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Abstract 

The challenge of leadership in Africa, and of course Nigeria, is a grave one. Unlike before when the 

problem of Africa’s underdevelopment was always blamed on the colonial experience, today it is usually 

traced to bad leadership. The view that bad leadership is the major bane of Nigeria’s development also finds 

expression in many creative writings. While these writings in the genre of prose and drama have attracted a 

lot of critical attention, this is not the case with poetry. This article examines the representation of 

postcolonial leadership in Hyginus Ekwuazi’s two poetry collections, Love Apart and Dawn into Moonlight, 

with a view to determining how political leadership in the country has failed its followership. From the 

analysis of the relevant poems in the collections, Nigeria’s postcolonial leadership is depicted as 

nightmarish and disastrous. It is particularly implicated in the ‘crime’ of poverty that is pervasive in the 

country. 
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Introduction 

Hyginus Ekwuazi belongs to the third 

generation of modern Nigerian poets. Some of 

the other poets with which he shares this 

generational grouping are Remi Raji, Afam 

Akeh, Lola Shoneyin, Olu Oluigbe, Ifowodo 

Ogaga,  Sesan Ajayi, Nnimmo Bassey, Obu 

Udeozo, Joe Ushie, Onookome Okome, Femi 

Oyebode, Kayode Aderinokun, Esiaba Irobi and 

Hyginus Ekwuazi. (Ushie, 2005; Egya, 2011; 

Adebiyi-Adelabu and Aguele, 2019). The poets 

of the generation share the same socio-political 

consciousness in their works, which reveal a deep 

sense of dissatisfaction at the abysmal manner of 

governance in Nigeria. These poets use their 

works as outlets for their frustration and despair 

at the disappointing state of affairs in the country. 

Their thematic preoccupations spin around 

societal dilemmas such as the widening chasm 

between the rich and the poor, due largely to 

cyclical maladministration, unemployment, 

insecurity and diverse forms of man’s inhumanity 

to man.  

The similarity in the themes of these 

poets shows collective anger at the fast decline of 

the nation. Egya (2011) is of the view that the 

symphony in thematic flow of the poems of these 

new generation poets is not unconnected to the 

fact that these same poets were children during 

the oil boom of the 1970s and witnessed the 

overflowing abundance. But when they became 

adults in the oil doom of the 1990s, and 

witnessed the inglorious downfall of their 

country, they therefore had to deal with 

disillusionment in every aspect of the Nigerian 

state, especially political. From Egya’s position, 

it is easy to understand the patriotic zeal that 

burns in the heart of many a new generation poet, 

who can simply not fathom the pace at which the 

Nigerian plane has taken a nosedive from its 

enviable height, given the abundance of resources 

bestowed on it by Mother Nature. This unified 

angst over the leadership of the country, dates as 

far back as the era of military dictatorship in 

Nigeria and yet continues in the democratic 

dispensation, where the government , meant to 

cater for the needs of the people, turns into a 

leech that sucks the nation dry. Hyginus Ekwuazi, 

also a third generation poet, shares this same 

socio-political burden of the nation. However, in 

a way that is markedly different from other poets 

of this age, he presents the nation as sick, 

traumatised and in need of healing (Adebiyi-

Adelabu and Aguele, 2017). As Egya rightly 

remarks about the poetry of the generation, “the 

new poems are concerned with the nightmarish 

political conditions in Nigeria especially in the 

1990s caused by military dictatorships…the new 

poetry emerges largely as a response to the 

specific military dictatorships” (50). 

Similarly, Adebiyi (2009 and 2015) 

implicates the military leaders of Nigeria in the 
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frustration and gloom that characterised the 

country at some point in her history, which he 

blames on their inept leadership. According to 

him, this inept leadership by the military provides 

many poets with thematic engagements. Poets 

such as Joe Ushie, Remi Raji, Tayo Olafioye, 

Ogaga Ifowodo, and Ademola Dasylva are some 

examples of those cited in this respect. Ekwuazi’s 

engagement with the theme, however, goes 

beyond military dictatorship. 

Leadership Challenge in Nigeria  

The challenge of leadership in Africa, 

and of course Nigeria, is a grave one. Unlike 

before when the problem of Africa’s 

underdevelopment was always blamed on the 

colonial experience, today it is usually traced to 

bad leadership. In the words of Greg Mills, 

‘Africa’s poverty is not because of the lack of 

capital, access to world markets, technical 

experts, or the unfair global economic system, it 

is rather because African leaders have made poor 

choices and decided to keep the continent in 

abject poverty (Mills, 2011; Mills, 2010). 

Endorsing this view, Pocian and Mgaya 

(2015:106)  also note that ‘leadership and 

governance are some of the impediments to 

Africa’s quest for sustainable and equitable 

development.’ This perception of Africa 

leadership is mostly hinged on the fact that it has 

been decades since colonialism came to an end in 

the continent. Besides, there are other countries 

elsewhere around the world that equally went 

through colonial experience, but have since 

advanced economically and politically. Often 

cited in this respect are South Korea, Malaysia, 

India, Singapore and, recently, United Arab 

Emirate. 

Speaking specifically of Nigeria, 

Bolarinwa (2013) observes that ‘The country has 

experienced the woes of bad governance, 

massive corruption, human rights abuses and 

economic deprivation from greedy civilian 

political leaders and military dictators.’ Similarly, 

leadership, corruption and bad governance have 

also been pointed out by Anazodo et al. (2015) as 

the greatest challenges to the development of 

Nigeria. In his famous essay, The Trouble with 

Nigeria, Achebe also blames the country’s 

problems on leadership. With these and other 

similar comments about leadership in the country, 

little doubt is left about the gravity of the matter 

at hand. 

Perhaps this is why the problem has 

moved beyond its traditional disciplines in the 

social sciences to find imaginative expression in 

the poetic composition of writers like Hyginus 

Ekwuazi. As noted earlier, some other Nigerian 

poets have also engaged the subject in their 

poetry. However, Ekwuazi’s exploration of same 

is distinguished by its imbrication with poverty. 

Leadership Failure in Ekwuazi’s Poetic 

Imagination 

One of the motivating factors that led Nigerians 

to clamour for independence was the desire to 

have indigenous leaders who would lead the 

nation to achieve its highest potential given the 

abundant human and natural resources bestowed 

on the country. The jubilation and excitement that 

greeted the attainment of independence spoke 

volumes of the trust which Nigerians reposed in 

the new class of leaders. Sadly, however, almost 

sixty years after Nigeria gained her 

independence, the nation which held so much 

promise of a glorious future, has continued to 

grope in a dark tunnel, its progress, clogged by 

years of civilian and military misrule, 

monumental corruption, looting of the state 

treasury, electoral malpractice, ‘godfatherism’, 

insecurity of lives and property and moral 

atrophy. Chinua Achebe (1983:1), in his The 

Trouble with Nigeria, highlights this issue of 

failed leadership in Nigeria when he says that 

“the trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a 

failure of leadership”. 

In the poem “While you were away” 

(Love, 17), the poet persona laments the absence 

of the beloved. The poet persona’s experience of 

being without a “guardian angel” (Love, 17) 

connotes an absence of leadership. The leaders 

who are expected to manage the affairs of the 

nation get themselves very busy embezzling 

public funds at their disposal. This act causes the 

poet persona to “laugh”, an act which in trauma 

theory, is the body’s way of attempting to forget 

the pain which the conscious body is passing 

through (Pederson, 2014). The poet persona, in 

his heart-to-heart talk with the beloved, reveals 

how public office holders saddled with the 
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responsibility of public service convert the 

privilege to avenues to siphon state wealth. He 

says: “True, I laugh / when our Assemblymen / 

put their feet in their mouths / the same feet 

they’ve shod / at the expense of their 

constituencies” (Love, 17). In Lines 29 to 32 of 

the poem, again the poet persona laments, “True, 

I laugh / when our drunken pilots / steer this ship 

of ours / to the edge of the precipice…” (Love, 

18). Here, he likens the leaders to “drunken 

pilots” (Love, 18). 

In “forever, that part of me that loves 

you” (Love, 39), the poet persona relates his 

experience of witnessing how “grief stricken 

mourners”, haggled over coffins of different 

shades; “plain and ornamented / coarse and 

smooth, plebian and royal.” He recalls how his 

beloved once asked him whether he knows that 

“every coffin is made of soft wood” (Love, 39) 

and how his lover explained the reason why 

coffins are built with soft wood. She explains to 

him that coffins are made of soft wood so that 

termites can easily get to the corpse for easy 

decomposing. This realisation of the components 

of coffins makes the poet persona, out of dread, 

to feel the underside of his bed to see how soft 

the wood is. At such moments, he says, “a heavy 

worry” (Love, 40) attaches itself to him like his 

shadow. The image of the coffin beclouds his 

mind and reminds him of the vanity of life. This 

leads him to wonder whether political gladiators 

have this understanding of the emptiness and 

futility of life. He asks whether: 

…the eagle that denies the hawk 
a clawspace on the thousand branched iroko’ 

The ferret that bereaves the burrow 

              or separates the burrowed one from his winter stores 
…. 

Don’t they know about the underside of the coffin 

that it is made of softer wood? 
 

Have they never heard the eternal silence 
in which the termite sits to dinner?... (Love, 40). 

 

Eagles and hawks belong to the same family of 

birds called accipitridae. They are both predatory 

birds. These birds which deny themselves “a 

clawspace on the thousand branched iroko” 

represent the despotic and tyrannical military 

rulers in Nigeria who execute coups and counter-

coups in order to be in power. In a bid to satisfy 

their hunger for power, these rulers, crush one 

another or even annihilate any subaltern who 

dares cross their paths.  

Another image used in the description of 

the cruel dominance of the masses by the 

despotic rulers is the “ferret”. (Love, 40). The 

poet persona likens power-thirsty rulers who set 

out to enrich themselves at the expense of the 

people to ferrets. Ferrets are trained to hunt 

burrowing animals. The subjugated people 

“burrow” when they go about their businesses in 

order to make ends meet and put food on their 

tables, but these avaricious leaders continue to 

amass and pillage the resources of the state, 

leaving the masses in pitiable and miserable 

condition. He groans at the level of cunning of 

the political class who act as “sheep” before they 

are voted into office but are shockingly 

transmogrified into wolves preying on the “lambs 

and ewes” (Love, 40) — the exploited class. 

Overcome with paralysing bewilderment, the 

poet persona again asks a question with reference 

to these self-seeking leaders of his country. He 

wonders: “don’t they know about the underside 

of the coffin / that is made of softer wood? / have 

they never heard the eternal silence / in which the 

termite sits to dinner?” (Love, 40). He sounds a 

reminder to the leaders about the sheer emptiness 

of life. 

In the poem ”though I swore to 

you”(Love, 52), the poet persona recalls his 

pledge to his beloved but, at the same time, 

expresses his consternation at the treachery of 

leaders he had trusted with his future when he 

says, ‘But how was I to know/that he who 

suckled the same breast/with the mother that gave 

you life’ (Love, 52, 53). 

These same set of leaders who milk the 

country dry, are painfully, fellow countrymen, 

who for the love of money and power, would do 

everything in their power to oppress and exploit 

the masses so they can be in absolute control. 

They arrogate power to themselves through 

rigging. While they loot the treasury, the helpless 

masses, unable to speak, suffer greatly.  

“No solace on your side of the bed” (Love, 56), 

foregrounds the ineluctable fate of ruination and 
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desolation that befalls a nation bereft of good 

leaders. The poet persona laments the state of 

restlessness and sleeplessness he finds himself 

due to the excruciating pain which his nation is 

passing through in the hands of cruel and 

insensitive leaders. Bleary-eyed, he broods over 

the pitiable condition of his beloved nation as he 

groans:  

I thought about her   
all night long  

they had gorged out her eyes   
sliced off her pubescent breasts 

and crudely shaved her pubic  
a fresh sacrifice   

on the altar of power and wealth (Love, 56-57).  
 

The nation, in this poem, is metaphorically 

represented as a maiden whose body has been 

desecrated by politicians who are masterful in 

brutality and savagery. In a manner that carries an 

image of evil ritual, visionless politicians pluck 

out the eyes of the nation, causing a directionless 

and purposeless movement. By slicing off “her 

pubescent breasts” (Love, 56), these atrocious 

leaders have, through their lustful desire for 

wealth and power, turned a potentially glorious 

nation into one that is robed in abject ignominy. 

Not only have they emasculated the nation, they 

have also left her helpless with “all hands and 

feet widely spread out” (Love, 57). This exercise 

in despoliation of the land is carried out at three 

major levels of government which are the federal, 

state and local government, with the strategies for 

its execution often times perfected when elections 

draw near. Is it not paradoxically ironic that 

elections in Nigeria, which are meant to usher in 

good leaders who have been voted in by the 

generality of the public for the welfare of the 

citizens, are instead perfidiously employed by 

politicians as tables for fresh sacrifice to the gods 

of power and ill-gotten wealth? 
 

The Nigerian leadership situation is an 

impasse which is gradually evolving into a rat-

trap. One would expect that democracy, as 

against military dictatorship, will terminate the 

hydra-headed problems confronting the nation. 

On the contrary, even with the emergence of a 

democratic dispensation, which in its famously 

definitional term is a government of the people, 

by the people and for the people, the challenges 

persist. In Love Apart, the poem “why do they 

fear greatly, who greatly love?” (Love, 73) 

captures this dilemma. The poet persona in the 

first instance declares he is “riddled with fears” 

(Love, 73). And then in the following lines, he 

reveals the cause of his fears: 

I fear the godfather 

the stormy petrel 
the one whose self-interest 

is deeply cicatrized on our polity 
the same one to whom our democracy 

is the wind of a compost heap (Love, 73). 
 

The poet persona’s use of the word “godfather” 

reveals a similarity between the activities of bad 

political leader and those of a mafia gang leader. 

He also describes any such politician as a 

“stormy petrel” (Love, 73). A storm petrel is a sea 

bird whose appearance is said to foretell bad 

weather. These politicians, the poet persona 

points out, are only concerned about themselves 

and do not care about the people who voted them 

into power. It is this sole interest in self that leads 

them to “use the wealth of the pipelines” (Love, 

64) to build dynasties for themselves. These 

politicians make a mockery of democracy which 

is meant to be a government chosen by the people 

themselves, by engaging in gross electoral 

malpractice. Election results are doctored and the 

wish of the people upturned in order to bring to 

fruition all their selfish motives. And when this is 

achieved, they share among themselves, the 

“commonwealth” (Love, 73) of the people. “Men 

with forked tongues” (Love, 73) who are adept in 

the act of deceit are hired to ensure a hitch-free 

transition and administration. These tyrants 

mercilessly crush whoever stands in their way of 

building a hegemonic structure and, 

consequently, they “reach to the sky / on the 

rungs of human skulls” (Love, 73). In order to 

perpetuate this inhuman subjugation, the 

“godfather of godfathers / has built a huge 

umbrella / a huge umbrella for his minions / a 

huge umbrella for our godfather / and his brother 

godfathers across the land…” (Love, 73). 

“Umbrella” as used here represents the symbol of 

power of a political party in Nigeria, which is the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP). The godfather 

of godfathers represents the national leader of the 
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party who prioritises, oversees and ensures a 

replication of power and dominance across the 

states of the federation in Nigeria in order to 

maximise their exploitation.  The poet-persona is 

overwhelmed by fear due to the reign of despotic 

and dictatorial democrats. He, therefore, tells his 

beloved repeatedly, “I fear” (Love, 73). The 

modus operandi of these politicians during 

elections is clearly marked out in “the sun fell out 

of the sky” (Dawn, 96). The poet-persona 

uncovers the pattern of electoral fraud in Nigeria: 

 

         The sun fell out of the sky as the results trickled in 

          in ones and twos, like locusts in the advance guard 
          of a swarm 

 
       The cock stood on one foot to watch the sun fall out 

        of our sky as the results trickled in to arrange themselves 

        into our equation of rigging: 
 

         Incumbency = might = landslide = victory 
 

        That quadratic equation into which nothing is factored 
        that will reveal how many stuffed ballot boxes make up 

          one protest vote… (Dawn, 96). 
 

In the poem above, the “cock” represents the 

unpopular incumbent president, who arrogantly 

sits and monitors the results of the elections, 

desperately and anxiously waiting to manipulate 

the results in his favour, especially if there are 

indications that he may lose. As a result, he uses 

the privilege of incumbency to swing the 

pendulum his way against the collective wish of 

the people. And once victory is assured, the cycle 

of exploitation begins afresh. With reference to 

this, the poet persona painfully admits: “I know 

how it will be, these four years – with the lean 

cattle / eating up themselves and growing even 

leaner” (Dawn, 96). The lean cattle growing even 

leaner are the masses that are made to suffer 

hunger when there is before them a stretch of 

luxuriant pasture. 

In the poem “Though I waited a lifetime” 

(Dawn, 23), the poet persona laments over the 

empty promises of these treacherous leaders that 

“stretch a lifetime / into another lifetime” (Dawn, 

23). Due to the cyclic nature of the promises 

which are made by these leaders, the poet-

persona has decided to wait for another lifetime, 

signifying the endless chains of promises. He 

relates with his beloved and says that “…in this / 

season of anomie… / the giant umbrella planted 

on the Rock / has become the only shelter there is 

/ and they must master to scheme and cheat and 

kill / who seek shelter in it…” (Dawn, 23). 

Again, in this collection, there is reference made 

to the happenings around the seat of power in 

Nigeria. The “giant umbrella” (Dawn, 23), which 

is the same as the one mentioned in Love Apart, 

is firmly rooted on the “Rock” (Dawn, 23) which 

symbolises Aso Rock, the seat of power in 

Nigeria.  

In the poem “all night long I wrestled 

with an angel” (Dawn, 62), the poet-persona, in 

his characteristic interior monologue, but 

expressed in a dialogic form, tells of his night-

long wrestle with an angel, seeking for the way to 

his lover’s heart. But he quickly focuses on the 

crux of his message. He relates: 

All night long I wrestled 

the angel – 

 

       wish I could so wrestle them who cavort 

       in the big umbrella that blocks the sun and 
       the moon from our world— they who have 

      mortgaged our dawn & pawned our moonlight 
 

       -wish I could so wrestle them whose mighty 
      footsteps trespass all over my father’s land… 

 
        -wish I could so wrestle them whose Gordian 

         fingers tie-up my father’s land in legal knots… 

 
          The putrefying dreams of my father’s crumbling 

        home of many heirs pollute the early morning air…  
        (Dawn,   63). 

 

In the poem above, we feel the poet-persona’s 

unalloyed passion for his nation which is 

unfortunately shackled by political misrule. He 

tells his beloved that these rulers, through their 

unpatriotic actions, have mortgaged the hope for 

a better tomorrow. Not only do they rape the 

country, they also do so in a manner that suggests 

they are legally entitled to it; especially by the 

way they arrogate power to themselves. It is these 

“gordian fingers” with which they “tie-up” 
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(Dawn, 63) the fatherland that pushes many 

politicians to go to any length, even killing, in 

order to remain in power, when it is clearly 

against the wish of the people. As long as bad 

governance persists, the poet persona fears a 

complete putrefaction of the system.  
 

In “roses, you said, remind you of me” 

(Dawn, 71), the persona denies having any iota of 

vulnerability in him, having been betrayed by the 

leaders in his country who he describes as “day-

time friends” but suddenly turned into “night-

time enemies” (Dawn, 71). This sudden transition 

from friend to fiend in one day, reflects the 

traumatic effect which the abysmal level of 

governance has had on the poet persona. He again 

asks, “What vulnerability can he have left who / 

daily has been mauled by monsters?” (Dawn, 71) 

The absence of vulnerability despite the vicious 

and brutal attacks from rulers who have turned 

themselves into “monsters” reveals the deep-

seated psychological wound that has been 

inflicted on the poet persona. And then in 

“they’ve painted our roads black” (Dawn, 77), the 

trauma is captured in the following lines: 

      They’ve painted our roads black- 
       and dawn broadcasts the news… 

 
       Dawn… in the cold of the harmattan 

      the sun comes out all wrapped in a blanket 
       of clouds and trailing a cornucopia of odours 

       which brings me whiffs of our latest dividends 

       of democracy: the tingling smell of tar – (Dawn, 77). 
 

The nightmarish legacy of bad leadership is 

represented in the image of a sun wrapped in a 

blanket of clouds. It signifies an acute sense of 

despondence across the land. The masses bite 

their fingers, each day, in regret due to the 

insensate crop of leaders at the helm of affairs in 

the country. These leaders present one of the 

“dividends” of democracy to the masses by 

merely painting the roads black. And the paints, 

the poet persona laments, cannot survive the first 

rains owing to the substandard materials used in 

both the construction and repair of both new and 

existing roads. Whatever will benefit the people 

is handled with kid gloves but when it comes to 

looting the treasury, they are ever ready. The poet 

persona groans: 

     But all the wealth creamed off this road project 

     by cupped fingers flaunting a three-colour umbrella – 
     the exotic cars in the garage 

       the bulging bank accounts 

      the buildings standing tall and proud – 
      all the wealth creamed off the road project 

      will, as usual, survive all the rains 
      and the anger of an emasculated people… (Dawn,77). 

 

The funds released for the roads are promptly 

diverted by these greedy politicians and used to 

secure for themselves a fleet of exotic cars, 

luxurious houses in choice locations around the 

world and bank accounts in Swiss banks that 

reach high heavens, while they leave the masses 

in abject squalor and misery. Therefore, the poet 

persona laments, “the sun is muffled in a blanket 

of clouds” (Dawn, 77). 
 

Postcolonial Failure of Poverty in Ekwuazi’s 

Poetic Imagination 

There is no gainsaying the fact that 

postcolonial realities of bad governance are 

nightmarish experiences which the poet-persona 

would wish to forget. As though these were not 

enough troubles in themselves to deal with, he 

faces additional nightmares invoked by socio-

economic realities of his time. And one of such, 

which frightens him, is poverty. Poverty, by 

definition, is a condition or state of being poor. It 

is a condition of lacking the basic necessities of 

life, which are clothing, food and shelter.  

In spite of the claim that Nigeria has 

made significant economic progress in recent 

times, a claim often corroborated by the fact that 

the country has managed to sustain economic 

growth rate of about 6-7%, thereby making it one 

of the fastest growing economies of the world 

(Aina, 2014), the level of poverty in the country 

is still frightening. This inclines one to believe 

that there is a gordian nexus between poverty in 

Nigeria and the leadership mess in the country. 

Aina (2014), again, corroborates this when he 

posits that “corruption manifests in many forms 

of waste and misallocation of resources by 

government officials which deny the down-

trodden of vital social services and 

infrastructures, indirectly fueling poverty” (3-4). 
 

“What I’ll be taking with me” (Love, 42) 

presents the poet-persona’s face-to-face 
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encounter with the horrors of poverty in the 

country. The setting is a restaurant where he and 

his beloved had gone for a meal. Right outside 

the restaurant, through the “drawn shutters” 

(Love, 42) built to shut out the noise emanating 

from the neighbourhood urchins, they see the 

pitiable living condition of the poor in the 

society. They are pictured by the poet persona as 

having “ragtag distended bellies on spidery legs” 

(Love, 42). The appearance portrays the condition 

of those children suffering from kwashiorkor due 

to malnourishment. Consequently, they violently 

scramble for leftovers right outside the restaurant, 

despite the smell of roasted maize and plantain 

wafting in from the very street where they fight 

for leftovers. The “shutters” and “quiet music 

from the wallpapers / mingling with the clatter of 

well-heeled / cutlery” (Love, 42) is symbolic of 

the gap between the haves and the have-nots in 

the society. 
 

Part three of the poem “home is where 

mother is” (Love, 48) tells of a certain Pa 

Momodu in Abuja, as related to the poet persona 

by his late mother, who, “when he could no 

longer feed his family” (Love, 49) after his 

retirement, out of depression, goes paranoid. His 

psychological imbalance comes to a head and 

with help, as scarce as water in a desert, he 

commits suicide by setting himself ablaze. The 

inhuman nature of leaders, who are the cause of 

this tragedy, is hinted at in the following lines: 

         …for days 
        the smell hung o’er the whole street 

        like an overcast sky 
         but it didn’t get to the villa 

        not with the Zuma Rock of sycophants 
        screening the Villa from the sight 

       sound and smell of the multitude 
        who have remained poor 

         because they cannot eat cake 
        when they have no bread to eat (Love, 50). 

 

Again, the poor, as reflected in the poem above, 

are shielded away from government by self-

seeking sycophants who are only concerned 

about their pockets and no one else’s. Therefore, 

they choose to live in luxurious aloofness while 

the poor continue to swim in the still waters of 

poverty. 

“These pieces of my broken heart” (Love, 59) 

shows that poverty in the country is not only 

experienced by the large crowd of uneducated or 

unemployed people. Rather, and quite 

worryingly, even the employed are caught in the 

web of poverty. The poet persona explicates that 

once a man is unable to comfortably sustain 

himself with the money he gets from his job, then 

he is experiencing poverty. This condition, 

according to the persona, breaks his heart into 

smithereens. He says of himself: “I’m standing 

on a high platform / each of whose coach of solid 

bricks / has been hewn out of a year of my 

working life- / on tip-toe and with rolled 

parchment / I try, vainly, to touch the breadline / 

far above my head” (Love, 59). A mind-boggling 

image is evoked here. If the poet-persona, 

“decked in all the paraphernalia of academe” 

(Love, 59) cannot sustain himself, then one can 

only imagine the fate of millions of Nigerians 

who are unemployed and, as a result, have no 

money to feed. It is a grim and pathetic situation. 
 

In “the call came at dawn” (Dawn, 87), 

the poet persona is awoken by the realisation of 

the anniversary of his late mother’s death. He 

relives some of their many “long midnight walks” 

(Dawn, 87). He is jolted from the reverie by the 

realities of his day; the increasing poverty in the 

land, and he laments: 

      …surrounded by the rich who get richer and the poor who 
       get children who multiply poverty— how gracefully old 

      would she have been able to grow? 
 

    …our politics of sustainable hunger— the goad against which 
     we all, perforce, hit our heads – what marks would this not  

      have left on her? 

 
…would she have been able, finally, to make any sense of the 

   binding ties that disunite us?... 
 

   The pain of her sorrow rendered me speechless… (Dawn, 89). 
 

Through a defamiliarisation technique, there is a 

deliberate substitution of the word “development” 

for “hunger”, which ordinarily should collocate 

better with “sustainable” to portray the structure 

put firmly in place by the Nigerian government to 

subjugate the people further by impoverishing 

them. Hence, instead of organising schemes for 
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sustainable development, the government 

devotedly creates schemes for sustainable 

impoverishment, whittling down completely the 

power of the people. 

“How do I say good night” (Love, 80) marks out 

in bold reliefs, the increasing mortality rate in the 

country, a lamentable consequence of acute 

poverty and its attendant effect— low standard of 

living. In an apparent conversation with the 

beloved, the poet persona breaks the news that 

“the thrift & credit society has issued the 

circular”, revealing that “henceforth / seventy 

percent of loanable portfolio” is “to be reserved 

for deaths & funerals” (Love, 80). Cost of living, 

he says, is on the increase and likens it to the 

herculean task of “ascending a hill whose summit 

/ only the vulture and eagle can dare” (Love, 80). 

“Vulture” and “eagle” as used here connote the 

political predators whose bank accounts in both 

local and foreign banks are incredibly fat as a 

result of the money they have embezzled. 

Therefore, they are the only ones who have the 

capacity to ascend the summit of the hill. But the 

poet persona quickly expresses his gratitude to 

God who has ensured that water and oxygen are 

free and within the reach of the poor, though 

oxygen in a hospital environment costs a fortune. 

The marginalised class may not have the means 

to ascend the hill of sustenance, yet they attempt, 

each day, to climb it because therein lies their 

survival. The more they attempt to climb, the 

more the suffering.  
 

One of the major ways by which 

suffering is entrenched amongst the people is 

through neocolonialism. Neocolonialism, in 

postcolonial parlance, is a situation whereby 

countries from the developed world influence the 

internal affairs of countries in the developing 

world by using capitalism and business 

globalisation as opposed to direct political 

control. These colonial powers maintain colonial 

control even after the end of colonialism by 

working hand-in-hand with indigenous 

administrators in these developing countries for 

efficient penetration and exploitation. The poem, 

“How do you measure a distance to a heart?” 

(Dawn, 36) is a picture of the repercussions of 

neocolonialism. The poet persona depicts the 

distress the citizens undergo to purchase fuel. The 

queues to getting fuel are long and serpentine. 

Some persons leave their homes and sleep in their 

cars, lorries, motorcycles, both commercial and 

private, in order to get fuel, while some others 

remain awake all through the night monitoring 

the queue which, according to the poet persona, 

“keeps reshaping like an amoeba” (Dawn, 36). 

All of these build up frustration, anger and 

aggression among the people. In Part Two of the 

poem, the poet persona reveals the cause of this 

socio-economic anomaly as deregulation, open 

market and Structural Adjustment Programme 

policies of the government.  
 

One of the economic policies 

implemented which has adversely affected the 

Nigerian economy and populace is the Structural 

Adjustment Programme (SAP). Introduced under 

the regime of General Ibrahim Babangida, the 

scheme, designed as a reprieve by western 

countries under the aegis of IMF/ World Bank, 

was packaged and presented as the perfect 

antidote to the economic crisis in the country, 

particularly after the nosedive of international oil 

price in the eighties. The thrust of the programme 

was a deregulation of the economy, “a process by 

which government removes unnecessary control 

which tends to inhibit or prevent the effective and 

efficient programme of economic and business 

activities” (Abogan, Olajide and Oloba, 2014). 

Although the policies appeared appealing, it had 

devastating consequences on Nigerians. 

Nwagbara Nwabugo (2011) further corroborates 

this view when she writes that the policies ‘came 

with some negative consequences’ (31). 
 

Hence, it comes as no surprise when the 

poet persona says, “today, 10 pints of HIV-free 

blood / cannot buy a liter of unadulterated fuel” 

(37), a pointer to the dire scarcity of fuel in a 

country that is ranked as number one oil producer 

in Africa. The poet persona has no kind words for 

the imperialists who come with the ruse of 

lending a helping hand but end up causing untold 

hardship on the people. His anger and bitterness 

towards them is seen in the poem “two arms 

widely spread out” as he sarcastically calls them 

“grave diggers”, “touted as experts who can 

mend anything” (Dawn, 50). He blames them for 

deceiving those at the helm of affairs to believe 

privatisation is the only way to economic health. 
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It is pretty evident from the criticism levelled 

against the First World nations by the poet 

persona that any attempt to intervene in economic 

matters is not borne out of a genuine desire to 

assist but a vested interest. In “that bleak dawn” 

(Dawn, 73), the poet persona validates his 

position about the West as people who really do 

not care a wee bit about Nigeria or Nigerians but 

only feign care for strictly economic gains. 

Awaking from a sleep induced by a sea of 

trouble, he learns of yet another pipeline 

explosion from the news (indicating that it had 

become quite a regular item on the news). The 

explosion is reported to have claimed the lives of 

250 persons, leaving in its wake, a complete 

desolation of an entire settlement. The insensitive 

air that surrounds the manner in which such 

heartrending news is broken by America’s Cable 

News Network, popularly known as CNN, breaks 

the heart of the poet persona. He says, “CNN 

chewed the news with its early morning chewing 

stick / and spewed the chaff on our breakfast 

dishes and mugs” (Dawn, 73). The attitude by 

CNN shows a lack of empathy, characteristic of 

the attitude of those at the metropolis towards the 

marginalised at the periphery. What adds to the 

grief of the poet persona is the sorry situation 

surrounding the death of the 250 persons. He 

reveals how he had also been involved in life-

threatening tasks in order to eke out a living. He 

draws a parallel and insists that the victims of the 

explosion might have been pushed to do what 

they did in a desperate quest for survival. 

“It no longer matters” (Dawn, 84) also gives an 

insight into the exploitative mission of the 

neocolonialists. Exasperated, the poet persona 

admits that he wears “feelings of loss and despair 

and failure” (84). And one of the reasons for his 

frustration is the activities of multinational 

companies on the Niger Delta creek, Nigeria’s oil 

base. He groans:  

     It no longer matters what I think I see… 
     I accept them all … 

     like I accept   
     the rivers and streams and lagoons where a   

    floating carpet of black oil has eaten up all life   
     and the fish swim belly up (Dawn, 84).  

 

The poem paints a picture of the damage done by 

the imperialists via their multinational 

corporations to the aquatic life in the Niger Delta. 

As affirmed by Orabueze (2008), the Niger 

Delta’s contact with the Europeans is a 

catastrophic doom to the region, as the people’s 

land, water and air are polluted from oil spillage 

and gas flaring. It is this same exploitation that is 

hinted at in the second part of the poem, “in vain 

for me, today, will shine the risen sun” (Dawn, 

81). The poet persona cries out in pain when he 

says: 

      …my private hell   
       of Oloibiri, whose secondary fertility   

      has stretched into menopause -   
     Oloibiri of the exhausted loins, abandoned   

    on the rafters amidst leaking utensils, tattered   fishing nets,  
   broken paddles and the lost memory of a land no longer at 

peace with strangers (Dawn, 82). 
 

The images of desolation used in this poem, 

portray a painful exploitation of a land where 

Nigeria first discovered oil in 1956. “Tattered 

fishing nets and “broken paddles” (Dawn, 82) 

depict a land which is no longer how it used to be 

due to oil exploration and spillage. 
 

Conclusion 

The reality of leadership ineptitude of the 

political class in Nigeria continues to find 

expression in the country’s creative writings. As 

Ekwuazi partakes in the literary sublimation of 

this reality, he brings two things to bear. His 

rendering is particularly metaphorical, given the 

deployment of a lover’s figure that appears 

designed to underscore the love the poet has for 

his country. Secondly, Ekwuazi does not flinch 

from exposing the poverty that becomes the 

corollary of the ineptitude of the leaders; in fact, 

he links the ‘crime’ of poverty in the land to its 

perpetrators. One striking thing about the 

inscriptions of leadership and poverty in the 

collections examined here is the concern and 

empathy of the poet for the victims of the ‘crime’ 

and his unhidden opprobrium for the perpetrators.  
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