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This paper takes an investigative look at contemporary literature in developing nations.

The culture/imperative, historical background Socio-economic and political realities of 

developing nations are identified and analyzed asthey constitute materials for Ifeoma 

Chinwuba,s Waiting For Maria a Nigerian novel which capture the chilling tale of 

harrowing existential conditions of prisoners in a maximum security detention facility as 

a microcosm of the experiences of most developing nations. The sociological approach 

which studies a work of art in the content of its social determinant is employed in this 

research. The study explores issues of immorality, injustice, corruption, bad governance, 

among others to present a picture of the reality of most developing nations. The Paper 

explores these realities as basic components Ifeoma Chinwuba has presented with a view 

to correcting as well as exposing same through the instrumentality of her novel.. 
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It was Amos Tutuola who did for modern Nigerian fiction what Geofferey 

Chauffer did for early English literature when he published the palm wine drinkard in 

1953. Nigerian fiction has undergone series of evolutions, and developments. Literature 

in Nigeria has developed through the first generation with titles such as Achebe's things 

falls Apart and other first generation writers as T.M Aluko, Cyprian Ekwensi, Wole 

Soyinka Elechi Amadi among others. The second generation writers were diametrically 

opposed to the first, though the tone of protest was more or less sustained. The social 

function of fiction become more Pronounced in such writer as Festus Iyayi, Kole 

Omotaso, Isidore okpewho among others. There is also a third generation of Nigeria 

writers, where Ifeoma chinwuba belongs. This generation include writers,of "today" some 

of whom have not attained full maturity. 

This third generation writers are influenced by the contemporary issues of their time. In 

the light of the foregoing, it becomes evident that varied impulses of contemporary 

Nigerian fiction are largely determined by the prevailing literary circumstance as well as 

the actions and reaction of these array of writer as they strife to reflect reality based on 

their various prevailing literary circumstance. Thus, the Nigerian novel evolutionary 

development has been more or less a reflex of the socio-political, economic, religious and 

literary condition and experiences of their time. 

Contemporary writing in the Nigeria novel is largely dependent on the political 

realities of the Nigerian state, Killam says that: 

The writer in our society should be able think of this things and 

bring them out in a form that is dramatic and memorable. Above all, 

he has responsibility to avoid shoddiness in his own work. This is 

very important today when publishers will issue any trash that comes 

out of Africa Literature (12).
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In view of the above therefore, the writer has a responsibility of not just presenting 

facts, but doing so bearing in mind the moral justification they posses. Adequate 

knowledge about the culture of the Nigerian society puts the writer in a better position in 

presenting these facts Dolgov says: "Naturally the study of culture and its correlative with 

society can be approached from various points of view, historically, sociological, 

structural, artistic and so on, and each of these aspect is valid" (12) 

More often than not, politicians and the general political class in societies tend 

to ignore the historical role of committed literature to the project of Nation designing. 

Nigerian literature and its producers have always found their destinies and the informing 

vision of their creativity, bound to the sociopolitical experiences and realities of the 

Society which their literature both reflects and refracts. Olu Obafemi reaffirms that: 

The building of literature and the building of a nation have a mutually 

inclusive project even when politicians pretend that it is otherwise and that 

they have a monopoly of national reconstruction vision and 

wisdom.....Cultural activities, including literature and theatre, have been 

found as Inviolable instruments of political structure of political struggle 

for independence (24). 

The creative writer is therefore, a crusader who is not just a passive observer but who 

helps in shaping the vision that directs the society. 

The sociological approach to the criticism of literature studies a work of art in the 

context of its social determinants. These may be political, religious, cultural and 

Volume II, Issue IV, August  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 4



otherwise. This approach is based on the belief that literature is not created in a vacuum, 

it emanates from a society and is influenced by the society. 

The social conditions surrounding the production of a text are considered to 

be of paramount important in the sociological approach to literary 

criticism.the role of writer, according to this approach, is to promote the 

culture of his people, project a moral vision for the society, and fight for 

social and economic change where the need arises. It also prescribe that the 

artist should interpret society in a way that would show its historical 

movement and social dynamics (Shija 14). 

In the sociological approach to the criticism of literature, art for arts sake is 

strongly discouraged, the critics of this school hold that a writer's work must be relevant 

to the needs of the society. This is state clearly upheld by a prominent critic of this school

Okello. 

The exhausted, starved labourer needs more from die creative writer 

than the pries of Romeo to die supposedly tender ears of Juliet. The 

mother whose children have been scorched by napalm bombs 

demands a cry against murder and war from die artist and not 

fantasies on die silence beyond tropical siestas (qtd. in Jones 28).  

As stated earlier,there is no interpretative practice without theory. The Marxist and 

Feminist theories are two theories that often form the framework for the sociological 

criticism of literature. The Marxist theory has its origin in Karl Marx's Das Kapital which 

he wrote with the help of his collaborator, Frederick Engels.The Marxist theory, in line- 

with the sociological school, recognizes that a literary work is an emanation from a

society and is influenced by its values and power structure. Thus, for one to understand 

literature, one would have to understand the values and social structures of the society in 
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which it is created. In Africa, the application of the Marxist theory in the criticism of 

literature began with the publication of Sembene Ousmane's God's Bits of Wood. Ngugi 

Wa Thiong  Petals of Blood aid Festus Iyayi's Violence, all of which depict the plight of 

the masses in contemporary Africa (Asoo 10). Because these works are unmistakably 

Marxist in nature, such critics as Olu Obafemi, Udenta Udenta, and jenii Osolisan among 

others have resorted to studying them with a Marxist agendum. They emphasized the 

social relevance of the writer, the accessibility of the text to the masses and the historical 

correctness of the books in their criticism. Feminism, another theory employed by the 

sociological method in the criticism of literature, is a social theory which is based on the 

belief that society is structured in such a way that women are constantly exploited by 

men. It, therefore, aims to destroy dissocial structures that perpetrate such 

exploitation/and secure equal rights, privileges, and obligations for both men and women.  

The first literary work that clearly expressed the ideals of feminism are Mary 

Wollstonephu  A Vindication of the Rights of Women written in 1792. In this work, she 

condemned shallow novelists who she felt knew nothing about human nature and told  

tales in an ovetly sentimental style. She discouraged women from reading such works for 

fear that it would further hinder the development of their minds as they were already 

poorly educated (Heniadi 2). 

In this work, Marx criticizes the capitalist economic system in which the elites 

exploit the working class and predicts the eventual collapse of the unfair system 

(Carpenter 3)The sociological method of literary criticism emphasizes the social 

responsibility of the writer, the social contexts and determinants of his work, and the 

level of accuracy with which he traces history and reflects current events. Prominent 

sociological Critics include Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Okello Oculi, Olu 

Obafemi, Udenta Udenta,and Adrian Roscoe.  

Waiting for Maria 
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The sociological writer analysis a novel from a contemporary context bearing in 

mind the social relevance of the issues examined. This is the kind of picture we have in 

Ifeoma Chinwuba's Waiting for Maria in which the chilling tale of harrowing existential 

conditions of female prisoners in a maximum security detention facility is effectively 

mobilized to recount the socio-political realities of present day Nigeria. 

Waiting for Maria± Chinwuba's third novel is set in a prison. This, of course, is 

deliberate, with this kind of setting; Chinwuba's intends to talk rather about the entire 

society - present day Nigeria. The prison in which the inmates find themselves is 

dilapidated and congested one. A photographic description from the early pages of the 

novel. Provides the best illumination into this dilapidation and congestion. 

Freeman Fort squatted in the middle of a large enclosure like a monster, ready to 

pounce. The walls were discolored by age and were haggard-looking. Holes 

peered at you from between mud bricks eaten away by the elements. A clustered

gutter, probably a moat snaked round the miserable facility ... Freeman Fort 

houses over five hundred inmates ... its intended capacity of one hundred had been 

exceeded five times over [2]. 

From this point onwards, Chinwuba continues with her graphic description of 

decrepit windows; crumbling corridors and passages' as well as the 'small quantity of 

watery or rubbery substance' whose rations are served to the inmates to bribe their

rumbling stomach into silence [3]. Short of all doubts, the physical decay of the prison 

environment is suggestive of, and is actually linked to the moral decay in the society 

itself. Thus, what happens in the prison is a parable of what happens in the country as a 

whole. Chinwuba is unsparingly honest about the crimes of her prison inmates as each 

woman is sympathetically, but inexorably, cross examined by her dozen cell mates. In 

many cases, though, the criminal is also a victim. Dona Jacobs words offer an illustrating 

corroboration of the foretasted. 
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Ms. Chinwuba sets her book in the fictional Freeman Fort prison and wrote 

it, she says.... With characteristic diplomatic understatement in the 

'naturalist school.' It says things the way they are. I think, for the women on 

death row, they are [though of] like the scum of the Earth [1]. 

As the women on death row in Freeman Fort - Wunmi, Tawa, Susanna, Olori, 

Mudi, Bridget, and others, take their turn each to present their cases at the Freeman Fort 

solidarity club sessions presided over by Intell'e, a lot of significant statements are made 

about the inherent contradictions within the Nigeria state. Such statements becomes even 

more glaring through dialogues among the inmates, their visitors as well as the prison 

officials.There is a reaffirmation of the insincerity and inhuman disposition of those in 

authority in this novel as the rights of the ordinary citizens are being trampled upon with 

equanimity. A pastor who visits the prison to conduct a Sunday morning church service 

returns three days later to seek audience with the chief superintendent of Freeman Fort in 

order to find out what can be done help decongest the prison is surprised at the revelation 

by the prison official. 

... the Black Maria has been grounded for over a year now. I have written 

several letters to headquarters, outlining the problem, but they say no money. 

Meanwhile, the inmates and their relatives accused me of not sending them to 

trial. Am I to carry them on my back from here to the court? Even if it were 

possible, how many could I carry? Look at that board. Out of five hundred and 

six inmates, four hundred and nine are awaiting trial [163]. 

This amounts to a violation of human rights on a grand scale. These are people 

who have the right to be heard in the court of law, but they have not been able to go to 

court for one year due to the inhumanity on the part of those who are in a position to 

make this possible, they remain in the already over crowded prison for days on end, 

prisons that cannot boast of a Paracetamol tablets' [195] this situation breeds 
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disillusionment in the poor prisoners as noticeable in the words of Intell'e: "... we that are 

in, awaiting execution and those that are outside  living, what is the difference? We are 

all awaiting for the same thing, the same end death, after all, is a garment we shall put 

on" (195). 

Intelle is quite rationale when she blames the head of state as having no 

justification what so ever, to claim ignorance of what is going on in the prisons since he 

is himself an ex-convict and has been through all this and yet is doing nothing about it. 

Her conclusion on this matter is that "... our leaders have short memories. In this country 

as a whole, we have a short collective memory, institutional memory, if you like people 

forget easily" (197). 

Chinwuba in this novel presents various perspectives on the problem of corruption 

which is one of the problems of contemporary African nations. The gangrene of 

corruption has eaten deep into the fabrics of African life, benefiting a few who live in 

unbelievable opulence and leaving the majority cramped in the jungle of abject poverty 

(Melaba, 29). In waiting for Maria, the author captures the problem of greed and the 

propensity to get rich over night by our political leaders which is the root of corruption in 

Nigeria. She rightly points out through Olori: 

The only job that I know to be free-for-all is politics... No qualifications 

required. When you retire from one job, whether armed robbery, 419, civil 

service or army, or if you don't see any work to do, you join politics, enter 

the House (222). 

It is obvious from the above that,it is the propensity to get rich overnight that Lures 

people into politics in this country thus custodians of public funds shamelessly steal from 

them. This atmosphere is propelled by warped public attitudes that make a laughing stock 

of people who leave public office without enriching themselves [Melaba, 38]. Consistent 

with the above, the summary of Intelle's thesis on the "origin and sources of the wealth of 
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African" is quite illuminating, She is quoted by one of the inmates in a letter to her 

relative thus: 

... The easiest way to enrich oneself in our continent is via government 

employment. It enables one to embezzle publics funds... each department, 

ministry, agency, has a budget or a vote. All the chief executive has to do 

is, dip his big hand and misappropriate the public goods whether it is 

money, land, oil bunking, buildings, vehicles or government property. To 

cover his tracks, he awards contracts to himself, his cronies and fronts. 

Over inflated contacts, sometime not done, but fully paid for, usually 

upfront (236). 

Corruption in Nigeria and most developing nations shows itself in various forms. 

There is on one hand the sophisticated, bureaucratic corruption where contract figures are 

inflated resulting in great disparities between the contract sum and the actual project 

executed. Of course government contracts are not awarded without kickbacks in the first 

place. Bribe is therefore, a principal source of personal wealth in this part of the world. 

The bigger the favour or contract sought, the larger the bribe. It is not always monetary. It 

could come in the form of gifts, six, plot of land, house or political appointment [237]. 

The reality of corruption in the Nigerian and most developing nations is a social 

disaster that is doing a lot of harm on the. Embezzlement of public funds meant for the 

development of the nation, Excessive accumulation of wealth and selfishness are 

common features of our leaders. Chinwuba adds her voice in condemning this trend 

through the instrumentality of her novel. 

All they care about is political office, contract-awarding positions, in order to line 

their pockets... they allocate tens of land to themselves, their wives, girlfriends and 

other family members... they put up a mansion in G.RA another block of ten 
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bedroom flats in Lekki. Buy a property in London, another in South Africa [446-

447]. 

Faced with this reality, the Marxist idea of protest for social change and even 

distribution of wealth and services, which the sociological theory of literary criticism 

employs of literary works, is also brought to bear by Chinwuba. 

Nowadays it does not suffice for one to be passive, to sit and watch ... "qui] 

tacit, consent. It is a Latin dictum, which means, that silence is consent. He 

who does nothing in the face of tyranny, does wrong. If you see something 

going wrong and you keep quiet that means you are in agreement with the 

wrong doing. We must be pro-active. We must act, do something to counter 

the Negative Forces" [498], 

It becomes clear that Chinwuba is disenchanted with the injustice that is prevalent 

in the society and therefore, enjoins the people to rise up and resist the oppressors. This 

urge becomes a call to action, to reawaken the consciousness of the oppressed. This is the 

kind of situation that makes Intelle says full of venom. "And you call yourself 

independent ... for over forty years and you cannot manage a simple computerization of 

pensions for your past workers [448]. One is forced to agree with Intelle that colonialism 

has indeed ended, the white man has gone, has left the shores of Africa and has given us 

political independent, yet Africa is not truly independent. 

To build roads, you need the white man. To procure medicine, you go to the white man. 

To explore your petrol, your chief mineral resource, from which you derive over 90% of 

your revenue, you must call on shell and chevron and Texaco. How many refineries do 

we have in this continent? How many functional refineries? That is why we are her, no 

diesel for Maria to take us to court. Yet we produce petrol. And petrol was discovered in 

this country in 1948 [444]. 
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Equally interesting to note is the fate of the seventeen inmates from Freeman Fort 

who met their tragic death towards the end of the novel. The Daily Times reports that ... 

"the black Maria conveying the prisoners to court broke down midway to town" [ii]. In 

fact, this is a vehicle that has been grounded for years delaying the cases of the inmates. 

Even when a charitable organization had repaired it, the scarcity of diesel delayed its 

been put on the road thus it degenerated again. It was when the prerogative of mercy 

drew the attention of government to the vehicle that funds were released for its repair. 

Unfortunately the vehicle broke down in transit 'as it began to mount a hill; 

All attempts to restart it failed. Smoke was emanating from the bonnet. The prison 

orderly and driver alighted, but could not detect the source of the smoke ...the smoke 

soon thickened. All entreaties by the villagers to the warders to unlock the doors of the 

vehicle and lead its occupant to safety fell on deaf ears, as they claimed that the inmates 

would escape. All seventeen inmate suffocated to death [653-653]. 

On the whole, Ifeoma Chinwuba has been able to achieve in Waiting for Maria a

very realistic picture of the dysfunctional state of the contemporary Nigerian society, a 

nation "drift in a sea of confusion" (Melaba, 22). Chinwuba has also identified poverty of 

leadership, indiscipline, corruption etc. as generally responsible for the decay. The 

vulgarity of the characters use of language underscores this increasing decay as well as 

devaluation of values in the polity. The events described in the novel, the attitudes of the 

ordinary people - the inmates on death roll-and those in government reflect contemporary 

Nigeria with astonishing detail. Ordinarily, as a country richly endowed with mineral 

deposits should have made a positive economic impact on the lives of its citizens but 

unfortunately, this significant wealth has only succeeded in fueling greed, with the result 

that Nigeria's population today remains among the world's poorest in terms of per capital 

income. 
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As a social crusader Chinwuba has not left out the issue of the ill treatment of 

women by the men this is captured in the description of mudi: 

Mudi was black in complexion and about five foot ... many scars dotted her 

body. There was a conspicuous one at the temple, which people mistook for 

a tribal mark. It was the first of her husband's footprints on her. He had 

wanted to disfigure her for life, to make her unattractive to other men he 

had said. Then there was a cut on the ridge of her nose between her lips and 

her nostrils the result of a resounding slap the fellow had given to her (275). 

The above scenario is a social problem that has come to occupy a centre stage in 

the life of the Nigerian populates and has posed as a contemporary issue which Chinwuba 

has captured with a view to correcting the inhuman treatment melted out to the women by 

the men. Insecurity of life and property has become a common reoccurrence in the polity. 

People no longer go about their lawful activities without fear of attack from men of the 

underworld Chinwuba points out: 

Only last week, a female had led her gang to ransack a bank in the capital in 

broad daylight. Three lives had been lost in the incident, including a police 

guard on duty. Eye witness had informed that the leader walked with a limp 

[401]. 

The social problem of the continues strikes embarked upon by the Academic 

Union of Nigerian Universities [ASUU] with its attendant problem of closure of the 

university thereby posing a threat to the prolonged stay and the governments insincerity 

to the cause of this problem has also contributed to insecurity and the rate of 

unemployment in the country. This is captured in the "letter of penitent, fervent plea and 

an appeal for mercy and SOS" written by the female prisoners: 
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Furthermore, some of us are degree holders, from recognized institutions of 

higher learning and it was not our wish to engage ourselves in illicit 

business. But ironically, nature, through circumstances beyond our 

individual control-struggles in order to make ends meet, and abortive search 

for jobs due to the economic situation, ASUU strikes, abject poverty, 

physical abuses, jealousy and our individual greed-forced us into the 

situation we have found ourselves [437]. 

It is therefore, clear from the collective mind of these prisoners to clearly and 

concisely say that, the economic situation in the country is a contributory factor to crime. 

Corruption is further rooted in the activities of the prison authorities. The prison 

headquarters approves two names for amnesty and it is another opportunity for the 

officers involved to auction amnesty to the highest bidder. "She brought out a piece of 

paper and calculated how much she would net if maybe five inmates brought fifty 

thousand naira each. That was the minimum, she had told them" [442]. 

Our study has explored sociological issues that have influenced Ifeoma 

Chinwuba's Waiting for Maria. Issues of social injustice, Corruption, Immorality, Bad 

Governance, Political Instability among other are explored. Ifeoma Chinwuba has used 

the experiences of the prison inmates to present the picture of the larger Nigerian society. 

The highpoint of the Novel is Corruption which has embedded the Nigerian society. 

Human rights Violation, inability of Government to guarantee security of Lives and 

Property. As a social crusader, Ifeoma Chinwuba has presented these issues with a view 

to correcting as well as exposing them.

Volume II, Issue IV, August  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 14



Asoo, Ferdinard Iorbee. The African Novel and the Realist Tradition. Makurdi: Aboki 

Publishers, 2006. 

Chinwuba, Ifeoma. Waiting for Maria. Ibadan:Spectrum, 2007. 

Dolgor, K.m. Marxist Lenist Aestheltics and the Arts. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 

1980 Melaba, Daniel Ter. Church in Africa: Our Pains Our Hopes. Makurdi: Aboki 

publishers, 2009. 

Nadine, Gordimer. "The Novels and the Nation in southern Africa" In G.D Killam 

(ed) African writers on African writing. Ibadan:Heinemann, 1978.  

Olu, obafemi. "Trends in contemporary Nigerian literature:Issues of literacy, politics, 

History and Aesthetic" (eds) Nereus, Yerima Tadi. Gombe Papers on Nigerian 

Literature. Zaria: A.B.U press, 2010. 

Shija, Terhemba, Post-Coloniality and the Poetry of Tonute Ojaide. Makurdi: Aboki 

Publishers, 2006.  

Blamires, Harry. A History of Literary Criticism. London: Macmillan, 1991. 

Jones, Eldred “Critics and Creators” Critical Theory and African Literature today 19. 

London: James Currency, 1994. 

Hernadi, Paul, “Literary Criticism” Microsoft Student 2008 DVD. Redmond, WA:

Microsoft Comparative, 2007.   

Volume II, Issue IV, August  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 15


