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Abstract
This article explores the link between literature and the environment by examining 
the ingenious application of poetry by two Nigerian poets to draw people’s attention 
to the debilitating effects of their actions on the human ecosystem. Based on Niyi 
Osundare’s poetry collection The Eye of the Earth and Nnimmo Bassey’s We Thought 
it was Oil but it was Blood, the paper shows how issues relating to human ecology 
can be masterfully interwoven in the art of poetry to project a perspective it terms 
environmental poetics. Thus, utilizing the instrument of poetry, the poets demonstrate 
the usefulness of art in portraying the ways in which human activities greatly impact 
on the human environment. Drawing theoretical precepts from ecopoetics, the 
paper argues that the two poets sensitized people to care for their environment while 
mobilizing them to confront those whose style of living, business, and governance 
utterly degrade the Earth and the people inhabiting it.
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Introduction
Poetry is an art that is realized through a painstaking arrangement of words 
in a  harmonious order. The words can be recited, chanted, sung, or written. 
Writing on Nigeria’s contemporary written poetry, Udenta (1993) asserts that 
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poets are not only interested in confronting the political problems bedeviling the 
country but are also aware of the social upheavals sprouting malignantly all over 
the country:

the post civil war poets, especially in Nigeria, display a more complete awareness and 
appreciation of the dynamics of social development and an understanding of the 
inner organic law of transition … They are equally more eager to commit their art on 
the side of the majority by choosing as their subjects those issues that affect the mass 
of the people. (p. 122)

This kind of poetry boldly attempts to combat some emergent problems, which 
hitherto were considered too trivial and unworthy of serious literary attention. 
Prominent among these problems is environmental degradation occasioned by 
negative human activities.

Philip Aghoghovwia (2014) has argued that:

what constitutes environmental writing in Africa is indeed of global concern, for 
it is an ecological advocacy against the global industrial complex and corporate 
capitalism, it is one that laments environmental pollution and the destruction to 
agrarian life in local, indigenous landscapes. (p. 33)

This implies that a writer’s environment mostly incorporates the physical and 
psychological milieu portrayed in the work such as the terrestrial location, the 
condition of other humans, animals, and plants, as well as the state of aquatic 
creatures and atmospheric phenomena visible in his society. Sule Egya (2017) states 
that the concern with the environment in poetic works is prevalent in the poetry of 
most poets from the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. Describing the trend as “literary 
militancy,” he says that it reflects:

the desire of writers, Nigerian writers, especially of the South-South or Niger Delta 
region extraction, to deploy the instrumentation of literature, of the literary and 
cultural imagination, in not only projecting the colossal environmental degradation 
and human suffering going on in the region, but also instituting a confrontational 
discourse in defense, and toward the liberation, of the anguished local peoples and 
environment of the region. (p. 94)

The two poets whose works have been chosen to be studied in this paper (Osundare 
and Bassey) are from the Niger Delta region. Their commitment to the environment 
and their desire to draw attention to and better it through their poetry is what this 
paper regards as environmental poetics.

Environmental poetics is a new expression that is generated specifically for this paper. 
As conceived in this paper, it is captured under the broad concept of ecocriticism 
and it involves the innovative and ingenious deployment of the artistic craft and 
resources of poetry to sensitize people to the dangers of environmental pollution. 
To this effect, this essay focuses specifically on the innovative application of poetic 
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arts in raising environmental awareness, as demonstrated by two Nigerian poets 
Niyi Osundare, in his collection The Eye of the Earth (1986), and Nnimmo Bassey 
with We Thought it was Oil but it was Blood (2002). As Nwoma and Eni (2021) 
observe:

African creative writers have steadily and inevitably represented Africa’s environmental 
history with the view to weaving narratives that are commentaries on the African 
environment. There have been representations of how human beings negatively alter 
the environment in most unimaginable ways. (p. 128)

It is important to add that such representation has not only been done through 
prose narratives: Most African poets do the same, and it is these conscious efforts to 
present the vagaries of the environment through poetry that this paper refers to as 
environmental poetics. Thus, the objective of this paper is to determine the extent to 
which the poetry of Niyi Osundare and Nnimmo Bassey can artistically be regarded 
as purveyors of the message of attitudinal change in their society with regard to 
the environment.

Conceptual framework
Ecocriticism is the main focus of this study but with some reference to ecopoetics. 
According to Cheryll Glotfelty (1996):

simply put, ecocriticism is the study of the relationship between literature and the 
physical environment. Just as feminist criticism examines language and literature 
from a gender-conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings awareness of 
modes of production and economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an 
earth-centred approach to literary studies. (p. xxxvii)

Thus, an ecocritic studies a literary piece with a view to ascertaining the relationship 
of the text with the human environment. In line with this, Romanus Nwoma and 
Onyekachi Eni (2021) observe that “ecocriticism is a product of the late twentieth-
century environmental activism that seeks to give prominence to environmentalist 
principles through the medium of literature” (p. 128). In an ecocritical study, greater 
attention is paid to both the literary characteristics of a work as well as its link with 
the environment. Environment as used here refers to the physical surroundings, 
characterized by the land, air, water, atmosphere, plants and animals, built and 
constructed structures, as well as the natural resources that aid in the socioeconomic 
growth of all creatures inhabiting such a place. That is why Erin James and Eric 
Morel (2018) insist that:

traditionally, ecocritics have privileged the content of narratives over their form, 
an increasing number of scholars interested in the intersection of literature and 
environments [ecocritics] are turning their attention to the very structures by which 
narratives represent and construct environments for their readers. (p. 255)
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In this regard, the focus of this study is not on the prose genre of literature but 
on the poetic, and as such it will, as a matter of necessity, utilize principles from 
the poetic subgenre of ecocriticism (ecopoetics) in the analysis. In spite of “their 
common theoretical terrain and kindred socio-political orientation, ecopoetics and 
ecocriticism have followed relatively independent flightpaths marked by a general lack 
of consensus among scholars over their precise relationship” (Ryan, 2019, p. 111). 
As with any framework applied in the explanation of human acts and phenomena 
(theory), scholars have varied opinions about ecocriticism and ecopoetics or the 
relationship between them. But notwithstanding this situation, ecocriticism and 
ecopoetics are closely related: They share the same conceptual milieu, as both are 
literary principles that dwell on human and environmental issues. From a broader 
perspective, ecopoetics is an appendage of ecocriticism. This aligns with M. Jimmie 
Killingsworth’s position that “ecopoetics [is] a branch of—or specialization 
within—ecocriticism,” and to her, “ecopoetics remains a tributary of ecocriticism, 
not a separate stream” (Killingsworth quoted in Ryan, 2019, p. 111). Corroborating 
this link with ecocriticism, an entry in the glossary of terms at Poetry Foundation 
(n.d.) reasons that “ecopoetics rose out of the late 20th-century awareness of ecology 
and concerns over environmental disaster” (para. 1). This sounds like ecocriticism, 
though it is said that ecopoetics “grows out of a concern with, and a sense of 
responsibility for the condition of our environment” (Fiedorczuk & Beltran, 2020, 
p. 235). This imbues ecopoetics with more ecocritical attributes.

However, in an elaborate explanation of the concept of ecopoetics, Fiedorczuk 
and Beltran (2020) are of the view that “the etymological meaning of the word 
‘ecopoetics’ derived from the Greek words oikos (household) and poiesis (to make), 
ecopoetics will be understood as a practice of inhabiting the planet Earth which in 
turn is part of a larger Cosmos” (p. 205). They further explain that the Greek word 
poiesis “refers to the formation and transformation of the world through language 
or otherwise” (p. 277) while oikos means “making a home.” So, ecopoetics, from 
the above, is the art of making a home out of the cosmos or making a habitable 
place or household out of the Earth through language use. As if in reaction to the 
above position, Ryan (2019) argues that “whereas ecocriticism concerns literary 
and cultural critique—generally held to be separate from environmental writing 
praxis—ecopoetics is an approach to both reading and writing; indeed ecopoetic 
scholars … are often literary critics as well as creative practitioners” (pp. 111–112). 
On this score, ecopoetics encompasses both the idea of critiquing a work of poetry 
that has environmental orientation as well as the art of writing such an environment-
centered work of poetry. Commenting in line with this, Nasrullah Mambrol (2021) 
says that “ecopoetics embodies the scientific quest as also [sic] a  spiritual quest 
to find the most resonant images and icons to create those moments in poetry 
where the construction of verse and the reflection on nature, combined, herald 
a secular ecological revelation” (p. 3). As a bearer of “scientific quest,” ecopoetics, 
as projected above, bears both an investigative and an empirical aura, while as a 
domain of “spiritual quest,” it wears an artistic and poetic garb. Ecopoetics by 
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this definition exudes the meaning of the “art of environmental poetry” as well as 
that of the “poetic domain of environmental literary criticism.” It therefore means 
that there are two dimensions of ecopoetics, namely artistic ecopoetics and critical 
ecopoetics. Incidentally, both activities are encapsulated by this study, for while on 
the horizon of artistic ecopoetics, this paper considers the poems written by Niyi 
Osundare and Nnimmo Bassey as ecopoetic poems; that is to say, the poets carried 
out an environment-centered act of sensitization through them. Also, on the critical 
ecopoetic angle, the products of their artistic ecopoetics (their poems) are equally 
subjected to critical assessment to ascertain their environment-related values. Going 
by this, this study takes a dual approach. With regard to ecopoetics as a literary 
technique, the study focuses on how Osundare and Bassey have utilized poetic 
instruments for sensitization on environmental issues. This is what is regarded as 
environmental poetics or the application of poetry to champion environmental 
causes in the manner of an activist or a social crusader. On the other hand, from the 
perspective of ecopoetics as a literary theory, the study adopts what it calls critical 
ecopoetics—which it regards as a literary hermeneutical tool of poetry that has 
ecological or environmental implications.

The key theoretical template of this study is ecopoetics, which has two components: 
artistic and critical ecopoetics. Against this background, the paper shall first assess 
the dispositions of Niyi Osundare and Nnimmo Bassey towards the environment 
and discuss the factors of environmental degradation and entities responsible for the 
pollution of the Nigerian environment as depicted in their poetry. Next is to explore 
the ill-aftermath of environmental degradation on humans and the society at large.

Environmental poetics in Niyi Osundare’s 
The Eye of the Earth
According to Egya (2016), Niyi Osundare “burst onto the scene in the early 1980s 
with an innovative poetic voice … his greatest artistic promise [being] his ultimate 
understanding and clever, witty deployment of words for the expression of abstract, 
poetic concepts” (p. 1). Osundare, he further says, canvassed the view that poetry 
should serve an important purpose in communal struggle. “In poetic medium 
as well as in scholarly and critical forums, he insisted on poetry, all forms of art, 
being a domain for the articulation of the strengths and weaknesses, aspirations 
and struggles of all people” (p. 1). This smacks of poetic activism. Corroborating 
this, Fortress et al. (2016) reveal two wings of Osundare’s poetic “social imperative 
and aesthetic imperative” (p. 22): These are dovetailed under the strong belief that 
“artistic elegance has to be balanced with social relevance” (p. 22). Regarded as “one 
of Nigeria’s most celebrated poets … [whose] poetry derives its aesthetic framing 
from a valorisation of bucolic localities” (Egya, 2021, p. 367), “Osundare is not 
just a product of the intellectual milieu of his era but a creative artist whose work 
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embodied the very time-spirit with the masterly interpretation of reality of text” 
(Anyokwu, 2015, p. 6). Niyi Osundare is perhaps the first Nigerian poet to raise 
serious alarm over the state of the environment and the glaringly destructive conduct 
of people towards it. This is the thrust of his pastoral effusions in The Eye of the Earth. 
In this collection, Osundare portrays himself as a poet with deep affection for the 
art of poetry, the people, and the environment. This is demonstrated in the fervor 
with which he articulates issues relating to these matters in the collection. First, the 
title of Osundare’s collection, The Eye of the Earth, is artistically crafted and quite 
pictorial. It creates the image of a very large eye in the mind with probing questions 
such as: Does the Earth have an eye? If it has, how big is the eye? What does it see 
with the eye with regard to the condition of the world and the people inhabiting 
it? Given the precociousness of this eye as depicted by the poet, how do humans 
treat it? With care or levity? Pointedly, the image of the Earth’s eye gives the reader 
the impression that humans are negligent to their duty of preservation of the Earth; 
hence they are seen metaphorically throwing rocks at the eye of the Earth – trying 
to blind the eye of this all-important sustainer of flora and fauna, the environment.

Beside the artistry in crafting the title, Osundare’s The Eye of the Earth (1986) is 
dedicated to “OUR EARTH and all who struggle to see it neither wastes nor wants” 
(p. vii). The preface is artistically engaging, in that he poetically extols the alluvial 
and azure nature of the environment.

I encountered dawn in the enchanted corridors of the forest, suckled on the delicate 
aroma of healing herbs, and pearly drops of generous moons … but barns brimmed 
with yams fattened by merciful rains and the tempering fire of the upland sun. (p. xi)

He further asserts that “Earth was ours, and we earth’s,” but nonetheless he laments 
that

A cancerous god called MONEY crashed in from across the seas, with a blind sword 
and a crown of noisy gold, smashing old customs, assailing the very core of ancient 
humanistic ethos. (pp. xi–xii)

In these few lines, the poet sets the tone and tempo of his poetry, preparing the reader 
on what next to expect. This he does by projecting The Eye of the Earth collection 
as a means of mass enlightenment, with the objective of redeeming the society. 
The opening poem, which he aptly entitles “Earth,” is significant in the collection 
because with it he foregrounds the basic concerns of his poetry by emphasizing the 
invaluable importance of the Earth. With the fervor of artistic ecopoetics, the poet-
speaker eulogizes the Earth:

Temporary basement
and lasting roof
[…]
breadbasket
and compost bed
[…] (p. 1)
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The Earth is the crux of the human ecosystem, and in the poem, it is presented 
as the temporary abode of humans and animals: The sky is the “lasting roof” that 
shields these creatures from the ultraviolet rays of the sun while the ground is the 
“compost bed” from which people derive “alluvial joy” by harvesting and extracting 
resources from the Earth. In the poem, the Earth is further extolled as the “fire of 
tropical hearth” and “virgin of a thousand offsprings.” Actually, the Earth is the basis 
for the sustenance of human life as it provides food for humans and other creatures, 
and the line “virgin of thousand offsprings” paradoxically portrays the ever-fertile 
state of the Earth to produce and sustain creatures and vegetation.

In another lucid poem entitled “Let Earth’s Pain Be Soothed,” Osundare launches 
a campaign for the preservation of the environment. He raises awareness on the 
dangers of desert encroachment as well as climate change, which has left the Earth 
parched, without rain even when the season of rain is due.

The sky carries a boil of anguish
Let it burst

Our earth has never lingered so dry
in the season of falling showers
clouds journey over trees and over hills
miserly with their liquid treasure
[…] (p. 27)

The picture of the cloud carrying an excruciating carbuncle and journeying through 
trees and hills, but “miserly” refusing to release the rain leads to a dusty environment:

[…]
Dust
dust in brewing kitchens
dust in eating halls
dust in busy bedrooms
dust in scheming boardrooms
dust in retrenching factories
dust in power brothels
[…] (pp. 27–28)

Each of the two scenarios painted above depict the fallout of deleterious human 
activities. While gas flaring and steady emission of sulfur dioxides and nitrogen 
oxides heavily contaminate the cloud, causing the agglutination of acid rain and the 
descent of excessively heavy rain, which usually leads to flooding, human activities 
like civil construction, mining, and quarrying of stones, as well as landscaping 
and gravel production, release enormous amounts of dust, which pollutes the 
atmosphere. The careful selection of words to describe some situations and places 
above gives the poem a humanistic tinge.
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Another poem in the collection, “Ours to Plough and Not to Plunder,” is Osundare’s 
ode to the Earth. Crafted in language that is highly effervescent and picturesque, 
with long-lasting imagery, Osundare sensitizes the reader to the core reason nature 
has bequeathed the environment to humanity: to plough and not to plunder. 
The  poem is a stark warning to humanity not to destroy the Earth, as it is the 
foundation upon which humankind gains sustenance. “Ploughing” also connotes 
extraction and exploration of minerals and non-mineral resources, or making the 
Earth yield some resources to humanity.

[…]
Let water spring
from earth’s unfathomable fountain
let gold rush
from her deep unseeable mines
hitch up a ladder to the dodging sky
let’s put a sun in every night
[…] (p. 48)

Art thrives in its power of indirect persuasion. Without being overtly didactic, but 
through thought-provoking lines, the poet sensitizes people to the need to handle 
the environment with great care and consideration so that water will spring forth 
and gold can be mined, to raise money to electrify the Earth in order that there 
will be “sun in every night.” “Sun in every night” also signifies a kind of happiness 
derivable from the beauty the “gold” would add to the environment when it is worn 
or embroidered, or worked into buildings and objects, as well as the funds that 
would be generated from its sale and the joy that would radiate in people’s minds as 
they spend the money to take care of their needs. With such passionate request, the 
poet-speaker further pleads:

[…]
This earth is

ours to work not to waste
ours to man not to maim

This earth is ours to plough, not to plunder (p. 49)

This is a clarion call for humans to be wary of their activities and how they impact 
on the natural environment. Poetry, in these lines, is clearly deployed in the service 
of human ecology; it is applied to sensitize people to the need to handle the Earth, 
which symbolizes the environment, with utmost care, an action realizable in the 
struggle for a better environment. Here, poetry plays a role in persuading people to 
be restrained in their actions, especially those that relate to their habitation. This is 
a kind of ecopoetics.

In another poem, “They Too Are the Earth,” Osundare continues his ode to the 
Earth by wondering how thoughtless people can be, by living carefree lives that 
directly or indirectly affect the Earth negatively.
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[…]
Are they of this earth
who fritter the forest and harry the hills
Are they of this earth
who live that the earth may die
Are they? (p. 45)

He directly highlights the consequences of certain human actions that impinge 
on the environment. To “fritter the forest” means to waste vegetation, to distort 
the natural ecological equilibrium; while to “harry the hills” means to burrow and 
bulldoze the Earth’s surface. This implicates other human actions that have negative 
effects on the natural and built environment. Osundare expresses shock at such 
earth-scattering and degrading activities, and wonders whether those who indulge 
in such nefarious and injurious acts of environmental degradation are sensible 
and reasonable members of the planet Earth. The meaning decipherable from the 
last rhetorical question of the above excerpt is that it is only those with unhealthy 
mental dispositions that can live a life that is detrimental to the survival of their 
environment.

Similarly, in the same poem, Osundare contends that humans, especially the 
poor and downtrodden, are some of the most important denizens of the Earth, so 
anything that affects them ultimately affects the Earth. This on its own is a form 
of social environmental poetics, for humans are central creatures in the universal 
ecosystem.

They too are the earth
the swansong of beggars sprawled out
in brimming gutters
they are the earth
under snakeskin shoes and Mercedes tyres

He further chants:

They too are the earth
the sweat and grime of
millions hewing wood and hurling water 
[…] 

They too are the earth
the distant groans of thousands buried alive
in hard, unfathomable mines 
[…]

They too are the earth
the old dying distant deaths
in narrow abandoned hamlets
they are the earth
women battling centuries of maleficent slavery
[…] (p. 45)
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In his crusade against the pillaging of the environment, Osundare identifies with 
the poor masses; he identifies with their plights or predicaments, as he insists that 
they be regarded and treated as a distinguished part of the Earth. Earth here signifies 
humanity or the large mass of human ecology. Beggars, who sprawl on the streets, 
defying the odors oozing from highly polluted gutters, the poet-persona argues, are 
humans, just like the rich who wear snakeskin shoes and move around in Mercedes 
cars. The same applies to laborers who hew wood and mai-ruwas who hurl water 
in tins or push them in plastic jerry-cans arranged in wheel-barrows for sale, and 
to old people who are less cared-for and grapple with chronic ailments that make 
them die “distant deaths,” as well as to women who struggle for freedom from male 
domination. In essence, the poet is canvassing for equal treatment of all human 
inhabitants of the Earth irrespective of their age, status, or sex. Using his poetry as 
an instrument of protest and sensitization, he argues that the Earth belongs to the 
poor equally as it belongs to the rich; that both the poor and the rich have equal 
rights to the juicy proceeds of the Earth. The ecopoetic forte of his poetry lies on 
the repetition of the line “they too are the earth,” which carries an emphatic note 
together with the deployment of parallelism where the metaphors of poverty and 
environment are clearly felt. With this, the poet in a masterful style reiterates his 
points appropriately: that the Earth belongs to all creatures—great and small.

Environmental poetics in Nnimmo Bassey’s 
We Thought it was Oil but it was Blood
Nnimmo Bassey came into the limelight in 1992 with the publication of his first 
poetry collection, Patriots and Cockroaches. Even before the appearance of this 
collection, he had been an astute environmental activist who had on many occasions 
met with the renowned Nigerian environmental activist Ken Saro-Wiwa and “drank 
from his spring of wisdom” (Bassey, 2013, p. x). Born in 1958 in the Niger Delta 
region of Nigeria, and educated as an architect, Bassey is “one of the best known 
environmental rights advocates in Africa” (Aghoghovwia, 2014, p. 111). But one 
thing sets him apart from other Nigerian activists: He freely deploys his poetry in his 
environmental activism, and when explaining why he deploys poetry—an art—to 
his ecocritical activism—a form of ecopoetics—he observes, in an interview with 
Vanessa Baird (2011) that:

I found poetry to be very useful in terms of mobilizing resistance, getting people to 
feel a part of the movement and so some of my poems are not just for people to read 
quietly, but for people to be part of the reading so that there are calls and responses. 
(pp. 39–40)

Identifying environmental activism as one remarkable aspect of Bassey’s poetry in 
We Thought it was Oil but it was Blood, Aghoghovwia (2014) writes that “in We Thought 
it was Oil, Bassey walks the thin line between commitment to environmental 
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activism  …  in bringing to the public sphere issues of social and environmental 
justice” (p. 62). This is seen in his poignant depiction of abject disillusionment and 
complete reversal of expectations in the title poem, “We Thought it was Oil but it 
was Blood.” The signal is quite clear: There is a collective loss of hope and dashed 
dreams among the people of Nigeria’s Niger Delta. As a poet, his obsession with 
Nigeria’s crude oil sector, as seen in the quashed dreams of the Niger Delta people 
at the discovery of crude petroleum oil in their land, is hinged, sadly, on the fact 
that crude oil, which should have brought wealth and happiness to them, rather 
brought poverty, degradation of their environment, killings, and sadness to them. 
G. G. Darah (2010) corroborates this truth when he said that “just as there can be 
no Egypt without the Nile, so also there can be no Nigeria, as presently constituted, 
without the wealth that flows from the bowels and waterways of the Niger Delta” 
(p.  106). So, from the outset, Bassey does not leave the reader in doubt of the 
environmental activism of his poetry.

Bassey, in the eponymous poem, through the poet-persona, assumes a communal tone:

The other day
We danced in the street
Joy in our hearts
We thought we were free
Three young folks fell to our right
Countless more fell to our left
Looking up,
Far from the crowd
We beheld
Red-hot guns

We thought it was oil
But it was blood
[…] (p. 13)

In the above lines, the joy of a people who “thought they were free” and rejoiced 
over the gift of oil that is deposited in their land is wiped off as troops bearing 
“red-hot guns” disrupt their merry-making street dancing and gun down many of 
them: “Three young folks fell to our right / Countless more fell to our left.” This 
is a revelation of how bloody some environmental agitations have been, especially 
in Nigeria’s Niger Delta region. The last two lines are repeated for emphasis 
throughout the long poem. The youths in the poem express fear and concern over 
the persecution:

[…]
First it was the Ogonis
Today it is Ijaws
Who will be slain this next day?
[…] (p. 14)
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Naming some places that have been brutalized, and lamenting the attendant oil 
pollution their land experiences, they detest oilrigs mounted by Shell, a multinational 
oil company, and the military team stationed to man the rigs but who frequently 
throw firearms at the people.

[…]
Dried tear bags
Polluted streams
Things are real
When found in dreams
We see their Shells
Behind military shields
Evil, horrible, gallows called oilrigs
Drilling our souls
[…] (p. 14)

By drilling their souls, the oilrigs are seen by the poet as objects that inflict severe 
pain on the people of the Niger Delta, as well as depleting their environment. The 
two lines “We see their Shells / Behind military shield” have a double meaning. 
The word “shells” is deliberately spelled with a capital letter to represent “Shell,” the 
multinational oil company notorious for its exploitative oil exploration in the region, 
an act that has impoverished both the people and their environment. The poet-voice 
here insinuates that the people identify the multinational company Shell as being 
behind the military high-handedness meted out to the youth of the Niger Delta. 
Shell is also seen in the poem as a great agent of economic exploitation whose oil 
rigs drill into the people’s souls while it also degrades their land and environment, 
causing economic ruin. There are oil spills, and when the people cry out against 
them, they are mown down, leading them to shout:

[…]
We thought it was oil
But it was blood
[…] (p. 15)

Environmental poetics in Bassey’s poetry are also seen in his bold identification 
of the oil conglomerates that are responsible for the environmental degradation 
and the attendant insurrectional fracas that accompany such activities in the Niger 
Delta region of Nigeria. This is significant, for as Abba and Onyemachi (2020) 
observe, “Bassey’s poetry does not spare the oil and gas transnational corporations, 
governments and powerful individuals who threaten the people’s future” (p.  6). 
So in the poem “The United Niger Delta Oil Co.,” Bassey coins a name for the 
prime perpetrators of the wanton degradation of the Niger Delta environment, by 
lumping all the companies and agencies which exploit or facilitate oil exploration in 
the region into a gigantic conglomerate.
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[…]
And so it was that Shell, Exxon-Mobil, Texaco, NNPC,
Elf, Chevron, Agip, Statoil and similar entities agreed.
The most desired entity of all
The United Niger Delta Oil Company incorporated.
Opened its claws and rigs and climbed broad platforms
Shared and divided the land and the sea
[…] (p. 22)

Highlighting the connivance and soulless capitalist practices of some multinational 
firms in their quest for oil in the Niger Delta region, he portrays how they “suck 
crude from the belly of the earth” (p. 23). With the increasing activities of these 
explorers of fossil fuel, and the present cries of climate change, the Earth seems to be 
at a crossroads. The more the multinational companies intensify their efforts to drill 
crude oil, the more they destroy and desecrate the land and water bodies, leading 
to numerous deaths: “Today the accounts swell as the bloodtides swell” (p.  23). 
Their actions even kill important creatures, and while they keep counting their huge 
profit, the Earth keeps weeping:

[…]
Yesterday we saw a mountain of dead butterflies.
Drunk with the blood from our feet
[…]
The United Niger Delta Oil Company incorporated
Keeps sailing off with its booty of dollars, greed and crude
Rejoicing with the junta with the spoils of war
[…] (p. 24)

The image of a “mountain of dead butterflies” is symptomatic of a polluted and 
highly endangered ecosystem. As a beautifully colored insect, the butterfly is an 
important agent of pollination. Having a mountain of them dead spells doom for 
the ecosystem and this reveals the significance of the havoc the oil conglomerates are 
wreaking in the Niger Delta region. Through the poem, Bassey heightens awareness 
of the exploitative and destructive activities of oil conglomerates operating in the 
Niger Delta region. This is a clear demonstration of environmental ecopoetics, 
as the poet “sought to create awareness of the contradictions within the society, 
particularly concerning the desecration of the ecosystem, by agents of the state, even 
individuals and organizations” (Adedoyin et al., 2017, p. 54).

In the poem “We Have One Earth,” Bassey “calls for ecological vigilance” (Odia, 
2020, p. 193) and puts forward “a serious message. His message is that of life and 
death  …  respect for human rights, environmental conservation and protection” 
(Naagbanton, 2018, penultimate para.). In the poem he warns that humans 
have no other place to live than the Earth, so the Earth should not be mangled 
and polluted: “Outside the rat race / We have one earth; we are all in one place” 
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(We Thought … p. 23). Humans, the poet-persona reiterates, are one and should 
come together and condemn and fight against the destruction of the Earth. This 
intersects with Mambrol’s (2021) identification of ecopoetics’ objective: “to halt 
the unsustainable exploitation of natural resources, [that leads to] the reduction of 
number of world species, and the destruction and pollution of vital components 
of the fabrics of our life” (p. 2). To avert further despoliation of the environment, 
Bassey, in a poem entitled “Facial Marks (Post-Petrol Era),” insists that something 
drastic needs to be done:

[…]
Come together valiant souls
Drive off evil serpents from our land
Sacred that is our earth
Link those hands across the seas
Let’s block these ducts with our
Collective fists
[…] (p. 54)

The despoilers of the Earth are seen as “evil serpents”, which must be driven away. 
To block the ducts with “collective fists” is to rise and wage war against a common 
enemy force. The reason for the struggle is explicit; the activities of oil explorers 
deplete lives, living, and aspirations. There should be no end to the agitation and 
demand for the preservation of the human ecosystem.

Conclusion
Niyi Osundare and Nnimmo Bassey are poets that have extensively utilized the 
medium of poetry in championing the cause of the environment; highlighting 
especially its degradation and possible recovery. Their poetry, as exemplified in 
the two collections that have been studied, encompasses environmental poetics or 
the application of poetry for environmental purposes in good proportion. This is 
a kind of poetics that has the betterment of the human environment as its focus. 
Utilizing their art, the two poets raise alarm, sensitize and mobilize people to be 
favorably disposed to the environment and also to act as watchdogs against people 
and organizations that are bent on degrading the Earth or exploiting and destroying 
its numerous inhabitants. Through their well-crafted poems, couched in simple, 
readable language, and through the invocation of pristine imagery and ambience, 
the poets have made a success of their campaign to redeem the environment 
from destruction. By this, the two poets transform poetry into an eco-crusading 
instrument in the advocacy for better handling of the environment.
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