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Nigeria is one of the leading producers of crude oil, and yet it contuse to be racked with political
instability, militancy, severe environmental pollution and the displacement of the indigenous people. Oil
companies of the West with vested interests have infiltrated the country under the guise of harbingers of
development and wealth. The unchecked progress of the oil companies and their apathy towards the
local ecosystems has done irreversible damage to the country that has cost people their livelihood.
Nigerian writers have taken up petrofiction as a tool to rebel against the Oil Capitalism. Both fiction and
non-fiction emerging from the oil hotspot serves the purpose of creating more awareness towards the

multi-billion dollar petroleum extraction industry and its negative impact on the nation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Nigeria has been a member of OPEC
(Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries)
since 1971. One of the leading oil producing
countries Nigeria has also emerged as one of the
major hotspots of violence because of the
resource. Oil, a valuable resource has proved itself
to be a ‘resource curse’ for this country. A resource
evolves into a curse when it fails to deliver its
promises of wealth and progress only to
progressively deteriorate the condition of the
nation. “The notion of the resource curse hinges on
the paradox of plenty, whereby nation-states
blessed with abundant mineral wealth are too
often concomitantly blighted.” (Nixon, 2011, p.
69) Nigeria is a leading example of how a resource
that promises immense wealth can leave a country
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ravaged by violence, mass displacement, economic
and political instability, and loss of traditional
sources of income.

Nigeria gained its independence from the
colonial rule of the Great Britain in 1960. The new
constitution that was drawn up for the
independent rule re-enforced existing regionalism.
Driving deeper the pre-existing cracks between
different ethnic groups. The major ethnic groups
were struggling for the power at the centre and
the minor ethnic groups were determined to gain
independence from the majority. “The new nation
was set for war with itself.” On the other side the
constitution also contained Ordinances that lined
up with the vested interests of the Crown. The
nation itself was gearing up for a civil war. The
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situation was further instigated with the discovery
of oil. (Wiwa, 2005)

Oil was discovered in the Niger Delta by the
British in the 1950s and crude oil was discovered
in commercial quantities by the Shell British
Petroleum. Oil was first discovered, in commercial
quantities in the year 1958, in Dere (misnamed
Bomu oilfield) in Gokana Kingdom of Ogoni. It was
in the same year when commercial production
began with a production of about six thousand
barrels a day. (Uyique and Ogbeibu, 2007; Nwito
and Bdejo, 2005).The Ogoni tribe was a micro
minority, living on the marshes of the Ogoniland.
They were at the most disadvantageous position
within the political Hierarchy. The post-
independence power struggle between the three
major ethnic groups (The Hwasa Fulani, Yoruk and
Ibos) ravaged the country with a civil war. The
discovery of the resource resulted in the near
genocide of the Ogoni tribe and their permanent
displacement. They suffered a horrendous fate, for
the sole reason that they were a minority and
occupied a resource-rich land. This situation was
further escalated with the arrival of a Western Oil
company, Shell B.P.

The arrival of the western oil company on
the horizon led to a more complex web politics
being weaved. The minorities had grouped
together to the State Movement and the major
ethnic tribes grouped together to form Federal
Power. Both groups had the hidden agenda of
gaining control over the oil fields as control would
mean access to permanent power and unlimited
wealth. The struggle and the resulting disastrous
aftermath led to the rise of voices of protest, and
foremost amongst them was Ken Saro Wiwa. A
writer-activist who was vocal about the intrepid
exploitation of the Ogoni tribe at the hands oil
hungry capitalists. Ken Saro Wiwa'’s conviction in
the written word and his belief in its power makes
him the first petro writers who laid bare the
avarice of the petroleum industries, especially in
an economically and politically impaired nation.
He was executed on false charges in Port
Hartcourt which further cemented his belief in his
pen. “The men who ordained and supervised this
show of shame, this tragic charade, are frightened
by the word, the power of ideas, the power of the
pen.... They are so scared of the word that they do
not read. And that will be their funeral.” (Nixon,
2011) His conviction in the written word still
remains alive in many writers across Africa.
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Writers like Helon Habila, who have continued to
effectively use fiction as a voice of protest against
the oil multinationals. ‘Oil on Water’, is one of the
leading examples of petrofiction that exist today in
the world. Petrofiction is a term coined by Amitav
Ghosh in his review of Abdel Rehman Munif’s,
Cities of Salt in the year 1992, titled “Petrofiction:
the Oil Encounter and the Novel”. Petrofiction can
be described as any fiction written about the role
of petroleum or the petroleum industry and its
impact on the society and environment. In the
article, Ghosh talks about the replacement of the
Spice trade with the oil trade but compared to the
latter, the oil century hasn’t produced any
remarkable literature. He brings singular attention
towards the silence from the American writers and
the absence of a Great American Oil Novel (GOAN).
According to him this silence, in which oil becomes
something unspeakable, verging on the
pornographic is largely because the Western
powers have invested a great deal to ensure the
muteness of oil. This silence exists because for the
Americans oil reeks of unavoidable overseas
entanglements, a worrisome foreign dependency,
economic uncertainty, risky and expensive
military enterprises and naturally it smells of
pollution and environmental hazards. (Ghosh,
1992) The questions raised by Ghosh had a
catalytic effect in the literary field it is considered
as a seminal text in the studies of petroculture.
(Rubenstein, 2014)

Helon Habila, in his text, Oil on Water gives
us a glimpse of what decades after the discovery of
crude oil and its extraction has done to the
country. The present state of Nigeria, ravaged by
political instability, militancy and deteriorating
environment serves as a case study, of how the
continued exploitation at the hands of foreign
capitalistic powers, with vested interests, can do to
a nation state. The history of Nigeria is marred
with British colonialism, but even after
independence it has continued to suffer. This
raises a myriad of questions. Why it is even after
discovery of ‘black gold’ Nigeria continues to
struggle with internal conflicts and has not seen
any major economic development? Has the
discovery of oil had an adverse effect on the
country? What do writers Nigerian writers like
Habila and Wiwa hope to achieve with their
writings?

Nigeria was already on the brink of civil
war and the discovery of oil just had a cataclysmic
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effect in escalating a deteriorating political
scenario. The presence of oil in commercial
quantities meant nothing as the Nigerian
authorities did not have the required technology
or the skills to process the crude oil. This was seen
as an opportunity by the Western nation states to
step into the country under the guise of a
multinational oil company and use it to their
advantage. “Shell-BP consequently seized upon
this fact and displayed the ugliest possible face of
international capitalism.” (Wiwa, 2005) Due to
lack of the experienced personnel (experience in
the workings of petroleum industry) in the
Nigerian Government, they were unable to bind or
limit the furtive activities of the company. This
was the start of a long history of the gratuitous
exploitation of petro capitalism paired with the
ineptlocal government, which failed to guarantee
the security of the local way of life.

Nkrumabh in his essay, ‘Neo-colonialism the
Last Stage of Imperialism’ meticulously brings
apart the hidden colonialism that has continued to
reign in Africa, in which the colonial countries
continue to prey on the natural resources or raw
materials of the less powerful nations. After
acquiring the raw materials they regulate the price
of the manufactured goods that are then sold at
higher prices. The resulting profits are pocketed
by both the neo-colonialist masters and the
existing government who collude with the foreign
powers for wealth and profits. “The essence of
neo-colonialism is that the State, which is subject
toitis, in theory, independent and has all outward
trappings of international sovereignty. In reality
its economic system and thus its political policy is
directed from outside.” (Nkrumah, 1966) This
authority is established, in extreme cases by
mobilizing military garrisons and intimidating the
government of the State. In most cases, the
authority is exercised through economic and
monetary means.

The internal conflict within Nigeria
served as a fertile ground for the western oil
capitalists to firmly root themselves within the
country. In order to, to continue their operations
without any interferences they were able to
employ neo colonialism to ensure their authority
was well established. Rob Nixon rightly points out,
that any resource without a stable government can
easily turn into a “resource curse” for the country.
(Nixon, 2011) This is the reason why Nigeria
continues to struggle in poverty even after being
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one of the leading crude oil supplier. Oil from
Niger Delta region accounts for more than ninety
per cent of Nigeria’s exports and about eighty per
cent of the government’s revenue, from as far as
December 1981. (Kadafa, 2012) The neo-
colonialist masters were successfully able to
utilise the foreign capital pouring in for
exploitation rather than for the development of
their nation state. “Investment under neo-
colonialism increases rather than decreases the
gap between the rich and the poor.” (Nkrumah,
1966) This increasing gap adds to the
discontentment of the people who were promised
an increase in their living standards when in
reality the combination of capitalism and neo
colonialism has resulted in keeping those
standards depressed

The setting up of a petroleum refinery
requires the butchery of the surrounding
ecosystem, the dispossession of the people of the
land. With the destruction of their farms, the soil,
the rivers and their water sources, their means of
sustenance are sacrificed for the economic boom
of the nation. The people are plunged into an alien
atmosphere, where pulled away by their roots
they are plunged head first into a novel culture
that aligned more with the western standards.

Looking further into the petrofiction texts
emerging from Nigeria, ‘Oil on Water’ by Helon
Habila is one of the premier texts that revolves
around the Nigerian petroleum industry.
Throughout the text, Habila gives us a glimpse into
the history of Nigeria and the transition of the
people from their native way of living to a more
homogenous capitalistic culture rapidly spreading
throughout the world. The people were tempted
with a mirage of wealth and progress which would
continue to elude them but successfully filled the
pockets of their masters. This led to the
destruction of ecosystems, the displacement of the
local population and the establishment of a neo
colonialist regime. Nigeria has been a witness to
countless cataclysmic episodes of violence. The
violence generated at first by the colonial masters,
then the major ethnic groups on the minor ethnic
groups, the neo-colonialist masters, the western
oil company men and the local citizens fighting
back, has continued to circulate the nation. The
people of Nigeria had suffered from a civil war,
military coups which led to the loss of number of
lives and the near genocide of the micro minority
tribe of Ogoni. To this chaos was added the
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increasing pollution and toxicity of the
surrounding natural resources, the apathy of the
oil companies and a corrupt government resulting
in the increased violence against the common
villagers. Before the discovery of oil, the villagers
lived a unified community existence. When asked
about the life before the “gas flares”, the Chief of a
village describes it a living in a paradise. Gas
flaring is considered unethical but this practice has
been one of the leading causes of environmental
degradation in Niger Delta region. It has been
going on since the past four decades. Gas flares are
one of the leading cause for acid rain which in turn
has permanently altered the vegetation of the
place. The communities in the Niger Delta have
complained of the increase in ambient
temperature from the flaring site and the unjust
occupation of their farmlands to continue an
activity that was causing an ecological distress.
(Uyigue & Agho, 2007, p. 14) In the text, Habila
gives an account of the oblivious villagers who
were unaware of the effects the gas flare would
have on the environment around them. Initially
they depended on their rivers for fisheries and
their farms for cultivation and were able to exist as
a close knit unit. Soon after oil was discovered in
commercial quantities in the villages of the river
states, gas flares started popping up on the
horizon. The villagers were equipped with new
amenities like television, cars and radios. The idea
of western progress crept up within the villagers.
The promise of prosperity and technology, the
eradication of poverty and the opportunity to
build a better life worked as the forbidden fruit.
The villages that refused to comply were
violently uprooted from their homes. The oil
companies could hire the State police to do their
dirty work. This was done by provoking the
defiant villagers to take action, which was then
used as an excuse to forcefully banish the villagers
from their land without any proper compensation.
In the text, a chief narrates the consequences of
holding out against the oil company, how a scuffle
between the villagers and the company men
prompted the soldiers to come. “Chief Malabo was
arrested, his hands tied behind his back as if he
were a petty criminal, on charges of supporting the
militants and plotting against the federal
government and threatening to kidnap foreign oil
workers. The list was long - but, the lawyer said, if
elders would consent to the oil company’s demand
to sell the land...” (Habila, 2011, p. 40) The
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politicians came the journalists came but all were
conspiring with the oil capitalist masters. The
Chief’s health deteriorated in the prison cell and
was soon dead. The officials claimed that he signed
over all the land before dying and moved in with
guns and machinery and started drilling. The
villagers had no choice but to sell their land one by
one. “The rigs went up, and the gas flares, and the
workers came and set up camp in our midst, we
saw our village change, right before our eyes. And
that’s why we decided to leave” (Habila, 2011, p.
40)

The oil operations resulted in a divided
community, where the younger generation were
keen on newer opportunities the chance to work
in the oil company and the opportunity to be
educated in American and British universities. If
the oil company men were able to win over the
majority of the village population the changes
were adopted but in case of resistance force was
employed. The politicians and the oil company
worked in cahoots to ensure the villagers would
give up their land. This collaboration between the
government officials and the capitalist masters is
how the seeds of neo-colonialism were planted.
Where the shared profits remained insulated.

The discontentment of the people of
Nigeria resulted in the emergence of militant
groups who resorted to violence to fight against
the oil capitalists. Once it became clear that no
amount of activism or petitions to the government
or the international community was bearing any
results, a part of the population banded together
to fight the violence with violence. Ken Saro Wiwa,
who believed in the power of writing penned
several letters to Shell BP and the Nigerian
government, with detailed reference to all the
damages to the Delta and the River states, which
had not only affected the environment but the
people who were depended on it for their
livelihood. The crude oil blowout in Bomu area
had left alot of damage in its wake by flooding the
farmlands with crude oil at the harvest time. Such
accidents are common with the petroleum
industry, but how they are dealt with is what
raises an issue in this case. The Bomu (Dere) oil
disaster did not prompt any relief from the
Nigerian Red Cross society nor any humanitarian
organisations in the country. This, Wiwa stipulates
that is due to the insistence of Shell BP to
downplay the damage done by the blow-out. The
Shell BP Company was able to take advantage of
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the pitfalls in the Nigerian Law governing the
exploration and production of oil. “The law
stipulates that where oil and agricultural interests
clash, agriculture must give way to oil.” (Wiwa,
2005, p. 75)

The law does not take into regard the
interests of the people. Oil took precedence over
everything. As more and more oil wells were
discovered Shell BP’s oil production increased at
an exponential rate and by 1972-73 oil revenue
made up more than half of the total revenue of the
Federal government. The oil wells that were
drilled dotted the farmlands and completely
changed the landscape.

“I do not know what we have done to make

God punish us by bringing Shell-BP into

our land. Every year, we spend our time,

money and energy to cultivate the land and
then, suddenly one day, Shell-BP
caterpillars come into destroy our crop.

Any house that falls within the company’s

area of interest must also be destroyed.

Even though we are never adequately

compensated, we have nobody to complain

to simply because our law stipulates that
oil must take precedence over anything

else.” (Wiwa, 2005, p. 76)

With no proper law in place which would protect
the interests of the people living on ground zero
the people become victims within their own land.
With the destruction of their farmlands and water
they are forced to leave their villages to look for
livelihood elsewhere. Once the oil was discovered
in the marshlands of the Ogoni tribe the oil
overran the fields burying the produce of the
villagers under the thick layer of oil. Agriculture
was the main occupation of the people of Nigeria
but this was soon changed. The lands were soon
surveyed, sized up and sold to Shell BP.

“Shell BP entered into cultivated farms in

the Bomu area and mercilessly ploughed

down acres and acres of cultivated crops;
yams, maize, pepper, melons, fluted
pumpkins, cassava, okra, garden eggs, and
other valuable crops in flagrant violation of

Section 17, Sub-section (b) v and (c) ii of

the Petroleum (Drilling and Production)

Regulation, 1969.” (Wiwa, 2005, p. 46)

This account is similar to Abdel Rehman
Munif’s fictional description of the oil encounter in
his petrofiction, ‘Cities of Salt’, he describes as the
butchery of the beautiful oasis wadi al Uyoun. The
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petro violence against nature also acts as a median
of destruction of the native way of living, which in
most cases was directly linked with their
ecosystems. Shell BP is just one of the seven major
oil companies (known as the Seven Sisters) that
were operating at the time. Their nefarious
intentions were not unnoticed but were never
stopped.

As the activities of the oil company
progressed and the refinery was set up, and the
labyrinth of pipelines started running through the
forests and the fields, the venomous side effects of
the ‘promised land’ started to show up. Habila
paints the visual for the readers in his text,

“The patch of grass growing by the
water was suffocated by a film of oil, each
blade covered with blotches like the liver
spots on a smoker’s hands. (8)

Once oil covered the fields and the water
sources nearby the people had no choice but to
abandon their homes. The abandoned villages,
haunted by the stories of their occupants, stood as
witness to the dereliction of both the Nigerian
government and the Oil companies. This image of
the dilapidation of the Nigerian way of life is
common from village to village. As the protagonist
of the text progress through their journey he notes
that “We followed the bend in the river and in
front of us we saw dead birds draped over tree
branches, their outstretched wings black and slick
with oil; dead fishes bobbed white-bellied
between tree roots.” (9) This is the reality of most
Nigerian ecosystems.

The oil refineries are prone to accidents,
especially in a nation-state where the Government
itself has failed to establish strong ground rules to
safeguard its people and land, these accidents can
prove themselves lethal. Explosions in the oil
refineries, resulting in oil spills like the explosion
near the Ogoni village of Dere leave in its wake
apocalyptic scene that is described by a witness as

Since then an ocean of crude oil had

emerged, moving swiftly like a great river

in flood, successfully swallowing up
anything that comes on its way. These
include cassava farms, yams, palms,
streams, animals etc etc for miles on end.

There is no pipeborne water and yet the

streams, the only source of drinking water

is coated with oil. You cannot collect a

bucket of rain water for the roofs, trees,

grass are all covered with oil...Men and
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women forced by hunger “steal”
occasionally into the ‘ocean’, some have to
dive in deep in oil to uproot already rotten
yams and cassava. (58)

Another witness says that “We can no longer
breathe natural oxygen: rather we inhale lethal
and ghastly gasses. Our water can no longer be
drunk unless one wants to test the effect of crude
oil on the body.” The increasing toxicity levels of
the water not only effects the people but the
surrounding ecology as well. Since the major oil
reserves are located within the Niger Delta, which
is predominantly a marshland. Along with oil
spills, seismic blasts and frequent release of
untreated effluents in the water bodies, which at
times is also the only source of drinking water, has
become a common phenomenon. The oil spreads
over the water cutting off oxygen, affecting the
oxygen levels of the water body hence, negatively
impacting the aquatic life. This has led to the
decrease of productive farming and fishing in the
area. (Uyigue & Agho, 2007, p. 14)

Petrofiction for Nigerian writers is not only
a new genre of literature, but a written rebellion
against raging oil capitalism of the West which has
drastically impacted their way of life, environment
and political economy. Writers like Habila and
Wiwa are activists fighting to save and bring more
awareness around the extraction industry in the
less developed nations. It is also important note
that the one of the most important commonality of
petrofiction texts is violence, whether it is targeted
towards the people, or the oil workers, or even the
delicate ecosystems. Graeme MacDonald in his
essay, “Oil and World Literature” says that, “Most
oil fiction, for example, contains certain thematic
preoccupations: volatile labor relations and ethnic
tensions, war and violence, ecological despoliation,
and political corruption... Petrofiction’s
preoccupation with environmental justice is also
well established, ensuring close relations with
green debates around the world.” (Macdonald,
2012). It is safe to say that, petrofiction is not
limited to being a literary genre but also a tool of
protest against unjust forces reigning in the
petroleum industry which has had a negative
impact on the oil producing nations which are less
economically developed.
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2. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the exploration of oil in Nigeria
has been a double-edged sword, promising wealth and
development but delivering political instability,
environmental degradation, and social upheaval. This
study delves into the realm of Nigerian fiction and non-
fiction to analyze the multifaceted impacts of oil
capitalism on the nation. The emergence of petrofiction
as a powerful tool of rebellion against the unchecked
progress of oil companies underscores the depth of the
crisis faced by Nigeria. The historical context reveals
that the discovery of oil aggravated pre-existing
tensions among ethnic groups, leading to a civil war
and a power struggle that ultimately left the country
vulnerable to external influences. The infiltration of
Western oil companies, particularly exemplified by
Shell BP, demonstrated the insidious nature of neo-
colonialism. The collusion between these oil companies
and the Nigerian government perpetuated a resource
curse, as abundant mineral wealth failed to translate
into national prosperity. Prominent figures like Ken
Saro Wiwa, a writer-activist, played a pivotal role in
exposing the avarice of petroleum industries.
Petrofiction, as exemplified by Helon Habila's "0il on
Water," becomes a literary avenue to raise awareness
about the detrimental effects of oil extraction on the
environment, indigenous communities, and the overall
well-being of the nation.

The study emphasizes the interconnected
themes of petrofiction, ecocriticism, oil capitalism, neo-
colonialism, and oil literature. It underscores how
petrofiction serves as a narrative rebellion against the
silence imposed by Western powers on the negative
aspects of the oil industry. Through the lens of
literature, Nigerian writers aim to bring attention to
volatile labor relations, ethnic tensions, ecological
despoliation, and political corruption inherent in the oil
industry. The conclusion drawn is that petrofiction not
only represents a literary genre but also a powerful
advocacy tool, urging for environmental justice and
equity in the face of exploitative oil capitalism. As the
narratives unfold, the reader is confronted with the
harsh realities of oil-induced violence against nature,
communities, and traditional ways of life. Ultimately,
petrofiction emerges as a vehicle for resistance against
the unjust forces that have disrupted the socio-
economic fabric of oil-producing nations like Nigeria.
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