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7. COMMUNICATING THE INTRICACIES OF

POLARISED INTERGROUP RELATIONS IN
NIGERIA: A STUDY OF SELECTED NIGERIAN
PLAYS

John Tor Tsuwa and Ukuma, Teryila Shadrach

Introduction -

There is no doubt, Nigeria, a country of multifarious ethnic
nationalities, grapples with the problem of harmonious
coexistence among her peoples. Internecine skirmishes are
recorded among the ethnicities along the lines of their diverse
beliefs, hopes and aspirations; political upheavals and resource
control are always feature in the daily endeavours of the people
and government; the Federal Character question is always
raised, observed or jettisoned. All these lead to frosty relations
among the various ethnic groups of the country. The National
Conference convoked by President Goodluck Jonathan is
indicative of the fact that all is not well with the soul of the
nation due to her diversity in peoples and interests; the various
interests and manipulations which played out in the selection
of delegates for the conference is a clear case in point. Answers
are, therefore, sought from all angles to ensure national cohesion
in order to attain sustainable development; and in this quest,

Nigerian dramatists are not left out.

Imperatively, it is inescapable for literature to attempt to
avoid the socio-cultural, economic and political realities that
surround man. That every society is capable of and responsible
for the kind of literature it produces becomes the nexus between
%;;r:?\:e rz:rzld the sogetl){. Thifs interconnectivi.ty that exists
necessarilyr:mn?b?:ﬁc tTiiiomew CZII o descrlbeFl 8 Reing
exist mdepen)éent of eE;Ch omr:ea\;}shil e e il e
material from which drama 5 _e'socnety provides the raw

raws its themes, drama on the
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18 ETHNIC |DENTITIES, THE NATIONAL QUESTION AND THE CHALLENGES OF M”,m"r:

other hand reflects the society', makmgh comment ,
suggesting possible solutions to SOFlal brouha ba .l?n othcr. Wirg
the two operate within the praxis of a symbolic relatmmhk
that is mutually beneficial to each other. |
Every society is respons1b1.e for the nature of literatyr,
roduces. A nation’s art and literature, \'Nhl(.?h is .the sum toy,
of the product of many individual cor}tnbuhons in the socie,
is not only a reflection of that people’s culture and collectiy,
experience, but also embodies the cc?smology of the com munify
in question and its placein the making qf that world. The entir
corpus called drama concerns itself with a m.unber of issues
This ranges from its role as an agent of social and politica|
change, through education and edification, to the issues of
commitment in the sense of being for a particular line or form
of social development. This is why Bakary Traore submits that

..the theatre is one of the elements which build up the
consciousness of social groups as a means of education..
the African theatre is the mirror of life. It registers each
event: it expresses every essential action in life. Life in al
its form serves as inspirational to the African theatre. (6)

Man is the centre of all activity on earth. Therefore, literature
must necessarily be about man, his relationship with on¢
another, and his environs, about his breathing, eating, crying
laughmg_, dying and creating men in history - this history tha
they as individuals are makers and writers. Interestingly
the.refore, history becomes the writer’s singular subject matter:
This means, there exists a continuum within which man acls
on nature, changing it and by so doing acts on and chang”
hmlf' R?p resenting this on the war charts of class dichotomic:h
the changing power relations that follow the variable modes !
production is the whole constituency of the playwrights concer
for it forms the basis of power stryc t{nre Heﬁgeywolitics become
an integral part of his literary territor);. &
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COMMUNICATING THE INTRICACIES OF POLARISED INTERGROUP RELATIONS IN NIGERIA 19

Tlmg products of a writer’s imaginative excursions become a
rgﬂectlf)n of society: its economic structure, class stratifications,
dialectics, and cultural and political scrambles - its structure of
values. The perpetual conflicts and tensions arising from the
antagonism betwixt those values, which are dying, and those
which are progressive are pointers to the future. Wa’ Thiongo
avers that: “...hence, literature has often given us more and
sharpened insights to the moving spirit of an era than all the
historical and political documents treating the same moments
in a society’s development” (7). This is the primal function of
the artist. Putting this into perspective, Bamidele opines that
“the role of the artist and his function ... is that of commitment
and revolution. Itisa socio-political role. The artist sees his role

as that role as a weapon to advocate for radical change in
society” (30). Indeed, if his art does not fulfil this obligation, the
artist is dismissed immediately as irrelevant, and his art
dysfunctional.
The relationship between the playwright and the politician
is important as it combines all cultural art forms: literature,
language, music, songs, dance, flora and fauna. This implies
that he depends on the society and for any reformation to take
place; the dramatist has to dutifully perform his role. A writer
responds with his total being to a total environment which
changes all the time. Being the wa tchdog, sensitive ne:edle or
conscience of the society, he varies and registers with the
dynamics in his society. This is determined by, fmd a§cordi.ng
to happenings in society; how the artist’s relationship varies
with his society.

On the whole, remove the society and you would have
cancelled theatre, just as removing theatre will make the society
atrophied, society will notbe remoulded or regh.aped for order
and sanity to be restored and maintained. This is what dra.ma
must do and has always done in regards to challenge of credible

leadership in Nigeria, and elsewhere. The sum-total of this
position therefore is that literary artists cannot elect to stand
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20 ETHNIC IDENTITIES, THE NATIONAL QUESTION AND THE CHALLENGES OF MINORjT

aloof, exempting themselves from the b-attlefield le‘;‘;t they l?ecome
irrelevant, In this chapter, the focus is x-rayh ow Nigeriap
dramatists have engaged the problematic of the Fferog.eneou\s
nature of the nation, unveiling the intricacies 0 s d“"F-'fSity
and orchestrating the way forward where comp lexities aboung

The Nature of Intergroup Relations 1n ngena et
Intergroup relations in Nigeria are multidimensional. This is
not unusual since man-must naturally depend on his
environment and others for food, shelter and c{othmg- 0.0.
Okpeh conceives this phenomenon as one which could be
explained in two fronts: “the first is that no group or human
community, notwithstanding its level of development, can be
an island to itself ... the second relates to the significance of
contactand interaction between groups, itself a logical sequence
of the first point” (6). It is clear that the dynamics of human
existence prescribe a necessary interaction of groups, whether
consciously or unconsciously to survive. Against the above
backdrop of the two points, it is easy to understand why human
groups necessarily depend on each other. This makes contact,
interaction and interdependence not just a fact of life, but one
which is universally constant and basic.
In Nigeria today, tribal coexistence remains the greatest
challenge facing the nation. The root-causes of this perennial
challenge are multifaceted and they range from socio—cultural
through politico-economic, to religious. Be that as it may, inter-
group relations, in addition to its multidimensional nature, is
essentially dynamic, reflecting the mutational nature and
characte:r of man’s relationship with his environment. Thus,
deper}dmg on changes in the nature and character of the
ma terial conditions of human existence, inter-group relations
is faqt(.)red fundamentally on social, economic and cultural
condlho_ns, and critically anchored on geography (Okpeh 16).
When viewed as a process within a broad continuum, at 1€aS!
five stages are recognised, viz: (i) the stage of contact and
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COMMUNICATING THE INTRICACIES OF POLARISED INTERGROUP RELATIONS IN NIGERIA 21

interaction; (ii) the stage of compromise and cooperation; (iii)
the stage of completion; (iv) the stage of conflict; and (v) the
stage of assimilation and integration. It is important to note
however that these stages overlap with one another just as there
is no hard and fast rules about the stages since the interactions
between groups can take any form.

Against the backdrop of the above, therefore, the point
should be made that the rise of inter-ethnic antagonism
especially in 20" century Nigeria had a lot to do with the crisis
in the post-colonial Nigerian economy and its attendant
developments. What Nigeria witnesses today in the form of
identity-based and resource-based conflicts is a clear
manifestation of the consequences of the political and economic
instability resulting from the contraptions of the capitalist
economic system which consolidated its stranglehold on the
nation by mid 1970s. It is the persistence of all these that have
added new dimensions in the framing of the national question
and the implications of this on the survival of the Nigerian nation
in the near and distant future.

Dynamics of Intergroup Relations from Selected Nigerian
Drama Texts

The foregoing discourse on the nature, dynamics and form of
intergroup relations in Nigeria has been reflected in several
Nigerian drama texts; the vocation of the playwrights being to
unveil the intricacies of these relations and communicating them
adequately to the general population with a view to raising
consciousness levels towards harmonious coexistence. A few
examples are discussed hereunder.

Ola Rotimi’s Hopes of the Living Dead
Hopes of the Living Dead is a play which embellishes an explosive

class war. It is the daring and glaring story of the usually ignored
and rejected sector of society. As Osofisan rightly pinpoints,

Rotimi’s heroes in this play are not heroic personages - the
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rejected lepers = “being celebrated with festl‘\fc activitie,,
national holidays, they are social outcasts, dmcasc'-d' fellgy,
leper...” (Gbilekaa 166). The vibrancy af’ld a'j'them'c”)’ of tf,
drama s in the fact that the lepers aré p rfecxsely‘mvolvcd, activy,
in the process of confronting and dlslodgln}% the power,
hegemony. The dramatic process of strugglein the P! _y becor.
an essential drama in itself. The lepers are self-m'ol?nhsed Unde,
difficult circumstances of disadvantaged and glmshc leadersh b
to change their situation. When ‘t}}e storm begins, Harcourt }”Vhyte
employs the multi-lingual facility of each—one-te]l-one, with
multiple renderings and translation of major statements fror,
English to the vernaculars and from fln)t’i :f fige ;“Cillg@anUs
to English; to ensure communication fowan mutug|
lca;nﬁ;amon agnh;ls discourse. Thisimmediately Mes asevere
mobilisation of the lepers to redress their own destiny right from
the beginning of the actions of the play as volur}tt?ers emerge
spontaneously to search for catechist and a decision for self-
liberation through self-mobilisation is unanimously reached.

In a rather desperate question from an Igbo female inmate,
Harcourt unravels the reality of what ambuscades them ahead:
“The answer to the question you asked sister, is in ourselves.
Each one tell one... From now on, we are alone... children of
our fathers our struggle has begun! (Hopes, 21)". This visionary
prognostication becomes the departing point of resistance -
against being forcibly dispersed at the abrupt termination of
the rehabilitation programme; against brutal intimidating

orders; and through mutual, self-supporting mobilisation. The
play ends on a note of continued solidarity and struggle as
Harcourt captures it “... children of our fathers, to our new
strug_gle!” (HOPES: 113) - a message to inspire people towards
self—hb‘eratlon, to convert today’s pains and troubles through
collective struggle to the “hopes to tomorrow.”
As a dramatic parable, Hopes of the Living Dead uS€s the
collectl\fe struggle of the lepers to buttress that political,
economic and human domination and enslavement can X
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COMMUNICATING THE INTRICACIES OF POLARISED INTERGROUP RELATIONS IN NIGERIA 23

surmounted by collectivism and not individualism, also, that
collective conscientisation, which in the play is set in motion by
Harcourt, Hannah, Court Clerk and Mallam surrounding their
situation. In other words, leprosy as a dramatic metaphor for the
socio-political, economic and psychological malaise (though deadly
and wears many faces) can be overcome through a workable praxis
by the downtrodden who are their own best doctors — that is, if
they are truly willing to take up arms and deliver themselves from
the leprosarium of economic and psychological bondage.

The interest here is simple; Ola Rotimi identifies our language
differences as one of the critical factors that challenge cohesive
integration. Through the lead character, Harcourt Whyte,
Rotimi devices a multi-lingual mechanism “each-one-tell-one”
to ensure that the plural ethnics in their camp are all carried
along and the delineating lines eroded. Again, Hopes of the Living
Dead is an illustration with emphatic clarity that our failure to
attain an egalitarian society is due to:

.. lack of understanding and cooperation, the petty
squabbles and bickering that exist between various tribes,
the lack of purposive leadership, the desire to carve for
our individual selves personal empires of influence, the
lack of political awareness among the lower classes and a
lack of understanding of the true nature of class relations

and oppress. (5)

In presenting a common frontier, Whyte is against the idea of
his comrades “squeezing into tribal groups.” He pursues the
principle of unity in diversity and asks the SMO:

.. Drop us with a feeling into one basket ... you say we’ve
come from different parts of the land that is true. You say
we must return to our different villages. This is not good

. because ... sticks are picked up from different parts of
the bush, but it is on one spot that they are put together,

tied and carried home for use. (47)
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Throughout the length of the play, R;%’:‘ ‘;giﬂi‘ged witp
ensuring a harmonious coexistence la a fin > W € ethn,
representations in the world of the play. rning - tharactc':r of
Harcourt Whyte, Rotimi sen.ds a forl:erwa X C% Yl e vanl.f)u,S
ethnicities in Nigeria that it is only t oug ec él"e Action,
tolerance and collaboration that the na }onﬁcan efeat the
common enemy of underdevelopment, dei:’rlva O, POverty o
the likes that disease the country like the eprosy in the_ play. 1,
driving home the lesson of sohdanty and unity in leEI‘Sity’
Harcourt warns after victory is won in the play that:

The day children of the porcupine made boqd to drift apart:
one, going this way, a mouse; the other going that way, »
bushrat, is the day both mouse and bushrat become food
for cats. Together, then, we move. If not for our own gains,

then for the gains of our saplings to come... (113)

Rotimi’s play is a huge lesson in solidarity and communal living,
The play appreciates the diversities of a plural polity like Nigeria,
but quickly indicts polarisation along ethnic lines and tribg]
cleavages with nepotistic inclinations as the bane of harmonioys
coexistence and sustainable development.

Sunnie Ododo’s Hard Choice
The other play is Sunnie Ododo’s Hard Choice. Ododo makes

Built around the ovemhelnﬁng realities that dawned on two
lovers, Prince Oj and Princesg Azingae, Ododo delivers a
thorough lesson on Peaceful coexistence and ethnic tolerance.
In the world of the Play, two kings decide to cement ties
between thP,lf' kingdoms through the marriage of their children.
As the marriage is being arranged, it is discovered that the
mother of the bride haq traded tl{e bride’s life so that her
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COMMUNICATING .THE INTRICACIES OF POLARISED INTERGROUP RELATIONS IN NIGERIA 25

husba.nd js crowned king in return. As if that was not enough,
the bride’s mother further connives with some citizens of the
kingdom in plot to prevent the marriage from ever taking
place. To drive home their hideous plan, they hire thugs who
stt'eal the crown of Iginla, father of the bride and king of Emeperi
Kingdom. Polarised positions are taken in the play. Chief
Ubanga, for instance, has this to say: “... as the only child and
being a woman, her son automatically becomes the heir
apparent to the throne of Emeperi Kingdom. Should such an
opportunity be dubiously given to an outsider just like that? ...
Your Highness, the gods and God will never approve that an
Igedu Prince becomes the king of Emeperi Kingdom...” (Hard
Choice 17, 39, 40). It is clear from the lines above that the
prevailing situation is such that ethnic sensitivities and divisive
tendencies abound in the body politics of the nation.

Ododo does notjust stop at diagnosing the nepotistic problem
associated with a plural polity like Nigeria, he goes ahead to
orchestrate the ability of groups and communities to manage
political and social disputes peacefully, without recourse to violent
conflicts. In the world of the play, King Iginla, who is Yoruba, is
humiliated at the marriage ceremony as his crown is stolen and
taken away; his warriors threaten war against Eze Okiakoh and
the entire Emeperi kingdom. However, the crown Princess on
discovering the looming danger and its gravity decides to salvage
an eminent war between the two communities by yielding to the
demands of the Oguguru shrine—only the princess will bea worthy
sacrifice in exchange for the crown that was taken there. Thus,
Ododo succeeds to deliver a masterful lesson that:

Promoting peace and nation building requires fostering
acceptance and understanding of the differences as well
as creation of an environment where citizenship will be
upheld above ethnic and religious loyalties which can help
people contribute meaningfully to the country’s
development and promote nation building in a country
with several ethnic and religious cleavages. (Mbachaga 133)
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Regina Ode’s The M asquerade Cal led R.e.ltg “;’5 |

Regina Ode’s The Masquerade Called Religion (2007) is the Othe
play of interest to this discourse. The play 1S a commnent,, i
how religion is manipulated by pol1t1c1ancsl inorder to aceeg,
political power. The story i plotted around party politicg , )
vicious electioneering in which two political p:artles, GPp an
PIP struggle to sweep the polls in 2 forthcoming electiop, Ag
things become clear that PIP might lose out in the polls, the
party elects to divide the voting population along religious Jine,
by sowing seeds of acrimony and activating the touchy frog
relations between Christians and Muslims in the world of th,

play. Itis the Chairman of the party who sets the plan in motion
when he says:

Prof. I'm actually proposing that we adopt the “divide
and rule” tactic. And the divisive weapon now will become
religion. We... will just tell them that, er... Islam and er...
Christianity are not exactly alike... and that one sector is
not worshipping the true God; well... something like that...

(11)

This is a clear indictment on desperate politicians who spin
wicked yarns in order to achieve selfish political gains. In the
play, this disposition is what prompts Zainab to carefully slipa
full page of the Qur’an amidst the wrapping sheets of a bean
cake (akara) hawker, who unbeknownst uses it to wrap some
of her cake for a Muslim customer and thus sparking off
untoward mayhem. It is not until Zainab confesses to this act
In one of their meetings that Ada and Ahmad, new youthful
members of the party decide to reveal the conspiracy to the
891;:ra} publicin order to quell the crisis.
varyieng;lain?:e S The Masquerade Called Religion espouses the
nsions of Intergroup relations in Nigeria. The play



COMMUNICATING THE INTRICACIES OF POLARISED INTEHGHOUP RELATIONS IN NIGERIA 27

Conclusion

The major preoccupation of this discourse has been the thesis
that Nigeria, as a plural polity, has an overwhelming diversity
complex which has affected the mode of relations among her
variegated ethnic nationalities. Ethno-religious suspicion and
complexes of ethno-regional superiority have consistently
challenged the collective and wholesome development of the
nation. What this means is that the nation, it may seem, have
been marking time in her march toward development since
there abound conscious. efforts to undermine the seeming
advantage of every other ethno-socio-political setup in the
country; this, in the final analysis, culminates into an overall
underdevelopment of the nation.

In the plays explored here, Rotimi in Hopes of the Living Dead
recognises the challenge of harmonising the petty interests of
the multifarious ethnic nationalities in the country and insists
on the harnessing of existing differences in order to bring about
unity in diversity especially in the face of the common
problematic of exploitation and suppression in the fashion of
capitalism, which challenges the very survival of the common
Nigerian, and indeed the nation state asa whole. Ododo’s Hard
Choice draws attention to the prevalent ethnic sentimentalities
and selfish desires of groups in the Nigerian project; he thus
advocates sacrifice of immediate private and personal gains for
the common good of the nation as way forward in the face of
prevalent challenges to national development. Ode’s The
Masquerade Called Religion pricks us to the realisation that

religion in the country is not just an “opium of the people” but
has became, to some self-seeking apologist, a vehicle for division
and manipulation for personal aggrandisement.

On the whole, the chapter concludes the plays explored here
and many more have adequately captured recognisable
dynamics of the relationship of the various ethnicities in Nigeria,
and it could only be timely for the nation to consciously sensitise
and mobilise the people to genuinely key into machineries that
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i i i ration, i
foster harmonious coexistence, cooperation and mteer%t N t,h;;
order to bring about a general advancem
commonwealth of the people.
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