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Festus Iyayi belongs among the generation of Nigerian writers who can be 

legitimately described as post-colonial. Although born in the waning years of the 

colonial era, they experienced it only as a regime in retreat to make way for Africans' 

reassumption of self-determination, accompanied by Us ' millennial expectations. 

Iyayi is representative of these writers preoccupied not with the evils of colonialism 

but rather with the state of anomy Africans have created on the continent almost 

everywhere they are in power. Their literary style, of which he is one of the 

pioneers, is social realism, an approach that analyffes society and its problems in 

Marxist terms. Iyayi, like his colleagues, professes solidarity with the common 

people in opposition to the exploiting ruling classes, and proffers as solution to his 

country's social problems an "alternative tradition" entailing the active political 

engagement of the people. 

Iyayi was born on September 29, 1947 at Ugbegun in the Esan Central Local 

Government area of what was then the Western Region of Nigeria, later the 

Midwest state and now Bendel State. His farming parents sent him to an Anglican 

primary school for his early education in the course of which he was baptized into 

the Anglican church. For his secondary education he attended Annunciation 

Catholic College, where as the only non-Catholic among the students he came 

under pressure to convert. This he successfully resisted, a feat he would later boast 

no other student besides him has accomplished. 



In 1970 Iyayi went to the Ukraine in Soviet Union, on a scholarship to read 

economics and business management at the Kiev Institute of Economics. His 

studies there necessitated his mastering Russian, and he became familiar with 

Russian literature, the classics of Tolstoy and Dostoevski among others. He 

acknowledges that the exposure has had a direct impact on his writing career. Also, 

the independence and rebelliousness evident in his refusal to convert to catholicism 

at Annunciation College, and which will mark his activities later in Nigeria, mani

fested themselves during his stint at the Institute: in 1971/72 he led a demonstration 

by Black students against discri.minatory practices by the Ministry ofEducation. ·~ On returning to Nigej_9" 1974 he worked briefly as a journalist and as an 

Industrial Training Officer until 1977. In that year he went to Bradford University 

in Great Britain to study for a doctorate, which he received in 1980. He returned to 

Nigeria as a lecturer in the Department of Business Administration in the Universi

ty of Benin, a post he held until the Nigerian military government fired him in 1987 

for his political activities. 

Iyayi's preparation for his writing career actually began when he was a 

student at Annunciation. He recalls "attacking" the library in his first year at the 

school and reading all its holdings. Later students would remark to him that they 

found his name inscribed in every book in the library. He read writers like D. H . 

Lawrence, Shakespeare, Thomas Hardy, Charles Dickens, and Jane Austin, and was 

particularly influenced by John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath. He also tried his hand 

at writing, completing a full-length novel which, however, has never been pub

lished. Writing comes first with him, he says; his profession as a business adminis

trator he considers as "only one of the accidents of life." 

Iyayi's first published novel is Violence (1979). At the time of its writing 
c,jl ,..., Jr~~ 

Nigeria was awash with petro P:-1::H'a in amounts that seemed inexhaustible even 

despite the phenomenal graft and corruption of the Shagari regime. The prolifera

tion of expensive public projects provided well-placed and well-connected people 

with ample opportunities for amassing instant wealth. But just as the fortunate few 
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grew ever richer, so the life of the unfortunate many became progressively unbear

able owing to poverty. In Violence Iyayi set the tone for all his fictional works, 

which have been collectively a commentary on the political, social and economic 

life of his country. Violence focuses on the impossible struggles of a destitute young 

couple to make an honest living in a callous and corrupt society. 

Idemudia lives in the city with his wife Adisa, the wife his mother had sent 

him from their village, in an area so dilapidated that the residents watch helplessly 

as their houses crumble in rainstorms, and are reduced to speculating on which 

house would go next. He had abandoned his secondary school education because 

his father, from whom he had already become alienated as a consequence of his 

abuse and abandonment of Idemudia's mother, would not pay his fees. Life in the 

city is not easy because work is difficult to fi~q. He is. unable to support his wi~e
1
, ~i:td 
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they had had to send their only child back to•' mother to look after. -WhaLmo;e,_, 
/' . -

he cannot retain Adisa's respect, and she now taunts him relentlessly for his 

idleness. 

Iyayi's intention in the novel is to depict the class conflict that plagues the 

society; ldemudia and Adisa represent the downtrodden, underemployed and 

underpaid working class, while Obofun and his wife Queen represent the class of 

greedy exploiters of the workers. The relationship is exemplified in Queen's 

offering temporary employment to ldemudia and three of his friends to offload a 

truckload of cement. They diligently fulfil their end of the bargain but Queen is 

reluctant to fulfil hers, temporizing when the time comes for her to pay the wages 

she had promised, wages that are in any case incomrrlensurate with their labor. 

Furthermore, she insults the workers by gratuitously insinuating that they might 

have made away with some of her cement. ldemudia is desperately broke when 

Queen's offer of temporary work materializes, but the relief it brings soon turns 

chimerical: he had had to work in driving rain, and foe resulting illness necessitated 

his hospitalization. 
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Iyayi uses Idemudia's hospital experience to vividly dramatize the blatant 

inequities of the social arrangement and the disregard by the rich for the welfare and 

feelings of the poor. The VIP ward in the hospital is virtually empty, whereas poor 

patients sleep on the floor and in the corridors, the more fortunate ones sharing 

beds, and almost certainly diseases, for lack of adequate facilities. 

Violence also dwells on the crass commodification of all things, and the 

subordination of all values to the acquisitive instinct. For Queen,;Idemudia's labor 

is a commodity that has its price, and so also are his conscience and his sense of 

loyalty. When she needs him to break ranks with her underpaid and rebellious 

workers and prevent them from striking, she first offors him money, and when he 

refuses that she offers herself. That the practice is routine for her is evident in her 

giving herself to Iriso in return for peak milk, beef, eggs, and other produce worth 

five hundred naira from the government stocks he controls. The inequitable 

system had already forced ldemudia, for his part, several times to sell his blood, each 

time giving up a pint for fifteen naira, money he spent to feed and clothe his wife. 

As for Adisa, in desperate need of the means to buy medicine for her hospitalized 

husband and to pay the fees without which he cannot leave the hospital, she 

reluctantly succumbs to Obofun's sexual advances in return for money and whisky 

to retail for him. The differences in morality between the rich and the poor are 

clear: Idemudia spurns Queen's proposition, and Adisa is distraught after reluctant

ly yielding to Obofun, even though her Aunt Salome attempts to persuade her that 

a woman should take full advantage of her assets; Queen routinely markets herself, 

and Obofun is matter of fact about his debauchery. He reasons that the transaction 

between himself and Adisa is legitimate, since he has the money and goods that 

Adisa needs and she has the means to satisfy his sexual appetite. 

The narrative also highlights the debilitating impact on family cohesion of 

the harsh living conditions of the poor, and the pervasive preoccupation with 

money making by the rich. The novel opens with the disintegration of Idemudia's 

family, with his abusive and polygamous father ordering his mother out of his 
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home. The remainder is a record of the severe strain poverty imposes on the 

marriage of Idemudia and Adisa. That of Obofun and Queen is a grotesque corrup

tion of what a marriage should be: each partner detests and uses the other for his or 
t,t,.' ' 

her benefit. So consumed are they with the pursuit of money that they have little ,, 

time to pay proper attention to the welfare of their daughter Lilian. She is sexually 

precocious but her parents know nothing of the fact until the doctor who examines 

her after three boys rape her reports that the experience was by no means her first 

sexual encounter. 

One of the devices that will become familiar to his readers as his trade mark is 

Iyayi's frequent recourse to making his characters let the reader in on their inner 

debates when they weigh their options on thorny problems. By permitting the 

reader such access to the characters' thoughts Iyayi is able to present his story in both 

a discursive and a dramatic manner. The chief device he adopts for carrying his 

thesis in Violence, though, is the play written by an ex-patient of the hospital and 

put on to entertain the commissioner when he visits the hospital. Its title is 

"Violence." In it three alleged criminals appear before a judge to answer charges 

that they have been involved in robbery with violence, an offence for which those 

found guilty during the military regime were publicly executed. The lawyer for the 

defence insists, though, that his clients are not the guilty parties but society itself. 

The first accused is a laborer who worked from dawn until dusk for the 

measly pay of fourteen naira a month. On that pay he was unable to support his 

wife and three children; he could not feed or clothe them, and he could not afford to 

send the children to school. The prosecuting lawyer lives up to his role as represen

tative of the establishment by attempting to recast the obvious exploitation of the 

worker as evidence of his laziness; otherwise, he asks, why would he accept such 

low pay for so many hours of work? The worker's rejoinder is that the cards were 

stacked against his kind- too many of them were after too little work, and if one of 

them refused the slave wages.several others would gladly jump at the opportunity 

to earn a living of any sort. When, frustrated by the judge's ignorant questions 
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about the plight of the working people, he asks the judge if his children had ever 

cried from hunger, if he had ever watched any of them die for want of medical 

attention, he is ordered chained for his impertinence. 

The second accused is a teacher, who, the defence lawyer points out, once had 

a certain army general named Igreki as a student, the same Igreki who was retired 

the previous year "with full benefits" for having embezzled nearly two hundred 

and forty million naira. Also among his former students is Anonze, a high 

government official who was dismissed from his post only the previous week, also 

with full benefits, because he had built two hundred houses for himself with public 

funds, and had worked his many farms with government machinery, charging their 

maintenance to the government. The lawyer pointedly stresses that great crimes go 

unpunished, are in fact rewarded in effect, while petty crimes like his clients' attract 

draconian visitations. 

The last of the accused is a man who has long been unemployed despite his 

diligent efforts to find work, and who even when employed received even lower 

wages than the laborer. When the judge suggests that joblessness is no excuse for 

committing acts of violence against society the defence lawyer embarks on a 

redefinition of the concept violence. His summation is Iyayi's main theme in the 

novel, a ringing defence of the underprivileged. The victims of violence, the lawyer 

insists, are the oppressed workers, and the guilty party is the sick society, for the 

denial of opportunities to the common person of obtaining an education, of getting 

a job, of feeding himself or herself and his or her family properly, of gaining access 

to timely medical attention, constitutes an act of viol€'nce. When such people, 

condemned to poor and limited opportunities/ react, "they are only in a certain 

measure, answering violence with violence." He concludes that "all oppressed 

sections of our community ought to take up arms to overthrow the present oppres

sive system." 

Idemudia obviously identifies with the accused persons before the judge, and 

the defence lawyer's argument must have impressed him, for when later he 
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discovers Adisa's infidelity he does not murder her as he had earlier threatened. He 

sees her as one of the victims of the society's violence against individuals, one 

forced to prostitution by the exploitative system. Her lapse now appears in a new 

light, as a sacrifice she made for him, but which he had been too blind to recognize. 

It was, he reasons, not different in kind from his selling his blood to provide for her. 

Despite the clarity of the author's theses as explicitly stated, Violence can be 

faulted for some structural untidiness. The abusiveness of ldemudia's father 

towards his mother is not examined or developed or even truly integrated into the 

story. Why, for example, is he the way he is? If his violence results from social 

impositions or deprivations, we do not see how; he remains a man whose pathology 

is simply a given, and the author, perhaps inadvertently, furthers the view that 

African men are wife abusers. Furthermore, although the story revolves around 

the plight of the workers, especially those employed by Queen, and although it 

builds up to the threat of a strike, the climactic issue becomes Idemudia's reaction to 

the discovery of his wife's infidelity. What happens with the strike is left unad

dressed, even though it seems to be the response to the defence lawyer's call to the 

oppressed segments of society to challenge their oppressors. The last we know of 

ldemudia the worker is that he is newly out of a job again, for the irate Queen 

forbids him to ever show up at her work site again. 

Although Violence is Iyayi's first novel to be published, he actually wrote The 

Contract (1982) first. Written during the interval between his studies in the Soviet 

Union and Britain, he had first offered it to Longman (Nigeria) but had heard 

nothing from them "for many years." In 1977, the year he went to Bradford 

University, he contacted Longman's office in England, and within three months he 

received information that they would publish the novel. One can understand the 

reticence of Longman (Nigeria) to have anything to do with the novel, a contempo

raneous treatment of a period when the level of corruption in the country had risen 

to unprecedented heights. 
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At the time, public works proliferated, consuming billions of naira, and 

offering well placed officials multitudes of opportunities to embezzle as much of the 

money as they could. Their brazenness was almost beyond imagining, because just 

about everybody was involved in the looting, and the only disgruntled people 

seemed to be those denied access to some of the spoils. The author, in something of 

a Brechtian touch, underscores his assessment of the morality of the country with 

such names as Major Ole, Dr. Okuiya, and Wayo Hotel; "ole" means "thief" in 

Yoruba1 and "Okuiya" designates a completely worthless person in the same 

language (the language of Lagos, the capital city of Nigeria), while "wayo" means 

"hanky-panky" in pidgin. Iyayi wrote the novel convinced (naively he would later 

decide) that he could effect a change in the country's affairs and its people's morality 

through the medium of fiction. 

In The Contract we follow the degeneration of a young man from idealism to 

realism. The hero, Ogie Obala, has just returned from study abroad to find that his 

father has a job waiting for him at what he considers an excessively high salary-ten 

thousand naira to be his father's principal secretary. The father, Chief Eweh Obala, 

is the Chairman of Ogbe City Council, a position that comes with the responsibility 

for awarding contracts for public projects. Ogie has returned to the country full of 

idealism and determined to be untainted by the corruption he knows is rife in 

Nigeria's public life, and is therefore unwilling to accept the position. His reluc

tance is bolstered by the knowledge that his father's reason for wanting his oldest 

son as his right hand man is to facilitate the graft that the process of awarding 

contracts actually is. His resistance soon collapses, though, under pressure from his 

father and his uncle Suralo. 

Ogie's insistence on morality and honesty meets with skepticism from all 

quarters. On reestablishing contact with his long-term friend Mallam Malla~Ogie 

receives from him a startling lesson and lecture on the new ethics rampant in the 

country. Mallam Mallam's profession is itself symptomatic of the moral climate; he 

is in the cheque business, that is, he serves high government officials as a contractor 
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for non-existent projects, the cheques for which he launders at considerable profit 

for himself. It is such a lucrative business that he scoffs at the ten-thousand-naira 

salary Ogie thinks is excessive. To Ogie's scruples he has ready answers and rational

izations: 'We are an indecent people .... You steal from your friends, they steal 

from you. You go to bed with their wives, they go to bed with yours." He insists 

that the African has no conscience and has never had one. Public money is there for 

the taking, he adds, for the public is ~erely "a faceless and harmless mask." How, 

he wonders, can one have a conscience taking money from something that one does 

not see? Mallam Mallam here succinctly enunciates one of the explanations for the 

epidemic of official corruption in modern African states: the lack of accountability or 

sense of obligation in mosaic countries whose citizens share no sense of communi-

Not even Rose Idebale, the girl-friend he had been longing to see again and 

whom he was certain would share his idealism, offers him any reassurance. Her 

own experiences of the new morality have left her disillusioned, and having been a 

victim of the "slaughter house" syste~ she has resolved that she stands no chance 

of making a decent living in the society unless she returns to the university for 

further education. "Slaughter houses," she explains to Ogie, are cheap hotel rooms 

where female job seekers are sexually exploited by male prospective employers, who 

invariabl~ renege afterwards on their promise of employment. She assures Ogie 

that his idealism will not last, that he will inevitably become part of the corruption, 

and that the best he can do is keep his embezzled money in the country where it will 

at least do some good for local people and the local economy. e,;f-

Ogie eventually takes the job his father offers him, lle(vever with the 

intention of remaining honest. But for his pains the council workers file a petition 

against him with the administrator for his fastidious bookkeeping. He receives no 

support from his father who has no use for idealists, only for realists. He lectures 

his son, "whether young or old the most successful people in the world today are 

realists. And if you want to succeed in this country, you must be realistic. You must 
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be practical." He is so morally warped himself that he can construe his corruption 

as altruism, the mark of a "liberal realist" who cares for the masses in his own way. 

Individuals, he argues, have no volition in moral matters; they are trapped in a 

situation where all their decisions have been made for them and they cannot escape 

from the trap. He is angered by Oniha, his youngest son and a Marxist, who carries 

placards in demonstrations demanding the ouster of a corrupt vice-chancellor, and 

who accuses him in his dream, "You trade in misery. You profit from the misery of 

the people. You are like the dogs and the vultures. You scavenge in the refuse, in 

the vomit of the people's misery. You are scavengers." He has lost Oniha and his 

other son Ezekiel, but he hopes to salvage Ogie. He must move from being an 

idealist to being a liberal realist, one who does not believe in revolutions but in 

"allowing things to go on the way they are," because the revolutionary idealists are 

always the first to die in any upheaval. 

The administrator who represents the Federal government in the state would 

normally be the guardian of the public interest, but he is in fact the mastermind 

behind the schemes for defrauding the public, and is one of the biggest beneficiaries 

of the corruption. For example, after the death of Chief Oloru, one of the business

men vying for the contract and a victim of poisoning by his rival Chief Ekata, the 

administrator's immediate concern is to secure the many houses he had built in the 

dead man's name. Indeed, his conception of protecting the public interest is to 

indemnify his corrupt underlings with the assurance, "Let your sins be upon my 

head." 

The contract for which the book is named is for low-cost housing. Its initial 

value is one hundred thousand naira, from which it balloons in geometric incre

ments to five hundred million naira, the understanding all the time being that only 

a fraction of the money will go to the contractor who eventually wins the contract. 

The bulk of the money will be distributed among a few insiders. In the end only ten 

million naira out of the five hundred million goes to the contractor: Major (Chop

chop) Alafia takes forty per cent of the face amount, because he is backed by guns and 
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none of the other swindlers dares oppose him; th~ Chief of Police receives twe1tty

nine per cent; the commissioner, much to his chagrin, merits only sixteen percent; 

and Chief Obala shares the remaining fifteen per cent with his son. It is the Chief's 

assignment to take the stolen money to safety in a bank abroad, and it is in Ogie's 

attempt to make good on his vow to keep his own share of it in the country that he 

is shot to death by his father who mistakes him for a thief. 

The massive dimension of official corruption and the aplomb that character

izes it are, according to Iyayi, both indices of the contempt in which the privileged 

hold the rest of the population. They are confident that the people are so stupid and 

so spineless that they cannot and will not act against the embezzlers. Mallam 

Mall am' s disdainful opinion of the common people is typical: "I don't think there is 

going to be any revolution in this country," he declares. "The people are afraid, 

ignorant and unorganized. The rich, even if there are not many, are very sophisti

cated." Consistent with Iyayi's conviction that only Marxism offers a viable avenue 

to healing the society, Mallam Mallam bolsters his prognosis with the observation 

that the authorities had insured their invulnerability by stopping a course on 

Marxism in the university. One cannot even talk about political consciousness in 

the country, where interests are divided along tribal lines, he asserts. There might 

be a coup, he grants, but that is not the same as a revolution. 

Chief Oloru for his part sneers, "What do people do in this country anyway 

but talk? It is always nothing but small talk." That is not to say that the corrupt 

officials do not harbor some worries. Watching the cutting down of trees in a park 

that has in the past served repeatedly as a generator of contracts in its transforma

tions-from a residential area to a big square, to a stadium, and finally to a park

Chief Obala worries that the government might be going too far, that the people 

might start looking too closely at its activities. The destruction of the trees reminds 

him too uncomfortably of what revolutions do to all corrupt officials, and, besides, 

seeing the repeated changes in the status of the piece of land might suggest to people 

that change is in fact possible and necessary. 
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If Iyayi's purpose is to show how the system inevitably forces even idealistic 

people into corruption, his characterization of Ogie does not quite make the point. 

His resistance to temptation seems almost half-hearted from the start, and he is only 

too willing to accept the rationalization Rose suggests to make corruption accept

able-to put it to good use by establishing a business locally. By keeping his loot in 

the country instead of sending it to foreign banks
1
he would be "the percentage with 

the conscience, the corruption with the human face." Comforted by that decision
1 
he 

resolves to be even greedier than his father. 

Iyayi's practice of coupling sexuality with corruption is as evident in The 

Contract as it is in Violence. Ogie's degeneration and capitulation to the evil are 

signalled by his making love to Eunice, the sex emissary Chief Ekata sends to him to 

dispose him in the Chief's favor, and recalling the role of Queen in Violence, Chief 

Oloru offers his wife to whoever might be in a position to send contracts his way. 

In other regards Ogie is not very different from his father, whose callousness 

is manifest in his behavior after he absent-mindedly kills three people with his car. 

He escapes from the scene unseen and reports his car stolen. When a policeman 

calls him later to say that the car has been found, and that it has been involved in an 

accident in which three people died, his only concern, much to the annoyance of the 

policeman, is about the condition of his car. Ogie's own callousness and selfishness 

reveal themselves in his reaction to Rose's pregnancy. Because it is an impediment 

to her desire to further her education, she wishes to terminate it and she seeks help 

from Ogie, who after all is partly responsible for her condition. Rather than use 

persuasion to change her mind, however, he tries to trick her into unwanted 

motherhood: he tells her that he will look for a doctor to help her but he in fact 

embarks on persuading doctors not to do so until it will have become too late for 

her to safely abort the fetus. Earlier instanc~ of his thoughtlessness and lack of 

consideration for the less fortunate are his refusal to tip the barman at Wayo Hotel, 

and his sending Anselm, his father's man-servant, a great distance to deliver a 
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message to Rose without giving him taxi fare; Rose proves herself more humane by 

giving him the fare for the trip back home. 

When he wrote The Contract Iyayi intended his writing about the vomit, as 

he is wont to characterize the morass in the society, to effect some change of heart 

and habit among the people of the country. Since then he has "moved away from 

[the] view that writing alone can bring about desired changes," and has realized that 

"the writer has to be involved politically." Heroes (1986) dramatizes the author's 

realization that anyone who desires change "cannot be a writer only. You have to 

be an active combatant in the army of those you are writing for." The new convic

tion is already perceivable in Violence, in which Idemudia leads the laborers' 

rebellion against Queen, but it is in in this novel that it comes to full realization. As 

he was writing the novel, between 1983 and 1986, Iyayi was also suiting his actions to 

his belief. He was politically active as chairperson of the academic staff union of the 

University of Benin, and, later, National President of the Academic Staff Union of 

Nigerian Universities, an organization the government found too radical and 

banned in 1988. He has also been active in the Central Labour Organization, the 

Civil Liberties Organization, and the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights. 

His activities twice led to his arrest and brief detentiop by state security agents, in - .,. 
1984 and again in 1987, the latter incident occasion w.ith his dismissal from his 

university position. 

The writer, says Iyayi, is the conscience of society, which looks to him or her 

for leadership at critical junctions; and the writer must "stand either with the 

oppressor of his people or enlist in the army of the oppressed as an active combat

ant." Osime Iyere, the hero of Heroes, is an apt surrogate for Iyayi, who was once a 

reporter himself, and who has moved from being an observer-rapporteur to being 

an active instigator of rebellion. Osime, a political correspondent for the Daily 

News, is stationed in the city of Benin during the Nigeria-Biafra war. He starts out 

with a simplistic belief about who are the good people and who the bad in the 

conflict: Biafran soldiers are evil and as prone to atrocities as they are badly clothed 
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and badly equipped, while the Federal soldiers, smart in their uniforms and heavy 

boots and bristling with modern weapons, ~re good, kind and humane. In the 
c-

course of the story he undergoes a process"' demystification as he gradually learns 

truths that make him question his earlier assumption regarding both the causes and 

necessity of the war, and the identity of the villains and the victims. In the process 

he also discovers a new mission for himself, to protect the common people from 

being caught up and sacrificed in the egotistical and venal conflicts among generals, 

politicians, businessmen, contractors, professors, and their ilk. 

The original inspiration to write the book came from an incident Iyayi 

witnessed as a higher school student in the early days of the war. The Biafran 

soldiers had invaded and occupied Bendel State, his school serving as their local 

base. Shortly afterwards a Federal counter-attack had ousted them, and in the 

process Iyayi saw soldiers on both sides commit atrocities like massacring civilians. 

One particular incident was seared into his memory-he had seen Federal troops 

line up three civilians against a bush very close to the school and shoot them to 

death. 

In Heroes Osime's initial naivete and blind faith in the goodness of the 

Federal troops causes the death of Mr. Ohiali, his landlord and father of his girl

friend Ndudi. He is elated at first when Federal soldiers retake the city from the 

Biafrans, and he brushes aside Mr. Ohiali's apprehensions about what they might ·do 

to him because he is Ibo, although not a Biafran. He is skeptical about heeding the 

summo~ the Federal troops issue that all lbos resident in the city present them

selves at the stadium for processing, but Osime persuades him that there is nothing 

to fear. Osime's sanguine opinion of the Federal soldiers soon undergoes an abrupt 

change, though, when he almost loses his own life in a brush with some of them. 

Invited to the stadium to watch a cultural display arranged for the entertainment of 

high army and government officials, he finds on arrival there that his official 

invitation will not get him past the soldier guarding the stands, and when he insists 

on his rights he is beaten up and almost shot. Fortunately he is rescued just in time 
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by Salome, the beautiful woman who used to be his gir~~friend but who left him to 

marry an army officer. Her husband, Major Otunshi, is in charge of the troops in 

the area, and Salome is standing in for him at the cultural display. Osime's change 

of heart comes too late for Mr. Ohiali, who holds fast to Osime's earlier advice to 

report to the military authorities as summoned. In the event he is shot for no 

apparent reason in the presence of Osime and his daughter Ndudi. 

Osime's guilt is aggravated because he had earlier alienated himself from 

Ndudi because of her Ibo ethnicity; now he insists that her only relevant identity is 

her being a Nigerian. This realization is the source of the message he insistently 

repeats to his fellow journalists and to the soldiers he meets at the front. Whereas 

the leaders on both sides had primed their soldiers for the war by casting it as an 

ethnic conflict, Osime insists it is in fact a class conflict: ''The Ibo man's enemy is not 

the man from the other tribe. His enemies are there in his own tribe as they are 

there. in the other tribes," he asserts. The Ibo politician, and businessman and police - ~ 
chief 1. in short all the privileged among the Ibo/\ are the enemies of the ordinary Ibo 

person; they steal from the ordinary Ibo as they steal from one another, and the 

same relationship exists among the other ethnic groups. The common people of the 

different groups have no reason to hate or fight one another, he tells anyone who 

will listen to him, but every reason to unite and fight their exploiters. His thesis 

about the absence of animus among the ordinary soldiers of both sides finds 

vindication when he sees two soldiers, a Nigerian and a Biafran prisoner, playing 

draughts and exchanging banter during a lull in the fighting, watched by some 

Federal guards, whose Kalashnikovs rest carelessly ag.1inst a nearby tree. Inside the 

building that serves as stockade are at l~t three hundred Biafran prisoners lolling 

about or playing cards. 

Accordingly, when Jato, a fellow journalist, tells him there are two sides to 

the conflict, the Nigerian and the Biafran sides, Osime corrects him by identifying a 

third side, "the people's side. The side of the working Ibo, the side of the working 

Hausa, the side of the working Yoruba, in short-the side of the working Nigerian 
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man and woman." This side will eventually form its own army, the "third army." 

The present war, he says, "is the generals' war, the bishops' war, the politicians' war, 

the professors' war." When the third army engages, "the generals and the tradition

al rulers and the bishops and the politicians and the police chiefs and the business

men and the professors will be the raw materials as the soldiers for the working 

people are the raw materials in this war." 

lyayi uses one of the great disasters of the war from the Nigerian perspective 

to illustrate the callousness of the commanding officers towards their fighting men. 

Without adequate preparation, and certainly without reliable intelligence, the 

commanding officer decided in October 1967 to attempt a crossing of the Asaba: 

Onitsha bridge over the Niger river which separated Nigeria from the Biafran 

heartland. The ill-fated gamble proved extremely costly, because the Biafran 

defenders were waiting in ambush, and thousands of Federal soldiers perished in 

the gambit. Iyayi makes significant alterations in the known facts to suit his 

purpose. He explains the bad timing of the operation as resulting from the desire of 

Brigadier Otunshi, the Commander of the Division, to present what would have 

been a spectacular victory to the head of state on the occasion of the latter's wedding. 

Although the two events occur almost two years apart (General Gowon's wedding 

was in April 1969), Iyayi makes them coincide. Furthermore, in the novel Otunshi 

abandons his soldiers while the disaster is in progress, and leaves the front for Lagos 

to attend the lavish wedding; his men all the while are under the impression that 

he is arranging to send reinforcements to relieve and rescue them. 

Osime had earlier been put off by the lavish party the commander threw for 

his officers and their contractor cronies, parties where imported foods and drinks are 

available in abundance but of which the fighting soldiers receive no share. He had 

also been told that Otunshi had the reputation of sending his troops into combat on 

the eve of payday and pocketing the pay of the casualties. He is further incensed 

when Otunshi orders the execution of thirty-seven soldiers and five officers on his 

return from Lagos, blaming them for the Asaba disaster. 

16 



Heroes is Iyayi's monument to the unknown and uncelebrated foot soldiers 

of the war. He intends in it to acknowledge their central role in the conflict, to tell 

its story from their perspective, to give them the credit that the generals have ,,. 
misappropriatedJ\ in short, to give them voice. He has Sergeant Audu, one of the 

soldiers at the front, complain to Osime, "After this war many generals will write 

their accounts in which they will attempt to show that they were the heroes of this 

war, that it was their grand strategies that won the war. They will tell the world that 

they single-handedly fought and won the war." Indeed General Olusegun Obasanjo 

had done just that in My Command (1980). Later recalling Audu's complaintJ.Osime 

had vowed, "It will not always be like that because a movement is bound to emerge 

from this war. A movement which will write the history of this war and give each 

man and woman his or her proper due." 

Iyayi's intention is laudable, but whether he has realized it or not is debatable. 

Despite the apparent enlistment of Sergeant Kesh Kesh in Osime's "third army," 

signalled by his ordering his troops henceforth to persuade the Biafran soldiers to 

lay down their arms instead of killing them, Iyayi has been criticized for choosing as 

his hero a member of the petit-bourgeoisie, a writer like Iyayi himself, whose 

"opaque presence" is always between the reader and the common soldier. Heroes is, 

in effect, Osime's story, the story of his disillusionment and belated access to clarity, 

not the story of the soldiers as Iyayi intended. 

On another point the author may have overestimated the force with which 

he has made his point. In response to a question about his portrayal of women, he 

expressed the belief that women must be acknowledged as active agents in Nigerian 

life, including in the mad quest for money. Although men have been dominant in 

Nigerian public life, he comments, "there have also been some very powerful 

women who've had a hand in the selling of our country. Both sexes have to own 

up to being responsible for that." That view does more justice to African women 

than the one that portrays them always as manipulated victims, but in Iyayi's 

novels only Queen in Violence seems to fit that description. Iyayi seems to believe 
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that Salome does also, but it is difficult to see her as any more than Major (later 

General) Otunshi's dependent woman. 

Iyayi has made a considerable reputation for himself on the strength of only 

three novels, the last of which won him the Commonwealth Writers' Prize for 

1988. As noteworthy as his accomplishments as a writer is the courage with which 

he has championed the cause of the common person against the abuses of the 

powerful, both in his fiction and in his life. As an artist he may not quite measure 

up to people like Ngcrgr wa Thiong'o or Ousmane Sembene, but it is a measure of 

his populist standing that commentators frequently compare him to the two. 
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