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Abstract 
  
This paper explores how Wole Soyinka uses satire in Alápàtà Àpátà to expose and 
critique the deep-rooted socio-political and institutional decay in Nigeria. The 
play reflects the nation’s unending challenges of corruption, moral degeneration, 
and systemic failure, and uses satire as a vehicle for social critique. The study 
adopts textual analysis as its method, engaging the play through the lens of satire 
to uncover the underlying social commentary embedded in its language, 
characterisation, and themes. Findings reveal that Soyinka, through his satirical 
characters and exaggerated situations, exposes the complicity of both leaders and 
ordinary citizens in sustaining corruption, injustice, and moral decline. The 
analysis shows how various sectors such as the political, religious, judicial, and 
social sectors have been compromised by greed and self-interest, undermining 
collective responsibility and ethical leadership. Additionally, the play critiques the 
public’s indifference and passive acceptance of societal decay, suggesting that 
silence and inaction contribute to the continuation of these problems. The paper 
concludes that Soyinka’s use of satire is not merely humorous but serves as a 
purposeful instrument for social awareness and reform. By turning humour into 
thoughtful reflection, Alápàtà Àpátà becomes a strong and clear call for societal 
awakening and meaningful change. 
 
Keywords: Satire, Corruption, Moral Decay, Institutional Failure, Social 
Critique. 
 
Introduction 
 
It is widely acknowledged that socio-economic and political ills are deeply 
entrenched in Nigeria, and these have continued to hamper growth and 
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development. As literature often reflects and interrogates the state of society, 
Nigerian writers have consistently used their works to expose and critique 
societal ills. According to Eagleton, literature does not merely reflect society but 
actively engages with it, shaping public consciousness through artistic 
expression.1 Consequently, writers such as Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Niyi 
Osundare, and Buchi Emecheta focus their literary outputs on the multifaceted 
problems plaguing the Nigerian state.  Satire, as a literary genre aimed at 
exposing and ridiculing societal vices, has been instrumental in this 
engagement. Nigerian writers have employed satire as a powerful tool to 
confront issues such as bad governance, corruption, poverty, and political 
manipulation.  
 
The text Alápatà Apátà (2011) is one of Soyinka’s most recent plays. The text 
reconfirms the prominent playwright as a satirist who critiques Nigeria’s socio-
political landscape by dramatising themes of greed, power play, corruption, and 
exploitation of national resources. 
 
The play centres on Alaba, a skilled and successful “first class” butcher who 
suddenly at the peak of his job decides to retire. He then adopts the habit of 
sitting on a rock located in front of his house doing absolutely nothing. Alaba 
and his mentor Teacher decide to construct a signboard informing the public 
about his retirement.  However, beneath the rock which Alaba made his abode 
are precious rich mineral resources and deposits that become a source of 
interest to characters in the play. 
 
Daanielebo and the General are at each other’s throat as they seek to outsmart 
each other and corner the natural resources and commonwealth (in this case, 
the mineral resources beneath Alaba’s rock) for their personal enrichment and 
greed. Soon, both Alaba and the rock become a place of more than passing 
interest to everyone, from the lowly to the high people of power in the society, 
and the play ends with practically everybody submitting to Alaba as the Chief of 
the rock.2 
 
Objectives 
 
This paper aims to examine how Soyinka employs satire to address Nigeria’s 
socio-political issues in Alapata Apata; analyse the effects of socio-political ills 
on individuals and national development as portrayed in the play; investigate 
the solutions Soyinka proposes—implicitly or explicitly—to the socio-political 
challenges facing Nigeria. 
 
Methodology      
 
This paper adopts a text-based analytical method, focusing on a close reading of 
how the playwright uses satire as a literary tool to critique socio-political issues 
in contemporary Nigerian society. The methodology is guided by the 

                                                 
1 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2008). 
2 Wole Soyinka, Alapata Apata: A Play (Ibadan: Bookcraft, 2011). 
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understanding that literary texts are not merely artistic creations but also 
cultural documents that reflect, interrogate, and reshape societal realities.  
The Concept of Satire 
Satire, with its roots in ancient Roman literature, particularly in the works of 
Horace and Juvenal, is a literary form that uses irony, exaggeration, and humour 
to expose and criticise human folly and societal flaws.3 Traditionally, its 
purpose extends beyond entertainment, aiming to provoke awareness, 
reflection, and ultimately reform. 
 
In African literature, satire has become a powerful medium for social 
commentary used to speak against social problems. G.G. Darah describes the 
satirist as “a defender of communal norms and virtues,” highlighting the moral 
responsibility of the writer in confronting injustice.4 Satire, in this sense, 
becomes a form of moral engagement, seeking to hold society accountable to its 
own values. Ogunba, in discussing the role of the writer in postcolonial Nigeria, 
argues that the artist must act as the “conscience of the nation,” He notes: 
 

When the writer in his own society can no longer function as 
conscience, he must recognize that his choice lies between 
denying himself totally or withdrawing to the position of a 
Chronicler and Post-modern Surgeon. The artist has always 
functioned in the society as the record of the mores and 
experiences of his society and as the voice of vision in his 
own time.5 
 

Satire as a genre, therefore, serves not merely to entertain, but to critique. 
Although it often employs humour, its primary aim is to address serious issues 
through ridicule and exaggeration. In societies like Nigeria where moral 
standards and governance are frequently undermined, satire becomes a 
necessary and effective tool for calling attention to ethical lapses and political 
misdeeds. 
 
Alápatà Apátà: A Satirical Reading 
 
Alápatà Apátà is a satirical play that portrays the socio-political climate of 
Nigeria. As a satire, the play exposes the follies and foibles of an imagined 
society where people’s states of mind and conceptions of life are flawed by their 
propensity for ravenousness, greed and selfishness. Through the use of satiric 
characters and situations, the playwright is able to depict the rotten, corrupt, 
and degraded state of things in the Nigerian society. 
 
The text clearly suggests that greed is a fundamental cause of the socio-political 
ills in Nigeria. Virtually every character in the play is willing to go to any length 
to gain access to the “apata” (i.e. the rock that contains rich mineral resources) 

                                                 
3 M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Galt Harpham, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 10th ed. (Boston: 
Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2012). 
4 G. G. Darah, “Satire in Nigerian Literature,” Niger Delta Journal of Arts and Humanities 6, 
no. 2 (2005): 22. 
5 Oyin Ogunba, “The Artist and the Nigerian Society,” Nigeria Magazine, no. 126–127 
(1978): 6. 
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just for themselves with no concern for the collective good.  The characters in 
the play such as Daanielebo, Investor, Prospector, Cleric, Youth president, who 
are all representations of the various categories and classes of people in the 
Nigerian society, are all driven by a desire for personal enrichment. Their 
obsession with the rock leads them into deceitful schemes and corrupt practices 
in an effort to fulfil their selfish ambitions. Daanielebo, for example, is even 
prepared to use fetish powers to eliminate his childhood friend, Alaba, simply to 
claim the rock for himself: 
 

ALABA: There is nothing here. I have nothing... 
 
DAANIELEBO: ... I shall waste you. A bone is not for the 
buffalo to swallow, you miserable vegetarian masquerading 
as a butcher. By my own fetish you shall perish. I will make 
your knuckles buckle, turn your belly to jelly, make meat-
pies of your eyes, turn your liver to suya, drain out your 
brains, make kindling of your kidney, your heart will fart, 
your long turn to dung, your spine is already mine, your 
bone marrow sucked hollow...let the power Alapata has 
buried in this rock reveal itself, let it flow into this body and 
spirit of the true master... I am the true master...6 

 
This extract demonstrates the extreme lengths to which individuals are willing 
to go in pursuit of wealth and power. Even religious figures such as the Pastor 
and the Cleric, who should serve as moral role models, are portrayed as 
hypocritical and deceitful, eager to obtain the rock through dubious means. The 
play suggests that the Nigerian society’s crookedness is fuelled by this 
unchecked ravenousness which cuts across all social categories.  
 
It is however important to note that Soyinka also universalises the theme of 
corruption, showing it as a global phenomenon rather than a uniquely Nigerian 
problem. This is underscored in the conversation between the Investor and the 
Prospector: 
 

 INVESTOR: I read about the bank they ruined in Brazil. 

 PROSPECTOR: That’s to tell you. Greed! It’s universal.7 

 
This exchange implies that corruption and greed are widespread, transcending 
national boundaries. Soyinka uses this global context to broaden the play’s 
satirical scope. In fact, Alaba, the play’s protagonist, metaphorically interrogates 
the state of the world by questioning the bent shape of the atlas globe. He 
believes the world ought to be straight and is puzzled by the slanted nature of 
its representation. Attempting to correct it, he accidentally breaks it: 

 
ALABA :  . . .The globe, or whatever you call i t.  It  
used to be bent like this. Did they ever straighten it out 
or did they buy a new one? 

                                                 
6 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 143. 
7 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 13. 
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BOY:  I  don’t know baba.  But the one which is 
there- it’s just like you said-tilted slightly, at an angle. 
Not that it is bent or crooked. All atlas globes of the world 
are like that.8 

 
Alaba’s attempt to straighten the globe triggers the satirical and tragic vision of 
the play. His interaction with the symbolic object representing global geography 
initiates an explosive portrayal of society’s twisted values. In this moment, the 
globe becomes a metaphor for a distorted and morally skewed world. The play 
can thus be read as Soyinka’s attempt to use satire to interrogate the 
asymmetry and imbalance in global political, moral, economic, and social 
systems, using Nigeria as a microcosmic context. 
 
 Three forms or strands of satire can be identified in the text: political satire 
(which targets political leaders), social satire (which critiques societal values 
and behaviours), and religious satire (which exposes the hypocrisy of religious 
leaders). 
 
Political Satire in Alápatà Apátà 
 
Political satire, as a literary subgenre, involves the use of humour, irony, 
exaggeration, or ridicule to criticise politicians, political systems, and the abuse 
of power. The play Alápatà Apátà exposes and makes mockery of the politics, 
power play, bribery, exploitation, bad leadership, abuse of power and god-
fatherism gnawing at the fabric of the Nigeria political system.  
 
The play critiques the depth of political corruption and the abuse of power in 
post-independence Nigeria. In the text, all the political leaders are greedy, 
corrupt and power drunk. General and Daanielebo are a representation of the 
political elites.  Daanielebo uses his power as the governor to dominate 
practically every sector in the society just for his own greed: 
 

DAANIELEBO: I dominate the landscape. Import and export, 
contractor and detractor. I control the police, make them run 
from pillar to post. The student bodies eat out of my hand- I 
run their elections and install their union leaders. I have 
bought up all the judges in the land. Every thug in the state 
calls me Baba. The Vigilante Association of indigenes-over 
fifty thousand strong-eat out of my hand. When I say jump, 
they jump and land prostrate on their bellies.9 
 

Despite already controlling so many systems, Daanielebo remains insatiable. He 
seeks even more wealth and power through the acquisition of the rock 
(symbolising national resources), and he is prepared to eliminate anyone who 
stands in his way, describing it as a “Do-or-Die affair”.10 Similarly, General, a 

                                                 
8 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 13. 
9 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 142. 
10 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 138. 
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representative of the military establishment, also exhibits ruthless greed. He 
mobilises troops to seize a mineral-rich area and issues brutal instructions: 

…shoot any interloper in sight, burn any mining license or 
certificate of occupancy anyone tries to display and deal 
with the claimant with extreme and terminal prejudice. 11 

 
This militarised greed is further emphasised by the operation’s name 
“Operation Longa Troat” a satirical jab at leaders whose gluttony knows no 
bounds. Likewise, Daanielebo, reflecting on his lust for power, states: “I want to 
be the greatest. I have sold my conscience, now I want the ultimate”. 12 
 
It is further revealed through the character Alaba that although these leaders 
have the necessary manpower, resources, and affluence at their disposal to 
develop society, they still end up doing absolutely nothing in office. The theme 
of “doing nothing” while in office is another satirical target. Alaba, who sits idly 
on the rock day after day, therefore symbolises these leaders who hold political 
office but make no meaningful contribution to society. The following exchange 
between Teacher and Alaba illustrates this:  
 

TEACHER: those who have taught us that it is possible to 
spend four years, eight, even decades in office, with 
resources...with all the manpower available for co-option 
and yet end up doing.13 
 
ALABA: Nothing 
 
TEACHER: ...When you sit up there, where everybody can 
see you cannot perform, knowing that everybody’s eyes are 
on you, you have no choice. We can all bear witness to you 
working assiduously industriously, methodically and 
conscientiously at doing…? (Raises his hand. What follows is 
like practised routine, with him conducting) 
 
ALABA: Nothing. 
 
TEACHER: Producing… 
  
ALABA: Nothing. 
   
TEACHER: Transforming… 
   
ALABA: Nothing… 
   
TEACHER: Innovating… 
   
ALABA: Nothing. 
   

                                                 
11 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 140. 
12 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 139. 
13 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 40. 
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TEACHER: proving yourself capable, summatively, of... 
   
ALABA: Nothing.14 

 
From the above dialogue, it can be seen that Alaba’s retirement from his trade is 
symbolic of the absurdity of those who abandon professions and trades that 
they have capacity for (and thereby deprive the nation and themselves of the 
gift of their creativity) and occupy positions of political power where they 
spend days, months and years in office doing nothing. Alaba is celebrating his 
first thirty 30 days sitting on the rock (national resources, seat of power) 
without any achievement. Alaba’s idle sitting therefore becomes a metaphor for 
government officials who waste public resources and time without achieving 
anything significant, yet often hold lavish celebrations to mark their tenure. 
 
In addition to their inactivity, the play also satirises the political elite’s isolation 
from the very people they are meant to serve. This is portrayed in how Soyinka 
describes their deliberate detachment and unreachability: 

 
The keyword is---isolation. Secrecy. The point is—he’s all by 
himself. Unreachable. Untouchable. He pretends to be an 
open book, but he is a closed apocrypha. In the closed 
council.15  

 
This extract highlights how political leaders pretend to be accessible and 
responsive to the people, whereas in reality, they isolate themselves and remain 
out of reach. This, ultimately, shows their failure in fulfilling their true calling as 
leaders of society.  
 
Alápatà Apátà  as a political satire also jabs fun at “godfatherism” in the Nigeria 
political system. Godfatherism in Nigeria according to Omilusi, is a form of 
political corruption in which an influential and powerful individual handpicks 
another individual who is usually a less powerful candidate to attain leadership 
in order to exert influence or authority.16 Many political leaders in Nigeria have 
godfathers, in fact, it is practically almost impossible to attain a political 
position in Nigeria without having the backing of a godfather.17 In Alápátà 
Apátà, Soyinka dramatises how political aspirants go to great lengths, running 
from pillar to post in search of endorsement from these ‘godfathers’ during 
elections. Daanielebo, a failed bricklayer who suddenly becomes the governor of 
his state, reveals how he rose to power solely through the influence of a political 
godfather. 
 
Everyone has a blood father, we don’t choose them. I am talking of my real 
father, the one who taught me everything I know. My one and only mentor, 
Even in retirement, he still has power...18 I studied at his feet, I gave him his 

                                                 
14 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 38-41. 
15 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 7. 
16  Mike Omilusi, “Godfatherism and the Future of Nigerian Democracy: Lessons from the 
2015 General Elections,” African Journal of Political Science and International Relations 10, 
no. 2 (2016): 25–33, https://doi.org/10.5897/AJPSIR2015.0841. 
17 A. Ayeni-Akeke, Foundations of Political Science (Ibadan: Ababa Press Ltd., 2008). 
18  Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 135. 

https://doi.org/10.5897/AJPSIR2015.0841
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dues. I prostrated myself to him. I licked his boots on my head. He insulted me 
in public but I still swallowed his vomit. I was a loyal son. He taught me all the 
dirty tricks I know, tricks I have improved upon.19 
 
From the above conversation, it is evident that Daanielebo prior to his 
governorship did practically everything in his capacity to please his “godfather” 
in other to attain a political position. The grotesque metaphor of Daanielebo 
“licking his god-father’s boots” reflects the degrading lengths to which some 
politicians go to secure favour and position. In the same vein, Alaba also 
considers Teacher as his “father” and he does everything Teacher asks him to 
do whether he is in agreement with it or not.  
 
As a political satire, the play further exposes the high level of bribery that 
characterises the Nigerian political system. Generally, bribery is understood as 
when an individual receives or gives money or something of value to another 
individual with the corrupt intent of influencing the person. Bribery is 
portrayed as a normalised aspect of Nigerian politics in the text. This is revealed 
when Daanielebo attempts to bribe Alaba with a suitcase of money in other to 
get the “rock” for himself: 
 

DAANIELEBO: ...what I offered you before was an insult. I 
am here to make amends...this time, I’ve come better 
prepared. (Opens the brief-case to reveal its contents—cash) 
 
ALABA: What is this? 
 
DAANIELEBO: The language of politics. Different from that 
of a bricklayer. (Shuts the briefcase and deposits it by the 
other gifts at the base of the rock .20 
 

The conversation between Daanielebo and Alaba reveals bribery as a norm in 
the Nigerian society especially among the political elites. Daanielebo even 
describes it as “the language of politics”. This moment satirises how politics is 
seen as a transactional game where ethical considerations are secondary to 
personal gain. Daanielebo treats bribery not as a crime but as standard political 
language.  
 
From the above analysis, it can be said without doubt that the play, as a political 
satire, successfully exposes the corruption and unethical practices of the 
Nigerian political elite. According to the playwright, these vices are responsible 
for Nigeria's underdevelopment. This is expressed through Alaba’s words: “The 
town cannot put on weight if only one man is eating”.21 The line suggests that as 
long as political leaders continue to embezzle public funds for personal gain, 
national growth will remain impossible. 
 
 
 

                                                 
19  Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 138. 
20 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 135. 
21 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 134. 
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1. Satire on Religious Leaders in Alápatà Apátà 
 
In Alápátà Apátà, Wole Soyinka satirises the dubious, greedy, and self-serving 
nature of so-called religious leaders who are expected to serve as moral 
exemplars in the society. Generally, religion is associated with values such as 
purity, truth, justice, morality, equity, and love. Religious leaders, therefore, are 
typically held to high moral standards and are expected to embody the 
principles they preach. However, when these individuals act contrary to those 
expectations, they become subjects of public scrutiny and criticism. In this play, 
Soyinka directs his satire at both Christian and Muslim clerics, exposing their 
hypocrisy, corruption, and complicity in the socio-political decay of Nigeria. He 
portrays them as opportunistic individuals who, rather than guiding society, 
exploit it for personal enrichment. These supposed moral custodians are 
depicted as no better than the corrupt political leaders they often condemn. 
Through their words and actions, Soyinka reveals the extent to which religious 
leaders have become morally bankrupt and self-serving. 
 
A notable example is the character Pastor, who initially condemns Alaba for 
occupying the rock (a symbol of national resources), accusing him of 
selfishness. However, in a moment of dramatic irony, Pastor is later shown 
coveting the very same rock. While Alaba is asleep and no other characters are 
present, Pastor emerges from hiding and attempts to claim the rock through 
false prophecy. He checks that the mechanics have left, tiptoes around the rock, 
taps it with his divine rod, and opens his Bible to justify his intentions:  

 
(Reading). On this rock shall I found my church (shakes his 
rod at the sleeping man, teeth clenched). Obviously, this is it. 
So? You think the revelation is yours? The likes of you? A 
common butcher? We’ll see about that. Finding is much 
easier than keeping. We’ll run you out of town if it’s the last 
thing we do. The vigil continues. God has taken charge.22 

 
This scene is a powerful indictment of religious hypocrisy. Pastor, who 
outwardly appears holy and righteous, is in fact driven by the same greed and 
lust for power that defines the political class. Soyinka suggests that many 
religious leaders, like their political counterparts, have become defalcators, 
those who misappropriate power and resources for selfish ends. Worse still, 
they exploit their spiritual authority to legitimise their actions, masking 
personal ambition as divine instruction. 
 
Indeed, the play implies that religious leaders may be even more dangerous 
than corrupt politicians because they manipulate spiritual beliefs to serve their 
interests. They often align themselves with oppressive regimes and benefit 
from the proceeds of bad governance, as long as it serves their goals. They 
accept gifts and publicly celebrate individuals whose sources of wealth are 
highly questionable, thereby undermining the very values they claim to uphold. 
 

                                                 
22 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 9. 
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PASTOR: We are only humans. I misread the Revelation but 
now I see the light. This is indeed the Rock of Ages... My 
congregation will come and hold services of blessings right 
here every last weekend of the month- if you will have us, of 
course. Just say the word, and we shall excommunicate 
anyone who says a word against you. 
 
CLERIC: Jumat, every Friday, you shall be the subject of our 
prayers. Anyone who bothers you will be landed with the 
grandfather of all Fatwa. To think I used to look at you as 
just a simple man. A-ah we thank Allah for your life.23 

 
The actions of Pastor and Cleric, who pay homage to Alaba simply because he 
sits on the rock (symbolising natural resources), reflect the deep-rooted 
hypocrisy and greed among religious leaders in society. Instead of being 
spiritual guides, these leaders have become sycophants who align themselves 
with wealth and power for personal gain. In a striking satire of contemporary 
religious behaviour, Pastor and Cleric not only pledge loyalty to Alaba but also 
propose special religious services in his honour, purely because of what they 
hope to benefit. However, Alaba is not deceived by their feigned piety. He sees 
through their hypocrisy and responds with contempt: 
 

CLERIC: A Salaam ailekum 
 
ALABA: Ailekum a salaam. (Under his breath…)…Hypocrite! 
 
CLERIC: the season of Ramadan will soon be upon 
us…Grocers play their part. So do butchers. They distribute 
to the less fortunate, the deformed and the sick. Their 
spiritual leaders are not neglected. 
 
ALABA: (Rises and shouts after him) there will be no free 
suya this year, chikena!24 

 
This exchange highlights the performative and transactional nature of religion 
in the play. Religious leaders, who are supposed to guide people toward God 
and uphold justice and morality, are instead shown to be complicit in the 
corruption they should condemn. Their conduct contradicts the very tenets of 
Islam and Christianity, and their interest in Alaba is motivated purely by his 
access to wealth and influence. 
 
The irony is unmistakable: those revered as moral exemplars are themselves 
morally compromised. This mirrors contemporary Nigerian society where 
many religious leaders establish churches and mosques not necessarily out of 
divine calling, but as avenues for economic gain. They exploit religious 
sentiments to enrich themselves, often living in luxury while their 
congregations struggle. 
 

                                                 
23 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 173-174. 
24 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 27-29. 
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From the above analysis, it is evident that these religious leaders, rather than 
being true teachers and custodians of faith, exploit their sacred roles for 
material advantage. Their behaviour reflects a protean morality, shifting and 
self-serving, when what is expected of them is consistency in justice, 
compassion, and truth. 
 
Soyinka thus uses Alápátà Apátà as a powerful satirical tool to expose and 
criticise religious hypocrisy. Through characters like Pastor and Cleric, he 
underscores the extent to which religious institutions have been co-opted by 
the same corrupt forces that plague politics and governance. These figures, 
rather than offering spiritual direction, serve as symbols of Nigeria’s broader 
moral decay. 
 
Social Satire in Alápatà Apátà 
 
Social satire is a literary technique that ridicules, critiques, and exposes the 
undesirable aspects of society and the behaviours of everyday individuals 
within it. In the context of Nigeria, the widespread socio-political ills are often 
attributed solely to corrupt political leadership. However, in Alápátà Apátà, 
Soyinka shifts some of the blame by revealing that these societal problems are 
also a reflection of the actions and attitudes of ordinary citizens. 
 
Through the use of social satire, Soyinka highlights and mocks the complicity, 
hypocrisy, and moral decadence of the general populace. He presents how the 
very fabric of society has become compromised not only by those in power but 
also by the behaviours and choices of regular people who indirectly support and 
sustain corruption. 
 
One of the ways this is demonstrated is through the character Daanielebo, who 
boasts about how easily he manipulates different segments of the society 
because they rely on him for favours: 

 
I control the police...The student bodies eat out of my hand- I 
run their elections and install their union leaders. I have 
bought up all the judges in the land. Every thug in the state 
calls me Baba. The Vigilante Association of indigenes-over 
fifty thousand strong-eat out of my hand. When I say jump, 
they jump and land prostrate on their bellies.25 
 

This passage exposes how various societal institutions, such as the police, the 
judiciary, student bodies, and local vigilante groups, have abandoned their roles 
as protectors of justice and accountability. Instead, they have become pawns in 
the hands of corrupt elites because they depend on them for personal or 
financial gain. In this way, Alápátà Apátà functions as a powerful work of social 
satire, revealing that the moral and institutional decay in Nigeria is systemic.  
 
The play further jabs fun at the so called “justice system” of Nigeria. The court 
and the police for instance whose goal is to combat ills and whose responsibility 
is to adjudicate the corrupt people in the society are also corrupt. Rather than 

                                                 
25 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 142. 
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being impartial, they readily accept bribes to manipulate outcomes in favour of 
the wealthy and powerful, such as the character Daanielebo. This breakdown in 
justice is summarised in Alaba’s words: “You can never expect justice in a bent 
world because everything gets bent”.26 This statement reinforces the 
playwright’s view that justice cannot prevail in a fundamentally distorted 
society. 
 
The text also satirises the rampant illegality, fraud, and corruption within the 
business sector in Nigeria. Through the characters of Prospector and his foreign 
business partner, Investor, Soyinka portrays the exploitative tendencies of the 
business class, both local and foreign, who are driven solely by profit and greed. 
They seek to capitalise on Nigeria’s vulnerable economy and unstable systems 
by attempting to seize control of the natural resources beneath Alaba’s rock. In 
a conversation with Investor, Prospector reveals the exploitative agenda behind 
their interest: 

… so you see my friend…it’s all about Resource control. 

Typically of what’s happening in our country. Everyone 
wants to sit on natural resources.27 
 

Soyinka’s satirical interest in these characters lies in exposing both the local and 
international dimensions of greed, fraud, and economic manipulation. The play 
critiques how foreign investors often collaborate with corrupt local elites to 
exploit the country’s resources at the expense of the common people. 
 
In addition, the play underscores the suffering endured by ordinary Nigerians 
under corrupt and inefficient leadership. Soyinka presents a society plagued by 
insecurity, infrastructural decay, poor electricity, lack of employment 
opportunities, and general mismanagement. He particularly draws attention to 
the appalling treatment of workers and pensioners by government officials. 
Alaba comments on how pensioners are forced to endure humiliating and fatal 
conditions just to access their entitlements: 
 

I don’t have to queue at the government pension office every 
month and faint or drop dead while waiting to collect my 
pension. That’s what they do, you know-make you follow 
queue every day till you drop dead. That way, government is 
saving pension money. And stealing it.28 

 
The above extract demonstrates how systemic corruption deprives vulnerable 
groups of their rights and livelihoods. Tragically, even the youth, often regarded 
as the hope of the nation, are already compromised. They have become pawns 
in the hands of the political elite and are “in the governor’s pocket.” This is 
revealed in Daanielebo’s boastful remark: “The student bodies eat out of my 
hand—I run their elections and install their union leaders”.29 
 

                                                 
26 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 75. 
27 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 9. 
28 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 69-70. 
29 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 149. 
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From the above analysis, it becomes evident that members of Nigerian 
society—from the highest offices to the grassroots contribute significantly to 
the country’s socio-political decay. However, despite these ills, the playwright 
emphasises that the solution lies not only in recognising these issues but in 
actively confronting them. Merely complaining or lamenting the situation is not 
enough; meaningful change requires collective action. Soyinka’s message is 
clear: the responsibility to challenge and uproot societal ills belongs to 
everyone: 

 
Ist MECH: De time for thinking done pass. Dis na time for 
action. 
 
Ist STUDENT: Dammed right it is. Let’s waste no more time. 
Students and Works must come together for the battle… the 
provocation is unacceptable. 
 
Ist MECH: Motor mechanics dey right behind you forward 
ever. 
 
1st STUDENT: Backward never.30 
 

Here, Soyinka presents a vision of hope, that change is possible when 
individuals across social classes unite with a common purpose to confront 
injustice. 
 
Elements and Techniques of Satire in Alápatà Apátà 
 
Soyinka employs humour in this play as a tool of satire to provoke reflection 
and correction. Through the comic character of Alaba and his encounters with 
figures like Daanielebo, Pastor, Prospector, and others, the play evokes laughter 
while exposing societal flaws. By presenting serious issues, such as politics, 
religion, and governance, through exaggerated and humorous interactions, 
Soyinka uses comedy to criticise the cluelessness and hypocrisy of the Nigerian 
elite without losing audience engagement. 
 
Unlike many of Soyinka’s other comic plays, Alápàtà Àpátà uses the Yoruba 
language itself as a major source of humour—particularly through the way tone 
marks (accents) change the meanings of words. In Yoruba, the placement of 
accents on letters is very important because the same set of letters can mean 
completely different things depending on how they are pronounced. For 
instance, Alápàtà can mean “butcher,” Alápata can mean “owner of a rock,” and 
Àlàpátà may mean “ruler of Apata,” which is a town. These different meanings 
all depend on where the accent is placed on the vowels. 
 
Soyinka cleverly uses this feature of Yoruba to create comic confusion. A good 
example is when a sign painter is asked to write “Al|p{t{ Àp|t{” on a signboard. 
He becomes confused and hesitant because he doesn’t know how to place the 
correct accents on the words. He admits that putting the wrong accent might 

                                                 
30 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 51. 
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completely change the meaning of what he writes. Eventually, he hands the 
paintbrush to Alaba, asking him to mark the accents himself: 
 

ALABA: Now it’s only a matter of hearing how it goes. If my 
hand follows the sound, we cannot go wrong. Follow me. (He 
directs-more accurately...suiting the motion of the hand to 
each vocal lilt. Painter quickly follows, flicking the accents in 
place with single brush strokes). 
 
PAINTER: But Baba, this looks like guess work to me. 
 
ALABA: ...shut up your month you senior Dunce, your ears 
are so stuffed you cannot even recognise a do-re-mi if it was 
played on dundun drums.31 

 
Despite Alaba’s confident effort, the accents are misplaced, and the resulting 
sign conveys a completely unintended meaning. This becomes clear when 
onlookers interpret the sign differently: 
 

FRIEND: I didn’t know he was a Chief. This reads Alápata. So 
he must be a chief. 
 
GIRL: No, it says A-lá-pa-tà. The Butcher. 
 
TRADER: No your painter may be Baby Picasso, but he can’t 
win a Spelling Bee. See where the accents are pointing. 
 
GIRL: (Looks more carefully. Crestfallen) Oh. You’re right, 
auntie. It reads- Alápata.32 

 
The humour in this scene is deeply rooted in the cultural and linguistic context 
of Yoruba. The misplacement of tone marks leads to a layered comic 
misunderstanding, and Soyinka uses this to satirise people who present 
themselves as knowledgeable but are in fact uninformed. The scene not only 
entertains but also critiques the broader societal tendency toward superficial 
knowledge and misplaced confidence. 
 
Irony is a satirical device that highlights the contrast between expectations and 
reality. It often reveals contradictions in characters’ actions or speech, creating 
humour or prompting critical reflection. In Alápàtà Àpátà, Soyinka employs 
irony to both amuse and critique societal norms. A striking example occurs 
when Alaba, the main character, becomes an unsolicited arbiter in both 
personal and state matters. In one scene, a woman brings a domestic complaint 
to him, accusing her husband of infidelity. Initially, Alaba appears outraged on 
her behalf, expressing disbelief at the husband’s behaviour: 
 

                                                 
31 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 81. 
32 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 101. 
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Tell him I want to see him and talk to him... What! Dele turn 
out to be an omo asunta! Like a common vagrant sleeping 
wherever... I can hardly believe my ears.33 

 
In a surprising twist, however, Alaba suddenly shifts his stance. Rather than 
condemning the husband’s actions, he advises him to marry the other woman in 
order to show that he has not forgotten his cultural roots as an African. This 
unexpected judgment confuses not only the wife, but also the husband and her 
mother: 

 
ALABA: ...Why do you want to ruin your family by 
abandoning your marital home when you can strengthen it? 
Come on, act like a man. Bring her home. Bring her into the 
home. Bring her into the home, and I want to hear before 
your next visit, that she has brought an addition to the 
family! 34 

 
This sudden reversal constitutes situational irony, the outcome directly 
contradicts the expectations of both the characters and the audience. While 
Alaba is expected to offer moral guidance and denounce the husband's 
unfaithfulness, he instead promotes polygamy under the banner of cultural 
preservation. 
 
The irony and humour in this scene therefore emerge from the absurdity of the 
turn of events, but the moment also functions as a deeper satirical critique. 
Soyinka uses the irony to reflect broader societal contradictions, especially in 
leadership. Just as Alaba, who is expected to uphold values, instead justifies 
questionable behaviour, many Nigerian leaders similarly fail to uphold ethical 
standards. Rather than correcting misconduct, they often excuse or even enable 
it. Thus, irony becomes a tool through which Soyinka exposes how those in 
power frequently betray public trust while disguising self-interest as tradition 
or service. 
 
Symbolism is another satirical device that uses people, objects, locations, or 
ideas to represent something beyond their literal meaning. It allows writers to 
pass their messages indirectly, adding subtlety and depth to their critique. In 
Alápàtà Àpátà, Soyinka employs symbolism to expose and criticise Nigeria’s 
socio-political problems. 
 
The Rock: The rock symbolises Aso Rock, the seat of political power in Nigeria. 
It also represents the country’s vast natural resources (oil, minerals, and 
wealth), which are controlled by the ruling elite. The rock becomes a metaphor 
for political authority and resource control. Characters like General and 
Daanielebo fight over it, showing how leaders abandon their original 
professions and scramble for political positions just to gain access to national 
wealth. 
 

                                                 
33 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 122-123. 
34 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 127-128. 
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The Characters: Almost every character in the play is symbolic. Alaba, 
Daanielebo, General, and Kabiyesi (Àlàpátà) represent different power 
structures in Nigeria. Alaba and Daanielebo stand for corrupt civilian leaders, 
General represents the military, and Kabiyesi (Àlàpátà) symbolises the 
traditional institution. Soyinka uses these characters to show how all arms of 
leadership, democratic, military, and traditional, are plagued by greed and a 
blind desire for power. 
 
The Atlas: The atlas in the play symbolises the broader human condition. It 
represents the world and its complicated structure, just like human society. 
Soyinka uses it to reflect the challenges faced by people globally, especially the 
socio-political struggles common in Nigeria. The atlas becomes a metaphor for a 
distorted world, showing the need for change, reform, and redemption. 
 
Characterisation 
 
In Alápàtà Àpátà, Wole Soyinka uses characters as vehicles of satire to reflect 
and critique the socio-political realities of Nigerian society. These characters are 
not just fictional creations; they serve as symbolic representations of real-life 
individuals and institutions, each embodying particular flaws, hypocrisies, and 
societal failures. Through them, Soyinka mocks and exposes the structures of 
corruption, greed, and moral decay that plague the nation. 
 
At the heart of the play are three major characters, Alaba, Daanielebo and 
General who personify different arms of Nigeria’s leadership. Alaba, who spends 
his days sitting idly on the symbolic rock (representing Aso Rock and Nigeria’s 
natural resources), mirrors political officeholders who occupy positions of 
power without making any meaningful contributions. Daanielebo, a failed 
bricklayer turned governor, epitomises the rise of unqualified leaders backed 
by political godfathers, such as the General, who represents the lingering 
influence of the military in politics.  
 
Soyinka portrays these characters as exploiters who dominate every sector of 
society to serve their personal interests. Through Daanielebo, we see how 
politicians have “sold their conscience” and are willing to eliminate opposition 
to maintain control. Yet, as Alaba notes, “the town cannot put on weight if only 
one man is eating”35, a powerful metaphor highlighting the unsustainable 
nature of selfish governance. Soyinka calls for collective resistance, insisting 
that real change requires action from all members of society. 
 
Religious hypocrisy is also satirised through the characters of Pastor and Cleric, 
who represent Christian and Islamic leaders, respectively. Instead of promoting 
righteousness, they exploit religion for personal gain, aligning themselves with 
power and wealth. Their eagerness to appease Alaba simply because he 
occupies the rock exposes how religious leaders often compromise moral 
integrity in favour of material benefits. Soyinka uses them to expose the rot 
within religious institutions and how they contribute to the country’s moral and 
spiritual decline. 
 

                                                 
35 Soyinka, Alapata Apata, 134. 
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Beyond political and religious leaders, Soyinka also critiques other sectors of 
society. Characters such as Prospector and Investor symbolise the business 
class, both local and foreign, who exploit Nigeria’s vulnerable economy for 
selfish ends. Their schemes to seize control of the rock illustrate how greed and 
dishonesty pervade the economic sphere. Interestingly, even as they conspire 
together, each secretly plots to outsmart the other, reinforcing the theme of 
deceit and mistrust that defines corrupt systems. 
 
Soyinka further underscores that the rot is not limited to those in power. 
Ordinary citizens also bear responsibility for the country’s state. The students, 
mechanics, and other everyday characters are drawn into the play’s satire. 
While some, like the student union president, are already compromised by 
political influence, others like the 1st Student and 1st Mechanic, represent a 
glimmer of hope. They stand as voices of resistance, urging collective action and 
calling for societal change. These characters embody the potential for 
revolution and renewal, serving as a reminder that the fight for justice and good 
governance requires courage and unity. 
 
In essence, Alápàtà Àpátà uses its cast of satirical characters to hold a mirror to 
Nigerian society. Soyinka critiques political failure, religious hypocrisy, 
economic greed, and public complacency, while also offering a path forward 
through awareness, resistance, and collective action. Through satire, he invites 
readers not only to laugh at the absurdity of it all, but also to reflect and act. 
 
This study reveals that Wole Soyinka, through his play Alápàtà Àpátà, skilfully 
employs satire as a literary device to critique the various forms of socio-
political and institutional decay in Nigerian society. By using elements such as 
irony, symbolism, characterisation, and humour, Soyinka exposes the greed, 
hypocrisy, corruption, and moral failures deeply embedded in both the 
leadership and the citizenry. 
 
The analysis shows that greed is portrayed as the central cause of societal ills. 
Characters such as Daanielebo, Pastor, Investor, and General symbolise 
different sectors of Nigerian society—from politics to religion and business—
and are all driven by selfish desires for power and wealth. The youth, often 
viewed as the hope of the nation, are not exempt; even the student union leader 
is depicted as compromised and corrupt, illustrating how decay permeates from 
the top down to the grassroots. 
 
Furthermore, the play criticises not just the leadership but also the general 
populace who enable and even participate in corrupt practices. Soyinka 
underscores that societal problems are not the fault of leaders alone, but also of 
ordinary citizens whose behaviours sustain the system. 
 
Through the use of the atlas as a symbolic object, Soyinka universalises the 
themes of the play, suggesting that the socio-political challenges depicted are 
not limited to Nigeria but are reflective of global human struggles. Thus, Alápàtà 
Àpátà transcends its local context to comment on the human condition more 
broadly. 
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Most importantly, the play promotes revolutionary action. Using the 
Lehrstück technique, a didactic style intended to educate and provoke social 
reform, Soyinka invites his audience not to remain passive observers but to 
become active participants in confronting injustice. The call for collective action 
from students and mechanics in the play serves as a metaphor for grassroots 
resistance and societal awakening.      
 
In conclusion, Alápàtà Àpátà stands as a powerful satirical commentary on the 
complexities of Nigerian society. Soyinka critiques the interconnected failings of 
political, religious, and economic institutions, as well as the complicity of the 
citizenry in perpetuating these failings. The play highlights how greed and 
moral bankruptcy have crippled national progress and widened social 
inequality. 
 
However, rather than offering despair, Soyinka's satire carries a redemptive 
message: change is possible. The play calls for a collective awakening, urging 
individuals at all levels of society to reject apathy and rise against corruption, 
injustice, and exploitation. By holding a mirror to society, Soyinka not only 
exposes its flaws but also inspires the audience to re-imagine and reconstruct it. 
 


