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Abstract 

Nigerian political landscape since Independence has been bedeviled with pronounced inequalities 

between the elite and the larger populace. In the Niger Delta, the resultant deprivation encountered 

by the people, particularly with the exploration for oil, has heightened tensions within the region. 

The resultant socio-economic and political disequilibrium has created a dysfunctional relationship 

between the privileged class and the disadvantaged people of the area. Instructively, the government 

and the multi-national corporations who operate there have attempted to improve the living 

conditions of the people to no avail. In the book, The Virgin of Yenegua, which is based on the Niger 

Delta experience, Emeka Ijere attempted to unearth the depth of the loss of confidence among the 

people, on the one hand, and between the people and the government/multi-national corporations, on 

the other, leading to disordered quest for individual gains, primitive acquisition of wealth, and other 

attendant ills. This article is primarily a lesson in culture, history and politics. In the analysis of this 

literary work, the author has applied various political postulations as espoused by erudite scholars in 

the field of Political economy and History to show that in the strive for a better society, patriotic 

fervor and nationalistic inclinations are the precursors to nation building.   
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Introduction 

The book, The Virgin of Yenegua, is a drama text of 106 pages, written by Emeka Ijere. When the 

author approached me to review this book, numerous questions agitated my mind: Firstly, what 

motivated a Mathematician and Computer analyst to embark on a literary exercise? Secondly, why 

write on the Niger Delta? Thirdly, why did he decide to choose me, a Political Scientist, to review 

the book? I posed these questions to him. His reply was brisk and challenging. He informed me that 

he was motivated to embark on this project by his love and flair for literature despite his professional 

qualifications in the Natural Sciences. Secondly, the whys and wherefores of the prevailing chaotic 

situation in the Niger Delta have always provoked his curiosity. In answering the third question, he 

made it clear that it is his hope that a Political Scientist would embark on a holistic overview of the 

book, with a view to deepening the universal approach to various academic postulations. 

My initial impression that the book was a mere attempt at book writing for fun was thus 

immediately dispelled with the explanations and fluid delivery from the author. I immediately began 

to feel the flurry of an informed mind which I was to encounter in the digest of the book. As I read 
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further, I was struck by its key message and realized the academic puzzles irking the young mind 

seeking to understand the political inelegance and depravity in the evolvement of true Federalism, 

patriotic fervor and concrete nationalistic ethos in Nigeria. Without further ado, I accepted the 

challenge to review the book, not because I am trained in the discipline of literary writing, or because 

it is a soft read, but primarily in appreciation of the prodding mind of the author, a mind which 

apparently agrees with my belief and hope in the positive potentials of benevolent leadership 

working in tandem with the people‟s hope and aspirations towards the provision of basic needs in 

education, agriculture, health, and sundry infrastructure, respect for human rights and the rule of law.  

It is instructive, at this point, to mention that the explanative structures to our review cannot 

be appreciated without understanding the minuscule underpinnings to the characters and the plot 

which characterize the genre of the work. This review will therefore draw from the microcosm of 

thoughts as portrayed in the book which insist that the work cannot be read or appreciated in a 

vacuum. The book draws its essence from the avarice and humanistic machinations of man which is 

built on “selfism” and the “grabbist” tendencies of a whitewashed mind whose infantile 

understanding of an alien culture and jaundiced toga of tutelage in “mordenisation schooling” have 

not evolved beyond an unscrupulous and scandalous level of ineptitude and a crisis of identity. The 

concept of identity began to pervade my thoughts as I read the book. It dawned on me that the Virgin 

of Yenegua is not just a metaphor for the geographical region in which the book is set but a wider 

figurative tool to x-ray the pathway to a crisis-ridden society in which we find ourselves as 

juxtaposed to a tranquil society devoid of imperialist and cultural contaminations. 

The following excerpt from the first page of the book gives further insight to its metaphorical 

title: 

“is it not these oil people that are polluting our streams and creeks? See how it has caused 

(cost?) His Majesty his health, yet they don’t seem to care”. 

This assertion by Princess Bubraye depicts that the debasement of the erstwhile tranquil environment 

by foreign oil exploring/prospecting companies was responsible for the environmental hazards and 

general unease in the Kingdom of Yenegua. The land has lost its virginity! The maiden has been 

defiled! What more, no one seems to care, neither the culprit nor the victim! 

This hopeless situation was also depicted by Queen Laifa (otherwise referred to as Mother 

Yenegua) thus: 

“In the middle of time, the roars of the sea was alive and high were the waves. The land was 

not black but peaceful and beautiful were the groves; Then came strangers mixed with us and 

disvirgined our virgins. Suddenly, the waves died. And the roars seized. And fear gripped us 

all. And there was blood on the surface of water. And also was oil mixed with blood. And 

there was wailing among the birds. And the place was Yenegua. Yenegua!!!” (p. 13) 

 

Brief Literary Review 

As this is essentially a literary work, it may be necessary to appreciate some of the literary forms 

employed, even if it is from the point of view of a Political Scientist. 

As the characters portray the true state of the Nigerian country from archetypal histology to 

institutional/constitutional drawbacks which presently define the polity, it transcends on the 

quintessential fulcrum to the concept of federalism, the devolutional processes, and the enquiry into 

the origins of nations and the politics of nationalism. It examines those hallmarks which fashion our 

intransigence into the area of primordialism, prebendalism, tribalism, ethnicity, and the resort to 

„grabbermania‟ where most of our people have adopted „selfism‟ in favour of „unism‟, and 
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governance of a cabal in complicity to the subjugative stance of a minority/privileged group against 

the yearnings for a constructive distribution of state resources for the common good of all (Oji, 1997, 

Rodney, 1973). This contrasts sharply with the expectations of good leadership, and the unfolding 

drama of the Kingdom of Yenegua aptly depicts this irony. 

All through the book, it is refreshing to encounter the author‟s liberal use of figurative 

expressions which he adopts to great effect. For instance, the use of hyperboles to show King 

Kakanda‟s love and patriotism for the Kingdom of Yenegua was very effective. The King cried out: 

“Yenegua! The great kingdom of my ancestors; the land that yield milk and yield Honey…..” 

(p. 13) 

The characters would normally resort to proverbs and idioms to explain situations or wriggle 

out of tight spots. Sometimes, the author also adopted the Achebe style of direct English literal 

interpretation of local African proverbs, otherwise known as transliteration instead of using the 

English equivalent, as this makes the message clearer in our context.  An example was seen when 

Lulu the Chief priest exclaimed: 

“God forbid! The gods never allow a king end a journey halfway the road” (p. 5). 

This came after Queen Laifa announced the death of her son, KosokoKaka da. The proverb is the 

English language transliteration of the Igbo proverb, “Nwa amu adighi ato n’ije”. This definitely is a 

more graphic representation than an English writer would adopt. Another example of transliteration, 

also a popular metaphor, is seen when Mr. Smith made it clear to Bosso that he wanted him to spy on 

the palace: 

  “…You will be my eye in the palace…” (p. 29) 

Generally, the author made very good use of basic elements of a drama to get his message 

across to the audience. The characters were carefully chosen, the setting is apt, and the dialogues, 

fluid. However, the plot seems to be a bit confusing. By adopting a simple method of arranging all 

the Acts to follow each other immediately without using Scenes to ease subsequent characters, 

events, or settings smoothly onto the stage, the author seems to have created a situation where the 

audience is left wondering when a particular character made his entrance, or when the setting 

changed. For instance, in Act Five, on p.33, the reader is left to wonder when Soboma joined the duo 

of Smith and Pere at the boat yard or in the creek. There is nothing to signify his entrance on the 

scene. He just starts talking to Pere and the two characters engage in a long dialogue before the light 

fades. This is confusing. 

 

Political Postulations 

Having tried, albeit perfunctorily, to appreciate the literary form of this book, I shall proceed to do an 

in-depth review of the book as an intellectual work. For the purposes of easier appreciation of this 

exercise, I have decided to adopt two basic Academic constructs to help illuminate emerging trends 

as shown in the work and accordingly expose the socio-political dimensions inherent therein and by 

so doing, fast-track the attitudinal context and the structural/institutional framework which has 

bestraddled the polity overtime. I have therefore decided to label these constructs as: 

i. The traditional explorative tool; and 

ii. The imperialist/neo colonialist dimension. 

 

The Traditional Explorative Tool 

In this context, we shall try to examine the author‟s depiction of the nature of political institutions 

and the socio-economic relations viz a viz the cultural dimensions before the advent of the foreigners 



IMT  INTERNATIONAL  JOURNAL  OF  THE  ARTS  AND  SCIENCES, VOL. 1 NO. 2 
 

133 
 

and subsequent exploration and exploitation of the virgin land. In the traditional society, authority 

flowed directly from the ruler (especially in non-egalitarian societies) who dispensed his duties 

dispassionately and in a benevolent manner. He ruled authoritatively in league with the custodian of 

the culture, often regarded as the High Priest who served as an intermediary between the spirit world, 

the trust or conscience of the people and the rulership structure. His style was prone to a modicum of 

flexibility and was not fixated. Through this medium of consultation, arbitrariness was eschewed 

from governance. But it is also imperative to infer that the King in his governance style had a 

chamber of ministers who contributed to the day to day activities of administration within the 

kingdom. This situation did not only create the enabling environment for some of the elements of 

government such as an Executive and Legislative base, to hold sway, but also for the tenets of checks 

and balances which characterize all government structures to be upheld. Justice was also summarily 

dispensed when the need arose as shown in this exchange in the drama text under analysis: 

LULU: “I shall not speak the minds of men but that of the oracle… I have seen the  

past and the future alike and I shall say what I saw. Hear me Yenegua! Hear your 

oracle. The palace shall soon be on fire. May we fetch water and keep…” 

   (p. 7et seq…) 

When Bosso persists in speaking afterwards, he is further rebuked by Soboma, the Army Chief thus: 

“You shall not dare the gods but listen to them. Anyone who brings fire to this Kingdom will 

not be spared the cutting of my sword…” 

This dialogue gives further insight into the traditionalist era devoid of contamination by other ways 

of living, and the responsiveness of the prevailing traditional structures to deal with challenges as 

they came. The imagery created therein of “fire in the palace” depicts a situation of panic on the 

impending defilement of the virgin land. Importantly, this presupposes that the people were more 

conditioned to doing things their way and felt at home with living without infiltrations from other 

lands which eventually affected their way of life and socio-economic relations. 

 

 The Imperialist/Neocolonial Dimension: 

Having examined the trends in the traditionalist era, it is necessary at this juncture to unearth those 

issues which played a pivotal role in the life of the virgin after the advent of the foreigners. For 

instance, Lulu asserted: 

“…the virginity of a woman is not given away to a foreigner unless the blood of her 

circumcision is shed onto the mother earth” (p. 58) 

The analogy can be drawn that prior to any exploration or infringement on the land of a 

sovereign state by another, there ought to be negotiations, agreements, and treaties which shall serve 

as working guides in relations between the territories. When such relations are skewed 

disproportionately to the advantage of one and to the detriment of another, it breeds resentment, 

disillusionment and disapproval. This situation is further given illumination by King Koko thus: 

“Of course, these are all virgins. The creek was a virgin before you came then pollution came 

as you came in. The Mangrove of the forest was a virgin till your oil exploration…and even 

you disvirgined the mother earth drilling her dry…not even the peace of the kingdom was 

spared of its virginity. Because through those foreign laws and bylaws my people, once 

united, are now separated between off shore and on shore, mainstream versus non 

mainstreams, inland against upland…what else is left with its virginity in my kingdom?”. (p. 

56) 
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From the foregoing, it is obvious that the „disvirgining‟ of the land brought in its wake 

„dismembership‟ of the various communities and chiefdoms which had hitherto existed as corporate 

and sovereign entities whose peoples had co-habited peacefully and in harmony with one another. 

Primarily, the land of the Niger Delta from where initial contact with foreigners was  made, lost its 

political, economic and cultural freedom and several abiding, albeit, negative influences have 

characterized the body polity of the area in question. 

Notably, it is from this region that further penetration of the hinterland areas of Nigeria was 

established and foreign influences became pervasive thereafter. Though some other factors such as 

cultural and religious affinity as provided by Islam was to act as a bulwark in preventing outright 

evasion of the culture of the hinterland people, there is no longer any gainsaying the fact that the 

issue of the „two publics‟, as propounded by Galtung (1971), illustrated by Peter Ekeh (1975), and 

reemphasized by Fisher & Galtang (2013), was to emerge as a vilifying factor creating the 

primordial public and the Civic public wherein it became a norm that the elite of the society in 

compliance with those ideologies imbibed from the initial contact enriched themselves from the 

privilege of their position in the civic public to whom they do not owe any allegiance, and benefit the 

primordial public to whom they owe their Nationalist/patriotic fervor for the reward of accolades, 

recognition and chieftaincy titles. In other words, this situation created a vista of change of 

allegiance and entrenched the “grabbist” phenomena credited with the social ills of corruption, 

avarice, nepotism, ethnicity and general insecurity in the society. 

 

Contemporary Trends 

Insecurity seems to be the bane of the day, leading to poverty, disaffection, youth restiveness, armed 

conflicts, kidnappings and general brigandage. In the drama, Payea Agarifa (the youth leader) puts it 

succinctly thus: 

“The sound you hear is neither of war nor of peace. It is the voices of the youth of our 

Kingdom, the Kingdom of Yenegua; the youths of Igbogene, Onopa, Akenfa and Akinpai…the 

youths of Yenegua, Opolo, Ovom, and Tombia….” (p.39) 

Illustratively, what this statement depicts is the collaboration of the aggrieved youths of the land to 

bring justice, equity and fairness as enshrined in Jean Jacques Rosseau‟s (1762) treatise on freedom, 

equalitaire, and liberte, to bear on their people. The approach is non-compromising, although 

adopting a road map to peace based on dialogue. 

The Youth leader goes on further to say: 

“These youths are angry not hungry, they are sad not mad. These youths are aggrieved not 

bereaved…..” (p. 40) 

Note the author‟s frequent use of poetic rhymes in some of the dialogues, as depicted above. This 

definitely enhances the literary value of the work and has the capacity to enrich the reader‟s mind. 

To justify their clamour for attention and change, the Youth leader again declares: 

“Yenegua is the kingdom that brews milk and honey. Yet our creeks can no longer bear fish 

or our farmlands, crops. Strangers and foreigners have overrun our land, leaving the 

host…to be the servant…We and all the people of this kingdom are not happy…” 

The travesty of this assertion is that the land of hope with its natural endowments has become 

bedeviled with the ills of despondency and hopelessness. This is an unfortunate irony. The condition 

of the people is so appalling that it has become apparent that they see the foreigners as the cause of 

their travails and have resolved to take their destiny in their hands by changing the status quo and 

imposing a new order where the ideals of peace and justice will reign. Accordingly, the thrust to this 
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new beginning is seen not in idealistic pursuits but in change brought forth though proactive means 

of identifying and appreciating the key issues and working in concert with the change agents 

epitomized in government officials, Traditional rulers and the Niger Delta leaders of thought. 

In this wholesome attempt to draw attention to the Nigerian situation, the author seems to be 

guilty of the same crime that have bedeviled our polity, that is, inability to frontally confront the 

Niger Delta dilemma and the National question. He was able to identify the root causes of the 

problem which are basically social and economic, but fell short of the political considerations. This, I 

believe, is as a result of a natural tendency to be cautious in order to avoid controversies. This 

cautious route may be politically expedient but it is academically inexplicable, since the goal of any 

academic work is for the author to state issues as they are and leave his views open to fair criticism, 

literary gerrymandering and academic gestation. If this were done, ideas on related topics will 

germinate and in its infancy elicit healthy thoughts on government policies, constructive criticism of 

such policies and collaborative efforts will pave the way for growth and sustainability. 

 

Critical Contributions of the Virgin of Yenogua  

This book contributes immensely in agitating the minds of readers on numerous fronts, especially the 

following: 

a. The book succeeded in bringing the message of the Niger Delta and the marginalization of 

the oil producing areas of Nigeria and other parts of the world, to the front burner, especially 

such issues as social disequilibrium and inequalities, environmental degradation of the land 

and waterways, amongst others. 

b. Secondly, the book is an important contribution to the literary world and will act as a 

reference material for scholars and avid readers who might want to read it for leisure as it is 

written in very good style, with excellent grammar and syntax. It is also easy to read and 

assimilate. 

c. This book has also attempted to highlight the complexities in the social relations within the 

region. According to the character, Queen Laifa, 

“Your majesty, there is nothing to talk about except disappointments, fears, pains, 

exploitations, oppressions, insensitivity, and all that we suffer here…”. (p. 8) 

All these travails have however presented a common front for appreciating the problems of 

the region and of democracy too. Consequently, their cause has led to the forging of a 

common force under the aegis of the Niger Delta.  

d. The book illustrates that the issue of identity crisis and disaggregation of interests can be set 

aside for a common purpose, namely: unity, as a precursor to a grandiose dream where the 

sacrifices of the past and present leaders will yield good fruits. In this drama, the people came 

to believe that their destinies were tied together, and that united, they can assert this common 

destiny. 

e. Freedom cannot be achieved without a channel of communication. Thus, past experiences are 

employed to deal with present challenges and plan for the future.  

f. The issue of leadership is equally played out by the dramatis personae, including King 

Kakanda, King Koko, and Lulu. The required cohesion could not be achieved without the 

contributions of the people. These contributions served to fill the yawning leadership void 

which led to a situation of quagmire at some point. 
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g. Government policies are also expected to assist in the sustainable development of the area. 

Once again, the gains of these policies cannot be actualized without the support of the people. 

This is predicated on the premise of change as shown towards the end of the book. 

h. Current global development issues such as infrastructural growth, poverty eradication, 

microcredit financing and other issues in line with the Millennium Development Goals are 

highlighted as change agents to the prevailing ills in the Niger Delta. 

i. Such global trends as the New International Economic Order were also highlighted in line 

with International and Municipal laws operating within the territory of the nation. Thus, 

creating the framework for bridging the gap between the countries of the Northern and 

Southern hemispheres in terms of unfavourable balance of trade and resultant trade deficits. 

Hence, events in the Niger Delta have influenced oil pricing and consequently the balance of 

trade. 

j. The opening of communication channels created the room for dialogue at all levels. 

Collaboration, peace, harmony and security thus became the signposts for a new beginning, 

prompting the character, Marksman 1, to note with the kidnap of the foreigner, Smith, as 

follows: 

“I have caught fish bigger than seven sharks and a whale. I don’t have oil to sell to the 

merchants. Yet I have merchants to sell for oil. May God bless this day and bless Yenegua 

the land of good resources. May I be cursed if I do not thrive from the resources of my 

land.” 

This calls for a reassessment of the issues surrounding the relations between the different 

groups in the Niger Delta and the government, especially with the development of kidnapping 

as an art form which assumed alarming proportions and became a major national issue. 

 

Conclusion 

Ijere, the author of The Virgin of Yenogua, has done a fine work with this first book of his. His 

adaptation of certain characters to highlight specific issues shows that he is in tune with 

contemporary realities within the country. He used the imagery of a virgin to depict the Nigerian 

dilemma and, through his lucid presentation, painted the picture of how she was defiled, while her 

docility robs her of the ability to turn a bad situation around for the common good. He has thus 

sounded the clarion call for a Renaissance, a new awakening to Nationalism and patriotism, erecting 

a bridge between the old and the new, by showing that although Nigeria has been politically 

independent for over fifty years, she is still in the doldrums suffering from neo-imperialism, and 

various problems from within.  

Ijere looks at the challenges of a New Nigeria when in the prelude to the book, he writes: 

“The exit of King Kakanda was necessitated by the people‟s yearning for a change”. The author had 

earlier averred in the said prelude as follows: 

The change, a dear one at that, which should have been a great relief to the oppressed, was 

not immediately felt by the people; hence, a multiplier effect of such agitations took over 

This view is further buttressed by the youths of Yenegua through their Spokesperson, Payea Agarifa, 

when he declared: 

“These youths sent me to deliver their message to you who are their king” (p. 40) 

To King Koko, Agarifa quipped: 

“We have waited patiently for change in the way we have lived here. And the expected 

change is not yet coming. Your royal Majesty, we shall wait no more” 
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The critical issue of environmental degradation due to oil exploration activities took the 

better part of the youths‟ agitation and its consequences leading to violent arms struggle and other 

criminal activities such as oil bunkering, pipeline vandalisation, hostage taking, etc. 

 

Recommendation 

This analysis has offered me an interesting opportunity to read the illuminating drama and watch it 

unfold. I therefore wholeheartedly recommend the book to the larger society to partake in the joy of 

its readership. I also recommend it particularly to scholars of the liberal Arts and Politics in the 

country as well as the Academic community as a worthy contribution to the body of knowledge, and 

as a work that portends to stimulate academic excellence. 
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