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An EthnogrAphic tExtuAl AnAlysis of 
Aging And thE EldErs in south  
WEstErn nigEriA

AyokunlE olumuyiWA omoboWAlE

Abstract. Among the Yoruba of South-Western Nigeria aging represents a val-
ued process leading to a stage in life when an individual assumes the position 
of an elder and is accorded reverence and awe. The aged, who are attributed 
to be elders, are highly valued because of the belief that they are the reposi-
tory of experience, knowledge and wisdom that are germane to societal survival. 
Despite the respect accorded them, elders are also, in turn, expected to exhibit 
noble character as the contextual local culture demands. These expectations are 
reflected in indigenous social thought and Atari Ajanaku’s Agbalagba and Agba 
Langba poems. This study analyzed these poems  using Akiwowo’s Theory of 
Sociation. The theory contextually explains the Yoruba social organization and 
social behaviour noting the concepts of iwa (character), ihuwasi (behavioural 
pattern), isesi (pattern of doing or simply action) and ajumose (doing in unison) 
as integral characteristics of the local social structure without which, the local 
social structure may not be contextually understood. The data for the study were 
generated from Atari Ajanaku’s poems on the elder and subjected to ethnograph-
ic analysis.
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Résumé. Chez les Yoruba du sud-ouest du Nigéria, le vieillissement représente 
un processus estimé conduisant à un stade de la vie où une personne prend la 
position d’un aîné et est accordée respect et vénération. Les personnes âgées 
qui sont attribués à être des aînés sont hautement considérés à cause de la croy-
ance qu’ils sont les dépositaires de l’expérience, les connaissances, et la sagesse 
qui sont germane à la survie de la société. Malgré tout le respect qui leur est 
accordée, les aînés devront présenter un caractère noble que la culture locale 
exige. Ces attentes se reflètent dans la pensée sociale indigène et dans les poèmes 
d’Atari Ajanaku Agbalagba et Agba Langba. Cette étude a analysé ces poèmes en 
utilisant la théorie de Akiwowo, qui s’appelle la Théorie de Sociation. La théo-
rie explique contextuellement l’organisation sociale de Yoruba et le comporte-
ment social, prenant note des concepts de iwa (caractère), ihuwasi (schéma de 
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comportement), Isesi (motif de le faire ou tout simplement l’action) et ajumose 
(faire à l’unisson), comme des caractéristiques intégrante de la structure sociale 
locale, sans laquelle la structure sociale locale ne pourrait pas être contextuelle-
ment compris. Les données de l’étude ont été générés à partir des poèmes de 
Atari Ajanaku sur l’aîné. Les données générées ont été soumis à une analyse 
ethnographique.

Mots-clés:  Vieillissement; ethnographie; analyse de texte; Nigeria; Yoruba

introduCtion

Aging constitutes strategic reference points across societies. The con-
text and content of the reference points differ from one society to 

the other. In most Third World nations imbued with traditional values, 
the aged are regarded as elegant and respected members of the society 
whose depth of experience, knowledge and wisdom could enhance so-
cietal survival and development (Shijun 1993; Johnson and Climo 2000; 
Baldridge 2001). This contrasts with the notion of the aged as a poten-
tially weak and endangered group deserving apposite social interven-
tion, protection and care in much of the industrialized world (Coupland 
2007; Smyer and Clark 2011; Richardson and Zorn 2012; Sigurdardottir, 
Sundstrom, Malmberg and Bravell 2012). Irrespective of the contrasting 
social approaches in “visualizing” aging, it is pertinent to note that the 
aged constitute a unique social group across cultures. They represent a 
social group who have experienced the vibrancy of youthful life, gone 
through the middle-age, gradually proceeded to old age at retirement and 
are advancing in the “aged” years; gradually or rapidly moving through 
frailty unto eventual death. 

Among the Yoruba of South-Western Nigeria, aging presents a social 
phenomenon culturally defined in glowing terms. The Yoruba perceive 
aging as a gradual process of ascent into the realm of ancestorship. This 
is predicated in the Yoruba belief in “life-after-death”, where dead mem-
bers who lived up to ripe old ages, at death, are assumed to have trans-
lated into the “supernatural” to protect the living members of the com-
munity (Adediran 1985, Alana 2004). The pains and frailty associated 
with aging, are redefined in socially “valued” conceptions, obliterating 
the negativity of aging, and thus re-creating the aging and/or the aged 
as the repository of experience, knowledge and wisdom that is vital for 
societal survival. Hence, Yoruba social thought describes the grey hair 
as the “crown” of the aged. The “crown” as stated here represents the 
epitome of social appreciation accorded the aged among the Yoruba. It 
is noteworthy to state however, that an individual assumes the social 
honour that accompanies the aged provided he or she internalizes and 
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exhibits socially approved norms and values in the expression of his or 
her character. This is exclusively presented in Yoruba social thought and 
in Atari Ajanaku’s1 poems that distinguish between the noble and the ig-
noble elder (see Atari Ajanaku 1998). An examination of social thought, 
fictional texts and poems in the understanding of social structure, social 
relations and everyday life is a recent social method that is progressively 
gaining ground (see Olutayo 2012, Omobowale 2008a, Hepworth 2003, 
2000 for examples)

The life and social experiences of aging and the aged have been vari-
ously captured in literature (and fiction). Blaikie (1999) captures the pro-
gression and changes in life experiences and social expectation and per-
ception of the aged in his book Aging and Popular Culture. Blaikie iden-
tified the Third Age (immediate post-retirement period) and the Fourth 
Age (advanced old age) as gerontological stages. Due to improved med-
ical and welfare care especially in the Western world, more people are 
living to ripe old ages. This has resulted in a large population of aged 
who present unique lifestyles and challenges even in frailty. Blaikie’s re-
search shows the modernity/consumerism influenced changing lifestyle 
of British aging population who age “positively”. He presents modern 
positive aging lifestyles of vitality, agility and leisure through an analysis 
of pictures, cartoons and magazines images. In short, through analysis of 
symbolic fictional imagery of aging in the modern world, Blaikie shows 
positive aging as contemporary lifestyle of the elderly that is influenced 
by popular culture. Blaikie’s research is confirmed by empirical research 
on alcoholism (McCabe 2011), consumerism (Coupland 2007) and sex-
ual virility of the elderly (Marshall 2006; Marshall and Katz 2002). 

 Among Western scholars, researching the context of old age through 
analyses of fiction and poetry has emerged through a vibrant scholarly 
engagement. For example Hepworth (2000) in Stories of Aging utilizes 
symbolic interactionism to analyze fictional novels and thus discusses the 
aging body and self, material/consumer preference and the vulnerability 
of the aged. In another work, Hepworth (2003) examines the social ex-
perience of aging in the fictional works of novelist Stanley Middleton. 
Clark (1980), Hagley (1988) and Moran (2001) discuss the presentation 
of the elderly as exposed, alienated and frail in poems and fictional nar-
ratives. On the other hand Boland (1994) and Jamieson (2004) examined 

1.  Atari Ajanaku is the pen-name of Professor Adedotun Ogundeji. Adedotun 
Ogundeji is a Professor of Linguistics and African Languages in the Univer-
sity of Ibadan. A distinguished scholar, vast in Yoruba oral literature and phi-
losophy, Ogundeji was Dean of Ibadan University Faculty of Arts from 2009 
to 2011. Agbalagba and Agba Langba poems are part of Orin Ewuro (Songs 
of the Bitter-Leaf); an anthology of 30 Yoruba poems by Atari Ajanaku.
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positive aging in fictional novels and poems.  Simply put, aging fictions 
and poems are writers’ reflections of social perceptions and contexts of 
gerontology. Hence, contextual analyses of fictional texts and poems 
on the aged potentially reveal the sociology of the aged in a society. 
Whereas western scholars have produced numerous scholarly treatises 
on textual analysis of gerontology in fiction and literature, it is difficult 
to access such mass in African/Nigerian literature. Hence, the principal 
focus of this paper is an ethnographic textual analysis of the aged among 
the Yoruba of South-Western Nigeria. Among the Yoruba, the aged are 
highly regarded and revered. As custodians of the societal culture and 
heritage, the aged are considered the epitome of wisdom, experience, 
knowledge and noble character deserving the awe and emulation of the 
younger generation. Nevertheless, the indigenous social structure de-
rides the aged who fails the subsisting normative value. Atari Ajanaku 
captures the high honour and social bewilderment that accompanies the 
noble elder and the ignoble elder in his Agbalagba and Agba Langba 
poems respectively. This paper utilizes the Asuwada Theory of sociation 
to analyze the Agbalagba and Agba Langba poems. 

This paper sociologically examines Yoruba normative value on the 
Elder’s character. The paper builds on this premise by complementing 
the analysis of the Agbalagba and Agba Langba poems with an examina-
tion of relevant aspects of Yoruba social thought on the aged. The Ag-
balagba and Agba Langba poems have been specially selected because 
of their deep reflections on socio-normative values which the Yoruba 
cultural milieu demands the aged should eschew (Agbalagba) and the 
social bewilderment and stigmatizing disdain that accompany an aged’s 
social misnomer (Agba Langba). This study relies on the Akiwowo’s 
theory of sociation as theoretical guide. The theory was adopted as the 
theoretical guide because of its postulation on the indigenous social re-
lations and context. It is therefore, capable of providing apposite guide 
that could engender the right contextual explanation on the “aged’s char-
acter”. 

Against the principal focus of this paper on the aged and character, 
literature generally discusses the social world and experience of the aged 
with regards to health and care (Christoffersen 1974, Johnson and Climo 
2000, Krekula 2007), abuse, maltreatment and vulnerability (Bužgová 
2009; Hodell et al 2009; Post et al 2010; Brozowski and Hall 2010,  
Amstadter et al 2011, Begle et al 2011), active aging (Ranzijn 2010)  and 
the conceptions of aging in the developed and developing worlds (Shijun 
1993, Zhan and Montgomery 2003). This paper is aimed at filling the 
lacuna that neglects the social conception of the aged in relation with 
their (the aged’s) character. This is because, the social perception of the 
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character of the aged, potentially impacts social behavior and response to 
the aged, especially among the Yoruba of South-Western Nigeria.

Once again, this paper notes that Yoruba poetry (along with other 
elements of the indigenous social thought) is a major means of context-
ually understanding Yoruba normative values.2 Hence, this paper exam-
ines Yoruba normative values on the aged’s character by exploring the 
relevant aspect of Yoruba social thought and examining Atari Ajanaku’s3 
Agbalagba and Agba Langba poems using Akiwowo’s theory of socia-
tion as theoretical guide. 

Methodology

The data for the study were sourced from relevant aspects of Yoruba 
social thought4 on the aged and Atari Ajanaku’s Agbalagba and Agba 
Langba poems. The Yoruba are predominantly located in South-Western 
Nigeria. Other Yoruba groups are also located in Benin Republic and 
Togo. Though separated by colonial geographical boundaries and lan-
guage5, the Yoruba groups across the three countries share the same na-
tive language and culture. In spite of modernity influenced by coloniza-
tion and post-colonization dominance of Westernization, the Yoruba take 
indigenous culture as integral to everyday life. Even in instances where 
elements of the modern culture are noticeable, the native culture remains 
resilient. This is evident in greeting forms, salutations, belief systems, 
traditional political institutions and social conceptions about the elderly, 
among other issues. 

Character-in-Sociation and the Aged

This study adopted Akiwowo’s theory of sociation as a theoretical guide 
to contextually explain the social relations of the expected aged char-

2.  See Daniel et al 1987, Ihinger-Tallman 1987,  Ganetz 1994, Cummings 2002, 
Conrad 2012, Nyamnjoh 2012 for some contextual analysis of poetry.

3.  Atari Ajanaku’s poems represent contemporary critical indigenous thoughts 
on normative values. These poems further accentuate the standards of in-
digenous normative values that have been embedded in Yoruba social struc-
ture since time immemorial.  

4.  Yoruba social thought present veritable data source for the understanding of 
Yoruba social life, culture and social structure (see Olatunji 1970, 1979, 1984, 
Olajubu 1972, Omowoleya 1972, Ojoade 1983, Richards 1984, Ogundeji 
1991, Agbaje 2002, Akinyemi 2003, Salawu 2011, Akanle and Olutayo 2011, 
2012).

5.  The Yoruba in Nigeria are Anglophone while those in Benin Republic and 
Togo are Francophone. 
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acter in everyday life. In particular, Akiwowo’s theory emphasizes the 
place of character and its consequent expression through action for so-
cietal good/unity, in the sustenance of the social structure. Hence, the 
normative expression of character as defined by the immediate social 
environment impacts the social perception and acceptance of the inter-
acting individual. In the case of the aged, the character the aged eschews, 
impacts the social honour and awe that he/she may attract.

Professor Akiwowo propounded his theory of sociation in the 1980s. 
The theory was an epistemic opening (Adesina 2002) from the relativist 
circles. Sociation theory attempted to provide an indigenous theoretical 
postulation to explain African social structure and social relations that 
dominant universalist theories may be incapable of appositely defining 
(Omobowale 2008, Makinde1988). Akiwowo derived the theory from 
Yoruba poetry that was usually chanted when a new community was 
to be created. The chant emphasizes the importance of association in 
societal survival and development. Akiwowo published his postulations 
in his Inaugural Lecture in 1980 and in both International Sociology 
and Ife: Annals of the Institute of Cultural Studies in 1986 (Akinwowo 
1983; 1986a, 1986b). The focal emphasis of the theory is sociation (asso-
ciation). It accounts for how constituent individuals in a society sociate 
and the normative values which makes sociation possible. Notably, the 
theory points out that in as much as the individuality of a person is recog-
nized, the individual is socially relevant only if and when he appositely 
sociates for the advancement of his/her community. 

Akiwowo’s theory of sociation describes the “unity of social life” as 
the individual’s life, being, existence or character. This means that social 
life is impossible without the constituent individuals. The contributions 
of individuals create a reality of the “social” in the interacting commun-
ity. Without the interacting social, the existence and being of the indi-
vidual is rather meaningless, because the interacting network of individ-
uals creates and re-creates meaningful social life with embedded norms 
and values. Thus, the symbiotic relationship between the individual and 
the group (interacting social) impacts both the individual and the group 
in ways that define the values of individual and group existence, inter-
actions and sustenance. Even though the community cannot be without 
the individual, the essence of each individual lies in the community. An 
individual must, therefore, sociate with other individuals in order to 
make a social being that would be relevant and/or functional in his/her 
society. Refusal to associate (sociate) or self-alienation is dysfunctional 
to corporate existence and is thus tantamount to deviance. In spite of this, 
a good society recognizes the individual’s right to self-actualization and 
achievement of individual goals. The individual must, however, achieve 
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self-actualization and/or his/her goals within the social bounds that are 
stipulated by the community’s normative essence and values. Every in-
dividual is capable of initiating a good action (socially approved) or bad 
action (socially disapproved). The sociating individual therefore is one 
who exhibits good action and thus contributes to the achievement of so-
cietal goal and social survival. That good action is measured by an ac-
tor’s exhibited character. Hence Akiwowo concludes that the conceptual 
values of iwa (character), ihuwasi (behavioral pattern), isesi (pattern of 
doing, or simply action) and ajumose (doing in unison) (see Akiwowo 
1980, Omobowale 2008a) are essential in the understanding of the ac-
tions of Africans (and in this case, the Yoruba). 

In essence,character stands out as a major denominator of social re-
lationship. An interacting individual or actor is assessed, rewarded and 
sanctioned on the basis of his/her character as socially and normatively 
defined6. The social value of an interacting individual’s character is re-
flected in his/her behavioural pattern and action. Ultimately, the trio of 
character, behavioural pattern and action are germane to societal survival 
and progress. This is because internalized normative character, expressed 
in behavioural pattern and action potentially ensures unison purpose in 
the social structure for common or social good in everyday life. 

Whereas Akiwowo’s contribution has received scholarly accolades 
especially from Makinde (1988), Sanda 1988, Payne (1992), Adesina 
(2002) and  Omobowale 2008, it has also attracted criticism from other 
scholars. For example Olutayo (2012) dismissed Akiwowo’s contribu-
tion, claiming Akiwowo did not consider the contextual meanings of 
progress in African proverbs. Sztompka (2011) described Akiwowo’s 
contribution as a failed attempt at providing alternative theory through 
his clamour for African indigenous sociology. Sctompka submits that 
Akiwowo only succeeded in advancing the ideas that had been acknow-
ledged in mainstream sociology. Finally the main argument of Lawuyi 
and Taiwo  (1990) against Akiwowo’s theory is that Akiwowo did not 
differentiate between suwada (co-existence7) and suwada (co-existence 
for-a-purpose). This paper posits that the mere differentiation between 
co-existence and co-existence for-a-purpose does not in any way whatso-
ever detract from the validity of the theory. Besides, the ultimate context 
of co-existence (that is suwada) is association for social good, survival 
and progress. Hence, social good and survival for development is the 

6.  The person who has internalized the right and socially approved complement 
of character is described as omoluabi (good person). Among the Yoruba 
omoluabi is the epitome of good character and virtue (Faleti 2009, Ogundeji 
2009).

7.  Co-existence also contextually means association or sociation.  
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purpose of sociation as defined by Akiwowo’s theory. The indigenous 
social structure seeks to internalize the normative essence of the socially 
valued character, thus building a society of “good persons” exhibiting 
the right and wholesome complement of good character irrespective of 
age and social status for community good. Hence, this paper dismisses 
the submissions of Olutayo, Sztompka and Lawuyi and Taiwo on the 
contribution of Akiwowo to sociological discourse. Against the critique 
of Akiwowo, this paper posits that the sociation theory presents a con-
textual postulation for the understanding of indigenous social structure, 
social relations and culture especially among the Yoruba of Southwest-
ern Nigeria. 

The internalization of normative character, right from childhood 
through adulthood and old age, presents the aged as an individual with 
sufficient valuable experience, and thus noble. The normative aged is 
assumed to be capable of utilizing the combination of his internalized 
good character and social experience to enhance sociation for commun-
ity unity and good. The aged serve as the custodians of community trad-
ition, customs and culture aimed at social perpetuation of the commun-
ity. The aged provide the wealth of their experiences in ensuring social 
stability and order in the overall aim of community advancement (Adeg-
bindin 2011). It is also important to note that the aged are seen as good 
examples who have successfully internalized societal normative values. 
They serve as rallying points in the quest for togetherness or working in 
unison for community progress. Nevertheless, there are instances when 
some aged people may fall short of the community expectations in their 
character. Such aged persons would not necessarily retain their places of 
pride in the community social structure8. Just as a non-compliant young 
would be disdained and sanctioned (Omobowale 2008), the irrespon-
sible aged loses respect and he or she is socially stripped of the prestige 
and honour which comes with old age. It is important to note that old 
age does not automatically confer prestige, respect and honour. Old age 
only complements the values associated with good character, provided 
the aged expresses the socially normative character for social unity and 
progress. The lack of normative character and its associated elements 
renders old age or the place and essentiality of an aged person rather 
irrelevant and incongruent. In the next two sections, the noble aged and 
ignoble aged are examined in context.      

8.  The aged who infracts the socially normative value is described as ignoble 
elder (agbalagba ti n se langba langba).
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the noble aged: AgbAlAgbA

Just as Blaikie (1999) and Hepworth (2000) examined the social world 
of the aged in fiction, this section and the one following ethnographically 
discusses the social construction of the aged’s character in Yoruba text. 
In particular Atari Ajanaku’s Agbalagba and Agba Langba poems pro-
vide the data for this discursive analysis. Agbalagba presents the value 
of the aged, and the awe and appreciation which attends old age and/or 
the elderly among the Yoruba of South-Western Nigeria. Agba Langba 
which is examined in the next section presents the social bewilderment 
and stigmatizing disdain that accompanies an aged’s social misnomer 
in character9. Agbalagba is on pages 57 to 58 of Atari Ajanaku’s Orin 
Ewuro. In conformity with the Yoruba social perception of the aged, 
Atari Ajanaku presents the aged as a saviour. The aged comforts, con-
soles and directs in the moments of bewilderment, sorrow and discomfit. 
The aged is socially expected to be benevolent, patient and a protector. 
Due to his experience and likely internalization of societal normative 
values, the aged is seen as an epitome of wisdom and a proponent of 
impeccable character. Hence the Agbalagba poems says:

May good elders10 not be exhausted in the community…
Elder save me
The elder is the one who saves wholly…
Experience is the crown of the elder…
Elder understand every matter inside out…
The grey haired one, full of wisdom…
The one clothed in character of white garment…

Atari Ajanaku describes experience as the crown of the aged. He 
also describes the aged as one with grey hair and full of wisdom. The 
“crown” represents the honour that the aged socially earns through ex-
perience among the Yoruba. This is further adumbrated in that even the 
grey hair is not viewed as an indication weakness and gradual descent 
into death, but as an indication of inward fullness of wisdom and the 
epitome of honour. At each instance of describing the depth of the ex-
perience and wisdom of the aged, Atari Ajanaku calls upon the elder to 
save. Of course, for the Yoruba, the aged saves not by physical strength, 

9.  The Atari Ajanaku graciously provided the English versions of the Agbalagba 
and Agba Langba poems. Hence, some verbatim English quotes are made 
where necessary. The English version represents Atari Ajanaku’s initial 
presentation in Yoruba.

10.  The “elder” as used here in meaning and social reference among the Yoruba, 
refers to the “aged”, the gerontology concept commonly used in literature.
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but by wisdom that has been built by experience over the years. The 
depth and richness of the aged’s experience and wisdom is expressed in 
the indigenous social thought which alludes to the vastness of the aged’s 
experience. The Yoruba believe that even though the achievement of a 
younger person may compare with that of an older person, the younger’s 
experience cannot be as vast as that of the older. The assumption that 
the aged is an epitome of experience also socially presents him with 
the value of commanding respect accentuating socially constructed ef-
ficacy in thoughts, discretion and action. The indigenous social thought 
describes the aged’s discernment and direction for societal good as an 
indication of the aged’s extraordinary capability. Hence,is assumed to 
have the capability, charisma and discretion to lead, decide, direct and 
guide without objection from the younger followership. The Yoruba 
social structure highly values and trusts the aged’s judgment as almost 
infallible. The aged are reposed with the responsibility of calling individ-
uals and the society at large to order when socially impairing decisions 
or actions are to be undertaken or have been undertaken. As harbingers 
of justice and fairplay, the aged as community elders must ensure things 
are done rightly. 

An aged who would command such respect would be one who acts in 
accordance with epitomized normative values as constructed in Yoruba 
normative culture. Atari Ajanaku accentuates this by describing the aged 
as one clothed in character of white garment and the one who wears 
truthfulness as garment. The description of the aged as one clothed in 
character of white garment and truthfulness is indicative of the Yoruba 
normative value on character. The whole essence of socialization among 
the Yoruba is to produce the normative value of a good person. The good 
person must be truthful and impeccable in character. The socially con-
structed value of good personhood must be internalized and habitually 
expressed in social relations. An aged who adds value of good person-
hood to his disposition earns the respect of all. It is such an aged who 
would be consulted and, if socially possible, entrusted with the social 
capability of providing advice and discernment because of the supposed 
sincerity in the aged’s relations with others and the experience he/she 
must have garnered over the years in his/her life journeys. With the so-
cial expectation of the aged’s internalized sincerity in social interactions 
and the value of advancing the society, the indigenous social structure 
demands the younger generation’s subjection to and respect for the aged 
who are assumed to be society’s saviours. This explains the reason why 
Atari Ajanaku continually calls on the elder to “save” in the Agbalagba 
poem. Indeed, the aged saves through the disposition of his/her charac-
ter as demanded by the local normative structure and not by physical 
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strength. It is important to state, nevertheless, that an aged who presents 
dishonourable character is disdained (see also Owomoyela 2005, 51). 
Such an elder lacking decorum and discretion as dictated by the local 
and/or indigenous normative values indicating the socially expected 
character is described as the ignoble elder. 

the ignoble aged: AgbA lAngbA

As much as the Yoruba socially places the aged within the construct of 
honour and prestige provided he/she conforms to socially approve nor-
mative standards, the Yoruba social structure also disdains the ignoble 
aged. The ignoble aged is the one who fails to act within socially ap-
proved norms. Such aged people are described as lacking sense of ma-
turity, self-respect and dignity. The Yoruba social structure is embedded 
with normative values that abhors ignobility among the aged in all rami-
fications. Atari Ajanaku’s Agba Langba poem (53-55) presents thoughts 
that are reflective of the social conception of the ignoble aged in Yoruba 
social structure. He states: 

The elder is a dunghill...
The elder is tolerant
All those are the words of yesteryears...
In contemporary times
The elder does not save any longer…
Only irresponsible elders remain…
The stomach is the concern of the irresponsible elder
No longer the inner wisdom…
Neither what is right 
Nor truthfulness…
The dupe’s loot is their merchandise…

Atari Ajanaku’s Agba Langba presents the despicable reality of the 
character of the ignoble aged who is beclouded by material lusts and ex-
presses character unbecoming of the responsible aged person as defined 
by the Yoruba social structure. The poem starts by describing the aged as 
a “dunghill”. The aged is described as a dunghill because he is expected 
to be modest, tolerant, persevering, listening and welcoming, irrespec-
tive of the potentially insulting disposition of the younger. The aged’s 
strength and respect lies in his tolerance and perseverance and ability to 
afterwards calm fraying nerves with soothing words of wisdom that are 
based on experience. Irrespective of the behaviour of the younger per-
son, the aged individual is expected to be tolerant and accommodating 
even though he must also admonish the wrong and commend the right. 
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In the Agba Langba poem, Atari Ajanaku states that this value has be-
come a thing of the past. The ignoble elder is not tolerant and corrective. 
The ignoble aged does not save nor mentor the younger ones to the right 
standards. Rather, the ignoble elder is corrupted with ill-gotten wealth.  
He briefly digresses to Babatunde Olatunji’s (1978) fictional play titled 
Egbirin Ote (Package of Conspiracy) to present Oyeniran; a character in 
the book, as an example of an Agba Langba. Egbirin Ote depicts the cor-
rupt and inept leadership bedeviling the society (Olabode and Ogundeji 
1984). As the leader of his community, Oyeniran failed to exhibit the 
qualities of a good leader. He therefore lost the respect of his community.

The Agba Langba poem further states that the ignoble elder lacks 
critical reasoning. They rather follow the unprofitable popular trend, in-
stead of thinking out genuine solution to social problems. The ignoble 
aged aimlessly follows the belittling trends and character of the younger 
generation and becomes demeaned and undignified. He is demeaned and 
undignified for lack of the “inner wisdom”. The ignoble aged is also 
an untrustworthy, insincere and an epitome of deafening corruption; 
all in the quest for material gains. He does not seek the advancement 
of his sub-ordinates and/or younger ones. He rather works for their de-
basement. The young are to keep off the ignoble aged because he is not 
worthy of emulation. The character of the ignoble aged in its totality 
contradicts the societal normative standards. Hence, the ignoble aged is 
unworthy of being a role model. The ignoble aged bewilders the society 
and leaves the community appalled.

Finally, Atari Ajanaku reflects on the social reality that the younger 
will outlive the older in line with biological and social processes of so-
cietal reproduction. As the older ages, the younger gradually grows into 
old age. The younger assumes the position of the older, as generations 
turn, and once again, the new aged would be judged by the social value 
of his/her character as dictated by the local social structure. The Yoruba 
perceive the process of aging as such that demands a duty from the aging 
and the aged to lead the younger aright and seek their (the young’s) ad-
vancement, as they (the aging and the aged) exhibit normative character. 
Otherwise, the memory of ignoble aged will wane into the ignoble past, 
devoid of social honour and glory that accompanies the memory of the 
departed aged. This is because the actions of the ignoble aged contradict 
the socially approved character (iwa), behavioral pattern (ihuwasi) and 
action (isesi) which would engender apposite sociation capable of ensur-
ing unison (ajumose) for societal good. 
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further diSCuSSion: CharaCter and the yoruba aged in everyday 
life

As adumbrated above, character is a major fulcrum of everyday life 
among the Yoruba. The character an interacting individual reflects in his/
her actions, to a large extent, informs the reaction of the immediate so-
cial environment. An individual’s character is also socially viewed as a 
measure of his/her social life, environment, background, pedigree and 
history. The action that reflects a person’s character vis-a-vis the norma-
tive values, will also impact the reactions that would be engendered from 
the immediate social environment. Irrespective of age, the character of 
the individual will inform the reaction of the immediate interacting en-
vironment. Thus, the attachment of honour and prestige to the aging and 
the aged is not socially automatic. It is socially constructed and judged 
on the basis of the aged’s character at present and over time. 

Atari Ajanaku’s allusion about the ignoble character of the contem-
porary elder is an indication of the social bewilderment that accom-
panies the social character of some elders who are entrapped by the 
ills of the modern society, and exhibit character that falls short of the 
standard set by the indigenous social structure. The contemporary aged 
is potentially exposed to the negativities of the ill-developed capitalist-
materialistic modern society, which demands the survival of the fittest 
and cares little about the welfare of the disadvantaged. The demands of 
the modern urban social and economic life have resulted in the break-
ing down of the kinship system and indigenous family that ensured that 
the aged are taken care of by blood relations (Olutayo and Omobowale 
2006, Omobowale et al. 2010). Even in instances when the children are 
willing to take care of the welfare of their aged parents as demanded by 
the local social structure, they may be incapacitated by the debilitating 
economic situation in Nigeria. Potentially exposed without any assur-
ance of adequate welfare in the days of aging induced frailty, the aging 
is constrained to compete with the younger and also employ anti-norma-
tive means to possibly provide for the days of potential lack.  Thus, the 
younger is transformed from those to be cared, advised, guided and role-
modeled to a generation to be competed and discomfited by the older 
in contest for survival in everyday life, until the aged lacks the physical 
strength to compete. 

Hence Atari Ajanaku describes the contemporary ignoble elder as 
intolerant and untruthful, who revels in ill-gotten wealth and dupes. He 
further maintains that such elders are found in the family, town, work 
place, business and even in religion. The poet simply captures the social 
degradation that has encapsulated the contemporary socio-political, eco-



224 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 39(2) 2014

nomic and religious environments. Traditionally leadership positions, 
such as patrons, are entrusted to those who are advanced in age because 
the indigenous social structure opines that such aged people would ad-
vise and direct appropriately (Omobowale 2008). However, in contem-
porary times, age is not a determinant of noble character. The aged who 
desires the contemporary lifestyle of the younger generation and is con-
strained by the prevalent socio-economic environment that lacks social 
welfare for the aged, is constrained to neglect the socially constructed 
“noble character” as defined by the social structure to adopt the “witty 
and crafty” character of a shrewd materialist in the quest for survival. 
Hence, the social reality of the modern materialist environment, lack-
ing adequate accommodation for the aged frail, builds a popular culture 
of corrupt enrichment and materialism as an individual gradually ages. 
This is with the assumption that whatever is accumulated in pre-frailty 
years would secure the aged’s health and welfare when productive ca-
pability fails. Even though noble character in everyday life may be dis-
regarded, the ignoble elder may potentially attract patronage even from 
the younger generation by building a clientelistic system which the lay-
man sees as evidence of philanthropy, and thus, noble (see Omobowale 
and Olutayo 2007 for a case of patronage in Ibadan, Nigeria)11. In short, 
a so called ignoble elder lacking normative character may “purchase” 
loyalty and respect from the larger society through patronage. In modern 
times therefore, character is not the only denominator of social attribu-
tion of respect for the aged, a supposedly ignoble aged who has acquired 
ill-gotten wealth may attract respect and honour still among dependent 
clients, whose loyalty would be very valuable to the political system 
(Omobowale and Olutayo 2007, Omobowale 2008). 

ConCluSion

This paper has ethnographically analyzed the text of Atari Ajanaku’s Ag-
balagba and Agba Langba poems on the aged’s character. The research 
was guided by Akiwowo’s Theory of Sociation in order to contextually 
examine the normative value of the aged’s character among the Yoruba 
of South-Western Nigeria. The Yoruba social structure holds the elder in 
a state of high esteem as embodiment of experience, wisdom and bless-

11.  In his lifetime, even at 80 years of age, Chief Lamidi Adedibu epitomized 
political thugery and violence as veritable instruments of political control in 
Ibadan, Nigeria. Ordinarily, he fell short of indigenously defined character 
normative value. Nevertheless, he earned huge honour among downtrodden 
clients and patronage from the political class who relied on Adedibu’s 
clientelistic structure for political relevance.
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ing, capable of directing the society on the right course. The aged does 
not earn this esteem just by the virtue of his/her age, but by the virtue 
of the normative value of socially responsible person/individual that the 
aged should and/or must have internalized right from his/her younger 
years. Thus, the cumulative essence of the good person’s character that 
an elder must have expressed over time and is evident and ascertained 
in his/her behavioral pattern and action adds up to confer honour and 
respect on the aged as an individual who works in unison with the com-
munity for common good. Otherwise, the aged person loses respect from 
all and sundry and he/she is disdained as a social misfit who should be 
ostracized. This thesis is clearly expressed in Atari Ajanaku’s Agbalagba 
and Agba Langba poems. The noble aged (agbalagba) is the responsible 
elder who advances the interest of the younger and work for the societal 
good. The society celebrates noble aged and looks up to him/her for dir-
ection and advice on both knotty issues and everyday societal affairs. 
On the other hand, the ignoble aged (agba langba) is the irresponsible 
elder. Corrupt, selfish, ill-interested in societal good and deficient in 
good person’s character, the ignoble aged assumes the position of social 
misfit that the society would osctracize; for the upcoming generation 
who would be socialized to become noble elders that would be desirous 
of working in unison for societal good; in character, pattern of behaviour 
and action.
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