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   Songhai labourers





1
   Will never climb





2
 
    Out of the crypt of misery
 



3
    Dank all life long

 



4 

They are cursed 





5 
 

Reined in by those they chose 



6 
 
To lift them




             

7 

No greater enemy 



            

8 

Than the one, in one’s household 

           

9 

The python with which one sleeps 

          

10 

At night on the same bed 


          

11 

7000 naira* wages, slashed to the bone 
        
12 

Before the cock crows 
 
                             
14 

Their fish head dillied and dallied 
 
        

15 

What do they care? 


                     

16 

The kingfishers of pains. 

                     

17 

Their own mint outside the pail 
      
      

18 

The black gold lubricates 
 
                            
19 

Their fingers  
 
 
                            
20 

Bales of the ‘#’ notes  
                                          
 21 

Carried by midnight owls 
 
                            
  22 

Made pregnant, the garments they wear 
   

  23 

To make truth face backwards 
 
   

   24 

These law making bandits. 
 

      

   25 

Those accorded titles of dignity 

      

    26 

Should avoid perverting the will of the polity    

    26 

They forget however,  
 
 
      

    27 

The sky is flat as sea.  
 
 


    28 

Strikes today, famine tomorrow 
 


    29 

The mekunnus* are dying 
 
 


    30 

Talakawas* eye the moon for delivery 


31 

Slavery machines of penury  
 


32 

Not even a nobel austerity assigned them 


33 

They ate unhappiness for dinner 
 


   34 

The new day can be ancient again 
 


35 

Of thwarted desires and forlon hopes  


36 

Their work not only sweats but also thinks and panics 
37 

Only marauders maim without care.  


38 

Amidst the throngs of forthright animals 


39 

Lives the fool  
 
 
 


40 

The virus that decimates a plant 
 


41 

Lives amidst its leaves 




42
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MINIMUM WAGE, MAXIMUM WAHALA
BACKGROUND OF THE POET

Tayo Olafioye is a prize-winning poet whose literary exploits in the US distinguished him as a professor of literature. A poet of the younger generation, his predominate concern is for the future of nationhood and national identity in Nigeria; and his own relationship to the nation as steadfast poet writing from abroad. 
Tayo Olafioye was born in 1948. He is one of the many Nigerian professors who were forced by the system to relocate abroad. Before relocating abroad, however, he was a lecturer in the University of Ilorin.
He was educated at the University of Lagos, Nigeria, the University of San Diego, the University of Califonia and the University of Denver, Colorado.

He won prizes for his volumes of poetry, which include Sorrows of a Town Crier (1988) and Bush Girl Comes to Town (1988) among others. His other publications include: The Excellence of Silence, The Saga of Sego (1982) and two works of literary criticism: Responses to Creativity and Views on New African Writings (1989).
INTRODUCTION TO THE POEM
That Tayo Olafioye is a skilled user of satire and images is evident in the 42 line poem, Minimum Wage: Maximum Wahala. Without a shred of doubt, the poem carries the finishing of the African touch. The malapropism, “Wahala” is an African pidgin term used to depict massive trouble, chaos, and often helpless confusion. Further proof of the poem’s African orientation is the poet’s allusion to the empire of Songhai in what is now modern day Mali. Again, the poem makes an allusion to the Nigerian local currency, the Naira and of course, the masterful use of the poet’s poetic license in using words like ‘Mekunnus’ and ‘talakawas’ solidifies the African undertone of the poem.

SUBJECT MATTER

With the masterful use of literary devices like satire, allegory and didactic elements cleverly woven together in a tone and diction that is clearly apt, the poet expresses in unambiguous terms, his disapproval of economic slavery, exploitation of the underclass by the ruling class and a total contempt for the working class. 

The poet begins by describing the pitiful state of Songhai labourers. “Songhai labourers will never climb/out of the crypt of misery…” (Line 1 – 3). “Songhai labourers” is a term representative of all workers in a given society where people’s labour, in conformity with Maxist ideologies, are more often than not exploited by the elites and priviledged few. This is a perfect imagery conveying the consciousness of slavery – a metaphorical impression of a society where people’s labour and toil are not rewarded fairly, to say the least. The poet-speaker makes a clear impression on his audience in the first three lines. The fact that “Songhai labourers will never climb out of the cript of misery’ is indicative of ‘wahala’ that the overall title of the poem suggests.
Line 4 and 5 are clear metaphors that indicate the hopelessness and sufferings of those at the base of society’s chain of existence. “Dank all life long” (Line 4) indicates the cold and bitter state of the populace. It is as if they are cursed. “They are cursed” (Line 5) is a strong metaphor intensifying the pitiful state of the workforce. 

In line line 6 – 11, the poet uses irony as a literary instrument to highlight the disappointing circumstance of the labour force and common man. The elite who are elected by the masses to bring relief turn around to be actually mortal enemies rather than leaders. “Reined in by those they chose/to lift them.” (line 6 and 7). Pretending to friends of the common man, these elites abuse the undeserved trust accorded them and manifest their injurious nature, just like poisonous snakes. Indeed, the term, “The python with whom one sleeps/At night on the same bed,” (Line 10 and 11) is a fitting description.
The poet’s specific mention of “7,000 naira wages” (line 12) is of great interest. The minimum wage, according to the poet, is barely enough to sustain the working class for even a day. Under the endless weight of the rising cost of living, the minimum wage is more or less a mockery of the term wage, for in the words of the poet, the “…wages slashed to the bone/Before the cock crows” (Line 12 and 13). Sadly, in the face of this unparalleled adversity, the leaders who the poet calls in line 17 as “The kingfishers of pain” are indifferent. “What do they care?” (Line 16). Whereas the underclass works tirelessly to the extent that the poet personifies their work in line 37, the elites do nothing and yet reap the larger benefits. In the words of the poet, “The black gold lubricates/Their fingers.” (Line 19 and 20) Consequently, the labour force is caught up in an endless cycle of the dependency culture. While the elites smile to the bank with “Bales of naira notes/Carried by midnight owls” (line 21 and 22) and even overeat to the extent that they become obese and make “…pregnant the garment they wear” (Line 23), the common man wallows in penury and abject lack.
With all the above vivid word pictures, the poet-speaker highlighted the lopsided distribution of wealth and resources in the society, the inequality in our society as well as the impecunious condition of the working lower class. The poet identifies the two classes, the grassroots and the elites, using some interesting terms. Whereas he describes the working class using such words as:  the “mekunnus” (Line 30), the “talakawas” (Line 31), “The slavery machines of penury” (Line 32), he describes the elites using such words as: “law making bandits,” (line 25), “those accorded titles of dignity” (Line 26), and “kingfishers of pain”. 

Clearly, the poet successfully exposes the injustice in the society, the economic slavery and the total neglect of the common man in our society. Olafioye successfully reflects on the plight of the Nigerian workers. The title reminds one of the time when the salaries of workers were pegged at 7,000 naira minimum and rather than enhance the lives of the workers, it brings about “maximum wahala”.
THEMES
Some interesting themes are woven into the lines of the poem. Some of them are:
1. Economic Slavery and Exploitation
 The theme of economic slavery is the tiny thread that runs through the poem. The working class work like “slavery machines” (line 32). Yet, all their labour amounts to penury. Their entire monthly wage is not even enough to carter for their needs for a day for in the exact words of the poet, the “7,000 naira wages slashed to the bone/Before the cock crows”. It is so bad that the poet says “they will never climb/out of the crypt of misery” (line 2 and 3). Conversely, the elites enjoy the dividends of all the hard work of the masses for the elites lubricates their fingers with “bales of naira notes” (line 21) and with the resources of crude oil which the poet refers to as “black gold” in line 19. Indeed, the poet successfully posits that the elites keep exploiting the working class.
2. Lack of Representation
The poet uses vivid word pictures to highlight the fact that leaders who have been elected by the masses have abandoned the very people who chose them. In the words of the poet, the masses “are reined in by those they chose/To lift them”. (line 6 and 7). Hence, the elites are more or less enemies within. The elites do not care about those who elected them into office. “What do they care?” (Line 16).

3. The Burden of Inflation
The poem is suggestive of the fact that raising the minimum wage of workers often comes with the adverse effects of inflation. While the minimum wage was increased to 7,000 naira, and the workers are expecting a respite, “maximum wahala” follows. The cost of goods and services skyrockets thereby worsening the state of the workers. Sadly, this the reality that rears its ugly head all too often.

4. Betrayal
The theme of betrayal is cleverly crafted into the lines of the poem. In line 8 and 9, the poet speaks of the masses as regarding the elites as members of “one’s household” with whom “one sleeps”. Nevertheless, these elites and ruling class turn around to betray the very people that put them in power. They turn around to “pervert the will of the polity” (line 26).
LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND DEVICES

As a result of the robust use of literary techniques, Olafioye’s poem stands out and can easily draw the reader into the rich imagery of the poem thereby highlighting the beauty and meaning of it. Some of the techniques usedin the poem are:

1. Symbolism

The poet employs symbols in representing ideas. Some of such symbols are: “Black gold” (line 19) which symbolizes crude oil, “Songhai labourers” (line 1) which represent all the masses or the working class, “mekunnus” (Line 30) and “talakawas” (line 31) representing the poor masses.
2. Simile

The poet uses simile in line 28 “the sky is flat a sea”. This is obviously used to show the uncertainty that comes with the next day especially for the poor.
3. Allusion

There is a generous use of this literary element in the poem. For instance, in line 1, the poet alludes to Songhai, an ancient empire in what is now central Mali. At its peak, the Songhai empire was one of the largest states in African history. Noteworthy, though, was the class divisions in Songhai. At the top were the indigenous Songhai people, followed by the freemen and traders. At the bottom were the slaves and war captives obligated to labour without any commensurate benefit. This allusion spotlights the plight of the common man in the poem.

Another allusion is to the term Minimum wage. Apparently, when the minimum was first introduced, workers thought they would smile to the banks. The opposite was the case, though. Indeed, this allusion intensifies the hopeless state of the poor in the poem.
4.  Diction
The diction of the poem is quite simple for an average reader. It is also apt and fitting. Such terms as “law making bandits” and “”those accorded titles of dignity” among others are not difficult to fathom. Nevertheless, there are some strange words like the Hausa words: “talakawas” and “mekunnus”. Again, outside words like dank (Line 4) and one or two others, an average reader does not need to consult a dictionary to figure out the meaning of words. Indeed, the diction adds to the overall beauty and simplicity of the poem.
5. Pun

Pun simply means play on words. The poet clever employs the use of pun in line 42 “lives among its leaves.” There, the poet uses words that sound alike but have different meaning.

6. Alliteration

By repeating the same consonant sounds in some lines, the poet employs the use of alliteration. Example occurs as follows:

a. “….dillied and dallied”………(line 15).

b. “…cock crows”…………..(Line 14).

7. Assonance

The poet uses assonance in the following lines:
a. “….those…chose”…….(line 6)

b. Before…cock…”……..(line 14)

c. “…make….face…..”…….(Line 24)

d. …thwarted…forlon….(Line 36)

8. Paradox

Paradox is a statement that seems to oppose itself, but on a closer examination contains much wisdom. Cases of paradox abound in the poem. Example incluse:

a. “No greater enemy than one in one’s household”….. (Line 8 and 9). Naturally, enemies are meant to outside of one’s household. Household enemy, in a sense, is a paradox. 

b. “the new day can be ancient again”……(Line 35). A day that new cannot, naturally, be ancient at the same time. However, the poet uses this paradox to explain the morning sunset, sorts of, that the poor suffer. They are so used to the poverty and suffering of daily life that everyday looks old, no matter how new the day is. It is indeed a fitting paradoxical expression.
9. Rhetorical Question

A rhetorical question is one that requires no answer. A case of rhetorical question is “What do they care?” in line 16. With that question, the poet requires his audience to provide a mental response.

10. Tone and Mood

The tone of the poem is that of condemnation, criticism and disapproval. Using the right words, the poet successfully brings out the tone to suit the overall message of the poem. Mood is the feeling that a literary work evokes in an audience. The mood of the poem is that of sorrow and pity. Anyone who reads the poem will be left with no choice than to feel pity for the working class and common man in the society. 
