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give relief and comfort in his daily struggles. Short of being the most
prized asset of man, the environment has, however, become a victim of
“over-exploitation of natural resources and man’s disregard for the air,
water and soil that sustain him (which has) given rise to the question of
the survival of both man and the planet” (Tosic, 2006, p. 44). Such
environmental issues can be found in different parts of the world; from
environmental pollution in Ukraine, Russia and India to global warming
and climate change in different parts of America (North and South).

In the Nigerian society, the Niger Delta region is regarded as the
‘heart’ of Nigeria’s economic advancement, as it is home to over 22
billion barrels of oil reserves with an estimated gas deposit of 104.7
cubic feet which accounts for “over 90% of Nigeria’s foreign earnings
from oil and gas, and about 60% of federally distributed revenue”
(Trinya, 2011, p. 398). In other words, the Nigerian society largely
depends on its natural resources for its sustainability. Despite this huge
economic benefit, the Niger Delta environment has endured different
problems which range from degradation, pollution and desecration to
human problems like poverty, disease and death. Balogun (2006) opines
that the Niger Delta, in spite of its overflowing natural resources, has
become a land receded by her citizens (p. 79).The Niger Delta
environmental crisis scenario is not only a case of a natural disaster, but
also a man-made situation, as the region was known to be rich, green and
healthy for human and non-human habitation. The region’s
environmental misfortune is summarised in the words of Ojaide (122)
cited in Bodunde (2002, p. 196) when he says:
this area of constant rains, (the Delta) where we children
thought we saw fish fall from the sky in hurricane, did not
remain the same. By the 1960s, the (lives/lakes) had been
dredged to take in pontoons and even ships to enter our
backyard. Shell-Bp had started to feed the African Timber and
Plywood Company in Sapele. Streams and marshes dried up.
Rubber trees were planted in a frenzy to make money and were

soon tapped to death. The Oware fish that used to jump across

s were gone. There were no more fish in most of

rts/road
g Kokori and such

our waters. The heat from the blowout In

places imperilled our lives and means of sustenance.
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Onwueme is a nota wright
ger Delta like many other writers from the regi
poses different environmental issues in her texts. This
fore, examines Onwueme’s use of dramatic aesthetics to
the different environmental issues in her What Mama Said,
e African ecocritical concept.

retical Framework

The need for the understanding of environmental literary texts
“has given rise to the theory called Ecocriticism, which first became
prominent in America, but has spread to other parts of the world. As a
literary theory, Ecocriticism is a combination of literary criticism and
ecology as it “aims to bring a transformation of literary studies by linking
literary criticism and theory with the ecological issues at large™
(Oppermann, 1991, p. 1). As a result of this, it has been identified with
different titles based on scholars’ opinions. Such titles include
®ecopoetics, environmental literary criticism, green cultural studies (and)
even compostructuralist” (Dobie, 2012, p. 238).

Ecocriticism is a humanist tool in the exploration of
environmental literary texts, and a contribution to environmental study.
Buell (1995) defines ecocriticism as, “a study of the relationship between
literature and the environment conducted in a spirit of commitment to
environmental praxis”. It deals with the relationship between literature,
man and the environment as presented in literary texts. Tosic (2006, p.
43) asserts that Ecocriticism is “concerned with the relationships
between literature and environment, or how man’s relationships with his
. physical environment arc reflected in literature”. According to
- Oppermann (2014, p. 1) Ecocriticism “responds to the global ecological
isis and addresses important environmental issues, specifically by
@amining values, in literary texts, with deep ecological implications”.
r words, Ecocriticism answers the call to environmental protection
idies the relationship between man and his environment as
in literary texts. Johnson (2009) and Bergthallc_ar _(201 1) both
Ecocriticism 1s an “interdisciplinary” study as it involves the
oe of environmental studies, the natural sciences apd culturgl
es” (Johnson 2009, p. 7). Ecocriticism is thus diverse as 1t
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ts using the ecocritical theory. There are such critical works
sabriel Egan’s Green Shakespeare: From Ecopolitics 1o
ticism (2006); and Diane McColley’s Poetry and Ecology in the
of Milton and Marvel (2007) in the Western world. These Western
'— , Traise
natural environment, and also
preservation of environmental
such critical works regard the environment as -
$'question man’s supposed superiority over all

vocate for total conservation and
ources. By so doing,
€r10r to man, and thuy

From this purview (superiority
ept of Ecocriticism in the Africa

¢ for people in developing countrics
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Suggests that the African state unlike
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1T om the peTSpecMev
ation w111 enhance the continued existence of man on
eet all human needs, rather than conserving the environment
e environment sake” (Aliyu, 2013, p. 4). Aliyu’s observation
ith Barry’s declaration that, ‘ecocriticism has no universal
thus helps situate the concept of African ecocriticism. That is,
ains as ecocriticism in the Western world may be different from
obtains in Africa.
- An average ecocritically oriented writer will thus portray the
relevance of the environment to the African society, and also advocate
for the sustenance of the environment for general developmental
purposes. The African writer according to Aliyu (2013, p. 7) will:
thus reflect the view that while the environment provides
creative materials for their works, nature is a divine provision
meant for the use of man, to nurture, sustain, inspire and
protect him and in turn, man is saddled with the responsibility
of protecting the balance in the environment through an
environmentally conscious perspective.

Thus, Nigerian ecocritical works like Uzoechi Nwagbara’s Poetics of

Resistance: Ecocritical Reading of Ojaide’s Delta Blues and Home
. Song; and Daydream of Ants, and other Poems (2010); Lere Adeyemi’s
Literature and Climate Change: A Discourse in Eco-criticism (2011);
Abdullahi Abubakar’s Eco-criticism and the Dialectics of Nature in
Ajibade’s Tears of the River Niger (2013) propagate the significance of
the environment, point to the interrelatedness between the environment
and man, and also present other socictal issues such as oppression,
~ exploitation and dchumanisation. This paper, therefore, explores the
2. mterrelatlonshlp between man and the environment in an African society
s construed by Onwueme in What mama said.

f Synopsis of What Mama Said

Tess Onwueme’s What Mama Said (2003) portrays the
rtunate consequences of oil exploration on the rural Niger Deltans.
rary piece, it is the exact replica but longer version of her 2002
| Then She Said It. The two texts portray the agony and pain of
ous people of the Delta. Using the fictional setting called
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\ ‘ngvv'emment representative, Yobe and the Sufferland
representatives, Pipeline, Onwuem.e presents Issues  of
: tion, environmental homogeneity, mequality  anpd
mental degradation and desecration.

onment as Dramatic Aesthetics in What Mama Said
- As a metaphor, ‘Sufferland’ implies’a land of pain, discomfort
-agony which directly infers that Nigeria is a land of pain, agony and
comfort in contrast with the significance of land t
ceording to Onwueme, “land s life” (p
ence of man without the land. S
racters: “YOBE: ... What is a man wo
This rhetorica] question is an ag
ronment and its Iesources specificall
¢ without which man cannot suryijy
the resources that can pe

o the people.
. 28); she thus questions the
he says through one of her
rth without land, anyway?” (p.
sertion of the fact that land
y) 1s the most significant aspect
¢. His total existence 1S woven
gathered from hjs immediate

given the name of one river or
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mo and Cross Rivers are both located in the So
outhern part of Nigeria, respectively. The Cruse o
’ arded as the major river in the South-South region. These
I 'ar.ld Cross River, give name to both Imo and Cross river
ere;spectlvely. The two rivers empty into the Atlantic Ocean (gtd in
j;cdla).. Thp Yobe and Hadejia (Hadeja) rivers both’ belong to
rthern Nigeria. The Hadejia is a tributary of the Yobe River, which
flows into the Lake Chad. The river Ikpoba is also located in the
rainforest belt of Edo state in the Southern part of Nigeria. The
significance of the rivers is buttressed when Oshimi describes herself as
“the umbilical cord, running; all through these coasts from here to the
Fouta Djallon mountain...” (p. 138). Oshimi also describes the other
characters as “siblings fron1 many shores” (p. 138). These siblings
include Omi, Cross river, Bormy, Hadeja (Hadejia), Imo, and Ikpoba. We
also have Yobe, and Oceana as characters. Using these rivers as
characters indicates that these bodies of river have lives of their own.
Individually, they all represent different parts of the Nigerian society.
Also, Onwueme presents many of the rivers (in their personified
characters) as elements wanted by many. For instance, she describes Omi
ol in her “red short skirt and sleeveless blouse”, as an “agile and youthful”
9 person wanted by all (Oceana, Yobe and Pipeline) as she distracts them
all from their game at her entrance (p. 23). Generally as river bodies,
many of the rivers are ‘nterconnected, which is reflected in the
characterisation style of What Mama Said. In the text, Omi and Hadeja
are sisters, and they arc both Oshimi’s children. The fact that the three
rivers, Oshimi, Omi and Hadeja belong to three different regions (the
North, South and the West) but are given a familial relationship suggest
Onwueme’s portrayal of the lack of rivalry between Qifferent
environmental elements, and the need for ethnic unity 1n the society. By
bringing all of these natural bodies together, Onwueme depicts the unity
that exists between the non-human elements compared to t.he-dlspanty
among the human components of the society, and a}so asan indication ?f
~ environmental awarencss, its importance and significance to mans
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the suffering of other people. They are vultures who
fy propriety to satisfy their own selfish and greedy
rtrayed in the following dialogue:

But why? So who takes all that oil money? And who’ll teach
our children
RIVER: Vultures! _
| Both local and foreign breed. ..
RIVER: See? See them hovering in the land?
What do they care?
Yes, what do they care?

Except for their own mouths and bellies. “Dem-dem”, only.

The greedy and selfish mino

; rity group controlling the Delta oil
is

only concerned about its owp gains. Its members are the
5 of the abundant environmental

Pipeline in What Mam, Said are
om the environment, withoyt m
ve on the common people, a
€alth. Onwueme a5 presents
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only interested in acquiring
uch thought as to the effect
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0
nd and means of survival

a56;

~ This is no home.
- But it is ours.

: Y.es, ours. Taken. Taken! The nation? Prostitutes Lc;'ok if
this i1s our land, who rules ijt? (Screams.) .F'c'arei e’rs'
Strangers! Who controls it? Do we have a choice? Dgn we';
How  can we be in our own homes and be so afraid? Aré
we not the strangers ... strangers in our own land? (p- 70)

| Ironically, Oceana describes himself and Yobe as ‘strangers’ in
ifferland who are there for selfish “interests” (p. 109). This interest is
he reason for the unlawful claim on the people’s land. Onwueme in
What Mama Said portrays the environment as a victim of exploration and
_exploitation extremities. Her personification of the rivers as characters,
‘who are exploited, is symbolic of the destruction of these river bodies. In
reality, many of these rivers have one problem or the other. For instance,
it is reported that the Ikpoba river is filled with “water hyacinth that is
almost closing up the river (which has resulted into a) fear of flooding”
(Osarogiuwe, 2012). The Omi River has over-flown its boundaries due to
the different buildings erected along its banks, which prevent easy flow

of the water.
Generally, Onwueme notes that the Sufferland environment is

metaphorically being killed by agents of oppression, destruction and

exploitation:
IMO: And look around you. See? They’re not even killing us alone.
The trees too!
OSHIMI: Our farmlands!
0SS RIVER: And rivers!
SHIMI: The environment.
20SS RIVER: Pollution!

IMI: Polluting the land, the rivers, our entire environment ...

All polluted (p. 43)-

esult of the oil spillage, whic.h
d vandalism of oil pipes. This
people, one of which is the

llution of the environment is as a 1
o lack of adequate maintenance an
' has an adverse effect on the
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Vacancirjfor a guard. And they’re all here? The Wwhole

17 One hundred and twenty million of them? -..(p. 110)

gate,

_eoresentation of job applicants in the above shows the
riepre ent. which is quite pathetic for a nation wity
a-ltlllj- (;3’?51 als,o quite ludicrous that Ur.livefsity graduates turn
such an insulting and derogatory menial job. It shows that
cJ obs are not provided for the people of the me.taphonc
- land Hadeja laments about the : lack of opportunity that
cterises the Delta environment despite its abundant wealth.

EJA: ... All those thousands and millions of .educated youth who
struggled to gain the education and find jobs? Where are they
now? Where are the jobs? Where are the youths? On the
streets! In graves or jails! Mother .... (p. 71).

her than creating jobs for the people, many of them are sent away
their jobs, thus increasing the number of unemployed youths:

Well, Anti, we plead guilty; some of us. And those of us who
got laid .. .

Poor child! So you teachers have also joined the tribe of the
unemployed, eh?

Anti, na so we see-am-o! (p.;42)

w§‘a!th IS spent layigh]

» Yy on frivolous and irrelevant things,
etal developmen-

- ft::at Why they should lay off half the workers Just
€Y say they want more profit, and can’t pay all that

: bear how much the so-called leaders Spe?;
m €novating their mansions in the St
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ect allusion and fictional representation of Patricial

fund mismanagement, when she was the Nigeria’s House of
ly Speaker, considering the time of publication of What Mama
.. Without considering that (time of publication), the above quotation
universally satirises the billions of naira allotted to food in the Aso
Kk Villa, and -also the one used to procure presidential jets and

etproof cars in Nigeria.

Many of the characters in What Mama Said ar€ victims of the
ive and exploitative government of the metaphoric Sufferland.
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s led to avoidable diseases. Yobe and Oceana, tWO
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people ar¢ S
stricity, which ha
resentatives of th
ne full. And there’s been no

en they say:
BE: I know. The camp is bursting
running water for one Yyear. No light and other amenities
either.
Diseased. A cesspool of epidemics.
Cholera gains .- (p- 82-83).
aused by oil spillage and

1ough the people’s misfortune 15 originally cau . |
of proper maintenance, the representatives’ incautious atht_u@e and
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ronmental Aesthetics and Power Relations in Tess Onwueme ;

: "Ad“so, the different and indiscrinﬁngte case!_scerlljari(;s r:f 'g?;tﬁ
and violent killings which are predominant in the Niger ex e 5:1 gy
: .,;“Sié’stentcd’ by Onwueme. She alludes to~the.m.as-real trag.w exp

the people of the Niger Delta in the following dialogues:

. OSHIMI: (Frustrated.) Are they never tired of ruining ...?7
~ IMO: Killing us.
CROSS RIVER: At Odi? : '
CHORUS OF WOMEN: They raped and killed women!
CROSS RIVER: In Choba? ‘
CHORUS OF WOMEN: They raped and killed women!
CROSS RIVER: Across the sea?

CHORUS OF WOMEN: They raped and killed women (p. 68-69).

Onwueme also presents the tragic fate of the people who are sold into
prostitution by their own kinsmen. Imo becomes a willing slave in the
hands of the tormentors after she has been sold by her own uncle,
Pipeline, who is a chief, metaphorically described as a ‘thief i the Delta
society. Imo laments her unfortunate and dreadful experience when she
says:
IMO: (Desperate.) Bloody. They’ll get a dog to ...to ... Oh no,\
don’t you see? Look at me. My own uncle gave me to the

foreigner who gave me to ... to ... His dog? (Screams.) Aya
yay a yaaaah! (p. 71). :

In their attempt to fight for their own survival, the people of Sufferland

are unmercifully and violently killed by the powers that be. Omj
€xpresses this when she says:

OMI: al! our people slaughtered and butchered for asking to get a
bite, just a slice of what belongs to them. .

Resource contro]
That’s all we ask and yet they won’t let us L il
Tl - They shoot and kij

The mctaphoric descr'iption' of the killing of the people like cows

: i an abattoir, paints 5 picture of a tragic circumstance that
rpeople of.the Delta. In order to make endg meet, some of th
Im‘n to prostitution, Om; b ; e e
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fec g to Da}Vld Mazel, “all representations of the
B e cosructions i 1o poues, e o el
O £ presentation, 1s to ignore one’s
osition interest within a power/knowledge matrix” (qtd in
nero-ﬁaptangelo, 2007, p. 700). The environment is a source of
r, particularly to those 1n control of it. The need to have this power
basically one of the reasons for the social unrests in the Nigerian
society, metaphorically represented by Sufferland. Oceana, Yobe and
Pipeline, in What Mama Said, are the controllers who have the power to
do?" whatever they like — with the oil wealth and the people at larée.
. Pipeline, who supposedly is the chief of the community, and the link
 between the government and the people, becomes the people’s torment.
' Due to the power he has been given, he acts as he pleases. He sells his
kinswomen for oil deals and benefits without being answerable to
anyone. Oceana and Yobe are both ‘strangers’ in the Delta, but have
taken over the people’s land. The need to take back this ‘undelegated’
but forcefully acquired power, gives rise to the women and youth
rebellion. Many of the wormien express that, ‘resource control’ is what the
‘Sufferlanders’ fight for.
' The revolutionary rise of the women, in What Mama Said, 1s also
an indication of the struggle for the survival of the Niger Delta. The
women and youths of the metaphoric Sufferland, rise to fight against the
oppressive exploitation in the Jand. The fight is led by Oshimi, Cross
~ River, Imo, Omi, Tkpoba, Hadeja and other youths who all express their
- anger and disappointment on the way the land and the people of the
Delta have been treated:
IMO: Rise up, mothers! My ancestors. Wake! Wake. Wake up! Your
| daughters need you now. The tide is high, high up. The flood
threatens to swallow us. And sharks, white and black, have
taken over the shores. Our land. Arise mothers! Your
daughters are sinking. Drowning. Gobbled as torn flesh by the
ever hungry sharks now ruling our land (Desperately) Can’t
you hear me? Mothers, arise! Lead us! (p- 137).
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d -théf: internal imperialists (Nige;ial.n
obe, General and Pipeline, 1'epresent this
ortray fic mental picture.of the way thfase
ve chosen to gdb‘ble the flesh of the sufferxng.a;iliih drvc‘);vng:g
the Delta in Sufferland. The people are angry wit ;"1 € th ¥ te
arks have control over all things in their land, and thus calls others 3
action. The call leads to a societal revolution headed by the women an

ys a horrl

~ youths. A
omen’s rebellion in What Mama Said is historically
i rebellion in the Nigerian

synenymous with the different women riots and ‘
hz’:torz.m Some of these rebellions include the Aba women 1ot of 1929,
which is popularly known as the ‘Women’s war’. The rebellion was lgd
by the rural women of Owerri and Calabar, against the warrant ch1§:fs in
the colonial regime (qtd in Wkipedia). There is also the rebellious rise of
women of Ogharafe and Ughelli in the 1980s. This rebellion was a
protest against what the people “saw as the exploitative presence of
 foreign oil corporations” (Eke, 2003, p. 8). Eke also cites the 1990s
Ogoni women’s rebellion which was also against “the presence of
multinational oil corporations on their lands”.

Conclusion
This paper has critically examined environmental aesthetics in

Tess Onwueme’s What Mama Said by using the African ecocritical
concept. As a dramatist, Onwueme adequately portrays environmental
injustice, human degradation, environmental homogeneity and
environmental imperialism, thus showing that drama texts are relevant in
ecocritical exploration, as it accommodates the different environmental
~ dimensions through its different dramatic aesthetics. Also, it is noted that
the environment 1S Synonymous with the African way of life without
hich the African cannot survive as expressed by Onwueme, when she
- “and is life’. Thus, the general opinion that the environment is an
ered world, only }lnderscores' the fact that man is also an
ed species. The.llf?‘ of every human as presented in the text,
on what the environment provides, thus leading to the struggle
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;h'e continuity and availability of both for future
3 s:the African ecocritical perspective becomes a viable
- encompasses the sustainability of both man and the
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