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Abstract

Autobiography in Nigeria has recently received a deserving literary critical
attention. This paper argues that Nigerian politicians and literary scholars who
write their biographies hardly escape the traps of otherring. There are records of
autobiographies by the first, second and third republics politicians and public
office holders in Nigeria, and almost all these compendiums carry in them
outright and brazen vilification and denigration of other than their ethnic and
tribal enclaves. There are also the glaring extolling and veneration of their tribes,
ethnic or even geographical locations. These autobiographers tend to submit that
everything about their people is good, while all that are about others is evil! From
the early 1960s to the late 2000, there are autobiographies written by eminent
and highly placed Nigerian political leaders and also from those that are from the
academia. Some of the few examples are, Obafemi Awolowo’s Awo: The
Autobiography of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (1960), Nnamdi Azikiwe’s My Odyssey
(1970), Shehu Shagari’s Beckoned to Serve (2000) Wole Soyinka’s You Must Set
Forth At Down (2004) and Chinua Achebe’s There was A Country: A Personal
History of Biafra (2012). Three of these were political leaders and pioneers of the
struggle for Nigeria’s independence, while the other two were pioneer academics
in the Nigeria premier universities. In all these autobiographies, a reader, no
matter how unmindful, cannot miss the celebration of the self and the indictment,
condemnation and outright denigration of the other in the narrative floor. It is to
these narrative floors that this paper turns with the view to expose some of the
salient and earliest genesis for the Nigerian current predicaments in the
Awolowo’s autobiography, so as to serve as an eye opener. The animosity, the
suspect, and the general restiveness brought about by ethnic and other
sentiments could be traced to the contents of these writings.

Keywords: Autobiography, life writing, Awolowo, Otherring, Nigeria

Introduction theoretical base. The theory stems
This research begins by from the wvarious postcolonial
foregrounding the relevance of discourses as attempts by scholars to
applying postcolonialism as its reconstruct, rediscover, reformulate
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or even redefine the colonial self to
combat the reminiscence or residual
impacts or effects of the terrible
colonizing experience of loss of
identity, imposition of alien language,
culture and a different identity, what
Hommi Bhabha will termed as
hybridity. The theory pays attention
to the challenges of the diaspora,
national identity, alienation, and
other political awareness and
consciousness. It is not an attack on
the past parse, rather it is more a
struggle to change the present
realities brought about by colonial
hang-ups, a kind of declaring war
against the statuesque that is the
consequence of the past.

Before now, terms such as  ‘the
third world’, ‘commonwealth studies’,
or even ‘studies in neocolonialism
were used, and postcolonialism now
replaced those terms. The
postcolonial  theory  essentially
examines the processes, the effects
and the reactions to the various
colonial experiences of the so-called
commonwealth and others from the
beginning to date. The use of the
‘post’ remains a subject of contention
by many literary scholars in the area.
On its first value, it suggests a period
after colonialism. But some critics
are quick to note that colonial
experience is transcendental, they
are not mutually exclusive or
disassociated from the events and
happenings in the post-colonized or
post-independent nations.

The ‘Self and the ‘Other’

The term Otherness is a discursive
process suggesting a scenario where
a dominant group (Us or Self)

ISSN: 2787-0286 & 2811-2261 (Online & Print)

construct a dominated group (them
or other) stigmatizing a difference -
real or imagined - persecuted as a
negation of identity and thus a
motive for potential discrimination.
It is a state or fact of being different
or distinct from the quality or state
of being perceived or treated as
different foreign strange, etc. from
certain ethnic groups that embrace
their otherness.

The origin of the term is traced to
(1949) Simone De Beauvoir (1908-
1986) to Hegel's dialectic of the
“Lord and Bondmen.” (Heirachaft
and Knefchtchaft 1807) and found it
to be like the dialectic of man and
woman relationship, thus a true
explanation for society’s treatment.
Some of the characteristics of
Otherness are:

e Reluctance to interact with a
group outside of one’s own
social group;

e Feeling threatened by a
group outside of one’s own
group;

o Attributing Negative qualities
to individuals belonging to
other than one’s group

o Fear of domination of other
group in a sphere of things;

e Suspect, contempt and
general feeling of resentment
of any member of a group
other than one’s.

The process of otherring is mostly
categorized into:

*Segregating persons or groups
according to a perceived differences
such as skin color, tribe
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ethnicity, religion, gender, language
or geo-regional differences.

*To identify a group as inferior and
to use an “US vs. Them” mentality to
alienate the group.

In his Orientalism, Edward Said
expounds on the notion of “Othering”.
He suggests that “Otherring” is the
invention of difference (as in “Us” vs.
“Them”) to separate a dominant
culture or group from a supposedly
inferior “Other”. And in a wider
postcolonial discourse therefore, the
term refers to the colonized people
who are hitherto, marginalized by
the imperial center and identified
their difference from the same center.
This study therefore, adopts the term
self and other to refer to the basic
attributes  of sentiments and
resentments that are glaringly
noticed in the writing of the three
autobiographies in question.

Chief Jeremiah Obafemi Awolowo

In one of his memorable statements
on the decided lines between fiction
and nonfiction, Christopher Norris
provides that, ‘factual texts are no
different from novels and should
therefore be read chiefly with an eye
to their covert metaphors, fictive
strategies, and  structures of
historical implications' (1993:182-
03). Against this and other
postulations, this study examines,
Awolowo’s AWO: The Autobiography
of Chief Obafemi Awolowo (1960).
Chief Jeremiah Obafemi Awolowo
published his only Autobiography
titled, Awo: The Autobiography of
Chief Obafemi Awolowo in 1960. The
text is essentially, a reminiscence of

his involvement in the evolution of
Nigeria as an evolving independent
country. It is a piece that gives his
accounts of how it all started.
Reading through the text, one hardly
misses some of the salient features of
ethnic jingoism, tribal sentiments
and other sentiments, and how these
terrible divides found their way to be
deep-seated in Nigerian politics and
governance today. Awolowo gives a
full account of his resentment of Dr
Azikiwe’s leadership of both the
Youth Movement and the then NCNC.

Egbe Omo Oduduwa: The Beginning
of Ethnic Politics in Nigeria

In chapter 10 of the autobiography,
titled: Nigerian Youth Movement,
Awolowo opened the chapter with
the story of the evolution of the then-
only political movement founded by
Herbert Macaulay. He provides that:
‘before the advent of the Nigerian
Youth Movement, the only well-
known militant political party was
the Nigerian democratic party
founded in 1923. Awolowo was
quick to admit that, though the
party’s aims and objectives were, in
content, ‘Nigerian National’, in reality,
its membership and activities
suggest that it was far from being
‘Nigerian’ or even ‘National’. Its
major preoccupations are mainly
concerned with the struggle for the
enhancement of the status of the
head of the house of Decemo and
Ado. And he further added that the
party was founded, run and
controlled by Macaulay alone. He
was its Secretary General from its
inception in 1923 to the time he died
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in 1946. The Chief submits that
NDP’s H.M, as Macaulay was fondly
referred to, was not only an
uncompromising critic of colonialism
and white rule, he was also a ruthless
denigrator of any African who
associated and was friendly with the
white officials; but he was quick to
add that, HM was in his time a
political colossus; that all members
of the NDP obeyed his instructions
and thoughts without objection or
even question! Anything short of
absolute and total submission and
obedience is unacceptable to, what
Awolowo referred to as, the ‘Moghul’.
Awolowo was subsequently to
describe in detail his impression of
the character of H.M., a non-Yoruba
and a non-native of Lagos thus:

To the masses of the people of Lagos
and in the southern part of Nigeria
the ‘Wizard of Kirsten Hall’
symbolised the irrepressible
resistance of the Africans against
foreign rule. To them, he was a
legendary figure and something of a
superman. But to those who knew
him intimately, he was nothing of
IT.. he was... imprisoned for
misappropriation of trust funds...the
incident boosted his popularity
among the masses...who were led to
believe that the charge had been
trumped up to destroy him as a
political force, it also widened the
gap between him and his opponents,
(most of them Yorubas), among
whom were Sir Kitoyi Ajasa, Sir
Adeyemo Alakija and Mr. Henry Carr,
all of them men of ‘Undoubted
Integrity’.  These patriotic but
misunderstood Nigerians could not
brook Herbert Macaulay’s autocracy
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and methods, and they saw much in
his character which repelled rather
than attracted them. Many a wealthy
Lagosian had been led to utter
financial ruin by being implicitly
faithful to the causes which
Herbert Macaulay championed...he
was bluntly accused of trading in the
gullibility of his unsophisticated but
wee-to-do adherents. (115-116).

Chief Awolowo sustained his
criticism of the character of H.M. and
his philosophy to the point of saying
that all people of any value and
character deserted him up to the
extent that there was no further
confidence in the NDP, but to provide
another platform. Thus, the situation
necessitated the evolution of the
Nigeria Youth Movement (NYM).
This is perhaps, because, like Achebe
will put it, about the Ibos. Herbert
Macaulay was not a Yoruba, he
lacked acumen and intelligence, he
was selfish and very cunning, and
finally, he was dismissed as a bad
leader. Awolowo never finds it
expedient to desist from this
indictment of H.M....., even for the
mere fact that he was dead at the
time of the narrative. He could not
avail himself of the right to defend
himself. Apart from the fact that
African culture abhors speaking ill of
the dead; there were the ethical
issues involved in accusing the dead
that Awolowo did not mind while
making those uncomplimentary
statements against Macaulay. Most
importantly, H.M. was not alive then,
to reply to some of the indictments,
and his kinsmen would read ethnic
sentiments in  the  character
assassination drive.

https://www.gombesavannahjorunal.com 463



( ' Savannah Journal of Language, Literature and Communication Studies (SAJOLLCOS)

\) Vol. 6 No. 1: June, 2025
Azikiwe: The Indictment of a Premier
Ethnic Politician

In his account of the establishment of
the Nigerian Youth Movement, Chief
Awolowo was very glaring in his
indictment of Azikiwe as a tribal and
ethnic bigot. He was quick to note
that, ‘by the end of 1940, Dr Azikiwe
was not a conscientious member of
the Nigerian Youth Movement, and
that, for some reasons best known to
himself, he was bent on destroying
this  nationalist organization...it
seemed clear to me that his policy
was to corrode the self-respect of the
Yoruba people as a group; to build up
the Ibos as a master race’
Awolowo further insinuates that
Azikiwe only magnify his Ibo race
and suppress, nullify and discount
the Yoruba ethnic group. The
Independent Pilot, Azikiwe vilified
the leaders of the Nigerian Youth
Movement elected into office in the
1938 elections. He dismissed them as
sellouts, as connivers who would be
used to sell Nigeria to Hitler! Azikiwe
was, according to Awolowo, un
nationalistic, tribalist and egocentric.
With his education and political
sophistication, Zik was attacking and
sought to destroy the only national
political movement that was
confronting colonialism head-on. Zik
was among others, the initiator and
breeder of confusion and tribal hate
by his so-called new Africa. He broke
away from the Nigerian Youth
Movement, to form the Ibo-African
National Association! In one of the
meetings of the Nigerian Youth
Movement, the leaders invited Zik to
explain why he formed a ‘new Africa’.
Against the ‘Old Africa, ‘the Ibos and
the Yorubas lived together as
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Nigerians for a long time. There was
not an iota of ethnic sentiment.
There was unity in diversity in Lagos
in particular and in the whole of
Southern Nigeria in general, not until
Dr, Azikiwe came up with tentacles
of tribal and ethnic sentiments.
Instead of responding to the queries,
Dr, Azikiwe opted out of the NYM by
resigning his membership.
Henceforth, he used his newspaper,
The African Pilot, to unleash some of
the damning critique of NYM. Even
before his resignation, the NYM
leadership noticed some movements’
activities of Azikiwe in the media.
One thing Awolowo never cared to
provide in his narrative, is some
possible reason that led to Azikiwe’s
sudden sharp turning to become an
ethnic leader for the Ibos and only
about the Ibos.

Awo: A Self Appointed Federalist

Right from the title of the text, there
is a glaring representation and
portrayal of a call by Awolowo, the
writer, for the reader to note the
relevance and the importance of
Awolowo the narrator, to the self-
glorification and self-praising ‘the I
Awolowo. For instance, while the
text is not a biographical stuff, it is
titted AWO: The Autobiography of
Chief Obafemi Awolowo! This
suggests one of the two implications.
It is either the title of the text given
by the publishers or the author has
formed a hibernated and unnamed
narrator of his biography. It is hard
to make any sense in assuming that it
was Awolowo himself who titled his
autobiography as such; suggesting a
third-person reference. More so, in
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chapter 12 of the text, titled
‘Evolution of a Federalist’, Awolowo
clearly and unambiguously lets his
readers know that, even from the
early beginning, from his childhood,
he has been a Federalist democrat.
Awolowo enthused that, from his
times in H.M’s NNDP to NYM and
finally, to the AG, he had been a
consistent federalist. In virtually, all
the Nigerian constitutional
developments from the late 30s to
the 1979 federal constitution, he had
been a consistent federalist. He
provides in the early opening of the
chapter, that;

..when the controversy on the form
of Nigeria's constitution began in
1951, I had been for more than 18
years a convinced federalist, in the
early 30s, [ was a fanatical admirer of
the Indian National Congress, and of
three of its illustrious leaders -
Mahatma Ghandi, Pandit Nehru, and
Subha Bose. My
acquaintance...was...in 1928.

His idea of federalism is explicitly
expressed in chapter 12 thus:

I argued that Nigeria

should have many
provinces, Zones,
regions or states as
there were ethnic

groups in the country
and that each region
should have legislation
and government of its
own. There would be a
central parliament and
government of its own.
There would be a
central parliament and
government on which
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the various linguistic
groups in the country
would present. Under
these  arrangements,
each ethnic group
could develop its own
peculiar culture and

institutions following
its wishes, and the
inter-tribal acrimony

and jockeying for
leadership which were
rearing their heads
would cease. The
government of each
linguistic group would
be led by one of their
number, and Nigeria
would be led by any
Nigerian  acceptable
to...the majority of the
people of the country.
From the foregoing, and other
expressions of Chief Awolowo, his
idea of federalism means a further
polarization of the country along
ethnic and tribal lines! Perhaps that
was why he fought, vigorously, for
any constitutional amendment or
constitutional conference that would
water down the recognition of tribal
sentiments and ethnic units. Thus,
even when Azikiwe; 's The African
Pilot wrote to suggest the split of the
country into 8 regions:

1) Northern (Katsina, Kano,
Zaria) Provinces.
2) North Western (Sokoto,

Ilorin) Provinces.
3) North Eastern (Borno, Bauchi,
Adamawa) Provinces.
4) Central (Kabba,
Plateau) Provinces.

Benue,
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5) Southern (Warri,

Onitsha,) Provinces.
6) Southwestern (Ondo, Ijebu,

Benin,

Abeokuta, Oyo, Lagos)
Provinces.

7) Southeastern (Calabar, Ogoja)
Provinces.

8) Cameroons (Southern,

Northern) Provinces.

Awolowo was quick to be struck by
two things in Azikiwe’s proposal. He
observed that all the Ibos in Benin
and Warri provinces of the Western
Protectorate or region were to be
merged with their kith and kin in
Onitsha and Owerri under the
Southern Protectorate, but the same
is not applied to the Yorubas of Ilorin
and Kabba in Azikiwe’s arrangement.
Moreover, the Ibos were, according
to Awolowo’s reading, carefully and
cleverly split into two protectorates
of Southern and Southeastern,
simply for domination purposes.
Especially that the [Ibos are,
according to him, highly ethnically
loyal. Instantly Chief Awolowo
rejected and condemned in totality,
such a plan. He expressed his fear
and exposed the proposal as an
attempt to suppress and marginalise
the Yorubas. The Chief failed to see
the split of the Ibos as an attempt to
weaken them or the advantage of
splitting the Yorubas of Kabba and
Illorin as a source of strength. All
through his political, social and
cultural life, Awolowo was a Yoruba
supremacist.
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Awo’s Autobiography: The Water of
Ethnicity is thicker than the Blood of
Religion

This autobiography, like Shagari’s
and Achebe’s, and indeed like any
other written in Nigeria, sustained
the superiority of the Yoruba ethnic
group over and above all other tribes,
by extoling the virtues and qualities
of the ethnic group as a whole. The
Hausa/Fulani and the entire
northern region are variously
described as, the uneducated, the
backward people, the conservative
pessimists, etc. They were a people
that could hardly be related with
because they were resenting
modernity and civilization! As
celebrated and extolling as the
records of pioneering of the struggle
for independence and fighting all
forms of colonialism as Herbert
Macaulay was; Chief Awolowo
dismissed him as a mere cheat and a
duper! H.M., as he was fondly
referred to was the founder of the
NDP, he was a renowned African
freedom fighter who died as an
indefatigable = defender of the
Africans against the European
colonialists. Awolowo summarized
him thus:

‘H.M’ was, in his time,
a political colossus;
and all those who
assembled under the
shadow of his giant

stature obeyed his
words without
question. Anything

short of this was
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unthinkable and
unacceptable by the
‘Moghul’... to  the
masses of the people of
Lagos and in the
Southern  part  of
Nigeria the, Wizard of

Kirsten Hall
symbolised the
irrepressible

resistance  of  the
Africans against

foreign rule..he was a
legendary figure and
something of a
superman. But ..he
was not quite IT. He
was...imprisoned...this
incident...widened the
gap between him and
his opponents, among
whom were Sir Kitoyi
Ajasa, Sir Adeyemo
Alakija and Henry Carr,
all of them men of
undoubted
integrity...they saw
much in his character
which repels rather
than attracts. Many
wealthy Lagosians had
been led to utter
financial ruin by
H.M...he was bluntly
accused of trading on
the gullibility of his
unsophisticated  but
well-to-do adherents.
(117).

Othering in Awolowo’s
Autobiography
Like Shehu Shagari, Chinua Achebe,
Nnamdi Azikiwe, Ahmadu Bello,
Wole Soyinka, Tanko Yakasai, Ernest
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Okonkwo, Ahmadu Kurfi, Hamid
Alkali, Magaji Dambatta and many
others, Chief Obafemi Awolow’s
Autobiography could not escape the
glaring trend of projecting its ethnic
and tribes people, the Yoruba as the
best specie of humans in Nigeria and
perhaps elsewhere. They are the best
in both moral standards and intellect.
The Yorubas are depicted and
presented as the best that could ever
happen to Nigeria! In the opening of
the text, the Chief was quick to
foreground the acumen and
purposefulness of his clan’s
ingenuity. He asserted that, unlike
the Ibos and other ethnic groups in
parts of Nigeria, the Yoruba had an
organized system of leadership,
trade, artisanship and farming. Early
enough, the Yorubas had cocoa and
other farm produce farmers’ unions.
The white colonizer did not find it
difficult to relate with the Yorubas
because of their high level of
civilization, industrialization and
hospitality. Yorubas grabbed the
modern education system with
alacrity. He insinuated that the
Hausa land, having been glued to an
existing religion, Islam, found it
difficult to embrace Western
Europe’s system of education. They
viewed it as more of a form of the
Judo/Christian system, which is
abhorred by Islam. Though he
conceded that the North, like the
Southwest, had a complete and
comprehensive system on the
ground before the coming of the
white colonizer, they were not easily
susceptible to change due to
conservatism and dogma. The Hausa
land, according to AWO..is a
backward community and people,
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very slow in acclimatizing to positive
change and development.

Some of the ethnic groups that
received the hardest knock of ethnic
condemnation are the Ibos as a
people and as settlers of Lagos and
other parts of the southwest. He
variously described the Ibos as
selfish, occupiers, dominators and
self-centred. They are people who
hardly see anything good in others.
Even in the far United Kingdom,
outside the shores of Nigeria, the
Ibos come together to form an Ibo
People Union and not African nor
Nigerian. Nnamdi Azikiwe and
Herbert Macaulay received the
biggest bastion of indictment. While
Macaulay was described as a dupe, a
cheat and deceit, Azikiwe was more
of a super ethnic and tribal bigot who
always sees everything in the eyes of
Iboism and no more.

Awo: The Omniscient Narrator

The text opens with a first-person
narrative of an account of how the
author’s parents met and fell in love
with one another. The events that
took place, and caused a prolonged
delay against the earlier date fixed
for the marriage. He relates the story
of how the author’s mother was so
excited and in the company of other
would-be brides travelled some
twenty hours on foot and in a canoe
to Lagos for their wedding shopping.
He reported that they walked in
chorus singing songs of praise of
their would-be grooms. Awolowo
also tells the story of how an incident
of fishing in a forbidden river by
custom led to the killing of one of the
violators of the sanctity of the fishes
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was Kkilled by the youths of the
village who were staunch believers
in the sanctity of the traditional
religion and culture of their
community. He gives a detail account
of how the killing of one of the
Christian members of the Ikenne
community led to the invasion of the
army in the village. Awolowo
narrated how both the bride (his
would be mother) and the groom
(his would be father), the pagans and
the Christian faithful had cause to
flee the village at one time or the
other, and that this happening
truncated the original date of the
wedding. The author’s would-be in-
law was among the pagan youths
who attacked the Christian youths,
but his father was among the early
converts to Christianity in the village

The above and other stories that
were reported with precision and
accuracy, bestow the status of an
omniscient narrator on the author!
This is so because all these events
took place long before the narrator
was born, but they were narrated by
him, without the interference of a
third party, as if all the events occur
in his presence. The narrator also
speaks the mind of his characters
and often gives interpretation to
some of their actions and actions
from within and without Instances of
such occasions abound. For instance,
the narrator, while in England for a
study, could tell what was happening
in some of the communities and
what was happening in the minds of
some of his characters down in
Nigeria!
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Conclusion

Like in all the autobiographies,
Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of
Sokoto and the First and only
Premier of the defunct northern
region, stated in his My Life very
categorically and expressly, while
commenting on the region’s
northernization policy, that not until
the northern government could not
find competent hand in the
northerners to fill in vacancies in the
civil service, or an expatriate from
the British then it could reluctantly
outsourced another Nigerian of the
Igbo or Yoruba ethnic background on
contract basis, (1970:68). He further
states that the Igho are a
domineering and occupying ethnic
nationality who will always want to
dominate. Shagari’s Beckoned to
Serve is replete with narrative of the
extolled virtues of the Hausa/Fulani
ethnic tribe. He venerated the Futa
Toro and Futa Jallo as the ancestors
of the Jihadists. He even claims that
the root of his genealogy is the
Arab Biduwins. Shagari is very
categorical in  accusing chief
Awolowo and his ethnic Yoruba of
spreading politics of hate and ethnic
bigotry. Achebe’s There was A
Country...is not any different. He
presents the Igbo ethnic nationalities
as the most intelligent, most
industrious and the most chosen and
preferred by God to govern Nigeria.
To Achebe, Nigeria’s trouble began
with the refusal to allow Igbo to
govern Nigeria. He indicted the
North and the South west of
conniving to deny Igbo from
governance. No ethnic group could
have done it more than the Igbo. In

ISSN: 2787-0286 & 2811-2261 (Online & Print)

his We Must Set Forth At Down,
Soyinka depicts Kano and the entire
northern Nigeria as, to borrow
Conrad’s phrase, a place of negation,
a pre historic enclave, where
civilization could not reach! To
Soyinka, the Yoruba’s are the most
educated and most civilize set of
Nigerians. Azikiwe’s major odyssey
in his My Odyssey was his encounter
with the Yoruba ethnic jingoist. With
these and many other documented
propelling of ethnic preaching and
campaign of hate by the pioneer
Nigerian elites and which was
adopted by the generation that
followed, one can expect nothing at
the moment but crisis as a result of
sentiments that border on ethnic,

religious, geographical and other
self-centered divides.
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