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To our Subscribers, Contributors, and Readers

Okike Management regrets that it has not been able to maintain its
publication schedule over the past few years, and has decided to
complete the series up to October 2000 with Okike Number 46. The
series will resume with Number 47, to be dated February 2003.
Please, bear with us.




Ginika

Life

Life is like crossing a dark deep blue sea
to fetch a fortune.

Life is as sweet as honey
and as bitter as gall.

Cross it without grudges.

without a frown,

for as fortune drops on your freezed palm,
a smile shall return to the lips.

When it is sweet,

don't be a peacock.
When bitter, manage
for tomorrow's sun
might wear a big smile.
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Making Decisions

To decide
is like sinking mama in a river
and leaving baby on the shore.

To decide
is to trample weeds
and leave disturbed plants to grow.

To decide
is to hurt others and please oneself
or the other way round.

To decide
is to meditate
and make situations just and fair.

To decide
is to forego a lot
and forget the past.

To decide
is to sit down,
think and weigh.

To decide
is to stop being a goat
but to see the colours as they are.




Burness

Satara Sky at Night
(for Jose Bacelar)

nowhere have | seen

a night sky like this

the vast South African sky
dances its batuque

flashes of illumination

as if all the paradise flycatchers
and all the malachite kingfishers
and all the lilac breasted rollers
the most beautiful birds

were turned into stars

and galaxies of parrots
bedazzle the imagination.
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Lament for Nigeria

And so they

gunned Murtala Mohammed down
on the dusty street

the last bright hope of his generation

So little common sense
So much greed
So little sense of common good

And the more

you chop the nation into pieces
the more

pieces they clamour for:

We want our own state
our very own little state
Cive us this day our little state
right here in our backyard. . .
next to the village latrine . . .

What is wrong with Nigeria?

Then arose a new breed of vultures
called CONTRACTORS
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with their henchmen entrenched in office
robbing the public treasury
delivering nothing
ex-never-do-wells
drop-outs from engineering schools
ex-politicians
ex-professors
ex-private and permanent secretaries
picking the carcass of the body politic
their with their hordes
of wards-—
their ex-school girl lovers
with their
BOTTOM POWER
nicknamed UPE
because unable to pass exams
yet they fly to London twice a month
for their "contract"
their
CASH MADAMS
with fat asses
gaudied in lace and gold
and their three thousand naira loincloth
which they nicknamed
OIL BOOM
since they think it will
last forever. . .
And the newspaper headline said:

400 NIGERIANS REFUSE TO COME HOME
(stupid idiots who hate their country, etc.)
So they offered me a job--

after holding my application for 30 months
But at the Ministry in Lagos they said:
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WE CAN'T FIND YOUR FILE!
But. . .
WE CAN'T FIND YOUR FILE!
WE CAN'T FIND YOUR FILE!
-WE CAN'T FIND YOUR FILE!
Two days

of this famous song
known to everybody
who ever applied for anything
anywhere in Nigeria:

WE CAN'T FIND YOUR FILE!

Next day

| gave the fellow

AM2.00-

and they found my file. . .

Set fire to Coal Camp
Burn Surulere to the ground--
Cities unplanned
except for the railway line
with two level crossings
dividing the shantytown
from the GRA
a colonial barricade
that remains unchanged
like so many things colonial
Every new part of town is like the old:
first they clear the bushes and build
the houses
then they discover there are no
streets
there are no pedestrian sidewalks
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there are no parks
no playgrounds
none of those healthy open spaces
which our fathers
planned
into their villages

for a thousand of years

All the land was shared out
among those with the right connections

And beggars mob you in the street
and refuse rots in the street
and scum breeds in the clogged open drains
the smell of shit is all over the place, my friend
the city is one vast sewer

Just wait, just wait, you J/C

Just wait three months

You will throw banana peels in the gutter
Like everyone else. . .

What is wrong with Nigeria?
And the national motto?

WHY WORK ON THE JOB
WHEN YOU CAN JUST SIT ON THE JOB?

Then there was the story of the secondary school teacher
(highly exaggerated, no doubt)
imported all the way from Philippines.
For three years she lived out her contract
drew her salary
but taught no classes--
because the school building
was never finished.
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NIGERIA?

Nigeria is a state of mind
for which a name has not yet been invented!

A nation without shame,
Nigerians import everything
from airplanes
to toothpicks
they start with first class toothpicks
and when their treasury runs low
they switch to
second class toothpicks
And all the while they cry
FOREIGN EXCHANGE!
FOREIGN EXCHANGE!
First they invented UDOJ!
to share out the oil money
which they thought would last forever

Money for hand
back for ground,
said the buxom young girl
reflecting the national
spirit
(So much for "the missionary position")

And the national motto?

WHY DO TODAY
WHAT YOU CAN DELAY TILL TOMORROW?

Whenever a child
wakes up it's morning to him

says the proverb
But Nigeria is in a deep coma
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incompetence, irresponsibility,
dereliction of duty,
sloth--

Nigerians will give you

_ seven excuses for every failure
And at Lagos airport

the loudspeaker said:

THE FLIGHT TO PORT HARCOURT HAS BEEN CANCELLED
BECAUSE OF SUNSET

The ignorant passengers
looked at one another in amazement

Repeat:
THE FLIGHT TO PORT HARCOURT, etc.

An explosion
(of laughter, don't you worry)
rocked the hall.

(As someone is said to have said,
Something new is always coming out of Africa. . .)

Then they said they wanted

a new national anthem

an anthem composed by a child of the soil
And they held a competition

and synthesized

five best entries

no better than the original

doggerel

They did not ask Sonny Okosun
Victor Uwaifo
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Area Scatter

or Nico Mbarga to compose the music
They did not steal a tune from Nelly Uchendu

or the Lijadu Sisters

nor from Obey, Osadebe, Fela or Ade
They borrowed nothing

from the rich mines of the villages

of Kuru and Kaura Namoda--
It's the same sour British march--
with bongos added!

And the national motto?
WHY WORRY?
WHY HURRY?
COME TOMORROW!

Mbonu Ojike said:
BOYCOTT ALL BOYCOTTABLES!

But that was in the 1940s
when the fever of nationalism
was high
Ojike's slogan
did not become
the

NATIONAL MOTTO

with all the usual fanfare—

but you can't feed

a nation

with one cassava patch in Item Okpi
nor with praise songs from the lkengas

And daily the newspapers
drip with
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inane headlines:

- GROSS INDISCIPLINE IN NIGERIA CAUSES GREAT
CONCERN

- RULERS ADVISED TO SHOW EXAMPLE

- JOURNALISTS URGED TO UNITE

- STUDENTS TOLD TO BE MATURE

- CHAPLAIN HARPS ON DEDICATION TO WORK

- COMMITTEE CALLS FOR LOYALTY

Meanwhile, at the universities
scholars deliver lectures
today,
imported junk
tomorrow—
American junk
which Vietnamese rejected
(says one cartoonist)
has become
the stumbling block
of Nigerian economy

WHAT IS WRONG WITH NIGERIA?

Nigerians love big words
like
INFRASTRUCTURE
They love to
TALK
about
DEVELOPMENT—
But they shun hardwork
and worship the short term
They follow the line
of least resistance
and quick
profit




12 Okike

Nigerian policy makers
are obsessed
with education
which they think
is the solution
whereas, my friends,
factories and farms
are much mere urgently needed
by the nation

Nigerians boast of VISION but practise something else
proudly declaring that Nigeria has
NO IDEOLOGY
except of course
the NEO-COLONIAL IDEOLOGY
which makes us
the raw material estate of the Western world
& its profitable dumping ground

And chaos rules the motor roads.

Around every bend

At the crest of every hill

One kilometer in every ten

Is a litter of tankers, trailers, taxis & corpses
On narrow, winding, steep-graded roads
full of craters, pot-holes,

soft shoulders

and sheer drop-offs,

Death awaits the unlucky rider.
NIGERIA!

NA WAH-O!
| pledge to Nigeria, my country
To be faithful, loyal and honest...
So help me Cod.




In the Night Train

Mendez Alvaro station was not as crowded as Anene had
expected. But he didn't think much of it as he looked at his
watch every now and then. Then he lit a cigarette and pranced
the platform, muttering to himself and blowing smoke in all
directions. He was waiting for the last train. If he didn't get to
Aluche station soon enough, he would have to wait there for the
hourly bus. The few coins that jingled in his purse wouldn't take
him farther than Leganes. And on a weekend like this, to flag
down a taxi in Madrid was nothing short of wilful liquidation, the
economics of which he understood too well in relation to his
salary. So, Anene let the cigarettes bear the rage of his agitation,
while he worked himself up the more.

Then he looked up through the chrome eaves of the
platform. It was dark, blank and void. He couldn't see the warm
night sky over Madrid. Or the unobtrusive and serene masses of
pale clouds that sailed like monstrous camels, silently, towards
the horizon. Or the ebulient moon that shone in splendour above
all these. He was well over twenty metres underground in
Mendez Alvaro. He tried to listen to a classical tune that spilled
out from a small loudspeaker overhead. It was no use, because
it was the grunts and groanings of the climatizing machinery
inside the train tunnels that he heard. Then he heard the distant
chugging of a train.

When at last the train appeared through the tunnel, he
saw that he had been waiting all this while at the metro section.
God, what is wrong with me? he muttered to himself. What is
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wrong with me tonight? He cursed himself roundly and rushed
for the mobile stairs to the train section. Luckily enough, a train
was about to depart and he jumped into the second coach and
sat down, his heart beating like the tom tom of a macabre ritual.
Even after he had closed his eyes and drawn a deep breath, a
certain fogginess still lingered in his head as the train jerked and
shot off noisily on its heavy metal tracks towards Atocha
Correspondencia.

Seconds slithered away before he heard the slamming of
adoor and the ruffling of papers. He opened his eyes. And before
him was standing the ticket checker with a booklet and a
puncher.

"Buenos tardes. Un billet, per faver," the man said.

Anene searched the pockets of his jacket, found the ticket
and gave it to the checker who promptly punched a triangular
hole on it and gave it back. And to Anene's surprise, the checker
did not tarry nor look around but went straight for the door to the
next coach and disappeared behind it.

"Bloody racists," Anene muttered. "The pig wouldn't
bother nobody else!" His African blood simmering inside him, he
looked about him sneering. He wondered too if anyone saw the
clouded spite on his face. But seeing that the coach was virtually
empty, he regretted his outburst. Except for the couple that sat
two seats away on his left, and a woman that sat like a
collapsible needlework on the last seat to the end of the coach,
the entire coach was empty. What he had thought were fellow
passengers were merely the headrests of seats seen through the
corners of his eyes. He shook his head, blamed his general
nervousness and quickly pushed the thought out of his mind.

But another thing immediately caught his attention. A little
away from where he sat were a couple sitting so intimately close,
so clase that they seemed cramped into one seat altogether. But
it wasn't the amorous posture that piqued his curiosity. What
exactly struck Anene was their sharp physical contrast. He had
not seen in years a couple this remarkably odd. They were such
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a couple that would make one remain forever puzzled as to why
some relationships were so illogical and curious, bordering
oftentimes on absurdity. For Anene, it was like getting trapped in
the labyrinth of a puzzle. Looking at the girl, what sprang up in
his mind's eye, mysterious as it was, was the livid image of a
plump rose being choked by crooked brambles. The girl gave
you that impression at a sudden glance, even afterwards. Her
presence was breathtaking, and she was beautiful. Profoundly
beautiful, Anene thought. Wasn't she like a master's painting? Or
like classical prose? Perhaps more like a sonnet. And thinking of
a sonnet, all at once Shakespeare's "Shall | compare thee to a
summer's day?" surged into his mind. He remembered vividly,
too Emile Zola's apt description of "The Maid of the Dauber" :'ls
she beautiful? You could not analyse her features or determine
the contours of her face. She intoxicates you at first sight, as
strong wine does on the first glass. All you see is a whiteness
amidst a red flame, a rosy smile.... She turns your head and you
are already too captivated to study her perfections one by one'.
Her facial charms were such that made one who knew a thing or
two about arts to search for classical models. And because Anene
knew about the arts and because he had the time, he insisted on
analysing her features; moreover, since the couple were so
absorbed in each other, they provided no counter stare to his
own.

So from where he sat, Anene stared at the side of the girl's
face. And when she rummaged in her handbag for something, he
saw it all-all her beauty—and his heartbeat quickened. She had
long, glossy black hair that rolled down her shoulders. Her hair
was full and it shimmered in the soft light whenever she moved
her head. Her brows were a thin pencil like Da Vinci's measured
strokes. Her nose was straight and narrow and had such thrilling
curves at the sides of its tip that were it the craft of a mortal
sculptor it would have been impossible to imagine the strain and
sweat of chisel work that had gone into its perfection. Her cheeks
were smooth and spotless, while her lips, glistening under a
deep-red lipstick, looked so luscious that any man who looked
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on them would think of strawberries dipped in honey. Yet
nothing compared to her eyes! They were soft and translucent
blue as the coastline of a tranquil sea, while their gem-like pupils
were emerald green, dark at the core like tropical vegetation. In
these eyes were a veritable union of the colours of life—the sea
and vegetation. But what charmed Anene most was that her face,
on the whole, had something indefinite and inscrutable,
something of a Mona Lisa—a spectre of mystery and cold
curiosity. You couldn't tell with certainty if her mind was fixed
on a lofty philosophical thought, or if she was merely on the
verge of breaking into a most delicate smile. Such was her
charm!

Mare charming yet was the simplicity of her dress. She
wore a long black coat and a tightfitting long skirt. Inside the
coat was a skyblue turtle-neck that no doubt concealed the
ringed delight of her lovely neck. Except for a slim necklace on
her neck, a small gold ring on her small finger, she wore no other
jewelry, not even an earring. She appeared love-struck,
pampered and over-cuddled, with an elusive presence that could
conjure up what is or what is not. She seemed the sort of girl that
brought to your nose the delicate perfumes of exotic flowers even
when they were not there. The colour and texture of her skin
suggested that she probably grew up in the sunny coast of Spain
and for the later years spent her time in cool, airconditioned
places. You could see, too, that she wasn't made for rough and
hard things, having probably been nurtured on such aqueous
delicacies as skimmed milk, yoghurt, chocolate and fruit juice.
She appeared that delicate.

But the man on whom she dotted was anything but
delicate. He was lean. He was wiry. He was tall. All these
attributes stood apart, unified only by an inflammable disposition
which he exuded. He was all bones, too—hard crystalized bones
that didn't seem capable of wearing out even in the roughest of
weathers. His seemingly gentle and choreographed manners
notwithstanding, or the Mesphistophelian aura in which he
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basked, he certainly looked violent. His hair was black, oiled,
neatly cut and combed backwards. And this deliberately
exaggerated his veined and receding forehead. His eyes were
dark and mysterious and gave Anene the creepy feeling, as they
met his own, that he had stared down a deep, disused well. His
hawkish nose, long and narrow, must have determined the
meagre lips and the sharp jaw that in some comical way made
him look like a genius of some sort. But he didn't look like the
kind of genius for better things. Yet, Anene, no doubt, felt that
this man was in control of his life, as well as the life of this
beauty who obviously depended entirely on him. His age? It was
difficult to tell, although Anene felt that fifty was safe enough for
a guess. But the girl by his side was no more than twenty-four.

While Anene still studied this pair of strange lovers, the
ticket checker came back, solemn and fatigued, and proceeded
toward the engine cabin. The couple began again to kiss and
fondle like tegnagers. Anene felt the heat of their passion
spreading across the empty coach in steamy breaths and muffled
groanings. Suddenly the man shoved his overcoat on the seat
beside him, pulled the girl on his laps and with his hand in her
luxuriant hair he began to suck on her lollipop lips. And with
lustier passion, the girl wriggled all over him, breathing rapidly.

Suddenly, a sizzling hush fell over the entire coach like a
long drawn sigh. Anene's ears buzzed. The trundling sound of
the train on the rails seemed far and faint. And he felt a sudden
sharp drop in the warmth and the brilliance of the lighting. The
coach swerved uncomfortably left as if negotiating a bend. Anene
could tell from the tinted windows that the train had just rammed
into a tunnel because an interminable row of lights now ran on
both sides like thin yellow streams. Then a recorded feminine
voice broke out from the unseen speakers overhead: Proxima
parada, Atocha Correspondencia con linea uno de metro.... The
train began to reduce speed. The lights came on full again and
with it the crunch and grind of heavy metals on railtracks. The
train ground to a halt.

Because of its location, its train and metro lines, Puerta de
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Atocha was the second busiest in Madrid after Chamartin. There
was hardly any doubt in his mind that nearly all the seats would
be taken.

Anene felt uncomfortable knowing that a lot of people
would crowd into the coach and interrupt the live show he was
watching.

He was wrong. Although there were lots of people on the
platform when he looked through the window, they soon
disappeared into the other coaches or didn't get on board at all.
Three men and a woman who got into his own coach quickly left
for the next coach. Anene swiftly reasoned that most people
often neglected the first set of coaches. But in his heart, it was
gladdening to remain the sole audience of a passion act.
Fortunately, the enamoured couple were not distracted by the
stopping and the eventual taking off of the train. They went on
kissing as before, while the train rammed its way at a shuddering
speed towards Embajadores.

For the first time, Anene felt a sudden warmth in his groin
and a worm-like stirring that often triggered an unwanted
erection. He crossed his legs and turned away, looking at the red
neon signs overhead that told the time, the temperature and the
next destination.

When he turned his attention toward the couple again, he
saw that the Mephistophelian gentleman was now relaxed and
less engaged. His face was flushed and a network of veins ran
like cables across his neck and forehead. His eyes were closed
and his breath deep and long-drawn. Lifeless like a statue, he
held the girl with one hand across the shoulder, while the other
hand lay on his laps. And now, holding him tight by the nape,
the girl busied herself kissing him hard by the side of the neck.
Anene could tell how hard from the occasional twitches of facial
muscles rippling through his reddening face. Then suddenly the
man stiffened and grew pale. His eyelids tightened and flickered
convulsively. His bony and slender arms tightened around his
lover's shoulders. He winced, gasped and made such short and
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sharp exhaling sounds as one who had climaxed. The girl still
clung to his neck kissing him, while her mass of luxuriant hair
heaved lustfully in the soft light. Then gradually the man's grip
on her shoulders slackened and he began to fondle her neck. She
purred like a kitten and began slowly to withdraw her face from
his neck. As she withdrew Anene saw on the side of the man's
neck, by a dilated vein, a trickle of blood which clashing with the
coach light gleamed like a red gem.

Anene's eyes became transfixed and his heartbeat
stopped.

As the man slowly opened his eyes and met Anene's cold
stare he turned away and felt his neck with one hand and looked
at it. Seeing the blood, he turned the girl's mouth to his neck
again. And in the next icy moments that followed, the girl sucked
the blood dry, kissed the man on the mouth and pressed her
finger on the lacerated point on his neck. Anene shook his head
to stabilize his senses while the train swung to the left with a thin
grating noise. This often happened on the stiff bend between
Atocha and Embajadores stations. But this night it took a clear
horrid tone as if the train had lost control and was hurtling into
the bowel of the earth. A thrill ran through Anene's spine. He
held unto the cold chrome sidebar of his seat to steady himself.

Looking up later, he saw that monstrous beauty of a girl
turn her rose-tainted face deliberately—it was so obvious it was
deliberate-she turned her face toward him. And in the sudden
flash of eyes, his eyes caught her eyes and-Lord of Hosts!-he
saw that the colours of life had vanished from her eyes. Now
boring deep like drills into his own eyes was the most diabolical
glare of age of horrow, corruption and despicable vices. It was
like looking into a pit of immortal hatred and eternal ruins.
Anene's head swelled and he staggered. it was all too revolting.

In a sudden bolt, he got unto his legs and scampered
toward the door of the next coach, muttering, "Damned,
Damned". He observed even in his hurry that the illusive
perfume of warmth and passion that had once filled the coach
had given way to a cold odour of something corrupt and
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nauseous. And the seat where the old woman had sat by herself
like a collapsible needlework now had a human-sized bat-like
creature on it, grinning at his predicament.
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Sex, Scatology and Pan-African Popular Discourse

'Easily the most striking feature of African-American urban
folklore, especially that segment of it known as “street poetry," is
the widespread use of language generally regarded as vulgar or
obscene. Among African-Americans, attitudes toward such usages
have ranged from acceptance, embracement and even
celebration to outrage and rigid condemnation. Such usages have
been hailed as the essence of our difference, as the thing that
separates us from them--and just as vehemently denounced as
evidence of our backwardness, of our all too well known
predilection for putting our worst foot forward and playing the
clown of the world.

Let us consider the most popular of these leading terms:
shit, ass, fuck, motherfucker. Vulgar and shocking as these
words are, they are neither simple nor readily dismissible. For
one thing, they have survived in the language for four centuries,
and there are no signs they will wither away anytime soor. Such
hardiness is its own validation: these words evidently supply
some essential ingredient for running the machinery of the
culture that ensures their continued super-robust existence.
Indeed, obscene and vulgar language performs a critical function
in the staging of the drama of modern African-American folklore,
and to exclude it is to shut off part of the tradition's life-giving
oxygen. Whereas such negative terms as bad, terrible, evil,

*Adapted from Death Row: New Versions of African-american Urban Folklore,
Forthcoming from Temple University Press.



22 Okike

wicked and mean are in popular discourse regularly inverted so
that they carry simultaneously the conventional meaning and its
opposite, with a decided stress on the opposite, these outrightly
obscene and vulgar words carry with them a whole other
complex of meanings. Each is capable of carrying, sometimes
simultaneously, the conventional meaning, usually negative; an
opposite meaning, which is positive; a neutral meaning; and a
variety of meanings with varying degrees of negative, positive
and neutral, plus a range of emotions and attitudes. Again,
meaning is sometimes dependent on tone and inflection.
Consider the following examples where the vulgar word is used
either for primal naming or as an intensifier:

Take your fuckin hands off me!  Negative: anger

Don't fuck with me! Negative: anger
What the shit/What the fuck

you think you doing? Negative: anger

Up against the wall,

motherfucker! Negative: anger,

anger, contempt, hate

Run, motherfucker, run! Positive: affection—a
nine year old to his
playmate at stickball

Negative: same child
to same playmate
(anger & frustration at

losing)
Neutral: football
coach to player
Soon as | get my shit Neutral: my shit is
together my belongings, my

act, plan, show,
program




Negative: self-deprecation—
like, | who have nothing to
speak of, | and my raggedy-
assed possessions, not worth

a damn
That brother's got his shit Positive: admiration— he is
together! smart, well organized, knows

what he's doing, what he's
talking about; he's in full
control

Nigger, you ain't shit! Negative: anger, contempt,
defiance-you're  nothing,
worse than nothing, beneath
contempt, and if you don't
think so just fool with me,
I'lf crack your skull, nigger!

It don't mean shit Neutral: it's nothing, it's
unimportant, nothing to
worry yourself about; don't
lose any sleep over it

The word nigger itself, considered a true obscenity by
many, is used in its conventional meanings (negative, or neutral)
by both blacks and whites; but in addition, it is used by blacks to
convey the most absolute of positive meaning—as a term of
affection between relatives and friends, and of tenderness
between lovers. Claude Brown has called it "the most soulful
word in the world," a word with "many shades of meaning [and]
a unique sentiment...exemplified in the frequent-and perhaps
even excessive-usage of the term to denote either fondness or
hostility" (Claude Brown, 134).
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Lord, how can one nigger be Positive: affection,
so hard to please puzzlement, resignation

Nigger, you gonna be the death ~ Negative: exasperation
o' me!

He's my nigger. - Positive: affection; he's
my best friend.
(Woman: he's my man)
(Claude Brown, 134-
135).

Or, as one fond father said to his young son, "You my nigger if
you don't get no bigger" (McPherson 8).

That these words carry such a burden of complex
meanings does not make them any more acceptable in polite
company. Quite often they are used deliberately to shock, to
register alienation and iconoclasm. Indeed, part of their power,
and their virtually limitless potential for generating humor in this
literature, comes from the electrifying contact between their
rough and ready vulgarity and the smooth, polite fictive milieux
in which they are so frequently detonated. A fine example is the
putatively polite setting of the classroom in which Little Johnny
knocks his cookies and milk to the floor and says to the teacher:
"I don't want none of that shit!" The teacher, more shocked by
the language than the act of disobedience itself, sends for
Johnny's mother, who merely compounds her shock by
declaring: "If he don't want none, fuck the little nigger!" And
then there's Little Willie who refuses to use the polite term
“rectum” to indicate what part of the man's anatomy collided
with the truck: "Wreck'd 'um, my ass! He nearly killed the
motherfucker!"

As with the milking of new meanings from old English
words through complex inversions, the obscene and vulgar
words so common in African-American popular discourse turn




26 e Okike

together in the Americas, it is not too difficult to imagine how the
Igbo nsi, nshi or shi, which just happens to coincide in both
sound and meaning with the English shit, might have become a
staple of African-American speech, serving both for common
discourse and for vituperation.

Closely allied to shit is ass. These two words rank ahead
of all others as the omnibus word, the world-of-all-works in all
Ebonics. Cet your ass over here. Set your black ass down. I'ma
beat your ass. If you can't do it, it's your ass. This usage is almost
certainly of Igbo origin. If not exclusively so, at least one of its
roots is traceable to the peculiar dialect of the Niger Delta Igbo
of Ndoki, Akwete, Opobo and Bonny. Instead of the personal
pronoun mu (I, me), the Delta Igbo use the term ike-mu (my
buttocks/my ass); and instead of gi(you), they say ike-gi(your ass).
Among the Igbo, these usages are greeted with laughter
especially by those hearing them for the first time, and speakers
of that dialect are teased continuously.

Chinua Achebe, the great novelist and encyclopedist of
Ilgbo culture, captures the fun in Things Fall Apart. A white
missionary has arrived at the village of Mbanta, bringing an Igho
interpreter from the Delta.

When they had all gathered, the white man began
to speak to them. He spoke through an interpreter
who was an lbo man, though his dialect was
different and harsh to the ears of Mbanta. Many
people laughed at his dialect and the way he used
words strangely. Instead of saying "myself" he
always said "my buttocks." But he was a man of
commanding presence and the clansmen listened
to him....

"Your buttocks understand our language," said
someone light-heartedly and the crowd laughed
(Achebe, 1959: 134-135).

Then the interpreter spoke of "Jesu Kristi" who he said was "the
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Son of God." A villager queries him:

"You told us with your own mouth that there was
only one god. Now you talk about his son. He
must have a wife, then." The crowd agreed.

"I did not say He had a wife," said the interpreter,
somewhat lamely.

"Your buttocks said he hada son," said the joker,
"So he must have a wife and all of them must have
buttocks" (Achebe, 1959: 136-137). '

How did this laughable exception on the mother continent
become the rule on this side of the ocean? How did this lowly
part of the anatomy, elevated to personhood in a comical
synecdoche in a remote corner of Igboland, come to usurp the
African-American kingdom? The Delta was the corridor through
which virtually all Igbo captives passed onto the Middle Passage.
The Delta dialéct was, as it were, the last word they heard on the
Motherland. Was it also the word they best remembered? And
just think: if Louis XIV spoke Ebonics, ['etat, c'est moi would
have been something elsel...

Vulgar and obscene references appear in the most
unexpected places in Igbo discourse. In his novel No Longer at
Ease, Chinua Achebe inserted the following authorial gloss on
the unfairness of life:

Ibo people, in their fairmindedness, have devised
a proverb which says that it is not right to ask a
man with elephantiasis of the scrotum to take on
small pox as well, when thousands of other people
have not had even their share of small diseases.
No doubt it is not right. But it happens. "Na so dis
world be," they say (Achebe, 1991:97).

Elephantiasis of the scrotum is entirely in context with the matter
under discussion in the novel, and quite consistent with Igbo
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rhetoric—but unexpected, and shocking all the same.

Just as unexpected though considerably less unpleasant is
an example from Achebe's short story, "Vengeful Creditor.” Mr.
and Mrs. Emenike have lost several servants to the government'’s
free primary education programme. Now the gardener has come
to give notice.

Mr. Emenike tried to laugh him out of this ridiculous piece of
village ignorance.

'Free primary education is for children. Nobody is

going to admit an old man like you. How old are

you?'

'I am fifteen years of old, sir.'

'"You are three,' sneered Mrs. Emenike. 'Come and

'suck breast'
(Achebe, 1972:53).

Come and suck breast! Just like that? Unthinkable in a
British or Anglo-American prose fiction of just about any period!

One way of measuring size or strength among the Igbo is
to place the object or person on a sexual scale, that is, to gauge
his/her/its ability or inability to perform mature sexual or
reproductive duties. Thus:

O-si-ghi nne: He/she/it is very small (lit. it can't mount a female;
is not big or strong enough to fuck a mother/woman. Nne
means female; full-ground woman; mother. The verb si-e
is specific to animals mounting their female, but the
assessment of size/strength/capability is extended to
humans and all other objects, organic and inorganic).

I-toruo-la itunye nwanyi ime!: You're old enough to impregnate
a woman! (a common rebuke to a boy: behave yourself.
You're no longer a child. Don't you know you're old
enough to impregnate a woman?)
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Sexual references invariably point to the mother. What is
surprising is not that the mother is so frequently drawn into the
fray (even when studiously avoided, she is always in a closet
nearby); what is surprising is that the mother is handled with so
much disrespect.

Achebe introduces the mother in a comic sally in No
Longer at Ease. A little boy selling akara on the street sees a
night-soilman "swinging his broom and hurricane lamp and
trailing clouds of putrefaction."

The boy quickly sprang to his feet and began
calling him names. The man made for him with his
broom but the boy was already in flight....The
night-soilman smiled and went his way, having
said something very rude about the boy's mother
(Achebe, 1991:23).

As he plies the roads from market to market, the titular hero of
Achebe's short story "The Madman" ruminates on the insults he
has suffered — from children "who threw stones at him and made
fun of their mothers' nakedness, not his own," and from the lorry
driver and his mate who slapped and pushed him off the road
saying "their lorry very nearly ran over their mother, not him"
(Achebe, 1972:2).

The madman's references to the mother are casual and off-
hand, nothing as sharp or wounding, presumably, as the night-
soilman's measured thrust. A close encounter with his filthy
broom would have done the job; but saying something very rude
about the boy's mother is evidently vengeance sweet enough to
smile. What very rude thing did he say that gave him such
grinning satisfaction? Let's play hide and seek for a moment.
Achebe has "hidden" the answer in another novel, A Man of the
People. In a famous scene in an African legislature, the Minister
of Finance, "a first-rate economist with a Ph.D. in public
finance," is vilified for counseling austerity and other
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commonsensical solutions to the nation's economic woes. An
orgy of abuse is rained on his head:

The entire house, including the Prime Minister,
tried to shout him down. It was a most unedifying
spectacle. The Speaker broke his mallet ostensibly
trying to maintain order, but you could see he was
enjoying the commotion. The public gallery yelled
down its abuses. "Traitor," "Coward," "Doctor of
Fork your Mother." This last was contributed from
the gallery by the editor of the Daily Chronicle,
who sat close to me. Encouraged, no doubt, by the
volume of laughter this piece of witticism had
earned him from the gallery he proceeded the next
morning to print it in his paper. The spelling is his
(Achebe 1966:3, 6).

The reference to the mother is remarkable enough for the authior
to isolate it for comment, probably because it appears in an
abnormal context — a legislative chamber run on alien, pan-
European protocols (more on this later). The scene nevertheless
yields up our answer: the night-soilman heaped specifically
sexual insults on the boy's mother, or charged him with incest.
Among the Igbo, it could be the simple epithet: Nne gi! Your
mother!//Yo'mamal! (replicated in African-American usage). Or
Ikpu nne gi! Your mother's vagina! Or the night-soilman could
have called the boy O-ra nne.ya! Fucker of his mother! Mother-
fucker!

If the actors were Efik or Ibibio (neighbors to the Igbo), it
could be the infamous line lturu eka afo mmuo-mmuo!—Your
mother's vagina is full of water! [is loose, flabby, watery].

Donald C. Simmons, who suggests that the dozens is
retraceable to Efik tone riddles, curses and sarcastic retorts, has
listed samples from daily use as well as civil court records:

* Look at your mother with three corns in her
vagina
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eyen ntime nsene: child of mixed sperm (i.e.,
conceived by more than one father)

[In Asua v. Mbeue (case 27, CTNC, 1938), where
the defendant alleged the plaintiff was a harlot
"who had connection with people in the house
and in the bush...," the plaintiff retorted that the
defendant was "a rotten woman whose private part

is watery" (Simmons 340).

The roots of the dozens are all over West Africa, and
beyond. The blatantly racist British ethnographer, Dudley Kidd,
found them in Southern Africa:

Boys of the same age tease one another by well-
known methods. One boy will say to another,
"Your mother is an ugly old thing"; "Your people
are all witches and wizards"; "Your mother is a
crow," and so on. Strange to say, they do not tease
one another much about their fathers, nor about
their sisters. The great insults centre round
speaking evil of the mother and grandmother (Kidd
198).

And Philip Mayer found them in East Africa among the Gusii of

Kenya:

The true measure of the unique unrestraint of pals
and the climax of their intimacy is to exchange
pornographic references to the other's mother and
particularly to impute that he would be prepared
for incestuous relations with her. "Eat your
mother's anus!" is a specimen of this kind, or even
the direct "copulate with your mother!".....

Though the essence of the relation is that pals do
not take each other's insults seriously, it may be
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part of the fun to pretend to be offended and made
some appropriate retort (Mayer 33).

The dozens in embryo is a continent-wide phenomenon.

Under extreme provocation one Igbo man might say to
another:

Hey! Rapu-m akal....Cini ka m-mere gi?...M-rara nne gi?
Hey! Leave me alone!...What did | do to you? ..Did | fuck
your mother?

[an offense so heinous it might justify such harassment].

In a remarkable scene in Guelwaar, a film by the great
Senegalese novelist and filmmaker Ousmane Sembene, two tides
of angry men are fighting over a dead man, a Christian who was
mistakenly buried in a Moslem cemetery. The Christians are
determined to open the grave and retrieve the body, and the
Moslems are determined to prevent such an abomination. They
rush at each other. In desperation, a venerable elder freezes the
stampeding hordes with a single word: Anybody make another
move I'll fuck his mother! (Semhene 1994). So potent is the
word.

But why all the disrespect of the mother? Why these
copious references to violation of the mother through seduction,
rape or incest—a slew of offenses on which is constructed a
whole art form, the African-American dozens?

There are two fundamental offenses which human
societies have universally tobooed from time immemorial; and
it is not clear which should rank first and worst—incest, or the
shedding of blood of one's kin. Incest, especially involving the
mother, might well be in childhood the primal (male) fear. And
one way to overcome fear is to meet it frontally: embrace the
horror, acknowledge it, accommodate it by conscious will; bring
it into the open, play with it, consider the possibility, then reject
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it, trivialize it, make a joke of it, extinguish it with laughter.

A mother's intimate embrace is the child's source of all
comfort. To grow and mature is gradually to disengage from that
embrace. Boys in particular must be detached neatly and rapidly
from the physical and psychological embrace of the mother (and,
later, of wives and other mother-surrogates) to create space to
learn and perform the necessarily hard, sometimes cruel duties
imposed on them as guardians of the tribe (this is not the place
to debate the merits of patriarchy). For boys, then, disengagement
may be more like a violent wrenching away.

Every society has invented formulas for enabling the
detachment process—a mixed bag of tricks and treats, sanctions
and rewards to bring the young boy to the desired state of
feeling. One of the most powerful tricks is to wave before the
child the specter of incest, accompanied with prophecies of
doom, as in the Efik: obukpo ana etime ekporo emi abunde
ekporo ye eka—"rottenness will affect the penis which is used in
intercourse with the mother" (Simmons 340). It is a preemptive
strike against something the child knows little or nothing about.
Typically, the agent is a playmate who may be older and bolder
but not necessarily worldly-wiser; and the good opinion of one's
peers, especially in such confusing, secret matters, is everything.

To be accused is immediately and unequivocally to deny.
And denial will follow denial until the child gets in the game and
learns to counter-accuse. From then on, it is forward ever,
backward never. The twig has been bent—and so will the tree.
Imputations of incest, in the face of the severe taboo, is society's
backhanded, even underhanded way of enforcing detachment.
In effect, the child is told: look how you huff and puff and sweat
and carry on at an accusation which the accuser and everyone
else knows is false; how do you think you would feel, what
would you do, how could you live if it were true? A classically
simple trick of acculturation or brainwashing, foolproof and fail-
safe.

African-American dozens culture represents a

_—#
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circumstantial, culture-specific instance of this remarkable pan-
African heritage of male-child rearing. On these western shores,
‘the black male child has needed not only to disengage
emotionally from the mother (that, as we have seen, is easy
enough), but to stay alive, and sane, in the face of what is done
to his mother. In the African homeland, all those vividly painted
scenes of abuse of the mother were merely unreal, conjured up
as a means to preempt and prevent their actualization. But here
in the Americas, under slavery, the imagined became real, and
the real a nightmare.

Harriet Jacobs long ago set it down as an axiom, that
"Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women"
(Jacobs 405). Who could possibly argue? The women taboured
as long and hard as the men, and suffered the lash with the same
virulence. In addition, they were sexually abused, and, to
compound the horrar, their offspring were snatched and sold
away.

Of course, as Toni Morrison has reminded us, the men
were sometimes raped by gay white men (Morrison 107-108).
Nasty the experience, no matter how small the numbers. But this
was not the source of the deepest black male anguish. Far more
devastating was the fact that black men stood helpless while
white slave traders, slave owners and overseers raped their
sisters, sweethearts, wives and mothers again and again. Unable
to object, strike a blow, or kill the mother fucker! What traumas
did such radical impotence not inflict on the psyche, on the
manhood and self-respect? Powerless to protect his loved
ones—that is the ultimate black male nightmare!

Jacobs herself provides a glimpse of this male trauma:

| felt humiliated that my brother should stand by,
and listen to such language as would be addressed
only to a slave. Poor boy! He was powerless to
defend me; but | saw the tears, which he vainly
strove to keep back (Jacobs 391).
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