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Abstract 

A good percentage of human conflicts stem from misconception of ideas 
and intentions. Conflict, however, usually escalates when language is 
used to ignite and inflame the damages caused instead of using it 
properly to build and reconcile the aggrieved parties. This damage 
gradually degenerates to a war of words until people who feel 
unconcerned directly or indirectly become affected. This paper is a 
detailed analysis of NiyiOsundare’s poem, Not My Business, where the 
authors attempt to explore and expose the significance and relevance of 
issues raised by the poet side by side the happenings in present day 
Nigeria. Ethnic conflicts in the country have ultimately resulted to 
killings of innocent citizens, kidnapping of students, especially girls and 
incessant carnage carried out by Fulani herdsmen in their agitation for 
cattle colonies in all the states of the federation. The authors agree with 
the poet that when conflict is not properly addressed and managed or 
completely nipped in the bud, it could lead to a situation where 
everybody finally gets affected by it because what goes around comes 
around. 
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Poetry is one of the major genres of literature; the others being prose and drama. 
Literature, as an umbrella term has been defined and described by notable literary 
scholars. Momoh (2010) stated that literature should be perceived more from the angles 
of period and people because writers write about particular people, what they did or 
what was done to them at a particular time (period) in their lives. 
NguguWaThiongo’sWeep Not Child (1964) talks about the Kenya people and their pre-
uhuru (independence) experience, Chinua Achebe in Things Fall Apart (1958) discusses 
the Igbo culture and the religious conflict with the colonialists, Wole Soyinka in his 
poem Abiku exposes the Yoruba belief that some children are born to die young, only to 
be born again and again. He, also, in The Trials of Brother Jero(1963) satirizes how 
churches are fast becoming lucrative ventures in Nigeria. 

NiyiOsundare’s poem, Not My Business is a contemporary poem whose 
preoccupation is the wanton destruction of lives and property during the era of military 
dictatorship of Late General SanniAbacha. The poem tells a story and deals with a 
factual situation that the reader can easily visualize and identify with. It is note worthy 
that worse things are happening to Nigerian citizens presently even if the country is 
under civilian rule (democratic governance). 
 
The Concept of Conflict  

Conflict is a natural phenomenon that exists in every human society. The 
concept of conflict has been given different definitions by different scholars. Most 
persons view conflict as disagreement, but contrary to personal belief, conflict does not 
necessarily involve fighting. Conflict is said to exist in any situation where desires or 
fears pull or push people against each other or in opposite directions. Depending on how 
it is handled, conflict can be positive or negative. Okpara, Chukwu and Nnamdi (2011) 
stated that conflict can be good or bad, constructive or destructive depending on how it 
is managed. It is positive when it brings changes and innovations, creating healthy living 
and wealth. On the other hand, it could escalate to crisis, deplete resources, demean ego 
and values, and affects people’s psyche so that they act inhumanly. Wikipedia.com 
defines conflict thus: 
“Conflict refers to some form of friction, or discord arising within a group when the 
beliefs or actions of  
one or more members of the group are either resisted by or unacceptable to one or more 
members of another group”. 

The definition above agrees that conflict exists between two individual or 
groups when they quarrel over an issue. According to Uduma (2004), a proponent of 
conflict theory, Karl Marx opines that conflict is inevitable in every human society. He 
further classified society into two major groups, the bourgeois and the proletariat. The 
bourgeois always lord it over the proletariat. Conflict results as a clash of interest 
between individuals with conflicting objectives. In the same vein, Webster’s Dictionary 
of English (2004) defines conflict as a struggle to resist or overcome; contest of 
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opposing forces or powers, strife, battle. Evans (2016) opines that conflict should be 
perceived as an opportunity for growth and an effective means of opening up among 
groups or individuals, though it can draw back productivity and give way to more 
conflicts requiring their management and resolution. This means that when conflict sets 
in, even friends become sworn enemies to the point of killing each other. If care is not 
taken, it can deteriorate to a situation where everyone becomes a suspect. Myers (1999) 
is of the opinion that anytime various parties pursue self-interest ironically to their 
collective detriment; conflict arises. 

Conflict is of six major types; interpersonal conflict, intrapersonal conflict, 
intra-group conflict and inter group conflict. Inter personal conflict refers to conflict 
between individuals while intrapersonal conflict is the form of conflict that takes place 
within an individual. Intra group conflict refers to conflict that occurs among individuals 
in a group while inter group conflict deals with conflict that exists between interest 
groups that depend on one another for satisfaction and the achievement of set goals 
(Okpara et al 2011). Other types of conflicts are intra-national conflict which refers to 
conflict within a nation and occurs within a geo-political area in form of inter-ethnic, 
inter-religious, inter-political and leadership problems between the states and the Federal 
Government. The last type of conflict is international conflict which concerns two or 
more nations due to boundary issues, diplomatic relations, trade wars and so on. The 
xenophobic attacks on Nigerians living in South Africa by native South Africans in 
recent times  is an example of international conflict. If this type of conflict is not 
amicably resolved, it can result to wars between both nations (international wars). 

From the foregoing, the concept of conflict and its types have been examined. 
However, the preoccupation of this paper is on ethnic conflict which is a type of intra 
national conflict and its detailed depiction in the poem of NiyiOsundare, Not My 
Business, one of the poems in the collection, Village Voices: Poems (2004) 
 
Detailed Analysis of Niyi Osundare Not My Business 
They picked Akanni up one morning 
Beat him soft like clay 
And stuffed him down the belly 
Of a waiting jeep. 
“What business of mine is it 
So long they don’t take the yam 
From my savouring mouth?” 
 
They came one night 
Booted the whole house awake 
And dragged Danlandi out, 
Then off to a lengthy absence. 
“What business of mine is it 
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So long they don’t take the yam 
From my savouring mouth?” 
Chinwe went to work one day 
Only to find her job was gone 
No query, no warning, no probe- 
Just one neat sack for a stainless record. 
“What business of mine is it 
So long they don’t take the yam 
From my savouring mouth?” 
 
And then one evening  
As I sat down to eat my yam 
A knock on the door froze my hungry hand 
 A jeep was waiting on my bewildered lawn 
Waiting, waiting in its usual silence 
 
The poem above is made up of four stanzas and tells a story of a factual situation that the 
reader can easily visualize and identify with, even in recent times (present day Nigeria). 
The saying, ‘ brevity is the sauce of wit’ applies very much to poetry, for the poet who 
uses a few words to say so much must be clear enough in meaning to enable the poem to 
be well understood. 
Structurally, the poem is a four stanza poem of seven lines each with the last stanza 
having six lines. The first three stanzas end with a refrain of three lines; 
 “What business of mine is it 
 So long they don’t take the yam  
from my savouring month?” 
 
This refrain creates a musical effect. 
 

In lines 1-7 (first stanza), the poet describes a man called Akanni( a Yoruba 
man) being beaten up and thrown into a jeep. The narrator feels unconcerned because he 
seems not to be affected by Akanni’s dilemma. From lines 8-14 (second stanza), a man 
named Danladi (an Hausa man) is dragged out of his house in the middle of the night 
and taken away to an unknown destination and for an unspecified length of time. The 
poet also ignores the incident as it does not affect him directly. In the third stanza ( lines 
15-21), we see a diligent worker named Chinwe (an Igbo person) suddenly sacked from 
her job for not doing anything wrong and without due process “no query, no warning, no 
probe” but for only performing well in her duties ‘just one neat sack for a stainless 
record’. The poet still maintains his nonchalant stand towards the predicament of this 
innocent citizen of the Federal Republic. However, the situation takes a turn for the 
worse in the last stanza (lines 22-26). As the poet (narrator) sits down one evening to eat 
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his yam as usual, there is knock on the door and he becomes apparently terrified when 
he sees the jeep waiting to take him away to an unknown destination as it has taken 
away so many persons before him. 

Osundare uses tropes or figures of speech to drive his message home. The use of 
symbolism is the first noticeable trope. The use of the pronoun “they” is deliberate. It is 
a symbol representing all oppressive powers in governance or in authority. The symbol 
“they” is used in the first and second stanza and its use makes the oppression more 
intimidating and mysterious. Also, personification is freely used in lines 3-4 in the first 
stanza “… stuffed him down the belly of a waiting jeep”. The reader gets a powerful 
image of the jeep becoming something evil, lying in wait for its victims. This conveys 
the jeep as a sort of dreadful beast, not an inanimate object that it is. The verb “stuffed” 
suggests violence as used in the context. In line 9, personification is also used in 
“Booted the whole house awake”. A house is addressed as a person who can sleep and 
wake up. The verb “booted” also conjures the image of oppression and violence on 
defenseless citizens sleeping in the house. In stanza three, Chinwe (an Igbo woman) gets 
to the office to discover “her job was gone”. Job is personified because it is only a 
human being that can come and go at will. In the last stanza, the jeep is also personified 
as the attributes of ‘waiting’ and ‘being silent’ are given to it. 

In addition, simile is used in line 2 of the poem. Here, “beat him soft like clay” 
clearly shows the reader how terribly Akanni was beaten. Akanni, Danladi and Chinwe 
represent the major ethnic groups in Nigeria namely the Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo tribes 
respectively. They symbolize the diverse nature of the country. In addition, ‘a lengthy 
absence’ in line 11 is a symbolic imagery which means a long imprisonment or 
incarceration. 

It can be deduced from the last stanza that apart from the themes of 
victimization, tyranny and dictatorship, the most striking theme of Not My Business is 
‘what goes around comes around’ which teaches the lesson of the importance of oneness 
and unity. Due to ethnic sentiments, the victims in the poem suffered abuses because 
they could not come together as one to fight a common cause. Everyone is living for 
himself alone and unperturbed about the ill-treatment meted to his fellow man because 
of ethnic sentiments. 
 
A Reflection of Ethnic Conflict in Nigeria 

The theme of ethnic conflict is the major preoccupation of Chinua Achebe’s 
There Was A Country (2012). Ethnic conflict has been a bane in the Nigerian society 
starting from the Nigerian Civil War of the early 1960s. After independence, there was a 
relapse of ethnic crises before the advent of democracy and military rule in Nigerian 
polity.  

In present day Nigeria, there have been countless cases of ethnic conflicts which 
have resulted to the killings of innocent citizens. Recently, Operation Python Dance was 
carried out by the military in the east against the Biafran agitators on the orders of the 
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civilian president, Muhammadu Buhari. In that single operation, countless number of 
persons died, scores were carried away to unknown destinations and thousands are yet to 
be seen by their families. Nnamdi Kanu, the leader of the Indigenous People of Biafra 
(IPOB) is still at large. On the other hand, before this operation, Igbos living in the north 
were harassed, molested, killed and maimed by northern agitators who gave the Igbos a 
mandate to leave their land. The quest for the Republic of Biafra has still not been 
realized. 

Also, kidnapping of people by armed groups and criminals is no longer news in 
the country. The Boko Haram sect kidnapped school girls from their dormitory in Borno 
State few years ago and this sparked up international campaigns and calls for their 
immediate and unconditional release. Till date, some of those girls have not been re-
united with their parents. A few weeks ago, another armed group invaded Government 
Girls’ Science and Technical College, Dapchi in Yobe state and attempted to abduct 
students from the boarding school, but the media has given positive reports that the girls 
escaped into nearby bushes and have all returned to their families. The scenario only 
points to the glaring fact, that Nigeria is not safe for its citizens and it is also common 
knowledge that this situation cannot encourage economic growth as investors can only 
invest in a peaceful and conducive climate.  

Finally, the worst conflict in Nigeria is that of the Fulani herdsmen who has 
gone on incessant carnage in towns and villages where they sense opposition in their 
quest for grazing fields for their cattle. In the Fulani’s agitation for cattle colonies, 
thousands of innocent citizens, mostly farmers have lost their lives because they dared to 
speak up about the destruction done to their farms and their only means of livelihood. In 
the deadliest attack recorded, herdsmen killed 75 persons in Guma and Logo Local 
Government Areas of Benue State on January 1 and 6. The slain victims were given 
mass burial by the state government. This incident is one out of so many attacks on 
Nigerians by the Fulani tribe who are mostly nomadic farmers. 

It is worthy of mention that most persons in position of authority stood back and 
watched as all these negative happenings were going on. In the long run, the herdsmen 
invaded OluFalaes’ farm in Ondo State, attacked the policemen on guide and set the 
farm ablaze. If the property of an elder statesman and erstwhile Secretary to the 
Government of the Federation was torched and nothing happened, who can we then say 
is safe in this country (Nigeria)? The issue of Fulani herdsmen is not one of not my 
business but that of our businessbecause it is a problem of national concern. 
 
Conclusion 
We conclude this paper with a poem from a Nigerian of Igbo extraction, NkiruAsika;  
I Am a Nigerian 
I am a Nigerian 
I am one in 5 Africans 
I am one in 8 black people, anywhere in the world. 
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I am a Nobel Prize Winner. 
An Olympic Gold Medalist. 
A Grammy Award Winner. 
A Soccer Champion. 
A Prince of the Vatican. 
An Oscar Nominee. 
A Giant of Literature. 
A Distinguished Scientist. 
A Musical Icon. 
My roots lie in the dusty Sahel of the North; in the rich rain forests of the East; 
In the Savannah plains of the West; in the oil-filled swamps of the Delta;  
in the warmth of our villages and the vibrance of our cities. 
My strength flows from the waters of the Niger and Benue. 
My joy springs from the rush of Gurara Falls and naturals wonders of Yankari. 
Nigeria is my rock. 
Nigeria is my hope. 
Nigeria is my home. 
I am the voice of the two hundred tribes, speaking three hundred languages. 
I am the dance of the circle of life. 
 
I am the laughter of the world’s happiest people. 
I am nourished by the crop of the soil, fed by the bounty of the rivers. 
I am your neighbour. 
I am your friend. 
I am a warrior, priest, king. 
I am a mother, teacher, queen. 
I am my brother’s keeper. 
I am a sage from an ancient civilization. 
I am child in the youngest nation on earth. 
I am the beauty,  
I am the sound, 
I am the vision, 
I am the spirit, 
I am the passion, 
I am the soul of a continent. 
I am a Nigerian. 
I am the HEART OF AFRICA. 
 
NkiruAsika, commenting on her poem, ‘I am a Nigerian’ (2017) states that the 
government must recognize or acknowledge the fact that the Nigerian polity has not 
been as inclusive to some ethnic groups as to others, and that there are real political 
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grievances and socio-economic discrepancies. According to her, Nigeria will be better 
served with a structure based on true federalism, devolution of power, resource control 
and responsible leadership. The poem celebrates our diversity, culture and national 
identity. We are all known the world over as Nigerians, not as Igbo, Hausa or Yoruba. 
Ikechukwu (2012) suggested that to manage ethnic conflict in Nigeria, there is need for 
a constitutional conference in the country under civilian rule. Although this has been 
held before, it was inconclusive. He is of the opinion that for a second meeting to be 
successful, the conference should be held in different regions of the country. At the end 
of the regional meetings, the decisions reached or agreed on would be deliberated upon 
by selected personalities to draw conclusions on the submissions of the different regions. 
This way, the peculiar needs of each region would be addressed and taken care of 
without partiality to any of the regions. In doing so, it would give the citizens the 
opportunity of rebuilding Nigeria with a view to formulating laws/rules that would 
remove such biases that encourage ethnic inclinations in the people. 

In conclusion, as Nigerians, therefore, we should be our brother’s keeper and 
what affects one person should affect the other irrespective of tribe or religion. We 
should not behave like the poet-persona in ‘Not my Business’ who was in the end 
humiliated and probably killed because he procrastinated in taking action when his 
contemporaries were victimized. 
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