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Protocol 

The Visitor, 

The Vice-Chancellor /Chairman, 

Deputy Vice-Chancellors, 

The Registrar 

Bursar 

University Librarian 

And all other Management Staff of the University, 

Professors, 

Deans of Faculty, 

Heads of Department, 

My Lords, Spiritual and Temporal 

My Academic Colleagues, 

Students of IBB University 

Other Members of the University Community, 

Distinguished Guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

 

Preamble 

Mr. Vice-Chancellor Sir, permit me to start this lecture by quoting from the book of 

Ecclesiastes 3:1 which says “There is time for everything”.  This day was very long in coming 

but as the renowned Trinidadian writer, Samuel Selvon (1979), once said “what is to is will 

is”. A veteran musician, Bongos Ikwue also once sang that “What’s gonna be, gonna be/ what 

goes up must come down/, what’s gonna be, gonna be/. There’s nothing you can do about it”. 

 

I attended Christian missionary schools during my primary and secondary school days. And in 

all these schools, we were taught one virtue which I grew up to imbibe and practise in all I do 

and in my relationship with anyone I come across. That virtue is “patience.” I am always patient 

and do not rush nor insist that I must get it at all costs. No wonder the Preacher, King Solomon, 

the wisest person that ever lived, says there is time for everything. I went to the famous and 

popular university in Africa, South of the Sahara, the Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria and the 

motto of that great university is “Discipline, Self-Reliance and Excellence”. This, I believe is 

also one of the teachings of the founder of that great institution; Sir Ahmadu Bello, the 

Sardauna of Sokoto and first and only Prime Minister of the Northern Region. We need to take 

a look at our recent history to learn from it. Why is it that we still talk nostalgically about the 

founding fathers of Nigeria? I think it is because they lived exemplary lives. They were content 

with what God gave them. But most importantly, they were more concerned with promoting 
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the good of the generality of their people rather than mainly directing their energies on 

primitive accumulation of material things as it seems to be the practice with many 

contemporary Nigerian leaders- at whatever level and in whatever form! 

 

Time, there was in this country when the virtue of hard work was rewarded. Parents were 

concerned about how their children behaved. We were always told by our parents to remember 

the homes we come from. Parents had time to sit down and discuss and advise their 

children/wards. Yes, even in places of worship, worshipers were always admonished to have 

the fear of God in their hearts, to love their neighbours and help the poor/needy. Of course, 

there were even in those days cases of deviant behaviour among children, but such cases were 

very rare. Most of these good virtues and behaviours were imbibed by the children because 

they were close to their parents and the parents knew their children. I am not sure about many 

parents in present day Nigeria knowing their children and vice versa! 

 

Mr Vice Chancellor Sir, these are vexatious issues that have been agitating my mind for a very 

long time. Our society cannot develop if the family institution collapses. Literature is about the 

people and the way they do things. Practitioners of the arts are also members of society and 

they are bound to be affected by whatever goes on within the society in which they live. What 

literature does is to lay bare the events in society and it is left for members of such a society to 

decide whether or not to take corrective measures. It seems to me that most of the things that 

used to hold our societies together are being thrown away in the name of modernisation. That 

is what informed the topic of this Inaugural Lecture. Let us together take a second look at how 

we do things in this country, vis- a- vis the attempts by literature to pull us back on a rational 

path. The dynamic nature of time has affected human beings and the way we do things. 

 

The purpose of an Inaugural Lecture is to provide an opportunity for the Lecturer, who is 

usually an academic who has been elevated to the highest rank of Professor, to explain to his 

colleagues, members of the University Community and indeed the general public what he/she 

has been engaged in over the years. It is thus an opportunity to talk about the academic’s area 

of specialisation, the past research output, the current research interest and possible plans for 

the future and how all these contribute to knowledge and development. 

 

It is with these few thoughts that, Mr. Chairman; I would now proceed to deliver my Inaugural 

Lecture. 
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Introduction    

According to Akporobaro (2004), Oral Literature or folk literature refers to the heritage of 

imaginative verbal creations, stories, folk beliefs and songs of the preliterate societies which 

have been evolved and passed through the spoken word from one generation to another. In 

other words, we can look at Oral Literature as comprising all the imaginative verbal 

creations/compositions of man that are distinguished by their beauty of forms of expression 

and local ideas developed over the years by a people and are handed down from one generation 

to another by word of mouth. Both the Webster Dictionary of the English Language and the 

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary have defined Oral Literature as a field of study, unlike 

the situation that obtained in the 20th century when interest in oral literary studies was just at 

its teething stage. The custodians of Oral Literature as well as its practitioners are generally 

referred to as the oral artists. Artists have been in existence since the beginning of humanity. 

 

Most forms of oral literature are aesthetic creations. The artist uses the creative opportunity to 

invent forms which can please and delight the audience. Consequently, one may say that oral 

literary forms provide the traditional mind with an appropriate context and mode for artistic 

self-expression and the development of human culture and civilisation. 

 

All through human societies, the artists, whether written or oral have always tried to respond 

to events in their societies as they happen. Oral poetry indeed plays a very significant role in a 

society because “the writer of a nation’s songs may be more powerful than the maker of its 

laws”. Stressing this point further, Ojoade, (1986:21) states that: 

Emperor Yui of the Tsia dynasty (usually) asked a group 

of officers to go and discover his subjects’ opinions (about 

his administration) as reflected in their ballads and 

folksongs. This was his policy whenever he decided to 

make any improvement or enforce any rule.  

The oral artist is dynamic in the practice of the art because he reacts to the changes in society 

and reflects the social realities and new ideas in songs, stories or plays, as the case may be. 

Thus, the artist’s work grows, expands and accommodates new ideas and concepts within a 

given society.   

In Nigeria, as in many other societies, all governments are concerned with how information 

regarding their programmes can reach the general populace. According to Yahaya (1981:149), 

the realisation of the public attraction to oral songs has made various governments to use the 
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channel of oral singers for enlightenment of the public on such programmes as new farming 

methods, literacy campaigns, registration for elections, cultural revival and self-help projects. 

This is because through their songs, oral poets can preach unity, mobilise and educate the 

populace towards national growth and development.  

 

It should be stressed that the terms “oral poems” and “songs” are usually used interchangeably 

because they are both recitable and performable just as they can also be sung. It is, therefore, 

in that sense that oral poetry or oral songs, oral poet or oral singer are used throughout this 

lecture. 

 

In Nigeria, one would discover that in the past, oral singers and their songs were studied mainly 

because of the functions they performed within their respective societies. It was in this vein 

that Dandatti Abdulkadir did both his masters and PhD degrees on the roles of renowned oral 

singers in the Hausa society. His master degree was on the songs of Sa’ad Zungur while his 

PhD research was appropriately titled “The Role of the Oral Singer in Hausa/Fulani Society: 

A Case Study of Maman Shata”. It is instructive that both postgraduate degrees were done in 

Europe and the United States of America, respectively.  The oral artist’s/poet’s role in the 

development of the society since human creation is therefore not in dispute. Furniss (1996) 

agrees with this important role of the oral artist by asserting that oral singers have a desire to 

instruct, to inform and, ultimately, to convince. Daba (2006:54) concurs when he says in his 

study of Dan Maraya Jos that Dan Maraya “... introduces and discusses various social values 

in his songs”.  In agreeing with the above views, Adamu (2017:9) says “... Hausa oral poets are 

moulders of public opinion on traditional and political leadership and government 

programmes.”  

 

What is Dynamics? 

Dynamics is actually a term associated with classical mechanics in Physics which is concerned 

with the study of forces and their effects on motion. In the context of this lecture, we are looking 

at dynamics as forces (dynamics) of change in society that affect the artist and the practice of 

his/her art, just as these forces may also affect other members of society in one way or the 

other. 

 

Sociology of Literature: An Appropriate Theoretical Framework  
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There are many approaches to the study of Oral Literature. However, since most of the 

examples we may be citing in this Lecture are from Oral Poetry, it is only natural that we should 

focus on the right approach adopted in analysing oral poems/songs used in this presentation. 

Some of these approaches as identified by Finnegan (1979) include the Romantic and 

Evolutionist theories, the historical-geographical school, and the Sociological and Sociology 

of Literature approaches. Ker (2002:20-21) tried to summarise these approaches as shown 

below. 

i) The Romantic and Evolutionist Theories see oral poetry as having a lot to do with 

human being’s romantic view of life and nature. Practitioners of oral poetry are 

therefore as close to nature just like wild flowers that have not yet come under the 

transforming hands of the gardener (Fletcher, 1900: ix). Bronson (1969) agrees with 

this view when he states that oral poetry (which he prefers to call folk song) is 

“natural as wild flowers” Folk song is therefore “the product of the spontaneous and 

intuitive exercise of untrained faculties” (Bronson, 1969). It is my humble 

submission that this approach cannot be useful in our discussion because African 

oral poets/composers are very conscious of what they set out to sing about. In fact, 

some of them undergo some tutelage under established singers/composers before 

standing on their own. 

ii) The Historical-Geographical school of thought also called the Finish School 

(because it emanated from Finland), merely traces the history and the geographical 

origin of the poetic form/piece without giving much consideration to its relevance 

or even its composition. 

iii) As Africans that have a lot of stories to tell about who we are, how we are governed 

and the challenges we face daily, our literature should be seen to be in the service 

of humanity. Thus, our aspirations and challenges are usually reflected in our 

literature. Consequently, the sociological approach to the study of oral poetry in 

particular and literature generally seeks to answer the question: What role does 

literature play in society?  

This approach seems to be more relevant in a Lecture that aims at finding out the 

contributions of the oral artist to his society. This is also justified by the functional role of 

literature in society as highlighted by the works of functionalist writers/anthropologists 

such as Bronislaw Malinowski and Radcliffe Brown and their followers. The functions of 

oral literature have been encapsulated by Bascom (1954:333-349) when he states them to 

include amusement or entertainment, education, validation of culture and maintaining 
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stability of the society. Okpewho (1992:175) also agrees when he says: “Functionalist 

studies of African... (oral literature) have been useful in discovering the various ways in 

which literature reflects the ways of life, the outlooks, and the interests of societies that 

practice it”. In summary therefore, oral literature encompasses many genres of linguistic 

expression and may perform many different functions for the society. 

 

Marxist critics also see literature as playing crucial roles in the class struggle; hence their 

great interest in popular literature and the people’s songs. The importance/impact of 

political songs during election campaigns or how new ideas may be propagated through 

such songs all inform why the Sociology of Literature is adopted as the theoretical 

framework in this Lecture. 

 

Having settled the issue of what approach is applied in this Inaugural Lecture, let us take a 

bird’s view of the importance of Oral Literature to human lives. 

 

The Importance of Oral Literature to Humanity  

Oral Literature performs great roles in all human societies. This is because human beings first 

think orally before committing their ideas into writing. Oral literature is also an embodiment 

of human culture; hence ideas, thoughts and indeed general way of life (culture) are expressed 

in stories, songs and dramatic performances: all of these being aspects of literature whether 

oral or written. 

Oral literature is meaningful and useful to us in many and different ways. It is not only material 

from the past but also a great deal of new material is being composed and performed today. In 

looking at the concept of performance in oral literature, it needs to be stated as done by 

Okpewho (1990:18) while citing Bauman (1973) that we should see performance as operating 

“at an intellectual level beyond the boundaries which separate academic disciplines, sharing an 

interest in the aesthetic dimensions of social and cultural life in human communities”. People 

everywhere including those in towns make up stories, jokes, sayings and songs about their 

experiences and they share them by performing them in theatres (professionally), among 

friends and family (casually) and in school (institutionally). 

Both old materials from the past and new material performed by our oral artists are useful to 

us in so many ways: 

Oral Literature and Entertainment 
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First, all human beings need to relax, to amuse themselves and get their minds off the dull 

struggles, worries and sorrows of life. An exciting well-told story, a sweet melodious and 

rhythmic song, or even a simple exchange of jokes and riddles soothes our minds and refreshes 

our brains. 

Secondly, entertainment is a useful means of educating and informing people. We are attracted 

to stories, proverbs or songs because they are enjoyable. Moreover, they contain useful 

information and skills which we learn as we enjoy ourselves. 

Oral Literature and Education 

In traditional Nigerian and indeed African societies, there always existed many oral traditional 

sources in narratives, songs and proverbs which served as sources of informal education for 

children. As a discipline that traverses the arts, humanities and social sciences, literature cannot 

be excused from the role of educating the young ones. Through this role, oral literature appeals 

to the child’s senses by providing pleasurable experiences. Similarly, the social values and 

moral lessons contained in oral literature strike a chord in a child’s curiosity to learn about the 

world around him/her. As children grow up, it is the responsibility of society to inculcate 

cultural values in them as they leave the various life stages and develop towards adulthood. 

 

Ker (2002:173-174) gives an example of how children are taught in Tiv traditional society to 

be neat through a Tiv song for children that goes like this:  

Tiv Version 

Iyol oon 

Ayange ayange 

Kiren anyi ou 

Ayange ayange 

Dughun ityough 

Ayange ayange 

Haajin kaa eree 

Heela ka u za yangen iyol i human 

 

English Translation 

Taking bath 

Day by day 

Brushing your teeth 

Day by day 

Combing your hair  

Day by day 

Hygiene says: 

That’s the way to prevent body odour. 

(This song is repeated for the children to understand and practice its contents) 
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This was what traditional African societies used to do through the various forms of oral 

literature. The changing nature of society has however challenged the continuity of this 

traditional role of oral literature in so-called modern societies. 

Taking part in oral literature activities encourages us to improve our skills in speaking, reciting, 

and singing. We also develop our memory, our ability to think fast and systematically (such as 

when we share riddles) and our confidence in communicating orally is enhanced. 

Oral literature makes us enjoy and respect language especially the spoken word. Oracy is the 

skill of the spoken word, and a person who can speak clearly and articulately is highly 

respected. Good speakers usually achieve success because they are able to persuade people to 

give them or do for them what they want. A large number of important professions in our 

society such as teaching, salesmanship, acting, broadcasting, law, preaching, marketing and 

political leadership depend largely on oracy, a skill that is developed through oral literature. 

Oral Literature and Socialisation  

Oral literature socialises us in that it makes us good members of society; it brings us together 

with other members of the society. People get together to listen to a story, dance to a song or 

share jokes and riddles. 

When people tell one another stories or sing songs together, they are sharing not only their 

knowledge of the songs or stories but also their experiences, their feelings and their enjoyment 

of the performances. Hence they begin to know one another; they develop a sense of 

community; of belonging together. 

Another important aspect of socialisation is that it teaches us social values. Most pieces of oral 

literature convey, in a beautiful and lively manner, the belief of our societies concerning what 

they encourage as good and decent behaviour, what they discourage as bad and improper 

behavior and what they would like members of such a society to do. Thus, performances of 

oral literature have the potentials of making us responsible members of society by instilling in 

us beliefs, morals, concerns and aspirations of our societies 

 

Oral Literature as a Mentoring Agent 
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A role model has been defined as “A person whose behavior, especially that which is exhibited 

in a particular capacity, serves as a model or standard for another person to follow.” (Barnhart 

& Barnhart, 1985, 1993). The issue of mentoring is crucial to a child’s development, and oral 

literature has given themes of mentorship a lot of emphasis. Children’s oral literature inspires 

them through the portrayal of characters bearing qualities that they can identify with. Great 

legendary heroes inspire children to dream of being great themselves someday.  

It is in agreement with the above submission that Chesaina (2007:21), submits that in oral 

narratives, legendary figures are “competent models who display appropriate behaviour in 

solving problems and coping with the world.” Consequently, heroes such as Shaka in Zulu oral 

tradition, Sundiata in Mali oral tradition, Wamugumo in Gikuyu oral tradition, Lwanda Magere 

in Luo tradition, Moremi in Yoruba oral tradition, Queen Amina of Zauzau, etc, are some 

legendary heroes and heroines that inspire the young ones to imbibe some of their behaviour. 

Chesaina (2007:22) further elaborates that: 

The beauty of oral literature is that while using artistic 

devices to emphasise the powers of legendary figures, it 

does not overlook their weaknesses. In the portrayal of 

these characters, the narratives also emphasise the 

weaknesses that contributed to a particular legendary 

figure’s downfall. Thus children are given the opportunity 

to utilise their imagination and common sense to emulate 

models, only in so far their strength of character goes; they 

are taught to avoid the mistakes or negative qualities that 

are said to have brought a given legendary figures to a 

tragic end. 

Oral literature genre such as the riddle captures the attention of the children and also sharpens 

their intellect/imagination. It is the equivalent of what is called verbal attitude that our children 

learn in the formal schools these days. The songs command involvement/participation of the 

audience just as the proverb may be used to stress a moral of a story. Oral literature genres 

therefore collectively enhance the didactic role of the arts in an appealing and affective manner 

Oral Literature and Awareness 

Oral literature makes us aware of ourselves, other human beings, our environment and our 

history. Stories, songs, proverbs, riddles and jokes in oral literature use colorful words and 

vivid images to describe human beings, their feelings and their behavior towards one another. 

These performances also portray natural phenomena like landscapes, plants and creatures in 

the same lively language. They also recount events and happenings in our lives and in the 

history of our societies. Hence these performances stimulate our observation and imagination, 
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we begin to understand the things described better and in a new light. Oral literature thus gives 

us insight into people, things and events. 

 

Oral Literature and the State of Affairs in Contemporary Africa 

The African continent is almost perpetually becoming a conflict ridden continent. Many 

African countries are either at war or are fighting one form of insurgency or the other. While it 

is true that the world in general is going through a lot of challenges of different proportions, 

our main focus in this Lecture is on Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. In the recent 

past, there had been civil wars in Nigeria, Uganda, Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia, 

Sierra Leone, genocide in Rwanda, Ebola epidemic in Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone. 

Currently, there is civil war in South Sudan, insurgency in Somalia, Democratic Republic of 

Congo and Nigeria. The list is almost endless. All citizens, especially those from these conflict 

ridden countries are expected to contribute to finding lasting solutions to these conflicts. 

 

What can oral literature do as its own contribution to finding solutions to these endless 

conflicts, wars, displacement of populations from these conflict-torn African countries? What 

can oral literature do in proffering solutions to the challenges of unemployment, poverty, 

disease and illiteracy? Is it possible for these African societies to remain traditional and modern 

at the same time? While it is difficult to clearly come out with satisfactory answers to the above 

disturbing questions, it is necessary for us to bear in mind that by its very nature, oral literature 

tries to promote the progress of humanity by the way it champions values that promote peace, 

prosperity and dignity of all human groupings. Through oral histories, narratives, songs, riddles 

and proverbs, people appreciate the functioning of vibrant communities with values anchored 

on understanding, collaboration, and interdependence. We are thus in agreement with 

Wasamba (2014) when he submits that: 

In the face of hopelessness, cynicism and despondency, Art 

heals through what Aristotle called catharsis. In a strife-

torn society such as ours, literature heals the world through 

its power of love and integration. It mirrors with clarity, 

depth and compassion, the thoughts, desires, achievements, 

disappointments and hopes of each generation regardless 

of differences. In art, humanity is tied together with what 

Athol Fugard; the celebrated South African playwright 

calls The Blood-Knot.  

Considering the importance of oral literature and its enduring aesthetic appeal and relevance in 

human existence therefore, it is no wonder that the discipline is attracting a lot of interests from 
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scholars and researchers not only in Africa but across the entire globe. This is supported by the 

fact that oral literature has the capacity not only to entertain and educate but also to uphold 

morals, preserve traditional knowledge and keep history alive. Human life is defined by 

narratives because telling stories has always been a way to bring people together, a way of 

humanising that which is in danger of being dehumanised, of bearing witness and keeping 

history alive. Oral Literature also mirrors closely the historical and political development of a 

nation. 

 

Realising the importance of oral literature in fostering unity, cohesiveness and development 

among the people, the colonial powers that took over control of many African nations, never 

really allowed the development of the oral arts. In Kenya for example, according to Wasamba 

(2014)  

The occupying regime (the British colonialists) never 

allowed Kenyan oral literature to thrive under the pretext 

that it was witchcraft. The real intension was to thwart art 

forms of traditional cultural expressions since they 

considered them powerful mobilising tools for agitation for 

cultural, economic and political freedoms.  

However, some African scholars did not take this colonial crack down on the oral arts without 

a counter attack. This is reflected in the radical approach to the effect of Western languages 

and cultures on Africans and their cultural values. Scholars such as Owour Anyumba, Ngugi 

wa Thiong’o and Taban lo Liyong rebelled against the colonial English syllabus and demanded 

the introduction of African Literature syllabi in schools and universities. Thus, in a position 

paper entitled “On the Abolition of the English Department” the trio argued that the primary 

duty of literature is to illuminate the spirit animating a people, to show how it meets the 

challenges and investigates possible areas of development (Ngugi 1986:89). They demanded 

for the renaissance of African cultural past to help address some emerging post independence 

challenges of African nations, in this case, represented by Kenya. 

 

Wasamba asserts that this rebellion led to radical changes in the literature curriculum not only 

at the University of Nairobi in Kenya where a Department of Literature was established but 

also at the University of Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) and Makerere University (Uganda). Oral 

Literature has since been receiving serious attention in scholarship in these institutions.  

 

It is however a sad commentary that no Nigerian university has a Department of Literature! 

Rather what obtains in the Nigerian university system is to have Departments of English and 
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at best English and Literary Studies under whose umbrella, Oral Literature may be taught as a 

single or two semester course. No wonder our children in many Nigerian communities are 

detached from their cultural roots and many may not even want to be identified with Nigerian 

sounding names! Unfortunately again, while many African oral literature scholars are desirous 

to re-introduce oral literature in the educational system, they have failed to make the literature 

relevant to the needed goal of building full rounded educated Africans. What therefore obtains 

in many of the few available opportunities to teach oral literature is poor methodological 

approach to the teaching of the course. In fact, many of us end up bending African oral literature 

to fall in line with the requirements of written European literature. The focus is thus more on 

preparing students for examination purposes as an alternative to preserving the collected texts 

in performance.  

 

To compound an already worrisome state of affairs about Oral Literature in African and indeed 

Nigerian educational system, just like many other things Nigerian, politicians have hijacked 

oral songs and oral performances to their own advantage. It is therefore common to find that 

the best oral poets in Nigeria in particular and many African societies in general are recruited 

to perform for political leaders either during political campaigns or at airports and other 

political events based on texts created for them or doctored by official propagandists. This trend 

is dangerous to the development of the arts as it has the potential to stifle creativity, make the 

artists partisan and also dwarf their talents.  

 

 

The Diminishing Popularity of Storytelling as a Communicative Art in Africa 

Storytelling as an art has been very influential in moulding the character of the younger ones 

in traditional societies, not just in Africa but since human existence. According to Osofisan 

(1997:10) 

The folktale is both fun and pedagogy; the masquerade 

festival is a source of amusement and escape, but also a 

canny and astute pretext for the voicing of current 

grievance. The court poet- strategically misnamed a praise-

singer... is often the mouth piece of acerbic criticisms 

against the throne. 

The dynamic nature of culture is reflected in folktales which is one of the oldest forms of verbal 

art known in human history. 
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Unfortunately, Nigerian cultural traditions have suffered some setback, probably due to the 

effects of technological developments which have brought many new forms of relaxation, after 

a hard day’s job. 

 

Considering what it termed “the dying nature of the storytelling tradition in Africa”, the British 

Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Africa Live organised a debate in 2004 for listeners to air 

their views on the declining influence of storytelling in Africa. A lot of people across the globe 

decried the unfortunate development. Some of the views are randomly paraphrased in this 

lecture. For instance, one Anslem John-Miller from the USA stated that children were not only 

excited to hear these stories but they learnt important morals from the characters which shaped 

their lives and relationships. Those stories also made children aware of the world and 

encouraged good values in their lives. According to him, now that emphasis is shifting away 

from storytelling in Africa, there is an upsurge in immorality in society.  

 

As for Ndung’u Ndegwa from Nairobi Kenya, many African traditions are gradually dying 

including the art of storytelling. Ndegwa laments that civilisation has killed off that world and 

it will never come back. The extended family has been fatally wounded and broken. Families 

have been urbanised while grandparents now stay back in the distant villages and waste away 

their talents. They only meet their grandchildren during the occasional, short holidays which 

are not long enough for storytelling sessions.  

 

With the dying culture of storytelling, children now occupy themselves with watching 

television and movies. These media do not provide the good morals that stories used to. Rather, 

the peace and contentment that were once enjoyed by communities have been replaced by war, 

instability and famine. Storytelling also helped children to develop their listening skills, to 

become effective communicators, to better understand the society in which they lived, to bridge 

a gap between their generation and past generations, to understand the meaning of life and to 

become more creative in what they do. The situation may be likened to civilisation chasing 

away our tradition. This is mostly because stories were told to make children aware of the 

world and to inculcate good values in their lives. The stories also taught children the importance 

of family values and gatherings.  

 

Sadly, few parents now spend time with their children, not to talk of having time to tell them 

stories. To compound an already bad situation, at most of the schools that these children attend, 
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the emphasis is on how to pass examinations and not really on learning to acquire education. 

The changing times have also made the situation worse as people are faced with various 

challenges of life. Villagers too are less interested to listen to long stories. City dwellers are 

addicted to their television sets. Western influence no doubt is gradually overshadowing 

African tradition.  

 

I have so far tried to show how important Oral Literature is to humanity. In what follows, I 

shall attempt to depict how changes in society affect the oral artist and the practice of his art. 

 

THE ORAL ARTIST IN A CHANGING SOCIETY: SOME EXAMPLES  

The traditional role of an artist is to mirror societal happenings to the audience. It is probably 

in fulfilment of this role that Ngugi (1981) notes that literature (which is an aspect of art) cannot 

escape from the class power structures that shape our daily life. The artist’s task is therefore to 

reflect, highlight and sometimes seek solutions to some of the problems that face society. 

Through this process, human beings’ consciousness within and around their environment is 

aroused and they are better prepared to accommodate/react to the social changes taking place 

in the ever changing society. All works of art can therefore be justifiably seen as collections of 

social experiences. These could be socio-economic or political issues as far as they affect the 

life and existence of man. This is more so because all art works aim at evoking and awakening 

in the observer, listener or reader, emotions and impulses that could make them conscious of 

their being. When this happens, the readers or members of the audience are prompted to act or 

react, even sometimes physically, to the prevailing circumstances around them. In the least, 

members of the audience are better informed and enlightened and made more aware of their 

roles and social responsibilities within their respective societies. These contribute in one way 

or the other to the development of such societies. 

It is therefore, through the exposure of the contributions of these artists that the public will be 

able to appreciate what the artists have been doing over the years. Through appreciation of their 

works, the artists will keep in touch as well as find direction for the future for societal 

development. The lecture takes an exploratory view with some examples from some topical 

socio-political songs that have been articulated by some oral artists in Niger and Benue states 

since 1960 and which have contributed in keeping Nigeria one and also enhancing its growth 

and development in many aspects of our national life vis –a- vis the changing circumstances. 
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Oral poetry is one veritable arm of oral literature that was neglected by the initial collectors of 

African oral literature. However, this is one aspect of African oral literature that has impacted 

so much on the African written poetry. Thus songs are composed by the oral poets to entertain, 

mobilise, and educate/sensitise the ordinary citizens, especially in the rural areas about 

government activities. These events and activities change from time to time and the artist 

reflects on these conflicts and the tensions in society with varying degrees of accuracy and 

successes. Thus, the same artist may produce different types of work that may sometimes 

appear contradictory both in terms of mood, sentiments, degree of optimism and even world 

view. This is because the artist is influenced by the happenings within the society. This section 

of the lecture discusses the changing role of the oral poets/poetry, especially as practiced in 

Niger and Benue states of Nigeria.  

 

The choice of Benue and Niger states as study examples in this presentation is predicated on 

the fact that most of my oral literary research have focused particularly on Tiv oral literature 

with emphasis on oral poetry, especially socio-political songs. Niger State is considered 

necessary because the focus of my on-going research, even along with my students is on the 

oral literary forms in Niger State. Some of my research experiences are therefore presented in 

the following pages. 

 

 

The Dynamic Nature of Oral Artists in Niger State 

Africa as a continent did not have a comprehensive written/documented account of its oral 

literature until Ruth Finnegan came down to the continent and toured West and Central Africa 

collecting basically oral prose forms such as legends, myths and folktales. Her research efforts 

resulted in the publication of Oral Literature in Africa (1970) which for many years served as 

the catechism for the study of African oral literature (Ogunjimi & Na’allah, (2005). Finnegan’s 

pioneering efforts have earned her great respect from scholars of African Oral Literature. This 

is despite her Eurocentric views on many issues in her book.  

 

For long however, there was a view widely held, particularly among the early European 

anthropologists who studied African societies, that there was nothing poetic about African oral 

literature. In fact, the widespread impression had been that “unwritten folk literature consisted 

mainly of prose narratives- ‘folktales’ and has little place for poetry” (Finnegan, 1979). Some 
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of these European anthropologists who, however, tried to study traditional literature ended up 

twisting the indigenous elements within it to such an extent that they almost lost their original 

meanings. Fortunately, however, many African scholars have now shown great interest in the 

study of African oral literature. Pioneers in this field include scholars like Okot p’Bitek, Wande 

Abimbola, Adeboye Babalola, and Isidore Okpewho, among others. These scholars were not 

just interested in disproving some earlier wrong notions about African oral literature; their 

efforts had also been directed at documenting this rich field of literary studies.   

 

The versatility of Isidore Okpewho (of blessed memory) to the development of African Oral 

Literature is globally acknowledged. Some of Okpewho’s valuable books include Epic in 

Africa, Myth in Africa, Oral Performance in Africa and African Oral Literature: Background, 

Character and Continuity etc. Many other Africans in general and Nigerians in particular have 

also been researching into the various aspects of their literatures and publishing such research 

findings.  

 

Before we go into discussing some few examples of the oral poetic forms available to us in 

Niger States, let us first have background knowledge of Niger. Niger State of Nigeria was 

created out of the old North Western State on February 3, 1976. It is presently (2019) made up 

of 25 Local Government Areas covering a total land mass of  76, 469.903 square kilometres 

(about 10% of the total land area of Nigeria) thus making the state the largest in Nigeria’s 36 

States structure  and the Federal Capital Territory of Abuja. 

 

The major indigenous ethnic groups of Niger State are: Nupe, Gbagyi, and Hausa. Other ethnic 

groups include Kadara, Koro, Baraba, Kakanda, GanaGana, Dibo, Kambari, Kamuku, Pangu, 

Dukkawa, Gwada and Ingwai, among others. Niger State also has numerous people from other 

parts of Nigeria living peacefully and contributing their quota to the development of the State. 

 

The 2006 Nigerian Population and Housing Census put the State’s population at 3,950,249 but 

it must have reached close to six million people currently (2019). The people of Niger State 

are predominantly Muslims and Christians with very few Traditional Religionists and Atheists. 

The majority of Nigerlites, (as they are fondly called), are farmers while many are involved in 

other vocations such as white collar jobs, business, craft and arts.  

 



18 
 

Ordinarily, the diversity of the composition of different ethnic groups in Niger State should 

provide a variety of languages and cultures that would further contribute a lot to the 

development of Nigeria’s rich cultural heritage. Unfortunately, however, not much is known 

about the different cultural formations of Niger State.  

 

Human societies all over the world have their respective oral literatures. Some societies have 

documented their oral literatures for upcoming generations. In Nigeria, the big literary 

traditions such as those of the Hausas, Igbos and Yorubas have been, over the ages, researching 

and documenting their oral literary forms as a way of preserving such traditions. However, 

many ethnic groups, especially the so-called minorities have not only shown lack of interest in 

carrying out research activities into their oral traditions, culture and literary forms but some 

have even allowed their culture to be swallowed by the customs, traditions and general ways 

of life by the so-called big traditions. 

 

Not much is known about research activities and published works on the oral literatures of the 

Niger State people. Blench recently published a document Oral Literature Genres of the Nupe 

of Central Nigeria (2010). The book focuses on oral prose forms like proverbs, folk tales, 

riddles and jokes and historical narratives. Besides just focusing only on the Nupe people, 

Blench’s research characteristically says nothing about the other oral literary forms that may 

be found among the other indigenous people of Niger State. Similarly, Isyaku Bala Ibrahim’s 

Eganmaganzhi Nupe (Nupe Proverbs) which covers 313  pages is still on oral prose form and 

also focuses attention just on the Nupe people and their proverbs. It is therefore obvious from 

these few examples that not much is known about the oral literatures of Niger State. It is even 

more disheartening that even the very examples cited here focus only on the Nupe people and 

only on their oral narrative art forms. Nothing is said about the variety of oral poetic and 

dramatic forms that exist across Niger State.  

 

While agreeing that a lot is yet known about the documented account of the oral literatures of 

the great people of Niger State, even much less is known about research activities into their 

oral poetry in particular. This is the major lacuna that researchers have to fill. Since the 

establishment of the Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida University, Lapai in 2005, and especially 

with the commencement of undergraduate programmes, the Department of English (there goes 

that name again), under my humble tutelage has been encouraging students to show serious 

academic interest in the oral literatures of Niger State. Consequently, quite a few students both 
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at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels are now carrying out research activities especially 

for their BA English projects and MA English (Literature) dissertations. With the 

commencement of the PhD programme in Literature and with the possibility of having 

independent research activities in the oral literary forms of Niger State, it is our fervent hope 

that in no distant future, the State will eventually be among those with a lot of research activities 

and documentaries into its oral literatures and cultures. 

 

These efforts with my students have started yielding some modest results. Consequently, in 

assessing the “Themes and Styles of Contemporary Nupe Songs”, Sadisu (2012: vii) asserts 

that 

Contemporary Nupe songs are veritable tools for 

checkmating moral exuberance among youths; preserving 

cultural heritage; advancing intellectual discourses; 

promoting community development; drawing the 

individual closer towards his/her community and 

repositioning societal attitude towards governance.   

Stressing this point further, Mohammed explains that it was in demonstration of this important 

role of the artist in Nupe society that “Hajiya Lolo, in particular was, in 1983, commissioned 

by the then Head of State (President) Alhaji Shehu Shagari to chronicle, in her song, the history 

of Bida Royalty. The song attracted a lot of attention from the Nupes and even non-Nupes.” 

 

According to Benu (2013:31-32), Hajiya Fatima Lolo Bida is an oral praise singer well known 

within the Bida Emirate and beyond. Hardly does any important social event take place in Niger 

State without the music of Hajiya Lolo Bida being played.  Benu goes on to list some of the 

achievements of Hajiya Lolo to include being the  

first Nupe traditional singer to own a microphone, the first 

musician in Niger State to be sponsored to Britain by the 

government, the first musician to sing for six successive 

emirs, including the present, the first on the list of the Niger 

State contingent to FESTAC 1977, and the first woman and 

musician in the state to be given a national honour-Member 

of the Order of the Niger (MON).  

In confirming that the dynamics of society also affect the oral artist and his/her work, Hajiya 

Fatima Lolo explains that “music used to be the preserve of the women in the Nupe society. 

But with the trend of events, men are also engaged in the profession now. ...living up to the 

dictates of the society.” 
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Just as the oral artist is very relevant in the Nupe society, it is a similar situation among the 

Gbagyi people of Niger State. Thus according to Victor (2014), Gbagyi songs and dances 

entertain at marriage ceremonies, educate and impact knowledge especially to the younger 

sones within Gbagyi society. Expatiating on the issue further, Victor (2014:41) submits that 

examples of moral issues being inculcated to the Gbagyi youths through songs include: 

Respect for elders in the society, respect for constituted 

authorities, hard work and so on. Gbagyi folksongs and 

dances are equally used to enlighten the people on certain 

issues like HIV/AIDS awareness campaign. ... (they) also 

serve as motivators in group farming, hunting, communal 

work like road clearing. Therefore, Gbagyi folksongs and 

dances serve important purposes in Gbagyi society.  

 

From the few examples we have cited above, it is evident that Niger State Oral Literature is 

very vibrant, even though not yet really researched into as one would want. However, in 

addition to the above examples, the following are some of the completed BA English research 

projects on some aspects of the Oral Literatures of Niger State: Ibrahim (2010), Jacob (2012), 

Mohammed (2013), Victor (2014), Kolo (2014), Yisa (2015), Zuwaira (2017), Haruna (2017) 

and Daniel (2017). 

 

It is our hope that since these researches are documented in printed form, they will thus be 

preserved in the libraries for future use by scholars/researchers interested in oral literature, 

especially of Niger State.  

 

The Dynamic Nature of the Tiv Oral Artist 

The Tiv people of Benue State, North Central Nigeria, until recently did not pay much attention 

to their oral literature. Hagher (1981:9-10) had decried the bareness of research into Tiv oral 

literature in general and oral poetry specifically. According to him:  

Very little is known about Tiv poetry. Unfortunately, our 

educational system has been...to the detriment of 

traditional poetic forms. Even the educated Tiv have begun 

to doubt the very existence of a poetic tradition in Tivland. 

It is gratifying to note however, that with the establishment of Benue State University in 1992, 

many young Tiv scholars are beginning to carry out some rigorous academic researches into 

different aspects of Tiv oral literature. Despite these modest efforts, more sustained academic 

researches need to be carried out into Tiv oral literature because “while the role of African 

writers like Achebe, Soyinka, Ngugi, Armah and Ousmane towards the development of their 
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respective societies is not in doubt, little is known of the African oral artist” (Ker 2014). Many 

oral poets have however, been contributing to the socio-economic, political and cultural 

development of their societies. A good example is Tarker Golozo, one of the greatest oral 

composer and singer that ever lived in Tivland. Born in 1932, Golozo (who joined his ancestors 

in 2000) hailed from the Mbaityav District of Gboko Local Government Area of Benue State, 

Nigeria. In his life time, Golozo composed and sung songs on virtually all aspects of human 

endeavours. He was a moral philosopher, an educator, a great mobiliser and entertainer who 

combined and performed these social roles effectively. I intend to use some of the songs of 

Tarker Golozo, in this lecture, to demonstrate how changes in society affect the artist and the 

practice of his art. 

 

 

i) Contributions to National Integration and Development  

Some writers have mentioned the oral literature of the Tiv people but this was done in passing 

(e.g. Finnegan 1970, Keil 1979). Most of the colonial anthropologists that wrote on this aspect 

of Tiv did not even have a deep understanding of either the Tiv society or its culture. But as 

A.C Jordan has correctly observed: “if literature reflects the society which produced it, then 

understanding the social forces at work in that society is vital to appreciating that society’s 

literature” (Jordan, 1973: viii). This is precisely why it is expedient to briefly discuss the nature 

of Tiv society so that we could be better placed to access the literature of the Tiv people and 

the role it plays within and outside that society. 

The Tiv people occupy fourteen out of the twenty three local government areas of Benue state. 

They are also found in large numbers as indigenous inhabitants in Nasarawa, Taraba, Plateau 

and (somehow) in Cross River States. On the whole, the Tiv people number about ten million 

with most of them living in Benue State. The Tiv “have many neighbours, chief among who 

are the Idoma, Jukun, Alago and Udam” (Ahire, 1994:34). 

Art performs a very great role in the Tiv socio-cultural day to day existence. The popular 

Kwagh-hir theatre for instance, has had a significant effect on the Tiv people.  “It was a product 

of collective Tiv consciousness at a time the cultural identity of Tiv people was threatened by 

an oppressive Northern government. It formed an impregnable shell around the culture of the 

Tiv people” (Hagher,1990:12). 
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The Tiv oral artist has been adapting his poetic practice to conform to the dynamic nature of 

his society. It was as a result of the above that during the politics of Nigeria’s First Republic 

(1960-1966), the Tiv oral poets composed songs that reflected the turbulent events of the times. 

Political struggle for leadership in Tiv land during the politics of the First Republic was an 

outright fight between the United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC) led by the late Chief J.S. 

Tarka and the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) of late Sir Ahmadu Bello. The NPC was in 

control at both the federal and Northern Nigeria regional governments, of which the then Tiv 

Native Authority (Tiv N.A.) was a constituent part. In fact, the NPC was presented to the Tiv 

people as a Hausa Party. This polarisation affected relationships between Tiv people who 

belonged to either of the two political camps. Political campaigns in Tiv land became avenues 

for “showering abuses on each other” (Tseayo, 1975).  To effectively achieve their aims, Tiv 

politicians employed the services of singers (oral poets) to compose and sing songs that 

emphasised and popularised abuses against their political opponents. 

The NPC Regional government that controlled the Tiv N.A. did not help matters through its 

repressive actions and policies against the Tiv people. The people reacted against the 

government through two major revolts namely: the Nande Ior (Burn People) which took place 

in September 1960 in which “some 50, 000 people must have taken part…and some 30, 000 

houses were burnt” (Tseayo, 1975:83).  

The following song was used to mobilise the UMBC supporters to participate in that deadly 

revolt: 

Tiv version  

Sarwuan oo} 

Tiv gba van ve} 2 times 

Baja zer gbem tso 

Ve tser a i ve 

Se yo se fa or kuranga 

Ayieoo! 

Tar tenger ken Tiv 

Baja wua ayol ave. 

 

English Translation 

Sarwuan oo} 

Tiv are coming} 2 times 

Baja has troubled us much 

Now they have had it 

For us, we have no one to spare 

Ayieoo 
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Tiv land quakes 

Baja have committed suicide.  

 

Such songs mobilised UMBC supporters and at the same time sent panic to their “enemies”. It 

called on Sarwuan (the middle name of the UMBC leader -J.S. Tarka) that they (UMBC 

supporters) were on the move to deal with the NPC supporters who were derogatorily called 

Baja.1 This uprising took place soon after the UMBC Divisional Convention in Agasha (4-6 

February, 1964). On the 12th February, 1964, a raiding force of people calling itself 

Atemityough (Head crackers) went into action killing and maiming other people who were 

considered sympathetic to the NPC government. 

 

It is pertinent to also consider briefly how the NPC also attacked UMBC through songs. This 

will further support our earlier thesis that songs perform a very strong political role among the 

Tiv people. Songs perform a sort of public relations role among the governed and their leaders. 

To show that they were really in control of the Tiv N.A. affairs, the NPC supporters taunted 

their political opponents through songs. One example is as follows: 

 

Tiv version   

Tor Tiv Gondo Aluor 

Ior mbakoron we mbayev 

Tor Tiv zenda ve sha 

Akshen Grup maa koti ga 

Ngue gaadi u wuhen se ga 

Kwagh hemba ve! 

 

English Translation 

Tor Tiv Gondo Aluor 

People are arresting your children 

Tor Tiv tell them off 

Action Group has no court (to convict us) 

It has no prison to lock us 

They are defeated! 

 

Since NPC was in government, its followers felt there was nothing the opposition UMBC that 

went into political alliance with another opposition party, the Action Group could do to them. 

Thus, they boasted even in songs that their opponents could neither try them in law courts nor 

jail them. 
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The intense political situation in Tiv land in the period immediately after Nigeria’s 

independence in 1960 was a microcosm of what was happening at the macro Nigerian society. 

Nigerian politicians seemed to have lost the ability to manage the affairs of the nation. It was 

therefore hardly a surprise to many that the Nigerian military (as was then the fashion in most 

post-independence African states) had to come into political power in January 1966 to 

“salvage” the nation. It is also hardly any mere coincidence that one of the reasons the military 

gave for overthrowing Sir Tafawa Balewa’s regime was the so-called 1964 Tiv riot. No sooner 

had the military taken over than Nigeria was plunged into a bloody 30-month civil war (1967-

1970). Even at that time, the Tiv oral artists played a significant role in trying to maintain the 

unity of the country. 

 

The Tiv people’s love of songs and their patriotic disposition to the socio-political and 

economic development of the Nigerian state can also be seen in their songs during their Burma 

and Congo military participation. Similarly during the Nigerian Civil war, “the Tiv who 

dominated the lower ranks of the (Nigerian) army fought gallantly to ensure victory for an 

undivided Nigeria” (Ahire, 1994). Some of their marching songs and chants adopted by the 

entire Nigerian Army included the following: 

 

Tiv version 

1) Yange ne alu ikurior a bam se oo 

Hoon se kpe. Hoon se kpe. 

 

2) Mnyam cier mo er uke yemeo 

Ooh, uke hide 

Shima yam ngi awambe awambe 

Hoon ngi awambe awambe 

 

English Translation 

1) If foreigners offend us 

Yes, we shall die. Yes we shall die. 

 

2) I dreamt that foreigners have gone 

Ooh, uke (foreigners) have come back 

My heart is bloody, bloody 

Yes, it’s bloody, bloody. 

The message inherent in the above marching songs is clear. The songs mobilised and motivated 

the soldiers and made them to face their “enemies” without fear. The Tiv oral artist thus reacts 

to the prevailing situations within the society as occasions demand. 
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ii) The Post Civil War Period 

By way of buttressing our earlier claim that the oral artist changes his/her subject matter, 

themes, tone and even mood in line with the dynamics within the society, we shall now briefly 

see how this is reflected in post Civil War Nigeria as reflected in some selected songs. After 

the collapse of the First Republic and the end of the bloody Nigerian Civil War that followed, 

General Yakubu Gowon (the then Head of State of Nigeria) declared that there was “no victor, 

no vanquished.” This philosophy led to the implementation of his government’s three Rs ( i.e. 

Reconciliation, Reconstruction and Rehabilitation). The Tiv oral artists once more took up their 

talents and preached to the people on the need to embrace unity, actively participate in 

agricultural activities and also eventually prepare for the 1979 general elections. The foremost 

oral poet in that vanguard was Mr. Taker Golozo.  

 

After the Civil War, the Federal Military Government of Nigeria wanted to conduct a National 

Census to find out the actual population of the country. In a desire to make the 1973 National 

Census a success, the government enlisted the support and co-operation of all citizens. Being 

a patriotic Nigerian, Golozo also decided to enlighten and mobilise his audience for the census 

exercise. He explained the need to have a successful census through the song excerpted below: 

 

Tiv Version 
Hia kuna hiin a hiin a igbe. 

Faga ka awa ime 

Ken inyom i adundu-atar-kar-atar la 

Se vande oron iyenge ior 

Kpa mbagenev faga 

Or nan lu a onov utaan 

Kpa nan yila wan momo 

Or ugenev ve lu pue 

Kpa nan yila wan momoo 

Iyenge ior i paned je nan faga 

  

Shie shi kuma ve iwa iyol 

Ka sha Novemba ayange 25 

Zanzan akor Disemba 

Orvanya avau kpa dan 

Yeren nan zeoo 

 

English Translation 

A whirlwind normally starts with igbe 

Ignorance is darkness 

In the year ’63 

We had a census 
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But some people did not understand 

Someone with five children 

Would call only one 

Another with ten 

But would call out only one  

The population was reducing but he did not know. 

 

Time has come again, get ready 

It’ll start on November 25th 

Till December 

Even if you have a visitor  

Don’t hide him away. 

 

He started by using an image of the whirlwind. According to Tiv traditional belief, when a 

whirlwind starts, the igbe2 divinity or akombo is evoked to forestall the damages that the 

whirlwind might otherwise cause. In using the igbe image, the poet is implying that there was 

need to do everything to forestall any factors that might likely come to reduce the participation 

of the Tiv people. Using a metaphor which compares ignorance to darkness (“ignorance is 

darkness”), the oral poet made reference to the unsuccessful 1963 population census in order 

to have people better mobilised and educated at that time around so that they would bring all 

the members of their families for enumeration. In 1963, people hid their children probably in 

fear of being asked to pay heavier taxes according to their family sizes! The appropriateness of 

the metaphor can, therefore, be appreciated.  

In the performance of his role as a society mobiliser and educator towards enhancing the 

successful execution of government programmes, the oral singer went on to indicate the actual 

dates of the census which covered November 25 to December 1973. The people were therefore 

warned in advance to stay at home to be enumerated together with their family members and 

even visitors. 

 

After advising his people to be prepared for the 1973 census exercise, the poet goes further (in 

another song) to advise the census enumerators who were to carry out the exercise to be civil 

when dealing with rural people so as not to jeopardise the purpose of the whole Census 

exercise. This is therefore a holistic approach to mobilisation and education as both the people 

to be counted (enumerated) and those to do the counting (the enumerators) in the 1973 census 

exercise were fully mobilised and educated on their respective roles and behaviours so as to 

make the exercise a success. 
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Sometimes, an oral poet may decide to praise himself/herself by describing some great feats 

that he/she has accomplished (Dangambo, 1979:94). In his song on the 1979 general elections, 

Golozo introduces himself by referring to himself as an international musician that has 

performed abroad as well. “My name is No.1 Golozo. Tiv traditional and international music” 

(sic). This, he renders in English thus confirming the fact that he was literate to some extent, 

having been a primary school teacher for seven years earlier. The poet also displayed a great 

knowledge of Nigerian history. In the song under reference, Golozo calls on some of his 

admirers who he praise-sings. He implores them to go on explaining to the Nigerian public the 

impending hand-over of government to civilians by Yar’ Adua. Some excerpts: 

 

Tiv version 

My name is No. 1 Golozo 

Tiv traditional and international music (sic) 

Tyowan Akaa Tarhir 

We oron ior mba sha Jecira 

Atezer a oron Kwande 

Mr. Peter Ibam Amagwa a oron Jemgbagh 

Ken Katsina yo ka Suleiyol 

Tor Ivokor ngu oron mba shin Makurdi 

Ugom, Mr. Kurga 

We oron mba shin Gwer oo 

Kuma Yar’Adua u hiden 

A tahav nan sivilian 

Kpa a gba nan ve ga oo 

Shoja vea kegh ave her tavelaghaa 

Tyohar or Mbakighir 

Vea fa eren ga 

Tativ vea hide angohol oo!  

 

English Translation 

My name is No.1 Golozo 

Tiv traditional and international music (sic) 

Tyowan Akaa Tarhir 

You be explaining to Jecira people 

Atezer should explain to Kwande people 

Mr. Peter Ibam Amagwa explain to Jemgbagh 

In Katsina, it is Suleiyol 

Chief Ivokor is explaining to those in Makurdi 

Ugom, Mr. Kurga 

Tell those in Gwer 

Ya’Adua now wants to  

Return power to civilians 

However, this will not just be given 

Soldiers will still be watching 

Tyohar, a man from Mbakighir 
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If civilians don’t do well 

Soldiers will retake over! 

 

Thus, concentrating attention on all the major Tiv lineage groups, the poet asks Tyowan Akaa 

to explain to those in Jecira, Atezer to explain to Kwande people, Mr. Peter Ibam Amagwa 

should explain to people in Jemgbagh, while in Katsina Ala, the task fell on Suleiyol. Chief 

(Tor) Ivokor is to cover Makurdi area leaving Ugom, Kurga to take care of Gwer. In allocating 

the mobilisation task to those influential people in their respective areas of influence, it is hoped 

that the whole of Tivland would have been fully mobilised and educated towards what to do 

during the expected general elections. The poet similarly tasks each of the “appointed” 

moblisers to let people know that should civilians fail to perform well, the soldiers would again 

snatch the mantle of leadership. 

 

The poet does not restrict his mobilisation message to Tiv people alone. Consequently, he 

implores “Mallam Bako too should explain to people in the Hausa quarters” who are usually 

of Hausa descent and speak the Hausa language. 

 

As Ker (1999: 58) noted somewhere earlier, 

Whether one was very old, blind, leprous or suffering from 

any other form of deformity, the poet implores everyone 

who was up to 18 years old (the voting age in Nigeria) to 

go out and register as a prospective voter. To lead by 

example, Golozo calls on his fellow composer/singer to 

come out so that they too would register: “Mki, my friend/ 

Try so that we go and register/Let’s complete our part”.  

With the benefit of the events of 31st December 1983 when the civilian regime of President 

Alhaji Shehu Shagari was overthrown in a military coup, one can say that the poet was 

prophetic at the time of composing the song in 1978. We may also say that by saying the 

military would be on the stand-by waiting to take over power from civilians again, the poet 

was passing a scathing comment on the then Nigerian military that seemed rather eager to usurp 

civilian (democratic) powers at the slightest excuse. This obviously was not the best way for 

the entrenchment of an enduring democratic culture in Nigeria. 

 

We can see in the above song that the oral poet has been a great mobiliser and educator within 

his immediate and even remote environments. Golozo as an oral poet/singer aimed at 

promoting the struggle towards positive change in society. One of the ways of achieving this 

is to make the people self-sufficient in food production as reflected in many of his songs on 
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agriculture. His song, entitled “Fertilizer” for example, is meant to achieve this aim. An excerpt 

from the poem is treated below to buttress our submission: 

 

Tiv version 

M za yam icigh er me za naha a naha 

Tso m yila Awuhe Pever 

Tor sule u ken Benue 

Tesem er me wa  

Ve me kera was ha ibume ga yo. 

M wa icigh yo m dugh doya 

Kwagh hingir kongoloo 

Agbo ngu alu kongoloo 

Logo wam kpa kongoloo 

Kua di mba mondo kaka ne kpa  

Mondo ngu alu kongoloo! 

English Translation 

I bought medicine (fertilizer) 

As if I was going to prepare corn meal with it 

Then I called Awuhe Pever 

The greatest Tiv farmer in Benue 

To teach me how to apply it (fertilizer) 

I applied it and harvested yam 

The thing is smooth 

Water yam is smooth 

My cassava is smooth 

Even common coco-yam is smooth! 

 

The above excerpt shows the advantages of applying fertilizer to crops. This song was 

composed to educate farmers that when they apply fertilizer to their crops, the yield will be 

higher. Even if the people do not know how to go about applying the fertilizer, they should ask 

someone experienced in farming who would teach them. By the way, that was what the poet 

himself initially did: by asking Mr. Awuhe Pever to teach him how to use fertilizer on his farm. 

This once more confirms the great role of the oral poet as the society’s mobilising and educating 

agent. 

 

The functional role of the oral poet as has so far been demonstrated above also shows how he 

“discloses his opinions, ideas and views (on a lot of issues). He praises and condemns persons, 

institutions, human relationships of the past and present like a social commentator” (Basgoz, 

1986). In line with the above observation, Golozo composed a song in 1977 decrying the 

scarcity of petroleum products in Nigeria. He wondered why Nigeria that produces crude oil 

does not have refined petrol for local consumption! He queried: 
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Tiv version 

Er nan ilu zuan a mkurem ga 

Man ilu ken tar u Najeria 

Ngun i eren mkurem? 

Moto kpa ngee 

Agiragi kpa nga ngeen 

Kua mbainjin ato kposo kposo 

Kape kwagh man alu inja ne ga! 

 

English Translation 

Why is it that there is no oil (petrol?) 

When it is in Nigeria 

That oil is produced? 

There are many vehicles 

Planes are also increasing 

As well as different types of engines 

The situation (lack of petrol) should not be so! 

 

Unfortunately, the poet’s social concern about the lack of petroleum products in 1977 has not 

really been solved. In fact, currently (2019) the situation has become worse as Nigeria appears 

to be the only oil producing country in the world that still imports refined petroleum products 

for its domestic consumption. The importation of petroleum products has allegedly become a 

big business for politicians in power or their cronies. If Golozo were alive to witness what is 

going on in his beloved country today, he would have been greatly disappointed because his 

outcry/warning of forty years ago has fallen on deaf ears of those that have been managing 

Nigerian state affairs. Be that as it may, the oral poet has however, performed his role by 

making us aware of what is happening around us and it is left for the audience to take necessary 

mitigating steps to remedy the situation.   

 

It could be seen from the above that far from being a mere entertainer, the oral poet is also a 

social commentator, mobiliser, educator and critic, among many other roles. It is probably in 

fulfilment of these roles that some poets have acted as propagandists for those in positions of 

authority by propagating the accepted views of life in poetic compositions. Similarly, the social 

order is also maintained through poetic performances and it is the generally accepted views 

about life that are expressed in songs. Even though oral poetry may best be appreciated when 

performed, since the songs are really meant to be chanted openly before an audience, attempts 

are usually made to reduce the songs in written form so as to make them available to a wider 

audience who may be ignorant of them in their original forms. It is also true that when oral 
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poems are transcribed and later translated into English, they suffer a lot of mutilations. 

However, “a set of English translations (of these oral poems) though a poor substitute, is a vast 

improvement on ignorance” (Mapanje & White, 1982:2). 

 

Tarker Golozo’s oral poetic career covered almost every issue of human interest. In one of his 

songs on the 1979 general elections in Nigeria that ushered in the Shehu Shagari- led civilian 

government; Golozo achieved multifarious tasks of being a praise singer, mobiliser and an 

educator. It should not be strange that he could effectively play these three roles in a single 

poem because oral poetry is generally “dynamic and capable of growth and augmentation” 

(Olatunji, 1973). 

 

In 1978, Golozo composed another song to inform, entertain, educate and mobilise his audience 

about the importance of registering and voting in the 1979 elections that would usher in 

Nigeria’s Second Republic. The poet calls on all the people of his home state of old Benue 

(Idoma, Igala, and Tiv, etc) to come out and register for the 1979 general elections.  

In the song, the oral poet stresses the fact that people should try to get registered and eventually 

vote in at least one of the elections, either the presidential, House of Representatives or State 

Assembly elections. The need for voters’ registration is also highlighted because without a 

voter’s card, one cannot vote; even for one’s friend. We have just witnessed the 2019 general 

elections and it could be seen from what happened during the voter registration that the 

enlightenment Golozo propagated in 1978 is still relevant in Nigeria, forty years after! 

The poem (song- 1979 General Elections), could also be said to be a critique of the performance 

of public officers, represented here by the negligence of the electorates by their elected 

representatives. It is probably the neglect that has informed the opinion of some people that 

they “won’t vote someone to buy a car and throw dust upon” them. There is also an allusion to 

bad roads which are not tarred since motorists have to “throw dust” on people as they 

(motorists) drive pass. The poet, however, advises that the only way to check this menace is to 

register so as to be able to vote in candidates of one’s choice and vote out of public offices, 

those who are not performing, of course in a free and fair election.     

The songs considered under this sub-heading further confirm our earlier submission that the 

oral artists, just as their literary creative artists counterparts, react to changing events in their 

society; especially the way the events affect them and the general development of their 
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respective societies. Let us briefly consider the role of the Tiv oral artists in the politics of 

Nigeria’s Second Republic (1979 – 1983). 

  iii)  Tiv Oral Poets and Nigeria’s Second Republic 

Mr Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, during the politics of the Second Republic, the nature of 

political campaigns in Tiv land was not really different from what obtained in the First 

Republic. Realising, however, the presence of more educated Tiv politicians than was the case 

in the past, the oral singers composed the songs that could appeal to the elites. This was 

probably the reason that gave birth to the National Party of Nigeria’s (NPN) famous campaign 

songs in 1983 aptly termed “Disco ‘83”. These songs derided the rival and opposing Nigerian 

Peoples’ Party (NPP) and its gubernatorial candidate in Benue State. The songs were very 

infectious and were accompanied by music and dance. Here are some excerpts: 

Tiv Version: 

Mnder:         Or apipi u gbaanzo yum 

Mrumun:      Wan neshen 

Mnder:         Wan or apipi u tema azongo 

Mrumun:      Wan neshen 

Mnder:         Wan or apipi u zenden tugh yum 

Mrumun:      Wan neshen 

Cii:              Aku baba wamoo 

        Taver a taver shima helee 

                    Or apipi ngu a gomna gaa 

                    Or apipi unaya gomna yo 

                    Saa jaki anyor sha ihula nulaaa. 

 

English Translation: 

Call:             NPP man you borrow too much 

Response:     One Nation 

Call:              NPP man you can only squat 

Response:     One Nation 

Call:              NPP man you travel in the night too much 

Response:     One Nation. 

Together:      Aku my father 

                   Go on with a strong mind 

                   NPP man will never be governor 

                   For NPP man to be governor 

                   A camel must pass through a needle’s eye. 

 

The song made fun of the whole campaign business by rather focusing on the life style of the 

NPP gubernatorial candidate than concrete issues. At the same time, the song went on assuring 

the then incumbent governor of Benue State (Mr. Aper Aku) that he would continue to be 
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governor because according to the composers of the song, it was impossible for the NPP to 

produce a governor. 

In addition to the above, the songs were diversionary hence they aimed at diverting the 

electorates’ attention from the allegations of corruption levelled against the NPN 

leadership/government in Benue State by NPP. Hagher (1988:15), notes that 

Often times at the electioneering campaigns, the emphasis 

was on dancing... rather than manifestos or speeches. This 

was clearly a diversionary tactic that mesmerised the Tiv in 

winning their approval to the NPN on the dance rather than 

on the manifesto. To make matters worse, not even the text 

of the dance had any serious context. Instead of concrete 

issues and positions, aspersions were cast at the personality 

and personal habits of the NPP and its gubernatorial 

candidate. The dance was (however) infectious, appealing 

and irresistible. 

The above quotation once again confirms the earlier observation in this lecture that the Tiv 

people’s love for songs is inestimable and politicians also have since resorted to the use of oral 

singers to their political advantage. 

Just as was the case with the First Republic, when it collapsed due to a military coup, the 

Second Republic came to a sudden death on 31st   December, 1983 through a military coup d’ 

etat. As usual, politicians were accused of corruption, electoral malpractices and other forms 

of maladministration. The Tiv oral artists also decided to move along the changing times. Many 

composed songs that reflected on the civilian regime of the Second Republic. Some of the 

songs welcomed the military rule and asked Nigerians to co-operate with the new military 

rulers. An excerpt of such a song by Golozo is treated below to buttress this thesis: 

Tiv version 

Ter Aondo u hemba ga ma mzehe awe 

Er nan yange u tsa zende zanzan 

Tar lu vihin ken jime kpa mayange u hiden ga 

U va mase hiden aikighe belee 

Mase shin chukuu, yan mase 

Shin cukuu ga ma u kohol ivurugh ga 

 

English Translation 

God you are supreme otherwise I 

Would quarrel with you 

Why did you stay away for so long? 

The country was being devastated 

Only for you to return casually in the evening 

A little tarry you would not have met a bit (of the country). 
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In this song (part of which is quoted above), the oral poet assumes a conversational posture 

with God and tries to query him as to why he allegedly abandoned Nigeria during the four years 

of civilian democratic rule (1979-1983) when it was allegedly mismanaged by politicians. The 

poet claims that if God had delayed a little longer before returning, via the military overthrow 

of government, the whole Nigerian nation would have been totally destroyed. All these have 

been expressed through figurative language, principally imageries and this also shows how rich 

the oral poetic tradition could be. The re-entry of the Military into Nigerian’s political life is 

thus described as God casually returning in the evening from his journey, after He had been 

away for four years. 

 

The oral poet, therefore, seems to swim with the political tide and wherever it takes him, he 

takes his talent along and composes songs to contribute to the sustenance of the oneness of 

Nigeria instead of inciting people to defy the military. It is probably in the zeal to maintain the 

unity of Nigeria that in the rest of the song, the singer advises people to be patient with the 

military. This might have been in response to the complaints from Nigerians who were asking 

why the suffering in the land was still on even as the military claimed they seized power to 

correct the wrongs of the politicians. The oral poet cautions such people to shut up because 

they should know that it was not easy to repair, in five months to the satisfaction of all, 

something that has been destroyed for four years. The song therefore seems to suggest that the 

military should be given a little more time to clear the “mess” of the civilians. Whether that 

mess was cleared to the satisfaction of many is another matter altogether. History seems to be 

repeating itself in Nigeria 

. 

iv) The Tiv Oral Artists’ Comments on Politics of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic (May 

1999- Date) 

From the foregoing it could be seen that the Tiv oral poet has been an active commentator on 

the issues that affect his/her immediate Tiv society, Benue State and indeed the whole Nigerian 

nation. This is the role the oral artist has continued to play up to the coming of Nigeria’s Fourth 

Republic on May 29, 1999. The politics of the period has been turbulent, especially when some 

elected political office holders insist on being returned to power even against the popular 

wishes of the electorates. This trend naturally leads to violence in many parts of Nigeria as 

political opponents are seen and regarded as enemies that must be crushed. Some oral poets in 

Tiv land have been lamenting the ugly turn of events. They compare the era with the political 
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activities of the Second Republic and seem to arrive at the sad conclusion that during the 

politics of Nigeria’s Second Republic (October 1979- December 1983), vibrant opposition 

parties like the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) and the Nigerian Peoples Party (NPP) were 

allowed to carry out their political activities without much let or hindrance. This is something 

that many poets regret it is not being tolerated by the contemporary governments in Nigeria in 

general and Benue State specifically. 

This position of some oral singers in the area under reference is reflected in many of their 

songs. Angered by the intolerant nature of Nigeria’s contemporary politics and political 

activities, one oral singer then goes into history and explains that during Nigeria’s Second 

Republic, there were only five registered political parties namely: National Party of Nigeria 

(NPN); Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN); Nigeria Peoples’ Party (NPP); Great Nigeria Peoples’ 

Party (GNPP) and Peoples’ Redemption Party (PRP). The NPN controlled the federal 

government under President Shehu Shagari but the then cabinet contained some ministers from 

other parties. Mr. Paul Iorpuu Unongo (who the poet calls by his business name of 

JULADACO) was one of such federal ministers from another party, the NPP. In Benue State, 

Mr. Aper Aku, from the NPN, was the governor but he also had political opponents from other 

rival political parties in his cabinet. One of such opponents was Chief Emmanuel Akume 

Atongo from Katsina-Ala who was in the NPP. According to the oral singer, the NPN 

government of Aper Aku in the state did not go after his life but rather used political 

methods/patronage to woo him over to the NPN. The oral singer laments that if it were during 

the leadership of the day, Atongo’s life could even be endangered. Similarly, instead of going 

after Paul Unongo’s life, Governor Aper Aku decided to establish Ikyogen Cattle Ranch, in the 

vicinity of Unongo’s home village as well as constructed two roads leading to Jato Aka: one 

from Adikpo town to Jato Aka and the other one from Ugbema to Jato Aka, which is Unongo’s 

ancestral home.  

One disturbing phenomenon that has emerged among the Nigerian educated and political elites 

is that when disturbances, especially political violence takes place, the elites that one would 

ordinarily expect to stand out and condemn such dastardly behaviour are usually complacent 

and even sometimes keep mum. The oral artists are worried and one of them therefore loudly 

complains so in his songs on the rampant cases of political violence in Tiv land. He calls many 

intellectuals by name and warns them not to think that the problem does not concern them 

probably because they are not directly affected. He wonders how sure such politicians were 
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that if the menace of political violence was not checked, it would not happen to them sometimes 

later. 

 

The oral singer however, seems to be comforted that despite the fact that many people prefer 

to be quiet about the ugly political violent situation, there were still a few intellectuals that had 

taken it upon themselves to condemn what was going on. He then goes further to call such 

individuals by name, just as he had also named those whom he had expected to speak out but 

had chosen to keep quiet. The poet, nevertheless, laments that actually some people would have 

loved to speak out in condemnation of the violence in the land but they were afraid that they 

might lose their jobs. According to the singer, it was probably this palpable fear that made even 

the clergy that were supposed to be fearless compromised their positions hence they too 

appeared incapable of condemning what was going on. All these factors point to the type of 

degeneration in moral standards that has characterised recent Nigerian politics. Politics seems 

to have been reduced to bread and butter; a situation whereby elections must be won by all 

means available, hence it has become a matter of life and death. The situation has so worsened 

that only very few principled opposition politicians seem to have the courage to speak out 

against unpopular policies and actions of government. 

 

A new dimension in political campaigns has emerged in Benue state in general and Tiv 

speaking areas of the state in particular. Interestingly, the practice appears to be common all 

over Nigeria. For example, as the build-up to full political activities that led to the 2011general 

elections gathered momentum, politicians in Tiv land resumed the practice of using oral singers 

as their mouth pieces. This time around however, instead of going from house to house to 

solicit for votes, politicians would rather mount gigantic loud speakers in their campaign 

vehicles powered by medium-size mobile electric generators, where songs composed by 

various oral singers are loudly played accompanied by music and proclaiming (mostly 

imaginary) achievements of their candidates as well as the promises that such candidates would 

fulfil once voted into power. One could find children, youth and sometimes adults dancing to 

the songs and music emanating from the mobile campaign vans.  

 

One amusing aspect of such political songs is that as some candidates fail to get re-nomination 

in their political parties, most of them usually decamp to formerly opposition parties where 

they feel they could realise their political ambitions. As they move, they go along with their 

“teeming” supporters, including some of their oral composers who now change tune and start 
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composing songs that eulogise the new political platform of their patrons while at the same 

time deriding the former parties and their so-called achievements!   The nature of political 

songs during the 2015 and 2019 general elections was not drastically different from that of 

2011. 

 

This section of the lecture sets out to discuss the changing roles of the oral artist in a society 

that is also dynamic, and ever changing. The section highlights some cases where politicians 

use songs, which are usually accompanied by music and dance, to insult their political 

opponents during and even after electioneering campaigns. It also tries to show that some oral 

singers have come out with songs condemning rampant cases of harassment, intimidation and 

sometimes outright elimination of political opponents, an ugly trend that is fast gaining ground 

in Nigerian politics. The section also shows that contrary to the views many people may hold, 

a society’s development is an aggregate of the contributions of all citizens; irrespective of 

whether they are ‘educated’ or not. As has been stressed in the lecture, it could be seen that as 

an agent of social change, the poet/oral singer is able to say what many members of the society 

cannot or are afraid to say. The oral poet is therefore able to distil the thoughts, joys, sorrows, 

fears and anger of his community, in the way the events happen or may change them, and 

present them all in melodic songs/poems. Thus the poets keep in touch with and find a new 

direction for future societal development (Ker, 2002). 

 

The Need to Revive, Collect and Preserve Nigerian Oral Traditions 

Earlier in this lecture, we identified some advantages of studying Oral Literature. Because of 

its importance to humanity, oral literary scholars have been carrying out researches and 

documenting the various oral literary forms that exist in different societies. While the major 

traditions in Nigeria namely the Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba have a lot of their oral literature 

documented, the oral literatures of ethnic nationalities such as those in Niger State of Nigeria 

are hardly known nor documented for the benefit of the immediate communities and the outside 

world. This is a gap that has to be filled by researchers. The focus could be on oral poetic forms 

that exist in Niger State. The methodology adopted should be practical participant observation 

by researchers. Such research team would go into extensive field work activities interviewing, 

recording and thus collecting information from the oral poets/artists themselves. Such 

collections would be transcribed, translated and critically analysed with a view to determining 
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their relevance to the immediate communities, Niger state and humanity as a whole. The 

expected result is that the analysis would reveal the important role that oral poetry, for example, 

plays in uniting the people through the various songs and performances that are usually carried 

out at different occasions. Unity is a veritable catalyst for societal growth and development. 

This will also debunk the erroneous feeling that contributions to societal development emanate 

mainly from educated elites with little or nothing from the so-called illiterate members of such 

a society. Considering the relevance of oral poetry and oral artists to society as this lecture has 

tried to reveal, it would be recommended that more research activities should be carried out by 

oral literary scholars into the various indigenous art forms that exist in Niger State and indeed 

across Nigeria. This is a way of documenting, preserving and thus preventing our various 

cultural heritages from extinction. 

 

Praise poetry is a genre that is shared by all the peoples of Africa south of the Sahara, and 

probably by all human beings. The dynamic nature of culture is reflected in folktales which are 

one of the oldest forms of verbal arts known in human history. The themes as well as characters 

and images in many Nigerian folktales are metaphorical reflections and refractions of human 

desires, and aspirations and even behaviour. Throughout human history stories in general and 

Nigerian folktales in particular have served as enchantments that arrest man’s interest. The 

storytellers’ art has changed through the ages. The storytellers served as repositories of the 

people’s wisdom and follies. They became the living memory of a people. Often conscripted 

by kings, they became the memory of a people’s origins, and carried with them the long line 

of ancestors and lineages. Most important of all, they were the living libraries, the keepers of 

legends and lore. But as we could see in the cause of this presentation, this role has been 

changing overtime as a result of the dynamic nature of human societies.  

 

Concluding Remarks  

This section constitutes the end of our discussion of the dynamic nature of oral literature and how 

this dynamism affects the practitioners of the form as well as the need to preserve the oral literary 

form. Nigeria is a very populous country of an estimated population of over 198 million 

people (according to revelation by National Population Commission as announced by Radio 

Nigeria on April 11, 2018). The country is made up of over 400 different ethnic nationalities 

thus making the country so diverse with so many cultures scattered in 36 states and the 

Federal Capital Territory.  
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Niger State has over ten different linguistic groups inhabiting it with varying cultural heritage. 

This lecture has emphasised the need to carry out a practical assessment of the oral poetic forms 

that exist in Niger State. Field work trips should be undertaken and oral forms 

collected/recorded from the oral artists themselves. Such recordings could be transcribed, 

translated and critically analysed with a view to determining their literary, utilitarian and 

stylistic values. It would be discovered that there are great lessons that could be learnt from our 

oral poetic forms. Consequently, more researches should be carried out by scholars into other 

existing oral literary forms in Niger State specifically and Nigeria in general as a way of 

documenting and thus preserving our rich cultural values.    

 

The discussion in this Inaugural Lecture has touched on various aspects of oral literature such as the 

major thematic issues, functions and some aspects of style used by some of the oral artists mentioned 

in the course of the lecture. We also discovered that contrary to what has been generally believed by 

the European anthropologists who had earlier carried out researches into African oratures, the 

African oral artist is a society entertainer, mobiliser, educator and socialiser, 

among others. This could be seen through the themes of the socio-political songs treated in the lecture. 

 

Similarly, there are numerous poetic devices that the oral poets use in the treatment of their themes. 

Devices such as apostrophes, ideophones, metaphors, rhetorical questions and similes, among many 

others, have beautifully coloured the songs and stories and made the works worth the attention of all 

those interested in the study of African, and indeed Nigerian oral literature. 

 

In the course of a single lecture, (even an Inaugural one for that matter), it is impossible to discuss 

all aspects of Niger State or Tiv Oral Literature, let alone Nigerian Oral Literature. In fact, it is no 

exaggeration to say that what has been discussed in this lecture is just a tip of the iceberg of the rich 

corpus of Oral Literature.  

 

From the preceding discussions, we may reasonably lend confirmation, corroboration or 

outright rejection of earlier theories or statements regarding the significance of oral artists within the 

larger corpus of African oral literature. This is because most of the earlier researchers into African orature 

were people (mainly European anthropologists, colonial administrators or missionaries) who collected 

mostly folk-tales. These were easy to collect but even the folk-tales were collected without serious 

critical analysis of their form and content. Oral poetry was hardly considered. Recent scholarship 
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has also made it clear that just because Africa one time was non-literate or technologically 

simple does not mean that it is devoid of elaborate artistic forms, literature, complex symbolism, 

artistry and philosophical thoughts, (Finnegan, 1970:519). African oral literature is now 

considered as literature creating a niche for itself alongside other world literature, (Adrzejewski, 

1975:45). 

 

The above explanations have therefore left us with no other option than to reject the position of those 

Eurocentric scholars regarding the viability of African orature. One conclusion we can therefore 

make is that Africa possesses a literature that is comparable with literatures anywhere in the 

world. African oral poetry is also highly figurative, as our data in this lecture have shown. 

Indeed, African oral poetry, as already noted in this lecture, is couched in such poetic 

devices as metaphors, similes, repetitions, rhetorical questions and personification, to mention just 

a few. 

 

The importance of Nigerian oral literature for sociological analysis can therefore not be ignored. 

Since the entire lecture is concerned with dynamism in Nigerian oral literature as reflected through 

the oral artists, the relevance of this discussion to other disciplines (such as history, political science 

and sociology) to our literary analysis becomes most imperative. In fact, as R .C. Levis (1960: viii) 

once stated:  

My primary interests in this book (lecture) are literary, but in 

trying to understand some of the curious forms early satire 

takes - and the beliefs out of which the forms arise – I have 

gained what help I could from non-literary disciplines, chiefly 

anthropology and psychology. 

This quotation re-emphasises the relevance of other disciplines such as sociology, history, 

anthropology, geography, economics and political science in the literary analysis of African oral 

literature in general and a topic like political songs in particular. 

 

Recommendations 

 

1. From the findings of the above analysis, we can see interesting areas of further research. 

Luckily, many literary scholars are showing greater interest in various aspects of African 

oral literature by carrying out investigations into the literary forms of their communities and 

even extending such efforts beyond their environments. However, a lot more still has to be 

done in respect of oral poetry. The other areas into which scholars could research include 
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folktales, jokes, proverbs, riddles, poems/songs of different types, incantations and tongue 

twisters. The old people who are the main repositories of oral materials could serve as 

informants to the collectors while the oral poets themselves can serve as informants to those 

researching into their areas. This exercise is necessary because with the gradual but inevitable 

passing away of these old people, there is every need to preserve whatever is good for future 

generations. 

2. The threat of extinction of our cultural materials is also occasioned by innovations in 

information and entertainment technologies like the inventions of  television, video, films 

and digital and smart phones that now attract people's attention more than sitting down to 

listen to or tell stories, riddles or crack jokes. However, the innovations in 

information and communication technology have also led to the invention of computers and 

smart phones. These could therefore be used in easing the oral literature research process 

and even the process of documentation and preservation of oral literature materials. It is 

also imperative for us to collect, collate, analyse and document these various aspects of 

our cultural heritage because after all “culture is not merely a return to the customs of the past; 

it embodies the attitudes of a people to the future of their traditional values when faced by the 

demands of modern technology, which is an essential factor of development and progress”. 

(Obasanjo and Mabogunje, 1991). 

3. While it may not be easy to immediately come out with a comprehensive book on Nigeria's 

diverse cultures in the various languages, individual researchers should be encouraged by 

way of assisting them with research grants either from universities, research institutes or 

corporate organisations like Tertiary Education Trust Fund (TetFund) to carry out 

research about the cultures of their respective people. It is my humble submission that 

instead of these corporate organisations sponsoring activities like Big Brother Nigeria 

that debase our traditional values, the organisations should learn to sponsor 

programmes that will rather produce more responsible citizens that will lead to 

positive developments in the country. If Nigerian literary scholars massively carry out 

these research activities into our various oratures from our diverse cultural backgrounds, 

it would go a long way in educating the different nationalities about what people from 

other Nigerian cultures are doing. This will certainly enhancr the much-desired unity in 

diversity among Nigerians. 

4. Besides the writing of books, governments (i.e. government at the federal, state and local 

levels) and well-to-do Nigerian corporate and private individuals should commission the 

production of Nigerian culture based films and videos (both in local and foreign languages) 
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to be used in our educational institutions. The services and facilities of the Nigerian Film 

Corporation, Jos and the Nigeria Television Authority (NTA) could be used to 

enhance the production of recommended films and videotapes. This recommendation, if 

implemented, will serve as a means of communicating the more subtle, visual and non-visual 

aspects of our culture to diverse individuals. This approach should be encouraged because 

Nigerian literature is still largely unwritten and our culture is implanted mainly in our oral 

literature. 

5. There is an aspect of reviving our various cultures that we as individuals can implement/do 

without looking up to government or external support. This is in the area of teaching our 

children, wards and young ones about our cultures, and this begins with using our indigenous 

languages as media of communication. It is very sad but true that, many “educated” parents shy 

away from speaking to their children in their indigenous languages. Consequently, many of 

such languages are endangered and some are at the brinks of dying away. As such languages 

die, so do they go with the cultures of the affected communities. Our writers, especially creative 

ones can also borrow a leaf from Ngugi wa Thiong’o who has since known the advantage of 

writing in one’s native language to serve as a more radical route for mobilisation and education 

of the so-called masses. But besides Ngugi, Adeniyi and Ker (1997:41) had also observed that: 

The importance of writing in one’s indigenous language was 

probably what made writers like Shakespeare, Done and Milton, 

etc, to write in their mother tongue, English language. They did 

not write either in Greek or Latin which are classical languages 

and were also the cosmopolitan languages of their times. In fact, 

as Obi Wali (1963:14) once rightly pointed out, “it is the African 

(Nigerian) that are in crying need of...development, and not the 

over-worked French or English”. 

Those writers, by using English as their medium of communication in their writings, have 

contributed more than any other way towards the internationalisation of the English language 

and culture.  

6. In fact, the Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida University and indeed Niger State government will 

do well by implementing the original Academic Brief of this University by establishing a 

Department of Languages and Linguistics with emphasis on Gbagyi and Nupe languages as a 

way of developing manpower to teach the languages in the secondary and even other tertiary 

institutions within and outside Niger State because the Nupe and Gbagyi people are spread in 

other states of Nigeria, especially in the North Central geo-political zone. Similarly, the two 

languages should be taught in the Colleges of Education within Niger State to produce 
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manpower for the teaching of the languages in the primary and secondary schools, as the case 

may be.   

7. There is also a great need for the introduction of Nigerian Cultural Studies in our school 

curricular, beginning from the primary/elementary schools through university level. Oral 

artists could occasionally be invited as guest artist to perform before the students. This 

is one sure way of keeping our traditions alive in the face of an aggressive technological 

age that obviously threatens the survival of the arts and seems to drive people to the 

sciences, especially in the African continent in general and Nigeria specifically. The 

National Universities Commission (NUC) should encourage/allow the establishment of 

a Department of Folklore or Oral Literature in the Nigerian university system. It is not 

enough, as it is the current practice, to just have one or two courses on Oral Literature 

in Departments of English. In fact, it is remarkable but quite disquieting that some 

universities in Europe and America that are highly technologically advanced, have since 

established Departments of Folklore Studies. Good examples are the Department of 

Folklore at Indiana University established in 1963 and which also happens to be the first 

of such departments in the United States of America. Another example is the Department 

of Folklore Studies in Memorial University of Newfound Land in the Region of 

Labrador in Canada. It is rather an irony that Nigeria that is still technologically 

backward is throwing away our culture and history in pursuit of technology. It is worth 

highlighting that no country desirous of technological development throws away its 

culture and history the way Nigerians seem to willingly do. 

8. The need to carry out oral literary research with the aim of collecting, transcribing, 

translating and documenting for posterity can hardly be over stressed. In this regard, 

we in IBB University are desirous now, more than ever, to research into the diverse and 

rich oral literatures of Niger State, especially the different oral poetic forms. 

9. Of all the recommendations in this lecture about the need to revive and build our 

development on our cultural foundation, the most crucial is that adequate funds must be 

made available by the relevant authorities for the execution of these patriotic 

programmes. It is time our leaders, especially political leaders, stopped considering 

culture as embedded only in traditional dances to be performed before august visitors at 

state functions. 
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Mr. Chairman Sir, ladies and gentlemen, before I take my seat, let us honestly imagine how dull 

life would be without the humanising effect of the arts. Quoting “London Observer” of Sunday, 

April 27, 2014, Ker and Dul (2018) observed 

Imagine society without the civilising influence of the arts 

and you’ll have to strip out what is most pleasurable in life 

and much that is educationally vital. Take the collective 

memory from of museums, remove the band from our 

schools and choirs from our communities, lose the emphatic 

plays and dance from our theatres or the books from our 

libraries, expunge our festivals, literature and painting, and 

you are left with a society bereft of a national conversation- 

about its identity or anything else. 

Certainly, no human society would like to shrink into one that is bereft of its own identity hence 

the need for us to do everything possible to keep our culture as reflected in our Oral Literature 

alive. 

 

Mr. Chairman Sir, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, above is a brief presentation of 

the score card of my academic sojourn. I did not mention the editorial assignments that I have 

been carrying out over the years, through which colleagues have been able to disseminate their 

research findings, neither did I touch on the numerous community and national services I have 

been rendering nor the various ways through which I have served and am indeed still serving 

this great University. Moreover, even though this lecture focuses more on my oral literary 

research without much on my other research publications, considering my past academic 

activities, my on-going and future research activities in Oral Literature and Comparative 

Literature, I believe with all sense of modesty that the University was right in elevating me to 

the Professorial Chair in my field of specialisation.   

 

If this Inaugural Lecture provokes more academic research into various aspects of Nigerian 

cultures and Niger state oral literature in particular, so that more people will be able to appreciate 

the relevance/impact of oral artists in entertaining, mobilising and educating people for 

participation in national development and also the need to preserve this oral literary form, the 

aim of this lecture would have been achieved. 

 

 

APPRECIATION 
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Let me start by giving sincere thanks to my creator, God Almighty for taking care of me since 

when I was born to this present stage I am in life. I also appreciate God’s kindness and love for 

me for making today a reality. To Him be glory and adoration forever and ever, Amen. 

 

I also appreciate the contributions of all my teachers throughout my educational career, right 

from the primary school level through the PhD in the university. My teachers are too numerous 

to mention but I must mention Professor Isidore Okpewho (of blessed memory) who first 

introduced me to the rich discipline of Oral Literature during my MA studies in the University 

of Ibadan in the late 1980s. Secondly, I appreciate Professor J.O. Ojoade who, as my supervisor, 

was very instrumental to my success during my PhD in Oral Literature at the University of Jos 

in the 1990s.  To all my teachers therefore, I pray that God rewards you abundantly, where ever 

you may be. 

I am sincerely grateful to Professor M.N. Maiturare, Vice Chancellor of Ibrahim Badamasi 

Babangida University and the entire Management Team of the University for providing me the 

platform to present this Inaugural Lecture. May God continue to bless you as you strive to move 

IBB University to greater heights. 

  

I appreciate the IBB University Senate Committee on Seminars and Conferences for a job well 

done. The Chairman of the Committee, Professor V.A .Kolawole kept encouraging me that I 

should try and present my Inaugural Lecture as the delay was becoming rather too long. Prof., 

thank you and may you and your Committee continue with the good work you are doing in 

positively uplifting the name and prestige of IBB University.  

 

I remember the good advice and encouragement the former VC of IBB University, Professor 

Ibrahim Adamu Kolo (of blessed memory) used to give me. It is unfortunate that he is not here 

physically with us today but may God bless his family and all he left behind. It is in the same 

vein that I appreciate the good relationship I enjoyed with the Late Professor S.K Tswanya, the 

pioneer Dean of our Faculty and former DVC (Academic). May God continue to bless and guide 

his family left behind. 

 

I wish to deeply appreciate my family for always standing by me. Of special thanks is my 

amiable and beautiful wife Mrs. Queen M. Apegba. She has virtually been running the family 

because of my intermittent absence from home. May God continue to give you good health and 

more years to do the good work you have been doing. To our children who would have loved 
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to be here today (Terhemba and Nguavese) but for the long distances and logistics issues, I say 

thank you for your good will, prayers and support. The other children: Iember (an alumnus of 

this great University), Mesuur and Sedoo, I pray may God continue to bless you to grow up 

being responsible citizens of Nigeria. I am proud of all of you. To my mother-in-law (who is 

now like a mother to us), Agatha and all those living with us, I appreciate your support. To my 

parents (all of blessed memories), my brothers and sisters, I say thank you all for always standing 

by me, especially in your prayers. 

  

Let me also sincerely thank all my colleagues in IBB University especially those in the English 

Department and Faculty of Languages and Communication Studies. I will mention just some 

names to serve as representatives for those I may not be able to call by name due to time and 

space: Professors Amos Ihenacho, Sule Egya, Muhammad Aliyu Jamiu, Ishaq O. Ibrahim, 

Associate Professors, M.N. Agu, E.O Ogungbe, Muhammad Alkali, Dr. Musa Dutsu, Dr. S.A 

Ebine, and Ternenge Ende. All my colleagues, I sincerely appreciate our espirit de corps and 

may God bless you all. 

 

Members of my Church, the Universal Reformed Christian Church (URCC-NKST) both those 

who made time to be here and those who sent good will messages, I say thank you all. Special 

mention must however be made of the Presiding Pastor of NKST Abuja who is also the 

Chairman Abuja Classis, Rev. Basil Orkpe and all his Elders and Deacons. I appreciate the 

prayers and encouragement of NKST Church, Kubwa Abuja (my worship centre) under the 

present leadership of Elder Prof. Peter T. Akper, SAN, OFR and his able Team. I thank all past 

Elders and Deacons of the Church and the whole congregation for supporting me, especially 

with their fervent prayers for the success of this event today. May God reward you abundantly. 

 

My friends and colleagues from my former places of work who have been able to come to 

witness this event and those who sent prayers and good will messages, I say thank you all. 

 

Mr. Chairman, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen; I appreciate all of you present at this 

Inaugural Lecture. I thank you for making time to be present, sit patiently till the end of the 

event. I pray that God takes you back safely to your various destinations.  

 

 

 



47 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes 

1 Baja is said to have been the name of a slave who after his slave master set all his slaves 

free, he (Baja) crawled back to the master and asked for more enslavement. The Tiv people 

called all Tiv people who followed the NPC as Baja because according to them, the NPC was 

a slave master and therefore for any Tiv person to follow the Party, such people were 

consequently demanding for further enslavement, as Baja did. 

2 Igbe, according to Tiv traditional belief, is a sort of magical incantation that is usually 

pronounced before the commencement of any serious business/deliberation. This is supposed 

to forestall any problem that may arise in the course of proceedings. 
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