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Abstract 

This paper examines Wole Soyinka’s depiction of masculinity and heroism through Yoruba oral 

epics, focusing on A Dance of the Forests, Death and the King's Horseman, and The Man Died: 

Prison Notes. Reworking traditional notions of male identity, Soyinka critiques indigenous and 

colonial constructions of masculinity, offering a sophisticated understanding of heroism. Using a 

feminist framework integrating masculinity studies and postcolonial theory, the study employs 

close reading and comparative analysis to examine themes of moral conflict, communal 

responsibility, and the interplay between myth and reality. Key findings reveal Soyinka’s 

deconstruction of physical strength as the primary marker of heroism, replacing it with 

psychological depth, wisdom, and responsibility. His critique highlights the limitations of 

patriarchal and colonial ideologies, advocating a model of masculinity grounded in ethical 

leadership and reform. The paper recommends incorporating Soyinka’s perspectives into gender 

and cultural studies, emphasizing their relevance to contemporary discussions on identity and 

power. 
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 INTERSECTION OF MASCULINITY, HEROISM, AND YORUBA ORAL 

TRADITIONS 

Wole Soyinka’s literary works are deeply rooted in Yoruba oral traditions, showcasing a profound 

engagement with mythic themes and their transformative reimagining. Soyinka draws extensively 

on Yoruba cosmology, mythology, and oral literature to craft narratives that are culturally resonant 

while simultaneously challenging traditional constructs of masculinity. His works often integrate 

the rituals, deities, and archetypes of Yoruba traditions to interrogate the roles of men within their 

societies, navigating the tensions between individual agency and communal responsibility. 

One of the hallmarks of Soyinka’s engagement with Yoruba oral traditions is his reinterpretation 

of mythic themes. In Death and the King’s Horseman (1975), Soyinka reworks the traditional 

concept of sacrifice as embodied in the ritual suicide of Elesin, the king’s horseman. Elesin’s 

failure to fulfill his sacrificial role disrupts the cosmic balance, but Soyinka complicates the 

portrayal of his masculinity by juxtaposing his initial confidence and charisma with moments of 

moral and spiritual faltering. This portrayal critiques traditional notions of male heroism tied solely 

to physical strength and societal conformity, suggesting instead that true heroism lies in self-

awareness and moral conviction. 

Similarly, in A Dance of the Forests (1960), Soyinka delves into the mythic interplay between the 

living, the dead, and the unborn, challenging the audience to rethink the cyclical nature of history 

and the responsibilities of men as agents of both continuity and change. The play critiques 

patriarchal structures by presenting male figures, such as the Forest Father and Demoke, whose 
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roles involve reconciling the failures of the past with the potential of the future. Through this, 

Soyinka advocates for a masculinity that is reflective and transformative rather than rigid and 

oppressive. 

Soyinka’s frequent invocation of Ogun, the Yoruba god of war, creativity, and transition, serves 

as a central motif in his literary exploration of masculinity. In works like Idanre and Other Poems 

(1967) and Myth, Literature and the African World (1976), Ogun symbolizes the paradoxical 

nature of masculinity—both destructive and creative. Soyinka uses Ogun’s mythology to advocate 

for a version of masculinity that embraces vulnerability, courage, and innovation rather than 

relying solely on brute force or traditional dominance. 

In The Strong Breed (1963), Soyinka explores the archetype of the sacrificial hero through the 

character of Eman, who carries the burdens of his community. The play critiques societal 

expectations of masculinity by illustrating how the role of the "strong breed" often leads to 

personal suffering. Eman’s ultimate sacrifice, though noble, highlights the limitations of a 

patriarchal system that equates masculinity with unyielding responsibility. Through this narrative, 

Soyinka redefines male heroism as an act of empathy and communal care rather than dominance 

or invulnerability. 

In The Man Died: Prison Notes (1972), Soyinka shifts the focus from mythic to real-life narratives, 

offering a deeply personal critique of oppressive systems, including patriarchal power structures. 

His reflections in this memoir intertwine with Yoruba oral traditions, emphasizing resistance 

against societal and political injustices. Soyinka’s emphasis on moral courage and resilience in the 

face of systemic oppression challenges traditional constructs of masculinity that prioritize 

physicality over intellect and moral strength. 

Soyinka deconstructs traditional ideals of masculinity and heroism by intertwining Yoruba oral 

traditions with contemporary realities, creating a framework that critiques conventional notions of 

male identity rooted in physical strength, honor, and societal conformity. Through his works, such 

as A Dance of the Forests, Death and the King’s Horseman, and The Man Died: Prison Notes 

which form the primary texts of this study, Soyinka challenges the patriarchal and mythic 

archetypes that often define heroism. Instead, he offers a morally nuanced and psychologically 

complex vision of masculinity that foregrounds intellectual courage, moral integrity, and the 

tension between personal desires and communal obligations. This reimagining of male identity 

positions heroism as an ongoing process of self-reflection, ethical action, and resistance against 

oppressive systems, both indigenous and colonial. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

This study draws on feminist theory, masculinity studies, and postcolonial theory to analyze 

Soyinka’s critique of traditional and colonial constructs of masculinity. Feminist theory offers 

tools to interrogate the patriarchal systems embedded within Yoruba oral traditions and their 

representations in Soyinka’s texts. Key to this approach is the recognition of gender as a social 

construct that shapes power dynamics and cultural practices (Butler, 2021). Soyinka reimagines 

masculinity through his protagonists, thereby highlighting the interplay between gender, power, 

and societal expectations. 

Masculinity studies complement this framework by focusing on how Soyinka challenges 

hegemonic masculinities—the dominant forms of male identity that often prioritize physical 

strength, social dominance, and uncritical adherence to tradition (Connell & Messerschmidt, 
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2020). His portrayal of characters like Elesin in Death and the King’s Horseman demonstrates the 

fragility and limitations of such constructs, as Elesin’s failure to fulfill his ritualistic role exposes 

the tension between personal desires and communal responsibilities. This critique aligns with 

recent scholarship emphasizing the need to redefine masculinity in terms of ethical leadership and 

emotional intelligence (Edwards et al., 2022). 

Postcolonial theory provides a critical framework for examining the colonial disruptions that 

Soyinka addresses, particularly the imposition of Western ideologies on indigenous cultural and 

gender constructs. Loomba (2021) highlights how colonial power dynamics reshape gender roles, 

often marginalizing and subordinating indigenous masculinities under the colonial gaze. In this 

context, Soyinka’s works, such as The Man Died: Prison Notes, function as powerful counter-

discourses, asserting the resilience and complexity of African identity. Simultaneously, Soyinka 

critiques the complicity of traditional patriarchal systems in reinforcing oppression, suggesting 

that these systems often intersect with colonial structures. His integration of Yoruba myth and 

incisive critiques of both colonial and neo-colonial systems articulates a dual resistance that 

challenges the authority of external domination while interrogating internal cultural hierarchies. 

Through a blend of these theories, the study reveals Soyinka’s multifaceted approach to 

masculinity and heroism. His deconstruction of patriarchal and colonial power dynamics not only 

critiques societal norms but also invites a reimagining of male identity as a site of moral and 

cultural transformation. 

This study utilizes close reading to explore Soyinka’s redefinition of masculinity and heroism, 

particularly through his engagement with Yoruba oral traditions, as seen in the selected plays. 

Close reading involves a detailed analysis of key passages from Soyinka's works. This technique 

allows for a careful examination of language, characterization, and narrative structure to uncover 

the moral complexity that underpins Soyinka’s portrayal of masculinity. In particular, the focus is 

on how Soyinka uses language to convey the psychological depth of his male characters, 

highlighting their internal conflicts and the tension between societal expectations and personal 

desires.  

In A Dance of the Forests, for instance, the character of Demoke is a young man caught between 

the traditional expectations of masculinity and his own moral doubts, reflecting Soyinka's critique 

of blind adherence to societal norms. Similarly, Death and the King’s Horseman and The Man 

Died: Prison Notes reveal the complexities of characters like Elesin and Soyinka himself, who 

grapple with their roles in a society that demands physical acts of heroism while neglecting the 

importance of moral reflection and intellectual resistance.  

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

The hero as symbol of power and moral conflict 

The archetypal male hero in Yoruba oral epics is deeply rooted in cultural values that prioritize 

physical strength, valor, and an unwavering sense of duty to the community. In Yoruba mythology, 

figures like Sango, Ogun, and Orunmila epitomize these ideals. These heroes are celebrated for 

their prowess, courage, and the ability to protect and preserve societal harmony. These traditional 

heroes embody a symbiotic relationship between personal achievements and communal well-

being, wherein their individual strength is primarily directed toward collective survival and 

prosperity (Bamgbose, 2022). 
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Soyinka’s reworking of these mythic frameworks in his plays challenges these conventions by 

presenting male characters who grapple with moral ambiguity and personal flaws. For instance, 

Elesin in Death and the King’s Horseman initially aligns with the traditional archetype as a figure 

of duty, tasked with fulfilling a ritual sacrifice essential for the cosmic balance. However, his 

eventual failure exposes a more complex dimension of heroism, where personal desires and moral 

dilemmas undermine the idealized traits of physical and spiritual strength. Afolayan (2023) argues 

that through Elesin, Soyinka critiques the rigidity of traditional constructs of masculinity, 

suggesting that heroism must evolve to encompass self-reflection and accountability. 

Similarly, in A Dance of the Forests, the archetypal hero is reframed within a mythic-modern 

dialogue. The play’s central figures, such as Demoke, a carver and symbolic hero, embody not 

only the physical strength to confront spiritual challenges but also the psychological depth to 

acknowledge past failures. As Adetunji (2023) points out, Soyinka’s use of mythic allusions in 

this text serves to interrogate the concept of male heroism, contrasting the traditional archetype 

with a more introspective and morally nuanced hero. This attempt provides verisimilitude in 

evincing a more realistic portrayal.  

In Death and the King’s Horseman, Soyinka presents Elesin as a figure whose role as a traditional 

hero and leader is critically examined through the lens of masculine responsibility. Elesin is 

initially portrayed as embodying the archetype of the Yoruba hero—a man of strength, duty, and 

unwavering commitment to societal values. His expected ritual suicide to accompany the recently 

deceased king into the afterlife is framed as a supreme act of sacrifice and leadership, central to 

the cultural and cosmic balance of his community. 

One of the most significant moments illustrating Elesin’s failure occurs during his interaction with 

Iyaloja in Act 1. Elesin’s request to marry a young bride on the eve of his ritual suicide 

demonstrates his inability to prioritize communal needs over personal gratification. This is 

captured in the following statement:  

Elesin: The world is not a constant honey pot. Wherever I turn, there is always 

something left undone, some task to be carried out. But the voices are stilled 

now; tonight is mine. My spirit has longed for this union. This is the last act 

of a restless traveler. (Death and the King's Horseman, p. 18). 

This statement reflects his internal conflict and foreshadows his wavering commitment. Rather 

than focusing on his impending sacrifice, he indulges in earthly pleasures, suggesting a hero whose 

resolve is compromised by personal indulgence. 

Elesin’s hesitation becomes even more apparent when colonial interference disrupts the ritual. 

Pilkings, the colonial officer, arrests Elesin under the guise of maintaining order. While this 

external disruption plays a role, Elesin’s earlier delay in completing the ritual highlights his 

internal shortcomings. In the climactic moment of Act 5, he reflects on his failure to fulfill his 

duty, acknowledging how his personal desires have undermined his societal obligations. His 

lament is captured here.  

Elesin: I have betrayed the world. My mother’s spirit has disgraced me, my father’s 

spirit will disown me. My will was weakened by a soft, seductive dowry. I 

who should have been a consuming flame chose instead to be a flickering 

ember, doused by the cold draught of this world’s wares. (Death and the 

King's Horseman, p. 76). 
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This poignant admission highlights Elesin’s deep regret and self-awareness of his failure. It 

encapsulates the central tension in his character: the conflict between individual indulgence and 

communal duty, challenging the traditional archetype of the Yoruba hero. Here, he confronts the 

reality of his weakness, recognizing that his actions—or lack thereof—have dire consequences for 

his community. 

Olunde, Elesin’s son, serves as a foil to his father’s character, embodying the resilience and 

selflessness expected of a true hero. Olunde’s decision to commit suicide in his father’s place 

underscores Elesin’s failure and shifts the audience’s understanding of heroism. In his 

conversation with Jane Pilkings, Olunde asserts his understanding of the import of personal honour 

and cultural values:  

Jane Pilkings: But, Olunde, surely you can’t accept that there is anything honorable 

in a man’s taking his own life? 

Olunde: And that is the good cause for which he must perish? Please, Mrs. Pilkings, 

is there no way I can make you understand? Life is honor. It ends when 

honor is betrayed.  

            (Death and the King's Horseman, p. 53). 

Olunde’s response to Jane Pilkings critiques Elesin’s inability to uphold his duty, emphasizing that 

heroism transcends personal desires and requires unwavering dedication to societal values. This 

scene also underscores Olunde’s understanding of duty and sacrifice within the Yoruba worldview. 

His firm declaration challenges the Pilkingses’ colonial and Western perspective, emphasizing the 

profound cultural divide in their values. 

Elesin’s final moments, in which he attempts to take his own life after Olunde’s sacrifice, reflect 

his recognition of his inadequacy. However, this act of desperation does not redeem him but rather 

solidifies his role as a failed hero. This is represented below:  

Iyaloja: You have betrayed us. The voice I hear is no longer that of my son; it is 

the cry of a cockerel being dragged to sacrifice. You have shamed us all. 

The shame is ours to bear, but it began with you. 

Elesin: Iyaloja, spare me your reproaches. My shame is enough burden. I fell 

because the hand of fate is heavy. I was betrayed by the touch of a woman, 

the softness of her dowry. 

Iyaloja: No, Elesin. The hand of fate is your own. You were the hunter who became 

ensnared by his prey. The sweetness of the moment blinded you to the 

bitterness of eternity. 

Elesin: Have I not paid enough? Look at me now, broken before you all. I have 

nothing left but my shame. 

Iyaloja: The world will remember this shame, Elesin. The gods will not forget. 

Your weakness has brought dishonor to your father’s name and your 

lineage. 

(Death and the King's Horseman, pp. 78–79) 

Iyaloja’s rebuke encapsulates the communal disappointment in Elesin and reinforces Soyinka’s 

critique of traditional masculinity. Through Elesin’s failure, Soyinka deconstructs the archetype 

of the traditional male hero, presenting heroism as a complex interplay of personal integrity, 

societal duty, and moral strength. Elesin’s indecision and ultimate inability to fulfill his role 
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challenge the ideal of masculinity as synonymous with strength and resolve, offering instead a 

more nuanced exploration of heroism and responsibility.  

It must be noted that Soyinka deliberately contrasts Elesin and his son Olunde to critique traditional 

patriarchal ideals of masculinity, revealing the complexities of moral responsibility and duty in a 

shifting cultural landscape.  Elesin represents a man who relishes life’s pleasures to the detriment 

of his responsibilities. When reminded of his duty, he delays his ritual suicide, justifying his 

actions. In contrast, Olunde exhibits an unyielding sense of duty, choosing to uphold tradition even 

in the face of personal sacrifice. He justifies his actions to Jane Pilkings, emphasizing his readiness 

to act decisively. This reflects a more responsible and sacrificial version of masculinity, contrasting 

with Elesin’s hesitation. 

Elesin’s masculinity is deeply tied to physical presence and sensual indulgence. His marriage to a 

young bride on the eve of his ritual underscores his attachment to worldly pleasures. His son, 

however, embodies a more philosophical and communal understanding of masculinity. During a 

conversation with Jane Pilkings, he articulates his belief in the interconnectedness of life, honor, 

and duty. Here, Soyinka presents Olunde’s masculinity as deeply reflective and self-aware, 

rejecting the superficial ideals embodied by his father. 

Iyaloja condemns Elesin for failing to fulfill his duty and succumbing to personal desires. In 

contrast, Olunde’s decision to sacrifice himself is viewed as an act of immense courage and 

responsibility, restoring the community’s spiritual balance. His death is not directly celebrated in 

words, but the silence and mourning of the community underscore the reverence for his act. 

Olunde’s decisive action challenges patriarchal ideals of heroism tied to physical strength or 

seniority, instead emphasizing moral courage and self-sacrifice. 

Psychological depth and moral ambiguity: Heroism beyond physical power 

In The Man Died: Prison Notes, Soyinka offers a profound exploration of the psychological depth 

of his character, challenging traditional notions of masculinity by focusing on internal struggles 

and moral fortitude rather than physical strength. The memoir, written during Soyinka’s time in 

solitary confinement, is a powerful introspective account where the external adversities of 

imprisonment mirror the internal battles of the mind. Throughout his ordeal, Soyinka consistently 

reflects on the nature of suffering, the resilience of the spirit, and the complexities of human 

endurance. Rather than emphasizing the traditional ideals of masculine heroism, such as physical 

prowess or brute force, Soyinka portrays heroism as a deeply moral and psychological experience. 

In this context, true heroism becomes an act of self-reflection, where moral integrity and the 

capacity for sacrifice define the hero rather than external feats of strength. 

In the narrative, Soyinka reflects on the degradation and psychological toll that prolonged 

confinement imposes. He writes, "It is not the body but the mind that must be preserved" (p. 89), 

emphasizing the importance of mental resilience over physical endurance. This statement reveals 

Soyinka’s view that heroism in this context is not about surviving through sheer strength but about 

the ability to maintain one’s dignity and principles in the face of relentless dehumanization. As the 

prison environment attempts to break his spirit, Soyinka continuously emphasizes the need for 

self-control, introspection, and moral clarity, illustrating that the true challenge of heroism lies in 

maintaining one’s sense of self and moral purpose under extreme pressure. 

Soyinka’s reflections on his imprisonment also highlight his commitment to self-sacrifice as a 

form of true heroism. While his physical suffering is considerable, his psychological endurance 



 

 pg. 7 

  VOL. 9, NO.2, MAY, 2025:  BEYOND BABEL: BU JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE, LITERATURE AND HUMANITIES 

and unwavering commitment to his ideals represent the deeper form of masculinity Soyinka 

champions. As he describes his attempts to resist his captors' psychological manipulations, he 

reveals a personal transformation from a figure of public heroism to one defined by inner strength. 

He writes, "I have come to accept the definition of a man as one who bears the full weight of his 

circumstances" (p. 134), emphasizing that true heroism, for him, is rooted not in external accolades 

or physical conquests but in the willingness to endure personal sacrifice for the sake of one's 

convictions. 

His experience of being confined in solitary conditions for nearly two years under the oppressive 

Nigerian military regime provides a stark contrast to the heroic images of strength and valor often 

celebrated in patriarchal and colonial societies. Soyinka’s reflections during his incarceration 

complicate and reshape his understanding of heroism, emphasizing psychological endurance and 

moral resistance over physical prowess. The personal turmoil and trauma he endures in prison 

force him to confront the limits of masculinity as defined by colonial and patriarchal standards, 

where male identity is often equated with physical power and dominance. 

Soyinka writes, "I was not the first to experience imprisonment, but it was my first exposure to 

being alone with oneself, without any physical distractions" (Soyinka, 1972, p. 36). In this passage, 

he begins to reflect on the role of isolation in shaping his self-awareness. The psychological depth 

that imprisonment forces upon him moves him beyond the conventional paradigms of masculinity, 

which traditionally valorize physical strength and action. Instead, he discovers a form of inner 

strength rooted in intellectual resilience and the moral fortitude required to resist degradation. The 

confinement allows him to recognize that true heroism is not defined by the ability to physically 

overcome external forces but by the capacity to maintain one's moral center and sense of self under 

extreme duress. This epiphany challenges the patriarchal and colonial notions that define 

masculinity primarily through aggression and dominance. 

Furthermore, Soyinka critiques the colonial and patriarchal systems through his imprisonment 

narrative by highlighting the ways in which both structures enforce control over male identities. 

He observes, "The prison was not just a physical space, it was a representation of the colonial 

system that sought to reduce individuals to mere objects, breaking their spirit and reasserting 

authority" (Soyinka, 1972, p. 72). In this passage, Soyinka illustrates how the colonial system, like 

the prison, seeks to undermine individual agency and reduce men to mere instruments of power, 

devoid of deeper moral and spiritual considerations. His experiences in prison force him to 

question and reject these imposed norms, as he realizes that traditional notions of masculinity 

under colonial rule are designed to strip away individuality, forcing men into rigid, power-driven 

roles. Soyinka’s journey in prison thus becomes a rejection of these patriarchal and colonial ideals, 

and he emerges from his confinement with a renewed understanding of heroism—one that is based 

not on the physical subjugation of others but on the internal resistance against dehumanizing 

forces. 

His transformation through his ordeal in prison challenges the colonial and patriarchal 

constructions of power and masculinity. His survival becomes a testament to a more profound and 

moral heroism, grounded in self-reflection, resilience, and a commitment to justice. Through this 

prison narrative, Soyinka critiques the colonial system’s attempt to define men solely through their 

physical and material power, suggesting instead that true masculinity lies in the ability to endure 

moral and psychological trials with integrity and purpose. 

Also, Soyinka presents strength as a moral and intellectual quality rather than merely physical 

prowess. His portrayal of male heroism critiques both colonial and indigenous conceptions of 



 

 pg. 8 

  VOL. 9, NO.2, MAY, 2025:  BEYOND BABEL: BU JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE, LITERATURE AND HUMANITIES 

masculinity, which typically emphasize physical power and dominance. He comes to understand 

that true strength lies in maintaining one’s moral compass and intellectual autonomy in the face of 

severe adversity. He explores how the colonial and patriarchal systems that shape male identity 

often reduce men to mere tools of authority, relying on brute strength to impose order. Through 

his reflections, Soyinka suggests that real power is the ability to retain one's humanity, dignity, 

and moral convictions despite external pressures to conform. 

He also challenges traditional notions of strength in his reflections on the psychological toll of 

imprisonment. He describes the difficulty of maintaining his identity and sense of self while being 

subjected to the harsh conditions of prison life: "The body is nothing, it is the mind that must not 

succumb... The mind must hold to the truth, for only that is reality" (p. 48). Here, Soyinka explicitly 

positions intellectual and moral resilience above physical endurance. His survival in the face of 

psychological torture and isolation becomes a powerful critique of the colonial and indigenous 

constructs that equate manhood with physical strength and authority. In the context of colonial 

oppression, Soyinka rejects the idea that men must submit to the colonial system's demand for 

physical submission and domination. Instead, he asserts that the true strength of a man lies in his 

ability to resist morally, maintaining intellectual clarity and personal integrity. 

Moreover, Soyinka emphasizes the importance of moral clarity and the refusal to compromise 

one’s beliefs, even under extreme duress. He writes, “In this silence, I achieved a new sense of 

liberty, not of the body, but of the mind. And it is this mental freedom that gives me the power to 

resist, not to rebel, but to resist” (p. 105). 

Masculinity and moral conflict: Reinterpreting patriarchy and colonial power 

In A Dance of the Forests, Soyinka uses the character of Demoke to explore masculinity as a space 

of moral conflict, particularly through his guilt, internal struggles, and the burden of societal 

expectations. Demoke’s journey reflects Soyinka’s critique of patriarchal ideals and colonial 

power, showing how these forces intersect to shape male identity. With Demoke’s inner turmoil, 

Soyinka redefines heroism, emphasizing moral reflection and intellectual engagement over 

physical dominance or blind adherence to societal norms. 

 

Demoke, a gifted carver, carries the weight of traditional expectations of masculinity, including 

the need to assert authority and fulfill communal roles. His moral conflict emerges from his role 

in the death of his apprentice, Oremole, who fell from an iroko tree during the carving of a 

ceremonial totem. While the act was not deliberate, Demoke’s silence and failure to intervene 

highlight his internal struggle with guilt and responsibility. The dialogue between Demoke and 

other characters reveals his internalized fear of judgment. For instance, Demoke admits to this in 

the following scene:  

DEAD MAN: It is death you reek of. Now I know what the smell is.  

DEMOKE: I did . .. I asked you, did he accuse me?  

DEAD WOMAN: I said the living would save me. What fingers are  these whom I 

begged to let down my child, gently? What  have you thought to push me 

further down the pit? [Goes.]  

DEAD MAN: May you be cursed again. May you be cursed again. [Goes.]  

DEMOKE: I pushed him. I pushed him down.  

ROLA: Who?  

DEMOKE: He climbed higher and I pushed him down. The one who did not fall 

from the tree. Apprentice to my craft, till I plunged him into hell.  
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OBANEJI: Save it. Save it for later.  

ROLA: Leave him alone. What is it all to you?  

OBANEJI: He needn't speak. Why does he? Why do you all? I want nothing, asked 

nothing.  

DEMOKE: Now, now, and from his nest, I will again pluck him, Oremole servant 

of Oro, and fling him, screaming downwards into hell.  

                (A Dance of the Forest, p. 26) 

This admission exposes Demoke’s insecurity and how it intersects with traditional masculine 

ideals of authority and control. His jealousy over Oremole’s climbing symbolizes a broader 

patriarchal anxiety about status and dominance, themes Soyinka critiques as toxic to individual 

and communal harmony. Demoke’s guilt becomes the catalyst for his moral awakening, pushing 

him to reconsider his role in the patriarchal structures that shaped his actions. Soyinka positions 

His internal conflict as a challenge to traditional ideals of masculinity, which often prioritize 

physical strength, ambition, and social conformity over moral responsibility and self-reflection. 

 

Demoke's engagement in the above cited symbolic confrontation during the ritual gathering of the 

living, the dead, and the unborn, reflects his reckoning with the consequences of his actions. When 

he is accused by the Forest Spirits of failing in his duty to protect life, Demoke does not offer 

excuses but instead expresses regret and a desire for redemption. This moment marks a turning 

point in his character, demonstrating that true masculinity lies in acknowledging one’s flaws and 

seeking to make amends. 

 

Demoke’s conflict also embodies the broader critique of colonial power and its effects on 

indigenous traditions and gender roles. Colonialism disrupted Yoruba cultural frameworks, 

introducing rigid hierarchies and exploitative power dynamics that further complicated the 

expectations placed on men. Demoke’s struggle with guilt and responsibility mirrors the tension 

between preserving traditional roles and adapting to the colonial and postcolonial realities that 

demand new forms of leadership and moral engagement. 

 

For example, in the climactic scene where Demoke’s totem is presented as part of the ritual, the 

act of creating art becomes a metaphor for the reclamation of indigenous identity and the 

redefinition of masculinity. The carving of the iroko totem is both an act of creation and 

destruction, symbolizing the complexities of building a postcolonial identity while reconciling 

with the failures of the past. Demoke’s eventual acceptance of his flaws and his commitment to 

self-reflection exemplify Soyinka’s vision of a reimagined masculinity that rejects colonial 

hierarchies and patriarchal rigidity. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Soyinka’s reworking of masculinity and heroism, as explored in A Dance of the Forests, Death 

and the King’s Horseman, and The Man Died: Prison Notes, offers a rich critique of both 

indigenous and colonial patriarchal paradigms. In these works, Soyinka challenges traditional 

notions of masculinity that prioritize physical strength, sacrificial heroism, and unquestioning 

allegiance to societal roles. Instead, he proposes a nuanced redefinition of heroism rooted in moral 

integrity, intellectual autonomy, and communal responsibility. With characters like Demoke, who 

reclaims his agency and cultural identity through artistic creation, and Elesin, whose tragic arc 

interrogates the tension between individual desires and communal duties, Soyinka critiques the 

rigid structures that confine male identity within both Yoruba tradition and colonial frameworks. 
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In The Man Died: Prison Notes, Soyinka’s reflections on his imprisonment expand this critique, 

offering a personal and philosophical dimension to his reimagined masculinity. His resistance to 

oppression, articulated as an inner struggle for moral and intellectual freedom, underscores his 

broader commentary on heroism. Soyinka rejects the conventional image of the heroic male as one 

defined solely by acts of physical rebellion, presenting instead a vision of heroism marked by 

psychological resilience, ethical defiance, and the ability to endure systemic injustice without 

losing one’s humanity. His narrative illustrates how colonialism disrupted and reshaped 

indigenous systems of masculinity, leaving men like Soyinka and his fictional counterparts to 

navigate and redefine their identities within these altered contexts. 

 

By portraying male protagonists as flawed, introspective, and morally complex, Soyinka’s works 

act as cultural critiques, encouraging postcolonial Nigerian society to reconsider its understanding 

of heroism and masculinity. His reimagined heroes challenge both the patriarchal norms of 

precolonial Yoruba society and the hegemonic masculinity imposed by colonial powers, 

advocating instead for a dynamic masculinity that prioritizes self-awareness and communal 

harmony over rigid adherence to tradition or authority. 

 

Soyinka’s complex male characters function as agents of cultural transformation, calling for a 

reevaluation of entrenched ideals of masculinity. Their journeys reveal that true heroism lies not 

in conformity but in the capacity for moral and intellectual growth. By the instrumentality of their 

struggles, Soyinka foregrounds the potential for a reformed masculinity to foster societal progress, 

bridging the divides between tradition, modernity, and postcolonial identity. 

 

Further studies could explore Soyinka’s critique of gender roles across his broader oeuvre, 

particularly focusing on how his female characters complement or challenge his reimagined 

masculinity. Another avenue is an intertextual analysis of how The Man Died interacts with his 

dramatic works, deepening the connection between personal narrative and fictional representations 

of masculinity. Additionally, contemporary African literature’s engagement with themes of 

masculinity, inspired by Soyinka’s legacy, warrants further examination, particularly in the 

contexts of globalization and evolving feminist discourse. With such research, the enduring 

relevance of Soyinka’s vision for heroism and masculinity can continue to inform postcolonial 

cultural critiques. 
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