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READING ADIPO SIDANG’S PARLIAMENT OF OWLS.
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Introduction 
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You have probably heard of the great novel, Animal Farm, by George Orwell. If you have not, look for it and read it; it is arguably the best allegory to real life that has been done in the world of literature. In it, rather than directly criticize the failure of the Russian (or Bolshevik) revolution of 1917, Orwell creates an anthropomorphic narrative (one in which animals parallel human characteristics) where animals kept in a farm (Manor Farm) rise against the oppression of Man, (in this case the farm owner, Mr. Jones). The animals, kept for various husbandry reasons in the farm, come together to overthrow the oppression of Mr. Jones but the pigs eventually control the revolution, taking over the farm and becoming more or less as oppressive as Mr. Jones, if not worse. The story parallels the aforementioned Russian revolution with the allegory showing that Josef Stalin, represented by Napoleon the pig in the novel, became far autocratic and oppressive than Nicholas 1, represented by Mr. Jones in the novel, whose autocratic monarchy the Russian revolution had sought to overthrow. 

Similarly, Adipo Sidang’s Parliament of Owls (adapted from a poetry collection of the same name) is an allegory that mocks and criticizes the political affairs in Africa with a special bias to Kenya. The poetry collection was first published in 2016 and later adapted into a play which was performed widely by the touring Agora Theatre in 2017. Similarities between Animal Farm and Parliament of Owls, however, end at the allegorical level. While Orwell presents a realistic case of world politics where the masses are hoodwinked with exchanging one despot with another over and over through history, Sidang’ myopically reads the society through rose-tinted glasses. He presents a romantic world where the downtrodden can magically turn the world into a garden of Eden overnight. History has proven this narrow-minded time and again. The allegory, however, remains superb. In the play, birds are given suggestive names that echo particular politicians in the Kenyan political arena, thereby leaving the audience with no illusion as to what the purpose of the play is. These birds are also modelled along particular politicians – or what those politicians are deemed to represent – so as to effectively critique the circus that is the Kenyan political scene. 

Common allusions to Kenyan politics that attest to this fact in the play include Iron lady – a name commonly associated with Martha Karua, Narc Kenya party chairperson; Money bags – a name associated with Kenyan politician, Stanley Livondo and Mr. Speaker whose behavior parallels that of Kenneth Marende, speaker of Kenya’s 10th parliament.

The plot 

Act I - The Massacre, Osogo and the Owls Propaganda Campaign

The play opens at sunset with sounds of birds; the hooting of owls, twittering and other bird noises, followed by the playing of a flute. The rising curtain reveals the flute player is Osogo, the weaverbird; he is playing a mourning song, probably mourning the recent death of his thirty-three friends who, we learn, were killed by the owls in the recent ‘Weaver Massacre’. ‘That cunning bird...has...right to life’ (p 2). Red String, a male owl with a protruding stomach stealthily approaches him. Osogo notices him and announces his departure accusing the owl of breaking the same rules the parliament of owls has created. Apparently, the rule states that owls should appear after dark but it isn’t even dusk yet. Red String apologizes to Osogo for the latter having been caught in the recent wave in which his friend – we later learn there was a massacre of weaver birds – died. Osogo insists that the bird had a right to life to which Red String says that rights come with responsibilities. Osogo wonders when speaking the truth became synonymous with irresponsibility and promises Red String that change is soon coming. Red String says that Owls have the right to rule because they have the largest eyes; besides, they protect the birds from other dangerous animals such as Snake. Osogo accuses the owls of killing the day birds and only passing laws that favor the owls; he adds that the owls use animals such as python to punish day birds. Python is the hangman for birds condemned by the parliament of owls. 

Tel Tel enters and is surprised to see Red String since it isn’t dusk yet but Red String claims that being the king’s advisor, he is free to make ‘technical’ appearances anywhere in the bird kingdom. Osogo leaves, accusing Red String of making









	Why is it that Osogo doesn’t want Red String’s company in Act I? From whom do we learn this? How does Red String explain the problem?

	What perception of Arum Tidi do we get upon his entry? What is the significance of ‘I only blow my trumpet’? What does Arum Tidi do that impresses Red String severally?

	How does Red String explain the events of the Weaver Massacre? At what stage do we learn this isn’t true? Explain how this brings out his hypocrisy and pretense. 

	What do you understand by irony? What about sarcasm? How many types of irony do you know? Study both irony and sarcasm and give your own examples of types of irony. 



	For what reason does Tel Tel object to being Red String’s propagandist this time round? How does this reveal that Red String was lying to Osogo earlier? Why does Tel Tel still remain uncooperative?

	How does Arum Tidi change tact upon Tel Tel’s exit? How does this explain his cunning? How is this foreshadowing considering the ending of Act II later?

	How is Tel Tel’s hypocrisy brought out in Act I? How does Red String explain his refusal to be sent this time round? How does Arum Tidi’s hypocrisy come out in the same way?

	How is Red String’s situation ironic at the beginning of Act I? How many other characters find themselves in such situations? Pick out examples of verbal irony and sarcastic statements throughout Act I.



	How does the arrival of Arum Tidi change the equation? How does Red String change tact? How does Arum Tidi take advantage of the disagreement between Red String and Tel Tel?

	What does Arum Tidi finally suggest should be done to take care of Tel Tel? Look back at questions 2 and 4 above and gathering as much information as possible, write a one-page essay on Arum Tidi’s character. Where does Tel Tel, ironically, become important in Act II?

	Pick out three examples of hypocrisy for each of the three characters mentioned above then write as essay on this theme. 

	Gather all the evidence of irony and sarcasm you can find in Act I then write an essay entitled, Irony and Sarcasm and their effect in Act I of Adipo Sidang’s Parliament of Owls. 





















	How important is the Moonlight Bill to Money Bags? How can you tell? Identify the stages through which Money Bags ensures the bill becomes law at all costs.

	Money Bags highlights government maneuvering. Identify the steps he uses to ensure that the government of owls gets what it wants.

	Politics has been called a ‘dirty game’. Identify at least five illustrations from Act II which show this. What shows here that politics has a curious way of rewarding the worst in society?

	What is a soliloquy? How are dreams used as motifs in drama? Identify the use of the two in Act II. Can you identify other examples of their use in the rest of the play?



	When was the last time you met Arum Tidi? What’s his role in Money Bags Moonlight Bill? What orders does Money Bags give here about Arum Tidi? How are they connected to the Moonlight Law?

	At what point do we realize Money Bags is planning his own benefit? Collate the evidence that points to this, especially in the soliloquy.

	In his soliloquy, Money Bags reveals he has been working for himself. Examine how he deals with other characters to show they are his pawns. What role does the opposition play in this scheme of things?

	What do the soliloquy and dream reveal about what is going on in Money Bags mind in Act II? Does this happen with other characters elsewhere? What is the playwright’s point? 



	What happens to Arum Tidi in the end? Who’s to blame and how can you tell? How is his death connected to the events in parliament and the rising dissent outside parliament?

	Money Bags eventually gets what he wants. How does the playwright show he doesn’t win? What role does his dream play in this?

	How does the playwright show that it is not politics but its players who are dirty? Using Money Bags for illustrations, write an essay entitled, Politicians should not blame the game for their sins. 

	With the evidence collated in question 8 above, write an essay entitled, The effect of dreams and soliloquys in Adipo Sidang’s Parliament of Owls.











	Two pieces of the jigsaw puzzle fall into place here; the cause of Arum Tidi’s death and why Oyundi is at large. What reasons are given? How do they tie up the plot through to Act I? How does the party in Act II do the same? How do all these enhance suspense?

	In the last two Acts, Oyundi has only appeared to us through Money Bags dream. What perception of her did you get? What else do we learn of her from what other characters say?

	Media is an important element in society. What role should it play? How is this shown in Act II? What do we learn which we wouldn’t without Veteran P? How does pg. 62 suggest gagging of the media? 

	What do you understand by ‘humor’? How is it used in literature? Can you identify its use in other texts you have read/studied? Can you cite examples from Acts I and II of Parliament of Owls?



	How does the ‘hiding’ of the day birds allow us to learn at two levels when the owls appear on stage? How does Little P become crucial in supplying missing links? How does this explain why she couldn’t be kicked out despite her rogue nature?

	How does Oyundi’s entry strike you? Where are we told she has been? What is striking about the hare – in Orature – who Oyundi has been consulting? How is this foreshadowing?

	What new role of the media is suggested in Act II? How does Little P play a ‘double role’? Can you identify the same in your own society?

	What is humorous about the following incidents; 	The day birds hiding and ‘listening in’.

	Arum Tidi fighting his own reflection

	Royal Owl warning Arum Tidi not to ‘take my word for granted’ next time? How does humor here enhance dramatic irony?

	Red String speaking to the audience and later saying, ‘All birds by now should be in their nests unless they are an owl...’ (74).

	One-Eyed being appointed to enforce the Moonlight Law?

	The arrest of Tel Tel at the end of the Act? (Consider her breaking out of jail and what she reveals from pg. 116)





	What are we told about Oyundi before her entry? How does this link the plot? How does this enhance; 	Her entering and conversing with Red String?

	Her sending Red String on a wild goose chase?

	Her conversing with the hiding day birds?



	What do we learn about Oyundi in her conversation with Red String and later with the day birds? How is her cunning and vision revealed through the play-within-a-play? Examine the same in later Acts and write an essay on her character. 

	How does the playwright bring out the hypocrisy of the media in Act III and elsewhere? How does it compare with Fathers of Nations? To your own society today? Gather all the evidence you can find then write an essay on Can the media be trusted as a watchdog of society?

	How do both humor and dramatic Irony help to fill up plot details and reveal character traits? Examine the use of both elsewhere then write a comprehensive essay on The use of and effect of humor and dramatic irony in Adipo Sidang’s Parliament of Owls.















	Whose celebration did we witness last? What was being celebrated? Who were the winners and the losers? 

	Money Bags is a politician drunk with power. Cite six illustrations of this seen in Acts I – III. How is this enhanced by;


	His dream

	His taking Socialite Owl’s warning for granted?


	What do you understand by ‘ignorance and naiveté’? How has this theme been treated in Literature? In texts you’ve dealt with? Why do writers find it fascinating?

	Examine what is meant by contrast and juxtaposition. How does the playwright contrast and juxtapose characters and ideas in Acts I to III? 



	Who is celebrating in Act IV Scene 1? What is the cause for celebration? Who unexpectedly appears in this celebration? How does her report explain her presence? In what new angle do we now see the celebration?

	What happens at the end of Act III to suggest that being drunk with power is dangerous for Money Bags? How is this extended in Act IV Scene II? 

	In what ways do characters act out of ignorance in Parliament of Owls? How is this emphasized by the likes of Red String, Arum Tidi, Money Bags and Royal Owl? What examples can you cite in Act IV?

	How does the playwright use contrast and juxtaposition in Act IV Scene 1 and 2? Which characters are diametrically opposed? What is the role of the fight between Iron Lady and Socialite Owl as conflict in enhancing this?



	Who appears in Act IV Scene II that we saw in Act IV Scene 1? What is the implication? How is this enhanced by;


	Osogo’s flute

	Money Bags being bothered continually by the flute

	Iron Lady’s congratulating Money Bags

	Socialite Owl’s warning against trusting Oyundi? 


	Considering what happens to Money Bags in the end, what point does the playwright drive home about being drunk with power? Consider such politicians in present and past governments in your society, then write an essay entitled The Dangers of Over-Concentrated Power using Money Bags for illustrations. 

	Draw two columns; in one, list ignorant characters. Against this, show what they suffer as a result of their ignorance. In the second, list characters who are aware, showing what makes them so and how they gain. Use the collated evidence to write an essay on the theme of ignorance and naiveté. 

	Consider how Contrast and juxtaposition are used in the rest of the play as regards characters and ideas. What is the effect? Write an essay about this using leading characters and themes for your support. 













	The bird kingdom appears truly united at the beginning of Act V. What hints are we given that this may not be the case? How does the sitting arrangement emphasize this?

	Where do we meet Royal Owl for the first time? How does he strike you? What clues are given since Act I that he isn’t very keen on how his kingdom runs?

	FREEDOM is an overriding theme in literature. Go back throughout the play and list the ways in which various characters are denied freedom – physically or psychologically.

	What do you understand by ‘aside’? What else does it compare with in the novel? Why are asides crucial and what is their effect?



	How do the asides cast more doubt about the birds’ unity? What do they remind us of? What about the doubts of Money Bags and Socialite Owl? How does Osogo playing the flute and remembering his slain kin unite the plot?

	How does Royal Owl’s trust in Money Bags stress his ignorance and naiveté? What does Money Bags do without the King’s knowledge? What about the king celebrating Arum Tidi’s death in Act III?

	In what ways do various day birds attempt to free themselves? In what ways do the owls themselves lack freedom – including Money Bags and Royal Owl? What then does the concept of freedom mean?

	Identify two asides at the beginning of Act IV. What information do they reveal? How do they create and enhance;


	Dramatic Irony

	Foreshadowing

	Suspense?



	Go back to the mention of the break into the royal trees and the arrest of Tel Tel. What clues are we given earlier that foreshadow the unmasking of Money Bags in Act V? 

	Do you pity Royal Owl for his ruin? How far is he liable for his own fate? Collate evidence throughout the play then write an essay entitled Ignorance, pride and arrogance definitely bring one’s downfall. 

	Arguably, all birds –owls included – earn freedom at the very last. How far do you agree? Subject this to debate, then write an essay on the concept of freedom according to Adipo Sidang’ in Parliament of Owls. 

	Closely examine other asides – and soliloquys – in the rest of the play and say how far they contribute to the three styles in question 8 above. Write an essay on this showing the effect created throughout the play. 
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