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Introduction 
he Niger Delta region has suffered excruciating pains from 

environmental degradation occasioned by government and 

multinationals over years, despite its enormous contribution 

to the economic prosperity of the nation, over 80% of the national 

revenue comes from sale of oil produced in the region, yet the paltry 

sum equivalent to 13% of revenue accrues to the oil bearing states 

(Oronto, 1998). This amount falls short of the developmental needs 

of the region. The global outcry of ecological degradation by human 

beings has been an emerging thematic focus in the creative oeuvres 

of writers and eco-critics in the literary domain as regards the 

degraded Niger Delta region of Nigeria and its consequent activism 

amongst her people. No doubt the Niger Delta is a region that has 

suffered gross neglect and devastation by oil companies who have 

continued to degrade the environment through oil spills and pollution 

which has poisoned the ecosystem. This has serious implications on 

the socioeconomic and political life of the people of the Niger Delta. 

The implications include exploitation, poverty, violence and 

insecurity, instability and hosts of others.   
Environmental degradation is viewed in the context of high rate of oil 

exploration and other human activities in the oil rich Niger Delta 

without regard for the health and welfare of the inhabitants, including 

colossal damage to the flora and fauna. Beside poverty and 

deprivation, environmental abuse and degradation are the greatest 

threat to the survival of the people in the oil bearing region (Sagay, 

2005). Oil spillage, erosion and leakage from oil pipelines, gas flaring, 

flood erosion and salt water incursion have taken their ugly toll on the  
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social and economic lives of the people of the region. It is important to state that in all these 

environmental hazards women, children and youth are mostly affected. Women and youth in the 

Niger Delta are the most vulnerable and also primary victims of the crisis in the region; they are 

unsecured and they lack confidence in the State’s governmental power, lack trust in themselves 

and others. The 1999 constitution specifically states in chapter 12, section 14(20) (Fundamental 

objectives and Directive Principles of State Policy) that: “The security and welfare of the people 

shall be the primary purpose of government”.  

 

Methodology 

The study adopts ecocriticism theory and content analysis approach in exploring the place of oil 

in Nigerian fiction. The data for this research is Christie Watson’s Tiny Sunbirds, Far Away. Every 

chapter of the text that touches on issues surrounding the impact of environmental degradation 

will be examined. The study will also use materials from articles, periodicals, literary texts, and 

internet sources relevant for this research will be consulted for review of literature. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This research paper is based on ecocriticism as its theoretical framework. In exploring the 

development of Ecocriticism, David Carter (cited by Olughu) submits that:  

In America, the concept of ecocriticism can be traced back at least, as far as an essay by William 

Rueckert in 1978, called “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism”. The concept lay 

dormant for some time until Cheryll Burgess Glotfelty reawakened interest in the project by 

publishing a survey of the field which she edited with Harold Fromm under the title The 

Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology in 1996 (138-139). 

Ecocriticism is therefore concerned with the relationship between literature and environment or 

how man’s relationships with his physical environment are mirrored in literature (Roa, 46 cited by 

Ikechi). It is also an umbrella term used to refer to the environmentally oriented study of literature 

and the art, and the theories that underlie such critical practice. It is a new critical method 

due to activities of the oil companies operating in the region. The paper also examines the 

modus operandi of both women and youth in their effort to register their grievances on their 

plight: their frustrations, disappointment and hopelessness and the outcome of such effort. 

This study adopts ecocriticism as its theoretical framework. Based on the findings of this 

research, it is evident that the unguided oil exploration activities by multinational oil companies 

as well as self-induced actions among characters spell doom on the environment as both living 

and non-living things become negatively affected in all ramifications. It is worthy of note that 

the author, has succeeded in using  the text under study as channel of creating global 

awareness towards promoting environmental conservation and various means of entrenching 

peace in the fictional devastated Niger Delta environment. 
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available to critics to analyse literature. It deals with the ecological problems like pollution, global 

warming, climate change, deforestation, species extinction and other ecological exploitation ns. 

The word ‘eco’ comes from the Greek root word ‘oikyos’ which etymologically means household 

or earth and ‘logy’ from ‘logos’ means logical discourse. According to Joseph Wood Krutch, 

Thoreau’s work is not about plants or animals or birds; it is about his relation to them; one may 

almost say about ‘himself in connection with nature. Ecology has two shades, the shallow, and 

the deep ecology. Shallow ecology is essentially anthropocentric, which believes that the whole 

purpose of nature is to serve mankind and humans are the masters of nature; man being the only 

literary creature thinks himself superior over the others. It also advocates systematic usages of 

natural resources like coal, gas, forests, oil, etc. for a sustainable future. But deep ecology 

challenges this conservation mode and advocates preservation of nature to keep it in its original 

form without any interference of man, as nature has its own right to survive. All organisms on this 

earth have their own intrinsic values and no one is the master of anybody. This realization will give 

equal rights to every organism maintaining a balance in the eco-system. Based on this argument, 

one would say the real cause of ecological degradation lies in the hand of shallow ecological users. 

 

Environmental Degradation in Tiny Sunbirds Far, Away 

Christie Watson’s Tiny Sunbirds Far, Away is an interesting text that exposes the nuances of 

degradation and its catastrophic effects on places and characters which results to various forms 

of protest among the local people of oil producing communities especially by youths and women 

who are mostly affected by the menace of oil exploration. The first exposure of ecological 

degradation and its grave impact on places and characters in the novel is made manifest on the 

eve of the planned return of Blessing and Ezikiel alongside Mama after their father left them for 

another woman whom he impregnated out of wedlock. The harsh condition that follows this 

divorce makes the trio to migrate from the luxurious city of Lagos to their maternal grandparents’ 

house in a small village near Warri. At Warri the three characters are forced to live a different and 

hard life presented to them by the environment. There is no electricity or generator, no good 

road, no water, and not even a safe environment which is different from life at Allen Avenue, the 

characters must adapt to Warri’s life style.  

Blessing realizes the effect of environmental pollution especially on women when she started 

following her grandmother to attend to birth in the local community, from what she discovered 

she told her brother Ezikiel who was able to speak up on the effects of the environmental 

pollution in the meeting held in Alhaji’s compound thus: 

Give us respiratory diseases, cancers, makes our women suffer miscarriage, and make our children 

deformed! Some of the stories I hear from my own sister, who is an Assistant Birth Attendant, 

prove that the air is poisoning our women (188). 

From the excerpt above one would discover that the fate of women in such environment is one 

that is disastrous especially in a situation where the oil company bribes the government and some 

of the community elders to allow them burn poisonous gases and destroy the local environment 

thereon women and children becomes mostly the victims in such circumstances. The adverse 

impact of pollution of the environment by oil exploration activities is very colossal as regards the 

health status of the Niger Delta people. There is much record of death in the region owing to the 

pollution of the air through gas flaring. This is because the evaporating burning gas exposes the 
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people to disease that are life-threatening in nature. Grandma says, “funerals are very big 

business these days. All this warring and disease. All these poisons from the oil companies” (82). 

It is the negligence of the oil companies in ensuring safety of the environment while carrying out 

their oil exploration activities that lead to the deterioration of the air and possible numerous 

deaths among members of the oil producing communities. This negligence is evident as Blessing 

observes, “the smell of diesel was so thick that I could taste it. A pipeline fire lit up the sky; it was 

as if the sun had risen at midnight. Tiny bits of black ash on my hair, and made me cough” (86). 

The destruction of environment due to oil exploration women face extreme difficulties especially 

in relation to agriculture. Majority of the women in Niger Delta are involved in one agricultural 

activity or the other. The role of women in their contribution to the wellbeing of the family cannot 

be over emphasized. In the Niger Delta majority of the women are the bread winners; they engage 

in farming, fishing and petty trading. Activities of oil companies have render the land 

unproductive for any meaningful farming activity. Fishing is one of the major source of livelihood 

for the local people in the community unfortunately the rivers are contaminated as Blessing 

accounts for this pitiable condition of the environment thus:   

The water of the Delta is the blood of Nigeria. Grandma led through twisted red trees and scratchy 

bushes until we came to the riverbank and I felt the ground underneath my slippers soften and 

cool, as though I suddenly had my own slippers back. ‘But we must not drink this. Only on 

emergencies. The tap water is cleaner. But this water is full of oil, and salt, so only for washing 

clothes and bodies. Not for drinking.’… The water was dark, dark, dark. It looked like thick mud. 

Swirly patterns coloured the top. I could not see the reflection of the strange twisted trees (20-

21). 

This exposure by Blessing shows a total pollution of the river in the Niger Delta region based on 

the effect of oil spillage. However, oil as expressed by Grandma serves the basic natural resources 

which boost the economic development of Nigeria. It can be deduced from this end that the 

exploration of the oil in the region is seen as the only means of survival of Nigeria which amounts 

to the presence of the foreign oil companies to assist in achieving financial fulfillment which 

results to the degradation of the Niger Delta environment. Thus, the continuous and unhealthy 

activities of the Western Oil Company which leads to the pollution of river also brings about 

dangerous pattern of existence among the people in the region including fishes and other aquatic 

organisms which are being decimated. In extreme cases, the people cannot depend on such water 

for drinking. This brings about lack of utilization of essential needs of man in the region which 

water is part of. The local dwellers keep suffering as their means of survival as fishermen and 

women is adversely affected by the unguided oil exploration activities of the oil companies. 

 

Women’s Resistance in the face of Environmental Pollution 

In African subsistence economies, women are more vulnerable than men to social and economic 

dislocations occasioned by capitalist encroachments and globalization. This has been exemplified 

by one of the earliest women’s uprisings against colonial capitalism. The first was the 1929 Aba 

Women’s struggle against corrupt and exploitative colonial tax regime (Afigbo: 1972 cited by 

Gandu) 

In the ensuing gender impacts of environmental degradation, men are more likely to migrate and 

women are left behind with burden of food production for the survival of family members. This 
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suggests that the impact of environmental change is greater on women. The impact on women 

can be better understood at two levels. At the first level, it leads to increase in the amount of time 

women put in carrying out domestic tasks. Secondly, it means an additional health burden and 

consequences on women. This is because as women struggle very hard to meet the challenges of 

additional tasks; they compromise their personal health and that of their children. Given that in 

most subsistence societies women are usually in charge of the sick, the family health functions 

also takes its toll on women’s time.  

The women’s protest took place in the context of lasting social unrest in Niger Delta region. Over 

forty years of oil exploration in the area have coincided with the degradation of the environment, 

and there has been little improvement in social services or employment. By most accounts there 

has been a dramatic increase in poverty indices and there is a perceptible level of dissatisfaction 

within the communities, which continues to grow. 

In view of the foregoing, Watson in the spirit of activism equally presents women and their role 

in the vanguard of fighting against the atrocities of the Western Oil Company and military 

government in the Niger Delta region. The women having organized themselves see the need to 

ensure peace and safe environment in the Delta region and stand firmly towards its actualization. 

They organized nude protest to expose the extent of their concerns on the exploitative activities 

and degradation being unleashed on their environment and the local people by the oil companies 

in their different communities. The narrator accounts thus: 

There was nothing more powerful than a naked woman,’ Grandma said. ‘Nothing in the world.’ 

The press arrived shortly afterwards to find hundreds of naked women. One press van nearly 

crashed into the security office. The cameras started flashing; it became impossible to see. The 

sun burned my naked skin. At first I held my arms over my chest and my private parts. There were 

young men in front of us. But soon, I removed my hands. I was swimming in a sea of women (263) 

The nude protest by the women indeed is very significant in the fight against injustice, 

deprivations and destruction of the environment due to oil exploration activities. The women 

being the major victims of environmental degradation also lend their voice in condemning the 

government and oil companies for their exploitative activities. The women take their time to 

articulate their grievances in the circumstances in which they find themselves. Speaker after 

speaker the major environmental issues confronting the region were highlighted; this can be seen 

in the following report by the narrator:  

[according to Grandma] …And that is the fault of the Western Oil Company… We are sick of the 

failed promises. Sick of sickness. Sick of our environment filled with pollution and our rivers filled 

with oil spills. Sick of guns. Sick of no electricity. Sick of our government putting billions of pounds 

in their own pockets. We are sick of the oil companies giving these men money, knowing it will 

not go to the people. We are sick of white men shipped in to do the jobs local men could do if 

they had the chance. If the government and the oil companies gave local people what is theirs by 

birth then this kidnap would not have happened. No Kidnaps would happen (263). 

The above excerpt exposes the very basic challenges evident in the Niger Delta region which 

revolves around the presence of the oil companies and their exploitative dispositions. There is no 

gainsaying the fact that the oil exploration activities breed utter pollution of the environment 

which negatively affects both living and non-living things. The host communities are thrown into 

a chaotic condition due to serious acrimony and fighting which is orchestrated by the oil 
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companies in collaboration with the military government in fostering confusion and 

disintegration among the people which aids the smooth progress of their oil exploration 

activities. Remarkably, Watson presents women as one of the strong bodies that can agitate 

through their nude protest for the expectations of the host communities. However, it is through 

the said nude protest for the expression that brings to limelight the issues of environmental 

degradation, lack of social amenities, internal war and unemployment that emanate from the 

negligence of the Western Oil Company in fostering their own selfish gain in the region.  

 

Youth Restiveness and Its implications 

The youths constitute a large percentage of the Nigerian population. A few of them appear to 

have access to formal education while the larger majority do not seem to have access to formal 

education nor opportunity to benefit from non-formal/vocational education and therefore do not 

possess skills necessary to guarantee their upkeep (Oromareghake, 2013).  

Youth restiveness, one of the many-sided effects of the seemingly unending Niger Delta crisis, 

relates to matters of agitation by the youths over issues of deprivation, neglect, marginalization, 

and feeling of dissatisfaction. The engagement by youths in agitation for the restoration of their 

rights and dignity or self-seeking and criminal activities, that can either be constructive (positive) 

or destructive (negative), is undoubtedly a hydra-headed socio-economic problem in Nigeria’ 

Niger Delta. The root cause of the youth restiveness in the region is the broad spectrum of laws 

that have both colonial inspiration and feudal inclination and the accompanying actions of the 

Nigerian state on the country’s oil industry and the age-long regimes of environmental 

degradation due the mindless operational threats arising from the exploration and production 

activities of the oil conglomerates.  

In Tiny Sunbirds, Far Away, Watson clearly shows the impact of ecological degradation on the 

innocence and vulnerability of the youths in the environment. They engage in all manner of 

unethical living owing to the degradation of their environment which ignites aggressiveness in 

their mode of existence. Ezikiel represent the youth of the Niger Delta, Watson uses to highlight 

how the Western Oil Company through the help of the government exploit the poor masses, their 

lands, their jobs and also their women. There is a deep feeling of anger and resentment 

particularly on the young and upcoming generation.  

As a reactionary measure, the youth in the Niger Delta region like the women also organize 

themselves into militant groups, each group claiming to be fighting for the interest of the people 

of the oil rich region. One of such groups is known as ‘The Sibeye Boys’. This is a militant group of 

boys measured within Ezikiel’s age grades who uses violence against the oil company in demand 

for environmental justice. The context of situation that led Ezikiel to joining the local militant 

group represent the situation they are faced with and their fight for equity to matters concerning 

the environment with the believe that justice on the environment determines the future of 

everybody in the community. The oil exploration and exploitation in the local community 

becomes noticeable when pollution in the environment becomes unbearable thereby causing 

death, poverty, disease, deformation of children and formation of militant groups who 

perpetuate violence in the cause of fighting for justice. Only the wealthy and privileged ones can 

survive these crises, women and vulnerable children become victims at this point. 
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The destruction on the environment caused by oil exploration by the oil companies lure the youth 

into violence by forming different militant groups as a way of stepping in into their environmental 

matters to intervene, though some of the groups were sponsored by politicians like the Sibeye 

Boys (186) in contrast to the real Freedom Fighters of the Izon nation (FFIN). The violence of these 

different groups together with the disruptions cause by the Western Oil Company results to 

environmental destruction which placed the environment and its inhabitants at a very high risk. 

The land, air and waters become polluted affecting women and children at most. In trying to 

undermine the progress of the Western Oil Company, these militant groups according to Grandma 

kidnap the oil operatives and demands heavy ransoms for their release. Although their actions 

are illicit but the actual interest is to upstage the white exploiters who have done more harm to 

their environment and sources of livelihood. In their attempt to put an end to the exploitation 

and degradation of their environment these boys whose modus operandi become a threat to the 

people in the oil producing communities. Their unprofessional conducts give rise to total 

breakdown of law and order. The narrator captures the mayhem thus: 

A group of boys drove past in an army vehicle, weaving rifles in the air. They wore e berets at 

identical slants on their heads…they fired more shots into the sky. They were not laughing, or 

drinking, instead they looked all around the roadside, their heads moving in the same direction at 

the same time… they are not good boys,’ said Grandma. Taking hostages and money. All they 

care about is money. They are stupid boys (110-111). 

The above excerpt shows the level of insecurity in the Niger Delta setting of the novel. This is 

predicated on the impoverishment that greeted the region and her people due to unabated 

degradation and exploitation in the environment.  

Grandma reveals the dreadful nature of the oil company in suppressing any form of agitation 

among the affected local people. The Western Oil Company has a personal violent group which 

works on their whims and caprices in killing the Niger Delta people in their deviance against their 

operations in the region. Boneboy among other little boys are victims of the unfortunate killings 

and arson on the people who raise voice against the pollution in the environment by the oil 

company. This shows the callousness on the side of the Western Oil Company whose interest is 

to get rid of the people and keep exploiting them and the environment.  

For instance, Ezikiel’s sense of innocence is affected likewise his environment. Before their 

family’s relocation and final settlement on the Niger Delta region, he expresses his fear of the 

utter pollution and violence emanating from the oil producing communities which was 

disregarded by Mama. Ezikiel faces self-degradation from the circumstances which the Western 

Oil Company and government placed the Niger Delta region into. He is a victim of misfortune 

owing to miserable environmental degradation which dampens his dream of becoming a medical 

doctor. He supports the ideology of the Sibeye Boys and joins the gang in the struggle in 

reclaiming their land from the shackles of exploitation and degradation by the oil companies and 

military government. The boys do not only engage in kidnapping the foreign oil operatives, they 

also break oil pipelines as a form of displaying their grievances against the Western Oil Company. 

It is on this violent activity of breaking pipelines that claim the life of Ezikiel and other young 

members of the group. 
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Conclusion 

Based on the above analysis, it is imperative to state that environmental degradation of both 

places and characters is primarily induced by oil exploration activities of multinational oil 

companies alongside human activities by the people in the local communities. The impact of 

environmental degradation especially on women and youth in the Niger Delta has grievous 

implications. The women folk are mostly affected by environmental hazards occasioned by oil 

exploration and exploitation. The women are left with the burden of shouldering enormous 

responsibility of taking care of the children and the youth who in most cases are unemployed. The 

youth on their own part engage in militant activities in an attempt to express their anger owing 

to oil exploration in the Niger Delta. The youth become target of the military and the oil 

companies in suppressing them from protesting against environmental injustice. It is quite 

obvious as exemplified above that the communities in the Niger Delta region have become the 

recipient of environmental degradation. Government failure to implement appropriate policies to 

ameliorate the devastated region has exacerbated the phenomenon. Therefore a comprehensive 

or holistic approach is necessary to address the social and economic predicaments of the people 

living in the Niger Delta region. 
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