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Abstract 

Psychoanalysis is a theory that delves into inner depths of the human mind to find 
motivations for the characters’ action and it is a somewhat difficult technique to 
be adopted by a playwright in telling a story for the stage. Psychoanalytic 
appreciations in drama performance or literature also appear to be difficult for 
readers of such dramatic literature and theatre going audiences who see such plays 
to comprehend them. That may be because of the sometimes inability of a 
playwright to capture the inner motivations of the characters sufficiently to 
enhance clarity of understanding. This study was a review of Mask: A play, 
written by Juliana O. Okoh; a prominent feminist playwright, and a professor at 
the University of Port Harcourt. The work studied the application of the 
Psychoanalytical theory to this feminist drama on infidelity, with a view to 
appraising her techniques of application, for a better appreciation of the work on 
the one hand and for the understanding of how psychoanalysis can be used as the 
major tool for a dramatic literature structuring on the other hand. The study found 
Okoh’s play successful at communicating its intentions and in a manner that 
makes psychoanalysis easy to assimilate without conscious effort. 
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Introduction 
Psychoanalysis strives to understand the inner depths of the human mind and thoughts of 
the individual and society, putting in view the historical, political, and socio-economic 
influences that provide important insight into the irrationality or rationality of such a 
person or society. In all communications of life, such as listening to news, communicating 
on social media, or in casual conversation; people instinctively seek to understand what 
motivates others and why people often act in manners that appear counter to their visible 
or expected interests. In examining what motivates human behaviour, psychoanalysis 
brings into focus the unconscious forces in the individual man that cannot be seen but are 
responsible for most of the individuals’ actions and decisions. Psychoanalysis is a theory 
of the mind which tilts towards the metaphysical. 
          
Psychoanalysis as founded by Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), was originally targeted at 
medical science specifically and became expanded as a theory in the social sciences and 
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the Arts over time. Freud believed that people could be cured by making conscious their 
unconscious thoughts and motivations, thus gaining insight. The aim of psychoanalysis 
therapy is to release repressed emotions and experiences, i.e. make the unconscious 
conscious. A philosophical approach that is based on the psychological theory and therapy 
of treating mental disorders by bringing conscious and unconscious elements of the mind 
in close relations to each other, as repressed fears are put in conflicts with the conscious 
mind by techniques such as dream interpretation and free association.( Freud, 1917) 
          
Psychoanalytic treatment is based on Freud’s theory that people are motivated by invisible 
reasons that originate in their sub-conscious minds. By listening to patients’ and probing 
into their fantasies, dreams and careful observation of how such individuals interact with 
others, psychoanalysts can get to know the person from his or her inner self and bring the 
unseen motivations to the surface for necessary therapy. Talking with a trained 
psychoanalyst helps identify underlying problematic patterns and behaviours. To apply 
psychoanalysis to regular daily life, we have to take psychoanalytic theories and methods 
from their original medical intents and apply them to social, cultural, and political events, 
literature or phenomena and this practice has been going on since psychoanalysis first 
began with Sigmund Freud. Applied psychoanalysis searches for meaning and remote 
reasons for people’s actions in everyday life in an attempt to make sense of people’s 
attitudes and re-actions to socio-cultural occurrences. 
          
Charles Darwin’s manner was described by his son Francis, as bright and animated while 
working on his many researches during his lifetime, (Janet Browne, 2002, p. 414-415). He 
commented that, 

His love of each particular experiment, and his eager zeal not to lose the 
fruit of it, came out markedly in these crossing experiments- in the 
elaborate care he took not to make any confusion in putting capsules into 
wrong trays, &c. &c. I can recall his appearance as he counted seeds under 
the simple microscope with an alertness not usually characterizing such 
mechanical work as counting. I think he personified each seed as a small 
demon trying to elude him by getting into the wrong heap or jumping 
away altogether; and this gave to the work the excitement of a game.  

 
Stage drama is like a psychoanalyst while the audience can be viewed as the patient: The 
inner self of the audience is uncovered by drama through studying model characters with 
whom people in the audience can relate their inner motivations and in so doing, identify 
themselves in the characters, resulting in better understanding of themselves or their 
societies from the angle of the plays’ message or intent. Akas advances our view of drama 
as a tool for foundational education and addresses the issue of learning by watching or 
participation via the medium of classroom plays. Akas (2012, p. 95) stated that, 
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Classroom play is an important instrument for the child to develop 
friendly relationships, attachments to adults, places, and certain 
professions. Classroom play also helps children to enhance their 
familiarity and intimacy with other children within and outside the 
classroom, the school, and the society at large. Classroom play is usually 
supervised by an adult perhaps a teacher or an educator; However, 
Armitage Andrew states that; “Classroom playing, away from adult 
supervision is equally important, it allows the children to acquire 
independent mobility, explore the world on their own terms and create 
their own identities.”  

 
 His research gives pointers to the potentials of drama on stage, television, film, and cinema 
to influence the human mind and supports Albert Bandura’s theory of learning by 
observation.  Ihentuge, with similar outlook, recommends criteria for selection of literature 
texts for secondary schools in Nigeria. He noted that literature learning goes beyond 
passing examinations, because the contents of the literature should be selected with the 
knowledge that they have the potentials of directly impacting the character and world 
view of the student reader. Ihentuge, (2012, p.50), 
 

Examines social issues enshrined in the selected African drama texts for 
literature-in-English for the WAEC/NECO harmonised syllabus between 
2011 and 2015 ... The drama texts are, Kobina Sekyi’s The Blinkards and 
Femi Osofisan”s Women of Owu. (He observed that)Analysis of the texts 
and social implications of their contents are important because the student 
do imbibe, directly or otherwise, social-political, and economic values of 
texts as they study them for examinations.  
 

The above postulations for children and adolescents are also applicable to adults. 
Revisiting Freud’s theory, this postulates that peoples’ actions are motivated by invisible 
reasons that originate in their inner consciousness. Mask... is a play by Juliana Okoh which 
deals with the metaphysical man. Most of the characters are driven by unseen desires, 
fears, motivations, and dreams. The play treats the adult topic of marriage, infidelity, and 
the impact on family. 
 
Background to the Study 

Mask: A play by Juliana Okoh is a feminist play on domestic dominance and matrimonial 
betrayal by men, in the Nigerian society. While the subject of the play is Infidelity in 
marriage, the aim appears to be to expose the inner motivations of men for philandering 
in the Nigerian society, the impact of such acts on the women and children, in view of the 
inadequacies of laws, traditions and customs of the nation’s numerous ethnic groups to 
also permit the women same rights to such excesses as it appears to be granting to men 
through visible inability of same to condemn such acts of matrimonial betrayals. The plays’ 
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search for inner motivations for actions and success at dissolution of outer visible well-
being illusions presented by the characters; through the application of dreams, probing of 
historical roots of character motivations, masked by the pretences and lies presented by 
the characters, is the motivation for this study, which views the techniques and successes 
of this drama in applying a psychoanalytical approach in its treatment of this feminist 
dramatic literature. 
 
Synopsis and Plot 

Mask... by Juliana Okoh tells the story of Mr. Alfred Okosun and Mrs. Itohan Okosun, who 
have been married for eighteen years and have three children: Omena-17 years (daughter), 
Jato-8 years (son)and Ivie-5 years (second daughter). The family started from poverty and 
grew to wealth through the efforts of Itohan who was working as a teacher and gave 
support to her husband Alfred. Their marriage was opposed by Itohan’s family and she 
fainted on her wedding day when a call was made for bride’s family picture to be taken, 
because no member of her family came to the wedding. This event left a lasting damage in 
Itohan, which keeps revisiting her in her moments of stress as she developed a psychiatric 
problem from it. Alfred who had proclaimed loudly to be a monogamist when he was 
poor, suddenly becomes a champion of polygamy and blames it on the frivolous excuse of 
African blood in him as he gets a good jobin an engineering company and rises to become 
the managing director. The height of the betrayal is his choice of Nkechi, who is his 
daughters’ best friend as his mistress and the subsequent abandonment of his duties to his 
wife and family for that illicit affair. Nkechi, whose parents are known to the Okosun’s has 
just lost her father, resulting in her mother and the children being in worse poverty than 
they had been. She grabs the opportunity of Alfred’s’ interest in her and using her free 
access to the Okosun home, attempts to instigate Itohan to divorce her husband so she can 
move in, but this plan was crushed by Itohan’s resolve to save her marriage, because of 
her love for her husband, children and the fact that she had no other home to return to, 
because her biological parents had ostracised her.  
        
The play is set in a masquerade season in the community and masquerades play a 
prominent role in providing dramatic interludes and entertaining dance, but the 
masquerades of major relevance to the plays theme are those that appear in Itohan’s 
dream. These masquerades and the mask bought on the road and worn by Alfred at the 
beginning of the play, are a representation of the masked nature of Alfred’s’ character a 
suggestion that people mask their real personality from public view. This is the Motivation 
of the play’s title, “Mask: A play”. As events get to a climax, a carefully planned trap by 
Omena, in collaboration with her mother, exposes Alfred and Nkechi beyond reasonable 
doubt. This eighteen-year-old mistress, known as Nkechi, when caught in Omena’s trap, 
un-masks her character and presents her counter-deceit to Alfred; she informs him of her 
pregnancy for him and termination of same, severely insults him and works out of the 
affair and the Okosun family home. Alfred turns to his wife for re-acceptance, but the wife, 
Itohan in one of her mad feats triggered by unfolding of events, drugs him with an expired 
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charm and calls in a doctor to take him to hospital. The play says nothing on his survival 
or death or if normalcy was restored to the Okosun family. The play allows the reader or 
audience to assess the impact of infidelity and realise the possibility of death by mishap 
that can result from such acts and this is achieved without presenting a tragic ending. 
 
Theme 

The theme of the play is infidelity and an understanding of infidelity should aid our 
understanding of the play. Infidelity is breaking a promise to remain faithful to a sexual 
partner. (Omarzu et al., 2012, P. 156) states that, 
 

Not unsurprisingly, motivations for cheating vary, as does the nature of 
the illicit union—one-night stands or long-term affairs, purely sexual 
liaisons, or strong emotional connections (Blow and Hartnett, 2005). The 
majority of cheating spouses, regardless of gender, report that their 
extramarital affairs satisfied emotional and sexual needs equally 
(Thompson, 1984), although men are more likely than women to report a 
primarily sexual motivation while women are more likely to be motivated 
by dissatisfaction with the primary relationship (Barta and Kiene, 2005; 
Thompson, 1984). However, men and women are equally likely to cite 
emotional or sexual motivations if their primary relationship is lacking in 
either regard. 

 
That promise can take many forms, from marriage vows sanctified by the state to privately 
uttered verbal agreements between lovers. As unthinkable as the notion of breaking such 
bonds may be, infidelity is common. And when it does happen, it raises thorny and painful 
questions such as: Should you stay in the relationship, hope that you can rebuild the 
relationship or perhaps let go of the marriage and move on? 
 
Structure 
The structure of the play is a simple one. The play is crafted in seven scenes that are written 
as phases. It has a beginning, middle and an end and attempts to compress events that 
lasted over eighteen years into two weeks by use of reportages in speech. The play clearly 
discards the European dramatic principle of an Aristotelian twenty-four-hour time frame. 
This in our view was intentional and successfully achieved. According to Ademeso, (2012, 
p.112), “The structural import of a play is significant in determining the dramatic effect a 
playwright intends to achieve. Awareness and a conscious utilisation of structural 
elements of dramaturgy heighten the creative and intellectual essence of a play. "but for 
the inclusion of phase three, which is the shrine of Ojiobo, where Itohan’s friend, Mrs. 
Odibo took her for spiritual solution to her problem, the play has a single setting. The 
inclusion of music in the party scene and dance choreography in the masquerade scenes 
puts the play in the classification of total theatre and suggests theatricalism as the 
recommended directorial style. 
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The play opens in phase one with Nkechi being chased by masquerades to the Okosuns’ 
residence an action which repeats again in phase seven which suggests that she is the 
subject of the masking in the play. On first arrival on set, Alfred Okosun brings a mask out 
of his bag, which he said he bought on the road and proceeds to wear the mask. This action 
establishes him as the man behind the mask and Itohan’s entry at this point causes her 
great fright and establishes her as the object of the masking. The exposition of the plays 
subject is executed through a series of inter-linked events that are interlocked with 
historical reportages by the character Itohan, from who’s accounts rounded three 
dimensional characters are achieved, when the reader or audience know who the 
characters are (Their identity), where they are coming from (background) and where they 
are attempting to go (Purpose for their actions). The play by structure and style is made 
predictable and adopts the simplistic style found in plays by Zulu Sofola and most other 
Nigerian female playwrights. 
 
Characterisation 

The play utilizes both simple and complex character types; while Itohan and Nkechi can 
be seen as complex characters in view of the multiple perspectives of their personalities, 
all other characters in the play remain simple characters. On the one hand, the character of 
Alfred Okosun is consistently locked in an internal struggle with himself over the 
justification of his actions. He comes across as not being a bad person really, but rather a 
follower of popular dictums of society, a view it would appear that the playwright who is 
a professor of feminism holds of men in most of her plays. On the other hand, Itohan is 
presented as dutiful and committed wife and mother of a rational mind, but being torn 
apart by inner forces that have roots in her history, which turns the idea of divorce into a 
phobia against which she must fight, despite her self-destruction in the process. She is a 
sample victim of male chauvinisms in our society. Mrs Odibo, on the one hand; is a two 
dimensional character who’s purpose appears to be a representation of the so called good 
Christian women that are busy bodies and always willing and available to show innocent 
women the way to diabolical solutions for problems, while Nkechi, on the other hand; is a 
representation of gullibility of an unprotected girl child and a warning that those who 
exploit and ruin little girls are often close to their parents. 
         
Notably, the character of Henry the house boy is a failed attempt at injecting a comic 
character into the play in order to provide comic relief from a deeply psychology-based 
play. Henry at most, comes across as stereotypical of the buffoons’ house helps are 
depicted to be in most Nigerian plays and so fails to achieve the quality of comedy which 
has been implied by his suggested, but not well-crafted mannerisms. The character Omena, 
that would appear to be of little importance at first glance, is the real heroin of this play. 
She represents the impact that infidelity can have on a child of such a marriage and the 
actions and attitude that are expected of that child to help save her parents’ marriage and 
by implication her honour and future. Other characters like; Ivie, Jato, Jide (driver), Dr. 
Uba, Chidi, Utako, Ojiobo(the native doctor),and guests at the party, etc are two 
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dimensional and lack depth, they therefore only serve as tools for creation of a realistic 
setting in the play and nothing else. 
 
Evaluation of Psychoanalytic Elements 
The dream of a fox in the sitting room by Itohan is manifestations of intuition which 
women are acknowledged to have as a gift of nature. The fox turns out to be Nkechi, who 
frequents the sitting room of the Okosun residence and with the cunning of a fox steals her 
husband under her nose. The trance movement with the love potion by Itohan successfully 
conveys the message of the inner struggle with deciding on administering the charm on 
her husband or not. As she falls asleep and experiences another dream sequence in which 
she sees three masquerades blocking her exit from all sides of her sitting room as she tries 
to flee in the dream, and a multitude of masquerades outside her window. This dream 
again relates to the falsehood and masked personalities of three people close to her, which 
include her cheating husband Alfred, her daughters’ pretentious friend Nkechi and her 
good Christian friend who in fact relies on a juju priest for spiritual solutions to her 
problems. The other masquerades outside the window appear to be representational of the 
wider society, which the play suggests in full of people wearing masks and living 
pretentiously. 
         
Itohan dresses in her wedding gown at the peak of her mental visitations to her past 
because her wedding day is the point where she gave up her family and her life in sacrifice 
for her marriage. This remains the inner trauma that drives her resolve not to lose her 
marriage. Again, at her daughter’s birthday, the failure of Alfred to arrive home triggers 
off a memory recall of her own birthday. She hallucinates of the past and attaches identities 
of people from her past to guests at the party which she disrupts by thinking the party is 
hers’ at a past time and that display constitutes an embarrassment to all present, making 
them to depart in confusion. The fear of poverty and high-handed parentage in which 
Nkechi grew up serves as the inner driving force that is responsible for her resolve to drop 
her conscience and eradicate poverty and parental restrictions sequel to her fathers’ death. 
These two characters are motivated by their inner convictions and conflicts and their mind 
sets dominate their physical action which makes them metaphysically propelled characters 
that require psychoanalysis to be properly comprehended. 
 
Conclusion 
Mask... by Juliana Okoh, is a play that basically hangs on the psychoanalytical insights of 
the Major Characters, particularly Mr. Alfred Okosun, Mrs. Itohan Okosun, their daughter 
Omena and their daughters’ classmate and friend called Nkechi, who is also Alfred’s 
mistress. The play exposes the inner motivations that propel the actions of its characters, 
condemning infidelity in totality and strongly questions what right and justification men 
have to polygamy, philandering and societies’ seeming infidelity license to African men 
which appears to have been given to men and denied to women, particularly in the 
Nigerian society. The play does not support Marxist radical feminism but portends and 
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promotes the more subtle African variety which recognises the expected role of both the 
male and female in a matrimonial relationship. From the fore goings of this study, it should 
be obvious that this play by Juliana Okoh derives its major dramatic conflicts on the inner 
persons of the principal characters and requires psychoanalysis of these characters for the 
plays import to be assimilated. However, she has been effective in her utilization of the 
technique with few short comings that a director can easily amend before embarking on 
performance. Mask: A play is lucid in communicating the metaphysical compulsions of the 
plays characters. 
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