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Abstract

This paper addresses some important issues relating to how, in Yoruba
culture, one finds a socio-mythical approach in their health-related
belief system. A combination of sociological theory and the
mythological approach (e.g. Koiva and Vassiljeva, 1995) are thus
contrapuntally explored in this study. This approach also benefits from
the psycho-analytical perspectives (e.g. Guerin, et al, 1979:155), since
it is sociologically related. The salient issues considered to be very
paramount to an average Yorubd man which we discuss are: child-
bearing, protection against malevolent spirits, roles of the benevolent
spirits, longevity, wealth, culture/tradition, and death. It is found that
Yoruba adopt these various inter-related divine-human belief systems to
enhance their well-being and prolong their lives.

Introduction & Theoretical Issues

The Yoruba indigenous verbal art in healthcare delivery system 1s made
up of various phenomena in relation to the Yoruba worldview. The
focus here is content analysis of the body of verbal art with particular
focus on their thematic meaning and implications, and how the
messages are conceptualized and interpreted within the Yoruba
cosmology and social context. In this sense, the discussion is based on
the messages in the Yoruba verbal art regarding health-related issues.
The major themes that are considered in the paper include child-
bearing, protection against ajogun (malevolent spirits), roles of the
orisa (divinities), longevity, wealth, culture/tradition, and death. Each
of the themes is discussed in relation with the Yoruba belief system, as
it is shown, in the various health-related verbal art in this paper. While a
lot of theories have been propounded, in this domain not all the theories
are considered appropriate in this paper. The socio-mythical approach
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which is explored in Orimdéogunj¢ (2004) explains how myths are used
to explain certain hidden phenomena in the Yoruba society. This
approach which is designed from three literary approaches, handles the
sociological, mythological and psycho-analytical aspects of a given
literary text. This idea of being eclectic in the analysis of literary text
has been suggested by various scholars like Irele (1982),Yai, (1982) and
Olatanji (1984:112-119).

The socio-mythical approach adopted in this study benefitted from the
insights espoused by some scholars. Friedrich Schleiermacher , for
instance, characterizes myth as a "historical representation of the supra-
historical" divine. The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski
considered all myths to be validations of established practices and
institutions (e.g. Kaberry, 1945 The Dynamics of Culture Change) and
Redfield’s (1948) Magic, Science and Religion .

Similarly, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown examined how myths emphasize and
reiterate the beliefs, behaviors, and feelings of people about their
society (e.g. M. Fortes, (1969), Kinship and the Social Order. Claude
Lévi-Strauss’ studied all myths, not by examining common motifs and
elements of the stories, but rather by focusing on their formal
properties. He has called attention to the recurrence of certain kinds of
structures in widely different traditions of folk literature (D. Eribon
(1991), Conversations with Claude Lévi-Strauss.

The reasons for employing the socio-mythical approach in this
discussion are enumerated as follows. The verbal arts in general and
those used in Yoruba indigenous healthcare practices in particular are
products of society, and they are used by, and for the people in the
Yoruba society. Some of the Yoruba verbal arts are mythical allusions
in which myth can be used as a tool to unveil the hidden issues.
Therefore, it paves the way for getting acquainted with wvalid
information on issues like how diseases are caused, prevented and
treated in the context of cultural tradition. We can then regard the
approach as the embodiment of illumination over mysteries found in the
various verbal arts among the Yorubd. Furthermore, it has been
observed that some of the Yorub4 verbal arts are tools that can be used
to work on the socio-psychological condition of the people who directly
benefit from the performance of the verbal arts under study. Since the
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socio-mythical approach accommodates the social aspect of other
theories (mythological, sociological and structuralist approaches) as
tools for the understanding of verbal arts in Yoruba traditional
healthcare delivery system, the sociological aspect of the approach is
hereby discussed.

Methodology

The set of data used for this study was collected during a fieldwork
done between 1997 and 2004 in South-West Nigeria. This methodology
was supplemented with library research to examine critical literature on
relevant aspect of the study. A qualitative analytic approach was then
adopted in doing content analysis of the various aspects of the Yoruba
verbal art that highlight the notions of child-bearing, protection against
malevolent spirits, roles of the benevolent spirits, longevity, wealth,
culture/tradition, and death.

Child-bearing

The Yoruba, like all other races in Africa, place high premium on
children. Children are believed to be the gifts from Olédumareé. This
belief prevents them from counting the number of their children,
thinking that Olodumaré would regard such an act as a spite on him
and an act of being ungrateful and insatiable. There are various excerpts
in the data used to exemplify the importance of children in the Yoruba
traditional setting. Hence they name their children ¢bunlome (the child
is a special gift) and Olawaniifannilmg/ Olgrunniisomeo (It is God
that gives/creates child).

The Yoruba believe that the child is a sign of one’s continuity in life.
This is depicted in an orin-iremolékun (Ilullaby):

Ori mi md jeé n fiyaa mi sdyé lo

Ori mi md jéé n fiya mi sayé lo

Bilé ayé ti dun t6 o

Ori mi md jeé n fiyaa mi sayé lo

QOjo mo ba ku 5

Omo laa gbé mi sin

Ori mi ma jeé n fiyda mi sayé lo

Ori mi mad ma jeé n kaakurun

Ori mi ma jéé n fiyda mi sayé lo’
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My primordial head, let me not die before my mother

My primordial head, let me not die before my mother

In this conducive world

My primordial head, let me not die before my mother

The day I die 5
My children will bury me

My primordial head, let me not die before my mother

My primordial head, let me not die childless

My primordial head, let me not die before my mother.

It 1s also asserted in Yoruba belief that the whole world is owned by
those who possess children. To them, one who is childless only exists,
but does not live. This idea buttresses the fact that the concept of
celibacy or being without a wife or husband is alien to the Yoruba
society. Prior to the advent of Christianity, whoever chose to stay
without being married was usually regarded as an 0kébé (an impotent
man) and akiriboto ( a woman whose genital is not open). The excerpt
below is an extract from natal songs, which expresses the Yoruba view
that the world 1s controlled by those who have children:

Olomo [0 layé

Baba loke ko fun mi lomo

Mo d’Eké,

Mo de’Badan,

Dokita to n somo ko si o, 5
Olomo [0 layé,

Baba loké k6 fiin mi lomo’.

The enjoyment of this world belongs
to those who have children.
Heavenly father, give me children
I’ve been to Lagos
I've been to Ibadan
No doctor is capable of creating children 5
The enjoyment of this world belongs
to those who have children.
Heavenly father, give me children.
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The Yoruba see a child as one on whom the parents can depend when
they are old, hence the Yoruba aphorism bokété ba dagba, omu omo re
[0 n mu (when the big rat is aged, it sucks the breast of its offspring).
Meaning that one depends solely on children at old age. This point is
emphasised in some natal songs rendered in the meetings of the
expectant and nursing mothers in orthodox hospitals:

Emi d tgjii ré

Emi d téjui ré

Omo d ra kaa fun mi o

Isé omo po

Isé omo po 5

Omo d rakada fiin mi°

1 will take care of him/her

I will take care of him/her

The child will buy me a car

One’s responsibility on the child is much
One’s responsibility on the child is much 5
Children will buy me a car.

The verb ‘t¢ju’ (take care of) is in general use, in this case, it may be in
the area of health management or guarding a child jealously like
something precious to one. Among the Yoruba, children are considered
very precious. Therefore, the idea of having children is paramount to an
average Yoruba whose mind has not been westernised. Let us look at
another excerpt of natal songs that exhibits how precious the children
are among the Yoruba:

Tleke lomo,

Eé gbodo jd o.

Ileke lomo,

Eé gbodo jd o.

Akobi omo mi, 5
Eé gbodo ki rard.

Tleke lomo,

Eé gbodo jd o0.*

A child is a string of beads,
It must not lose.
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A child is a string of beads,

It must not lose.

My first child,

Must not die at all. 5
A child is a string of beads,

It must not lose.

Just as women hold their string of beads in high esteem for the beauty it
gives to the body, the Yoruba regard their children as a fountain of joy
and beauty for the parents. Women would not like to lose their beads
which give them beauty, likewise they make it a point of duty to see
that their children are properly prevented in order not to lose them.
Losing their children means, losing their beauty before their demise.
Also, tampering with their children is tantamount to tampering with the
source of their well-being and good health at old age. These types of
songs add to the joy of the mothers and make them feel fulfilled in life.
It also endows them with psychological peace of mind by making them
hopeful that they have a child who will continue their lineage after
them. Thus, children make them feel less stressed-up. This, we believe,
can either cure, suppress or prevent them from having psychological
problems. The importance of children in the Yoruba society is also
stipulated in other genres such as orin-Ibo (liturgical songs) and ese-Ifa
(Ifa verses). The Yoruba believe that begetting children is as good and
necessary as seeking for protection over them.

Protection

Yoruba verbal arts used in the indigenous healthcare practices depict
various kinds of havoc being wrought through malevolent spirits.
According to Abimbdla (1977%:xix), the malevolent spirits are ik
(death), arun (disease), 0fo (loss), egba (epilepsy), oran (trouble), épe
(curse), éwon (imprisonment) and ése (calamity). But to our chagrin,
some divinities are presented as ajogun (malevolent spirits) in some
health-related excerpts. This is to tell us that the Yoruba have realised
from the onset that no being is a saint and that every creature is bound
to behave funnily at times. The Yorubd believe that protection against
the afore-mentioned malevolent spirits is tantamount to the promotion
of good health. In any procedure of indigenous healthcare practices,
they hold the opinion that one needs to use the verbal arts that are
capable of controlling the malevolent spirits. The two ways they
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(malevolent spirits) can be curbed are by calling their primordial names
and making reference to the ‘contract’’bond that usually leads to
reproach from the chanter. The reproach always reminds them of their
limits, their do’s and don’ts. The primordial names constitute an
important part of the content of some of the verbal arts used in Yoruba
indigenous healthcare vocation. The primordial names feature in oriki
(verbal salutes), of® (incantations), Ayajé (myth-like incantations), iba
(homage) and ¢bé¢ (verbal propitiation). Now, let us examine the excerpt
below drawn from ayajg:

Oluoro

Akinoro

A-moja-okun

Oniyéé-okinni

Olioro loruko ti a a p’Oso 5
Akinoré loriiko ti a d p’Ajé

Amoja-okun loruko ti a a pe baba won
Oniyéé-okinni loriiko ti a d pe yéyé won...”

Oluoro

Akinoro

A-moja-okun

Oniyeé-okinni

Olioro is the name of wizards 5
Akinoro is the name of witches

A-moja-okun is their father’s name

Oniyeé-okinni is their mother’s name...

The primordial names above are used for evoking supernatural powers
capable of solving the nightmare problems that could lead to being
plagued with diseases. There is usually a ‘contract/bond’ between the
character(s) in some of the excerpts in ayajo (myth-like incantations)
used for cure, prevention and protection. The following excerpt is a
typical example:

...Qrtnmila ni ki won ¢ saa mu nnkan ipin-un wa. Nijo
naa ni won boonu igbo. Won ja ewé kan, won ni ‘Ewée
kin r&é?’ Ortinmila ni ‘Ewé abérodéfe kdun?...°
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...Ornmila insisted on a bond between them. That
very day, they plucked a leaf from a thick forest. They
asked ‘What type of leaf is this? Oranmila said, ‘Is this
not abérodéfe leaf?’...

Abérodéfe leaf is a seal for the agreement between Qrinmila and the
malevolent spirits. The abérodéfe leaf reminds them of the ritual
agreement between them and Orunmila, and this makes the mutual
respect obligatory. The contract at times leads to reproach, as it is
shown in the continuation of the first excerpt shown above on this same
theme:

. Nigba ti ¢ doke-beréberé-ye¢ a-biké-sonso; eyi
tardy¢ o lee gun, téro orun o lee gun; se bi Ortnmila le
kégbe pé 16j¢ naa. Oranmila 16 pomo Ogbe-to-gbélé-sa
pé ké gbée yin koja lo séde isalayé. Afeni adanu ni yoo
doju ija komo oloore. Afeni adani. Emi lagbdja omo
Oldore yin 0jo kinni réé, € ma se doju ija ko mi’.
...When you got to a sloppy-hunch-back-like snare that
could be climbed neither by the people on earth nor the
celestial people; it was Orunmila you consulted.
Oranmila then summoned the offspring of Ogbé-that-
ran-away-with-the-house to convey you to the earth.
Only the braggart would attack the offspring of his/her
benefactor. Only the braggart. I, so-and-so, the
offspring of your primordial benefactor, I am before
you, do not attack me.

It 1s believed that this sort of reproach will compel the addressees to
shelve their evil machination, so that the troubled person will be healed
and relieved from the ailment he/she might have sustained from the
malevolent spirits. Furthermore, the role of the ancestral spirits is
needed in search of protection in the health-related issues.

Ancestors/Divinities

The Yoruba are ardently religious, and their high reverence for the
Supreme Being has made them to have various divinities as
intermediaries that can intercede for them before Olédumare. These
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intermediaries are referred to as ministers by Idowua (1962). They
believe that some of these divinities do play vital roles in indigenous
healthcare practices to mankind. Among the divinities, Qsanyin is
believed to be the tutelary divinity of medicine. Qsun is another
divinity that uses water for curative and preventive purposes. The
liturgical song below depicts this medical quality in Qsun:

fyd omo-on mi ba mi se.

Ipd mi o0 da se.

fyd omo-on mi ba mi se,

Ipd mi o da se.

Agbo kdra 6 le biribiri, 5
Ko ma lele okuta.

Agbo kdra 6 de wedéwedé

Ko ma dide ogede.

Alapa yagi bi aladaa,

Ba n téle oru, 10
Ba n jawé oloore somi.

Ové ti i yekai,

Ove ti 1i ye arim,

Yeku yerun lori [Omitutis omo té0 fun mi.

Iyd omo-on mi pegedé. 15
O fi gboro jeka.

O pegedé®.

The mother of my child kindly assist me,

I cannot do it all alone.

The mother of my child kindly assist me,

I cannot do it all alone.

The concoction for a strong body, 5
But not as strong as a stone.

The concoction for a soft body,

But not as soft as a banana.

One whose hands devour trees as if she holds a cutlass.
Send your divine power to the pot of the concoction. 10
Add nourishing herbs to the water.

The evader that wards off death,

The evader that wards off disease,

Ward off death and disease from LOmitiiti, my child.
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The mother of my child is excellent 15
She is outstanding.
She is excellent

Orunmila, the divinity of divination is also versed in the field of
healthcare delivery system. Hence the verbal salutes to him goes thus
Odidiy tii du Ori Ilémere, k’ori lléméré 6 md baa fo, A-ji-pojo-ikii-da
(The great guardian that protects the head of Iléméreé, to protect it from
getting broken, One who wards off death).

The ancestors are also believed to set guiding spirits over their loved
ones on earth. This belief makes the Yoruba sacrifice to their
progenitors, and the ancestors, in turn, are expected to shower blessings
on their descendants. The following excerpt from an ayajo depicts the
roles of some divinities in boosting the good health of man:

O 11 siséé bi eni ti ko lara. O fi rin ran—un- ran—un bi eni
ti ko niyekan. Bi is¢ ba séni las¢éju, ebi eni a koni
16mo re. A difa fan Okanransé ni 0j¢ kin—in—ni, nigba
t6 1 ti 1kolé drun bo wa si Ikolé ayé. Oranmila ni “Ki
16 dé téo n sise¢ bi eni ti ko lara ti ko niyekan?”.
Ortnmila ni ki 6 lo we isé ré danu sint ibt omi. O ni ki
6 maa so fun Olagbon p€ mo rire 16nii; 6 ni ki 6 mda so
fin Ajero pé mo rire 16nii; ki 6 wa so fin C)rélngﬁn 11¢-
1a p€ mo rire 16nii. Ire t6 sonu, ire dé; ola té sonu, ola
dé; omo to sonu, omd dé; ririse to sonu, ririse dé; aiku
to sonu, aiku dé’.

He is wretched as if he has no relatives. He wanders
aimlessly as if he has no nest of kin. If one is too poor,
his relatives will desert him/her. Ifa divination was
performed for Okanransé on that day when he was
coming from the heavenly Ikolé to the earthly Ikolé.
Orunmila asked “why are you so wretched as if you
have no relatives and nest of kin?”. Oranmila said he
should go and have a ritual bath in the depth of a river
to ward off his wretchedness. He should be telling
Olugbon that he has been successful; he should be
telling Ajero that he has been successful; he should be
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telling Orangun of 114 that he has been successful. The
lost goodness has been retrieved; the lost honour has
been retrieved; the lost children have been retrieved;
the lost prosperity has been retrieved, the lost longevity
has been retrieved.

The Yoruba believe that the support of the divinities and the ancestors
for mankind could lead to good health in life. The excerpt above relates
how Ortnmila alleviated the abject life of Okanransé on his way to
earth. The assistance of Qranmila positively enhanced the health of
Okanrans¢ in the primordial time. The vital roles played by the
ancestors in the life of their descendants as regards taking adequate care
of their health is usually stipulated in ese-Ifa (Ifa verse). Their view on
this issue is discussed in the excerpt from Irosun-méji below:

Ewéjé awo Ode Egbd

Ewéliisi awo Ode I‘jésc‘z

Ejidd-o-so-diigbé awo Aséyin-in-mokin

A difa fun Ayé

A bit fiin Omimi 5
Yoo gbe 0 o

Baba eni ki i gbenii ti

Yoo gbe ¢ o

Yeye eni ki i gbenii ti

Yoo gbe 0 o 10
Ikin eni ki i gbenii ti

Mimi ni i mini

Omimi kan ki i pani.”

Ewéjé, the Ifi priest of Egbd

Ewéliisi, the Ifd priest of ljésa

Ejidd—0—so—diighé, the Ifd priest of Aséyin—in—mokin

Ifa divination was performed for Ayé

The divine lot was cast for Omimi 5
He will support you

One’s father cannot but support his children

She will support you

One’s mother cannot but support her children

He will support you 10
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One’s divine nuts cannot but support his devotees
It only shakes one
Omimi does not kill

The ancestors, otherwise known as 0ki-0run, are referred to as ‘baba’
and ‘yeye’ in the excerpt above while the ‘ikin’ in this context, is a
metonymic name for Ifa. It is stated in the accompanying narrative to
the excerpt above that both the ancestors and the divinity (Ifa) bailed
Ayé out of his predicament, when he was being troubled by Qmimi (the
shaker). Ayé was instructed to perform sacrifice, and he was jealously
supported by his ancestors and Ifa. The Yoruba believe that the support
of the divinities and the ancestors for mankind could lead to longevity
in life. That is to say, their support enhances good health that usually
reduces the rate of mortality. Their view on this issue is discussed in the
succeeding theme. Anything short of their (divinities’ and ancestors”)
support, according to the Yoruba belief, brings calamity that claims the
lives of people in their youth. The Qmimi mentioned in the above text
represents the hullabaloo in the life of man. The text is used to
strengthen the mind of the client not to relent efforts in battling with any
constraint in life. This is a psychological healing mechanism designed
for the people of the society, so that, anyone that heeds this advice will
automatically share in this belief that the ancestors don’t close their
eyes on the problems of the living. It is worth mentioning, as it is
exhibited below, that the Yoruba cherish old age in a great deal,
therefore, they are always in pursuance of it through the health-related
verbal art.

Longevity

The Yoruba cherish old age, most especially the one that accompanies
prosperity and success. The usual saying on the issue of long life goes
thus kd gbo gboo gbo bi Oluwo isadju, Ka dagba dagba dagba bi
Oluwo igbaun-gbaun (may we be as old as the primordial Oluwo, may
we live long as the Oluwo yester years).

It is observed that the Yoruba pursue things that could make them live
long. They believe that certain food, shelter, contentment, good
manners and a host of others are responsible for longevity. All these
bring psychological peace of mind to mankind; and where this
phenomenon exists, there is the tendency for one to live long. To them,
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anything that has the above mentioned quality, is referred to as
medicine that is useful in the healthcare management to mankind.

The Yoruba also believe that, good manner, that is, how one comports
him/herself positively is an enough way of taking care of one’s health.
Hence Odu Otira Oriko in ese-Ifa stipulates thus:

A-fikanju-jayé o kadun

A-je-wara-wara ti i sologun o dola

A difa fun Jééjé

A bit fiin Iwapélé

Ogbo o loogun
Ka huwa pelé loogun ato
Ato o léogin’!.

An impatient man cannot survive a year
The greedy-grabber soldier cannot
live to enjoy the booty.
Ifé divination was performed for JE¢jé
The divine lot was cast for Iwapélé
Meekness is the only medicine for old age 5
Longevity has no other medicine
Level-headedness is the only medicine of longevity.
Longevity has no other medicine

From the foregoing, we can see that the theme of longevity, which is
depicted in ese-Ifa (Ifa verse), is a phenomenon that can be gained
through good behaviour. That is why this genre is used in healthcare
practices among the Yorubd. Therefore, they make it a point of duty to
gain longevity by taking good conduct into consideration in their
healthcare delivery system. Almost all the health-related verbal arts
discuss this issue, though it is highly reiterated in ese-Ifa (Ifa verses),
of0 (incantations), ayajd (myth-like incantations), ¢bé (verbal
propitiation) and iwure (supplicatory blessings): The following
example is extracted from ¢f9:

A-gb6-hewt

A-gbo-higha

\

A-gbo-hurun méteeta ipako
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Alara, ayé 16 ba mi

Ayé ni yoo fi mi si lo 5
Ajero-kin-gsa, ayé l6 bd mi

Ayé ni yoo fi mi si lo

Owdrangun-aga, ayé 16 bd mi

Ayé ni yoo fi mi silo..."”?

Longevity-with-grey hairs
Longevity-with-experiences
Longevity-with-three-hairs-in-the-occiput

Alara met me on earth

He shall pass on before me 5
Ajero-kin-osa met me on earth

He shall pass on before me

_Owdrc‘mgdn—éiga met me on earth

He shall pass on before me ...

The royal personalities mentioned above in the excerpt are powerful
and eminent among other Yoruba royal bodies. These chieftaincy titles
mentioned have been in existence from time immemorial, ever before
the chanter was born, and will definitely continue to exist, even after the
demise of the chanter. Therefore, it is deduced from the excerpt that the
mention of these chieftaincy titles only connotes how long the chanter
will enjoy old age. The longevity is cherished if accompanied with
affluence, that is, the admirable old age attracts money to sustain it.

Wealth

The Yoruba take wealth as an important means of boosting one’s
health. They believe that the poor are being plagued with various
diseases. Their opinion is exhibited in an ese-Ifa (Ifa verse) of the Odu
Ofiinséé thus:

Ofiin 1ésé 1ésé, awo ilé Onléésé
Difd fiin Onléésé

76 ji ni kitiikiutis

T6 loun o marun to # soun”.

The tall and slim Ofiin, the Ifd priest of Orilgésé
Performed Ifa divination for Onléésé
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Who woke up early in the morning
But knew not the nature of his sickness.

Onleése, the protagonist of the excerpt above, claims to be healthy, but
the people around him are not convinced. He does a lot of things that
require physical vigour, they still tell him that, he is sick. On the long
run, he is asked to bring twenty thousand cowries, equivalent to five
Kobo (5k), which he cannot produce. Thereafter, he is told that he is not
healthy, since he is unable to bring money. He is also told that whoever
is poor is not enjoying good health, because thinking of his condition
can also give a psychological problem. A Yoruba adage that
corroborates the opinion of the characters of this story goes thus ailowo
[owo baba ijaya, ailowo lowo baba téniténi, owo n be nilé baba aladfia
ara (lack of money leads to fear, lack of money leads to embarrassment,
abundance of money brings good health).

The first illustration from Ifa divinatory poetry explains that money
(wealth) is very important as regards health issues in every household
and society at large. Furthermore, the adage quoted above illustrates
that whoever lacks money is definitely prone to diseases (that are
psychological) such as cardiac arrest and high blood pressure.
Therefore, the Yoruba usually guard against the state of being wretched
by working towards the life of affluence through the use of awure
(luck-bringing charms) incantations. The issue of death in line with the
Yoruba tenet as reiterated in the health-related verbal art is also
discussed in this paper.

Death

The Yoruba do not regard death as the end of struggle, but a transition
between the terrestrial world and the celestial abode. Odu Qy¢kuusé in
Ifa literary corpus attests to this belief as presented below:

Kda-ma-tete-ku awo ilé aldyo

Aitéte-ki-isé awo ibaniijé
Biku-ba-dé-ka-yin-Oluwa-logo awo 0loooto

Eése tiki fii pani?

Ire ni amuniwayé fiku se 5
Omi ti ko san siwdju

Ti ko san séyin
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A domi 9ogodo oun egbin
Omi n gbé won lo rere
Omi n gbé won bo rere 10

Olokimrimn ka relé lo gbdwo tuntun wo'.

Longevity is embraced with happiness

Longevity in poverty brings sorrow

We should embrace death in good faith

Why man is mortal?

Death is a benediction from the Creator 5
A stream that neither flows out

Nor flows back

Becomes a stagnant pool of obscene

with impurities

A river carries them away steadily

A river brings them back steadily 10
The bedridden should die and bring back new life.

The text above explains the Yoruba belief in the re-incarnation in which
death is not seen as the terminal point for man’s existence, but a means
to transcend to heaven in order to drop all impurities such as diseases
and poverty that threaten good health, and return in new found health
when the re-birth occurs. Despite this world-view, the Yoruba are still
skeptical about the death that comes at youthful age. The prayer against
such a death is the primary focus of some natal songs, through which
mothers do make their wish against untimely death known:

K’emi mo se momi asdan, amin o

K’emi mo se momi asan o

K Eleedaa mi,

K’Eleedda mi mo jeé k’omo mi ku

K émi m¢ se momi asan®. 5

May I not become a mother in vain, amen

May I not become a mother in vain.

May my Creator,

May my Creator prevent my child from dying

May I not become a mother in vain. 5
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The addresser of the above excerpt wishes not to experience the death
of any of her children, and as well, not to beget nincompoop children as
suggested in the deeper meaning of her prayer may I not become a
mother in vain. This is just to corroborate the belief of the Yorub4 that
death should not knock at their doors until when they are old and are
able to leave promising children behind. This view is corroborated in
their popular prayerful aphorism kiku 6 10 paya akoko, komo akoko o ti
togii so (before the death of mother wood-pecker, may its younger ones
have strength to peck wood ).

This can be regarded as a socio-psychological mechanism of continuity
among the Yoruba. In Abimbola (1968:28-34), the Yoruba
mythological origin of the phenomenon ‘death’ is discussed. It is stated
that death starts killing every Creature because his mother (who steals a
goat’s head) is severely beaten in the market of Ejigbomekun. In the
same text, taken from Odu Qyékii Méji, a solution is proffered to the
problem of death. It is implied that a lot of sacrifice can be performed to
avert the wrath of death. Ayunré tree consults the diviners to find out
what it should do, so that it won’t be killed by death like others.
Sacrifices are prescribed for it and it offers them all and is not killed.
The interpretation of this mythological actions in the light of
contemporary period in general and the context of our focus in
particular is that if one gives priority attention to finding solution to
his/her health problems and keep to prescribed rules of healthy living,
then he/she shall enjoy longevity. The Yoruba belief that when a
paramount attention is given to one’s health, one can easily avoid death.
This notion is similarly presented in Abimbola (1975:105-157) where
Oranmila escapes premature death as a result of his obedience to his
diviners. The following extract from an ese-Ifa in Odu Ireté Méji also
illustrates the importance of health in getting rid of untimely death:

Jegejege abe,

Girigiri oko,

A difd fim Orunmila,

Won rdnsé ikii p Edii Iorun.

Edii i b ti dérun, 5
Agbo ni 6 morin.

Agbo 6 morin,

Ni o jé n raye ba ki lo',
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A sharp knife,

Abundance of spears,

Ifé divination was performed for Oriinmila.

When a deadly message was sent to Edii from heaven.
Edd would have died, 5
But the ram could not walk.

The ram’s inability to walk,

Has prevented me from dying.

The above excerpt narrates the story how Orunmila escapes untimely
death through the sacrifice he performs as a way of taking his health
into consideration. In the accompanying narrative, an emissary of death
is sent to Orinmila to come to heaven. He mounts the ram used as the
sacrificial substitute to go with the emissary. The emissary becomes
impatient and leaves Orunmila alone because the ram cannot walk
faster as expected. The outcome of this action is that Orinmila
continues his life after the departure of the emissary of death. Besides
this phenomenon, culture that encompasses all other issues is seen as a
vital compendium in this paper.

Culture
In the Yoruba verbal arts used in the indigenous healthcare practices,
culture is highly recognised. A breach of cultural practices, according to
the Yoruba belief, can bring disorder and epidemics to the society. Let
us examine the following excerpts of health-related verbal lore &ja
found in ese-Ifa (Ifa verses) that exhibit the serious setback that one
may encounter through a deviant attitude towards a well-established
tradition.

Iponti ajd jin-un jin-un.

Babalawo aja [0 se’Fa fdja,

Lojo t’aja o solé nu,

Ti yoo sapo iya ko.

Igba ti ajd solé ni, 5

Igbe laja ¥ ké kiri".

The internal ear of the dog is deep
The Ifa Priest of the dog cast Ifd for the dog
The day the dog lost his tradition
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And embraced troubles
When the dog lost his tradition 5
He started barking all about.

In the excerpt above, the dog is presented as one who neglects its
culture, and dearly pays for its action. That is why the dog barks and
howls till today. This happens to the dog because of its disobedience
and becomes a victim of rabies as the accompanying narration to the
excerpt shows. Also, it is illustrated in an ese-Ifa (Ifa verse) in Odu
Otiira-Orifa that neglecting one’s culture can cause calamity to a
whole community:

Baba mori balé!
N o mori bale,
Ila mori bale
1la Ko.
Baba morit bale!
N o mori bale
Tkan mori bale

O wewi &j¢
Baba morit bale!
N o mori balé
Agbdnréré méri bale
O yowo lori sanransanran
A difa fun Ayélegun
Ti 6 so ‘de re nu

Ti gbogbo ayé y66 mda bé a wa a kiri..."*
Elder, bow!
I will not bow,

Okra bowed
It got stringy
Elder, bow!
I will not bow,
Garden-egg bowed
It became over-ripped.
Elder, bow!
1 will not bow,
Roan-antelope bowed
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And became long-horned
Ifa divination was performed for Ayélegun
Who lost his Ifa ritual beads
While all and sundry were compelled to search
forit... 15

The accompanying story to the above Ifa verse states that Ayélegin, an
Ifa priest, decides not to worship Ifa again, and also disengages himself
from participating in all sorts of ritual. He even throws away his ideé, the
devine beads that make people recognise him as an If4 priest. There
comes a pandemonium in the whole community, the community
experiences a great epidemics, all because the tradition that upholds the
health of the community has been neglected. Ayélegin is thereafter
advised to turn a new leaf by embracing the neglected tradition for
normalcy to be restored. It is shown that the whole community does not
enjoy good health until Ayél¢gin eventually reconciles with his culture.
The excerpt is a verbal art that can be used, along with the prescribed
sacrifice, for healing in any society that finds itself in a state of
commotion. Apart from its use, it also illustrates that one should respect
custom and tradition in order to avert misfortune.

Conclusion

In this paper, we observe that there are songs that boost the joy of the
mothers and make them feel fulfilled in life by endowing them with
psychological peace of mind. This, we believe, can either cure, suppress
or prevent them from having psychological problems. Likewise, it is
deduced in this paper that the Yoruba believe that protection against the
afore-mentioned malevolent spirits is tantamount to the promotion of
good health. Furthermore, there is a psychological healing mechanism
designed for the people of the society. It is generally believed that the
ancestors do not close their eyes to the problems of the living or are not
unaware of their travails here. It is discovered that the Yoruba always
make it a point of duty to gain longevity by taking good conduct into
consideration in their healthcare delivery system. It is not a gainsay that
the Yorubd usually guard against the state of being wretched by
working towards the life of affluence through the use of awure (luck-
bringing charms) incantations. The intent look at the health-related
genres among the Yoruba reiterates that tradition and culture that
uphold the health of the community must not be neglected. It is clear
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that the Yoruba believe that when paramount attention is given to one’s
health, one can easily avoid unnecessary and untimely death.

Endnotes

1. This is one of the natal songs collected in the pursuance of Ph.D.
degree between 1999 and 2003.

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

4. TIbid.

5. This incantation was extracted from the Ph.D. Thesis
(Orimoogunj¢, 2004)

6. Asinno. 5.

7. This is the concluding part of no. 5.

8. This is a natal song from Osun shrine collected from the informants
between 1999 and 2003 as data for Ph.D. (Oriméogunj¢, 2004).

9. Ibid as in nos. 5-7.

10. This excerpt was collected from Awo Adéboye Fatoogun, in
Tlobud, Osun State, in 1984.

11. This was collected from Professor Wandé Abimbola in 1982.

12. Ibid as in nos. 5-7.

13. The excerpt was collected from Awo Ayané in I18-Oloro,
Ogbémoso in 1999.

14. This is extracted from the Lecture note of YOR. 872: Ifa Literary
Corpus taught by Late Professor Afolabi Olabimtan in the
Department of Liguistics, African and Asian Studies, University of
Lagos, Akoka I 1988/89 academic session.

15. Ibid as in nos. 1-4.

16. Ibid as in no. 10.

17. This excerpt was collected from Awo Adémola Fabunmi, iwéyél,
Lagos in 1989.

18. Ibid as in no. 11.
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