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You have probably heard of the great novel, Animal Farm, by George Orwell. If you have not, look for it and read it; it is arguably the best allegory to real life that has been done in the world of literature. In it, rather than directly criticize the failure of the Russian (or Bolshevik) revolution of 1917, Orwell creates an anthropomorphic narrative (one in which animals parallel human characteristics) where animals kept in a farm (Manor Farm) rise against the oppression of Man, (in this case the farm owner, Mr. Jones). The animals, kept for various husbandry reasons in the farm, come together to overthrow the oppression of Mr. Jones but the pigs eventually control the revolution, taking over the farm and becoming more or less as oppressive as Mr. Jones, if not worse. The story parallels the aforementioned Russian revolution with the allegory showing that Josef Stalin, represented by Napoleon the pig in the novel, became far autocratic and oppressive than Nicholas 1, represented by Mr. Jones in the novel, whose autocratic monarchy the Russian revolution had sought to overthrow. 

Similarly, Adipo Sidang’s Parliament of Owls (adapted from a poetry collection of the same name) is an allegory that mocks and criticizes the political affairs in Africa with a special bias to Kenya. The poetry collection was first published in 2016 and later adapted into a play which was performed widely by the touring Agora Theatre in 2017. Similarities between Animal Farm and Parliament of Owls, however, end at the allegorical level. While Orwell presents a realistic case of world politics where the masses are hoodwinked with exchanging one despot with another over and over through history, Sidang’ myopically reads the society through rose-tinted glasses. He presents a romantic world where the downtrodden can magically turn the world into a garden of Eden overnight. History has proven this narrow-minded time and again. The allegory, however, remains superb. In the play, birds are given suggestive names that echo particular politicians in the Kenyan political arena, thereby leaving the audience with no illusion as to what the purpose of the play is. These birds are also modelled along particular politicians – or what those politicians are deemed to represent – so as to effectively critique the circus that is the Kenyan political scene. 
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