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3 1 Narrating the green gods: the (auto) 
biographies of Nigerian military rulers 

( ; I % E M I S O L A  A D E O T I  

In the tyrant's praise 
I.ct cannons of fake biographies be burnt 

( Itc~ni Raji, Webs ofRernembrancc, 2001) 

I 
Since the inauguration of military rule .flirougli the first coup o f  ! 

\:l{urtl;iy, 15 January 1966, there has bccn n o  aspect of Nigerian life 
i 

111i1t  litis not experienced, whetlier ~)ositively or  negatively, the rcforma- 

I I \ . C  ; ~ r t l o i ~ r  of successive military regimes. t\s a result of tlie long span 

lliilitary rule and tlic d o n i i ~ ~ a t i o n  of political potvcr by soldiers while 

lliilili~ry governance lasted, soldiers have had a n  immense in~p;ict on 

~n~l i t i cs ,  education, sports, internal and  international relations, ccon- 

~ I I I I ~ ,  Ia\v, penology, resource allocation and  so  011. .l'liis observtition 

I I . I \  I ~ c e n  niade in diverse studies. For instance, Sanda et al., in 7'lre 

111rlJ(Ict of Military Rule on Nigeria's Adrr~inistratiorr ( i987) ,  cx::niine the 

~ ~ l l l u c n c c s  of the military o n  various aspects of public administmtion 

I I I  1)ost-independence Nigeria (1966-79 and  1984-87)The contributors 

I I I  Ninnlowo's The Quest for Democratization: Military Governance and  

1 r.o(l(* Unionism (1996), through a multi-disciplinary approach, engage 

rllc ~~i tc rconnec t ions  between trade unionism and  r n i l i t a ~  rule o n  

1 1 1 ~ .  ollc hand and the dangers posed by mi l i t an  dictatorsl~ip to the 

~I~.\c.lo[)nient of an enduring democratic culture on ttic other. Soyinka's 

I 1 1 ~ 1 1  .Yoreofa Continent (1996) re-narrates Nigeria's socio-political crisis 

~. \ :~ccrl)ated by the annulment of tlie l a  June 1993 presidential clcctioli 

. 1 1 1 ( 1  111c ascendancy of tyranny under General Sani Abaclia. 

I'llc realm of fiction also bears the imprints of decades of niilitnry 

1 1 1 1 ~ .  I\ niilitary C O U P  provides the cleus ex rrlnchina that rcsolvcs the 

~"~Ii l icnl  d6bficle in Achcbe'sA Man of IhePeople ( 1 ~ 6 6 1 ,  altliougl~ later, 

1 1 1  . \~rllrills of the Savannah (1988) - as  discussetl clscwlicre in this ' 

~ ~ ~ l ~ l ~ i i ~  - he reviews tlic messianic conception of soltlicrs, esoccially 



A
d

e
o

ti
 1

3
 



.:.v, 

o life o r  what Starobinski describes as  'self-interpretation' (1971: 286).:$; - 
~ c c o r d i n g  to the transparency theory of the genre, (auto) biography - .. .,,.,~ 

strives after a truthful rccollection or transmission of life events. Miller .;:: 
q .z; 

c.s:inlincs this tlieory and subn~i t s  that it is basically a 'transparent ,%$ 
7 .  

rcbcounting or reproduction of actual life events' (1997: 5). Apart from 2'; 
5.2: 

re-lxesenting the essence and presence of its subject,' it also rewards $5 ,>*: 
tllc reader with a vista of interaction behveen this subject and the 

society. Consequently, with the benefits of (auto) biog~aphy, a people *-,G 

C ; I I ~  avoid the pitfalls of the past, and chart a new historical course $$ 
;,\r8;ly from the errors of the prcsent. That is why Albert Luthuli's Let My $$ 
~ ' ~ o p l e  Go (19621, Donald Woods's Riko (1978) and Nelson Mandela's 

I crtry Walk toFreedofn ( iygs) ,  for instance, stand to enrich the investiga- 
Ji 

[ion of  the mccl~anisms of discrimination, social injustice and  racial h 
directed at thc black Inan in apartheid South Africa. Azikiwe '4 

;~rticulates thc social utility of life story narrative: .;i ,A 
2:. I-: 

.*: 
Man comes into the world, ant1 while Iic livcs hc ?mbarks upon ;I '2 .?., 

series of activities; absorbing expcricncc which rnablcs hi111 to fornlu- 
% 
5 

late a philosophy of life, and to chart his courses of i~ctioti; Out then jg 
%T 

he dies. Ncverthclcss, his biography remains as a guide to thosc living !$ 
\vho niay need guidaricc, either as a warning011 the vanity of hu~nan  $! ?g 
wislics, or as  an  encouragement, or both. (k~ikiwe 1994: xi-xii) b .q 
~fheorctically, the genre promises a truthful representation in a way & $5 

tliat fictional literature does not. It must be granted, however, that the 35 
realization of this goal is hindered by three factors. First, the (auto) 

I)iographcr, like the fiction writer, has to select his-materials from a '3 - 1. 
\,;ist array of cvents.'l'l~e practice of sc!ectivity inhereritly l~roblematizes 3) 

\ ,,. 

;lccuracy or tru(l1ful rcprcscntation. Seco~id,  l~s!~cl~ologically; the self :!:.: 
-. . 

invariably pursues t l ~ t  tvllicli is plcasurablc and al\r,nys sccks to avert ,,':, -*.. 
\\,hat is unpleasant. It follows that the narrator of the self may be $$ '* 
rcnipted to leave out that which is unpleasant or unwliolcsome to the ;. is 
self in the course of selection. 'l'hird, tlir fallibility of Iiulnan nlcmory ;% 
in terms of accurate rccollection of peoplc, cvcnts and situations, is 
;ilso a factor that undern~ines transparency and accuracy. 

g! 
The problems indicated above make it more imperative for scholars 

to dcvotr critical attention to ex-soldiers' life narratives not only in the 

study of  conten~l~orary Nigerian writing, but also in efforts to apprehend 

tlie dialogic interaction of literature and the public sl,liere. 

5 2 

Mili tary officers' nar ra t ives  1 1 :  
The second coming of military rule in 1984 produced another set 

oI' military officers, who ulould later find life narrative an  appropriate I r'l 
~t~ct l iurn  for  celebrating their intervention in politics. These 'green 

gotls'.' have since then becn exploring the gcnrc either a s  writers or as I! Fi 

subjects. The genre actually received a boost in the 1980s and 1990s 

tltrring the regimes of Generals Ibrahim Babangida, Sani Abacha and 

!\l)tlrll-Salaam Abubakar, when it became modish for soldiers who held 

lnilitary posts or public offices to have [heir (auto) biography produced 

;111tl launched with fanfare at elaborate ceremonies.' However, the seed 

oI' this development had becn sown earlier with the publication of 

( ) lusegi~n  Obasanjo's My C'otrrttrnnd (19801, a narration of the ai~tlior's 

~~ lvo lvcn~en t  in the Nigerian civil war, and Nzeoplr  (1987), a biographi- 

,.;II portrait of Major Chirkwuma Kaduna ~ z e o g w i i w h o  led the 1966 

, .ocr l )  but died during the civil war while fighting on tlie side of Biafra.= 

I I I  s l ~ i t e  o f  the controvcrsics generated by these books, they pointed 

I O  ;I tlircction that woilld later attract many fellow professi,~nals, in or 

O I I I  of uniform. Many Nigerian officers have wanted to sliare with thc 

1c;ltling public their experiences of tlic first military coup of 1966, the 

t . i \ . i I  war and post-civil war military goverrlancr. 'I'l~ese events are obvi- 

~trrsly niajor challenges in the iritrigrring Iiiston of tlic Nigerian Arnly. 

I I I C  urge to be part of a reconstruction of national history from thc 

~"'r-q~ective of the military ruling class shared by Obasanjo stimulated 

\~rl)scqucnt (auto) biographies of military personnel. 

A critical reading of these works allows us to identify three rna- 

Itlr categories. Some of them are autobiographies written by officers 

~lrcrirselves usually after leaving the force. Post-service years afford a 

Ii~.c;~k from the regirncntcd existcncc of the barracks and tlie crowdetl 

.,tllctlulc of public office. Thcrc is ample timc for 'looking back' with 

\:~l.ying tcmperamcnts. Exanl; ' L Y  include I>avid Ejoor's Reffrirriscetrce.s 

I I()H()), Olu Bajr~wa's Spring oJrr Life: An Autobiograplly (i~qgz), Sariiucl z 
2 

~:.:l)cmrrdia's Years of Challetrge (19q1), [)avid Jcmibcwo~i's A (:onrhirf- 
-. 

r l l r l  in (;ouernnrenf ( ~ y y o ) ,  Abdul-Karin1 Adisa's Loyrrl Cot~rnrirtrd: Atr 2 
~ ~ r l o l ~ i o g r n p l ~ y  of Major-Gefrernl Abdul-Karittl ~ l lnb i  Arlisn ( I()()()) ,  ant1 5. 
1.1 llli's Oluleye's Architectlrrirrg n 1)esfiny: An A rrfoDio~yrnp11~~ (zooo). 2 

111 :I si-cond category are 'authorizctl' biogrn~~hics writti.n IIV others. 

I 11cw include Isawa Elaipvu's Gowotr:'l'lre Hio~rrrplryr!/rr So1dic.r-Strrlcs- a 
"lorr ( I ()86), Lindsay Ilarret's I)nt!jutrrrr: 'I'lte AfnA-itrg oJrr (;c'frcrnI( 1 9 7 9 ) ~  "a 



Funmi OmoscSil~,  , ~ i  ant! 1:olrlso , \ l t i ~ ~ l o ~ ~ r ~ ' s  30 I)nj-s it/ I'olc~cr. 4 I'cflrs - .- 
;!I ( : O ~ ~ l t ~ l ~ l ~ l ~ ~ ~  y,l1(- .ytol~y of \~ic(~-,t(/tirir(~I Akitl A ~ I ~ I U O  (1997)~  O ~ i i ~ k a b i ~  

i / \ t l inoyi-~jo's ulllseglrrl ~l)fl.s(~t!jo i!r (/re 1;)lc.~ of~it?rc: A I ~ i o ~ r f l p l l ~ ]  of 
! u 

(Ilc /rjricflll ~r(lrc.s!ila,1 (1993) ari(1 Oluri~nt i  Af~\ \~owc ' s  Oilward Soldier 

n,,n,-chcs (ll1: ,t / ~ i ~ ~ g ~ ( ~ l l / l j r  of n,lqjnr--(;t~trc~rcrl Hohcrt ilrl(-~~irtko Adebnyo 

( I 998). 
Some tests, nll(l tilt)' belong to the thirtl ciltcgory, instal thc~i~se lvcs  

in [Ilr  spaces bct\\,cen (auto)  biogml)hy ant1 oolitical tliscoursc. 'l'hcy 

fcaturc analyses o f  ~list~)ric:ll and  political events ;IS well as  rnilitav 

1 gover~lancc ;ll~,ll!: wit11 111atcri;lls tlriiwn from the priv;~tc livcs of  the 

i or  c.cntral personalities of thc nirrativcs. Here, one can 

cite Chidi Aniutn's Tlre I'riilcc of tlrc Niger: ?'lie flabarl~ida Years (lqqz), 
ucllc mechul<wu's Abnchn: '/'Ire nfvth, the'Mntr (1997) and Chris Alli's 

'I'lle I+derol ~cpr tb l ic  of h'igc'rintt Artny: The Siege of n Nrrliotl (2001). 
'l. 

Curiouslv, tlicrc seems not to be milch difference between the ;I,', 
military officers' biogr;il)Iiics the autobiographies, especially in the 

1: ' 
F motlcof protluctior~ u~it l  mctllotl of rcalizatior~. One finds hazy or  miss- 
'. 
1. ing the ol)jccti\sc tlistnncc tli;lt ought to exist I~ctwccn the hiographcr 

i ". ,;I l ant1 the sul)jcct. 'l'lic biogr;iphcr tvho is \\*ell sul~portctl  by thc subject 
8 1  ,: or his close nssoci;ltcs c s s c ~ ~ t i ; ~ l l y  nnrr:itcs tllc life from the vicwpoin~ : /  : 
( i 

o f  the. sul,jcbc[, tlcfcntling his ol,inions ant1 solnetimcs sharing liis 
! ~,rcjucliccs, Ijiascs ;lnd s c n t i ~ n c ~ l t s  ;IS, for instance. Omoscfi~nmi ant1 

  kin lo nu t lcmo~lstratc .  '~'llus, the 11iogr:il)hy becomes only slightly cl if-  

fcrcnt from t l ~ c  autobiogriil~liy. 

! 
\Vll;lt ;lr.eounts for th r  illcreasing S;lsciri;ition of military officers for 

i the gcllrc? \Vllnt i11.i the factors t11:lt motivated t l l c~n  to esplorc lifc nar- 1;;; riit i~cs;~ ,\rg11;1l,Iy, solne ol'thc tcxts arc gontlctl by the qilcht for acclaim 

; ~ n t l  'i~iimorr;tlity' whicll s ~ ~ c c c s s f u l  writing confers o n  its producer. 
5 .. 
?: .  

ri.: 
I lowever, sonic ;)re stinlulntctl by nicrcantilist calculntions, considering 

i ! *  
1' 1 '  

i:! 
ttlc* ~;n:l~lci;ll s l~cccsc tl1:lt the sul)culturc of p;ltror~;~gc ant1 tlistri11i1- 

!! :: tion tIirc,~!!<h i,ul)lic. I ; I L I I I C ~ ~ ~ I ~ K  oftc11 i~tlracls.  Apart fro111 this, nlilitnn. 
'. i d 

iii i; officers ~ I I  Nigeria, tvl~ctllcr by ticsign or  acciticnt of c irc~~rnstancc,  often 

4 leave the force when they coultl still put in ~ n o r c  active years in public 

: ! I  9 .  
scrvice.?'hc nianlicr of exit ranges from outright disnlissal tovoluntay 

0 ,i. , .< .. . <,.+ 
i! o r  cornpcllctl rctirc~ncnt.'l 'hosc who consitlcr themselves too 'young' to 

fade away from the pul)lic sphcrc look fonvard to another  opportunity 

in the future to  scrvc tlirotlgh a career in i~olitics. (Auto) biography is 

thercfore somctirncs uscd as  a prefatory step into this new arcna. I t  

5 3 

offers a rcatly means  of pairlting ;I gootl rccord of pcrformancc whilc 

the commission lasted in order to sccurc n positivc public evaluatiol~ 

for the subject and  place Iiirn in gootl stc;ltl for political competition 

in a democratic dispensation. 

'I'hc prc-cniinencc of  the mil i tay i l l  Nigeria's 1,ost-indepcndc~icc 

governance, a n d  the success-after-~nisrry stories of many officers wllo 

held public off  cc during the pcriotl, arc gcncr;illy self-recornrncndiriy 

subjects for  (auto) biography. 'l'llis is Inoris so  ill a country where, i l l  

the words of  Ornosefunmi ant1 Akinlonu, 'Ic;itlcrs tcnded to play gotl' 

(1997: 63) .  By virtue of  their wc;~lth, tliesc officers could afford to bcal- 

the cost of production of their life ~i;irr;ltivc through thc incrcasingl! 

;' popular tradition of sc l f -publ i sh i~ i~  in contclliporary Nigcria. As ; I I I  
<.' :' alternative, they or  their frientlslatl~nircrs can finance the p r o d u c t i o ~ ~  

of biographical works. For inst;rncc, ;IS tllc author acknowlcdgcs, ;I 

. 'friend' of Uabangida - (:liicf h.1. I<. 0. Ahiola - fi~i;~nci;illy supportctl 

: the publication of Amutn's 'f'11(~ I'rirrc-c- i!flltc7 Niger: 7'11~ Ilnhnttgida Years 

; (1992). 
In a way, the  I~oost  in tllc ~)rot luct io~l  of lifc 11nrr;ltives by soltlicrs 

is a product of the  cconoll~ic  cs l ) ; r~~s io t~  ol' the oil boo111 era of tlic 

1970s. It also o\vcs ;I mc;lsurc. oS tlcl~t to the ;lustcrity and libvrnl- 

ization associatccl with the Structur;ll t \ t l justl~lr~it I'rograrnme (SAI') 

introduced by tlic I l a l ) ;~~~gi t l ;~  ; ~ t l ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ i s t r ; ~ t i o n  in 1986. 'l'lie expansion i l l  

comnlercc in the 1c)jos Il;ltl : I I I  i~nl);lct 0 1 1  tl~c* I~ook industry. Several i l l -  

digenoils ~~ubl i s l i i r ig  outlits tlc\~clooctl ;~longsidc the dolninant riamesh 

of  osfortl  Uliivcrsity I'rcss, h l ; ~ c ~ ~ ~ i l l ; ~ ~ l ,  I l c i~ l r l l i a~ in  and  I ,ong~i ia~~. ' l ' l~c  

ncw ones had to c o ~ ~ ~ l ) c t c  for sun.iv;~l with the interliational ~)ublislic.rs 

: who also strugglctl to rc~rn ; l i~~  il l  I)usincss in the face of cconolliic 

; recession in the 1980s ;rntl ~ q ~ o s .  \Virll ;icutc poverty and  low litcr;lc!. . . 
rate as  ;I ;csult of ccorio~llic li;rrtlsliil), the ~)ublisliing ant1 patron; iy 

1 . . .  
' of tictioll s ~ ~ f f c r c d  n sct!,;lcl;. 01 lc  \ v ; I ~  of rnccting the cllallcnxes of r l ~ c .  
7 ,. . > .  . .... . 
: r ~ ~ n r k c t  \\);IS ro rll;lhc ~~ul) l is l l i~~: :  I;~cilitics available to thosc \vllo cor~ltl 

z 
-& : 
::& afford them. 'l'his cI;lss of pcol~lc  i~icludcd wealthy military officer5 $ 
53,' -. 
,@ who would not mind investing in tlic venture of puttin;. perceivctl 2 - ..4. F':," - 
.& ,,,.~": unplc:isant record '~)crrn;lnenrly straight' through (auto)biographic;ll r --- v?-. 
.;,df publications. 
.Ad... "! 
;P-*.! TIierc is 110 doubt  t I i :~ t  successive niilitary reginies in Nigeria yx 
-;iz accentuated ~)olitical exclusion :ilitl economic hardship. Their arbitrar! % 3.2; 
i;l' actions and  policies, walltoll nbusc of human rights, inability to sten1 % 

p c,i3;. 
. s,,. .*:LC 
- "'y.:, ..; ' 55 
, .a*:. . r _ _ "  .- I , '  
'.A$?: 



RE?!. ,..g i t .  t;. > .- .v.. 
2 - .. :. corrr~pt ion,  anlorig o ther  failings, are st:ong indices of the performance .,- . 6 .  - .- 

o f  military rulers. As Fawole has aptly observed, the Nigerian military 
4 fronl its colonial inception has rc~nained an instrurncnt of coercion 
Q 

i l l  t11c hands of a state that is essentially 'a predatory mechariism for 

~)lulltlcr'. fIc submits  that 'in the course of  performing their duties 

01. I);wification o n  behalf of the rulers of the statc, Nigerian soldiers 

;Ire generally c o n t e ~ ~ i p t u o u s  of peorllc's rights and f reedon~s ,  a n d  con- 

~ c t ~ ~ c ~ i t l y  have elevated sheer l a \ \ ~ ~ s s n e s s  and banditry to a norln'  

(l:;~\\,oIc 2001: 61). TIIUS, conscious of  tlie unfavourablc rel~rcsentat ion 

of tlicir actions in other  published accounts arid the negative responses 

1l1:lr their public policies while in government might have generated, 

tllc military rulers find a n  ap l~ro l~r ia tc  medium in (auto) biography to 

co111ltcr this 'negativity'. In tlic wortls of 1)avid lijoor in Her,lirlisccrlces: 

. 'l 'l~is volume affortls 111c the opl)orturiity of stating rr~y own side of 

t l i c 8  story of everlrs during a crr~cial era of our  nation's h i s tov '  (Ejoor 

1 0 s ~ ) :  vii). 

(:onscquently, Tronl tlie ~)crsl~ectivc of  the officers, tllc gcnrc pro- 

vitlcs a11 ol)port~~ri i t )~ to rc~ncily the u ~ ~ t o \ v a r d  pcrcc[,tionlcv;iluation of  

rllc clunlity of  Ieatlersliip offered I)! soldiers during the era of military 

r t ~ I  c. .  l'o tliis end,  thcrc is a n  ostensi1)lc pursuit of collective rctlemption 

1111.ou~li iridividilal testament of propriety. It is not surprising, therefore, 

[ I t ; , [  t l i r  image o f  'failed adlninistrators' with whicli tlie officers are  

;~ssoci:lted by ninriy analysts and critics are quite tempered in the (auto) 

I~ic~gr;i~)hicnI works, even when thcrc is a n  admission of collective guilt. 

I I I  / .oj~crl Cotrrnrarld, Adisa, a former governor of Oyo State a n d  Minister 

o!\t'orks and  blousing, dismisses his association in public perception 

\ \ , i r l l  Incanness, severity and sternness. Chapter l o  of the book, titled 

.No1 a HLIII-dozcr', rcirlforccs the autllor's preoccilpatiorl tvith self or 

i t l r ~ ~ t i [ y  reconstruction. In liis \vortls: 

I am a favourite sul~jcct of  c;lrroonists tlcsirous of riiaking a caricature * 
o f  public officirls. I h;lvr llren portr;~yed ensconcecl behind tlie driving 

\vhecl o f a  bull-dozer csul~crantly re;~tly to cllarge at structures ... .g 
Indeed the cartoolis will ~~rovitlc J minefield [sic] of iriformatio~i in  3 

.flk 

;I study of what I a111 si~l~posctl :o I>c I~ut  which tliankfully I am not. % 
51 

IAdisa ryyy: 69) 

Sorile officers who took csccption to the way they were represented 

in Ol~asanjo's My Comrrlnnd, atid who disagreed with liis interpretation LI 

of liistorical evellts, also adopted the genre for rebuttal. Some perceived 

?;II>S in the stories of the civil war in the life narratives of other  writers 

[(tat tlicy felt obliged to f i l l .  Naturally, this I~ecanie a pattern: one  (auto) 

I,iogrni)lly begets another, a iming a t  correcting perceived nlisrcpres- 

c,llr;itions. Justifying the publication of Hert~irziscences, Ejoor declares: 

..~.clling Iny own story gives me  a chance to answer sonic of those who, 

i l l  nli endeavour to  exaggerate their own corttribution to the nation's 

survival in those difficult years o f  1966-ig75, have sought not  only to 

1 1 1 ; ~  down my own role, but to  malign a n d  deliberately misrepresent 

1nc' (Cjoor 1989: vii-viii). He esplains the  difficult circumstances in 

\vhich h e  found himself as  the <;overnor of Mid-western State when 

~!i;lfr;in soldiers invaded. Hc was forced to flee the State House arid 

lit~tl his way to Lagos th ro i~gh  a bush path o n  a bicycle. Though the 

~ w n t  painted Iiini a s  a cowartlly and  disloyal officet who collaborated 

t v i t l l  Biafran soldiers against tlle fctleral government, he emphatically 

s11brliits that he was 'really 11o Inore than a victim of circun~stances'  

( 1 3 .  I 26). He writes a rcjointlcr to Obasa~l jo  who derides him o n  account 

of tliis event as  'a hcll~lcss s l~cctator '  a n d  a 'bicycle-riding fugitive' in 

.\I!! Conlnzar~d (1980: 37). According to Ejoor, 'circun~stances may have 

c;~tnpulted Obasanjo to being blcatl of State ... some of us  who will no 

tloubt die unsung did far more to "keep Nigeria one" in those critical 

~ ~ i o n t l i s  of 1966 and  1967 than Obasanjo was in a position to know, 

~ i v e n  his rank at  that time' (1989: 127). In another respect, the author 

tlis~nisses as  'a gross misconstruction a n d  ignorance' Isawa Elaigwu's 

conclusion in Gowon that Ejoor had a 'lax attitude' as  the Chief of 

,\rniy Staff towards the issue of reorganization o f  the post-civil war 

Nigerian Army (1986: 130)  In Years of Challenge, Samuel Ogbemu- 

ilia (1991) responds to Ejoor's insinuation of collaborntion behveen 

Ogbcmi~tlia and the Biafran soldiers in tlic iuvasion of hlid\vcst. Both  

\vriters were n~ilitarygover~iors of the old Mid-western State from where 

they hail. $ 
'The biographers of Akin Atluwo in .?o D n ~ s  ij? I'olvrr, 4 Yenrs in 5 -. 

(:orr~nzand (Omosefunmi and Akinlonu 1997) also deplore the portrait 2 
of of their subject in Obasanjo's It!-v Comtnand. They highliglit thc 5 
undercurrents that inforriled his i~nfavourable dispositio~i towards ; 
Aduwo while both were in office a s  (;l~ief of Army Staff and  Military 5 
(;overnor of Western State respectively. Obasanjo in his book claims % 
that Aduwo was relieved of liis a p p o i ~ i t m e n t  as  the governor in order 5 



. . 
a to rescue hiln froni the problcni of the !Vest 'which hat1 ovcnvhclmetl 

. , - 
. him'. In defence of Aduwo, O~nosefunnli  and Akinlonu reveal the poli- ;I:::.' 0 tical intrigues that saw their subject out of power in a month. They 

i t ; , :  a 
i! ! ascribe the development to Obasanjo's intolerance, 'pre-rnctlitatctl 

double standard, undisguised prejudice and hostile attitude' towards 
:.{ 1 : 

:{: Aduwo, rather than the latter's incompetence. 

'\ 1. One tendency that is noticeable from the foregoing is that one  
\i account emerges a s  a counter-discourse to or as  a renegotiation (11 / j  j ; 

another. In this sense, one  can  speak of the genre as  a dialogic spacc. 
[, ; : 
4 ,.:; 

through which military rulers trade facts and interpretations of national 

history. 

As for the  subject matter,  t h e  works commonly present the central 

figure in association with people and  places, showing the influence of  

thc family and  the environment o n  the formation of his personality. 

They provide information about  genealogy, early childhood, educa- 

tional profile, entry into the military and attainment of  high profes- 

sional status, which the works are essentially out to  applaud. I3csitlcs, 

they articulate the views of tlie central personality on  historical events, 

his 'philosophy of life' and experience in public office. The perceived 

largeness of the subject sonietimes informs the attempt to dig into 

family origins, which in the manner  of rcndcring is almost synony- 

mous with his place of birth and/or ethnic affiliation. For example, 

Oluleye (2000) prcfaces his narration in thc first chapter (titled 'Hirtll 

in a Natural Fortress') of Architecturirzg a Destirly with an account o f  

his roots in Efon Alaaye, a town in the present Ekiti State. ~ini i lar ly,  

Olu Rajowa, the  Acting Administrator of the South Eastern State ant1 

one-time Director General of the Ministry of Defence under the rcgilnc 

of General Babangida, docun~en t s  his birth andupbringing as a Prince 

of lkalc in Ondo State. Spring of t!  Life:Ari Azrtohiogr~mphy is his first in 

a prol~osctl trilogv of  lifc nnrmtivc (flnjoivn 1992). T h e  151-pngc I~ool; 

also narrates his education anti expcricncc of lifc in Lagos as wcll a s  

his enlistment and  successful career in the N i~e r i an  Army, from which 

he retired with tlie rank of major-general i l l  980. 

Another common focus of the soldiers' narratives is thc subjects' 

strugglcs witli the forces of fate and the harsh realities of life. I'hcsc 

struggles arc attended by varying degrees of failure and  triumph. nut 

one picture that is comnion t o  these accounts is that of a man who, 

as Ken Saro-Wiwa puts it, 'literally lifted himself by his boot straps' 

'L. ;:. (1989: 2.5 I ) .  Thc subject usually riscs from a motlcst backgrountl ; r ~ l t l  

.r . . 5.: attains rcnlnrkablc success through 'liartl work' and 'divine intenc.11- 
-" . I 3; tion' a s  cxprcssed in the turn of destiny. I.lcrc, tlic reader cncot1nrt.r.. 

1 .::: 
I ;>: a seemingly Olympian figurc who cnjoys ;I l~lc;is;rnt reversal or ~ l t c  1 '!;,$ 
, y: Aristotelian 'reversal of fortune.'. U~ilikr 1111- Ircrtr in classical (irccl; 

1 , $: . tragedy. the  srlbjcct rises from rags t o  riclics, frotn alr inconscci~l(.ti- 
. . 
I '.:.? ti31 beginning to a lofty croft of powcr witli ;i~rcntlnnr infli~cncc. ; I I I ( I  
. . 
; , ,;: .A . wealth. Atluwo, for instance, is ~ ~ r e s c ~ l t c t l  ;IS ;I 'g;rll;rnt Naval Ofliccr. 
! I< 

; elevatcd from the drudgery of lifc as an inronscclurntid part 0 1 .  ~ l r r .  
i > ' L '  

I ?; rur;il ' ~uman i ty  of Ode-Aye' (Snro-\Yiwa 1989: 20) to I)cconic thc ( : l ~ i c l '  
-, ! ;; 

I :. of N;lval Staff. Similarly, Ejoor describes himself :IS tlic son of ;l I ) -UI .  , -., 

/ ji; Urliobo farmerltrader who could not pay Iris school fees ;is a chiltl. I I i \  
, 

i '1; ...- mother, a trader, financed the education of I)uvitl tlic boy and t h a ~  111'  
I I: 

! :; , his sisters. He had to  supple~iicnt  his niother's effort witli.proccx~tl\ 
, +',?. 
: L.5 I :,,. from Iinndicrafts. He was ii'ppointed Military Gover~ior of Midwcst(~l~t 
i .T' 

1 : .- ,, State and  Cliicf of  Staff, Nigerian Army, before his retirement. 

'I'lle genrc ~ ~ r o v i d c s  a platform for exposition and evalu;ltion I.rolt) 

within, of thc mi l i t ay  in national politics. As such, the reader c.olilc\ 

to a clearer nwarcncss of  factors tliat ensure the tlomination of politic-\ 

by military cul tr~rc (cvcn up to tlir present) as  wcll as the ethos arorllitl 

which success antl fitilurc in the ~iiilitnry profession arc structi~retl ;111(1 

facilitatctl. One o f  tlicsc is c t l i~~o-~eograpl i ica l  affiliation." 

In view of the intercstctl ~ n o t i \ ~ c  of the gcnrc and the involvcnlcrlt 

of tlic sr11)jcct in the 1)roccss of  production, objectivity is in l ic rc l~~l?  

problematic. 'I'llc task o f  lzlling the truth 'as it is' bccomcs artluou.. 

One fintls traits of  atlulatio~r, hero-worshipping antl self-tlcificntio~~. 

In l-'rit?cc of tile Niger, ;I R T , I - I ) ; I ~ ~ .  csposition o n  I3nbnngitla, liis rcpilr~(, 

and legacy, Amuta ( I Y ( ) Z )  sets (3111 to (listancc his worI< fro111 tliosc 0 1 '  
, .-~ 
, .. 

.: 'court I)iographcrs, sycol)llanls ;ltld fifth co~urrini:;(s'. 13111 his S I I C V I ' \ \  
, .. 
: . . . in this rcg;irtl is quite tloubtful i i o l ~ c  consitlcrs t l ~ c  lollo~\;ingnsserri~~i! 

. .-.. 7- % among others in thc book: "l'hc acts ofgood tlrat wcrc pcrfornied t111cIt.1. 

$$. his adniinistration [Rabangida~s] to the greater o a ~ n b c r  of Nigcri;~lli ;.*, -. 
~,th;. conipletely ovcnvlielni tlie isolated instances wllen evil may have bct.11 
*.i..,.. h..3.'. . - 
.>:$; *.-, enactcd by the state' (A~i i i~ ta  1992: 40). What Amuta produces is ; I I I  $ 
y -  ,, ,,, apologia for a leader who was already having it rough in power. \ l ! i r l ~  
.!,:?; , b* .. ~ z k ~ .  the econo~nic  hardship tliat attended the introduction of the Structu~.;tI 5 1 \V I $'<Adjustment Programme (SAI') as  rvcll as  with the intrigues, u n c r r  $ , $3. R 
->,%,'tainties, corruption a n d  equivocation that characterized Babangitl;]' w 
3 $+A& @;i$ 
,&,%i:'. 59 
.a- = 
,4<; . . . . 



o programme for 'Transition t o  Civil Rule'.Amuta's claim is suspect and +.; - .- .- 
-+? ': many analysts would be  wary of endorsing it.' ;*. .. .-.. .- , . 

0 $2. ., 
u .l'lle poilit can be corroborated by another illustration. 'rhe military .,.-. 
4 .4r 

(clt~to) biographies usually present stories of material success attained :F 
t h r o i ~ g h  hard work. Even when evidence from the public splicre points g; 
to mismanagement  or  nepotism by the individual while holding public .$$$ 
of'ficc, there is usually a dignified silence on such unpleasant details. ?g 

It" 

,\cts of arbitrariness and  violation of human rights aniong otlier 5 .$ ;: 
cxccsses are conveniently oniitted or appropriately te~iipered in the +< 

'L- 
narratives. For instance, Adisa in Loyal Comtnand defends tlie policy $ 

.it, 
ol'tlcnlolishing 'illegal structnres' under flyovers and within go metres !r 3 
o f  fc.tlcra1 highways in 1,agos while he was tlic ~ i n i s t c r  of \Yorks and ?$ ..-. 

X 
I lollsing. However, the autobiography refrains from explaining that in 2 .... 

e a r n i n g  out  the dcmolition, men of the Special ' h sk  Force under tlic t: 
~oltlicr-hlinister 's corn~nantl  tlestroyetl structures that wcre not undcr  j: 

all!. I~ridge,  including structures that wcre clearly 1)cyontl ;I rarigr of 
-, 

loo rilctres, using bi~l l~lozcrs  from the Ministry of \Yorks." 

In another  instance, since his demise on H June 1998, there have 

11~c-11 substantiated allegations of gross abusc of office and corrupt 
-3 

c ~ ~ r i c l i m c n t  against General Sani Abaclia during his tenure as  head ; 
'F 

(11' 5t;ltc between 1993 and  1998.' Ilionvbere (2001: 18) underscores $ . - 
tllc.sc allegations when he  describes Abacha as  belonging to the class $ 

-9 
~f. i ) ioodtl i i rs ty despots and  world renowned looters of tlieir respective !$ ." 
n;~tional treasuries'."' Nevertheless, the portrait of Abacha painted by # 

.ui 
?\dis;1 (1999: 102) in Loynl Comnrntld is strikingly more redeeming; .% 

.$i 
ri 

,\l,ncha remains, in my modest cstimation, the quintessence o f  fair- "i 

~~~indcc ;ncss  ant1 firn~ness; a true but an nndcrcstimntetl soltlicr not .$ 
,<ivcll to lies. ho pretcncc. tic t;~ughr ant1 I iml~il~ccl that il i.s.solrlic-riy '-:! 
ro lcll ioril slarrtl b)! llrc. trlillr. toplit (111 crirrls urr tllc rcible (1s n rrlciltcr cf <;. 
i,orro~tr and t,cver lo bc,rtl rlrc, r~ilcsjor vc.xtcd irrrrrcsr.~. [c~nphasis added) *% 

11 C:III be argued that tlir cissa~ilption ofofticc ln,r\l)rcha as :in o~iclccted $ 
I~catl of state on 17 Novcnlbcr 1~9.3, the acts of repression cxl~cricnced $ * 
untlcr his regime and tlic f:~ilctl transition programme that lie super- " 
i ~ ~ r c n d c d  all point to  'bending the rules for vested interests'. 

Keaders in search of truth ant1 objectivity have to look beyond sol- 

(lirrs' self-writing. Critics should riot just engage the text, but also tlie 

tvorld outside which the text seeks 'transparently' to rccount.Tliey have 

60 

to look lor information from othcr sources such as  books o n  politics 

and history, newspapers and  magazines, popular songs, cartoons;films, 

ficrion, drama. and theatre. One rending shoi~ ld  bc mediated by the 

csl~ericnce of other text(s). The submissions in each of the texts need 

to bc weighed against similar texts in the genre cis tvell as othcr means 

of life documentation. 

Conclusion 

At the moment, the list of  (auto) biograpllical discourses o f  military 

nlcn who have participated i l l  governance since the first coup o f  1966 

is growing. Many have beell writ(& and niariy more are likely to be 

~ ) r o t l ~ ~ c c d  in ordcr to meet what the officers and  their rnout1~picccs per- 

cfivc :is 'gaps' in Nigeria's extant narratives. Such self-represc~ll;~tions 

will be l~elpful if one  is to probe the  contours of s h e  collapse and 

i1utlloritarianisn1 among other  indices of the military years in gov- 

c.l.llalice. As s ~ ~ c l l ,  thcy tlescnrc Inore than passing attention or prc- 

~ n a t u r c  dismissal by scholtlrs. .l'his chapter has obscrvctl that thcsc 

lik-narratives, bring an  essential part of national Iiistoriogral)lly, ~lcctl 

10 I)e ~ ~ n d e r s t o o d  as a mcdiuni for rcncgotiutir~g I\'igcri;l~i history ant1 

l~olitics. They provide i~lsights into the coml~lcxity of power relations 

in Nigerian society and the tvoy they in\cllvc the military 1)rofession. 

'l'he information provided by this genre nlcly contri1)ute to all informed 

cvali~ation by critics. They allow the critics to confront the personnlities 

wlio have shaped and distorted tlie nation's histov. The texts arc, of 

course, replete with gaps, absences, silences and on~issions. As Belsey 

1 1980: 136) has rightly noted, 'tlic task of criticism, then, is to establish 

r l ~ c  unspoken in the text, to decentre i t  in order to prodrlcc a real 

I<no\vlcdge of  histor).'. Since the genre nlnnifcsts inter-textuality and 

c o i ~ ~ ~ ~ c r - ~ l a r r a t i o ~ l  tlirougli \\fhicll trut11 is co~~fig-ured nnd r c c o n f i ~ ~ r c d ,  

it [ex. . ~ I I I  supply tile missing strand in another  narrative. A tcxt should, 

therefore, not be treated in liernletic i d a t i o n  or  as a complete whole. 

I<:lther, i t  should be considered n l o n ~  tvitli otlier texts with wliicli it 

s l~c~ rc s  a generic boundary and with which it is in a dialogic rclntion- 

sllil). Writers and critics whose allegiance is to  the public and posterity 

s l~ould  carefully examine this class of (auto) biography. They should not 

only study it, but also contribute by adding their own understanding 

:111d interpretations. *rhcir contributions will go a long way in ensuring 

;I proper representation o f an  cra that has been hitherto portrayctl with 





& 
o ~ l q u i a n o ,  0. (1967) Equinr~o's Trnvels, cd. Paul Edwards. London: I icincmann.  ,?':.? - .- ...k9:: - ~;zccllukwu, U. (iyg7)Abachn: The Myth, the Maft. Abuja: Spntrik Mcdia Con- .$;.':! 

R+; al 
-0 

sult. :,:.:. . .+ . , I  
1:;1wolc, A. \V. (1001) '1.11~ Nigcrian Military ant1 I'rospccts for 1)crnocratic 

% , ;v. -. , 

~ u l c ' ,  in W. A. Fa\volc Led.), Beyond rlre Tranrition to Civil Rule: Coftrolidn~ $i 
ling uerrrocracy i r r  Post-Militnr?, Nigeria. Lagos: Am krll I3ooks. . . 

I ,, 
~ - .- . *$.. 

c;ccscy, P. (1997) 'Why African Autobiography', Research it1 African I,itcrarures, *,- 

Vol. 28, no. 2. 
$2 
.*z 
<$? 

~l lonvbcrc ,  J. (1996) 'A Radical Vicv of Nigeria's I'olitical Dcvclopmcnt', in ,g+% 0. Oyediran, (ed.), Goverfrance and  Dcvelopn~errl in Nigeria: Essnys in Honouri&;, 
',I%': 

of I'rofessor Billv J. Dudley. lbadnn: Oyediran Consult. 72: 
.a; 
':- I (zoo11 'Constitutionalis~tl in Africa: 'l'hc Issues, Chnllcngcs and  Ol)[)or- 

[unities -A Kcynuc  ttddrcss', in S. J c j e d e  ct al. (eds), S m t r  Rc7ofirtr11ction I, I 
... 

in West Africa. Lagos: CIIHR. ? 
I kc, C. (1976) Strf~set rrt 1)flwfr:A Novel nborrt Nir!fro. Glasgo\v: l~ontnnn/(:oIlins. .I. 
Iy;lgi, I:. (1986) f1cror.c. I.ondo11: I.onglnan. %. . 

~cni i l )cwon.  I). hf. (199o)A (:or~rI~ntrrrrt if, (;ovc.rtrt~~r~lt. Ibntlnn: tlcincm;lnn. 

\I:lndcla, N. ( 1995) I , O I I ~  Ii'rrlk t o  i.'ri~cr/or~r. I.ontlon: ,\b:lc.us. 

\lillcr, h1. F. (1997) 'hly hlothcrslMy Selves: ( l<c) I<catling ;I .l'r;~dirion of \f'cst 
African \Vorncn's Autobiograph) ', Itcsrrrrclr i ~ r  ,lJi-icn~r I,ilcvrtrtrrrc~s, \ b l .  28, 

110. 2. 

\lowah. F. U. ( 1995) Entifrg /)y t h e  Flesh. I bntl;lll: Krnft liooks. 

Sildcl, I. B. (1984) Niograplty: Ficlior~. i.'(rct rrfrd I:orf?r. Nc\v York: St Martin's 
I'ress. i ;;. 

Nin:~lowo, A. (1996) Thr Vtrcnsljor I)rrrrocrcrli?flliorrt h.li/ilnqi )roverncrrrcc nfrd 
'I'rrrdr Uf~iof~isfrr. 1,ngos: Fricdrich Ebcrt I.'oundation. 

()l):lsalijo, 0. ( 1980) hi.v Cmfrrn~rd:  ,411 Accoro~r ojthc,Vigeria~l Civil IVnr 
it 
.Y!. . . .: . 1967-70. II):I~:III: I i c i t ~ c ~ ~ i ; ~ n n .  .. c ~ 

-. r 
,..I 

- ( 1gH7) N;copcrrr. Ib;~tlnn: Sl)cclrulr~ Ilooks. . >- 
)-. 

- [ cyyo) No! h!ji It'ill. I.;lgos: I lcinc1n;lnll . 
. '- 
If: 

Ofcimun, 0. ( I ~ S O )  'I'lrc. IJoc*l I.ic.tl nfrrl O(lrcnr IJorr~r.s. I.;~gos: Ul)tl:~lc Commrlni- :,$ 
d. 

cations. ..- ..- ,. .. 
;A 

o ~ I ) c n ~ ~ ~ d i : ~ .  S. 0. ( I I ) \'c.or.x ~ ~ J ~ : I ~ t r / l ( ~ r ~ ~ y r ~ .  II):I(I:III: tIcincn~:rnn. a;? 

..,: 
;.I 

Olulcyc. J.  (zooo) ,Irclri~c~c~!rrrirr~~i I)c..xtifr)>: ,\?I ,l~r!ol~ii~grcrpl~!.. Ibadan: Spcctrunl -;+ 
Iiooks. $ 

;,, 

O ~ ~ i o s v f i ~ ~ ~ n ~ i ,  1:. :111(l 1:. , \kinIont~ [ I<)();) .{(I IJtryx if1 l ~ u ~ u c r ,  4 Yrrrr.~ ifr (:or11111nrrd: (:.: 
.;g; 
c: i 7'1rcStory (~ f \~ ic . r - , l t / ~ f r i ro /~ lk i r r  Arlrrn~o. I.;~gos: Atlvcnt (:orlimunicatio11s. ,, 
- t r  

~ s u r l t l ; ~ r c ,  ti.  yo) lV~rilifrg!.trr~glrlcrs. l.;~:;os: M : ~ l t h o ~ ~ s c  l'rcss. in. 

IJ;ldcn, J.  (1yS01 ,llr~~r(rdrr Wrllo. Snrdntrr~rr r,/SoPoto: Vrrlirc*s ct~rdl.cadrrslrip in 
Nipricr. Znri;~: I lildnhutl;~. -8 3.. 

Kitji, I(. (zoo I )  'hlnlctliclion for ;I M;~sinluln Kulcr', in Lb'chs o,/Ker~~o~rbrrrrrce. .g 
Ibatlnn: Kr;tft I%ooks. ;& 

-,,-> 

64 @ :q. * & 

s:lnd:l I\. 0.. ct a\. (eds) (1987) Tlte Inrllnrr ofhfililr~ry R~rlc orr Nigcrin's Adrrrirris- 
rrntion. Ile Ifc: Faculty of Adlninistration, University of lie. 

~ : ~ r o - W i w n ,  K. (1989) On n Dnrkli~rgl'lai~r:,ln Account of the Nigerian Civil \\'or. 

I'ort t4;lrcourt: Saros Intcrn;ltion;~l. 

SI;inncr, N. ( i g 8 o ) A n A n l h o l o ~  ofllausa Liternfrrrc ifr Trrifr.slnlion. h r i u :  
Nortllcrn Nigcrian Publishins (:(I. 

holi~rin,  T. (1987) To hforhcr I U ~ I / I  Lovc:,lrr Expcrinlcrlt irr /Irrtohiogrnplry. Il);ld;lrl: 
Iioard Publication. 

Soyillka, W. (1967) Kongi's Horvesr. . , ~lldon:  Oxford University Ipress. 

( 198 1 )  Ake: The Years ofChildhood. Ibadan: Spectrum Ilooks. 

( 1984)A Play of Cinnts. 1,ondori: blcthuen. 

( I 988) SixPlnj~s. Ib;tdnn: Spectrum Ilooks. 

( 1989) 1snra:A Voyn$e/trorr~rd Essaj~. 1l)adan: 1:orlrlrain I'ubliciltiol~s. 

I 994) Ihndof~: 7'hr I'er~krlc~r~rc~s \'rnrs. A ,rfc.rtloir: I 946- I 96.7. I batliln: Spec- 
I ruin l3ooks. 

( I 995) Thr Bentijcatio~r o f ~ r c n  floy:A L o ~ o s i o ~ r  h'nlcitiosc-crpc.. Il);~tl;~n: 
Sl)cctrum Rooks. 

( I 096) Opcfr Sorr of rr Cotr!i~rc~~rr::\ 1'cr.sotrnl rVrrrrn!i~~c, t!/'!lrc. :'r'ig8riofr (:riscps. 
(Isford: Oxfortl University I1rcss. 

\l:lrol)inski, J .  (1971) 'l'hc Style of ~\utol) io~r; l l ihy ' .  in S. (:li;lt~li;ln (cd.) ,  I.ir('~- 
irf?r S!ylc:,t Syfrrpozirirrr. I.ontlon: Oxford l lnivcrsi t~ I'rcss. 

\ \ o o d s ,  I). (1978) I<iko. l , o ~ i c l o ~ ~ :  I ' c n g ~ ~ i l ~  l<ooks. 




