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the Cameroons party and voted for Obafemi Awolowo’s Yoruba Action
Group Party. Zik’s party won, and the 1gbos took reprisals against the
Ogoni, denying them scholarships and social amenities (Saro-Wiwa
1992, 23) and splitting the Ogoni Native Authority into three local gov-
ernment units. In a move echoing the divide-and-conquer tactics of the
British, the Ogoni were thus subjected to a form of internal colonialism
by the 1bo majority of the Eastern Region, who were to prove even more
brutal as overlords during the dark days of the Biafran war.

The federal structure of the Nigerian state in the early years of inde-
pendence was fragile at best, composed of three semi-autonomous re-
gions competing with each other for power at the center. The three dom-
inant parties of the First Republic had in fact developed largely from
cultural organizations and platforms that capitalized on ethnic affilia-
tion—such as the Yoruba Omo Egbe Oduduwa, the Ibo State Union,
and the Hausa Jammiyyar Mutanen Arewa in the north—consolidating
regional identities in terms of ethnicity and political party, and through
regional marketing boards.? The balance broke down in 1966 with the
first coup after independence, led by Major General Thomas Ironsi, in
which, Saro-Wiwa (1992, 26) reminds us, “the Federal Prime Minister,
Sir Abubakar Tafewa Balewa was killed along with two other Regional
Premiers of the Yoruba and Hausa-Fulani ethnic majorities.” Ironsi’s
regime attempted to replace Nigeria's weak federalism with a stronger
unitary state, but the effort was cut short. The Hausa-Fulani retaliated
in the north, massacring thousands of Igbos, killing General Ironsi in
General Yakubu Gowon'’s countercoup, and unleashing the tide of vio-
lence that swept into the Western Region, where Igbos had to close
down their shops, leave their government jobs, and flee for their lives.

Saro-Wiwa’s On A Darkling Plain: An Account of the Nigerian Civil
War (1989) reveals another side of the bloody struggle for secession led
by Colonel C. Odumegwu Ojukwu and his aspiring Biafran nation. The
Ibo’s valiant struggle for Biafra, and their remarkable military and tech-
nological ingenuity, earned them the respect even of their critics. Less
appreciated and understood, however, was their treatment of the Ogoni
and other Delta minorities who were corralled into Biafra against their
will. When federal troops swept through Ogoni Division and onward to
take Port Harcourt, the Ogoni were scapegoated as saboteurs, and were
evacuated to concentration camps and refugee centers where many
starved to death. Others were sent to the Training Depots en route to
the front, where they were used as cannon fodder. From May to August
of 1968, four thousand Ogonis died from forced relocation and Ibo
“reprisals.” Bombed and shelled by federal troops, the Ogoni were then
persecuted by Biafrans. According to Saro-Wiwa's calculations, an esti-
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mated thirty thousand Ogonis, over 10% of the ethnic population, died
in the war. Whether the figures are biased or exact hardly matters, for it
is clear that in the ethnic politics of Nigerian federalism, the Ogoni were
universally despised and had nowhere to turn.

After the Biafran defeat in 1970, Nigeria’s three regions were re-
placed by twelve states in a plan to stabilize the federal government, and
the Ogoni joined the newly formed Rivers State with other Delta mi-
norities. By this time, however, the Ogoni were fighting another battle
for survival—this time against oil. Although Shell-BP first struck Ogo-
niland oil in 1958, in the village of Dere, production was curtailed by
the Biafran war and only began in earnest toward the close of the vio-
lence. By the war's end, the Ogoni had come to realize that the oil com-
pany’s promises of development and economic prosperity were empty
lies, as the new industry brought no benefits and only hardships to the
area. Virtually no new jobs were created for the Ogoni, and profits were
siphoned away without any returns to the villagers. Company undertak-
ings such as the Ogoni Rural Community Project existed in name only,
with diverted funds counting as tax deductions. What Shell brought to
Ogoniland was not profit but pollution, contaminating the mangrove
swamps and farmland with seepage and spills while fouling the air with
black smoke and lethal gases from flare-offs that burned day and night.
Growing discontent erupted in July 1970, when a blowout in one of
Shell’s oilfields wreaked havoc on the surrounding villages. An entire
village ecosystem was destroyed, prompting petitions to the military
governor and protests against Shell-BP’s unwillingness to help. One
such letter from an Ogoni schoolteacher likens the horrors of the blow-
out to the violence of the Biafran war:

We in Dere today are facing a situation which can only be compared with our
experiences during the civil war . . . an ocean of crude oil has emerged, mov-
ing 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 col-
lect a bucket of rain water for the roofs, trees and grass are all covered with
oil. Anything spread outside in the neighbourhood is soaked with oil as the
wind carries the oil miles away from the scene of the incident. . . . Thrice dur-
ing the Civil war the flow station was bombed setting the whole place on
fire. . . . Now a worse fire is blazing not quite a quarter of a mile from the vil-
lage . . . men and women forced by hunger “steal” occasionally into the
“ocean” [of oil], some have to dive deep in oil to uproot already rotten yams
and cassava. ] am not a scientist to analyze what effects the breathing of dan-
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economy. From this more inclusive perspective, Saro-Wiwa's struggle
against the majority ethnic oil barons and power brokers took place
within more general transformations of the oil economy.

As Coronil {1987, 5) argues from the political economy of oil in Ven-
ezuela, the economic autonomy of the oil-based rentier state vis-a-vis so-
ciety’s productive capacity has an enhancing effect, whereby “the state
appears to stand above society, and is represented as the locus of ex-
traordinary power.” Or as recapitulated by Watts (1994, 418), “the state
appears suspended above society—it is represented as the source of
power since oil is power.” This historically specific variation of what
Mitchell (1988) has called the “state-effect”—referring to the reification
of the state standing apart from civil society—can be understood in Ni-
geria as a type of state fetishism, in the double sense of the commodity
fetish and, following Taussig’s “maleficium” model, the state’s “aura of
might” (Taussig 1992, 112). Unlike Mitchell's discussion of colonial
Egypt. however, this separation was effected not by disciplinary prac-
tices of learning, policing, and military training—which had already
occurred in colonial Nigeria—but by the accumulation and redistribu-
tion of oil revenues, in the form of taxes and rents. The distinction is
signiﬁcanat because, as | have illustrated in previous chapters, oil capi-
talism in a rentier state entails a specific phenomenology of power and
value, one in which Saro-Wiwa’s political ecology must be located to un-
derstand his vision of the vampire state.

To appreciate how state vampirism made sense in the popular imag-
inations of a vast and variegated Nigeria, we must return to the magi-
cal qualities of royalties and ground rents in relation to transethnic id-
ioms of moneymaking medicine. As mentioned in chapter 6, the magic
of oil money emanating from the ground produced a national anxiety
based on pervasive notions of “bad” wealth and “hot” money gained not
through hard work but by nefarious means. We saw how such anxieties
have been documented in the popular theater of the oil boom era (Bar-
ber 1982), drawing on popular accounts of moneymaking medicines of
kidnappers who sacrifice humans for money. At the local level, these
stories had serious consequences. During my first fieldwork in Ayede-
Ekiti, Oroyeye priestesses sang vindictive songs against one Oladiran,
who had allegedly kidnapped and killed his paternal half-brother for
lukudi moneymaking medicine.¢ He was effectively isolated and there-
after died. The crime of effortless gain at the expense or even “con-
sumption” of others is echoed in various witchcraft beliefs as well, but
the underlying template motivating this genre is the transmutation of
human blood into money—bad money, to be sure, curiously lacking
value, without reciprocal advantage or gain. As Watts (1994, 427) ex-
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plains in his insightful review of money-magic idioms during the oil
boom, “money magic, whatever the empirical status of its liturgy of
body parts and juju narratives, captured perfectly in this respect the
magical and fetishistic (and violent) qualities of the petro-naira,” further
representing what Barber (1995, 219) identifies as “the convertibility of
people into money . . . in the petro-naira narratives of money-magic.”

Thus if rooted in local socioeconomic fields and cultural forms,
money magic, like the money it invoked, was iconic of the nation and
symptomatic of its unproductive wealth. Whether articulated through
Hausa distinctions between fertile (uwa mai anfi) versus ominous (jarin
tsaya) money (Watts 1994, 425), Ibo stories of body parts in suitcases
(Bastian 1991), Yoruba notions of blood-draining profit, or the many mi-
nority perspectives—including those of the Ogoni—between and be-
yond, the symbolism of evil surrounding the negative values of money
fetishism acquired national focus and circulation. Writing from a Yo-
ruba perspective, Matory (1994, 124) contrasts local reports of money
magic with its larger relevance to the nation-state: “Lukudi and the sim-
ilar eda moneymaking magic occupy a nightmarish space in the na-
tional imagination far out of proportion to their actual incidence. They

" not only tap an extant and widespread symbolism but vividly symbolize

the sense that acquisitive strategies in the mercantile capitalist state can-
nibalize normal forms of collective and personal life.”

Following this development of money magic into an allegory of the
national economy, we can map its blood-draining logic more precisely
onto the accumulation and distribution of oil royalties and rents, not
only in terms of the enormous wealth that was mysteriously conjured
and publicly invested, but more specifically in terms of the hidden costs
exacted by the concurrent privatization of the public sphere—the kick-
backs, prebends, and wholesale diversion of public funds into private
accounts and personal fiefdoms. If, as we have seen, oil represented the
lifeblood of the nation, the petro-state paradoxically expanded by con-
suming this life blood of the people—sucking back the money that it
pumped into circulation while absorbing the process of sectorial com-
petition and even class formation within its hypertrophic belly. The oil
economy may have energized domestic markets through the intensified
circulation of money and commodities, but it enervated and under-
mined the real productive base of Nigeria, those agricultural resources
that not even a state-sponsored green revolution could revive.

But during the halcyon days of the oil boom and its spectacle of na-
tional development, these contradictions were nowhere to be seen. Not
even Ken Saro-Wiwa identified the generalized condition of state vam-
pirism gestating within. Perched from 1968 to 1973 as federal adminis-
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