope. It is the story of 

Harcourt Whyte and the other lepers undergoing treatment in a General 

hospital, Port Harcourt. It is based on real events of the first leper riot in 

Nigeria in 1928. A Scottish medical doctor was carrying out an experiment 
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on a cure for leprosy with these 40 patients at the general hospital. But there 

was a public outcry against the unusual patients, hence, Dr. Fergusson, the 

medical doctor was recalled. The real Drama was the conflict engendered 

by the decision of the hospital management in conjunction with the 

government to eject the lepers and send them back to the bush where they 

are supposed to live. At this point, the lepers decided to resist the tyranny 

of public injustice by demanding for their right to existence in a community 

of their own. For this they mobilized themselves, rallied round their 

consensus leaders, even though from different ethnic regions, they felt 

united by their common ailment, they demanded a settlement of their own. 

Harried by agents of government, symbolized by the hospital authorities 

and police, they fought back until the government agreed to relocate them 

to Uzuakoli Leper settlement, a suburb of Port Harcourt. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

This study is based on the utilitarian function of art in the society 

using the critical-socialist realism model that proposes that art, in this case, 

drama should not only reflect the ugly in the society but could and should 

also attempt to show the beautiful with or without idealism since drama as 

an art form takes its essence from the society, not just for entertainment but 

also for critical re-evaluation of past events in order to elicit useful lessons 

for the present and the future. The critical-socialist-realist model will 

expose the problems of the society but will also go further to propose a 

workable solution to the problems. The historical event that gave impetus 

to the play is the leper’s riot of 1928 in Port Harcourt. Hopes of the Living 

Dead is a dramatization of the struggle between the social outcasts and the 

'in-casts' with the outcasts getting their rights for humane treatment in a 

civilized society. Lessons from this drama of agony of existence constitute 

the focus of the next few pages. 
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Analysis of the Play 

The Hopes of the Living Dead dramatizes the fortitude of a group of 

people united by suffering who determined that temporary setbacks need 

not to give them a permanent seat of failure in life thereby, by their example 

giving hopes to all people suffering in whatever form, that if they could 

take a cue from them, they shall surely win in their battle of life. 

The play is divided into three parts, named by the crisis, the strain 

of leadership and solidarity and movement. The crisis is where the conflicts 

of the play lie. The crisis is both internal and external. The internal crisis 

manifests within the lepers while the problems with the hospital authorities 

who want the lepers out of the hospital as a result of supposed public outcry 

constitute the external form. 

The lepers resolved to work together by choosing their leaders through 

consensus 

Instead of going through the vagaries of elections. 

When all persuasive attempts to get the lepers out of the hospital 

premises failed, the hospital management resorted to force using policemen 

to flush the Lepers out. The lepers fought back but they were defeated 

mostly because of fear and internal problems. Harcourt Whyte was even 

temporarily discouraged when it appears the lepers are no longer 

cooperative. In the confrontation that ensued, Harcourt Whyte and Nweke, 

the topmost leaders were taken hostage and used to brokerage a truce. The 

lepers were moved to a location at the outskirt of town near the village 

cemetery. There, they were to sleep on the bare floor, denied food and 

medical care, all these in an attempt to cow and disorganize them but 

because of the spirit of comradeship that bonded them together, they 

refused to bow. The government even tried to bribe the leader but he 

rejected the offer. At the end, the lepers won, they were moved to a new 

hospital dedicated to the care of leprosy. 
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The play and Nigerian Political Development 

Hopes of the Living Dead (1988) delves deeply into the post-colonial 

political development in Nigeria, giving a glancing mention about the roots 

of the political and economic problems in Nigeria, indeed Africa as a whole. 

Ola Rotimi was not really concerned about the colonial invasion itself in the 

present play. He merely identified the three Rs of Rum, Rifle and Ruin 

(p.51). but blaming forbears for taking the rum and rifle offered by the 

Whiteman that brought the ruins of Nigeria. This argument was the focus 

of The gods are not to blame (Rotimi, 1971). Rotimi's focus, in this play is on 

the process of reconstruction of Nigerian sociopolitical system. The play 

identifies the basic problems and proposes a solution. 

 

Language of Dis-unity 

Language problem is the greatest barrier to unity in the political 

contraption of 1914, created by Lord Lugard, called Nigeria, Adegbite and 

Banjo (1975) assert that Nigeria with a population of close to 120million has 

an estimated (250) ethnic groups and speak over 400 languages. This 

diversity of language in Nigeria is the reference of the leprosy metaphor for 

the inmates of the General hospital, Port Harcourt. The lepers are from 

different parts of the country, but here united with a common problem. To 

facilitate communication, Rotimi introduces multi-lingualism as a stop-gap 

measure of solving this problem. As Leech and Short (1981) puts it, Rotimi 

uses language 'as an instrument of national cohesion....' Since language is 

the institution whereby humans communicate and interact with each other 

by means of habitually used oral, auditory arbitrary symbols (Lyons, 1987) 

Rotimi, now uses language as his leading motif through the use of polyglots 

in the play. To him, language has become a thread that must unite a country 

in diversity (Abati, 40). Lere (2012) identifies 3 major components of this 

language as code-mixing, which is the use of many languages, Nigerianism 

and Pidgin. This was very effective in mobilizing against the oppressive 

tendencies of the ruler. 
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In the past, political leadership has borrowed and is still borrowing 

from Rotimi's experiment in the political education of the citizenry. But the 

major experiment soon fizzled out. The first recorded use was the ill-fated 

WA-ZO-BIA which was a bold experiment to integrate the three major 

Nigerian Languages -Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo into Nigerian consciousness 

through language integrated use. The three components mean 'come' in 

English. But this soon fizzled out probably because of lack of political will 

of the ruling class. 

The other use is the more contemporary usage on State Television 

wherein news broadcast are in the English is for the population, one major 

ethnic language of the people in the state and another one to cater for the 

other minorities' ethnic groups. An example is the Ondo State Radio-Vision 

Corporation which gives its news broadcast in English, Yoruba and Egberi. 

This, at least, creates in other ethnic minorities in the state, a sense of 

belonging. 

 

The play and Political Mobilization and Re-orientation 

Mobilization according to the New International Webster Dictionary of 

the English Language, Deluxe Encyclopedic Edition (2013:817) defines 

mobilization as an act of organizing for use. Political mobilization, then 

involves the art of organization of individuals or groups of people for 

political action. Re-orientation, according to Webster (2013:890) could mean 

re-adjustment of one's position with reference to circumstances or ideals. 

This may entail a reprogramming of individuals to behave in a certain way 

different from that to which they are used to. 

Hopes of the Living Dead (1988) dramatizes the situation of a people 

discouraged, disunited and disoriented as a result of violent uproot from 

normative culture to a foreign one represented by movement from their 

hometowns to the hospital at Port Harcourt: a quest for wholeness. Rotimi 

starts his mobilization uniting the disparage people with a common vision, 

playing upon their sameness instead of the differences: 

....you feel better blessed is that it? ....you still have fingers  
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to write with, some of us don't ... your kind of leprosy is not  

the type thai crushes the spirit, is that it? It's the skin type-just  

the surface, the merciful kind-spares your fingers saves 

Your toes,  from going rotten while you still call yourself a man. 

It's all a lie, my brother - we are all the same (30) 

Therefore, since common problems demand common solution then the 

necessity for them to stay together because it is more difficult for an 

individual to face the problem alone as Catechist observes: ..." shameful as 

my coming back here is shameful. But 1 had to. No choose-cold. The world out there 

has gone worse, my brother! 

Living together of this disparage people presents some obvious 

problems. The first being communication which Rotimi solves by 

employing multilingual concurrent translations which he terms 'each one 

tell-one' as discussed above. 

Problems of leadership loom large in this new community but this 

was easily solved by employing consensus leadership pattern. Surprisingly, 

the whole group agreed to the idea. Their only condition for continuing 

trust in the leadership is putting the people's interest above self-interest. 

Here emerges Harcourt Whyte as the consensus leader ably assisted by 

Nweke, another inmate. 

Harcourt Whyte immediately plunges into the work of organizing 

the people into a formidable team that is able to withstand the onslaught of 

the political oppressors represented by the agents of state - Senior Medical 

Officer and Police Superintendent. The head-on attack led by the retired 

soldiers failed because Rotimi may wish to contend that it is a battle of wills 

not a battle of wits. This failure causes a temporary setback but they were 

encouraged by Harcourt Whyte first through his philosophical songs of 

encouragement. 

Obstacles of this world and struggles of this world 

Like hatreds in this world, or sufferings in this world  

Only for a while and no more....(41).                        
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He also encourages them by his selfless leadership. He rejected the 

offer of comfort and even medicine when others are suffering; he rejected 

the promised retirement benefits for himself at the expense of the others. 

He was able to mobilize them for self-survival in the new hospital (IDH) by 

planting their own food themselves. At the end, the political leadership, 

seeing their commitment to stay together in spite of all odds, and the 

incorruptibility of their leadership, gave in to their demand and gave them 

a hospital of their own where they can live. The terms of the government 

agreement were all favourable except that of what Rotimi calls 'handouts' 

(112) 

 

Hopes and Political Education 

In this play, Rotimi recreates a microcosm of the Nigerian Nation 

where the only solution to the myriads problems of oppression, 

dehumanization and frustration is unity in diversity, solidarity even in the 

face of patent linguistic 'plurality. He made concerted efforts to, in the 

words of Mekusi (2001) achieve a creative reconstruction and political 

mobilization of the masses in the face of the bourgeoisies infiltration and 

onslaught. To Rotimi, linguistic differences do not preclude political unity 

and cooperation. This is the main political message of the play to the 

masses. Hopes advocates consensus leadership as opposed to 'politics with 

bitterness' common in this part of the world. Whyte was even surprised that 

even in his absence, the people could choose their own leaders without any 

voice of dissension (40). This is a lesson to Nigerian people, particularly the 

oppressed peoples that the leader they need may not be the one that can 

win an election but one who will put the interest of the common people first 

in all things. Of relevance to this assertion may be the various visionary 

Nigerians who may never be able to win an actual election. Late Obafemi 

Awolowo could be a ready example, Wole Soyinka and Late Gani 

Fawehinmi, may be others. As visionary as these people were,1 it is doubtful 

they could win election in Nigeria, unless it is with a guaranteed provision 

of actual free and fair one. 
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The final political message of the play is the unassailability of hope 

in the face of human degradation and oppression. Hope, being the only 

anchor of their struggles for a just and egalitarian society of their dreams. 

Rotimi echoes this over and over again with the ubiquitous songs of hope 

and encouragement: 

'Be not afraid, says the voice of hope  

Words of good cheer I bring you:  

Hail the dawn Of a new age (54, 65, 110 & 114) 

This is the re-assurance that keeps them going even in dismal 

situations and at the end they won. Rotimi also frowns at the attitude of 

blaming others for faults as defeatist. To him, the 'fathers' should not have 

taken the rum or rifle that leads to the ruin. This is a tacit reference to the 

forebears of the pre-colonial period mentioned earlier as the crux of The gods 

are not to blame. 

Hopes however encourage the people to forgive the ones that have 

promoted sectional interest as Catechist and Editor did in the play. Rotimi 

did not only invoke the power of forgiveness as a healing balm but includes 

the corollary of forgetting about the offence. This twin evil of unforgiveness 

and inability to forget may be largely responsible for the deep seated 

ethnocentric rancor in the Nigerian Nation, aftermath of the civil war. This 

has bred a deep mistrust of the Igbo tribe. Moreover, it seems a prophetic 

reference to contemporary days that have witnessed the rise of ethnic based 

militia and warlords threatening the collective existence of the Nigerian 

Nation. The Egbesa Boys; Movement for the Emancipation of Niger Delta, 

(MASSOB) all from Eastern Block of the country, Oodua People's Congress 

(OPC) from the West and AREWA Boys from the Northern Block are all 

living spirits of ethnic mistrust that should be exercised from the Nigerian 

body polity. 

 

The last message of this play to Nigerians and indeed Africans is that 

of self-reliance. Harcourt Whyte pointedly rejected all forms of 'handouts' 

that are mere palliative or that could even lead to another form of slavery. 
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SMO: ...that in view of their peculiar circumstances, 

all patients in the Uzuakoli Hospital be provided free  

treatment, free meals and free lodging.  

HW: No! No! Rejected. For long, we depended  

on people outside—yes, the Whiteman, the 

missionaries, the black Givers-of-alms... we  

must depend on ourselves. (112). 

This reminds one of the IMF loan and the 'conditionalities' of the 

Babangida's era. To Akoh, (2014:13), 'this type of situation has made Nigeria an 

aid--dependent country while all self-reliant programmes over the years seem like 

a sham. The end result of this aid dependency is continued economic and 

political enslavement of African countries of which Nigeria is said to be a 

giant". This is clearly worrisome. The inmates of the new hospital; work 

with their hands in spite of the different degrees of leprosy to feed 

themselves. This is another message of hope from Ola Rotimi. 

 

Conclusion 

In Hopes of the Living Dead, Rotimi recreates an achievable world 

where even the poor, can achieve their dream: a society 'where one can go 

to sleep at night in peace, and to wake up in the morning with trust that 

there will be food for the stomach, a good day's work for the hands, and a 

roof over the head to return to"... (58). To do this, he surmises that language 

should not be seen as a vehicle of disunity but could be harnessed to be a 

vehicle of unity through multilingualism.' He envisions a society where 

leadership shall not be for sale to the highest bidder as the situation in 

contemporary Nigeria, but a consensus arrangement that could see the best, 

albeit, poor man but, with vision and potentialities, emerging to lead in the 

march  to  the  Promised  Land.  To  this  end,  Rotimi   suggests  political 

mobilization, sensitization and education towards a desirable Nigerian 

state. 
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