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ABSTRACT: This paper introduces the concept of ‘butification’ to critically examine the portrayal of disability 

in African drama. Building on existing scholarship in disability studies, particularly the works of Tom Shakespeare, 

Ludmilla Jordanova, and Robert Murphy, it highlights how African dramatic literature perpetuates reductive and 

dehumanising depictions of disabled individuals. These portrayals often frame disability as an anomaly or burden, focusing 

on what disabled individuals lack or how their conditions must be overcome for societal healing or order. It analyses key 

African plays such as Wole Soyinka’s Swamp Dwellers, The Strong Breed and Mad Men and Specialists, Femi Osofisan’s 

Morountodun and Women of Owu, Ola Rotimi’s The Gods Are Not to Blame and Hopes of the Living Dead, and finds a 

recurring pattern where disabled characters are portrayed as sacrificial or marginalised “others.” To address this, the paper 

proposes a shift from ‘butification’ to ‘nowification,’ advocating for representations that highlight the complexity, agency, 

and autonomy of disabled individuals. ‘Nowification’ reimagines disabled characters not as burdens, but as integral parts 

of human diversity, possessing dynamic identities and contributing to societal narratives. This theoretical shift aims to 

bridge the gap in African literary and theatrical traditions by promoting more ethical and inclusive portrayals that reflect 

the lived realities of people with disabilities. Through this lens, the paper advocates for a paradigm shift in African drama, 

promoting nuanced and empowering depictions that can reshape cultural understandings of disability and enrich the 

broader discourse on disability representation. 
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Introduction: 

In her 2017 Golden Globes speech, Meryl Streep remarked on a performance that deeply 

affected her, not because of its artistic quality but because of its disturbing message. She described 

an incident in which President Trump mocked a disabled reporter, a display of power imbalance that 

elicited laughter from the audience. Streep highlighted the danger of such behavior being modeled 

by powerful figures, as it normalizes disrespect and invites others to follow suit (Friedman, 2017). 

That speech contained lessons relevant not only to the art of performance but also to the broader 

societal responsibility of empathy, especially in literature and drama. In this context, Streep’s speech 

provides a lens that foregrounds the analysis of representations of disability, particularly within 

African drama, where these portrayals often reinforce societal biases. 

Streep’s critique emphasises not just the mockery itself but the crowd’s complicit laughter, 

which signals tacit approval and reflects a pervasive societal issue. This dynamic is explored 

extensively in disability literature, where Tom Shakespeare offers two key frameworks for 

understanding such behaviour: anomaly and liminality, and otherness (Shakespeare, 1997, p. 230). 

Ludmilla Jordanova defines ‘otherness’ as the interplay of kinship, allure, and repulsion that exists 

between distinct yet related categories of people (Jordanova, 1989, p. 14). She explains that othering 

creates boundaries between the marginal and the normative, distinguishing what is deemed 

dangerous from what is safe. Historically, various groups have been marked as ‘other’: women to 

men, black people to white, animals to humans, and in this context, the able-bodied to the disabled 

(Shakespeare, 1997, p. 231). Those labelled as ‘other’ are often objectified, controlled, and, in the 

case of disability, ridiculed. Paradoxically, the ‘other’ becomes an object of curiosity, 

simultaneously concealed and revealed (Jordanova, 1989, p. 109). This dichotomy of ‘subject’ 

versus ‘other’ frames identity as oppositional: men against women, white against black, and able-

bodied against disabled (Shakespeare, 1997, p. 231). The concept of ‘anomaly,’ closely related to 

‘otherness,’ further strengthens this division. Here, the able-bodied individual’s identity is affirmed 

through the exclusion and rejection of the anomaly—the disabled (Douglas, 1966, p. 50). According 

to Mary Douglas, societal order is maintained by exaggerating differences between categories, such 

as able-bodied versus disabled (Douglas 1966, p. 15). This dynamic also aligns with Paul 
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Longmore’s observation that we often fear and stigmatise what we do not understand. Popular 

portrayals of disability in literature and drama can either reinforce or challenge these fears. 

Longmore suggests that such portrayals frequently reassure audiences by affirming their biases 

rather than confronting them (Longmore, 1987, p. 66). In this sense, every literary work functions 

as a metaphorical platform, much like the President’s podium alluded to in Streep’s speech, offering 

an opportunity to address societal views on disability. These representations shape how society 

perceives and interacts with the concept of disability. 

As Susan Sontag famously wrote, “Illness is the nightside of life,” a condition that most will 

experience at some point (Sontag, 1978, p. 3). Literary portrayals of disability offer a glimpse into 

this ‘kingdom of the sick,’ influencing societal perceptions. These representations are created for 

public consumption and often invite what Walter Benjamin terms “contemplative immersion” 

(Benjamin, 2008, p. 53). As Meryl Streep astutely noted, such portrayals inevitably impact real life, 

underscoring the power of representation and the need for critical scholarly engagement with these 

texts. In exploring the impact of disability representation on public perception, David Mitchell and 

Sharon Snyder introduced the concept of ‘narrative prosthesis.’ This theory critiques the literary use 

of disability as a metaphorical device, wherein real disabled bodies are often erased and replaced 

with reductive shorthand intended to evoke emotional responses from audiences. Such 

representations frequently rely on pathos, pity, and revulsion—emotions that have historically 

shaped societal understandings of disability (Mitchell & Snyder, 2014, p. 17). When literature 

attempts to depict real-world encounters with disability, it often disrupts conventional modes of 

representation, intertwining aesthetic considerations with ethical implications (Hamel, 2021, p. 189). 

This tension between aesthetics and ethics, referred to by Ato Quayson as “aesthetic nervousness,” 

highlights the inherent ethical dimensions that accompany the portrayal of disabled individuals, 

beyond mere artistic concerns (Quayson, 1997, p. 19). Research shows that while positive language 

in disability portrayals will not single-handedly create a barrier-free, inclusive society, negative 

stereotypes and inaccurate depictions can reinforce harmful attitudes (Kamenetsky & Sadowski, 

2020, p. 97). Conversely, positive portrayals, though they may not drive immediate societal change, 

can challenge stereotypes and encourage understanding and acceptance. However, such portrayals 

remain “relatively absent” in mainstream literature and media (Sontag, 1978, p. 758). 

In children’s literature, positive depictions of disability evoke empathy and acceptance in 

young readers (Schnoover, 2021, p. 3). Similarly, realistic portrayals in graphic novels have been 

shown to help readers, including those with disabilities, feel recognised (Inayat et al., 2019, p. 68). 

In Malaysia, however, people with disabilities are often shown as pitiable to elicit sympathy (Roose 

et al., 2016, p. 79). Shakespeare critiques these portrayals for reducing disabled individuals to mere 

symbols, used to project emotions or represent moral values (Shakespeare, 1997, p. 223). In North 

American picture books, disabled characters are often “cured” or “killed,” indicating a lack of 

positive representation (Brenna, 2013, p. 514). In Zimbabwean Shona folktales, disability is depicted 

as asexual, as seen in the story of the Baboon and the Hare, where the Baboon’s disability is 

portrayed as sexually unattractive (Mutswanga 2017, p. 6). Many indigenous African beliefs are 

ambivalent—some stigmatise, while others aim to protect and empower. A common theme is 

treating disability as a problem or a curse, and offering spiritual solutions, although such remedies 

are unproven. Other literature examines disability’s intersection with race, gender, and sexuality, 

advocating for more inclusive representation. Disability studies call for new approaches to reading 

and writing literary texts, stressing the aesthetic, ethical, and political importance of authentic 

representation (Hall, 2015, p. 71; Quayson, 1997, p. 19). 

A notable gap in the literature on disability portrayal in African drama is the lack of critical 

exploration into the pervasive, negative depictions of disabled individuals as anomalies, burdens, or 

expendable entities. This recurring portrayal, which we term ‘butification,’ presents disability as a 

‘but’—an obstacle to societal progress, healing, or order. These reductive depictions mirror broader 

societal tendencies to objectify and marginalise disabled people, reducing their identities solely to 

their impairments. While scholars such as Tom Shakespeare and Ludmilla Jordanova have explored 

the stigmatisation of disabled individuals as anomalies, there has been limited focus on how African 

drama reinforces these static, dehumanising images, often positioning disabled characters as 

sacrificial “others.” This article introduces the concept of ‘butification’ to explain this phenomenon 

and advocates for a shift to ‘nowification’—a more progressive portrayal of disabled individuals 
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that recognises their complexity, agency, and autonomy. ‘Nowification’ calls for nuanced 

representations that go beyond the trope of disability as a deficit or limitation, urging a paradigm 

shift in African drama toward more inclusive and ethical portrayals. This shift reflects the need for 

a richer, more empathetic narrative framework that honors the humanity and agency of disabled 

characters, contributing to both literary and cultural understandings of disability. 

The Concept of Butification  

Building on Shakespeare’s notion of anomaly, which emphasises how disabled individuals 

are marked as fundamentally different, and the concept of othering, which marginalises them as 

“others,” this paper seeks to address the deeper roots of these negative portrayals. Robert Murphy 

suggests that the fear of becoming disabled, or entering Susan Sontag’s “kingdom of the sick” 

(Murphy, 1987, p. 192; Sontag, 1978, p. 3), may contribute to these disparaging attitudes. However, 

this paper argues that African dramatic literature often focuses on disability as a limitation—a 

‘but’—emphasising what it prevents rather than acknowledging the potential, agency, and humanity 

of disabled characters. 

We explore the core aspects of ‘butification’ and its effects on the portrayal of disabled 

characters in various African plays, including Obotunde Ijimere’s The Imprisonment of Obatala, 

Femi Osofisan’s Morountodun and Women of Owu, Ola Rotimi’s The Gods Are Not to Blame and 

Hopes of the Living Dead, Ojo Bakare’s The Voyage, and Wole Soyinka’s The Strong Breed, The 

Swamp Dwellers, Mad Men and Specialists, and The Road. This analysis examines how 

‘butification’ influences character development, social dynamics, and the broader messages these 

plays convey about power, agency, and personal development in the context of disability. 

COURT CLERK: Madam, I wish we would understand one another in this place. But 

no matter. There is a passage in the scriptures: “Now Naaman, captain of the host of 

the king of Syria, was a great man with his master, and honourable - 

CATECHIST: (without raising his head from the newspaper) 2nd Kings 5: 1 

COURT CLERK: (distracted) Ehn? Oh, all right… (continues) “...was great with his 

master, and honourable, because by him the LORD had given deliverance unto Syria” 

CATECHIST: Yes… 

COURT CLERK: “He was also a mighty man in valour, Naaman was, a mighty man 

in valour, but—” (Stressed the word again) b-u-t… in that single, three-letter word, 

madam, lies our tragedy. Take my word! You see us today. All you know about us is 

what we are today. But the canoe we find today broken, rotten, and rejected, half-

sunk at the riverbank… Once had an owner, you know. It also had people who once 

loved it. Sister Hannah, here, for instance, comes from an important family in Owerri. 

Daughter of a Chief. She was a Teacher. Trained in a convent and all. Taught for —

- what, five years! (Hannah doesn’t respond),  

Then came her but. Mallam, that Mallam you see sitting over there, was, a Paymaster 

at the Native Administration in Kano. For many years. Then his own but came to be 

(pointing to Catechist). We call him Catechist. It is true. 

CATECHIST: 1917 to 1925. Before then, Chief Interpreter: Royal Niger Company 

Get my record straight, Mister.  

COURT CLERK: Anyway, he too got his own but. So did he (points to Editor) He was 

a sub-editor for the Lagos Spectator. I retired as a Court Clerk in Yola. Returned 

home to be a Letter-Writer in my town. Then I had my but. Oh, of course, there are 

farmers, fishermen, and even beggars among us too. We all share the same but. 

(Rotimi, 1988, pp. 11-12)  

 The core of this extract lies in the dramatic reversal of fortune that accompanies an 

individual’s encounter with disability, encapsulated in the word “but.” This reversal of fortune is a 

chief characteristic of Aristotelian tragedy, which must evoke pity and fear. Of pity and fear, 

Aristotle says, “pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune,” and “fear by the misfortune of a man like 

ourselves,” (Butcher 45). In African drama, this is perhaps most prominently featured in Ola 

Rotimi’s Gods Are Not to Blame, an adaptation of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. In the former, King 

Odewale, as in the famous Oedipus tale, kills his father, King Adetusa, and marries his mother, 

Ojuolape. The deaths of his father and his mother do not immediately result in his fall but the gorging 

out of his own eyes. The stage description reads: “Odewale is groping his way into the sitting room. 
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News has spread and the townspeople are converging on the palace. Aderopo shields the children 

from the gory sight of King Odewale (their father)” (Rotimi, 1988b, p. 70). In Yoruba custom and 

tradition, it is taboo for an older relative to bury a younger one, as it is against the natural order of 

things, or as Iyaloja says when Elesin Oba’s son dies ahead of him in Wole Soyinka’s Death and 

the King’s Horseman “...this is not the way of life.” (Soyinka, 1975, p. 75) Thus, the older relatives 

are shielded from any engagement with the corpse of the younger ones. However, Odewale’s 

children are shielded from any engagement with their father immediately his eyes are gouged out; 

they are shielded from seeing their father’s new state of blindness because of its “gory” nature and 

the disgust attached to disability. Although Odewale remains ‘King’ momentarily, he had 

encountered his ‘but’. This new state, Odewale himself declares to be his “fall” (Rotimi, 1988b, p. 

71). The use of disability in this text, although it stays faithful to Sophocles’ original idea of Oedipus 

blinding himself, Rotimi attempts a relocation of the play into Yoruba cosmology, promoting ideas 

like communalism, patience, and good leadership virtues that can counteract the fatalistic forces at 

play in life. The decision to maintain this narrative of blindness being tragic is therefore worthy of 

criticism, as the playwright had the license and track record of creatively re-creating source materials 

as he does in Hopes of the Living Dead and even in Ovonramwen Nogbaisi. 

In Hopes of the Living Dead, Ola Rotimi draws a parallel to the Biblical figure Naaman, 

who is described as a “mighty man of valour” and an “honourable” individual, and someone 

esteemed by the King of Syria as “great.” Naaman’s wealth is evident through his possession of 

horses, chariots, and servants. However, his narrative takes a dramatic turn with the introduction of 

his disability, which is presented as a reversal of fortune—a curse for an otherwise blessed man—

thereby positioning his disability as a significant ‘but’ in his character’s life. The narrative then shifts 

to Hannah, a character who comes from “an important family in Owerri. Daughter of a Chief. She 

was a Teacher, “trained in the Convent and all. Taught for—what, five years!” (Rotimi 1988, p. 10). 

Hopes of the Living Dead, published in 1988, nearly 17 years after The Gods Are Not to Blame, is 

set against the backdrop of the 1928-1932 Lepers’ protest in Nigeria, often referred to as the ‘Lepers 

Rebellion’ (Butcher, 1898, p. 45). This protest occurred just 14 years after the amalgamation of 

Nigeria by British colonial authorities in 1914. During this period, Nigerians who had achieved 

success in trade often sent their children abroad for Western education, as the University of Ibadan, 

Nigeria’s first university, was not established until 1948. Thus, access to university education was 

typically reserved for the wealthy. Notably, Nigeria’s first Nobel Laureate, Wole Soyinka, recalls 

that his aunt, Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, mother of the renowned Afrobeats pioneer Fela Kuti, was 

among the teachers who received education abroad in Cheshire, England. This opportunity was 

afforded by her affluent background, being the granddaughter of Ebenezer Sobowale Thomas and 

the daughter of Chief Daniel Olumeyuwa Thomas, both prominent agricultural figures (Johnson-

Odim & Mba, 1997, p. 7). Soyinka’s father, who was a school headmaster, also belonged to this 

educated class. In his autobiography Ake, Soyinka reflects on his childhood, revealing the relative 

affluence associated with being a teacher in that time: “He looked at me, a slow dawning in his eyes. 

‘Ah, I forgot, omo teacher. The teacher’s children don’t eat things like that. They eat bread and 

butter” (Soyinka, 1981, p. 133). ‘Bread and butter’ is a symbol of affluence in Nigeria, so much so 

that children of the rich are often called “aje butter” (meaning: one who eats butter). This affluence 

and respectability underscore the gravity of Hannah’s fall from a life of comfort and honour to one 

of confinement in a hospital due to her illness. 

Hannah’s fate mirrors that of other characters in the play, including Mallam and the 

Catechist, both of whom are voluntary religious teachers with prestigious day jobs—a Paymaster in 

the economically vital city of Kano and a Chief Interpreter for the Royal Niger Company, 

respectively. The Royal Niger Company was such a significant entity in British colonial control that 

they were used to ‘buy’ Nigeria and exercise control over the lower Niger River against German 

competition led by Bismark during the 1890s (Fagbule & Fawehinmi, 2020, p. 120). Similarly, the 

character ‘Editor’ had achieved a high level of education, serving as the editor of the Lagos Spectator 

newspaper. Even farmers, fishermen, and beggars find themselves detained in the hospital, 

illustrating the widespread societal rejection of individuals with leprosy regardless of class. 

The term ‘detained’ is used deliberately to convey the sense of alienation and othering 

experienced by these individuals in the hospital. This othering is vividly captured in the following 

exchange: 
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SMO (Senior Medical Officer): It wasn’t curfew time, and you were entertaining 

yourselves. Fair enough, but have you ever—this is a general question everybody—have 

you tried to think for a second, that while your festivity lasts, there might be other 

patients—I mean, regular patients, who are being disturbed? 

EDITOR: Those ‘regular’ patients, as you call them, sir—they receive regular visitors 

daily. Wives visit them, bringing food, husbands stop by bringing fruits, Friends cheer 

them; children hug them. We are, well, you know… 

SMO: That’s no reason why your pleasures should disturb their peace when they need 

it. 

NWEKE: Do they complain, sir? 

SMO: Do they complain? Ha! Do they complain? Well, let me tell you fellows, the whole 

land complains. 

CATECHIST: The whole land? In that case, the people will complain anyhow, whether 

we blow trumpets, or we remain silent and die. (Rotimi, 1988, p. 13) 

This dialogue marks the onset of the characters’ alienation, where they are labelled as 

‘irregular’ patients whom “the whole land complains” about. As their illness, leprosy, is a 

communicable disease, it prevents them from resuming their regular jobs, thereby confining them to 

the hospital. Stripped of their ability to work or participate in society, they become dependent on the 

government and hospital authorities for food and medicine. Their illness is thus constructed by 

society as a hindrance, a ‘but’ that overshadows their previous achievements and societal 

contributions. 

Similarly, in Bakare Ojo Rasaki’s The Voyage, which explores Nigeria’s journey since its 

formation, only one of the over fifty characters is disabled. This character is introduced in a manner 

that mirrors the societal perception of disability: 

NARRATOR: And so, their crisis continued in a vicious cycle; plenty of immoral freedom, 

plenty of settlement, and plenty of poverty, leading to a poverty of thought; for instance: (The 

Narrator points to a woman who pretends to be crippled. She is wheeled in by her son, singing 

a beggar’s song) 

SONG:       MEANING 

LEAD: Asiri a bo   Your secrets will not be revealed 

CHORUS: Bambiala  Give me because of Allah 

LEAD: Asiri a bo   Your secrets will not be revealed 

CHORUS: Bambiala  Give me because of Allah (Bakare, 2021, p. 29) 

The woman, who pretends to be crippled to solicit alms, is eventually exposed when she 

leaps from her wheelchair to chase a thief who has stolen her money. The scene ends with someone 

from the crowd questioning, “…if this woman is actually crippled, how come she is standing, 

holding this boy?” (Bakare, 2021, p. 31). This portrayal of disability as fraudulent is particularly 

harmful in a society already rife with distrust, scorn, and suspicion towards disabled individuals. 

Such depictions contribute to the pervasive negative stereotypes surrounding disabilities, reinforcing 

societal prejudices and further marginalising those with genuine disabilities. 

This theme is also poignantly illustrated in Wole Soyinka’s The Swamp Dwellers, where the beggar 

expresses a desire to work the soil, stating, “I wish to knead it between my fingers,” only to be met 

with Makuri’s response: “But you’re blind. Why don’t you beg like others? There is no true 

worshipper who would deny you his charity” (Soyinka, 1972, pp. 169-170). This interaction 

foregrounds the significant role of worldviews in shaping perceptions of disability. Worldviews in 

this context refer to the frameworks through which individuals interpret the world and its 

occurrences. 

 Makuri’s conversation with the Beggar reflects the intersection of dual worldviews—the 

Yoruba and the Islamic. When Makuri refers to the Beggar as being “afflicted of the gods,” he likely 

alludes to the concept of “eni-orisa” within the Yoruba creation myth, where Obatala, in a state of 

inebriation, creates individuals with disabilities. Adedeji argues that within the Yoruba worldview, 

there is a capacity to see beyond a person’s disability, immediately recognising them as ‘eni orisa’—

those belonging to Obatala, the divinity credited with creation (Adedeji, 1987, p. 110). This 

dedication of individuals with disabilities to Obatala is a recurring motif in African drama set within 

the Yoruba cultural context. For instance, in Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu, the character 
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Orisanye, who has an intellectual disability, is immediately identified as a “votary of the god 

Obatala” (Osofisan, 2006, p. ix) from the outset. Despite her high status as the daughter of the King 

of Owu, she is consistently referred to by her mother as “my sick daughter, Orisanye” (Osofisan, 

2006, p. 23), who has “been wedded since birth to Obatala” (Osofisan, 2006, p. 24). Her intellectual 

disability is persistently described as a ‘sickness.’ Similarly, in Osofisan’s Morountodun, when 

Queen Moremi of Ife criticises the growing cowardice among their warriors, she remarks, “Our 

warriors are beginning to babble like Obatala’s misfits” (Osofisan, 2017, p. 220). This reference to 

the disabled as ‘misfits’ epitomises the problem of ‘butification,’ where disability is perceived as a 

hindrance, a barrier, a deficit. 

However, this perception is not an invention of Osofisan. The character of Obatala in Obotunde 

Ijimere’s play, The Imprisonment of Obatala, based on the Yoruba creation myth, reflects this view: 

“…For in my drunkenness / I had made the Albino / Whose bleached skin is sore like the lepers, / I 

had made the hunchback / To whom women close their thighs / And the blind man / Who is helpless 

like a bat in sunlight” (Ijimere, 1966, p. 36). While this creation myth is widely acknowledged, the 

Ifa Corpus—the cornerstone of the Yoruba belief system—addresses disability as a ‘but’ that can be 

avoided through sacrifice. The verse Ose Ogbe reads, “Ifa ni ki a ru ebo nitori obinrin ab’oyun kan, 

ki omo inu re ma ba ya odi, ki o si na ni owo pupo” (meaning: Ifa advises that a sacrifice be made 

on behalf of a pregnant woman, lest the child within her be born a mute, and lest she spend much 

money because of it) (Bascom, 1991, pp. 466-467). 

 The latter part of Makuri’s statement in Soyinka’s The Swamp Dwellers, “no true worshipper 

would deny you his charity,” suggests an Islamic worldview. Islam emphasises the concept of 

‘Sadaqat’ (also known as Sadaqah), which entails voluntary charity, distinct from Zakat, which is 

obligatory. Sadaqat encompasses acts of charity such as feeding the poor, the orphan, and the 

captive, driven by love for Allah (Qur’an 76:8). In the Hadith, the Prophet Muhammad states, 

“Sadaqah appeases the anger of the Lord and shields from the evil of the grave” (Tirmidhi). This 

principle is exemplified by the Prophet himself, who treated Julaybib, a man with physical 

deformities, with kindness and acceptance. 

 The interpretation of Makuri’s statement as reflective of Islamic faith is further supported 

by the Beggar’s initial greeting, “Allah protect you” (Soyinka, 1972, p. 168). Initially, Makuri 

extends a kind welcome without knowledge of the Beggar’s disability. However, upon learning that 

the Beggar is blind, Makuri responds with, “Blessed be the afflicted of the gods” (Soyinka, 1972, p. 

168), to which the Beggar replies, “Allah grant everlasting peace to this house,” consistent with a 

Muslim’s response. The Beggar’s mention of his origins “from far away in the North” (Soyinka, 

1972, p. 169) reinforces the Islamic connection, as Islam is the predominant religion in Northern 

Nigeria. This is further evidenced by Kadiye’s surprise at the mention of Allah, asking, “Allah? Is 

he from the North?” (Soyinka, 1972, p. 175). The description of the North as “far away” and the 

depiction of the southern setting as wet, unlike the arid North, suggests that the events occur in 

Yorubaland. 

 The perception of his disability thwarts the beggar’s attempt to lead a fulfilling life as a 

hindrance to meaningful societal contribution — a perception that reduces his existence to a ‘but.’ 

This highlights the broader societal tendency to view disability as a barrier rather than recognising 

the potential for individuals with disabilities to contribute meaningfully to society. In Madmen and 

Specialists, Soyinka further explores this theme through four chronically disabled characters referred 

to as ‘mendicants.’ These characters, mutilated by war and oppressive regimes, use satirical skits 

taught by the Old Man, an eccentric figure at the rehabilitation centre, to critique the brutal actions 

of those in power (Walcott, 1996, p. 21). This depiction provides insight into how disability is 

wielded as a tool of oppression (Puar, 2017, p. 73-74). Dr. Bero’s anger towards the Old Man, his 

father, for encouraging the disabled to think critically further underscores this point: 

BERO: [heatedly] “It’s not his charitable propensities I am concerned with. Father’s 

assignment was to help the wounded readjust to the pieces and remnants of their bodies. 

Physically. Teach them to make baskets if they still had fingers. To use their mouths and ply 

needles if they had none, or use it to sing if their vocal cords had not been shot away. Teach 

them to amuse themselves, make something of themselves. Instead, he began to teach them 

to think, think, THINK! Can you picture a more treacherous deed than to place a working 

mind in a mangled body?” (Soyinka, 1972, p. 242). 
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 This passage is deeply troubling, revealing the problematic attitudes inherent in the discourse 

of ‘butification.’ Dr. Bero’s perspective reduces disabled individuals to their physical limitations, 

viewing them as bodies to be managed rather than as whole persons with intellectual and emotional 

lives. His anger suggests a desire to keep disabled people docile and compliant, rather than 

empowering them to think critically and independently. This is reflective of broader societal 

tendencies to marginalise and control disabled individuals, akin to Sunma’s frustration with Ifada in 

The Strong Breed and Makuri’s surprise at the blind man’s ambition. 

 Dr. Bero’s fear of disabled people developing critical thinking skills indicates a concern 

that they might challenge their treatment and circumstances. This reflects a paternalistic view that 

disabled individuals should be taught merely to cope with their physical limitations, rather than fully 

engage with the world intellectually. Such an attitude reveals a profound underestimation of the 

capabilities and potential of disabled people, thereby maintaining their subordinate position in 

society. This perspective ultimately demonstrates a lack of ethical consideration for the full humanity 

and rights of disabled individuals, reducing them to objects of charity rather than recognising their 

agency and potential (Kriegel, 1987, p. 33). 

In Wole Soyinka’s The Strong Breed, the character Ifada is consistently marginalised and 

dehumanised despite his evident ability to contribute meaningfully to his community. From the 

outset, Ifada is labelled an “idiot” by the playwright (Soyinka, 2001, p. 52), a derogatory term that 

frames him as less capable and less valuable than others. This characterisation is reinforced by 

Sunma, who dismissively describes him as someone who merely “hangs around and drools at the 

mouth” (Soyinka, 2001, p. 53) and laments that, unlike other boys his age who are gainfully 

employed, Ifada does nothing but linger idly. The girl also says to Ifada, “Well, don’t stand there 

drooling. Let’s go” (ibid., 54). Based on the description, Ifada’s disability is likely cerebral palsy or 

Parkinson’s disease, and this makes him a target for societal prejudice. Sunma even tells Eman that 

“The sight of him fills me with revulsion” (ibid., 53). This display of revulsion and intolerance 

towards Ifada, even further referring to him as an “idiot” with a “foolish face” (ibid., 53), exemplifies 

the concept of butification. This negative labelling reflects society’s perception of disabled 

individuals as burdens or outcasts, emphasising their disabilities as ‘buts’ rather than recognising 

their intrinsic worth. Eman, Sunma’s husband, is quick to remind his wife of Ifada’s intrinsic worth. 

He quickly counters this narrative, reminding her that Ifada regularly performs errands, including 

fetching water for the household, and that he does so without causing harm: “It can’t be two days 

since he last fetched water for you” (Soyinka, 2001, p. 53). This seemingly mundane task of fetching 

water, however, is far from insignificant in the context of many Nigerian communities, where water 

scarcity is a pressing issue. A study on the water situation in Onitsha, Nigeria, reveals that a 

substantial portion of the population lacks access to piped water or indoor toilets, forcing them to 

rely on expensive water vending systems (Whittington et al. 1991, pp. 180, 193). Another study 

highlights the necessity of alternative water sources in developing countries to meet the Millennium 

Development Goals (Muhammad & Muhammad 2018, p. 50). In this light, Ifada’s role in fetching 

water is not only a crucial service but also one that has the potential for economic reward in certain 

Nigerian cities, where people are paid to supply water in jerrycans. Despite this contribution, Ifada 

is subjected to what can be described as ‘butification’— a process of reducing individuals with 

disabilities to a single negative trait that overshadows their capabilities. 

Nic Hamel critiques the tendency to interpret characters like Ifada through a purely socio-

economic lens, arguing that such perspectives reduce them to mere stock heroes or victims. Hamel 

suggests that Obotunde Ijimere’s The Imprisonment of Obatala provides a context for understanding 

Ifada’s treatment, but Derek Wright counters this by asserting that there is no evidence in the text, 

beyond the twisted idea that the “idiot” has been destined to suffer, that links Ifada with Obatala. 

And that the play functions effectively without any explicit reference to mythic archetypes (Wright 

55). In contrast, Adedeji posits that Eman forms a spiritual bond with Ifada, recognising him as a 

child of Obatala, which transcends his physical disabilities. This realisation, Adedeji argues, 

compels Eman to challenge the societal mistreatment of Ifada as the community’s “sacrificial lamb” 

(Adedeji, 1987, p. 110). However, Ifada becomes the sacrificial lamb as an act of othering.  

In the fictional society depicted in the narrative, an annual ritual sacrifice is conducted to 

cleanse the community of its sins, appease the gods, and restore order for the coming year. The 

individual chosen for this sacrifice becomes the scapegoat, bearing the burdens of the entire society 
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(Katrak, 1986, p. 111). While the carrier could originally be any member of the community, the 

ritual has evolved to target the ‘other’—often a stranger unaware of the custom or, more frequently, 

a person with a disability. This selection reflects a collective belief that disability is a curse that must 

be purged. In this context, Ifada, a disabled person, is chosen as the carrier, underscoring the concept 

of ‘butification,’ where disabled persons are reduced to their impairments and deemed expendable 

for the community’s purification. 

The community’s use of disabled individuals as sacrificial carriers serves dual purposes: 

eliminating those deemed undesirable and achieving the ritual’s cleansing effect. Eman challenges 

this practice in a confrontation with the village leaders: 

EMAN: It is a simple thing. A village which cannot produce its own carrier contains 

no men. 

OROGE: (sadly) I am sorry you would not understand, Mister Eman. But you ought to 

know that no carrier may return to the village. If he does, the people will stone him to 

death. It has happened before. Surely it is too much to ask a man to give up his own 

soil. 

EMAN: I know others who have done more. (IFADA is brought out, abjectly dumb—

moaning.) 

EMAN: You can see him with your own eyes. Does it really have meaning to use one 

as unwilling as that? 

OROGE: (smiling) He shall be willing. Not only willing but actually joyous. I am the 

one who prepares them all, and I have seen worse. This one escaped before I began to 

prepare him for the event. But you will see him later tonight, the most joyous creature 

in the festival. Then perhaps you will understand. 

EMAN: Then it is only a deceit. Do you believe the spirit of a new year is so easily 

fooled? 

JAGUNA: Take him out. (The men carry out IFADA.) You see, it is so easy to talk. You 

say there are no men in this village because they cannot provide a willing carrier. And 

yet I heard Oroge tell you we only use strangers. There is only one other stranger in 

the village, but I have not heard him offer himself. (Spits.) It is so easy to talk, is it not? 

(Soyinka 2001, p. 59) 

Despite Jaguna’s assertion that only strangers are used, Ifada is not an outsider, as Eman 

earlier reminds Sunma: “hasn’t he always played here?” (Soyinka, 2001, p. 53). To which Sunma 

responds: “He comes crawling round here like some horrible insect. I never want to lay my eyes on 

him again.” (Soyinka, 2001, p. 53). Sunma’s derogatory response, dismissing Ifada as a “horrible 

insect,” highlights how his disability marks him as other within his own community. The ritual thus 

reinforces the notion that those with disabilities are expendable, mere tools for the community’s 

purification. Eman, however, decides to offer himself as the carrier in place of the unwilling Ifada. 

This challenges the community’s practice and introduces a counter-narrative to butification.’ His 

voluntary sacrifice, motivated by choice rather than coercion, subverts the community’s perception 

of disability and their assumed power over it. The play’s ambiguous ending further complicates the 

relationship between disability, sacrifice, and community redemption, questioning whether the ritual 

truly purifies the society or merely perpetuates violence. This challenges the traditional narrative of 

disability as solely a limitation or a tool for communal cleansing. 

The Concept of Nowification 

After introducing the concept of “butification,” this paper advocates for a shift to 

“nowification.” This shift challenges the dominant narrative that focuses on limitations, proposing 

instead that disabled characters be portrayed with resilience, agency, and multifaceted identities. Ola 

Rotimi’s Hopes of the Living Dead, set in colonial Nigeria, provides a historical context where 

leprosy was misunderstood and stigmatised. While leprosy, caused by Mycobacterium leprae, was 

initially misunderstood as contagious through skin contact, it was later found to spread through 

respiratory droplets. Despite medical advancements, stigma remained, leading to segregation, both 

voluntary and compulsory (Ochai, 2022, p. 6). In Nigeria, voluntary segregation led to the 

establishment of leprosy colonies, with the Itu Colony becoming one of the largest in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. These historical events inspired Ola Rotimi to create the play in line with the theatrical 

approach outlined in his Inaugural Lecture where he explains that he examines social issues across 
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four perspectives: pre-colonial Africa, colonial Africa (focusing on cultural clashes), post-

independence Africa (critiquing leadership failures), and a ‘utopian model’ of leadership that 

empowers the common person (Rotimi, 1991, p. 23). Disabled characters in Hopes of the Living 

Dead are humanised and portrayed with dignity and self-respect. In the opening of the play, the 

characters living with disabilities are described as wearing clothes that are “aged, wear-chafed, and 

submissively weather-rattled. However, they are by no means filthy. This observation should attest 

to the degree in which the wearers (i.e., the patients) hold themselves in self-respect” (Rotimi, 1991, 

p. 4). This description presents more nuanced characters compared to other plays like The Strong 

Breed where the playwright describes Ifada as “an idiot,” or the ‘Beggar’ in Soyinka’s The Swamp 

Dwellers where Kadiye is a priest in the same play, yet she retains her name, while Alu is an old 

woman, yet she retains her name, but the beggar is simply known as ‘A Beggar’. This is also similar 

to Madmen and Specialists, where some characters are named ‘Cripple’, ‘Blindman’, according to 

their disability types. Ola Rotimi’s description, therefore, sets the stage for a more compassionate 

and empathetic reading, which suggests that the characters are resilient and possess agency. It 

emphasises their self-respect and dignity despite their disabilities. Their clothes may be worn, but 

they maintain a degree of pride and self-worth, challenging the traditional ‘butification’ of disabled 

individuals. This portrayal highlights that their disabilities are a ‘now’, a reality they have adapted 

to, rather than a ‘but’ that defines them solely by their limitations. ‘Nowification’ is seen throughout 

the play as the inmates engage in various activities. ‘Editor’ plays draught with Nweke, Catechist 

reads newspapers, and Harcourt Whyte organises them all into a choir and leads them. Mallam prays 

the Islamic way. These activities demonstrate their capacity to continue their routine, albeit with 

minor modifications, challenging the notion that disabilities are solely limiting factors. The instances 

showcase ‘nowification’ by emphasising the characters’ abilities and potential rather than focussing 

solely on their disabilities as ‘buts.’ Later in the play, conflict erupts between the patients and the 

authorities, such as the Matron and the Senior Medical Officer (SMO). The patients are engaged in 

choir practice and merriment, which the Matron interrupts, asking “who do you think you are,” and 

when the Cathechist attempts to explain, she asks him “and who made you spokesman for the… 

(restrains herself from describing the group).” But Editor quickly completes it “lepers.” This 

showcases a struggle between society’s butification of their disability and the disabled character’s 

liberation of themselves, treating their disability as a ‘now’, not a ‘but’. They claim ownership of 

the labels imposed upon them, in spite of it being traditionally disempowering and stigmatising. The 

consequence of this is that they reject the notion that their condition renders them inferior. This 

pushback against the Matron sets the stage for further conflicts in the play, particularly with the 

authorities. Once the Matron’s conflict mellows, they return to their usual jocund selves, singing and 

making merry till comes the Matron’s boss, the Senior Medical Officer (SMO), in collaboration with 

the Superintendent of Police who orders the patients to vacate the hospital, citing public health 

concerns but disregarding the patients’ welfare. The eviction order in itself reflects society’s 

negative perception of people with disabilities. However, the patients, led by Corporal, resist the 

eviction order physically. Corporal was with the Nigerian Regiment, 2nd Battalion. He fought the 

Germans in Yaounde and Banyo towns of Cameroon, in November 1915. He says “One day, me 

wear am uniform for you. Me wear, me no be me again. Power e don come. Like drink go head. 

Uniform e do me like craze.” (Rotimi, 1988, p. 54). The resistance however turns violent, resulting 

in Corporal being shot and the arrest of leaders Harcourt Whyte and Nweke. While detained, the 

leaders are pressured to submit to the authorities’ withdrawal of support. The SMO is sent to deliver 

a letter to the patients:  

HARCOURT WHYTE: We thank the SMO for coming Please read it (Senior Medical 

Officer starts reading from the scroll) 

SMO: On His Majesty’s Service: Approval to move to the Uzuakoli Hospital.   

This document authorises as follows: 

One: That the leprosy patients currently occupying the premises of the Infectious 

Diseases Hospital, Port-Harcourt, be transferred to the new hospital at Uzuakoli. 

Harcourt Whyte: That’s what we want. (still reading). 

SMO: Two: Considering the difficulty in recruiting personnel for leprosy clinics, that 

the patients themselves undertake to train and be appointed Ward Attendants and Staff 

Nurses in their own hospital.  
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Harcourt Whyte: Self-reliance. Accepted. 

SMO: Three: That management encourages communal feelings among the patients. 

HARCOURT WHYTE: Solidarity, We’re committed to that. Go on, sir.  

SMO: Four: That in view of their peculiar circumstances, all the patients in the 

Uzuakoli Hospital be provided free treatment, free meals, and free lodging. 

(Editor and COURT CLERK leap up in gleeful abandon, but are cut short by Harcourt 

Whyte). 

HARCOURT WHYTE: No! No! Rejected. For long, we depended on people outside - 

yes, the Whiteman, the missionaries, the Black Givers-of-alms (mimicking) “beggars, 

here take… take…” When suddenly they withdrew their help, confusion gripped us. 

ripping us apart. Well, we've since learnt our lesson. We must depend on ourselves. 

There is no going back on that! (to SMO) 

SMO: Any more, sir? That's all 

HARCOURT WHYTE: Thank you (gestures to Editor to collect the scroll) We thank 

you very much. (Rotimi 1988, pp. 111-112). 

The patient’s refusal to depend on external support, as seen in the final scene above, where 

they reject the government’s offer of aid, exemplifies self-reliance. It is quintessential nowification. 

Harcourt Whyte’s leadership in promoting solidarity and self-sufficiency among the patients also 

reinforces ‘nowification’ as they refuse to be dependent on others and assert their determination to 

overcome societal limitations and stereotypes associated with their disabilities by admitting that this 

is their current reality and they must adapt to it and make meaning of themselves. 

Similarly, in Soyinka’s The Swamp Dwellers, when Makuri says to the Beggar that he should rather 

beg than till the soil, as the Quran instructs everyone to pay beggars Sadaqat, the Beggar responds:  

BEGGAR: No more, no more. All the way down the river the natives read me the code 

of the afflicted, according to their various faiths. Some fed and clothed me. Others 

put money in my hands, food and drink in my bag. With some, it was the children and 

their stones, and sometimes the dogs followed me and whetted their teeth on my ankles 

. . . Good-bye. I shall follow the river to the end. (Soyinka 1972, p. 90) 

The beggar, although blind, has been following the river all the way from the North down 

to the South in search of a space where he could farm. In Ojo Bakare’s play ‘Ekun Omi (When 

Water Cries)’ most characters in the flood-ravaged community now have a disability or the other, 

yet they band together in unison to fix their community, those with working legs moved things 

around, and everyone contributed whichever way they could. In Shalom Ìbírónkẹ́’s ‘Disbility 

Monologues’, a character says “Yesterday I was King, today I am ‘Cripple’. Look at them, one 

accident… one anything at all away from being like me. Impairments are but a new reality; to 

discriminate is to be shortsighted…” (Ìbírónkẹ́, 2024, p. 9). In that phrase “impairments are but a 

new reality” lies the crux of nowification. 

From Butification to Nowification 

Nowification is a call to action in the depiction of disabilities in African literature. At 

present, nowification remains merely seen in bits and pieces, and a majority of depictions can be 

interpreted as problematic and reductionist, that hinge on “but. This call to action seeks more 

narratives that centre on empowerment, defiance, and the celebration of human potential, regardless 

of physical limitations. Such reimagination of the portrayal of disabilities in African drama, this 

work contributes to the broader conversation about the power of narrative in shaping our perceptions 

of difference and potential. The importance and urgency of this shift from ‘butification’ to 

‘nowification’ becomes evident when we consider the impact of narrative portrayal on societal 

perceptions. Kumari and Joshi found that narrative portrayals affect “to a great extent” boys’ 

perception of women (Kumari and Joshi, 2015, p. 51). A study also found that many Indians are 

adopting Western values due to their exposure to media portrayals (Tabassum and Salman, 2020, p. 

30). Studies have also shown that the portrayal of suicide in narratives could lead to harmful 

outcomes (Posselt et al., 2021, p. 40). Every viewer engages differently with dramatic works, and 

this engagement can alter the potential outcomes. For individuals with pre-existing biases or lack of 

exposure to diverse portrayals of disabilities, the potential impact of these representations may be 

greater.  
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Conclusion 

This work has examined various African plays with distinct approaches to portraying 

disabilities. In some plays, disabilities are often depicted as barriers and limitations that characters 

must navigate or overcome. This concept of ‘butification’—where disabilities are seen as ‘buts’ that 

hinder potential—mirrors a broader societal tendency to view disabilities primarily in terms of 

deficit. In contrast, we propose a shift in the practice of depicting people with disabilities—a 

different narrative where disabled characters possess agency and self-reliance, viewing their 

disabilities as a current reality (‘now’) rather than a hindrance. This kind of portrayal emphasizes 

the potential and capabilities of individuals with disabilities, presenting a more empowering and 

realistic depiction of their experiences. These differing portrayals reflect deeper philosophical and 

cultural preoccupations within African drama. Just as we come to understand the lives and stories 

of disabled characters through these dramatizations, we also gain insight into broader societal 

attitudes towards disability. The depictions highlight the complexity of the human condition, where 

disabilities are part of the diverse spectrum of human experiences rather than mere obstacles to be 

overcome. The contrasting narratives in these plays also evidence the essence of diverse 

representations in literature and drama. In essence, the portrayal of disabilities in African drama is 

both a literary and a philosophical endeavour. It bridges the gap between narrative and the human 

condition, illustrating the power of storytelling in shaping societal perceptions. As dramatists 

continue to explore these themes, they contribute to a richer, more inclusive literary world that 

reflects the true diversity of human experiences. 
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