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Abstract

The institution of SO0k0 is important to the social and political arrangement in Ife land in the
western part of Nigeria. This paper investigates the complexity and the ironic nature of the
institution and title of SO0ko in the praise poetry in Ife land. The data for the paper were
gathered through various modes of interviews with the major traditional chiefs, princes,
princesses as well as traditional poets in Ile-Ife and other parts of Ife land. Data collected
were analyzed using sociological theory. The paper found out that the complexity of So6ko
can be located in its multi-meanings in which it can refer to a group, individual, mere
appellation, chieftaincy title or royal panegyric. It also found out that the ironic nature of
S00ko is conveyed by the fact that while it is compulsory for an elected Ooni (the paramount
traditional ruler of Ife land) to be installed as S06ko before ascending the throne, a full-
fledged Sooko chief is not likely to become an Ooni.
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Introduction

Chieftaincy is an important and integral part of kingship institution in Yoruba communities.
The positions of the chiefs precede the foundation of their kingdom and they are also the
symbol of the integrity of their territories, the harmony, the mouth piece and social cohesion
of their group. There is no Yoruba community without one chief or the other. Their inclusion
in Yoruba social political set up cannot be glossed over. They serve as checks and balances in
their communities. Even though the king has the control and the final say in everything, he
can still be dethroned by chiefs or made to commit suicide, if there is evil in his actions or he
fails to operate within his traditional responsibility. Therefore each sector is checked by the
other (Salami Yunusa Kehinde 2004:315-328).
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S0dko in Ife land falls under the three divisions of chieftaincy titles in Yorubaland which are
lineage chief, town chief and honourary chief. SO0ko as a honourary chief is a development in
the trend of S00koO in lle-Ife. This was opposed to its olden day categories of town and lineage
chiefs. Tradition has it that SO0k chieftaincy is as old as the stool of Ooni-Adimala, Oldfin,
Ajalayé of lle-Ife.

The fact that S06ko is commonly mentioned in lle-Ife in form of greeting, praising, jesting or
as appellation will entice a visitor or an observer to wish to investigate the popularity and
uniqueness of S00ko. (Anthony et al 2012:20-23). This paper seeks to discuss the complexity
and ironic nature of the title and its praise poetry in the political and governance of Ife land.

The Origin and Meaning of S00ko

There is hardly anything without an origin. There are two versions of accounts as to the
origin of S06ko title. The first one postulated that the origin of SO0ko as a traditional title was
dated back to the origin of the town. It was claimed to have started from Oduduwa the
progenitor of the Yorubas and subsequent ruling Oonis (Abiodun 2014:204-244, Tejumola
2015:215-223). Sons and daughters of these Oonis are regarded as princes and princesses.
The princes and princesses remain the S06ko. The second one stated that SO0ko chieftaincy
title originated from a woman called Nayin.

Adémilayi 2003:5 asserts that Nuayin was the daughter of Ooni Larodka, the then Ife
monarch. In those days people were not lettered as to record the date during which Ooni
Larodka reigned. Nayin was barren and had to consult Ifa oracle to know the solution to her
infertility. She was told by the oracle that it was through her living in another town that she
would have the fruits of womb. This made her lived in llesa a town near lle-Ife where she got
married to King Owa Aponlese, the then Owa of ljesa land. She had four children out of
which ‘Owanikin’ her first son, later became the Owa of ljesa. When Owanikin’s son was
denied access to the throne of Owa of ljesa, he came to lle-Ife, her grandmother’s town, to
receive the chieftaincy title of SO0ko. This is reflected in the praise poetry below:

S06ko Wanikin S06ko Wanikin

owanikin, Tjéni ni’Jésa Oowanikin, ljéni is from ljesa
Owa bimo pupo Owa had many children
ljéni kare 0 Kudos to Ijéni

Presently in the hierarchy of S06ko chieftaincy title in Ile-Ife, SO0ko Wénikin is the head and
he gives the staff of office to any S00ko elect. SO0ko can be seen as a group, as an individual
or an appellation. It can be seen as a chieftaincy title and we can also refer to it as a
panegyric. SO0ko can be a male or female. The male ones are called Jala while the female
ones are called Moso. They are therefore called together as Jal4-Moso.
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The non-royal lineages are referred to as Lasoré-Moldré. Sooko is the mark of the families
recognised as the royal lineage in lle-Ife. This, according to (Adelegan 2009:226) “the
process of succession to the throne in lle-Ife and the Yoruba race is always by lineage”. Their
political position is hereditary. It is the string that binds all the royal families together. Each
S00ko is the lineage head of his family and that is why they are accorded the panegyric
below:

S06ko agba S00ko, the eldest

S00ko 16 6 yan S00ko was chosen

Kémo mo roju Let no child envy

S00ko agba 16 se € yan S00ko the eldest/leader was chosen

The chieftaincy title is a prerogative power of Ooni Adimula who bestows such on any child
from the royal family as a leader. There are four royal families in Ile-Ife namely Ogbooru,
Lafogido, Giési and Osinkola. Each royal family has other compounds with their SO0kos.
There are as many So0ko as royal compounds and each compound has S06ko joined with its
name such as S06ko Wanikin, SoO6ko Omonigbeyin, S06ko Niind, So6ko Wanisanni, among
others. Some of the female So0kos are S00ko Wabokin, SO0ko Wabayo and Sooko Moropo.
The second position, S00ko Wabodu is given to female line and that person must be the
daughter of a late Ooni. This idea of high positions being given to the female line can be
justified if we go by the second myth about the origin of S06ko. From the second account,
Wanikin was a descendant of Nayin the daughter of Ooni Larooka and Sooko Wanikin is the
head of all SO6kos in Ife land. So6ko Wabodu who occupies the second position is also from a
female line. It is based on the prominence of SO0ko Wabodu that there had been a female
Ooni (Luwo Gbagidd) in the history of lle-Ife. Liwo Gbagida as a female Ooni was a very
tough King who subjected Ife people to hard labour. This made Ife people vowed never to
make a female as king (Ikime 1980:121-126).

People look at SO0ko with high esteem and because of this a SO0ko chief is not allowed to
move about alone in the town, there must be somebody (L60ddko) who will serve him as
errand person. L6oddokéd and his SO0ko must come from the same royal family, he too can
become a SO6kd. Example of this is late Pa Ogunwusi So6ku Niind from Giesi ruling house,
who became a L60ddoko in 1928 and later rose to become a head of the traditional council of
S00ko. He served his own father and later became S06ko in 1970. Incidentally, one of his
grandsons Ooni Adéyeyé Enitan Ogunwusi, the Ojaja 1l is now the reigning Ooni of Ife. Due
to principality in those days, S06ko was well recognized and given a better position.

S00ko chiefs were treated with awe and respect in traditional political arrangement of Ile-Ife.
Historical accounts show that in the past, there was the belief, among the members of the
Yoruba nation, the princes, princesses and children of highly ranked chiefs could do and
undo. They enjoyed the same status like the children of Basorun Gaa in the old Oyo under
the reign of Aldafin Abiodun. As such, they could not be querried by an individual or group
of individuals. Such privileges include acquiring property and citizen’s wives with force,
setting houses ablaze and such kinds of acts (Faleti 1972:90-91).
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These possibilities of abuses by the S06ko chiefs called for the name ‘Asorodko’ which is
shortened to ‘S00kO’ meaning ‘uneasy to meet’ that is a person that brings unpleasant
contacts. This made people to believe that meeting S00ko is a kind of challenge. The fear
created in people’s mind was so high that people thought the only solution or the only way
they could be relieved of this was through avoidance. Thus, the people of lle-Ife would say:

K6 ba soro 6 ko If he/she is uneasy to meet
E ra soro 6 ya a fun? Must giving him/her a way be difficult?

This traditional privilege made the So0kos in the past to be perceived in different ways.
While, to some, the S06ko chiefs were popular and deserved greetings and praises, some
treated them as objects of jest. In the contemporary Ife, the SO0kos are civil members who go
about their chieftaincies’ duties and roles with high respect for the laws of the land. As
enviable members of their royal families and compounds, they demonstrate their senses of
royalty and civil compartment.

The S00ko institution is not restricted to lle-Ife as a town. It is present in the entire Ife Land
which covers towns as Oke-Igho, 1fétedo, Ipetumodu, Edunabon and Iféwara. The institution
even extends to Ikire, Ife-Odan and Republic of Benin. In spite of this extension to other
lands, the Sooko institution originated from lle-Ife. This explains the reasons S00ko chiefs
from these lands come to lle-1fe for coronation. Ademiluyi (2003:13) attested to this when he
stated that:

In some Yoruba towns outside lle-I1fe domain where princes
and princesses from lle-Ife settled since about 300 years
ago, Sooko titles were being conferred on one of them
selected as the leader. The S00ko appointed was empowered
to exercise authority over all his people till the present day.

It was gathered that S06kos in Ifewara are from each of the four ruling houses in lle-Ife. It
was also gathered that SO0ko in Edinabon, Ipetumodu, Tkire, Ife-Odan and Republic of Benin
are from Ogbooru royal families. S00ko in Oke-Igbo and Ifétedé are from Giési ruling
family. So6ko Iféwara’s progenitor was SO0ko Adeniregun, one of the sons of Ooni Ogboord.
He was a hunter with spiritual prowess. He settled at Ifewara with his associates from the
four ruling houses in lle-Ife following his defeat by his junior brother as to the stool of Ooni.
He was named O-segan-deruku (turns thick bush to sand through the use of charm). This was
due to his ability to turn Iféewara, a thick forest to normal land. Each of the four ruling
families in Iféewara has a SO0ko chief. The ruling families are O-segan-deruku, Ogdgo,
Okanniwu and Asa.
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Aade’s compound (11é Aade) in Edinabon became a S06ko’s abode through So6ko Omoseébi
Adésina. He refused to go further when he was tired and bored of the journey from lle-Ife to
Ife-Odan through So6ko Ogboorud. SO0k Ogboori was tricked out of throne because he was
considered to have stayed too long on the throne. He was to carry an offering for the peace of
the town. It was when he realized that he was tricked out of the throne that he went to settle at
Ife-Odan. After his departure from lle-Ife none of the Oonis immediately after him reigned
more than two months. He was begged and he mandated the king makers to crown his
grandson, that is, the son of his daughter as Ooni. This led to the emergence of the Giesi
ruling families.

His other son, S06ko Olufinmi could not also continue the journey and settled at 0ké S06ko in
Ipetumodu. His other sons also settled at ITkiré and Republic of Benin. The one at Ikiré
invariably has four S06ko compounds namely Métiku, Awddeji, Faladé and Atééré. Sooko
Adérinsokun Oldgbénla from Giesi ruling family was seconded to Oke-lgho by Ooni
Abeéweld to help in the ongoing internal war that rose against Arilékdlasi Osemawé of Ondo.
It was after the war that SO6ko Adérinsokun settled at Oké-lgh6 and was given appellation
Oldgbenld meaning a person with a big cutlass that causes large cuts on the bodies of
enemies at wars. S00ko chief got to Ifétedd by So6ko Oséwumi who was a child to So6ko
Oldgbénla of Oke-Igho. He pulled out together with his people and settled at Ifétedo in the
year 1931.

Research shows that while Ifétédo people were at Okeé-lgho, Ooni Tadénikawd Adésoji
Adérémi promised to reduce the tax on cocoa when vying for the stool of Ooni after the
demise of Ooni Ademiluyi in 1930. Though he kept to his promise, the consuls did not stop
the collection of tax neither did they return the percentage of the tax already collected. There
was chaos due to arrest of people by the consuls. (Adesigbin 2001:12-23). iféteéd6 people had
the intention to flee to lle-Ife; they were tired and thought they were saved after crossing
Owena River, the boundary of Okeé-lgbo and Ifétedd. Their settlement area at the two towns,
Oke-1gbo and Ifétédo are known as Ologbénla house.

It should be noted that the Sodkos are not regarded as members of royal families in most of
the towns mentioned except in Ifewara and lle-Ife. Although they belong to royal families, in
most cases, they cannot vie for the Ooni’s stool. They enjoy the status of princes and
princesses with the dignity and respect attached to the status.

The dispersal of So6kos to other towns was usually based on being warriors, prowesses as
hunters as well as consequences of misunderstandings and mistrusts concerning contests for
the Ooni stool. (Johnson 1921:81) points out that:

Members of royal family occupy responsible positions. They may take
no part in the administration of affairs in the town... certain privileges
are granted them as befitting their rank. As a rule, distinguished
members of the royal family except those holding responsible
positions do not reside in the metropolis, a great number of them may
be found scattered all over the provinces where each one resides as a
lord of the town or village.
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Coronation of Sooko Chieftaincy Title

Coronation is an integral part of bestowing any title in Yoruba land. Without it a title is not
complete. “Akoko” leave is put on the head of person to be bestowed with the title as an
anointment. The selection of new S00ko starts from compound head (Baalé). When there is a
vacancy in a ruling house as to the stool of S00ko, the compound head and the elders in the
compound investigate who is to be elected. So0ko elect will be brought to the council in the
company of the compound head and four elders in the compound including Lé6gun and
Akogun. The council of So6ko will also investigate whether the SO00ko elect is a prince and
whether he hails from the compound in accordance with Yoruba custom. Ifa oracle is also
usually consulted in order to make a right choice in as much as the king referred to as Olofin
Ajalaye is at the centre of numerous oral narrations in Ifa corpus (Olupona 2011:93). The
council of So6ko will also want to know how responsible or reputable the person to be elected
is.

After about three meetings by the council concerning this issue, the council then seeks the
sanction of Ooni after which the So6ko elect appears again before the council in the company
of the compound head, Akogun, L66gun, compound’s secretary and other four elders.

After fulfilling all necessary conditions of selection, the candidates will go through four
stages of initiation before the coronation. After the stage of selection, there is the stage of
showing appreciation which is the stage at which the elected S06ko presents money and
materials like kola nut and drink to the council and Ooni. This is known as “Ikard and oké
didi”. Presentation of these things also solidifies the exercise. It gives the exercise its weight
and makes the S00ko elect to know that the title does not come easily and therefore it should
be taken with seriousness. The third stage is the Turbanning or (iwéjaa) stage. (Blier
2015:337-453). Turbanning (iwéjaa) is done by S00ko Wanikin who is the head of S06ko
chiefs. Turbanning is the process of tying a piece of white clothes around the head of the
S00ko elect (Eluyemi 1983:18) said:

The purpose of Iweja SO0ko is to make a prince a S00ko
chief. The ceremony which, among other things is a
process of tying around the prince’s head a piece of white
cloth thus, Iweja, is usually performed by the head of the
S00ko chiefs who is usually the eldest.

The fourth stage is the stage of bestowing (ikori). This is the stage at which the S06ko cap
and akoko leaf is put on the head of the S00ko elect. This is the stage of annointment. This
was referenced in the praise poetry thus:
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AbU iténi omo ooye Ife Abu iteni the son of Ooye

Omo so0ko akeyo The son of SO0ko Akeyo
Abikori dan bi ide Whose cap shines like a brass
Adé i i sekori ké e l1a ran mi Cap is not compared to crown

The ceremony is usually followed by eating and drinking. The ceremony is usually peaceful
since the SO00ko elect is unanimously nominated by all the members of his compound. Apart
from this, as discussed earlier, there used to be many So6kos under each ruling house,
therefore there cannot be any case of envy.

Functions of So6ko Chiefs in Ife Land

There is variety of functions performed by the traditional council of S06ko in Ife land and
their positions remain invaluable. Even, the present political situation, the development and
socio-economic situation of things cum educational development that has taken place has not
eroded the functions of S00ko.

The S06ko chiefs are very vital in the political and social set up of lle-Ife. They meet
regularly at least once a month. This gives them opportunity to know the happenings in the
town. They advise and inform the Ooni on what goes on in the town. They live in their
various quarters in lle-Ife and whatever report they have that may have negative impact on
the town will be discussed in the meeting and later tabled before Ooni so as to quickly hit the
nail on the head. They settle minor disputes among families such as land and marriage
conflicts. It is the duty of SO0ko chiefs to make sure that there is peace and tranquility within
their royal houses.

Furthermore, the SO0ko chiefs serve as confidants to Ooni. Example is during OIl6j6 festival
when Oo0ni uses his unique crown “Aré” to perform some functions at Oké-Imogun shrine.
While some chiefs goes to Oké-Imogun shrine with Ooni, to salute and pray for him, the
S00ko chiefs stay in a specific area in the palace to salute and pray for him. During that
period, Ooni will instruct them to look after the palace while he is a way out of the palace for
the festival. This means they should not betray him.

The Term Complexity and Irony

Complexity originated from the Latin word “complexus” which means entwined or twisted
together. This means that there must be two or more parts that are joined together in a way
that it is difficult to separate them. Chambers English Dictionary defines complexity as being
composed of more than one, or of many parts. Generally, complexity is used to describe
something with many parts in which those parts affect one another in many ways. It is clear
from this that anything that is complex needs extensive description and therefore needs more
time to be examined or search.
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This means that complex entities will be difficult to model or describe. Thus, tackling a
complex issue requires more facts and knowledge. Fonseca (2002:70-72) sees complexity as
implying interaction between diverse entities that amplifies difference to produce emergent
novelty.

Irony, on the other hand, is defined by Oxford English Dictionary as the expression of
meaning by use of words normally conveying the opposite: the apparent perversity of fate or
circumstances. What is important about irony is that words are used in a way that the purpose
of their meaning is different from the real meaning of the words. For Olatunji (1984:56),
irony involves saying one thing while intending another which is incompatible with an
overall meaning. In irony, the overall meaning of what is said or heard contradicts what one
has in mind. In an ironic situation, what one expects is not what one expresses.

Complexity and Irony: The Institution of So0ko and Poetry in Ife Land

One wonders why So0ko was believed as having many and deep meanings in lle-Ife. The
institution is very important in the political administration in lle-Ife. As a traditional town
with a monarchical system of government, the complex situation of S00ko as princes or
princesses lies in the fact that there are many distinct and connected issues which makes it
hard to understand the institution of SO0ko or deal with it. The complexity in SO0ko can be
understood from the point of view that it can refer to an individual, group or institution
(chieftaincy and kingship). It can be a mark of honour or jest. It is also an appellation that
commands respect which is given to every prince or princess.

Being a prince or princess does not mean such a child can become the head of the ruling
family as a SO0ko chief or as a king. One is chosen among others, male or female, as a S00ko
chief or a king. This praise poetry confirms it:

Omo were ilé All the children in the household

S00ko ni agba S00ko is the eldest

Mérowo rupe Though, I have no trumpet

Mo ti a ferun a fon I’Il improvise the claim through the use of mouth
Wi So6ko lagba That S00ko is the eldest

Ajalayé, erin 16 nipe Ajalaye, elephant trumpets

S00ko chiefs in their various clans in all the ruling compounds constitute the traditional
council of So6ko. However nowadays, by way of expansion people are sometimes honoured
with Sooko title. Such people may not necessarily be Ife indigenes or come from ruling
compounds. Nevertheless, such honorary title holders of S06ko do not form part of the
council of Sodko and they do not have access to the stool of Ooni in lle-Ife. This is according
to the tradition of kingship in Yoruba land in which a non-indigene or somebody that is not
from a royal lineage cannot become a king. Example of a non-royal compound in lle-Ife
having an honorary title of SO0ko is Opa house, which is known as 11é-Opa. The president of
Benin Republic, Boni yayi is also an honorary S06ko.
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S00kos of other towns apart from Ifewara cannot vie to become king in their various towns.
The thought is that they belong to Ile-Ife even though they were given free hand to operate as
lords of their compounds. The excerpt below, praise poetry of SO0ko of Iféted6 shows this:

Sooko, Omo wale, wale, walé S00ko, please come

Walé k6 o wa joye baba re n’ifé Ooni come to your father’s house to
be crowned Ooni

Omo A-fifé-telu do The child of whose forefathers
settle down in their domain
with peace

Nilé olubosin Yekan Abu Onifeé At Olubosin household

Akeji omo the maternal relation of Abu

Onife that has eji omo marks

Another complex nature of the institution of S00ko and his praise poetry is that S00ko
Ogbooru’s lineage formed the core ruling houses that vie for the stool of the king in lle-Ife
and Iféwara. His children formed four houses in Ikiré, a big and well organized compound in
Ipetumodu and Edinabon but his lineage does not exist as a ruling house in 1fé¢ Odan where
the real Ooni Ogbooru settled. However, the relationship between So6kd Ogboord and Ile-Ife
was shown in the similarity of Ifé Odan royal praise poetry and Ogbooru royal praise poetry
of lle-Ife. The praise poetry is also regarded as the common panegyric for every So0ko
everywhere. It runs thus:

AbU iténi 0l6do kan O téréré Abu iteni the owner of a river that is zealous
AbU iténi 0l6do kan 0 tarara Abu iteni the owner of a river that is straight
Odo t6 san wereke The water that flows systematically

O déyinkulé Olufeé a dokun It turns to beach at the back of Olufe’s house
O déyinkulé Olufe a dabata It turns to marshy place at the back of

Olufe’s house

Onipélé won ko gbodd bu mu A person with facial marks should not drink

Alabaja won ko gbodo bu sinsé A person with facial marks shall use it to wash
his legs

Ogédé onisdbord ni yoo pon Only those without facial marks shall use it

omi 0do naa gbe

Mo débe mo bu boju I got there | wash my face

Mo débée mo bu sinsé | got there | wash my legs

AbU ni mi Omo So6ko I am Abu Sooko’s child

T6 b’Ooni tan That is related to Ooni
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The above praise poetry calls for the same appellation “S06ko” that they all bear. Apart from
this, each clan has its own panegyric which shows the unique qualities that differentiate it
from the other.

The irony in Sodkos title and institution in Ifeland lies in the fact that a full-fledged So6ko
cannot become an Ooni whereas any king elect must first of all be installed as S00ko before
the final installation as Ooni. Eluyemi (1985:17-22) attested to this:

The irony of the history of Ife is that when a prince is given
the chieftaincy of S00ko during the lifetime of a living
Ooni, the probability is, that such a SO0ko would never be
appointed an Ooni. On the other hand the chieftaincy of
S00ko is not only mandatory but compulsory for any prince
before he becomes the Ooni-elect.

It was never heard in the history of Ife that a king was ever installed without being made a
S00ko. For instance, the reigning Ooni of Ife, Oba Adéyeyé Enitan Oganwusi, the Ojaja Il
was first of all turbaned as So6ko Ojaja on 25th of October 2015 before he commenced the
rites for his ascendancy to the throne of Ooni. Going by this, one will wonder while a
chieftaincy title is necessary before a kingship title and the same chieftaincy title robs those
who are its holders the possibility of being elected as Ooni. However, it can be further
stressed that every Ooni is accorded the appellation Sooko by virtue of his birth. The
installation of an Ooni elect as S06ko prior to the full ascendance to the throne may be a
means for expressing a sense of belongingness among princess and princesses and for
granting easy access to the throne without diminishing the sense of worth in the full fledge
S00ko chiefs. On the other hand, the fact that the one that is finally installed as the Oba was
not one of the full-fledged S06ko chiefs accords him respect as the first among equals. The
difference between S06ko as Ooni and other chiefs is shown in the praise poetry below:

Wo6ri oré na ké han’mo Olominrin Others are praised and greeted Woori

oré

Ona na ré mé kabiyeési baba mi laafin My father kabiyesi (O0ni) is honoured in
the palace

Yési a bimo ré k& pé é I’Ooni o Adimila ~ Nobody calls his child Ooni Adimula

Adé i i sekori ke la ran mi Crown is not compared with cap

Tkori 6 dan bi ide Cap that shines like brass

S0oko, baba mi Sooko, my father

This excerpt also made a comparison between the Ooni’s crown and SO00ko’s cap. There are
many caps but one crown in a town, therefore no body borrows a crown.
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Conclusion

What the foregoing tells us about S00ko in Ife land is its complex and ironic phenomenon that
needs a deep study to understand. SO0ko’s genesis was traced originally to the descendant of
the princess of Ooni Larooka and this makes her son, S06ko Wabodu, the second position
from the female line. The genesis of SO0ko was also traced later to the days when princes and
princesses were empowered to lord themselves over the people of their community. The
S00ko of other towns in Yoruba land take the same role as princes and princesses from lle-
Ife. As an honorary title, it is an upward trend which has no effect as to the stool of Ooni.

The complexity of S00ko’s title in Ife land focuses on its multi-meanings as prince, princess,
appellation, individual and family panegyrics, chief and king. Ironically, there is the
uncertainty of a full fledge Sooko chief becoming an Ooni. Secondly, there is the compulsion
of an Ooni elect being first turbaned as So6ko, the title which he holds for some days to later

be proclaimed as Ooni-Adimula after his various inductions and training at the sacred ground
called Tlofi.
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