Prague Journal of English Studies
Volume 14, No. 1-2, 2025
ISSN: 1804-8722 (print)
ISSN: 2336-2685 (online)

The Mirror of Satire: Reflections
on Democracy in Alex Roy-Omoni’s
The Ugly Ones

Ogaga Okuyade
Niger Delta University, Wilberforce Island, Nigeria

Since achieving independence in 1960, Nigeria has grappled with entrenched corruption
and institutional decay, overshadowing its vast natural and human resources and
stifling its developmental potential. The systemic corruption pervasive within the
nation’s governance structures deepens the chasm between its political elites and
the ordinary citizenry, casting a dark shadow over Nigeria’s democratic aspirations.
In The Ugly Ones, dramatist Alex Roy- Omoni confronts these enduring challenges,
skilfully using satire to critique the fractured political landscape of Nigeria, where
personal ambition ofien eclipses public responsibility, and power is wielded as a tool
of self-aggrandisement rather than a vehicle for social reform. This paperis therefore,
an inquiry into Roy-Omoni’s sophisticated use of satirical drama, examining how The
Ugly Ones reflects Nigeria’s tumultuous democratic experiment. Through satire, allegory,
and irony, Roy-Omoni captures the ethical, cultural, and political dissonances that
underpin Nigeria’s postcolonial governance, positioning his work as both a searing
critique of the status quo and a call for introspection within African literature. By
analysing the play’s structural, thematic, and performative elements, this paper
illustrates the unique role of satire in Nigerian — and broader African — literature as
a powerful instrument of societal critique and a mirror reflecting the contradictions
that undermine democratic ideals.
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Degradation [...] means coming down to earth, the
contact with earth as an element that swallows up and
gives birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury, to
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sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order to bring forth
something more and better.
(Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World)

Introduction

The concept of democracy has long been celebrated as a system of governance
founded on freedom, equality, and the protection of citizens’ rights (Dahl 1998).
Ideally, democracy embodies a commitment to social justice, transparency,
and citizen empowerment. However, as scholars like Diamond (2008) and
Schmitter and Karl (1991) argue, the practice of democracy often diverges
significantly from these ideals, especially in contexts where socio-political
histories are marked by colonial legacies, corruption, and power imbalances.
Nowhere are these challenges more pronounced than in Nigeria, a country
where democracy has faced formidable obstacles since its independence in
1960. Persistent issues like political corruption, weak governance structures,
and a growing sense of disillusionment among the citizenry have called into
question the viability of democratic ideals in the Nigerian context (Joseph
1987; Osaghae 1998).

Nigeria’s postcolonial experience presents a landscape marked by
a profound struggle between democratic aspirations and entrenched practices
of power and patronage (Ake 1996). Democracy is widely regarded as the
ideal system of governance across the globe, embodying principles that aspire
to ensure equality, freedom, and justice for all citizens. However, it remains
imperative to question the core attributes that define a truly democratic
state. In this regard, Dankwart A. Rustow posed a seminal question over five
decades ago: “What conditions make democracy possible, and what conditions
make it thrive?” (337). While this paper does not seek to delve into Rustow’s
intricate inquiry, it acknowledges the enduring relevance of his reflections.
Instead, this paper turns its focus to the unique capacity of literature to serve
as a medium for interrogating the complexities and paradoxes of democracy
within postcolonial societies. Literature, with its intrinsic ability to reflect,
critique, and reimagine societal constructs, offers a compelling lens through
which to explore the tensions and aspirations inherent in democratic systems.
This paper examines how the ideals and challenges of democracy are artfully
rendered within the frame of a dramatic text, providing insights into the lived
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realities and dilemmas of governance in a postcolonial context. Through
this literary engagement, the paper underscores the pivotal role of cultural
art forms in illuminating and critiquing the democratic experience. These
dynamics make Nigeria fertile ground for literary and dramatic explorations of
its political realities. Within the context of Nigerian literature and drama, satire
has emerged as a potent tool for navigating and critiquing the dissonance
between the promises of democracy and the harsh realities of Nigerian political
life (Soyinka 1973; Osofisan 2001). Nigerian playwright, Alex Roy-Omoni’s
The Ugly Ones provides a compelling example of this trend. Roy-Omoni’s
work engages with the crises of Nigerian democracy through sharp satirical
commentary, following in the tradition of literary giants like Wole Soyinka,
Ola Rotimi, Sam Ukala, Olu Obafemi and Femi Osofisan who have long used
satire to critique societal ills and expose the moral failures of the political
class.

Alex Roy-Omoni is a Nigerian playwright, dramatist, and social
commentator renowned for his incisive use of satire to interrogate societal
and political issues. A keen observer of human nature and governance, Ro-
Omoni’s works are characterised by their sharp wit, vivid characterisation,
and profound engagement with the themes of power, justice, and democracy.
His most celebrated play, The Ugly Ones, stands as a testament to his ability
to weave humour with critique, creating a thought-provoking narrative that
exposes the failures of leadership and the dynamics of societal complicity.
Born in the oil-rich Niger Delta region, Roy-Omoni hails from Ebor-Orogun in
Delta State, his upbringing in a region marked by environmental degradation,
resource exploitation, and political marginalisation significantly influenced his
creative outlook. His works frequently draw upon the socio-political realities
of Nigeria, exploring the tension between the promise of democracy and the
lived experiences of its disillusioned citizens. Roy-Omoni’s contributions
to Nigerian drama align him with the country’s rich tradition of socially
conscious playwrights, such as Wole Soyinka, Ola Rotimi, Femi Osofisan, Sam
Ukala, Olu Obafemi, Tess Onweme and Esiaba Irobi. However, his distinct
voice emerges through his deft use of satire to illuminate the absurdities and
contradictions of contemporary governance. Beyond his achievements in
drama, Roy-Omoni is also an advocate for cultural and civic engagement, often
speaking on the transformative power of art in fostering accountability and
societal reform. His work continues to resonate within and beyond Nigeria,
making him a vital figure in the landscape of African literature and drama.
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The Human Condition and the Utility of Satire
in Imaginative Art

Satire, as M. H. Abrams (166) defines it, is “the literary art of diminishing or
derogating a subject by making it ridiculous and evoking towards it attitudes
of amusement, contempt, scorn, or indignation”. Emerging with the earliest
expressions of human culture, satire has long been a tool for shaping societal
behaviour (Highet 24). In ancient times, before the codification of laws or the
establishment of modern punitive institutions, social order depended largely
on moral expectations. While severe crimes like murder invited physical
punishment, lesser offences such as theft were often subjected to public ridicule
through satirical attacks (Highet 26; Dustin 15). Michael Coffey broadens this
understanding by emphasising that satire operates through parody, invective,
and lampoon but is distinguished by its measured tone. As he notes, satire
embodies “scorn, not a murderous hostility” (4). Its power lies in its dual
nature — piercing like a rat’s bite yet soothing with a breeze. Mere hatred
or direct attack, Coffey suggests, falls short of true satire; as Gilbert Highet
explains, targeting an individual in literature purely out of hatred reduces
satire to mere lampooning (26).

Roger Sharrocks enriches this perspective, describing satire as a delicate
fusion of hostile critique with controlled irony and wit (109). Leonard Feinberg
emphasises the subtlety required of the satirist, who must avoid overt displays
of hatred. Instead, satire employs what Feinberg calls “a playful critical
distortion of the familiar” (19). The Encyclopaedia Britannica adds another
dimension, defining satire as the artistic expression of amusement or disgust
elicited by the absurd or inappropriate, provided that humour is a discernible
element and that the delivery maintains a recognisable literary form (188).
Without humour, satire risks devolving into invective; without literary form,
it becomes little more than clownish ridicule.

From these definitions, it becomes clear that satire operates as an incisive
critique of societal flaws. It employs tools like distortion — whether through
exaggeration or understatement — and delivers a “blistering” effect upon its
targets. It thrives on inversion, transforming reality into a distorted mirror
that reveals the grotesque. While Abrams identifies two primary forms of
formal satire, Horatian and Juvenalian, the latter proves particularly apt for
this analysis. In Juvenalian satire, as Abrams observes, the satirist assumes
the mantle of a serious moralist who denounces vices and errors that are
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both dangerous and absurd, aiming to evoke contempt, moral indignation,
or disillusioned sorrow over humanity’s deviations (167).

In the African literary tradition, satire adheres to universal principles
of parody, invective, and lampoon while engaging deeply with the unique
challenges of African societies. Whether in drama or prose, African satire
reflects a profound commitment to addressing societal ills with wit and
creativity. It ridicules, denounces, and derides folly and vice, but often does
so with a subtlety that allows its critique to penetrate without immediate
resistance. According to Kofi Anyidoho, the satirist bears a resemblance
to Santrofi Anoma, the Akan mythological bird that is both a blessing and
a curse — a blessing for its sharp insight and a curse for its relentless exposure
of societal flaws (5).

The satirist’s role, however, is fraught with risk, as evidenced by the many
African artists who have faced imprisonment or exile for their bold critiques.
To navigate these dangers, the satirist employs various techniques to mask
their intentions, coating their critiques in humour and irony to make them
palatable to their audience. As Anyidoho notes, the satirist treads a precarious
path where “the mouth” may invite serious consequences, underscoring the
need for careful craftsmanship and discretion in deploying satire.

Satire, the art of critiquing societal ills through humour, irony, and
exaggeration, has always found a natural home in literature. In its varied
forms, it permeates African literary traditions, where it emerges as a potent
tool for addressing social vices and advocating for justice and equity. G. G.
Darah aptly describes the satirist as “a defender of communal norms and
virtues,” a portrayal that underscores the moral obligations often attributed to
practitioners of this genre. This view has led scholars to draw a clear distinction
between authentic satire and its derivative counterpart, lampoon. Whereas
lampoon relies heavily on invective and coarse derision, satire is marked by
restraint, sophistication, and a nuanced critique of its subject. As John Dryden
famously characterised it, satire employs “the fineness of a stroke that separates
the head from the body and leaves it standing in its place” (Darah 22-23).

Kimani Njogu, building on Northrop Frye’s conceptualisation of satire,
identifies it as a form of “militant irony” with two defining characteristics. First,
it is inherently aggressive, functioning as an attack on its target. Second, its
primary weapon is irony — a versatile and intricate rhetorical device. According
to Frye, irony is fundamentally dialogic, inviting interpreters to decipher its
meaning by situating it within a broader context. The satirist, through the
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deployment of irony, calls on readers to reconfigure their understanding of
the text, thereby fostering a dynamic interplay between the work and its
audience (Njogu 3).

Njogu elaborates on this dialogic nature, asserting that satire references
another text or context as the subject of its critique, while simultaneously
depending on the audience’s ability to recognise and decode its oblique
expressions. This interpretive interplay positions satire as an inherently
ambivalent genre, one that oscillates between critique and humour,
provocation and subtlety. Njogu further aligns satire with parody, noting
their shared “carnival sense of the world”, wherein societal norms are inverted,
and established truths are challenged. As he explains, “[s]atire, like parody,
turns the world inside out [...] because it relies on the interpreters’ ability to
discern that the seemingly indirect expression is, in fact, a deliberate attack
with specific objectives” (Njogu 3).

Thus, satire emerges as a genre that wields humour and irony with precision,
challenging its audience to engage critically with its layered messages. Its
potency lies not only in its capacity to expose and ridicule societal vices but
also in its ability to inspire reflection and dialogue, making it a vital element in
the literary tradition and a compelling instrument of social transformation.

Since Nigeria’s independence, the country’s political landscape has been
characterised by numerous obstacles that have impeded its democratic growth.
As one of the most resource-rich nations in Africa, Nigeria’s potential stands
in stark contrast to its socio-political realities, which are often marred by
endemic corruption and exploitation of public resources. In A Culture of
Corruption, Daniel Jordan Smith explores the pervasiveness of corruption in
Nigeria, examining how it affects social, political, and economic life. Through
ethnographic research, Smith analyses the ways in which corruption is both
resisted and normalised within Nigerian society, offering insights into its
impact on governance and public trust. (Smith 2007). This corruption has
exacerbated the disillusionment of the Nigerian masses, who are frequently
left at the mercy of self-serving leaders. In A History of Nigeria, Toyin Falola
and Matthew Heaton provide an insightful and comprehensive overview of
Nigeria’s history, covering pre-colonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods. The
book examines Nigeria’s political, social, and economic developments, with
insights into the challenges and complexities of nation-building and identity
in one of Africa’s most populous countries (Falola & Heaton 2008). In The
Ugly Ones, Alex Roy-Omoni encapsulates this disillusionment, presenting
a satirical exploration of the crises within Nigerian democracy.
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In Alex Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Ones, satire operates on three critical levels:
political, economic, and religious. Roy-Omoni masterfully deploys wit,
sarcasm, and irony to expose the absurdities and injustices within these
domains. This paper examines how Roy-Omoni’s incisive use of these tools
transforms satire into a potent agent of critique, shedding light on the socio-
political and cultural challenges of contemporary society.

Satire as a Mirror for Democratic Critique in The Ugly
Ones

In The Ugly Ones, Roy-Omoni presents a scathing critique of Nigeria’s
democratic system, spotlighting the disillusionment of the populace and the
corrupt ambitions of politicians. Through characters that epitomise greed,
deception, and moral decay, the play reveals a democratic system marred by
power struggles, neglect of social contracts, and pervasive corruption. This
satirical approach not only reflects Nigeria’s socio-political environment but
also resonates with a broader African reality where democratic ideals are
frequently subverted by the very individuals meant to uphold them (Mbembe
2001; Wa Thiong’o 1981). In On the Postcolony, like Wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising
the Mind, Achille Mbembe offers a critical analysis of postcolonial African
societies, exploring themes of power, identity, and resistance. Mbembe delves
into the complexities of African postcolonial life, examining how colonial
legacies continue to shape contemporary political and social realities in
Africa.

Drama, particularly satire, possesses a unique capacity to engage with
complex socio-political issues, rendering them both accessible and thought-
provoking. In this vein, Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Ones masterfully employs
satire to expose the pervasive corruption that continues to erode Nigeria’s
democratic institutions. Satire enables Roy-Omoni to expose the hypocrisies
and moral failures that characterise Nigerian politics, creating a narrative
that resonates with the frustrations of a populace whose democratic
hopes have been repeatedly dashed (Moylan 2017). While the play exudes
a consistently vibrant dramatic energy, it departs from the conventional
norms of a symmetrical plot structure. Instead, its narrative unfolds through
a dynamic interplay of characters, settings, and dialogue, which collectively
construct a compelling allegory of Nigerian democracy. The drama intricately
explores how democratic processes are subverted when the pursuit of power
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becomes a vehicle for personal enrichment rather than public service. This
thematic exploration is particularly poignant as it zeroes in on the smallest yet
most critical tier of governance — the Local Government — at the grassroots.
Through this lens, the play lays bare the vulnerabilities of democratic ideals
when compromised at their foundational level, serving as both a cautionary
tale and a call for introspection.

Set in the fictional, chaotic Local Government of Iretomiwa, The Ugly Ones
unfolds as a powerful satirical drama that critiques the failures of leadership,
societal corruption, and the struggle for justice in a fledgling democracy.
The play begins by introducing the decrepit Iretomiwa, plagued by poverty,
moral decay, and disillusionment. The inhabitants of Iretomiwa live under
the oppressive rule of a corrupt political elite, led by the egocentric Local
Government Chairman, Chief Iboyemi and his inner circle of sycophants.
Through Roy-Omoni’s sharp wit and piercing dialogue, the audience is exposed
to the grotesque disparity between the ruling class and the suffering masses.
The apparent gap in the socio-economic relationship between the rulers and
the ruled is further heightened by the dissenting, lyrics of Idris Adbulkareem,
“Nijiria Jaga Jaga”.

The plot gains momentum with the introduction of two primary characters:
Comrade Erinoso, a disillusioned member of the Workers’ Union who has
become the voice of dissent in his community, and Comrade Folarin, a cynical
Labour Leader determined to expose the rot at the heart of the government,
but who then gets trapped in the web of corruption. Both men struggle with
the realisation that Iretomiwa’s problems are not only political but also deeply
rooted in the apathy and complicity of its citizens.

The turning point of the drama unfolds with the brazen manipulation
of a local election, orchestrated to secure victory for Iboyemi — a politician
whose ineptitude is rivalled only by his insatiable greed and penchant for
deception. This audacious betrayal of democratic ideals ignites widespread
outrage, spilling into the streets in a surge of protest. Amid the chaos, Erinoso
and Folarin, both unwilling yet impassioned, find themselves at the forefront
of a burgeoning resistance movement.

In a calculated counter offensive, the Chairman deploys a sinister
propaganda machine, sowing discord and distortion among the populace.
Central to this strategy is the establishment of the ominously named Secret
Talk Organization, a shadowy apparatus of repression led by Okoye. Under
his command, the government vigilante force — dubbed by critics as an anti-
people outfit — is unleashed to crush dissent with ruthless efficiency. Protesters

160



THE MIRROR OF SATIRE

are branded as enemies of the state and saboteurs, labels meticulously crafted
to strip them of humanity and justify the suppression of their voices. Thus, the
machinery of oppression grinds on, tightening its grip on a society teetering
on the edge of upheaval.

As the resistance swells in strength and numbers, fractures begin to emerge
within its leadership, revealing the fragile undercurrents of discord. Chief
Boyeji, once a steadfast confidant, grows increasingly sceptical of the mystical
forces underpinning their grip on authority. With a voice tinged with unease,
he warns Iboyemi, the embattled Local Government Chairman, that the people
may have uncovered the veiled secrets that sustain their hold on power. The
shadow of doubt lingers, casting an ominous pall over their fragile dominion.
Within the ranks of the opposition, a battle of ideologies brews. The leaders
of the Labour Union, ardent believers in the transformative power of non-
violent reform and the awakening potential of education, clash with a faction
that advocates unyielding confrontation and the necessity of revolutionary
upheaval. These philosophical divides deepen, threatening to fracture the
movement from within at a time when unity is most imperative.

As this ideological tug-of-war rages on, the government escalates its
campaign of repression with chilling precision. Arrests become commonplace,
dissenting voices are silenced through relentless censorship, and a web of
insidious falsehoods is spun to discredit the uprising. Yet, even as the state
tightens its iron grip, the question remains: can the resistance endure the
weight of its internal strife while weathering the onslaught of tyranny?

The play reaches its electrifying climax during the charged proceedings
of a hearing on the Workers’ Union’s suit against the Chairman and his
oppressive regime. Outside the courthouse, a sea of protesters gathers,
undeterred by the looming presence of armed security forces. Their defiance
is palpable, a testament to their collective yearning for justice and change.
Within the courtroom, the tension mounts as the Workers’ Union leaders
deliver impassioned arguments, culminating in a stirring monologue that
pierces the hearts of all present. They implore the citizens of Iretimowa
to cast off the dehumanising labels forced upon them by the ruling elite,
urging them to reclaim their stolen dignity and agency. Comrade Folarin’s
words rise above the din, a clarion call that echoes through the crowd like
a thunderclap. His fervent appeal ignites a spark, transforming their lingering
fear into unyielding courage. But as hope surges, so too does the fragility of
control. The demonstration outside takes a dark turn as chaos erupts. A wave
of anger overtakes the protest, with segments of the crowd succumbing to
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destructive impulses. Looting breaks out, public property is defaced, and
violence consumes the once-peaceful demonstration. The air thickens with
cries of anguish as casualties mount — a tragic by-product of desperation
and fury.

The cataclysmic aftermath of the upheaval leaves devastation in its wake, as
the very chaos that momentarily promised transformation is deftly weaponised
by the ruling regime. The eruption of violence becomes a calculated instrument
of state repression, enabling those in power to manipulate the disorder to
their advantage. The presiding judge, seizing upon the turbulence as a pretext,
summarily dismisses the Workers’ Union’s lawsuit, effectively silencing
their legal challenge and reinforcing the systemic inequities they sought
to dismantle. In a cruel and ironic twist of fate, what initially appeared as
a moment of radical potential — a rupture in the established order capable
of ushering in change — ultimately fortifies the state’s stranglehold. Yet, the
blood spilled upon the streets does not fade into obscurity; rather, it becomes
an indelible testament to the cost of oppression, fuelling an even more fervent
and unyielding resistance. The embers of defiance, far from being extinguished,
now burn with greater intensity, illuminating the path towards liberation with
a renewed and uncompromising resolve.

In the play’s resolution, the audience is left with a bittersweet sense of
hope. While the government remains in power, through an obnoxious court
judgment, cracks have begun to appear in its foundation. Chief Iboyemi and
his cronies, though physically defeated, inspire a new generation of leaders,
who vow to continue the fight for a truly democratic Iretomiwa aptly expressed
in the demonstration. The play ends with an allegorical scene, which amplifies
its satirical range: “Chief Iboyemi: [ ...]. So, he too has become ugly. Everybody
is ugly. Look at the way he summarily dismissed the case with a clause ‘not
sufficiently proved’ (The Ugly Ones 63). The near-total absence of virtue among
the characters in the play, coupled with their unabashed readiness to sacrifice
communal interests at the slightest opportunity for personal gain, casts a dark
and ominous shadow over the prospects of democracy.

Through its richly drawn characters, biting humour, and unflinching critique
of power, The Ugly Ones holds up a mirror to the challenges of democracy and
governance, making it a poignant and timeless commentary on the human
condition. Roy-Omoni’s approach to character development in The Ugly
Ones diverges from traditional dramatic conventions, where heroes are often
virtuous figures that contrast with morally compromised antagonists. Instead,
Roy-Omoni populates his play with morally compromised characters who
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collectively reflect the pervasive corruption within Nigeria’s political sphere.
This choice underscores the reality that in Nigerian politics, corruption is
not limited to a few individuals but has become a systemic issue, permeating
every level of governance. Through this allegorical framework, Roy-Omoni
illustrates how power, rather than being a vehicle for societal transformation,
has become an end in itself, wielded by elites to reinforce their dominance at
the public’s expense (Achebe 1983; Ekeh 1975).

The satire in The Ugly Ones serves multiple functions: it entertains, critiques,
and provokes audiences to re-evaluate the role of citizens and leaders in
Nigeria’s democratic journey. Roy-Omoni’s use of irony, parody, and dark
humour creates a layered critique of Nigerian democracy. Irony, in particular,
is a recurring motif in the play, highlighting the dissonance between Nigeria’s
democratic ideals and the actual functioning of its political system. The
character of Chief Iboyemi, a self-serving politician, exemplifies this irony
as he declares his entry into politics for personal wealth rather than public
service. Such portrayals reflect a pervasive mindset within Nigeria’s political
class, where public office is seen not as a responsibility but as an avenue for
personal enrichment. Through characters like Iboyemi, Roy-Omoni satirises
the moral bankruptcy that pervades Nigerian politics, illustrating how the
pursuit of power often eclipses any commitment to public welfare.

Additionally, the play’s allegorical elements enhance its satirical impact by
reflecting broader societal issues. For instance, symbols like the ballot box and
judiciary, which should embody democratic accountability, are compromised
by corruption in the play. These elements serve as metaphors for the erosion
of democratic values, portraying how Nigeria’s democratic institutions are
frequently manipulated for personal and political gain. By employing allegory,
Roy-Omoni presents a drama that transcends individual characters, offering
insights into the systemic issues that undermine Nigerian democracy (Obafemi
2008). Alex Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Ones masterfully employs satire to dissect
and critique the persistent failures of democracy in Nigeria, presenting
a scathing yet thought-provoking commentary on governance, leadership,
and the erosion of collective ideals. By weaving humour with incisive social
critique, the play unravels the paradoxes of a democratic system that outwardly
espouses freedom and equality yet perpetuates corruption, oppression, and
systemic inequities.

Through the character of Chief Iboyemi and his political cohorts, Alex
Roy-Omoni masterfully satirises the archetype of the self-serving African
leader, unmasking the absurdity of their propaganda, the depths of their
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incompetence, and their shameless disdain for accountability. Chief Iboyemi’s
branding of dissenters as “tugs” exemplifies the cynical weaponisation of
power to suppress opposition, revealing how the language of democracy
is frequently hijacked to justify authoritarian practices. Yet, Roy-Omoni’s
critique extends beyond the ruling elite; it also scrutinises the complicity
of the masses, whose oscillation between passive resignation and sporadic,
ineffectual resistance underscores their role in the stagnation of democratic
ideals. This dual critique illuminates the shared culpability of leaders and
citizens in the erosion of governance and the regression of progress.

Ro-Omoni’s satire, though piercing, is deliberate and deeply purposeful. It
transcends mere entertainment, seeking instead to provoke introspection and
inspire transformative action. By amplifying societal flaws and juxtaposing
grotesque absurdities with glimmers of hope, The Ugly Ones compels its
audience to confront uncomfortable truths about power dynamics, civic
duty, and the fragility of democracy. The play’s enduring resonance lies in
its ability to spotlight these pressing concerns, urging a collective reckoning
with the failures of the present while envisioning a future shaped by justice
and equity. Through its incisive satire, Roy-Omoni weaves a socio-existential
narrative that surpasses its immediate context, offering a timeless meditation
on the challenges and possibilities of democratic governance. His portrayal
of a fractured society, rife with moral decay and political corruption, is
counterbalanced by a call to action that implores both leaders and citizens
to rise to the demands of accountability and reform.

Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Ones cements his place as a pivotal voice in Nigerian
drama, blending artistic ingenuity with profound sociopolitical critique. In
this work, Roy-Omoni employs satire as both an aesthetic and ideological
instrument, confronting themes of corruption, leadership failure, and civic
responsibility while enriching the ongoing discourse on democracy and justice
in postcolonial Nigeria. The play not only reinforces the enduring role of theatre
as a mirror to society but also elevates it as a space for intellectual engagement
and moral inquiry, offering a powerful commentary on the complexities of
governance and the enduring pursuit of collective redemption.

At the heart of The Ugly Ones lies Roy-Omoni’s exceptional ability to distil the
Nigerian experience into a vivid and thought-provoking narrative. The fictional
Local Government and by extension Iretomiwa, with its corrupt leaders,
complicit masses, and fragile democratic institutions, is a poignant microcosm
of postcolonial Nigeria and Africa at large. Through sharp wit and incisive
dialogue, Roy-Omoni critiques the cyclical failures of governance, where

164



THE MIRROR OF SATIRE

democratic ideals are perpetually undermined by greed, incompetence, and
systemic inequities. Iboyemi, the egotistical leader of Iretomiwa, is portrayed
as both absurdly comedic and tragically emblematic of the archetypal African
despot. In this character and others, Roy-Omoni captures the tragic irony
of leadership in a postcolonial context: leaders who promise progress but
instead perpetuate stagnation and despair. In The Ugly Ones, the interplay
between apathy and resistance emerges as a central theme, vividly reflecting
the complexities of human response to oppression. Through his satirical
lens, Roy-Omoni explores the psychological, social, and political forces that
shape individual and collective behaviour under a regime of authoritarianism
disguised as democracy. This tension, intricately woven into the narrative,
underscores the fragility of agency in the face of systemic corruption while
also offering glimpses of the transformative potential of resistance.

At the core of Alex Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Onesare the masses of Iretomiwa,
a fictionalised microcosm of Nigerian society, suspended in a fraught oscillation
between passive resignation and intermittent eruptions of dissent. Roy-Omoni
masterfully captures the seductive pull of apathy — its illusion of safety, stability,
and the avoidance of confrontation. In a world where dissenters are vilified as
goons and resistance is met with hostility, the citizens’ retreat into silence and
submission is portrayed not as mere cowardice but as an instinctive strategy
for survival. Yet, this apathy is not without consequence; it exacts profound
moral costs, tacitly endorsing the corrupt leadership of Chief Iboyemi and
perpetuating a system of entrenched injustice. Contrasting this prevailing
inertia is the fiery defiance of characters like Erinoso and Haruna, whose
rebellion pierces through the deceptive calm of Iboyemi’s regime. Their
resistance is not merely an act of defiance but a poignant assertion of moral
conscience within the narrative. Marginalised and demonised as threats to
societal order, these figures embody the courage to question the status quo,
forcing both the audience and their fellow citizens to confront the high price of
silence. Erinoso and Haruna’s impassioned denunciations transcend personal
grievances, symbolising the dignity and resilience inherent in standing against
oppression, even when triumph seems distant. Through their struggles, Roy-
Omoni illuminates the indomitable spirit of resistance, reminding us that even
in the most hostile conditions, the seeds of transformation can take root.

The psychological toll of this societal tension is vividly portrayed, as Roy-
Omoni delves into the fear, disillusionment, and historical burdens that
inhibit collective action. The citizens’ wavering commitment to resistance
reflects a society grappling with its fractured identity and blurred sense of
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responsibility. Yet, Roy-Omoni’s narrative resists descending into despair.
Instead, the play gestures towards hope, suggesting that while resistance
is fraught with sacrifice, it carries the potential for renewal, liberation, and
a reawakening of democratic ideals. In T4e Ugly Ones, Roy-Omoni masterfully
uses the dichotomy between apathy and resistance to pose profound and
urgent questions: Can silence ever be justified in the face of tyranny? What
ethical obligations bind those who witness systemic injustice? And perhaps
most critically, what is the ultimate cost of inaction? By dramatising these
dilemmas, Roy-Omoni transcends the bounds of political critique, crafting
a poignant meditation on the human condition under oppressive rule.

The play’s enduring resonance lies in its challenge to its audience — an
unflinching call to confront their complicity in the perpetuation of societal
injustices. By juxtaposing the passivity of the masses with the courage of
dissenters, Roy-Omoni underscores the reciprocal relationship between corrupt
leadership and a disengaged citizenry, revealing how democratic dysfunction
is sustained by mutual complicity. This dual critique holds both the rulers and
the ruled accountable, forcing an uncomfortable reckoning with the structures
that enable systemic failure. Roy-Omoni’s incisive satire is not limited to
political leadership; it extends to the broader social fabric, deftly balancing
humour with critique in his portrayal of the masses. The citizens’ vacillation
between apathy and fleeting outrage underscores the fragile foundation of
their democracy, illuminating the shared responsibility for its decline. Through
this nuanced depiction, Roy-Omoni crafts a searing exploration of how societal
inertia and fleeting indignation enable authoritarianism to thrive.

Ultimately, The Ugly Ones is a masterful dissection of systemic corruption,
exposing the intricate mechanisms by which democracy is hollowed out in the
fictional Iretomiwa. Through its unflinching portrayal of electoral malpractice,
abuse of power, judicial complicity, and the dehumanisation of dissenters, the
play interrogates not only the collapse of governance but also the profound
human cost of such failures. Roy-Omoni’s sharp satire compels audiences to
reflect on the moral and civic crises that underpin these betrayals, challenging
them to envision a path towards justice rooted in courage, solidarity, and
sustained action. With its potent blend of artistic ingenuity and sociopolitical
critique, The Ugly Ones transcends its immediate context, solidifying Alex
Roy-Omoni’s place as a vital voice in Nigerian drama. It elevates theatre
as a medium for societal introspection, intellectual engagement, and the
relentless pursuit of justice in the face of systemic oppression.
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At the core of The Ugly Ones lies its damning portrayal of electoral malpractice,
a theme that resonates deeply in the Nigerian and broader postcolonial contexts.
Roy-Omoni depicts elections not as instruments of democratic renewal but
as spectacles of manipulation and deceit, where votes are bought, dissent is
silenced, and results are predetermined. The farcical nature of Iretomiwa’s
electoral process is emblematic of a system in which power is retained through
coercion rather than consent. Iboyemi’s regime epitomises this betrayal of
democratic principles. Roy-Omoni portrays the electoral process as a charade,
with the masses disenfranchised and their choices rendered meaningless.
The satire exposes the futility of electoral participation in a system where
institutions of accountability — such as the judiciary and the media — are
compromised, leaving the populace in a perpetual state of disempowerment.
Through this, Roy-Omoni underscores how electoral malpractice erodes trust
in governance, creating a cynical and disengaged citizenry.

Roy-Omoni’s critique extends beyond electoral malpractice to encompass
the broader abuse of power that defines Iboyemi’s administration. The
Chairman’s character embodies the archetypal despot — egoistic, paranoid,
and ruthlessly self-serving. His administration consolidates power through
intimidation, censorship, and the orchestration of fear, blurring the lines
between democracy and dictatorship. The abuse of power manifests in the
systemic exploitation of Iretomiwa’s resources and the institutionalised
oppression of its citizens. Roy-Omoni’s portrayal of this exploitation is both
grotesque and tragic, highlighting how leaders who promise prosperity instead
plunge their nations into poverty and despair. Iboyemi’s regime perpetuates
a culture of impunity, where loyalty to the state is rewarded with privileges,
and dissent is met with brutal repression. This dynamic reflects the ways in
which power, when unchecked, becomes a tool for personal enrichment rather
than public service.

Through these intricately interwoven themes, Alex Roy-Omoni vividly
illuminates the profound human toll of systemic corruption. The citizens
of Iretomiwa are portrayed as victims ensnared in a governance system that
exploits their labour, suppresses their voices, and strips them of their inherent
dignity. The title 74e Ugly Ones functions as a masterful irony, suggesting that
the collective “ugliness” of Iretomiwa extends beyond individual failings to
encompass the broader citizenry. This is particularly evident in the morally
bankrupt public officials, whose relentless pursuit of self-interest perpetuates
societal stagnation and decay.
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However, the ugliness is not confined to individuals alone; it permeates the
very democratic structures that underpin the state’s governance. This systemic
failure underscores the crisis of self-rule in postcolonial African states, where
democratic ideals are often subverted by corruption, incompetence, and the
absence of accountability. The play’s portrayal of these themes transcends
its immediate context, offering a universal commentary on the fragility of
democracy when faced with entrenched systemic abuse and moral erosion.

Roy-Omoni’s sharp satirical lens challenges audiences to confront
uncomfortable truths about their complicity in sustaining such systems of
governance. At the same time, the play tenderly underscores the resilience and
indomitable humanity of those who dare to resist, reclaiming their dignity and
challenging the status quo. By juxtaposing these elements, Roy-Omoni crafts
a poignant narrative that not only critiques the failures of leadership but also
inspires introspection, collective action, and a deeper understanding of the
intricate dynamics between power, governance, and moral accountability.

Through The Ugly Ones, Roy-Omoni reaffirms the centrality of drama in
fostering public discourse on democracy and justice. Nigerian drama has
historically served as a space for articulating resistance and envisioning
alternatives, from Wole Soyinka’s critiques of power to Femi Osofisan’s
explorations of revolution and hope. Roy-Omoni’s contribution lies in his
ability to merge this legacy with a contemporary sensibility, addressing the
unique challenges of democracy in the 21% century. In The Ugly Ones, the
stage becomes a microcosm of the sociopolitical arena, where debates about
justice, power, and agency are brought to life. Characters like Erinoso and
Haruna embody the tension between reformist and revolutionary approaches
to change, echoing real-world debates about the most effective strategies
for achieving justice in flawed democracies. Their dialogues and ideological
conflicts invite the audience to engage critically with the complexities of civic
action, making the play not just a performance but a participatory exercise
in democratic reflection.

Justice, as envisioned in The Ugly Ones, transcends the legalistic framework
of right and wrong, delving into deeper questions of moral and social equity.
Roy-Omoni uses the plight of Iretomiwa’s citizens to highlight the pervasive
injustices that arise when governance serves the interests of a select few at
the expense of the majority. The protesters, derogatorily labelled “thugs”,
symbolise the marginalised and disenfranchised, whose resistance challenges
the legitimacy of a system built on exploitation.
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The play’s exploration of justice is both specific and universal. While rooted
in the Nigerian context, it speaks to broader struggles for equity and human
dignity across the postcolonial world. Roy-Omoni’s work resonates with
movements for social justice, drawing parallels between Iretomiwa’s fictional
struggles and real-world efforts to confront oppression and reclaim agency.

Roy-Omoni’s contribution to Nigerian drama lies not only in the thematic
depth of his work but also in his innovative use of satire as a mode of resistance.
His humour, though scathing, is never nihilistic; it is a vehicle for hope and
transformation. By exposing the absurdities of power and the resilience of
the oppressed, The Ugly Ones inspires its audience to envision and strive for
a more just and democratic society. Furthermore, Roy-Omoni’s play enriches
the broader discourse on democracy and justice by offering a narrative that is
both locally grounded and globally resonant. His characters, conflicts, and
resolutions reflect the unique challenges of Nigerian democracy while engaging
with universal questions of power, responsibility, and collective action. This
dual focus ensures that his work remains relevant not only within Nigeria but
also in wider conversations about governance and human rights.

Conclusion

From analysis of the text, it becomes obvious that satire, as a literary mode,
has long served as both a reflective mirror and a sharp scalpel, dissecting the
ills of society while urging its audience to confront uncomfortable truths. In
Alex Roy-Omoni’s The Ugly Ones, this dual function of satire is masterfully
deployed, presenting a poignant critique of the failures of leadership, the
complicity of the masses, and the pervasive erosion of democratic ideals in
Nigeria. Roy-Omoni’s play transcends mere entertainment, positioning satire
as a powerful tool for fostering self-awareness, inspiring reform, and ultimately
galvanising society towards a more just and equitable order.

In The Ugly Ones, Alex Roy-Omoni presents a poignant and incisive
critique of Nigeria’s democratic experiment, underscoring the tragic irony
of a governance system compromised by those tasked with upholding
its principles. Through a tapestry of flawed characters, ironic twists, and
allegorical representations, Roy-Omoni illustrates the gulf between democratic
ideals and the lived experiences of Nigerians. His satire serves not merely
to entertain but to expose the deep structural issues embedded in Nigeria’s
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political system, revealing the hollow promises and entrenched corruption
that define the nation’s political landscape.

Roy-Omoni’s work transcends mere satire, becoming a form of resistance
and social critique. By dramatising the failures of Nigeria’s democracy, he
invites audiences to question the legitimacy of a government that has failed
to fulfil its social contract, urging them to reflect on the responsibilities of
both leaders and citizens in shaping the country’s political future. Roy-Omoni
aligns himself with a lineage of African writers who use literature as a vehicle
for social change, challenging audiences to reimagine democracy as more
than just a label and as an active commitment to justice, accountability, and
citizen agency (Mbembe, 2001).

Considering Eric Vivier’s observation, pointing out the limitations of
theories of satire that seem to exhaust their efforts at the level of generic
definitions and the questions of form: “The deeply controversial nature of satire
requires us to think about texts in terms of what they do — as agents in a culture
continually reshaping, reinforcing, and reproducing itself” (9). Ultimately,
The Ugly Ones underscores the necessity of a reinvigorated democratic spirit,
where governance truly reflects the needs, hopes, and aspirations of the people.
Roy-Omoni’s satirical lens illuminates the potential for change, suggesting
that a more ethical and accountable system of governance is achievable. In
doing so, he contributes to a broader discourse on governance in postcolonial
Africa, demonstrating how literature can be a powerful force for socio-political
transformation. Through its satirical exploration of Nigeria’s democratic
struggles, The Ugly Ones leaves audiences with a resonant message: that
democracy, for all its flaws and contradictions, remains a vision worth pursuing,
provided it becomes a genuine expression of the people’s will. To sum up,
the masses’ oscillation between apathy and resistance reflects the challenges
of mobilising collective action in a society plagued by disillusionment and
fear. In The Ugly Ones, Roy-Omoni not only critiques the failures of democracy
in Nigeria but also underscores the resilience of those who dare to resist,
offering a timeless commentary on the nation’s ongoing quest for justice and
accountability.
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