A
k]
B
0t
00

1ISImM

Critic

iterary

L

>
5
o
g
£
L
“doucad
-
Q
O




Volume 307

Contemporary
Literary Criticism

Criticism of the Works

of Today’s Novelists, Poets, Playwrights,
Short Story Writers, Scriptwriters, and
Other Creative Writers

Jeffrey W. Hunter

PR()IPPT FJ_)I_']i

BN

-

OR

o T E

~ .+ GALE
& ®» CENGAGE Learning

Detroit » New York = San Francisco « New Haven, Conn « Waterville, Maine « London




~ » GALE
s w CENGAGE Learning’

Contemporary Literary Criticism, Vol. 307

Project Editor: Jeffrey W. Hunter

Editorial. Dana Ramel Barnes, Sara
Constantakis, Kathy D Darrow,
Matthew Derda, Kristen Dorsch, Dana
Ferguson, Michelle Kazensky, Reed
Kalso, Jelena O. Krstovi¢, Michelle Lee,
Camille Reynolds, Marie Toft, Lawrence
J. Trudeau

Content Conversion: Katrina Coach, Gwen
Tucker

Indexing Services: Laurie Andriot

Rights and Acquisitions: Margaret
Chamberlain-Gaston, Tracie Richardson

Composition and Electronic Capture: Gary
Oudersluys

Manufacturing. Cynde Lentz
Associate Product Manager. Marc Cormier

Printed in the United States of America
1234567151413 1211

© 2011 Gale, Cengage Learning

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED No part of this work covered by the copyright herein
may be reproduced, transmitted, stored, or used in any form or by any
means graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including but not hmited to
photocopying, recording, scanning, digitizing, taping, Web distribution,
information networks, or information storage and retrieval systems, except
as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright
Act, without the prior written permission of the publisher

This publication Is a creative work fully protected by all applicable copyright
laws, as well as by misappropriation, trade secret, unfair competition, and
other applicable laws. The authors and editors of this work have added
value to the underlying factual material herein through one or more of the
following: unique and original selection, coordination, expression,
arrangement, and classification of the information.

For product information and technology assistance, contact us at
Gale Customer Support, 1-800-877-4253.

For permission to use matenal from this text or product,
submit all requests online at www.cengage.com/permissions.
Further permissions questions can be emailed to
permissionrequest@cengage.com

While every effort has been made to ensure the reliability of the
information presented in this publication, Gale, a part of Cengage Learning,
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data contained herein. Gale accepts
no payment for listing, and inclusion in the publication of any orgamzation,
agency, institution, publication, service, or individual does not imply
endorsement of the editors or publisher. Errors brought to the attention of
the publisher and venified to the satisfaction of the publisher wili be
corrected in future edrtions.

Gale

27500 Drake Rd.

Farmington Hills, MI, 48331-3535

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOG CARD NUMBER 76-46132

ISBN-13: 978-1-4144-7078-8
ISBN-10: 1-4144-7078-9

ISSN 0091-3421-7077-1



Preface

Reference Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary

and general information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes
published from 1973 throngh 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the
first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and
explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and
variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Named “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of
the information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

®  The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

8 The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

® The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
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works have been translated into English, the English-language verston of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

@ Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

®m  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in other Literature Criticism
series.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, films, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that alphabeti-
cally lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon
request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon
receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the onginal print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1
(April 2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95.
Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, Tth ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2009); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (April
2005): 130-45. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95.
Print.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Ed. Mickey Pearlman.
Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol.
246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 276-82. Print.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8983
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Femi Osofisan
1946-

(Full name Babafemi Adeyemi Osofisan; also wrote
under the pseudonym Okinba Launko) Nigerian
playwright, essayist, and novelist.

The following entry presents criticism on Osofisan’s
career through 2009.

INTRODUCTION

One of Nigeria’s most renowned playwrights, Osofisan
is lauded for his persistent concern with political,
religious, and cultural liberty within a formerly
colonial society torn by strife and corruption. His
works generally fall into three categories: realistic
protest plays, satiric adaptations of European works,
and distinctively African drama. Because they are writ-
ten in English, Osofisan’s plays bring a sense of the
indigenous African performance aesthetic to a wider
audience. Although Nigerian critics have viewed him
as a radical intent upon destroying the past, his activ-
ism builds upon tradition while seeking to encourage
pervasive change.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Osofisan was born in Erunwon, Nigeria. After attend-
ing primary and secondary schools in Ilesha, Ile-Ife,
and Erunwon, he furthered his education at Govern-
ment College, Ibadan. Osofisan subsequently enrolled
at the University of Senegal, Dakar, in 1968 and then
the University of Ibadan, where he received a bach-
elor’s degree in French in 1969 and a doctorate in
1974. While a student at Ibadan, he worked extensively
with the Orisun Theatre, a professional company
established by drama pioneer Wole Soyinka. Os-
ofisan’s first play, A Restless Run of Locusts, was writ-
ten and performed in 1969. In 1973 he became a
member of the theater arts faculty at the University of
Ibadan; in 1985 the university promoted him to the
position of full-time professor of drama. His many
academic and writing honors include visiting fellow-
ships at Cambridge in 1986 and Cornell in 1992. He
was a participant in the Iowa International Writer’s
Program in 1986, an artist in residence at Napoule,
France, in 1990, and a guest writer at the Japan
Foundation in 1991. In addition, he has served as

president of the Association of Nigerian Authors and
vice president of the Pan-African Writer’s Association.
As a journalist, Osofisan was a columnist and editor at
the Daily Times of Nigeria. He won prizes from the
Association of Nigerian Authors in 1983, 1987, and
1993. In 2004 he garnered the Nigerian National Order
of Merit in the Humanities.

MAJOR WORKS

Osofisan’s works expose audiences to various social
and political problems facing Nigeria by combining
avant-garde theater and traditional African performance
techniques. Once upon Four Robbers (1978) borrows
themes from Ghanaian folklore to question the moral-
ity of public executions. The play concerns a band of
thieves that is granted a supernatural ability to rob
people successfully under three conditions: the bandits
must refrain from murder, steal only from the rich,
and commit their crimes in public places. Bickering
among the group enables government soldiers to
capture them and start their public executions, but at
the last moment, the old man who has narrated the
entire drama freezes the action and calls for the audi-
ence to decide the fate of the criminals. If the audi-
ence chooses death, the executions are portrayed in an
extremely graphic manner; if the audience chooses
freedom, the actors proceed to rob the audience.

Osofisan conflates historical events and Yoruba legend
in Morountodun (1979). The play is based on the true
story of a female government spy, Titubi, who
infiltrates a Nigerian farmers’ rebellion. At the same
time, Titubi’s story is infused with the traditional
legend of a Yoruba princess named Moremi who sur-
reptitiously enters enemy ranks to save her city from
destruction. Unlike Moremi, Titubi recants her role as
spy when she sees the poverty and misery of the
people, and she uses her position to aid the rebels.
Yungba-Yungba and the Dance Contest (1990) exam-
ines the pressures against democracy in contemporary
Nigeria. As the young daughters of three families
compete for an annual dance title, they learn that a lo-
cal priestess plans on retaining the “power” bestowed
by the dance rather than passing it on to the next
generation of dancers. When the young dancers
protest, the priestess argues that only by keeping the
power has she prevented the internecine warfare that
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characterized the families’ relations in the past. The
play draws attention to the military regimes of the
1980s and their reluctance to hand over power to civil-
ian governments.

One Legend, Many Seasons (1996) promotes themes
of benevolence and generosity while exposing the
avarice of the bourgeois class in a narrative based on
Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. The Women of
Owu (2004) transplants the plot of Euripides’s Women
of Troy in the nineteenth-century Yoruba Kingdom of
Owu in Nigeria. In addition to his theater work, Os-
ofisan is known for his politically and socially
trenchant nonfiction. The essays collected in The
Nostalgic Drum (2001), for example, survey such
subjects as the function of popular genres, the literary
tradition of West Africa, and the place of aesthetics in
social revolution.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Although Osofisan lacks widespread recognition
outside of his home country, reviewers have praised
his plays throughout his career. In particular, they
have highlighted his skillful inclusion of the audience
in his scripts. According to critic Abdullahi S.
Abubakar, “[T]he audience is made to participate in
realizing the [play’s] set objective, a step that changes
[the audience’s] disposition from dormancy to action.”
Furthermore, commentators have lauded the creative
reevaluation of Nigerian history in Morountodun as
well as the avant-garde aesthetic of One Legend, Many
Seasons. They have also extolled the project of social
transformation that undergirds such plays as Once
upon Four Robbers. In addition, they have examined
Osofisan’s utilization of myth. In a study of Yungba-
Yungba and the Dance Contest, for instance, scholar
Sola Adeyemi contended that Osofisan “delves into
the realm of myths . . . to commit himself to an
ideological stance about his society in a manner that is
both revolutionary and subversive.” While his work
often handles complex themes, most reviewers have
concurred with Sunday Enessi Ododo’s assertion that
Osofisan creates an “accessible theatre with aesthetic
sophistication that thrives on realism and presentational
skills, and re-creative deployment of indigenous
production elements.” Ododo concludes: “These
artistic strategies account for the intense popularity his
theatre enjoys in Nigeria today.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

A Restless Run of Locusts (play) 1969
Kolera Kolej: A Novel (novel) 1975
The Chattering and the Song (play) 1976

Who's Afraid of Solarin? (play) 1977

Farewell to a Cannibal Rage (play) 1978

Once upon Four Robbers (play) 1978

Morountodun (play) 1979

Birthdays Are Not for Dying (play) 1980

The Oriki of a Grasshopper (play) 1981

No More the Wasted Breed (play) 1982

Esu and the Vagabond Minstrels (play) 1984

Another Raft (play) 1987

Aringindin and the Nightwatchmen (play) 1988

Twingle-Twangle: A Twynning Tale (play) 1988

The Inspector and the Hero (play) 1990

Yungba-Yungba and the Dance Contest (play) 1990

The Album of the Midnight Blackout (play) 1994

Tegonni [adaptor; from the play Antigone by Sophocles]
(play) 1994

One Legend, Many Seasons [adaptor; from the novella
A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens] (play) 1996

The Nostalgic Drum: Essays on Literature, Drama, and
Culture (essays) 2001

Insidious Treasons: Drama in a Postcolonial State
(essays) 2001

Literature and the Pressures of Freedom: Essays,
Speeches, and Songs (essays) 2001

The Women of Owu (play) 2004

CRITICISM

Tejumola Olaniyan (essay date 1999)

SOURCE: Olaniyan, Tejumola. “Femi Osofisan: Provi-
sional Notes on the Postcolonial Incredible.” In
(Post)Colonial Stages: Critical and Creative Views on
Drama, Theatre, and Performance, edited by Helen
Gilbert, pp. 174-89. West Yorkshire, England: Dangaroo
Press, 1999.

[In the following essay, Olaniyan observes the potential
normalization of social crisis and the possibility of
social transformation in Once upon Four Robbers.]

Everyday my people dey inside bus—Suffering and
Smiling

49 sitting 99 standing—

Dem pack themselves in like sardine—

Dem dey faint, dem dey wake like cock—

Dem go reach house water no dey—

Dem go reach bed power no dey—

Dem go reach road go-slow go come—

Dem do reach road police go slap—

Dem go reach road army go whip—

Dem go look pocket money no dey—

Everyday na the sametin—

Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, Suffering and Smiling"
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One very suggestive paradox structures the dramatic
oeuvre of Femi Osofisan: a gargantuan will to articulate
what the oeuvre itself represents as incredible and un-
articulable: the postcolonial Nigerian, nay African,
condition. The ‘incredible’ inscribes that which cannot
be believed—what is too improbable, astonishing, and
extraordinary to admit of belief. The incredible is not
simply the breach but the outlandish infraction of
‘normality’ and its limits. If ‘belief’, as faith,
confidence, trust, and conviction, underwrites the
certainty and tangibility of institutions and practices of
social exchange, the incredible dissolves all such props
of stability, normality, and intelligibility (and therefore,
of authority), and so engenders social and symbolic
crisis.

Contrary to popular assumptions, however, a regime
of the incredible is not intrinsically negative or
undesirable, since no self-conscious dominated group
would shed tears for the passing of a despotic rule. In
this case, the incredible could be a prelude to the
(re)constitution of a more enabling social and symbolic
order. For a dominated group, the incredible becomes
a problem only when a presupposed interval, an
‘interregnum’ to borrow Gramsci’s term, threatens to
become the norm with a rapidly consolidating hierar-
chy of privileges dependent on the crisis for reproduc-
tion. This crisis-as-norm that is fast becoming the lot
of many postcolonial African societies is what 1 call
the ‘postcolonial incredible’, signally marked by ‘a
great variety of morbid symptoms’.* My epigraph from
Fela Anikulapo-Kuti unequivocally specifies the
content of the ‘incredible’ interregnum as modernity
miscarried.’

Osofisan’s creative response to the threat of the incred-
ible becoming the postcolonial African norm is to
pursue two apparently divergent projects. The first is
to meticulously sustain, even aggravate, the perception
of the crisis precisely as crisis; that is, to consistently
widen the distance between the regime of the incred-
ible and the opposing and often oppositional envi-
sioned norm in the popular imaginary. The modes of
such a task include venomous satire, rib-cracking hu-
mour, and extravagant poignancy. The second project
is transcendentalist in aspiration: a profound explora-
tion of the wherewithal to surmount the incredible and
its rule. Here, there is hope and optimism, but as
catalysts, not presences. More often than not, the ap-
parently divergent projects are embodied in the same
play as a veritable tension. For instance, while many
of Osofisan’s more popular plays, such as A Restless
Run of Locusts (1970), The Oriki of a Grasshopper
(1981), No More the Wasted Breed (1982), Farewell
to A Cannibal Rage (1978), Morountodun (1979),
and Esu and the Vagabond Minstrels (1984),% revel in
the presentation of a garish and untameable portrait of

the postcolonial incredible, with all its attendant social
and psychological devastation, they are at the same
time unwilling to accept the notion of the incredible
present which is not a transition.®

Sustenance and transcendence certainly do appear
discrepant but are actually complementary in Os-
ofisan’s dramatic universe. The former stokes the fire
of hurt so that the pain cannot be domesticated, while
the latter explores remedies beyond the anodyne of
domestication, in the hope that the harmed will thereby
discern better possibilities. In a context where the
incredible is increasingly being transformed into the
norm, to sustain the sense of the incredible as incred-
ible—to prevent us from ‘getting used to it’—is to
suggest that it ought not to be; that it could be histori-
cized, confronted, conquered. Sustenance thus becomes
one of the very weapons of the goal of transcendence.®

One of Osofisan’s earliest articulations of his agenda
appears in the essay, ‘Anubis Resurgent: Chaos and
Political Vision in Recent Literature’, published in
1976.” Here, Osofisan surveys African literature of the
late sixties and the seventies and discovers a frightful
trend: the free reign of chaos, of ‘Anubis’.® Rampant
in the literature, he argues, is a ‘rabid explosion of
horror’ and of aimless violence and anarchy, a ‘prevail-
ing image of Apocalypse’ which the writers ‘lucidly’
present but which, alas, they could not deeply compre-
hend.” Their other major duty, ‘enlightenment’, or an
exploration of means of transcending the disorder,
thus suffers dangerous neglect. In other words, the
writers show too much of the garish absurd and too
little exploration of prospects for its alleviation. Much
of this literature, Osofisan contends, either halts ‘just
at the doors of meaning’, or ‘diverts perception into
the thrill of heroic picaresque’. The writers’ ‘poetic
explorations into the dialectic of power and politics’
are outstandingly lucid, but ‘lucidity is inadequate,
may even be fraudulent if its consequence is mere
“intoxication”, and if finally, it only results in
perpetuating a philosophy of defeat’.”® Perhaps we
could argue that the writers capture the pervasive trend
of their age; but this is only apparent, Osofisan chides,
insisting that ‘we must demand that our writers take a
daring look behind the curtain of facility with which
history clothes itself, that mask of superficiality or
disarming fatality which consoles the ordinary citizen
or the jejune poet’." ‘Reality in good art’, he says,
‘has always been double-faced, one a reflection and
the other the ammunition for exploding that reality’."
Clearly, Osofisan intends his artistic practice to be an
‘alternative tradition’® to the trend he describes.

The imprint here is of a fundamental optimism of the
will, which makes it quite predictable that Osofisan
rarely resorts to the tragic form in his dramaturgy.*
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History is created by human beings and is alterable by
them. To lose sight of this is to surrender passion and
reason and unwittingly walk into the capacious jaws
of the tragic snare. There can be mistakes, a momen-
tary reign of the incredible, grief and anguish, but not
irretrievable tragedy and ultimate collapse. Not to see
beyond the postcolonial incredible is to live the tragic,
and to live the tragic is to live a death. ‘“We must
know’, he argues with compelling lyricism, ‘that if
ever a cause is allowed to refine itself towards a tragic
denouement, the cause will wilt. For a knowledge of
the patterns of history as being immutably cyclic [i.e.
tragic] will not quench the pangs of hunger or attenu-
ate the lash of tyranny. Anubis must die, again and
again’.”

I will attend to Osofisan’s complex, bi-forked project
by closely reading one of his most popular plays, Once
Upon Four Robbers (1978), which not only shows the
pervasive violence of the postcolonial incredible, but
also uses technically sophisticated theatrical devices to
implicate the audience in that regime and incite them
to do something about it.

THE SCAFFOLD IN THE AGE OF THE CARCERAL:
AN IncrepBLE PostcoLoniaL Mix

Two years after Osofisan published the polemical
‘Anubis Resurgent’, his Once Upon Four Robbers, on
a similar theme of contemporary violence and chaos,
premiered. The play inevitably becomes part of the
dramatist’s interventions in the discursive fictionaliza-
tion of the dialectic of power and politics in an inter-
regnum of the incredible, and shall be so examined.
The four armed robbers of the play’s title come across
an aged medicine man, Aafa (also the story-teller or
narrator), who gives them a magic formula—a quarter
part each—to be used collectively so that no one can
cheat by using it without the others. The magic is use-
able successively only three times and this is on the
conditions that the robbers desist from robbing the
poor, that they rob only public places, and never again
kill their victims. The robbers reluctantly accept the
magic but are pleasantly surprised by its wonders:
incantations plus singing which makes all who hear it
momentarily lose consciousness and dance, while the
robbers conveniently empty the revellers’ pockets and
stores. The robbers have used the formula just twice
when one of them, Major, grabs all the loot and makes
to bolt. He is roundly opposed by the others, and only
the bullets of pursuing soldiers puncture the simmer-
ing tension. In this encounter with the agents of the
law, Major is caught and duly sentenced to death:
public execution by a firing squad. On the appointed
day and venue, the ‘picnic’* crowd converges as usual.
Major is tied to the stake and the soldiers take posi-
tion. They are about to shoot when the other robbers

appear and commence the magic formula, their third
and final chance. The soldiers are caught in the magic
trance and the play freezes. A veritable stalemate. With
encouragement from the narrator, the theatre audience
decides the end of the play by voting for a side—the
robbers or the soldiers. Like the literary works Os-
ofisan chastises in ‘Anubis Resurgent’, his own play
too lucidly dramatizes the anarchy and violence of the
postcolonial incredible; whether the play is apart from
the trend, as Osofisan would hope, by not ‘diverting
perception into the thrill of heroic picaresque’,”
requires a critical analysis.

From the early seventies, the phenomenon of public
execution of armed robbers has been a regular feature
of the Nigerian penal system. The punishment,
manufactured and reserved exclusively for a category
of crimes against property, came at a time of significant
growth in the national wealth, generated by the post-
civil war oil boom. Differential access to this wealth
swiftly sharpened antagonistic class distinctions. A
large-scale accumulation of private property went hand
in hand with an equally large-scale pauperization of
the masses, and the phenomenon of armed robbery
grew exponentially. Osofisan, in ‘Programme Notes To
The First Production’ of Once Upon Four Robbers,
implies that such a rise in violent robbery was almost
inevitable:

Take a look at our salary structures, at the mimmum
wage level, count the sparse number of lucky ones who
earn 1t . . . and then take a look at the squalid spend-
g habits of our egregious ‘contractors’, land specula-
tors, middle men of all sorts, importers, exporters, etc.
Or take a look at our sprawling slums and ghettoes, our
congested hospitals and crowded schools, our mpos-
sible markets . . . and then take another look at the
fast proliferation of motor-cars, insurance agencies,
supermarkets, chemist shops, boutiques, discotheques,
etc. The callous contradictions of our oil-doomed
fantasies of rapid modernization.”

This is the context of the first promulgation of the
anti-armed robbery decree, which has survived—after
one repeal and reinstatement (1979-83)—till today.
The decree authorizes a specially constituted tribunal
to impose the death sentence in the case of robbery
‘where the offender is armed with any firearms or any
offensive weapon or is in company with any person so
armed’ or where he/she wounds any person im-
mediately before or after the robbery.” On conviction,
the criminal faces a firing squad at a fairground on a
well-publicized date—a veritable sportive occasion.

Once upon Four Robbers presents us with a regime
of unyielding violent crime and punishment. To grasp
the specificity of the political economy of that
(dis)order, I have borrowed from Michel Foucault’s
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work on power and disciplinary mechanisms to
characterize the regime as the ‘spectacle of the
scaffold’,* an order of power marked by a fanatical
gaze upon the body of the condemned, its prolonged,
methodical torture, and the public, spectacular fashion
of the executions. In contradistinction to the ‘scaffold’
regime of the bygone era, Foucault posits that the cur-
rent trend in the West is toward the ‘carceral’, a
disciplinary order whose emphasis is the
‘normalization’ of society through an extensive and
intensive accumulation of information and knowledge
about the populace. The ‘body of the condemned’ is
no more the target of violent physical assault but of
systematic observation and surveillance. The ‘scaffold’
tortures the body but the ‘carceral’ harasses and
intimidates the soul into conformity. The crime is no
more against the ‘person’ of the king but ‘the apparatus
of production—*“commerce” and “industry”’.? If the
scaffold is emblematic of the age of ‘inquisitorial’
justice, the carceral signifies the age of ‘examinatory’
justice. In the latter, the agents of normality are no
longer just the obvious—the police, the army—but all
such institutions that relate, even if obliquely or
weakly, to the organization and management of people:
the school, church, social welfare, revenue division,
hospital, and so on. The gathering, processing, storing,
and circulation of information is so indispensable to
the carceral society that some theorists have already—
recklessly—proposed a ‘mode of information’ as the
master-key to its understanding.”

Although Foucault does not construct an evolutionary
graph from the scaffold to the carceral, it is obvious
that the latter has all but eclipsed the former in the
West today. Foucault warns against a condescending
attitude that sees the scaffold period as characterized
by unrelieved savagery, insisting instead on its specific
conceptualization in its specific time. In any case, this
attitude would be hypocritical, since the West has not
eradicated the spectacular show of power but rather
made it infinitely more subtle, economical, and
inescapable, irrigating the social body ‘down to its
smallest particles’.* Because the spectacle of the scaf-
fold exists in Nigeria alongside carceral methods, we
have, then, not only a mind-boggling (equals
incredible) example of the scaffold-in-the-age-of-the-
carceral, but also a situation where the carceral, ide-
ally ‘economical’ and less vulgar as it is, does not
significantly preclude the scaffold. A speculation for
this suggests itself: Foucault argues that the invention
of the new carceral ‘economy’ of power was one of
the very conditions of possibility of capital accumula-
tion and the rise of the bourgeoisie.” If we agree with
Foucault that there is a link between the level of socio-
political and economic development and the degree of
sophistication in managing the population, can we

then see the enigma of the-scaffold-in-carceral-times
as betraying Nigeria’s ‘postcolonial’ (substantively
speaking, ‘underdeveloped’) status and poor surveil-
lance methods? From this perspective, Osofisan’s play
not only thematizes a major content of the postcolo-
nial incredible but also, through that process, histori-
cizes the general postcolonial ‘condition’ itself.

As Foucault demonstrates, the scaffold is not an
expression of lawless rage, but a technique of power—
one of the ceremonies by which power is manifested.
It ‘functions not so much to establish as to bring into
play, as its extreme point, the dissymmetry between
the subject who has dared to violate the law and the
all-powerful sovereign who displays his strength’.® It
is a bad ‘economy’ of power: unwieldy, ineffective,
and likely to engender resistance. In the Nigerian
context, spectators at public executions often come
away with lost wallets, money, wristwatches, bicycles,
motorcycles or cars, or return to find their homes
looted. And the fictive world of Once Upon Four Rob-
bers opens with a public execution, yet the other rob-
bers are undeterred.

The representation of power relations within the play
is characterized by this controversial and powerful
detail: a radical refusal to exonerate any one group
from responsibility for the socially anaemic condition.
This partly explains Abiola Irele’s point that the play
is ‘notable for its shock value . . . [its] comprehensive
indictment of contemporary Nigerian society’.* If the
power relations of the regime of the incredible
represented in the play are inferred to be dehuman-
izing, the State, directly represented by the soldiers,
may be no more responsible for this than the cheating
and profiteering masses of the market people (the
institution of commerce), as the ‘Song of the Market’
indicates:

‘We make inflation

and hoard away

as much as we may relish
essential commodities

like sugar and salt

like milk and o1l

so we can leave the market
each day a-rolling in wealth!

(p. 34)

Osofisan is certainly a master of the disorienting art of
the nearly bizarre—what looks (ab)normal but not
quite. Ordinary and humble characters, not expressly
‘negative’ by the text’s overall design, joyously bask
in moral turpitude and wear self-derision like a second
skin. In other words, they embrace subjection as tightly
as if it were subjectivity, and sing, dance, and laugh
when they ought to hang their heads in shame and cry.
Another stanza from their song goes:
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The lure of profit

has conquered our souls

and changed us into cannibals
oh praise the selfless British
who with the joyous sound
of minted comns and gold
brought us civilization!

®. 34)

Osofisan’s infectious orchestration of the characters’
self-parody may be unrelenting but these characters
have no doubts at all about where to put their talents:
in the service of rabid self-interest and ostentatious
consumption. The lowly masses, usually the object of
the greatest sympathy by the radical intellectual, here
assert desires no different from those of their oppres-
sors. The moral aporia is unmistakable.

The robbers too may be victims, but they are no less
accomplices in the reigning order of violence, as
indicated in their song:

We are what we are

and no apologies!

We are what we are, gate crashers
‘Who, uninvited, bash into parties

®p. 7, 76)

Yes, they call us robbers

But we are about our trade . . .
Whoever desires death

Should try to block our way:

He’ll see his intestines gush out!
He’ll watch his kidneys in open air!

(pp. 16, 78)

Everyone is implicated in the ruling order of power, a
situation that should remind us of Foucault’s well-
known insistence on the apparent homelessness of
power—power as present in every interstice of society,
relatively ‘autonomous, anonymous, programmatic
and dispersed’.” For Foucault, power is to be seen as
a network, to be sought in its multiple nodes rather
than in the ‘primary existence of a central point’:*
‘power isn’t located in the State apparatus . . . noth-
ing in society will be changed if the mechanisms of
power that function outside, below and along the State
apparatuses, on a much more minute and everyday
level, are not also changed’.® If power is ubiquitous,
then the struggle to change it must be directed at every
one of its pores; the revolution must be everywhere.
No wonder at the end of the play, the soldiers, market
people and the robbers are all brought together in a
relationship that implicates them in, and shows their
complicity with, the operating relations of power.

But these groups are not implicated equally. To
exculpate their excesses, the profiteering market-
women point to soaring bills from the landlord, tax

inspector, headmaster, doctor, and a host of others.
And the robbers, too, accuse ‘the rich’, a catch-all
phrase for the local bourgeoisie and the organ of their
rule, the State, whose maladministration creates the
enabling conditions of crime. One of the robbers la-
ments:

I have sworn never to be a slave in my father’s land.
All T wanted was the right to work but everywhere they
only wanted slaves. . . . [T]lhe grown man . . .
crawl[s] the street from month to month on his belly,
begging for work, for a decent pay, for a roof, for a
shelter. . . . The world is a market, we come to
slaughter one another and sell the parts.

(pp- 67, 68)

The ‘buck’ ends with the rich—°‘they’ in the above
scene who only wanted slaves. In a small passage that
is rarely noticed in discussions of Foucault’s notion of
power, Foucault as much as admits such a hierarchy.
Although he is more well-known for implicating—as
the play does eloquently—both the high and the low
in the reigning regime of power, and for insisting that
‘the summit and the lower elements of this hierarchy
stand in a relationship of mutual support and
conditioning’,*® he also argues forcefully that the
hierarchy and its different levels with their unequal
power-effects be foregrounded: ‘Certainly everyone
doesn’t occupy the same position; certain positions
preponderate and permit an effect of supremacy to be
produced’.* Likewise, the play insists that within the
vertiginous chaos where no one is innocent, the ‘rich’
benefit most and thus have the most vested in maintain-
ing the status quo.

The postcolonial incredible is here vividly presented,
but Osofisan hopes to be different from those who, to
paraphrase him, simply stop at ‘lucidity’, through his
insistence that the suzerainty of the incredible order
can be challenged, even if the reign of violence and
chaos is overwhelming and all-encompassing. There
can always be ‘subversive recodifications of power
relations’, a process of ‘detaching the power of truth
from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and
cultural, within which it operates’.” Such symbolic
‘subversive recodifications’ are most boldly ac-
complished in the form of the play.

The robbers are not just the central focus of this play-—
they appear in all three parts—but their characteriza-
tion daringly subverts conventional images of the
armed robber in popular discourse, in the bilge spewed
out daily by the government media. In the play, vari-
ous crimes are critically contextualized, shocking the
audience into the recognition that armed robbery is
not an isolated mode of criminal behaviour. All those
crimes of the elite—stealing government files, altering
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accounts, swearing affidavits, granting sick leaves,
selling contraband, colluding with aliens (pp. 16-17)—
which often elicit merely smug indifference, are no
less forms of social violence, and are part of the
enabling conditions of more ‘extreme’ social vices
such as armed robbery. Robbery is never by choice
and no one is born a robber; it is but a characteristic
element of a society in which primitive accumulation
or hyenic self-interest is the ordering principle. ‘The
rich are powerful’, say the robbers, ‘They make the
laws’, ‘build the law courts’, ‘train the lawyers’, and
‘own the firing squads’ (pp. 14-15). What the robbers
have done is exactly similar: created a ‘coherent’
manipulable world where they can live, ‘work’, love,
and die without having to be someone’s ‘slaves’ (p.
68). Part One of the play is an understanding but
nonetheless unapologetic evocation of this world.
From both the corrupt world of ‘the rich’ and the
violent one of the robbers, the play ever so subtly sug-
gests, true humanity shrinks.

It is probably the play’s inclusion of a woman, Alhaja,
among the robbers that most disturbs the ruling
discourse on armed robbery. The armed robber in the
popular imagination is a heavily built, fierce-looking,
gun-toting, and knife-wielding male in his thirties or
forties, never a woman. Alhaja is not simply a woman
in a ‘man’s world’, but in one of the most execrable
and criminalized margins of that world, one farthest
removed from her supposed (as a woman) gentle,
nurturing, and non-violent essences. But Alhaja
performs her tasks unimpeachably, and the other rob-
bers never regard her as anything but an equal. She is
one in a long line of Osofisan’s women who are
represented as subjects and active agents of social
transformation.® Indeed, Tess Onwueme, herself a
notable playwright, is right to celebrate Osofisan’s
achievement in de-conventionalizing the representa-
tion of female characters and male-female relations,
an achievement without parallel among African male
dramatists. Alhaja is certainly ‘independent, forceful,
enlightened and socially conscious’; and her ‘humane
nature builds credibility for the robbers’ antisocial be-
haviour and desperate acts’.*

Unlike Onwueme, I see some ambiguities and equivo-
cations in Osofisan’s representation of women in his
drama. For instance, he constantly throws into focus
relations between men and women, but only in their
connection to the larger class struggle, rarely in terms
of the tension-soaked issues of unequal sexual arrange-
ments and gendered roles and attitudes. A class-based
radicalism thus coexists with an unexamined patriar-
chal outlook. Specifically in Once Upon Four Rob-
bers, ‘Market Women’ appears in the cast list as a
category of characters separate from ‘Traders,
Customers’. Soon enough into the play, we find the

reason for this: the market women symbolically
represent the institution of commerce and its retain-
ers—and in larger terms, the social entity as a whole
ruled by greed and untethered private accumulation.
The song which the market women sing and which
they call their song is, revealingly, not titled ‘Song of
the Market Women’ but ‘Song of the Market’ (pp. 33-
34). The problem here is the mapping of the institu-
tion of commerce onto women. Those who share Os-
ofisan’s ethnic background—also the one implied in
the play—would know that buying and selling, and
the market as an institution, are gendered in Yoruba
popular discourse.* The play uncritically appropriates
this rationalization of roles. Within such symbolic
logic, the venality of the market is only a stone’s-
throw to the venality of the gender that bears its im-
age.

The play’s truly seditious portrayal of the robbers
remains the central focus of its deconstructive ener-
gies, rather than the representation of women as
women within a social set-up. In what is obviously an
abomination, the robbers are deftly placed on a
comparative scale with the market people—‘law-
abiding’ common people ‘honestly doing their own
business and struggling to survive’, as the cliche goes.
The real difference, we learn quickly enough, is one of
means; the end, ‘great profits’, is the same. A stanza in
the ‘Song of the Market’ goes thus:

The lust of profits

keeps us in the world

this Irfe that is a market:
refuse to join and perish,
rebel and quench!

For those who spit at gold,
otosi asinniwaye!*

(*penurious scavengers; p. 34)

The dream of these lowly people is, perhaps predict-
ably enough, to see their offspring become part of the
powerful rich few: ‘Among the few / that’s seen each
day / whipping the world with lashes / and strutting
round like lords, / let’s count our sons!’ (p. 34).
Because of their investment in the dominant aspira-
tions, it rarely occurs to them that their quest means
little more than a reproduction of the existing arrange-
ment, an arrangement they are wont to complain
against at other times. Osofisan is without doubt a
keen-eyed observer of the contradictions of ideologi-
cal interpellation.

Even the soldiers, the agents of the law and the protec-
tors of the people, fare no better. In their own worlds
they are oppressed too—overworked and underpaid—
but they are also as corrupt as their employers. In one
revealing scene, they appropriate (without a qualm)
the loot left behind by the fleeing robbers. The
Sergeant addresses his men:



