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Culture Tension in Wole Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman
Wole Soyinka expresses the tension between the western and African cultures through the life of Olunde who has gone through western education but still remains loyal to his tradition. Soyinka combines the African Yoruba and western culture to express the tension between the two. The story focuses on the life of a protagonist, Elesin Oba, who is the king’s horseman and his traditional duty that comes with that position following the sudden death of the king. Through the characters like Olunde, Elesin, Jane, and Mr. Pilkings, the author expresses how Yoruba’s culture is strong in that it survives and thrives over the other cultures through religion and ancient practices. As argued in this essay, Soyinka’s play depicts the tension between the Yoruba and Western cultures through rituals, values, and devotion to the African culture.
First, the tension between the western and Yoruba cultures through ritual practice. The African tribes like Yoruba stayed true and faithful to their culture even with the presence of the westerners in the region. Soyinka wrote the text during colonization and it is clear from Elesin’s statement for failing to fulfill his duty as the king’s chief. Elesin excuses himself that his “weakness came not merely from the abomination of the white man who came violently into” his fading presence (Soyinka 53). It is Yoruba’s culture to undertake the sacrificial ritual once the king is dead, which informs why Elesin refused to show up to fulfill his duty. He provides excuses, which involves accusing the westerners of intervening in his duty. Even though he tried to hide the true intentions that he would not want to accompany the king to the afterlife.
This commitment to the Yoruba’s culture is also expressed in Olunde’s conversation with his wife. Olunde responds to Elesin’s cowardice and inaction to complete his cultural duty. Olunde says that Elesin’s “powers deserted him” and there is nothing he could do to save himself (Soyinka 55). From Olunde’s response, it would be clear to understand why people would disguise Elesin and may call him a coward. It is because he has failed to fulfill cultural duty and destiny. However, the truth is certainly clear that Elesin may have feared death and that is why he would have to excuse himself to ensure that he does not end his life. Soyinka’s story depicts the history and ancient cultural practices that have lasted for generations. Even from Elesin’s actions, it is clear that he was aware of what he was expected to do once the king died.
Secondly, Soyinka’s story also depicts the tension between African and Western cultures through the values. As Soyinka depicts through the play, everything in the Yoruba nation survives because of the practices and values that they have held for centuries. Those who strongly believe in Yoruba’s cultural values have such a strong belief that they would allow the death of innocent people to fulfill these values. The Yoruba’s culture is so valuable to the locals that they are ready to defend it at all costs. This is depicted in the confrontation between Olunde, Elesin’s son with the local District Officer’s wife, Jane. Olunde says he has “now spent four years among” the westerners and discovered that they “have no respect for what” they don’t understand (Soyinka 50). This statement makes Jane angry, but because she is in the middle of the locals, she decides to hold her anger inside and reserve herself through the ceremony. Olunde is concerned with Yoruba’s values and he cannot take it when people like Jane disrespect them.
This culture clash is also depicted through Jane’s religious conflict with the Yoruba’s ancient cultural values and practices. Jane says “I think you’ve shocked his big pagan heart bless him” (Soyinka 24). The western culture and Yoruba’s culture also demonstrates a lack of understanding between the two cultures. Soyinka depicts how a lack of cultural awareness and understanding brings out the misunderstanding, which leads to undermining of each other’s cultures. From Olunde’s confrontation with Jane, it is clear that they cannot understand each other because they have different cultural views. This misunderstanding and undermining of the culture are further depicted when Pilkings and his wife Jane decided to put on the local death attire for the ceremony. Jane's statement in response to Amusa’s concern that the attire they have put on reflects death to the African values. According to Amusa’s understanding of the Yoruba’s culture, the attire represents a bad omen. Both Pilkings do not understand the African culture as Mr. Pilkings refers to the African practices as “mambo jumbo” (Soyinka 24). The situation between Jane’s encounter with Amusa could be understood as a mere clash of cultures, but Soyinka depicts something deeper. Soyinka depicts a cultural conflict that emanates from misunderstanding and lack of respect relating to each other’s culture.
Also, Soyinka has further depicted the cultural tension and clash through the devotion of the Africans to extending their cultural values and norms. Olunde, Elesin’s son who has gone through western education came back home, after spending four years in Canada, to extend the rights and cultural values of his community. This view is depicted in his opinion of Elesin’s failure to fulfill his duty as the king’s chief horseman. Olunde makes it clear that despite he has no intention to let go of his culture. As he says “and I will never give it up,” Olunde is clear and certain of his duty and role to his culture (Soyinka 44). From Olunde’s view on his culture and encounter with the westerners, Soyinka depicts how Yoruba’s culture has taken root and tied closely to the lives of the locals, including those who have had the experiences and contact with the western.
Contrary to the myth that Africans who went to the west to study became westernized, Soyinka sets the clarity through Olunde who has received western education and stayed there for four years, but still become committed and devoted to the cultural course more than anybody else. Olunde is disappointed with his father for failing to do what his culture expected of him. Contrary to this myth, Olunde proves to be more devoted than even his father. When he heard that his father had failed to fulfill his duty, Olunde set to continue and fulfill the ritual even if his father refused. He says that his father “could do nothing to save himself” from the shame and disguise from the community because he failed to accompany the king to the afterlife as the culture demanded (Soyinka 55). People could interpret this differently including that Elesin was afraid of death or he may have been influenced by the western culture, as depicted in his excuse to turn up and take his duty.
Olunde’s commitment and devotion to the African values further depict the honor and pride that proponents of these practices find. Olunde feels that his father’s death is not a sacrifice, but rather a heroic act for the family. Olunde’s conversation with Jane after he arrived back from Europe highlights the western and Yoruba culture clash and tension. For Jane, the sacrificial ritual that Elesin was expected to participate in did not make sense and was nothing but taking away the life of an innocent man. Jane says to Olunde that “life should never be thrown deliberately away” (Soyinka 42). For Olunde, on the other hand, the sacrificial ritual is an act of honor from the individual being sacrificed. He compares the sacrificial ritual with the story of a captain who sacrificed himself for the rest of the crew. He asserts that he does not “find it morbid at all” while referring to the sacrificial ritual (Soyinka 42). Olunde’s relative story aims to point out the significance of sacrificial ritual from the African perspective.
In conclusion, Wole Soyinka’s play Death and the King’s Horseman depicts the cultural clash or tension between the Western and Yoruba cultures. The author, through the characters like Olunde, Elesin, Amusa, Jane, and Mr. Pilkings, successfully how a lack of cultural awareness leads to misunderstanding and disrespect to the other cultures. Also, the author tells and depicts the importance of tradition and culture in the African, Yoruba culture. The play which focuses on the protagonist’s life, Elesin Oba, who is the king’s horseman and his cultural responsibility to follow the king in the afterlife, shows how cultural tension emerges out of his expected duty as the king’s horseman. Through the son, Olunde, who has acquired western education, the author depicts how African cultural values and norms have taken deep root into the different generations in the Yoruba community. Despite interacting with the western culture, Olunde remains steadily firm in his culture as he seeks to complete the ritual that his father refused to do.
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