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/500 - 1800 a re as c o n s i s t e n t l y e n g a g i n g as they a r e i n f o r m a t i v e . R e c 
o m m e n d e d w i t h o u t r e s e r v a t i o n , th is text w i l l m a k e a w e l c o m e a d d i 
t i o n to a n y o n e ' s l i b ra r y . 
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T h i s c o l l e c t i o n o f essays o n K e n S a r o - W i w a is a t i m e l y o n e , a p p e a r i n g 
at o u r p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l , e c o l o g i c a l fin-de-siecle, h a l f a d e c a d e a f te r 
K e n (u le ) S a r o - W i w a was h a n g e d , by the N i g e r i a n g o v e r n m e n t , o n 10 
N o v e m b e r 1995. A v o l u m e o f b r e a d t h a n d g e n e r a l l y h i g h i n t e l l e c t u a l 
ca l i b e r , it d o e s j u s t i c e to Sa ro -W iwa ' s m u l t i f a c e t e d p e r s o n a l i t y as a 
w r i t e r - c u m - e n v i r o n m e n t a l act iv is t . 

T h e b o o k is d i v i d e d i n t o f o u r Par t s , c r o w n e d by a n E p i l o g u e o f 
seven p o e m s f r o m T a n u r e O j a i d e ' s Delta Blues. P a r t I ru th l e s s l y e x a m 
ines " T h e C o n t e x t " o f Sa ro -W iwa ' s l i f e a n d w o r k . C h a r l e s L o c k i n c o r 
po ra t e s i n t o t h e t i t l e o f h i s o p e n i n g essay, t h e t i t l e tha t C h i n u a 
A c h e b e ' s fictitious D i c t r i c t C o m m i s s i o n e r , i n Things Fall Apart, i n 
t e n d e d f o r h i s o w n magnum opus: The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of 
the Lower Niger. L o c k i m a g i n e s tha t th is t i t l e " c o u l d w e l l serve as a s u m 
m a r y o f t h e fate o f t h e O g o n i " (3). P e r h a p s . B u t w h e r e a s O k o n k w o 
c o m m i t t e d s u i c i d e by h a n g i n g , a n a b e r r a n t ac t i n the I gbo soc ie ty at 
tha t t i m e , K e n S a r o - W i w a was m u r d e r o u s l y h a n g e d by S a n i A b a c h a ' s 
r ég ime as a r esu l t o f w h a t I m i g h t c a l l " a c o n s p i r a c y theo r y . " I n d e e d , i t 
is s i g n i f i c a n t tha t N i g e r i a n le t ters c a m e to p r o m i n e n c e i n 1958 at ap
p r o x i m a t e l y t he s a m e t i m e tha t S h e l l P e t r o l e u m d i s c o v e r e d the " b l a c k 
g o l d " w h i c h a c c o u n t s f o r 96% o f N i g e r i a ' s G N P . 

L o c k ' s o t h e r w i s e v i b r a n t a n d d a r i n g essay, w h i c h d e n o u n c e s N e l s o n 
M a n d e l a ' s strategy o f " q u i e t d i p l o m a c y " aga ins t N i g e r i a (5), t u r n s 
nasty w h e n it i n c r i m i n a t e s S a r o - W i w a as a t y c o o n w h o "was d e e p l y i m 
p l i c a t e d i n h i s c o u n t r y ' s c o r r u p t i o n " (13). W e are t h u s i n t r o d u c e d to 
b o t h t he s t r eng ths a n d the weaknesses o f th i s v o l u m e . Its m a j o r 
s t r e n g t h is a n u n p r e c e d e n t e d a t t e m p t at c r i t i c a l l y ( d e ) f u s i n g the 
s o m e w h a t e x p l o s i v e i n t e r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n p o l i t i c a l c o m m i t m e n t a n d 
the l i t e r a r y arts . Its weakness l ies i n a p o s t h u m o u s wryness c o n c e r n i n g 
Sa ro -W iwa ' s i n e v i t ab l y S h e l l - s h o c k e d pe r sona l i t y . A d m i t t e d l y , Sa r o -
W i w a was a success fu l b u s i n e s s m a n , b u t , as o n e w h o k n e w h i m p e r s o n -
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al ly, I p r e f e r L a u r a N e a m e ' s p o i s e d e n d o r s e m e n t , i n h e r essay o n 
" S a r o - W i w a the P u b l i s h e r , " o f K e n W i w a ' s assessment o f h i s f a t h e r as a 
w r i t e r w h o " s e l f - p u b l i s h e d at a l oss " ( q td . 167). In " P i p e D r e a m s : K e n 
S a r o - W i w a , E n v i r o n m e n t a l J u s t i c e , a n d M i c r o m i n o r i t v R i g h t s , " R o b 
N i x o n c o n c e d e s that o u r w r i t e r - m a r t y r was " n e v e r a n t i c a p i t a l i s t p e r 
se" ; n o n e t h e l e s s , N i x o n casts S a r o - W i w a as " a m i c r o m i n o r i t y i n t e l l e c 
t u a l i n a p o o r A f r i c a n c o u n t r y " ( 1 13). T h i s a p p a r e n t p a r a d o x is b e a u 
t i fu l l y c a p t u r e d i n the f o l l o w i n g a n e c d o t e . I n 1994, S a r o - W i w a was 
i n t e r v i e w e d i n B r u s s e l s by a B e l g i a n n o n - p r o f i t g o v e r n m e n t a l o r g a n i 
z a t i o n . T h e in t e r v i ewe r , h i m s e l f a f o r m e r h i p p i e , was j o l t e d i n h i s as
s u m p t i o n s o f wha t a n A f r i c a n e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s h o u l d l o o k l i k e . K e n 
was d r e s s e d , n o t i n s a n d a l s , w o r n j e a n s , a n d a dashiki, b u t i n a n e l e gan t 
t h r e e -p i e c e su i t a n d s p i t - s h i n e d shoes , c o m p l e t e w i t h a n accessory tha t 
e v en M a g r i t t e w o u l d have r e c o g n i z e d as une pipe. 

In N i g e r i a n p a r l a n c e , th is a c c o u n t o f o u r g e n t l e m a n w o u l d be "in
complete" w i t h o u t J o s e p h M c C l a r e n ' s e x p e r t t r a c k i n g , i n " A P o l i t i c a l 
A s s e s s m e n t , " o f Sa ro -W iwa ' s an t i - f ede ra l p o s i t i o n as i t e v o l v ed f r o m 
the m a j o r 1970 b l o w o u t , t h r o u g h the N i g e r i a n r e g i m e s u p to 
B a b a n g i d a ' s t a k e o v e r i n 1985, w h i c h " s e a l e d the fate o f the O g o n i , " as 
S a r o - W i w a wr i t es i n Genocide in Nigeria (1992; q t d . M c L u c k i e a n d 
M c P h a i l 23). I n a n essay o n the B i a f r a issue i n Songs in a Time of War 
(1985), T a n u r e O j a i d e c o m e s to Sa ro -W iwa ' s d e f ens e by p r e s e n t i n g 
h i m as a n o p p o n e n t o f B i a f r a , w h o was, however , r e s o lu t e l y o p p o s e d 
to " t h e d i s m e m b e r m e n t o f the N i g e r i a n n a t i o n " (63). 

I n the essay w h i c h o p e n s " P a r t II: T h e L i t e r a r y E x p e r i m e n t s , " 
M c L u c k i e surveys w h a t h e ca l l s " L i t e r a r y M e m o i r s a n d D i a r i e s , " i.e., 
S p i v a k i a n " s u b a l t e r n h i s t o r i e s " (p. 29) s u c h as A m a d i ' s Sunset in Biafra 
( 1973), 7%« Man Died : Prison Notes of Wole Soyinka ( 1972), a n d Sa ro -
W i w a ' s On a Darkling Plain. R e l y i n g o n R o y Pasca l ' s o u t d a t e d 
d e f i n i t i o n , i n Design and Truth in Autobiography ( i 9 6 0 ) , o f the m e m o i r 
as c h a r a c t e r i z e d by " p a r t i s a n s h i p " a n d " b i a s , " M c L u c k i e i g n o r e s re
c e n t r e - e va lua t i ons tha t t reat the g e n r e as " a n a c c o u n t o f a public l i f e , " 
w h i c h , i n c o n t r a s t to a u t o b i o g r a p h y , does n o t have as its f o cus " l i v e d 
a n d fe l t e x p e r i e n c e . " ( S t e e d m a n , 43) ' M c L u c k i e ' s c r i t i c i s m o f On a 
Darkling Plain o f t e n ve rges o n b e l i t t l e m e n t , e spec i a l l y w h e n h e s ing l e s 
o u t " o v e r w r i t t e n passages " (40) o r d e c r i e s " t h e s i l l i n e s s " o f the e m 
b e d d e d p o e t r y (43). H e d i smisses Sa ro -W iwa ' s a c c o u n t o f the C i v i l 
W a r as " a b a d l y r e n d e r e d , b i a s e d , a n d i n areas r e p u g n a n t m e m o i r " by 
a n i n d i v i d u a l i n d i f f e r e n t to " c o m m u n a l i m p r o v e m e n t " (44-45). M i s t y 
B a s t i a n 's witty a l b e i t n e c r o p h i l i c essay takes its c u e f r o m the d i f f e r e n t 
v e r s i ons o f K e n ' s last w o r d s a n d f r o m r u m o r s c o n c e r n i n g the e xac t 
w h e r e a b o u t s o f the c o r p s e . S h o r t o f s p e l l i n g o u t the shortest way to hang 
dissenters, she m o r b i d l y dwe l l s o n the p l a c e , i n the I gbo t h a n a t o l o g i c a l 
e c o n o m y , o f Sa ro -W iwa ' s F o u c a u l d i a n b o d y as a " h a n g e d m a n , " a n d 
o n the " d i s c i p l i n a r y " message it was to c o n v e y to A b a c h a ' s e n e m i e s . 
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Saro -W iwa ' s f a i l u r e to i n c l u d e " t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f w o m e n " i n h i s 
m e m o i r s (50) is a p p a r e n t l y offset by w h a t M c P h a i l d e s c r i b e s , i n h i s 
B a k h t i n i a n r e a d i n g o f " T h e S h o r t F i c t i o n : A Forest of Floigers a n d Adaku 
and Other Stories" as S a r o - W i w a ' s e m p a t h y w i t h " t h e h a r d s h i p s f a c i n g 
the y o u n g w o m e n o f D u k a n a " (77). M a u r e e n E k e c o n t e n d s tha t Sa ro -
W i w a ' s Sozaboy: A Novel in Rotten English revea ls " t h e a c u t e m a r g i n a l -
i z a t i o n o f w o m e n , e spec i a l l y d a u g h t e r s . . . [who ] a re o f f e r e d as p a w n s 
i n th is g a m e o f p o w e r " (91 ). U n f o r t u n a t e l y , n o n e o f the essays i n th is 
v o l u m e m o u n t s a t h o r o u g h i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o w h a t W i l l i a m B o y d has 
d e s c r i b e d as Sa ro -W iwa ' s " h i j a c k i n g " o f E n g l i s h ( q td . Z a b u s , The Afri
can Palimpsest a n d " M e n d i n g the S c h i z o t e x t " ) . - O j a i d e is sens i t i ve to 
the l a n g u a g e issue, b u t , l i k e E k e , he con fuses " r o t t e n E n g l i s h , " t h e 
f a b r i c a t e d l a n g u a g e o f Sozaboy, w i t h p i d g i n E n g l i s h , t h e l i n g u a f r a n c a 
o f the D e l t a . 

In a p r o s a i c d i s c u s s i o n o f Sa ro -W iwa ' s j u v e n i l i a e n t i t l e d " T h e 
C h i l d r e n ' s Se r i e s , " J o h n L e b l a n c re la tes B a s i to the Y o r u b a G o d 
O b a s i n , w h o s e " p r o p e n s i t y f o r d o u b l e n e s s a n d i n c l u s i v e n e s s " (199) is 
sa i d to p o i n t t o w a r d a f u t u r e N i g e r i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l s c a p e . L a s t b u t n o t 
least, C h r i s D u n t o n d iscusses Sa ro -W iwa ' s u n p u b l i s h e d p lays , The Su
preme Commander, Eneha, a n d Dream ofSologa, a n a d a p t a t i o n o f G a b r i e l 
O k a r a ' s The Voice, w h i l e p o i n t i n g to f u t u r e areas o f c r i t i c a l i n q u i r y . 
T h r e e a d m i r a b l e a p p e n d i c e s c o n c l u d e the v o l u m e : a " C h r o n o l o g y o f 
K e n Sa ro -W iwa ' s L i f e " c o m p i l e d by L a u r a N e a m e , a " C h r o n o l o g y o f 
the N i g e r i a n C i v i l W a r " c o m p i l e d by Ross Tyner , a n d " A n A n n o t a t e d 
B i b l i o g r a p h y " c o m p i l e d by M c L u c k i e a n d J a m e s G i b b s . 

B y d o i n g j u s t i c e to b o t h t h e w r i t e r a n d the act iv is t , th i s v o l u m e c o n 
st i tutes t h e dangerous supplement to M a n f r e d L o i e m e r ' s u n t r a n s l a t e d 
Zum Beispiel : Ken Saro-Wiuia ( 1996). It does n o t , however , c o n s t i t u t e a 
h o m a g e to the man [who] died. 
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