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Abstract 

The pristine ecology of the Niger Delta, its despoliation occasioned 

by the activities of the profit driven multinational oil corporations, 

the dangerous manipulation of the resources of language to create 

rancor and disunity and the inconsistencies of the Federal 

Government of Nigeria to positively make far-reaching decisions in 

the interest of the people are the challenging concerns of Chris 

Onyema’s Crude Waves of the Delta. This paper illuminates the 

rustic Niger Delta environment as the home of birds, animals, 

plants, trees, aquatic life such as fish, and all the creatures in it, the 

atmosphere which include: the troposphere, the ionosphere and the 

ozone layer. It is also the home of the ancestors, spirits, gods in which 

humanity is the centre of the bio-diversity. The paper posits that the 

beautiful setting of the rustic Niger Delta expresses issues related to 

land ownership, agriculture, economy and other socio-cultural 

activities. The paper however, laments the high degree of 

degradation of the ecosystem at the expense of the environment and 

the people. It maintains that while oil activity is meant to bring 

succour and wealth especially to the people and the environment 

enormous health hazards, extreme and excruciating poverty, high 
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mortality and militancy have become rife. It avers that, in all of this, 

the language of conflict should be avoided in order to rekindle hope 

and usher in the much needed development to the area. In 

conclusion, the eco critical theory is appropriate for it underscores 

the relationship between literary text and the environment. 

 

Introduction 

The Niger Delta of Nigeria has been engulfed in environmental crisis 

as a result of the activities, especially, of the multinational oil prospecting 

companies in collaboration with the Federal Government of Nigeria and 

their business partners. Tombofa Taiwo opines that, “environmental 

pollution in the Niger Delta encompasses the terrestrial atmosphere and 

marine environment(4). The import of this statement is that the 

environment goes beyond the mere spatial distribution of natural objects to 

include the atmosphere and marine life. Okpo and Enyinda agree that the 

environment include: 

All things that are found within a given place... such as 

school, church, market, hospital, classroom, shrine. The 

term refers to the total set of physical, social and cultural 

features… the earth surface and atmosphere including air, 

water, soil, plant and animal. (208). 

 

This view makes the environment the home of birds, animals, plants, 

trees all aquatic life, the gods, spirits, ancestors as well as all other animate 

and inanimate objects that are found in a given environment. Onyema’s 

Crude Waves Of The Delta underscores the importance of art in the 

examination of the environment. Written in what is simply referred to as 

“waves” rather than chapters or cantos, the collection illuminates, in stages, 

events leading to the gory experiences of the Niger Delta environment. It 

offers an insight to the pristine ecology and its despoliation as a result of 

man’s activities. Considering these “waves” numbered one to twenty four 

and symbolic of the movement of time and space, the poet explores the 
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sequential stages of degradation to which the environment is subjected. 

Illuminating the unravished Niger Delta environment and assessing its 

peaceful serene disposition the paper explores the traditional cultures of the 

indigenous people in commerce, agriculture, fishing, politics, wrestling, 

trapping dance and music. Finally, the manipulation of the resources of 

language to create disharmony and restiveness by the contending parties 

and the poet’s ability to proffer solutions are the major hallmarks of the 

paper. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The eco-critical theory is an exposition of the relationship between 

literature and the environment. Over time, the environment had been of 

major importance in the creation of literary art. Major Greek writers, such 

as Homer in the Iliad the Odyssey, Sophocles in The Theban Plays and Plato 

in The Republic have variously expressed their art within the ambit of the 

environment. Orlu affirms in An Eco Reading of Tanure Ojaides, Delta Blues 

and Home Songs that “man depends on the vast resources of the 

environment for his survival” (68), Aijah Obi Franca posits that: “the 

environment comprises of land, air, water and physical structures 

surrounding man” and that the biosphere is the life support system which 

is made up of (1) lithosphere (land), (2) hydrosphere (water) and 

atmosphere air (68). 

Eco-critical theory is therefore designed, in the main, to evaluate in 

a literary text the unending interference of human activities on the 

environment that have caused enormous crisis. This theory is 

interdisciplinary for it embodies the other aspects of critical thinking such 

as Marxism, feminism, psychoanalytical, etc. Robert Kerridge and Neil 

Sammels are of the view that, 

“The dominant tradition of eco-criticism is to 

evaluate texts and ideas in terms of their coherence 

and usefulness to environmental crisis”(5). 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies   
 

Endangerment, Degradation and the Language of Conflict in the Niger Delta             24 

This statement is an affirmation to the fact that eco-criticism 

underscores the totality of human activities in relation to the environment 

as portrayed in a given text. Furthermore, Cheryll Glofelty views eco-

activist theory as “the study of the relationship between literature and the 

physical environment”(2). This view corroborates Donald Worster’s that: 

We are facing a global crisis today, not because of how 

ecosystems function but rather because of how our 

ethical systems function (27). 

 

It is understandable, therefore, that the problem of the Niger Delta 

environment in particular and the world in general does not reside in the 

ecosystem alone but in man’s ethical system and the negative impact of his 

activities on the environment such as: subjugation, persecution, 

exploitation, loss of bio-diversity, endangerment and the degradation. 

Thomas Dean’s examination of eco-criticism as a “study in response, 

to man’s relationship with the natural world in this age of environmental 

destruction” (6) tallies with all of the opinions expressed above. He further 

agrees that the depleting world is a consequence of man’s ethical values 

and that man should therefore redress drastically his attitude towards the 

environment. 

 

Literature Review: Towards an Eco-Critical Study  

Some readers of Onyema’s Crude Waves of the Delta have made 

individual assessments of the text with regard to its concern on the Niger 

Delta environment. 

Onookome, Okome mirrors,  

“The ecological devastation of the flora and 

fauna in the oil rich  

Niger Delta area of Nigeria” (2). 
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Okome’s observation here underscores the high point of Onyema’s 

literary contribution to eco-studies especially with regard to the Niger Delta 

environment. Okome, however, notes further Onyema’s, 

“Compelling language, diverse in its register and 

power of suggestiveness to elevate the patently 

absurd oil” 

 

The use of language in literary creation enables the writer to 

communicate effectively. Apart from the written word, there is the 

tendency for the writer to communicate through innuendos, puns and 

understatements. The compelling use of language that Onyema employs in 

his art will be critically examined. 

Chinyere Nwahunanya opines that, “the confrontational stance this 

poetry of challenge embodies defies the authority of a rampaging 

injustice…(3). The study of the environment has pitched the people against 

the various authorities that perpetrate the injustice. It is this kind of reaction 

and the resilience of the people that culminate to militancy in the Niger 

Delta. 

Tanure Ojaide points that, 

African literature on the environment involves 

environment and challenges capitalist industrialism 

through transnational engagements and the 

visionless government policies that are not people 

oriented (xiii). 

 

Crude Waves of the Delta, no doubt, examines in poetical form the 

hidden agenda of the multinational oil corporations in connivance with the 

Federal Government and the subjection of the environment and the 

indigenous people to the abysmal level of destitution. 

Enajite Ojaruega observes that, 
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Environmental pollution comes in the forms of blow 

outs gas flares and oil spills, from oil exploration and 

exploitation activities …. (31). 

 

Ojaruega’s observation explains, to a large extent, the degrading 

environment of the Niger Delta with its attendant health challenges on the 

people, flora and fauna, aquatic life and the atmosphere. It is therefore 

noteworthy to say that these issues confront a reader of Onyema’s collected 

poems. 

Feghabo Charles expresses the view that:  

The multinational oil companies operating in the 

Niger Delta are seen by the people of the region, 

especially writers, as an extension of the imperialists 

enterprise beyond the colonial era (49). 

 

He further asserts that “the literature provoked by this ferment in 

the region is revolutionary reflecting the activities in the region” (49). 

 

Niger Delta environment has had its fair share of protests and 

conflicts. Oil activities in the environment have become thorny and have 

led to insurrection occasioned by the endangerment of wild life, 

environmental degradation, neglect and exploitation by the Nigerian State.  

 

The Pristine Niger Delta Environment  

Written in monologue and addressing “Ekine”, a mute imaginary 

character, the poem opens in “Wave One” celebrating the beauty of the 

pristine Niger Delta environment. In a flashback the poet writes,  

Ekine, do you still remember the days in Oguta 

by the lake daisy, when humus rose to meet our 

noses 

when butterflies fluttered flowered Wings (1).  
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This is a reminiscence of the unravished environment where nature 

is, at once, peaceful and serene. 

“humus, rose to meet our noses”  

butterflies … cherished green romance”. 

 

This is an indication of the unity in all things. The butterfly is always 

glued to the flower “flowing from nectar to nectar” Marine creatures are 

not left out as the “mudflat whispered freely to the crab … and the edible 

periwinkle glided from mud to mud”. 

The poet makes a picturesque recording of natural elements in 

harmony as the  

“…sweet cool breeze caressed the hallowed scape and 

petted the strainds of willing thatch and both waved 

approval?” (2). 

 

The poet has through these lines above established an identity for 

the Niger Delta environment and her people. It is the identify of unity, 

peace and mutual co-existence, “the willing thatch and the cool breeze”, 

sum up the pleasantness in the pristine environment. This convivial 

atmosphere is also seen in the disposition of the children who sing thus, 

Mother farming  

Father fishing 

Tekena singing  

Is it lunch time yet? (2) 

The people’s occupations are hereby clearly defined… “fishing, 

farming, play music, trapping, dancing to the rhythm of the drums and then 

feasting. The enthralling ecosystem, the beautiful scenery, the evergreen 

rain forest and the clement atmosphere are the hallmarks of this 

environment.  
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Endangerment and the Degradation of the Environment 

“Wave two”, the poet regrets that a new thing has happened. There 

is a culture that is alien to the people and the environment. The poet writes, 

“but, my brother Ekine it is no longer calm and serene here, it is no longer 

blue and peaceful here. This oil …” From this development, it is clear that 

the environment is no longer what it was or meant to be as, 

“now, crude created stench of oil rages the virgin 

perfume of yesterday …. And kills our sea of hope 

…” (3). 

 

This new other of things for the poet is destructive “kills our sea of 

hope” and the skyline is “festooned with clouds drugged by arsenic”. The 

people are worried and confused as”. 

Everywhere, prostrate pipelines worship crude 

gods encasing us in grey sentry pipes of pressure… 

(3). 

 

These pipes convey crude and can be found everywhere in the 

environment. The people are unfortunately encircled by these pipes and 

their contents that emit “gasping sights of hellish inferno…” To compound 

the people’s displeasure with regard to this development, they note that, 

the financial outcomes of these pipes go to “Federal feats to assuage desert 

lands”. The people are alienated and denied the financial gains from oil 

exploration and exploitation. Rather, desert lands in faraway places are 

assuaged by the financial benefits of oil revenue. 

The poet laments this development and notes with utter 

disappointment the activities of the multinational oil corporations such as 

Shell, Agip, Chevron and Mobil that are geared towards the total 

degradation of the environment. Now, delta children sing drought songs, 

Rain, rain go away 

Rain, rain go away 

Go away and stay away 
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Delta children cannot play ….(4). 

  

The reason for the drought song is clear and unambiguous. It shows 

the degree of environmental degradation. The rain simply vomits rabid rain 

of rashes, 

 

On Delta man     

On delta animal     

On delta lands 

On delta plants  

On everything delta… 

 

It is no longer healthy to expect rain fall because of the arsenic 

materials in the atmosphere. 

 

Militancy In The Niger Delta 

The degradation of the landscape and the entire ecology are 

symbolic of the socio-political and economic dichotomy inherent in this 

environment. Onyema discusses vital issues that intimate the reader that 

poetry must speak in order to address and illustrate socio-political 

experiences. Militancy in this region is a consequence of the callousness and 

insensitivity on the part of the Federal Government of Nigeria in 

collaboration with the oil companies to reach out positively to the people.  

 

Language of Conflict and Resolution 

In Waves Nine-Twelve, the poet laments this development. He 

wants to know why,  

“….Federal and foreign bear oil block.  

Delta and Deltans bear crude burdens” (78). 

 

He notes that the people are on the receiving end of poverty, and are 

killed so that the oil business thrives while Federal Government is busy 
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amassing wealth at the expense of the people and the environment. The 

poet recalls that, 

Federal wields crude power 

Federal points killings gun  

At the oppressed Delta protestant …. (79). 

Onyema further intimates that federalism as a system of government 

and not unitary government is a possible solution to the problem of 

militancy in the region. He writes; 

Ekine, this unitary federalism chokes me like Delta 

kerosene water,  

it pollutes our essential  

disposes us like the Land Use Act.  

And increases the Kaima Declaration (79). 

 

The view that the wealth accruing from the resources in the Niger 

Delta is shared, in certain percentages, to all the States, Local Governments 

and the Federal Government calls for a review. The Land Use Act is 

obnoxious. Africans, in general and Niger Deltans in particular, are 

intricately tied to their land and any Act that denies them ownership to land 

is bad Act. One cannot, therefore, rule out militancy when these issues are 

not addressed. 

 

Words are a major platform in the configuration of a language. A 

poem is a medium of communication. For a poem to communicate, 

therefore, it must use the resources of language manipulated to attract its 

literary vision. Edgar Roberts and Henry Jacobs are of the view that since 

poems are constructed of words, the poet should use words that best 

explains his vision and interest. They maintain that in any natural language 

words are the signifiers of thoughts… actions (577). The poet’s language is 

derived from the language of his audience since literature is a product of 

the society ingrained in its consciousness. In other words, the literary raw 
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materials that a poet derives from a given society are refined by that poet 

and consumed by the same society. 

Onyema’s use of words therefore, reflects the vision of the 

establishment. These are; the Multinational Oil Corporations, the Federal 

Government, the common people and the militants. 

In “Wave Nineteen” the poet portrays the vision of the commander 

of the militants as he writes,  

Here, Ekine, A is not for airplane  

A is not for apple 

A is the army, ammunition and anger that the Asari’s know  

For B of Buguma banging and hungry. 

To breaking of pipeline, blood… 

Still writing the language of the militant commander, the poet goes on, 

…Odas de sleep for bed 

Dem de sleep for bush… 

Odas de ride pleasure motor 

Dem de ride abandoned canoe 

Odas de drink pure water,  

Dem de drink shit water (133).  

The use of language here by the militant commander is a clear 

testimony that the language of the creeks and of the Niger Delta 

environment is at variance with best standard. This is an indication of the 

mental trauma and poor upbringing occasioned by lack and deprivation.  

The commander continues, 

We dey violent O! 

We sabi fight O! 

Ohaji-Egbema-Oguta 

Is in core Niger Delta (123). 

 

The nativization of the English language, to suit domestic purposes 

away from global best practice, has become the norm. Often the peace 

moves initiated, especially by the Federal Government are a veneer to trap 
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the militants into submission. The militants are aware of this ploy, and have 

always evaded them. This development has further compounded the peace 

process in the environment. On the other hand, the use of language known 

to the establishment that is, the Federal Government and the multinational 

Oil Corporation are brute force, lies and deceit. Onyema underscores this 

fact when he writes, 

The federal military elephant regime   

Tramples the helpless Delta grass mercilessly… 

With superlative greed, mired in a show of senseless power 

(16). 

 

The negotiating power of the Federal Government is usually 

anchored on uncompromising mien, and brute force. It tramples on the 

innocent Niger Delta destroying them and killing them without remorse. 

The poet notes the following events in the life of the Niger Delta: from Odi 

to Ogoni nine to Umuechem to Choba and the smiling crocodile two. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined  the Federal Government of Nigeria and 

the Multinational Oil Corporations’ attempt to destroy a hitherto 

flourishing ecosystem through oil exploration and exploitation. The paper 

discussed the issues of poverty, disease and frustration on the part of the 

indigenous people in the area whose land, the wealth of the nation was 

derived. It also considered the problem arising from oil pollution, flaring of 

gas, environmental degradation and the endangerment of wild life. The 

problems of militancy and the usual clash of interest with the Nigeria 

military whose language of conflict resolution was brute force deceit and 

lies were also investigated. The paper intimated that the poet’s use of 

language represented the language of the audience about whom he wrote. 

Finally, it believed that the solution to the Niger Delta environmental crisis 

would be resolved when all parties would be ready to negotiate 

meaningfully. 
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