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Abstract. The subject of the present article is the oral historical tradition on the origin of the 

Yoruba rulers and their power. This tradition was shaping in the context of the cultural contact 
with the European civilization (British), due to which fact it exists not only as a phenomenon per 
se but also within the modern political and historical discourse. The author focuses on the key 
characteristics of this discourse, as well as on the phenomenon of the Yoruba’s oral historical 
tradition itself. The paper examines three aspects of the existence of historical tradition: tradition 
per se, tradition as it exists in modern political discourse, and the problems of its authenticity. 
First of all, the tradition of the lineage of the ruler and the people was an instrument of political 
influence of the Yoruba rulers. It retained this role after the arrival of the British. The author 
shows how its application changed from the early years of the protectorate to the period of 
independence. During the internecine Yoruba wars, traditional urban centers lost their influence to 
new cities with a war economy. In the protectorate system, their rulers continued to occupy a 
leading position in the ruling councils of chiefs. Against this background unfolded the 
confrontation between the rulers of the old cities: Oyo, which founded the Yoruba empire in the 
17th century, and Ile–Ife, the oldest Yoruba city. With the advent of independence, the myths 
about the creation of the Earth in Ile-Ife became the basis for pan-Yoruba agitation through the 
efforts of the famous politician Obafemi Awolowo, who in 1945 created the organization 
“Descendants of Oduduwa” in London, which included Yoruba leaders and intellectuals. Today, 
the traditional ruler of Ife, Ooni, still enjoys the authority of political parties, blessing their 
activities. 
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In 1970, an unusual event occurred near the town of Sheldon in South Carolina 

(USA): a group of enthusiasts led by African American activist Walter King founded the 
village of Oyotunji, which translates from Yoruba as “Oyo rises again!” Its inhabitants set 
out to gain an “ancestral identity” by adopting the Yoruba religion and establishing a 
“traditional” government consisting of both an Oba ruler (represented by King himself) 
and the Ogboni council, a project that is still thriving. Its goal is to help neophyte 
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pilgrims regain their culture and “ancestral religion,” focusing only on the Yoruba. 
Of course, there are many such “religious and commercial projects” in the USA, 
including temples of the Yoruba religions. But another thing is interesting: after an 
“internship” with the priests of the voodoo cult in Haiti and the Cuban Santeria, cults of 
Yoruba origin imported by slaves in the 19th century, King achieved a very special 
recognition. In 1981, at a special ceremony in the palace of the traditional ruler of the city 
of Ife (Nigeria), he received confirmation of his royal title, Oba, by the ruling Ooni 
Sijuwade, the fiftieth ruler of the city after the “creator of the Earth” himself, his 
forefather Oduduwa [Pakin 2018; Lefever 2000]. 

The traditional chief is a fragment of the legacy of the British protectorate, a system 
of “indirect governance” of West Africa inherited by the modern political system of 
Nigeria. On what grounds, then, did an African ruler allow himself to appoint “kings” in 
“the most democratic country in the world,” moreover, in a former slave-owning state? 
Despite their considerable numbers (the Yoruba are one of the four largest ethnic groups 
in the country), they have not become, like the Hausa Muslims, the driving force of 
Nigeria’s national politics [Vaughan 1994: 427–429]. And the appearance of Yoruba 
slaves in Latin America and indentured Yoruba workers in English Trinidad is a later 
phenomenon, of the times of the introduction of machines into sugar cane processing, 
which happened only in the 19th century. The same applies to the cotton plantations of 
the slave-owning South of the United States.  

But let us start from the beginning. According to tradition, the Yoruba ruler is a 
descendant of the “creator of the Earth,” which means that his claims to leadership rest on 
the mythological tradition of the Yoruba peoples. What is this phenomenon, and what role 
does it play in modern life? 

The historical Yoruba tradition is a multifaceted phenomenon that is destined to live a 
long life due to its new relevance in the context of the Nigerian political processes of the 
independence period. It acts as an instrument of influence of “traditional” rulers and as 
grounds for the rhetoric of ethnically oriented parties. Nigeria, which was created at the end 
of the 19th century by the British colonialists as a British protectorate, the multinational 
“republic of a thousand kings,” is currently continuing the process of splitting up power 
according to the demands of ethnic groups: the number of Local Government Councils 
created for them is growing, and the tradition remains the basis for their creation. Earlier, 
with the end of the protectorate regime, it was used by local ethnically oriented parties in 
their election campaigning, appealing to the unity of the ethnic group. 

In this paper, we want to touch upon the role of the Yoruba in the earlier political 
discourse of the protectorate (when local stories were only beginning to be recorded) and 
its development during the period of independence, as well as highlight the issue of 
authenticity and the value of their historical tradition for academic knowledge. To the 
Russian reader, the topic was introduced by the work of N.B. Kochakova, “The Birth of 
an African Civilization ...” [Kochakova 1986], the main drawback of which was the 
complete lack of access of the Soviet author to foreign publications; consequently, the 
work postulated a number of ideas that did not correspond with the reality. We will try to 
fill this gap. 

 
THE “ORAL” TRADITION OF WEST AFRICA AND ANTHROPOLOGY 

AS A VARIANT OF “INTERCULTURAL CONTACT” 
 
The oral historical tradition is a retelling of the legend of the lineage’s origin and the 

ruler's ancestors. It also constitutes the tradition of the origins of the entire ethnic group. 
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The historical depth of the tradition is relatively small, since it records mainly the recent 
changes: migrations, founding of settlements, and so on. To explain the existing order of 
things, it invents fictional migrations, wars, and marriage alliances [Pakin 2018: 61–68; 
Pakin 2012: 127–143]. 

In Central and West Africa, the oral tradition as a historical source is not easily 
verifiable by archaeological data. This is especially true of such a center of politogenesis 
as the coast of the Gulf of Guinea, where complex forms of early political organization, 
including early states, were recorded for different peoples (Bini, various groups of 
Yoruba, Ashanti, and others). Their active interaction with non-African cultures is 
confirmed by sources only for the period from the 15th to the 19th century, and for the 
earlier periods, it is assumed. Therefore, we are dealing with pockets of independent 
politogenesis of complex societies [Shaw 1982; Law 1973a; Law 1976]. 

Nevertheless, contacts with African cultures in the early, pre-colonial period are also 
reflected in the oral historical tradition. At first, the Yoruba came into contact with the 
Muslim world through the Fulbe conquerors, which resulted in the spread of legends in 
New Oyo about the Yoruba originating from Mecca. But it is the contacts with 
Europeans, more precisely with the British, that had the greatest effect. Due to those 
contacts, even before the conquest of Nigeria, Western-educated historians started to 
appear there, who originally were the freed slaves trained in British religious missions in 
Sierra Leone (since the 1840s). They were the first to try to put the oral tradition on paper 
and refer to the history of their own, and much less often neighboring, peoples (the 
Yoruba, peoples of Sierra Leone, the Bini). These first attempts were mostly focused on 
describing the traditions of the areas where the authors were born, without going beyond 
their borders [Law 1976]. 

In Nigeria, the oral tradition has de facto become written. Moreover, if in the first half 
of the 20th century, only local historians were interested in the historical tradition, then 
the second half of the century made some adjustments. The ethnological study of the 
peoples of Africa led to an unexpected effect: an increase in interest among the local 
population in scholars’ work. The findings of anthropological research sometimes began 
to complement stories about ancestors. Back in the early 1970s, the German ethnologist 
D. Henige noted that more and more often researchers encounter with being told the 
results of their predecessors’ field research [Henige 1982: 395]. British ethnologist 
G. Jones described this trend in such words: “To the average Ibo villager, an 
anthropologist is someone who knows more about Ibo traditional culture than he does 
himself. Any monograph written by an anthropologist on a particular tribe and accessible 
to its literate members becomes the tribal Bible” [Jones 1974:287]. D. Henige named this 
phenomenon “the feedback effect” [Henige 1973].  

But the oral tradition is not the preserve of ethnologists and villagers alone. In the 
multiethnic environment of Nigeria, the historical tradition remains an attribute of the 
traditional leaders’ power, which the British colonialists were consistently reinforcing. In 
Nigeria, new local “state councils” are being created at the request of ethnic groups, to 
which local power is delegated. Their number has grown from 301 in 1976 to 
774 currently [Pakin 2012: 125]. The number of states has also grown, from 4 in 1962 to 
36 in the 2000s. 

At the same time, modern holders of traditional titles are people who have received 
secularized education in European countries. For this reason, they were the first to 
provide the “feedback” to anthropological studies, presenting the results of academic 
research as a “tradition” [Mercier 1984: 237]. The works of the pioneer national Nigerian 
historians of the early protectorate period were already affected by this trend. This is 



Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 25  Volum e 11 	  № 1( 70) 

 

72 

especially true for Samuel Johnson, whose work “The History of the Yorubas,” first 
published in 1921, the Nigerian historian Ado Obayemi found reprinted in many local 
legends he collected about the origin of the lineage and quarters of the city of Ile-Ife. 
These trends can manifest in different ways, from presenting the tradition as “research” 
data (for example, Professor S. Biobaku) to presenting research data as tradition [Biobaku 
1955; Akinwunmi 1998; Obayemi 1976]. 

 
THE YORUBA TRADITION ON THE ORIGIN OF THE RULERS 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Ife. A brass head with a crown found in the Wunmonije quarter (1300–1400). The incisions  
on the face are the “tribal” marks of the Yoruba. The British Museum (No. Af1934,39.1). 

 
The Yoruba are known for their early statehood, dating back to pre-colonial times. 

The heyday of the oldest of their cities, Ile-Ife, and its classical art (famous for its 
magnificent brass portrait sculpture) (Fig. 1) dates back to the 12th century. In the 
17th century, the rulers of another Yoruba city, Oyo (or Old Oyo), who were probably 
Bariba horsemen by origin, thanks to their cavalry, created a veritable “empire” that 
united many Yoruba cities and neighboring peoples [Smith 1988; Kochakova 1986]. 
Of Yoruba was also General Olusegun Obasanjo, who prevented the collapse of the 
country during the civil war against the Igbo separatists of Biafra (1967–1976) and later 
became the president (1976-1979, 1999–2007). Today, the Yoruba, whose rulers adopted 
the Anglican faith, still retain the power of traditional leaders based on an oral semi-
mythological tradition about the origin of their “kingdoms” and their rulers. 

The Ife tradition justifies the primacy of Ile-Ife with the myth of the creation of the 
earth. According to the version given in 1843 by the Yoruba missionary Samuel 
Crowther, Oduduwa (whose name, according to S. Johnson, means “the great container”) 
[Johnson 1921:7] is the creator of the earth and the son of the sky god Olodumare. He 
descended from heaven and threw a handful of dirt. Then he released a five-toed rooster 
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onto it, which scattered the dirt in all directions [Johnson 1921: 9–10]. The sons of 
Oduduwa (according to the Ife tradition, recorded in the 1930s, there were sixteen of 
them) leave and establish their own “kingdoms,” which became modern Yoruba urban 
centers: Ketu, Owo, Ileshu, Ijebu, Ekiti, and others [Bascom 1984: 11]. 

Outside of genealogical myths, Oduduwa (“the black one”) is a female deity, the wife 
of the god Obatala (“Lord of White Robes,” “Lord of Visions”) [Ellis 1894]. But in the 
genealogical myths, everything is completely different. In those, Oduduwa is a male deity 
who has wives. In several myths, he also acts as the “victor” over the deity Obatala, 
fulfilling in his stead the command of the god of heaven, Olodumare, to create earth 
while Obatala was drunk and asleep [Lawuyi 1992: 370]. 

The Nigerian historian Ado Obayemi, who studied the genealogies of the quarters and 
lineages of the city of Ife, suggested that initially on the site of the city there was a 
resident group of lineages, led by Obatala, which was later conquered by an alien group 
led by Oduduwa [Obayemi 1976]. This is reflected in the Ooni coronation ritual: the ruler 
enters the city by the same road that Oduduwa entered it. After that, the city leaders 
address him with a speech, entrusting themselves and their people to his authority in 
exchange for patronage [Biobaku 1955: 14]. 

A creation myth similar to that of Ife, cited by Samuel Johnson in his work 
“The History of the Yorubas,” existed in Oyo. In it, the ancestors of the seven Yoruba 
“dynasties” turn out to be the grandchildren of Oduduwa. Most likely, it was reworked in 
Oyo: the founder of Oyo, the youngest of the seven brothers, Oranyan (Oranmiyan), 
himself acts as the creator of the earth [Johnson 1921:7]. The British historian and 
Africanist Robin Law suggested that one of the reasons for the creation of this version 
could be the claims of Oyo to legitimize its domination over the territories occupied by 
the “heirs of Oduduwa” [Law 1973a]. According to the British historian Robert Smith, 
the Alaafin dynasty was not of Yoruba origin but of Bariba, the conquerors who only later 
claimed an Ife origin [Smith 1988: 81]. 

A preliminary analysis of the ceramics of Old Oyo also revealed significant 
differences in the traditions of Oyo and Ife, which, according to archaeologists, refutes 
the historical nature of the migration myth as evidence of migration to Oyo from Ife 
[Shaw 1982]. The extant versions of the migrations of the founders of Ketu, as well as (in 
S. Johnson’s retelling) versions of the legitimization of the position of Oyo, portray the 
ruler of Oyo as the brother of the founders of other kingdoms, the descendants of 
Oduduwa, without denying his position as a “junior.” Nevertheless, he creates the earth in 
these versions, which is why all the descendants of Oduduwa get different regalia, while 
the youngest, the founder of Oyo, gets “only” the land he created [Parrinder 1967: 85–86; 
Johnson 1921: 7–8]. 

In all versions, tradition presents the ancestors of all the Yoruba rulers as “brothers.” 
According to it, only the heirs of Oduduwa can wear the royal crown decorated with coral 
beads, ade. In 1903, the Ife ruler, Ooni Adelekan Sijuwade (Olubuse I, ruled 1884–1910), 
personally presented the Governor of Lagos, F. Lugard, with a list of twenty-one rulers 
who possessed such a right [Bascom 1984: 11]. An indirect indication of the authenticity 
of the list at that time can be the detail given by Johnson of the myth of the creation of the 
earth by Oranyan, who received twenty-one pieces of iron. It is logical to assume that 
these were the future ada, swords of justice, which the ruler of Ife should hand over to 
the other sons of Oduduwa at the coronation. Without them, the Yoruba ruler has no right 
to sentence his subjects to death [Johnson 1921:9]. However, a part of the list presented 
by the Ooni of Ife can date back only to a period no earlier than the founding of Abeokuta 
(about 1818). Johnson’s list, according to R. Law, most likely represents the expansionist 
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aspirations of the Old Oyo, since it mentions, among the descendants of Oduduwa, the 
Popo, a non-Yoruba people who founded the trading state of Allada on the coast of the 
Gulf of Guinea [Law 1973a: 215]. 

It is impossible to say how many of these kingdoms actually existed before the period 
of internecine wars: the lists of “ancient kingdoms” now and then include cities founded 
only after the outbreak of the wars in 1810. And the real leadership in the course of wars 
passed to newly founded cities with a “war economy,” like Ibadan, whose leaders (Baale) 
did not bear royal titles of Oba at all [Pakin 2018; Falola, Oguntomisin 1984].  

Reports from the Portuguese of the 15th century on the role of the ruler of Ife, Ooni 
(Oghene), in the coronation of the Benin Obas say that the ritual authority of Ife far 
preceded the rise of Oyo, but those reports relate only to Benin. The Russian Africanist 
D.M. Bondarenko believes that the real reason for his participation is the actual descent 
of the founder of the dynasties of the Beninese Obas from the rulers of Ife [Bondarenko 
2001: 158–160]. 

The earliest evidence is provided by the Portuguese navigator Duarte Pacheco Pereira 
in his work “Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis” (The Emerald of the Description of the World): 
“A hundred leagues to the east of this kingdom of Beny (Benin – A.P.) in the interior we 
know of a land which in our time has a king called Licosaguou; he is said to be lord of 
many peoples and very powerful. Close by is another great lord of the name of 
Hooguanee (Ooni – A.P.), who among the negroes is as the Pope among us” [Pacheco 
Pereira 1937: 126].  

But the main evidence of the authority of the ruler of Ife is given by João de Barros, 
treasurer of the India House, the royal trading company of overseas territories, in his 
treatise “Da Ásia” (On Asia), dedicated to the deeds of the Portuguese during their 
discovery and conquest of the East (1552–1563): 

“Among many things that the King Dom João learned from the ambassador of the 
King of Beni, and also from João Afonso de Aveiro, of which the inhabitants of those 
parts told him, was that, in the East of the Kingdom of Beni, in twenty moons of journey 
<…> which is up to two hundred and fifty leagues of ours, there was a King, the most 
powerful in those parts, which they called Ogané, who among the heathen princes of the 
districts of Beni was held in as much veneration as the Great Pontific is among us. And it 
was a most ancient custom among the Kings of Beni, that when a king reigned anew, he 
sent his ambassadors to him with magnificent presents, notifying him that, through the 
death of the predecessor, he succeeds him as the next King of Beni, and asked to confirm 
this. In token of which confirmation, this Prince Ogané would send him a staff and a 
headdress, resembling the helmets of Spain, all made of shiny brass, in the place of a 
sceptre and a crown. And he also would send him a cross of the same brass to wear on his 
neck, as a religious and sacred thing, resembling the kind that the commanders of the 
Order of St. John wear, without which, as the people believed, he could not reign justly 
nor could be called the true king. And all the time that this ambassador walked in the 
Court of this Ogané, he himself, as a sacred thing, was never seen, only the silken 
curtains, behind which he moved” [Barros 1784: 181–184]. 

It should be noted that the Obas of Benin tried to subjugate the other descendants of 
Oduduwa. A Bini historian, chief Jacob Egharevba (1893–1981), cited data on the wars of 
his ruler, Oba Ewuare (1440–1473), against the Yoruba “kingdom” of Owo [Law 1973b: 
36]. Thus, in the 16th century, Europeans mentioned not only the Ooni rulers themselves 
but also their regalia: a crown and a baton (Fig. 2, 3), although today they have since 
replaced the crown with a cloth one decorated with coral beads. 
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Fig. 2. A brass crown from the Ogotun settlement, near Ekiti (Yoruba), for the worship to Obanefon, 

one of the first followers of Oduduwa. The bird symbol at the top (in iconography, it designates 
“mothers”) in Ekiti is a sign of the divine (orisha) status of the bearer. It is possible that it is  

the same kind of a crown that is mentioned in the Portuguese chronicles. 
Source: Thompson F.R. (1970). The Sign of the Divine King: An Essay on Yoruba Bead-Embroidered 

Crowns with Veil and Bird Decorations. African Arts. Vol. 3. № 3. Р. 13. 
 

 
Fig. 3. Yoruba. A divination baton. 

Source: Thompson F.R. (1970). The Sign of the Divine King: An Essay on Yoruba Bead-Embroidered 
Crowns with Veil and Bird Decorations. African Arts. Vol. 3. № 3. Р. 75. 

 
LEGENDS ABOUT THE ORIGIN OF THE YORUBA RULERS  

AND THE COLONIAL POLITICAL DISCOURSE 
 
The first attempts to record the Yoruba dynastic tradition were made even before the 

arrival of the colonialist troops. The British navy, which was fighting the slave trade, not 
yet banned in the United States and Latin America, transferred the rescued Yoruba slaves 
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to the colonial authorities in Sierra Leone, where they became the responsibility of 
missionaries. Many of them returned to their homeland (the process became widespread 
in 1838). Among the educated Yoruba, there were authors who wrote on historical topics 
[Law 1976: 71–73].  

Its second life the Yoruba tradition owes to the British protectorate system. The 
British, having captured Yorubaland, according to their system of indirect rule, intended 
to  restore  the  privileges  of  the  Alaafins,  the  rulers  of  the  city  of  Oyo,  who  created  a  
veritable “empire” here in the 17th century. However, they met with resistance from the 
ruler of Ile-Ife, Ooni, who insisted on the primacy of the city of Ife as the oldest Yoruba 
city. The new authorities found a compromise that secured the position of a “political” 
leader for the Alaafin of Oyo but reserved the role of a “spiritual” leader for the Ooni of 
Ife [Law 1973a: 216–217]. The point of view about the two Yoruba centers—“religious” 
and “political”—was already present in the works of the earliest authors, including the 
first Yoruba historian Samuel Johnson [Johnson 1921]. 

As noted by the famous English historian Robin Law, who studied the problem of the 
functions of Yoruba mythology under the protectorate system: “It should be stressed that 
this very popular conception of the traditional political system in Yorubaland is not based 
on any real evidence, but is the result of an attempt to harmonize contradictory evidence, 
attributing the same sort of authority to two different rulers” [Law 1973a: 216]. 

It should be noted that the claims to primacy at first did not help the Ooni of Ife gain 
a real political advantage. The British did not ignore the actual balance of power: by the 
time of their arrival, cities with a “war economy” like Ibadan, founded during the years of 
strife, had the most weight. They ruled the newly created “province of Oyo” through 
councils of chiefs, one of which was established in Ibadan (1897), the other in Oyo 
(1898). Ife was subordinated to the Ibadan Council, and its influence declined for a long 
time. The Oyo’s supremacy was finally cemented during the governorship of W. Ross 
(1914–1931). The Alaafin of Oyo controlled the access to the titles of the lesser, 
“uncrowned” (unlike Oba) traditional chiefs, the Baale, who ruled Ibadan and were 
forced to swear allegiance to the Alaafin. Now the issue of their legitimization depended 
on the Alaafin. Oyo also gained power over Ibadan in the judicial sphere: its court of 
appeal, where Alaafin presided, had the highest status [Vaughan 2003: 287–290].  

As we can see, the system was complex and cumbersome and for a long time 
determined the nature of the conflict between the main powers in the region [Pakin 2018: 
49–50]. The rulers of the Yoruba ancestral homeland, the Ooni of Ife, got their advantage 
only thanks to the opposition of the Oyo and Ibadan councils. In 1914, the Baale of 
Ibadan established a Council of Local Elders to counter the claims of the Oyo. They 
compensated for the lack of status of their elders by making in 1928 the Ooni of Ife the 
patron of the Council [Vaughan 2003: 290–301] 

 
THE SECOND HALF OF THE 20th CENTURY.  

A NEW TURN IN POLITICAL DISCOURSE 
 
At the same time, the emerging urban trading elites, dissatisfied with the system of 

government through the traditional chiefs, started to raise their head. They found a lively 
response from the post-war British Labor government. The chiefs were stripped of their 
power over the taxes and municipalities, and political parties began to be created in the 
country. In these circumstances, the appeal of politicians to a pan-Yoruba unity and Ile-
Ife as its symbol marginalized the status of the Alaafins of Oyo. They now had to rely on 
the Igbo-dominated National Council of Nigeria and Cameroon, established in 1944. Its 
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founder was the future first President of Nigeria, Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Igbo, who resigned 
from the Nigerian Youth Movement (Nigeria’s first political party) in protest against 
discrimination against Igbo by Yoruba. The Yoruba did not become part of the NCNK and 
established the “Egbe Omo Oduduwa (Descendants of Oduduwa)” organization in 
London in 1945. The long-term unsuccessful struggle of the Alaafins of Oyo against the 
Ooni of Ife began [Vaughan 1994: 428].  

It was then, in the post-war period, that the tradition of the descendants of Oduduwa, 
the “creator of the earth” and the founder of Ife, obtained a new existence in political 
discourse. Through the efforts of the author of the post-war Yoruba politics, activist 
Obafemi Awolowo, it became part of the electoral platform for the pro-Yoruba-oriented 
parties he founded, the Action Group (1951) and the Unity Party of Nigeria (1979), 
created after the collapse of the former. The Action Group relied on the patronage of the 
“Egbe Omo Oduduwa (The Descendants of Oduduwa)” organization, which was formed 
by Obafemi Awolowo back in 1945 and was already active in the Protectorate’s capital, 
Lagos, as early as 1948. 

 

 
Fig. 4. The Ooni of Ife, Oba Adesoji Aderemi, wearing a traditional crown with coral beads, ade 

(1932). 
Source: Nigerian Daily Times, Christmas issue. 25.12.1932. 

 
It was then, in the post-war conditions, that fortune finally smiled upon the Ooni of 

Ife, Oba Adesoji Aderemi (ruled in 1930–1980) (Fig. 4). He made full use of the position 
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he had received from the British as the “religious head” of all Yoruba, promoting the idea 
of Ife primacy. It was the British who recognized his seniority and his arbitration in 
assessing the rights to the crown, while the same could not be said of the progeny of his 
“brothers,” the kings descended from Oduduwa. In 1936, he came to the city of Ekiti, 
declaring to the local rulers that he was on the throne of his father as their “father,” and 
they, as his “sons.” To which the Obas of Ekiti replied that both he and they were on the 
thrones of their fathers only as sons of their respective fathers [Law 1973a: 212]. 

In 1939, he became a businessman, founding a logging company. The organization of 
Oduduwa’s descendants, “Egbe Omo Oduduwa,” which aimed to unite all Yoruba and on 
which he relied, was also created by Yoruba leaders and intellectuals not in Nigeria but in 
London (1945). Probably, a significant factor at that time was the fact that the Yoruba 
rulers were baptized by the conquerors in the Anglican faith, which they remain to this 
day. In 1952, Aderemi became President of the Western House of Chiefs and minister 
without portfolio at the central government of Nigeria. And in 1953, at the coronation of 
Elizabeth II in London, he represented Nigeria and was knighted by the Queen (Fig. 5). 

It is not surprising that the Ooni did not join the Yoruba-dominated Nigerian Youth 
Movement. The thirst for independence was characteristic of the urban population, which 
has grown considerably over the years of protectorate and was not connected with the 
“traditional” social structures of “Egbe Omo Oduduwa”. The ethnocentric organization, 
which, since 1948, had been operating in Nigeria as well, was the response of the 
“traditional leaders” to the emergence of the National Council of Nigeria and the 
Cameroons, which united supporters of independence. The long–term outcome was 
disappointing: this approach led to the marginalization of the Yoruba in national politics 
during the independence period. But that was still a long way off. 

 

 
Fig. 5. Ooni of Ife, Oba Adesoji Aderemi II (reigned 1930–1980), head of the Nigerian delegation  
to the meeting of Ministers of the British Commonwealth, with British Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill. June 8, 1953 
Source: https://www.churchillbookcollector.com 
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THE ERA OF INDEPENDENCE: 
TRADITION AND THE “GOLDEN AGE OF YORUBA POLITICS” 

 
When a political crisis broke out in the Western Region immediately after the British 

left the country in 1960, Oba Aderemi II called for the help of the “Descendants of 
Oduduwa” and their founder, Yoruba political activist Obafemi Awolowo (1909–1987), 
who served as Prime Minister of the Western Region in 1954. Awolowo created the 
Yoruba-centric Action Group party, and with its help Aderemi II became, after the first 
elections, the first postcolonial governor of his region (1960–1962) and the only Ooni of 
Ife to hold the governor’s post.  

In local politics, only the 50th traditional ruler of Ife, Ooni Okunade Sijuwade 
(reigned 1980–2015), finally managed to achieve supremacy in the State Council of Obas 
and Chiefs of the Western region, having secured the permanent chairmanship in the 
Council for the ruler of Ife, despite the protests of the Alaafins of Oyo, who insisted that 
the chairman should be elected. But their claims to lead all the Yoruba were unsuccessful: 
their opponents from Ife even managed to send them into exile. Only 2017 saw the 
official reconciliation of the rivals, Alaafin Lamidi Olayiwola Adeyemi III (reigned 
1970–2022) and the new Ooni, Oba Ojaja II, who did not want to continue the old feud of 
their fathers [Pakin 2018: 58]. 

However, later the Oonis, like other leaders, gave up the struggle for positions in 
government to professional Yoruba politicians, giving to the latter their blessing to 
conduct their political work. Among them were not only representatives of the Unity 
Party of Nigeria, created by Awolowo after the split of the Action Group, but also the 
Oodua Peoples Congress, founded in 1999 by Frederick Fasehun, MD, who advocates for 
the unity of all Yoruba in the world, both in Nigeria and outside it. The Congress is 
actively involved in election campaigning, particularly during the presidential election, 
trying to challenge Hausa’s dominance in national politics.  

Although it is from among the Yoruba that such a prominent Nigerian statesman 
emerged as General Olusegun Obasanjo, this seems hardly possible. The narrow ethnic 
base of the party’s electorate is the main obstacle to its success: the dominant Hausa 
politicians seem ready to allow anyone to come to power, even a Yoruba, but not a 
“Christian from the south” (which is what all the Oonis of Ife were after the arrival of the 
British). 

Of course, the rulers of Ife cannot but yield to the march of modernity in the face of 
the coming Christianity. Let us recall the dramatic drop in the number of believers of 
traditional religions as early as at the beginning of the country’s path of independence. 
While in 1952, as much as 30% of the population of the Western region of Nigeria 
declared themselves as “Other” (i.e., neither Muslim nor Christian), their share fell to 8%, 
according to the 1963 census. And the struggle of Christians against “traditional beliefs” 
continues today [Bienen 1986: 53].  

The first objects of Christianization were slaves in the still-independent warring 
Yoruba cities: to the slaves the missionaries were readily admitted. After the conquest of 
the country and the liberation of slaves, the neighborhoods they founded went into 
opposition to the “traditional authorities” [Asabia 1970]. Despite the conversion of all 
Yoruba rulers to the Anglican faith, they could not abandon such traditional rituals as 
festivals and the traditional coronation of the Ooni. For centuries, the authority of a 
traditional ruler has been based precisely on his sacred religious status. Nevertheless, the 
Ooni of Ife, Oba Okunade Sijuwade, committed the unthinkable: he renounced his divine 
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status as the only one of the 401 “speaking” (i.e., living) deities (Orisha). He also 
renounced the title of Alaye (“Ruler of the World”) [Peel 2016: 221]. 

All this, however, did not prevent him from maintaining contacts with the Congress 
of Senior Priests (Babalawo) of Santeria of Cuba, who registered with the Cuban 
Association of Yoruba Culture (founded in 1992). Cuba was the home of the largest 
Yoruba diaspora abroad1, and Ooni traveled to this country. He also did not miss an 
opportunity to communicate with the head of the country, one of the leaders of the Non-
Aligned Movement, the communist Fidel Castro (Fig. 6). Unlike his predecessor, he was 
much more active in foreign policy [Pakin 2018: 53–54]. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Fidel Castro Ruz with the traditional ruler of Ife, Ooni Oba Okunade Sijuwade  

in his room in a Cuban hotel, 1987. 
Source: Naija News. https://www.naijaloaded.com.ng/news-update/late-ooni-ife-oba-sijuwade-fidel-

castro-cuba-photo 
 
The number of the “sons of Oduduwa” has greatly increased during the period of 

independence. By 1969, their number exceeded fifty, and the number of crown bearers 
exceeded a hundred. Some of them received this status during the civil strife of the 19th 
century, some during the protectorate period [Bascom 1984: 8]. By 1935, the system of 
indirect government of the “Republic of a thousand kings” had equalized the “big” (rulers 
of cities) and “small” (heads of quarters) chiefs with Oba titles in the system of native 
administration. As a result, the “lesser” Oba began to sue for the right to wear the royal 
crown [Asiw Aju 1976: 122]. 

 
* * * 

The historical tradition of the Yoruba began to be recorded relatively long ago, and its 
various versions show how it was adapted, depending on the needs of the rulers, to the 
demands of the moment. Its authenticity was particularly affected by the confusion of the 
Yoruba wars of the 19th century, when the old cities were losing influence to the cities 

                                                
1 Slavery in Cuba was abolished in 1886, after the prohibition of the importation of slaves to the United States in 
1808. Most of the slaves on the island, apparently, were Yoruba, although it is not possible to establish the exact 
number of slaves in the country or their ethnicity. 
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founded during the period of strife with a “war economy.” It also reflects conflicts with 
Fulbe Muslims, whose attack led to the fall of the “Oyo Empire.” 

The arrival of the British and the creation of a system of indirect government once 
again turned the tradition into an instrument of political influence and allowed it to gain a 
new life. An indirect result was the flourishing of local historiography at the turn of the 
19th and 20th centuries. But these authors were mostly clergymen, and the deepest irony 
is that a clergyman was even the author of the principal source on Yoruba culture and 
history, Samuel Johnson, with his “History of the Yorubas” [Johnson 1921]. He believed 
that traditional religions had played a role in the history of his people and should go 
away... But with the beginning of decolonization in the post-war period and the activities 
of political activist A. Awolowo, the creator of the “golden age of Yoruba politics” in the 
1950s and 1970s, Yoruba historical traditions became the basis for the ideology of pan-
ethnically oriented political parties, which remain in modern Yorubaland to this day 
[Pakin 2018]. Apparently, this tradition is destined for a long existence. As the Yoruba 
proverb says, “Ife ondaiye, ibi oju ti imo wa” (“Ife is the creator of the world from which 
light comes”). 
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Аннотация. Статья посвящена устной исторической традиции о происхождении 

государств и правителей йоруба. Традиция фиксировалась в условиях культурного контакта  
с европейской цивилизацией, благодаря которому она существует не только сама по себе, 
но и в политическом и научном дискурсе. Автор останавливается на главных чертах 
современного политического дискурса и самого феномена исторической традиции народов  
йоруба. В статье рассматриваются три аспекта бытования исторической традиции  –
традиции как таковой, традиции, как она существует в современном политическом 
дискурсе, и проблемах ее аутентичности. Прежде всего – традиция о происхождении 
линиджа правителя и народа – инструмент политического влияния правителей йоруба. 
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Таковым он оставался и после прихода англичан. Автор показывает, как менялось 
применение традиции от ранних лет протектората до периода независимости. В ходе 
междоусобных йорубских войн традиционные городские центры уступили свое влияние 
новым городам с военной экономикой. В системе протектората они по-прежнему занимали 
ведущее место в правящих советах вождей. На этом фоне разворачивалось противостояние 
правителей старых городов – Ойо, создавшего в XVII в. империю, и Иле-Ифе, древнейшего 
города йоруба. С приходом независимости, мифы о творении земли в Иле-Ифе стали базой 
для пан-йорубской агитации усилиями известного политика Обафеми Аволово, еще в 
1945 г. создавшего в Лондоне организацию «Потомков Одудувы», в которую вошли вожди 
и интеллигенция йоруба. Сегодня традиционный правитель Ифе, оони, по-прежнему 
пользуется авторитетом политических партий, благословляя их деятельность. 
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