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​WOLE SOYINKA, KONGI'S HARVEST
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​AFRICAN THEATRE AND DRAMA

African theatre and drama serve purposes that extend far beyond the boundaries of mere entertainment. Throughout the African continent, drama fulfills important social, political, and aesthetic functions that are deeply woven into the fabric of community life. The theatre is not a place of escape from reality but a space where reality is confronted, questioned, and reimagined.

Africa possesses numerous indigenous performance traditions that have developed organically over centuries. These traditions have become an integrated component of their drama, providing the foundation upon which modern African playwrights build their work. The rituals, ceremonies, festivals, and storytelling practices of various African cultures offer a rich repertoire of theatrical forms and conventions.

Modern African drama seeks to combine indigenous elements with Western form and content. Playwrights working in this tradition are engaged in a creative synthesis that draws from multiple sources. They incorporate oral narration, which reflects the deep-rooted storytelling traditions that have been central to African cultures for generations. Griots and storytellers have long served as keepers of history, culture, and wisdom. When this tradition is brought into the theatre, it transforms the relationship between performer and audience. The audience is not merely a passive receiver but becomes an active participant in the narrative experience.

Mime is another indigenous element that enriches African drama. Physical expression carries meanings that words alone cannot convey. In many African performance traditions, the body speaks with eloquence that transcends linguistic boundaries. The dancer's movements tell stories of love, war, harvest, and spirituality. When this physical vocabulary is combined with Western dramatic structure, the result is a theatre that communicates on multiple levels simultaneously.

Music is not ornamental in African drama but essential to its functioning. The rhythms of drums, the melodies of songs, and the patterns of dance create a sensory experience that engages the audience fully. In plays like Kongi's Harvest, the musical interludes and dance sequences are not breaks from the action but integral parts of the dramatic argument. They advance the plot, develop character, and express themes.

Dance, like music, is central to African theatrical expression. The choreography of movement conveys meaning that words cannot capture. The harvest festival at the heart of Kongi's Harvest is as much a dance as it is a ceremony, and the dance sequences carry symbolic weight that enriches our understanding of the play's themes.

This combination of indigenous elements with Western form and content gives rise to a new kind of drama which is unique in its composition. The fusion is not merely additive but creates something entirely new—a theatrical language that speaks to both African audiences familiar with traditional performance and international audiences encountering African dramatic expression. Soyinka, as one of the foremost practitioners of this synthesis, demonstrates how indigenous and Western elements can be brought together to create drama of profound power and relevance.

​BRIEF HISTORY OF NIGERIA

To understand Kongi's Harvest fully, one must appreciate the historical context in which Wole Soyinka was writing. Nigeria's colonial experience and its troubled path to independence form the backdrop against which the play's political satire unfolds. Soyinka draws on this history to create a drama that speaks to the specific circumstances of post-independence Nigeria while also addressing universal questions about power, legitimacy, and resistance.

British influence in Nigeria began in the early nineteenth century. The British presence gradually extended from coastal trading posts to the interior, driven by commercial interests, missionary activity, and the desire for imperial expansion. By the late nineteenth century, the British had established formal control over much of the territory that would become Nigeria.

The period from 1800 to 1960 is regarded as the British or colonial period in Nigerian history. During these decades, the British imposed their administrative structures, legal systems, and educational institutions upon the diverse peoples of the region. They created artificial boundaries that brought together hundreds of ethnic groups with different languages, religions, and political traditions. They established indirect rule in the North, working through traditional Hausa-Fulani rulers, while imposing direct rule in the South. These different approaches to colonial governance created divisions that would persist long after independence.

Nigeria became an independent country on October 1, 1960. This moment was greeted with immense hope and celebration. Nigerians believed they were finally taking control of their own destiny after generations of colonial rule. The euphoria was palpable, and the new nation looked forward to a future of prosperity and self-determination. The green and white flag, designed by a young student, symbolized the forests and natural wealth of the country and the peace that the new nation hoped to achieve.

On October 1, 1963, Nigeria became a Republic, severing its final constitutional ties with the British monarchy. This should have been a moment of consolidation and progress. Instead, it marked the beginning of intensified political competition and growing instability. The parliamentary system established at independence proved unable to manage the competing demands of different regions and ethnic groups.

After 1965, the country went through a period of profound political turmoil. The country experienced several coups, counter-coups, and failed coups as different factions struggled for control. Political violence became increasingly common, and the dream of a stable, democratic nation seemed to slip further away with each passing year. The military, which had stayed out of politics during the colonial period, now emerged as the dominant force in Nigerian political life.

From 1967 to 1970, Nigeria was ravaged by a civil war, known as the Biafra War. This conflict was devastating in its human cost, resulting in nearly three million civilian casualties. The war pitted the federal government against the secessionist Republic of Biafra, which had declared independence for the Igbo-dominated Eastern Region. The conflict was marked by blockades that caused mass starvation, and the images of starving Biafran children that circulated in international media remain seared into global consciousness. The war ended with Biafra's surrender, but the underlying tensions and grievances continued to smolder.

Interesting Fact: Nigeria has more than 250 ethnic groups, each with its own language, customs, and traditions. The three largest groups are the Hausa-Fulani in the North, the Yoruba in the Southwest, and the Igbo in the Southeast. The tension between these groups and the challenge of forging a united nation from such diversity is a recurring theme in Nigerian literature and politics.

Interesting Fact: Nigeria is the twelfth largest producer of crude oil in the world. The discovery of oil transformed the Nigerian economy and, many argue, corrupted its politics. The wealth from oil, rather than benefiting ordinary Nigerians, often enriched a small elite and fueled corruption. This exploitation of natural resources is satirized in the prison songs of Kongi's Harvest.

Interesting Fact: Christianity and Islam are the two major religions in Nigeria, with adherents often uneasily coexisting. Traditional Yoruba religion, with its pantheon of gods known as the Orishas, continues to influence cultural life even among Christians and Muslims. Soyinka, though raised Christian, draws deeply on Yoruba religious concepts throughout his work.

Interesting Fact: The designer of the Nigerian national flag was Michael Taiwo Akinkunmi, a twenty-three-year-old student. The two unique sea-green bands represent the forests and abundant natural wealth of Nigeria while the white band represents peace.

​INTRODUCTION OF THE PLAYWRIGHT

​Biography

Akinwande Olu Wole Soyinka was born on July 13, 1934, in Abeokuta, Nigeria. He is popularly called Wole Soyinka, and this is the name by which he is known throughout the literary world. He belonged to the Yoruba tribe, one of Nigeria's largest ethnic groups, and his cultural heritage has profoundly influenced his writing. The Yoruba worldview, with its emphasis on ritual, myth, and the interconnectedness of the human and spiritual realms, permeates his dramatic work.

After graduating in 1958, Soyinka founded an acting company, demonstrating his commitment to practical theatre-making rather than merely academic study of drama. He directs his own plays in performance, insisting on artistic control over how his works are presented to audiences. This hands-on approach to theatre-making has given him an intimate understanding of how drama works in practice, not just on the page.

Soyinka's decades of political activism included periods of imprisonment and exile. During the Nigerian Civil War, he was imprisoned for twenty-two months for allegedly meeting with Biafran leaders in an attempt to negotiate peace. This experience of incarceration, of state violence, and of the human cost of political ambition directly informs his prison scenes in plays like Kongi's Harvest. He has also been forced into exile multiple times, fleeing from successive Nigerian dictatorships. These experiences of persecution have only strengthened his commitment to political critique and his opposition to authoritarian power in all its forms.

Soyinka was the first African writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1986. This recognition placed African literature firmly on the world stage and acknowledged Soyinka's immense contribution to world letters. The Nobel Committee cited his work for its "wide cultural perspective and... poetic overtones" and for its engagement with "the drama of existence."

Soyinka's literary output is staggering in its scope and variety. In all he has published twenty-seven plays, two novels, three short story collections, five memoirs, twelve anthologies of essays, three screenplays, and two translations. This remarkable productivity testifies to his tireless creativity and his commitment to the written word as a means of engaging with the world.

His plays are called 'protest plays' since they oppose autocratic power of all kinds. Whether he is critiquing colonial authority, military dictatorship, or intellectual pretension, Soyinka uses the stage as a platform for political critique and moral questioning. His protests are not merely rhetorical but are grounded in his own lived experience of oppression and resistance. He has risked his freedom and his life to speak truth to power, and his plays reflect this courageous commitment.

​List of Plays and Themes

Soyinka's plays cover a wide range of themes and concerns, reflecting his evolving engagement with Nigerian and African politics. By understanding the thematic preoccupations of his other works, we can better appreciate the place of Kongi's Harvest in his larger dramatic project.

Theme: Nigerian Independence

A Dance of the Forests (produced 1960; published 1963): This play was written for Nigerian Independence celebrations, but it is far from celebratory. It depicts the gathering of dead ancestors for a human celebration, only to reveal that the past was as corrupt as the present. Soyinka refused to write a simple patriotic pageant, instead forcing his audience to confront uncomfortable truths about their history and future. The play suggests that independence is not a clean break with the past but a continuation of old patterns of exploitation and oppression.

Theme: Making Fun of Pompous, Westernized Intellectuals

The Lion and the Jewel (first performed in 1959; published 1963): This comedy contrasts the modernizing schoolteacher Lakunle with the traditional Bale Baroka. Lakunle's pretentious Western education makes him ridiculous, while Baroka's traditional wisdom allows him to triumph. The play gently mocks Africans who have swallowed Western values without digesting them, who have adopted the forms of modernity without understanding its substance.

Theme: Mocking the Preachers

The Trials of Brother Jero (performed in 1960; published 1963) and Jero's Metamorphosis (1973): These plays satirize the proliferation of charismatic preachers in Nigerian cities. Brother Jero, the "Beach Divine," is a fraud who exploits his followers' credulity. Soyinka's critique of religious hypocrisy remains relevant in an age of prosperity gospel and televangelism. The plays expose the gap between spiritual pretension and worldly greed.

Theme: Opposition to African Authoritarian Leadership and Disillusionment with Nigerian Society

The Strong Breed (1963): This play explores the scapegoat ritual and the burden of community responsibility. It questions whether individual sacrifice can redeem a corrupt society. The play's protagonist, Eman, becomes a victim of the very community he seeks to serve, suggesting the tragic futility of individual heroism in a corrupt system.

Kongi's Harvest (opened the first Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, 1966; published 1967): This is the play that forms the subject of our study. It directly confronts the emergence of post-independence dictators and the failure of the African dream. The play's satire of authoritarian leadership is grounded in Soyinka's observation of real political developments in Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa.

The Road (1965): A complex, experimental play set in a roadside shack, exploring death, language, and Nigerian society. It is one of Soyinka's most challenging works, demanding that audiences engage with its dense symbolism and philosophical concerns. The road becomes a metaphor for the journey of life and the search for meaning in a chaotic world.

From Zia, with Love (1992): A later satire on the General Sani Abacha dictatorship in Nigeria. It demonstrates Soyinka's continued commitment to political critique, even in the face of personal danger. The play was written during a particularly repressive period in Nigerian history and reflects Soyinka's willingness to risk persecution for his political beliefs.

King Baabu (performed 2001; published 2002): An adaptation of Alfred Jarry's Ubu Roi that savagely satirizes African military dictators. It brings Soyinka's satirical vision into the twenty-first century, showing that the problems he identified in the 1960s have persisted and even intensified.

Other plays:

Madmen and Specialists (performed 1970; published 1971): Written after Soyinka's imprisonment, this dark play explores the nature of evil and the corruption of medical ethics during war. It reflects Soyinka's experiences during the Nigerian Civil War and his meditation on how ordinary people become complicit in extraordinary evil.

Death and the King's Horseman (1975): Often considered Soyinka's masterpiece, this play dramatizes the conflict between Yoruba ritual obligation and colonial interference. It is set in 1946 and tells the story of Elesin Oba, the King's Horseman, who must commit ritual suicide to accompany his dead king to the afterlife. The play explores the clash between traditional and colonial values with profound subtlety and power.

The Beatification of Area Boy (1995): A later play set in contemporary Nigeria, exploring urban life and resistance. It addresses the challenges facing ordinary Nigerians in a corrupt society, focusing on the lives of those who struggle to survive in the face of economic hardship and political oppression.
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​OVERVIEW
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In 1986, Wole Soyinka became the first African writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. This recognition was a milestone not only for Soyinka but for African literature as a whole, affirming that African writers had earned a place in the global literary canon.

Although Soyinka has written poetry, fiction, and non-fictional prose, he is best known for his plays. His plays can be seen as 'protest plays'—works that use the stage as a platform for political critique and moral questioning. They are not mere entertainment but are engaged with the most pressing issues of his time.

Taking a critical look at Nigerian independence; exposing the pompous, westernized intellectuals; mocking the religious impostors; opposing authoritarian leadership; and expressing disillusionment with post-independence developments in Nigeria are some of the major themes of Wole Soyinka's plays. These concerns recur throughout his dramatic work, testifying to his consistent engagement with the challenges facing African societies.

His play Kongi's Harvest (1965) is set in post-independent Nigeria. It revolves around the character of Kongi, a modern dictator of an imaginary African country called Isma. Kongi has usurped the power of the traditional ruler, Oba Danlola, who along with his wives and advisors is imprisoned. The central conflict of the play concerns legitimacy—Kongi has power, but he does not have authority.

Kongi tries to use the traditional harvest festival to establish the legitimacy of his rule. The harvest festival is a sacred ritual in which the best yam produced by the farmers is awarded a prize and then offered to the king in a show of acceptance of his rule. This offering symbolizes the people's acceptance of his rule and his role as the spiritual guarantor of the land's fertility. Kongi wants Oba Danlola to perform this ritual and hand the yam to him, thus publicly transferring legitimacy from the traditional ruler to the modern dictator.

However, Kongi's attempt ends in chaos. The resistance organized by Daodu and Segi, the escape and death of Segi's father, and the final horrific image of a severed head presented as the ceremonial yam combine to destroy Kongi's carefully planned festival. The play ends with everyone fleeing the country fearing the reprisal of the dictator.

Although Kongi's character is said to have been inspired by two African politicians of the time—possibly Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Sékou Touré of Guinea—Soyinka's satire on modern dictators has a much wider relevance. The play speaks to any situation in which power is seized by force and then seeks to cloak itself in the garments of tradition and legitimacy.
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​CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY
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​Oba Danlola

Oba Danlola is the traditional ruler of the Republic of Isma. He is a king by birth, by tradition, and by the consent of his people. At the opening of the play, however, he is a king in chains—imprisoned by the dictator Kongi in an attempt to overthrow him. His imprisonment is not merely a personal misfortune but an assault on the entire traditional order.

Danlola is portrayed as proud, witty, and stubborn. Even in prison, he maintains his dignity through satire and song. He refuses to be cowed by his circumstances and turns the tables on his jailer through sheer force of personality. His wit is his weapon, and he wields it effectively. The humor that Danlola employs is not mere entertainment but a form of resistance, a way of asserting his humanity in the face of oppression.

As the traditional ruler, Danlola represents tradition, custom, and the continuity of African culture. He is the custodian of the people's cultural heritage and spiritual values. His presence in the play reminds us that there are alternative models of governance to the authoritarian modernity represented by Kongi.

Danlola's relationship with nature is central to his character. The traditional king is not merely a political ruler but a spiritual figure whose virility is believed to affect the fertility of the land. When Danlola is imprisoned, the land suffers. When he is released, there is hope for renewal. This connection between the king's well-being and the land's fertility is a recurring theme in the play.

​Daodu

Daodu is the son of Sarumi and the heir to Danlola's throne. He is a young man caught between two worlds—the world of his uncle's traditional authority and the world of Kongi's modern dictatorship. He is sought by the Secretary to mediate with Kongi on behalf of Oba Danlola.

Daodu is pragmatic, courageous, and politically astute. He understands both the traditional world because he was raised in it, and the modern world because he lives in it. This dual understanding makes him uniquely positioned to resist Kongi effectively. He is not a traditionalist who rejects modernity, nor is he a modernizer who dismisses tradition. He seeks a path that honors the past while engaging with the present.

Daodu functions as the bridge between tradition and modernity. He represents the hope for what might be called a "Third Force"—neither the corrupt old guard nor the tyrannical new order, but something different, something better. His relationship with Segi, a woman of the people, grounds him in popular resistance. His connection to Danlola keeps him connected to tradition.

Daodu's role in the festival, handing over the yam on behalf of Danlola, represents a compromise. It is a compromise made in the service of a larger strategy—the release of political prisoners. Daodu's willingness to compromise without abandoning his principles makes him a more effective resistor than the uncompromising traditionalists or the unquestioning revolutionaries.

​Secretary

The Secretary is Kongi's man, who organizes the Harvest Festival. He represents Kongi in dealings with others and manages the practical details of running a dictatorship. He is the regime's chief administrator.

The Secretary is bureaucratic, harassed, and loyal to the regime out of fear rather than conviction. He is not evil in the grand, theatrical sense that Kongi is evil. He is evil in the ordinary, everyday sense—the man who implements policies without questioning them, who follows orders regardless of their human cost, who organizes the machinery of oppression while telling himself he is just doing his job.

The Secretary represents the bureaucracy of dictatorship. He is the apparatus through which tyranny operates. Without secretaries, without administrators, without functionaries who are willing to file the papers, schedule the meetings, and implement the orders, dictators could not function. The Secretary is thus a warning to all those who think they can serve evil without becoming evil themselves.

The Secretary's interactions with Daodu reveal his methods—friendly on the surface, coercive underneath. His attempt to pry information from Daodu, to "befriend" him for political purposes, shows how dictatorship penetrates even personal relationships. His shock at seeing Segi at the festival reveals his awareness that things might go wrong—and his powerlessness to prevent them.

​Kongi

Kongi is the dictator of the Republic of Isma. He has seized power by force, usurping the authority of the traditional ruler. He is very obsessed with his image and spends considerable time and energy cultivating his public persona. He wants to be seen as a leader, a father figure, a
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