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Abstract 

Essay 1: This essay focuses on the dissonance between the theoretical and practical 

applications of political communication. While political communication theory has been 

defined as communication between political leaders, media, and the citizens, its 

mainstream application has paid greater attention to political marketing. In essence, this 

theory has focused more on leaders' communication, especially as it concerns their 

elections/electoral campaigns more than the other stakeholders in its definition. In this 

paper, I argue that emphasis should be given to citizens' communications, especially to 

their political leaders. I cite the #EndSARS protests of 2020 in Nigeria as a case study 

that highlights what happens in a society that neglects the voice and perspective of the 

citizens. I employed discourse analysis to understand and explain the relationship 

between political communication theory and these protests. I analyzed the online protest 

ground (Twitter) activities, images, and songs during these protests. These tools 

became multidimensional tools to mobilize protesters, fund protests, demand 

accountability while also communicating a united message to the Nigerian government - 

#EndSARS – end police brutality in Nigeria.  

Essay 2: This work seeks to explore the concepts of Black as a race and black as a 

color through the life of the researcher who because of the darker tone of her skin has 

been classified as ‘Black’ in America and Canada and ‘black’ in Nigeria. Exploring the 

idea of still not being the right type of black even in Nigeria, she uses autoethnography 

to detail her relationship with race, racism, colorism, and skin color. Due to the 

researcher’s positionality as Nigerian and never having to grapple with the idea of being 

Black she proffers her own definition of Blackness adding a different perspective to the 

already existing research on Blackness.  

Keywords: Political Communication; End SARS movement; Communication Tools; 

Twitter; Blackness; Race; Racism; Skin Color; Colorism; Nigerian 
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Self-Reflection 

Before you read my thesis, it is important that you understand my positionality and 

identity. I am Nigerian. I was an #EndSARS protester. Although online, I was very much 

present at these protests, which marked the beginning of my political awakening. 

Although I was not physically present, my friends and family were. Every day, I 

understood why we all, in our different capacities, had to go out and protest. While I 

protested online, so many others risked their lives by stepping into the streets shouting, 

demanding an end to the Special Anti-Robbery Squad of the Nigerian Police Force. 

While I was protected because I only participated through a screen, others were not. 

Protesters on the streets were killed. Young Nigerians were killed. October 20, 2020, will 

remain a traumatic day for Nigerians. Although distance shielded me from the atrocity of 

the day, the trauma lives with me. To watch your people, get shot, bleed out and die live 

on the internet is a moment nothing prepares you for. Nevertheless, I watched, and I 

prayed hard. Every day I had to work on this project, I had to revisit the day. The day I 

tried so hard but failed to believe in my country, Nigeria. I had to build walls and coping 

mechanisms to power through this project; some days, it ranged from me avoiding it to 

reflecting on the stories and lives of victims. In this project, I tell the incredible story of 

every Nigerian youth who fought to end police brutality during the COVID-19 pandemic. I 

also tell this story to confront frameworks that should be revisited based on their 

practical application. Since the beginning of the #EndSARS protests, I have been 

obsessed with this story. This obsession lies in the fact that I believe there is still hope 

for my country. A hope that one day, the people's voice will be prioritized as it should be 

and that whenever atrocities such as the ones committed during the protests are 

remembered, heads will shake, and "ka ozo e mena" will be proclaimed. 

“Ka ozo e mena” in the Nigerian language, Igbo, means “May it never happen again.” 
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Essay 1: 
 

Repositioning Political Communication Through the 
Lens of Social Movements. A Case Study of the 

#EndSARS Movement in Nigeria 
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Introduction 

Political communication is a multidimensional theory that focuses on 

communication between shareholders – politicians, the media, and citizens - in politics. 

As defined by the Association of Accredited Public Policy Advocates to the European 

Union, political communication is “the role of communication in the political process.” 

This process, they state, “includes political institutions and actors, the news media and, 

importantly, citizens.” Activities in this process include but are not limited to the 

interaction between citizens and their leaders, elections, political campaigns, social 

movements, and public participation.  

McNair (2011) succinctly describes the framework as a triad between the media, 

politics/politicians, and the citizens. Although political communication is a much broader 

and diverse field, in practice, it has become synonymous with the framing of political 

marketing and how the individual’s voting choice can be affected. Theoretically, the 

framework of political communication is all-encompassing and well extended to also 

involve the communication from the citizens to their leaders; however, this has not been 

the case in practice. The reality is that most political communication theorists focus more 

on the best way to transmit political messages to citizens during election seasons. 

Citizens who should be integral to political processes are neglected as the most focus 

remains on elections. I believe that if the perspective and influence of the citizens are 

crucial to democratic elections, then the perspective and influence of the citizens should 

also be deemed important post-election. This stance is predicated upon the thoughts of 

Blumler and Gurevitch (1975). They state that “if politics is about participation, then the 

desires of the citizens must be communicated to the leaders.” The political process itself 

is not top-down or only involving the political actors imposing upon the people; the basis 

for the democratic political process is bottom-up, arising from the populace and the 

grassroots organizing around issues pertinent to the populace. Therefore, the application 

of the framework of political communication must be cognizant of the two-way interactive 

process. My repositioning of the application of the theory of political communication 

focuses on a more dialogic model. 
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What happens in a society where the citizens' voices are 
neglected? 

In this study I focus on the #EndSARS protests which started in Nigeria in 2017. 

Oyedemi (2020) defines protest as a communication strategy for drawing attention to 

developmental and social issues that affect the well-being of citizens. These protests 

occurred because of the continuous brutality by the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) 

of the Nigerian Police Force to the Nigerian people despite their cries to their 

government for respite. Using the #EndSARS mobilizations of October 2020 as my case 

study, I analyze protest as a communication tool to highlight the disadvantages that 

could befall a society that neglects citizens' voices.  With this in mind, in this study I seek 

to answer the following questions: 

• How does the rise of protests, specifically the #EndSARS movement evidence 
the need for a repositioning of the framework of political communication to 
practically include the voice of the citizens? 

• During the #EndSARS movement, what communication tools were 
operationalized as mediums of vocalization?  

How were they operationalized as communication tools during the movement? 

To answer these questions, I employ a thematic approach to discourse analysis 

to examine the practical applications of political communication in Nigeria using the 2020 

mobilizations of #EndSARS movement as my case study. Discourse analysis, in simple 

terms, is the analysis of language in use given their situational, social, and cultural 

backgrounds. In his 2011 article 'Discourse Studies and Hermeneutics,' Van Dijk argues 

that context is subjective. Fortunately, my identity as Nigerian and my lived experience 

as a protester enable me to contextualize the data I gathered adequately. Using 

discourse analysis in this study, I situate the communicative elements of the protest and 

provide their original and social context to aid in understanding why these 

communication elements were essential dialogic tools during the #EndSARS movement 

of 2020.  I analyzed seven images that circulated online from the physical protest 

grounds and four songs that captured the essence of these protests. I also studied 

conversations via Twitter during this period. To understand the role Twitter played during 

the protests, I analyzed the correspondence on Twitter; I selected the tweets of the 

Feminist Coalition, their members, or those that were retweeted by the Feminist 

Coalition - for the part of the citizens. For the governors, I analyzed the president's 
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tweets, his media aide, and that of the Nigerian Police Force. I also only examined the 

tweets between these parties from October 5th, 2020, until October 20th, 2020. 

Based on this work, this essay examines literature that focuses on political 

communication on a broader scale and in the Nigerian political sphere. Using the 

interactions between the citizens and the governors in the Nigerian political scene during 

the #EndSARS movement of 2020, I highlight why a practical and dialogic form of 

communication needs to exist between citizens and their government. In addition, I also 

explore the literature on the #EndSARS movement, noting its history and lifespan in 

October 2020. 



5 

Literature Review 

Theory and Application of Political Communication 

The advent of modern democracy has streamlined political communication to 

primarily involve electoral communications - how politicians seek to communicate their 

political messages. Communications including advertisements surrounding elections, 

electoral candidates, election campaigns, and electoral processes, in essence, political 

marketing, have been the primary focus of political communication. This line of 

communication can be categorized as a linear, top-down process from leaders to people 

(Lilleker, 2006). Denver (2007) as cited by Foster Steven (2010) notes that 

communicating with voters in the hope of influencing their behavior is as old as 

competitive politics itself. Jjuuko (2018), in his chapter ‘Framing the Debate on Kagame 

III in Rwanda's Print Media,’ states that the media serves as the conduit between 

governments and their citizens and an influence for both parties. Jjuuko further cites 

McNair's (2003) conceptualization of political communication as "information geared at 

influencing politics, politicians, policymakers, citizens and their levels of participation in 

politics, and news media agendas." Mutsvairo and Karam reaffirm this ideology but state 

that "although opportunity and resources for political communication to no longer exist as 

a top-down process from the governors to their citizens; it still maintains this process – 

mainly focusing on the campaign and electoral processes (Mutsvairo & Karam, 2018). 

Olayiwola (1991), on his perception of political communication in Nigeria, defines it as 

the process in which informational and persuasive messages are transmitted from the 

political institutions of society through the mass media to the citizenry to whom they are 

accountable. However, his approach hones in on the role of mass media in political 

communication in Nigeria. He focuses on the ownership of mass media in Nigeria and 

how their owners used them for communication and political influence throughout the 

history of Nigeria. I agree that the media is the avenue of communication between the 

citizens and their leaders, making them (the media) a primary focus of political 

communications disregards the position of the citizens in this process. Thus, there exists 

an opening for the representation of the people in the application of political 

communication. Bennet and Pfetsch, in their 2018 article 'Rethinking Political 

Communication in a Time of Disrupted Public Spheres,' argue that political 

communication should be revisited because we have entered an era of even more 
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complexity and communication abundance. Political communication scholar David Kparf 

(2019) agrees that no rigid canon defines the boundaries of this theory and concurs that 

"it is time to revisit and challenge existing frameworks of political communication." 

Although citizens are integral to the political communication process, their neglect in the 

application of this theory leads me to argue for a repositioning that would involve the 

citizens' perspective. Since communication is defined as an exchange of information, 

political communication should also be an interaction between governors and citizens 

and not just a top-down communication process during election seasons.  

The #EndSARS Movement  

The Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) was created in 1992 as a distinct unit 

of the Nigerian Police Force to tackle the incessant rates of armed robberies that 

plagued Lagos and other Southern states in Nigeria. A decade later, the unit was 

extended to all 36 states in Nigeria. Due to the increasing rate of crimes in the country, 

they were proscribed to “arrest, investigate, and prosecute violent criminals, armed 

robbers, kidnappers, murderers, and hired assassins (Akinyetun, 2021). Although they 

focused on their main function, with the powers bequeathed upon them, they deviated 

from these functions and became known for unlawful arrests, killing, torture, and 

extortion. They perpetuate these evils by mounting roadblocks and conducting illegal 

searches and detention of citizens (Malumafashi, 2021). Amnesty International (2020) 

reports that in 2009 the “Nigerian police will kill at will,” stating that:  

…one of the main problems is the ‘Nigeria Police Force Order 237.’ Under 
this order, police officers are allowed to shoot suspects and detainees who 
attempt to escape or avoid arrest – whether they pose a threat to life or not. 
Between January 2017 and May 2020, Amnesty International documented 
eighty-two cases of abuses and extrajudicial killings by SARS. Abuses 
include “mock execution, beating, punching, and kicking, burning with 
cigarettes, waterboarding, near-asphyxiation with plastic bags, forcing 
detainees to assume stressful bodily positions and sexual violence. 

SARS officers recklessly label citizens as “armed robbers” regardless of the lack 

of evidence to support this claim. This enables them to harass, unlawfully detain, 

interrogate, and kill citizens they illegally accost (Akinyetun, 2021). Their targets are the 

youth between the ages of 18 to 35, mostly male. Their modus operandi is to profile and 

accost well-dressed young men who drive, have an iPhone or a laptop, and then accuse 
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them of being internet fraudsters. They are only set free after paying huge bribes 

(Amnesty International, 2016). 

The October 2020 Movement  

On October 3, 2020, just two days after the celebration of Nigeria’s sixty years of 

independence, a video went viral which showed a SARS officer shooting a young man, 

pushing his body out of his Lexus SUV, and driving off with his car (Okoye, 2021). This 

video was the catalyst that drove Nigerians, particularly the youth, to take to the streets 

in protest of their continued sufferings at the hands of these officers. Akinyetun (2021) 

argues that the combination of the rising levels of poverty, unemployment, low living 

standards, inflation, and the closure of universities due to the teachers strike and the 

presence of COVID-19 ensured the idleness of the youth and eventually led to the 

combustion that birthed the #EndSARS movement of 2020.  

On October 4, 2020, offline and online protests began in earnest in Nigeria. 

These protests eventually grew nationwide (in 21 states out of Nigeria’s 36) and 

worldwide due to their online virality. The #EndSARS hashtag that had been in existence 

since the beginning of the movement in 2017 was resurrected to be the name and 

emblem of this new mobilization. While Nigerians took to the streets, they also clamored 

for international limelight on the issue online. Some tweeted at international superstars 

and celebrities of Nigerian origin, such as Heavyweight Boxing champion Anthony 

Joshua and Actor John Boyega, to lend their voice to their cause. At the same time, 

others tweeted at international governing organizations and global leaders for help.  

The online protests mirrored the physical protests primarily via social media and, 

in no time, turned social media into its own protest ground. Multiple hashtags such as 

#ENDSARS, #SARSMUSTEND, #SARSMUSTGO, #SORORSOKE were popularly used 

to promote the messages of the protest and open an avenue of communication between 

citizens and the Nigerian government. For several days in October, the hashtag 

#EndSARS was the number one trending topic on global Twitter. In a show of support 

for the Nigerian youth, Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey launched a special emoji – a raised fist 

in the color of the Nigerian flag for the movement. The #EndSARS protests eventually 

elicited global sympathy and support, with world leaders such as United Nations 

Secretary-General António Guterres and United States Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
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tweeting in support, calling for an end to the sect SARS of the Nigerian Police Force. 

Other political figures and celebrities also used the hashtag or referenced the movement 

to either directly support the protests or demand an end to the government crackdown 

on protestors. These include former United States Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 

U.S. president-elect Joe Biden, Arsenal footballer Mesut Ozil, and American rapper 

Kanye West (Uwazurike 2020). 

Protests grew and even incited solidarity protests internationally – Accra, 

London, New York, Germany. These continued to grow even after the disbandment of 

SARS was announced and their repurposing into a new sect called Special Weapons 

and Tactics (SWAT) unit. Protests did not falter after the announcement because the 

Nigerian government had made the same promises of disbandment in 2017, 2018, 2019 

with no tangible results (Uwazurike 2020). In the past, the only semblance of recourse 

that had ever stemmed from the ‘disbandment of SARS’ was the name change given to 

the unit from SARS to FSARS (Federal Special Anti-Robbery Squad) and the 

appointment of a Senior Police Officer to supervise the renamed sect after the Vice-

President had set up a judicial panel to investigate the claims against them (Akinyetun, 

2021).  

The protests continued over the next fourteen days. During this time, protesters 

were illegally arrested, harassed, and even killed. The protests were punctuated by even 

more killing of peaceful protesters on October 20, 2020, by the Nigerian Military. At 

nightfall, under the command of the Nigerian President, General Muhammadu Buhari, 

military officers opened fire on peaceful protesters wrapped in the Nigerian Flag and 

singing the National Anthem at Lekki Toll Gate, the symbolic center of the protest. 

Videos of soldiers shooting and protesters trying to revive fallen compatriots were 

broadcast on Instagram Live and viewed in real-time by hundreds of thousands 

(Uwazurike 2020). This event came at the heels of the sudden curfew announced by the 

Lagos State Governor, Babajide Sanwo-Olu, via his Twitter account only a few hours 

before the brutal violence was unleashed on the protesters. Although the number of 

casualties remain unknown until this day, it is alleged that over a hundred and fourteen 

casualties were recorded. 
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The limitations of the Nigerian Media as a tool for Political 
Communication 

With the broadcasting media sector being owned by the Nigerian government or 

those with political affiliation, it does not present itself as a suitable avenue for citizens to 

air their grievances against said government. According to Ojo (2008), 130 out of 144 

television stations in Nigeria are owned by state and federal governments. 76% of all 

licensed radio stations are owned by the federal government, while the print media 

industry, although privatized, is mainly owned by businessmen turned politicians. There 

are, however, few print media houses jointly owned between journalists and local 

entrepreneurs. These non-politically owned media houses are not immune to 

censorships, intimidations, or threats when they report views that do not paint the 

Nigerian government in good light. Nigeria’s history is muddied with this, most notably 

the case of Newswatch Magazine, owned by four journalists who were repeatedly 

arrested and harassed and shut down for almost a year. One of the four, widely known 

was Dele Giwa, was eventually parcel bombed for his continuous criticism of the 

Nigerian government. Dapo Olorunyomi, the Editor-in-Chief of the Nigerian online 

newspaper Premium Times in his article “Media Freedom and The Threat of Impunity in 

Nigeria,” details that out of a total of 265 murders, 30% of these were journalists. 48% of 

the murdered journalists were abducted and tortured before being killed, and 20% of 

these victims were investigating corruption in the Nigerian government. Most media 

houses in Nigeria have however presented themselves to be an avenue for political 

leaders to speak and not an equitable space for the citizens to do the same.  

However, the advent and democratization of social media have enabled the 

Nigerian people to become citizen journalists.  It allows them to challenge, complement, 

and extend traditional media work (Olaniyan, Akpojivi, 2020), while also providing them 

with a cover of anonymity and protection against their government. Social media has 

now empowered Nigerians to demand public accountability and hold the political elite 

accountable as they did during the #EndSARS movements. 
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Communication Avenues Used During the 
#EndSARS Movement 

Protests were the primary medium of communication during the #EndSARS 

Movement. As established earlier by Oyedemi (2020), protest is a communication 

strategy used for drawing attention to developmental and social issues that affect the 

well-being of citizens. However, it is widely known that protesting in Nigeria incurs the 

wrath of the government. The multiple arrests of protesters and their leaders, such as 

that of Omoyele Sowore, leader of the #RevolutionNow protests in Nigeria, between 

2017-2019. Deciding to protest in Nigeria is a high-risk undertaking, but the Nigerian 

youth still decided to engage. Within these protests, however, other communication tools 

were also employed to maximize the effects of the protests. Twitter was unanimously 

pronounced as the primary avenue for communication with the Nigerian government and 

between protesters themselves. The famous saying "a picture says a thousand words" 

was proven valid during the #EndSARSMovement as pictures from the protests that 

made their way online were globally diffused, and the happenings in Nigeria quickly 

became an internet sensation. These pictures held images of the struggle for justice, the 

standoff between citizens and the police, and the names of the victims of police brutality 

in Nigeria. These images spread globally and made the world empathetic to Nigerians 

fighting against police brutality, which triggered solidarity protests worldwide. The songs, 

however, were used as symbols of remembrance for both the citizens and the 

government of Nigeria. They recounted the atrocities present in Nigeria, which were 

reminiscent of Nigeria's past. These different forms of communication served one 

principal purpose – to be an avenue for a dialogic form of political communication 

between citizens and their leaders. 

The Importance of Twitter During the #EndSARS Movement 

Although Nigerians placed their demands loudly and boldly through physical 

protests, their online protests via Twitter also produced significant results. With no 

adequate communication system between the citizens and governors in Nigeria, the 

citizens had to rely on social media – more specifically, Twitter to be a medium of instant 

interaction between themselves and their governors. The platform ensured that both 

parties could indulge in dialogue by tagging official government handles by citizens and 
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the official in turn responding. Twitter also ensured a level of accountability from the 

Nigerian government, seeing as they were publicly asked to address the needs of their 

citizens on a public platform under an international spotlight.  

The effect the conversation and demonstrations held on Twitter was successful 

in attracting global attention and local attention. The Nigerian government did not resort 

to their traditional form of communication with the people (a pre-recorded speech from 

the President); they instead also took to their official Twitter handles to address and 

respond to their citizens directly. 

Examples of dialogues held on Twitter 

On October 9, 2020, during the early stages of the protests, Bashir Ahmad, the 

Personal Assistant to the President on New media tweeted via his handle 

(@BashirAhmaad) saying: 

Good people of Nigeria have every right to protest the #PoliceBrutality 

or anything they see is not going on well. The President was briefed 

yesterday by the IG of Police, I am very sure action will be taken and in 

the best interest of Nigerians. #EndSARSProtests 

This tweet garnered over 6,500 retweets, 2,600 comments and 12,300 likes. 

Later that day, the President, Muhammadu Buhari, also released some of his 

own tweets via his official handle (@MBuhari) saying: 

I met again with the IGP tonight. Our determination to reform the police 

should never be in doubt. I am being briefed regularly on the reform 

efforts ongoing to end police brutality and unethical conduct and ensure 

that the Police are fully accountable to the people. 

The IG already has my firm instructions to conclusively address the 

concerns of Nigerians regarding these excesses, & ensure erring 

personnel are brought to justice. I appeal for patience & calm, even as 

Nigerians freely exercise their right to peacefully make their views 

known. 

 

These tweets garnered over 19,500 retweets, 20,600 comments and 28,100 likes.  

Meanwhile the Nigerian Police Force had taken to their Twitter handles 

(@PoliceNG) from the onset of the protests to address the citizens. On October 5, 2020, 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/PoliceBrutality?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/EndSARSProtests?src=hashtag_click
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they released tweets asking for patience as they investigated the claims. They stated 

that: 

The IGP called on the citizens to exercise patience as the reforms in 

FSARS (Federal Special Anti-Robbery Squad) are still in progress, noting 

that all the already announced measures aimed at checkmating a future 

occurrence of extra-judicial activities by some personnel of FSARS and 

other Tactical Units of the Force will be followed to the latter. He 

reiterates that some of the officers who have been found to be unruly 

and unprofessional in their dealings with the citizens, particularly the 

youth, have been arrested & are already facing disciplinary actions. 

On October 6, 2020, they also took to their Twitter handles to speak to the 

Nigerian people and invite them for an interactive session with the Divisional Police 

Officer, Frank Mba and Nigerian Musician, Naira Marley, who was also an avid protester. 

Their tweets read as below: 

Today, Tuesday 6th October 2020, by 11am, the Force PRO- DCP Frank 

Mba will be having a live Instagram chat with Naira Marley to answer 

questions and discuss the concerns of young Nigerians on the issues of 

SARS operations and other burning issues. Please stay tuned. 

On October 11, 2020, the Nigerian Police Force announced via Twitter that the 

Inspector General of Police would be live via their Facebook page to announce the 

disbandment of SARS. Following that they released an image (as shown in figure 1A) 

that held their dissolution plans with the hashtag #IGPdissolvesSARS. In turn, the 

Nigerian youth replied to the Inspector General of Police and the Nigerian government at 

large, using the same graphics (figure 1B) as the Divisional Police Officer, Frank Mba 

had used to respond to the tweet. This image held the five demands that they expected 

to be met before the demonstrations would end.  
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(A) (B) 

  

Figure 1. Resolution to #EndSARS (A) IGP dissolves SARS (B) Nigerian youth response to the dissolution of SARS 
Source: Twitter - @feminist_co 
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Key Themes and Discourses of the #EndSARS 
movement  

While the primary goal of the protests was to put an end to the Special Anti-

Robbery Squad of the Nigerian Police Force, another role of the protests via the 

communication tools used was to create a dialogic space for the citizens and between 

the citizens and government. The correspondence was not one-dimensional but 

multifaceted. Through these communication tools, the citizens conversed amongst 

themselves to mobilize, build up camaraderie, fund the protests, and demanded 

accountability. 

Twitter and the #EndSARS Movement 

Messages sent out via Twitter from the group Feminist Coalition, their members, 

affiliates, and the Nigerian governors were examined to depict how the social media 

platform Twitter created a conversational space between citizens and governors. I chose 

to primarily use Feminist Coalition’s and their affiliates’ Twitter correspondence in this 

essay because they positioned themselves to be an amplifier of the voice of the Nigerian 

youth. Although the protests were decentralized and the movement had no leaders, the 

feminist coalition, in their own words, decided to “stand with the Nigerian youth.” In one 

accord, their efforts aligned with the movement, and their platform projected the desires 

of the protesters. The Feminist Coalition consists of fourteen self-identified Nigerian 

feminists who have the mission to ‘champion equality for women in the Nigerian society 

and a vision ‘for a Nigeria where equality for all people is a reality in our laws and 

everyday lives’ (Feminist Coalition, 2020). Their focus during the movement was to 

sustain and amplify the protest by employing online tools – tweets, to reflect and propel 

the ongoing physical protests. They did this by engaging their Twitter account to act as a 

tool to vocalize the intentions of the protests, fund the protests, encourage mobilization, 

and create a dialogue with the governors in Nigeria. Since the members of the Feminist 

Coalition have diverse educational, social, influential, and economic backgrounds, they 

leveraged these to capture the attention of the powers that be. It ranged from repeatedly 

calling to action protesters, sharing links to donate for the logistics of the protests, to 

sharing stories of injustices to ensure protesters remained motivated to tagging 
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politicians, governors, international media houses, international governing bodies to 

demand justice. 

Protest Themes and Twitter 

Camaraderie and Mobilization 

One core fuel that kept the End SARS movement successful without a leader 

was the camaraderie between Nigerians during this time. The shared experiences of 

those whom the Special Anti-Robbery Squad officers have brutalized were the 

foundation of the protests, but the stories of victimhood, scars, grief, and the live tweets 

from the protest’s grounds were the fuel that kept the protests running. These stories 

and tweets wove a thread between them, reminding them that these issues were not 

outliers or one-time happenings but had led to the loss of lives. Chants of “SOROSOKE” 

(Yoruba language for ‘speak up’) encouraged them to make their voices heard. One of 

such stories (figure 2) shared by a fellow protester, Fola-Olatunji David (@Folasanwo), 

via Twitter five days into the protest on October 10, 2020, inspired protesters to share 

their own experiences and mobilize themselves to protest even more.  
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Figure 2. Victim stories 
Source: Twitter - @folasanwo 
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These series of posts resonated with other Nigerians as they in turn shared their 

own stories while commenting on #EndSARS and tagging international governing bodies 

and media houses.  

Other tweets focused on building camaraderie, mobilizing protesters, and 

detailing injustices and human rights abuses. These can be noted in the images as seen 

in figure 3 from the feminist coalition that detailed how protesters were maltreated; this 

informed and reminded people of the basis of the protests. Figure 3 further recounts the 

continuous egregious behavior of the police to the protesters: not only were they 

maltreated on protest grounds, but they were also unjustly arrested and charged with 

crimes they did not commit. Further tweets recounted a rough estimate of how many had 

been killed and injured during the protests. Moe Odele, a Feminist Coalition affiliate, and 

volunteer legal representative for protesters under the handle @moechivious released 

on October 12th, 2021, the names of protesters who were arrested and denied legal 

representation along with the police division where they were arrested in question (as 

seen in figure 4). Tweets like these inspired and mobilized protesters to act by further 

protesting both online and offline. 
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Figure 3. @feminist_co tweets 
Source: Twitter - @feminist_co 



19 

  

Figure 4. Moe Odele, Legal Representative tweets 
Source: Twitter - @Mochievous 
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Demand for Accountability  

The End SARS movement placed a demand on and required accountability from 

the Nigerian government. One way the Nigerian youth sought to see their demands met 

was to apply pressure on their government through various protests. Their most notable 

method was Twitter's user-tagging feature used to directly address National and State 

governors, House of Representatives members, Inspector General of Police, Global 

leaders, the International Criminal Court, United Nations, Amnesty International, 

International media houses, and other International Organizations. They encouraged 

each other to tag these people until action was exercised. After the atrocity committed 

against the Nigerian people on October 20, 2020, Ire Aderinokun, a member of the 

Feminist Coalition, shared a tweet emphasizing the need for justice, imploring people to 

send in emails to the International Criminal Court concerning the human rights abuses 

going on in Nigeria right now. This tweet was accompanied by an email template that all 

could use to report the Nigerian government. This email was also encouraged to be sent 

to the Human Rights Committee, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, United 

Nations Office at Germany, the Human Rights Watch, and Amina J Mohammed, Deputy 

Secretary-General of the United Nations. The email's subject read "The Nigerian 

Government is Killing Peaceful Protestors OR Police Brutality and Human Rights 

Abuses in Nigeria," and the body of the email contained comprehensive information 

explaining the impunity of SARS. It listed the ten unarmed citizens killed during the 

peaceful protests, the excessive forces used on protesters and referenced a website that 

held verified stories of victims of the Special Anti-Robbery Squad from 1981 until 2020. 

They also detailed the protesters' experiences specifying how their human rights were 

abused with links to these news reports and tweets that acted as evidentiary records. 

They extensively described the events of October 20, 2020. Here is an excerpt of their 

words: 

At about 7:00pm, the Nigerian military, under the Command of 

Brigadier-General F.O. Omata released fire, automatic weapons, on 

protesters who were sitting, waving flags and singing the national 

anthem. The protesters were locked in on both sides with fire on either 

side. They were shot at repeatedly. Ambulances organised by private 

citizens were not allowed passage by the army unit. The Lagos State 

emergency response services refused to attend to calls to attend to 

wounded people as they claimed there was a curfew. It is reported that 

not less than 15 people died during the spate of shootings. Prior to this, 
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the Lagos State Government and Lekki Construction Company which 

runs the Toll Gate had authorised the removal of the cameras 

surrounding the area. The lights switched off. The cell towers eventually 

switched off. And the peaceful citizens of Nigeria were made to sit, 

dying, scared, and trapped by members of the Nigerian army. The 

President of Nigeria, Muhammed Buhari, the Chief of Army Staff, 

General Buratai, the Commander in charge of the unit that massacred 

at the Lekki Toll Gate, Brigadier-General F. O. Omata, the Governor of 

Lagos State, Babajide Sanwo-olu, and every member of the army who 

opened fire on innocent Nigerian citizens. It is reported that the military 

took away the bodies of dead victims. 

Crowdfunding  

The Feminist Coalition, as seen in figure 5, consistently employed its Twitter 

account in fundraising. They requested donations to sustain the protests to continue to 

amplify the voice of the Nigerian citizens against police brutality. They announced and 

retweeted locations of protests they funded within Nigeria, tagged the conveners of 

those protests, stated the time of the protests, and asked that they be tagged in the 

photos from the protest grounds so these images could be magnified and added as a 

means of communication. This means of sustaining protests – crowdfunding - is 

intertwined with the mobilization of protesters and the building of camaraderie within 

protesters.  

 

Figure 5. Crowdfunding tweets 
Source: Twitter - @feminist_co 
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Figure 6. Donation and expenses tweets 
Source: @feminist_co on Twitter 

Transparency was another aspect employed in the crowdfunding efforts. The 

Feminist Coalition shared daily expense reports through their Twitter handles to indicate 

how much donations were received and spent. In figure 6, we see precisely how many 

protests they had financed and how much they had raised in all the currencies they had 

received. Their website also held a detailed daily summary of how much was disbursed 

daily and the protests they supported. When on October 13th, 2020, Flutterwave, the 

platform used to gather donations, was disabled, the Feminist Coalition released a 

statement through their Twitter handle stating that their account had “come under attack, 

disclosing that the bank account linked to the donation fund had been deactivated and 

the donation link severed” (Durojaiye, 2020). After regrouping and re-strategizing, on 

October 15th, 2020, the Feminist Coalition released via their Twitter handle 

(@Feminist_co) that they were moving to accept donations only through Bitcoin, a 

decentralized and censorship-resistant platform. This change in donation methods did 

not affect the rate at which funds were raised. They went on to raise over 45 BTC within 

nine days. 

Protest Images & Amplification of Protest Themes 

The images from the physical protests were captured and shared online as a 

visual representation of the collective voice and intentions of the Nigerian people. These 
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poignant images also pushed along the overarching themes of the protests, mobilizing, 

and building camaraderie between protesters, demanding accountability from leaders, 

and crowdfunding to sustain the protests until their voices are heard. These images did 

what the traditional media could not do for the citizens of Nigeria - amplify their message 

and present a fair avenue for communication between themselves and their leaders. 

These images were taken by protesters on the physical protest grounds and shared 

online, thus mitigating any form of government influence in restricting its spread. 

 

Figure 7. Aisha Yesufu. Abuja, Nigeria.  
Source @macauveli on twitter 

The symbols in figure 7 - the raised fist, woman, hijab, face mask, placard, 

megaphone- all culminate to present a message from the citizens to their political 

leaders. This image depicts a protest organized and funded by the people to create a 

space to demand accountability from their government. Generally, a raised fist 

demonstrates strength and power and has been associated with several social 
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movements, including communist solidarity and Black Power (Goodnow p. 171). 

Goodnow (2006) states that “the meaning of a fist is unmistakable; a fist illustrates 

power and force, but the real power of the symbol lies in its ambiguity.” This ambiguity 

means centers on who wields this power. In this case, it is Aisha Yesufu, a symbolic 

representation of the protesters. Aisha Yesufu is not new to the protest scene or 

demanding justice from the government. She has been doing so since the kidnap of the 

276 schoolgirls by Boko Haram. Aisha in this iconic photograph has her fist raised, 

demonstrating to the government that she is aware of her rights as a citizen, and she 

knows when it is being mistreated. Her raised fist makes the statement, “Enough is 

Enough.” Aisha Yesufu, through her Twitter handle, narrated the ordeal that transpired 

during the time her fist was raised. She said: 

I am okay. I refused to run. I walked with my fist high up. @PoliceNG 

were all shooting at me as I walked away. I came out of the fence they 

cowardly built around themselves, and about 4 of them came at me at 

the junction throwing bottled water this time. 

With my fist still raised, I told them how shameless they were. One of 

them cursed me, and I gave it back to him. Only one of the bottled 

waters they threw at me touched me slightly, and from anyone far away, 

with 4 of them throwing water bottles at me, it would have seemed they 

had me. 

One of them had pushed me, and the raised hand might be what some 

saw as a slap. No, I wasn’t slapped, and I refused to cower, and I turned 

and gave them a piece of what I thought of their pathetic selves, and if 

I am going to die, it would be with my fist high up and my mouth open. 

This morale-boosting photograph has been termed “Lady Liberty” by the Nigerian 

youth because of her raised fist, which is symbolic of the statue of Liberty that stands in 

New York, USA. Aisha stands as a symbol of Nigerian women, mothers, Muslims, and 

citizens still engaged in their freedom fight. The hijab represents Aisha’s faith (Islam) and 

how religious lines were blurred in a multi-religious nation like Nigeria during these 

protests. People of all faiths and tribes came together to fight to be heard. The facemask 

in this photograph is also important. The #EndSARS protest took place during the 

persisting rampage of COVID-19, with protesters having to choose between keeping 

safe or choosing to protest for change. The placard boldly states the intention of the 

protest while the megaphone represents the voice of the people, loud, bold, and 

demanding.  
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Figure 8. Person dressed in all black waving #ENDSARS flag in full view of 
the Federal Ministry of Justice 

Source @DrOlufunmilayo on Twitter  

Figure 8 depicts the happenings at the height of the protests. The people 

gathered in front of the Federal Ministry of Justice building, located at a significant 

epicenter in Abuja, the capital of Nigeria, a few blocks away from Aso Rock, where the 

President resides. In front of this building, protesters mobilized to reiterate their message 

to their leaders, to their justice system, to their Attorney General “END SARS.” Here, 

they demanded accountability from this system whose primary responsibility is to ensure 

the full expression of citizens’ rights without hindrance. It is essential to note the 

poignancy of their gathering in full view of this building that sits their justice system. The 

person dressed in all black symbolizes the grimness of the current events in Nigeria, 

mourning the victims of police brutality and a government that would not ensure justice 

for its people. The person dressed in all black stands elevated facing the Federal 

Ministry of Justice, questioning, “Can you see us now?” in the person’s hand, they hold a 

black flag with the white inscription “END SARS” questioning, “Can you hear us now?” 

This image was created devoid of color to communicate to the Nigerian leaders that their 

people, Nigerians, whom they took an oath to serve, live under a government where 

anarchy is rife even within the systems meant to protect them. To get their attention and 
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communicate with them, they, the citizens, have to engage in drastic measures such as 

protesting and crowdfunding to ensure that protests continue until change comes.  

 

Figure 9. Name of police brutality victims in Nigeria 
Source @DrOlufunmilayo on Twitter 

This image in figure 9 is a mosaic of the known victims of police brutality that was 

widely distributed on both the physical and online protest grounds during the End SARS 

movement. The funds raised to sustain the protests were used to create and distribute 

multiple hard copies of this image on placards and t-shirts. This mosaic of names 

ensured that the victims would not remain unknown, nameless, thereby presenting an 

element of humanity to the protests. This image also ensured that the world, especially 

their leaders, knew that the victims of police brutality in the country were not mere 

rumors or mere imaginative constructs but were real people. The mosaic in figure 9 was 

created in the colors of the Nigerian flag – green, white, green. The nationality of the 

victims expressed this. They were Nigerians. They were the people whom the leaders 

took an oath to serve. The mosaic did not deviate nor fail to remind the beholder of the 

essence of its creation, “END SARS,” and in the case where SARS was repurposed to 

SWAT, “END SWAT.” 
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Figure 10. Nigerian Police vs. Protesters 
Source @kolasulaimonafp from Getty Images 

The photograph in figure 10 was taken at the height of the protest in the capital 

Abuja. This image shows us the two choices the protesters had to make. They had the 

option to flee or to stand in the face of armed, menacing police officers. They chose the 

latter; to mobilize and protest even in the face of apparent danger. This event comes 

after protesters in other cities in Abuja who, in their bid to enforce their rights to protest, 

sustained varying degrees of injury after being tear-gassed, fired with both water (hot) 

cannons and live ammunition. 

Nevertheless, these protesters pictured here still marched on towards the police 

officers, demanding accountability from their government even if it costs them their lives. 

The sentiment behind their actions was the understanding that they were not safe 

regardless. They either got killed by the roadside for nothing or a minor offense or killed 

on the protest grounds. They again chose the latter. This image displays bravery from 

the citizens who continually mobilized to protest; It poses a question to their leaders; “if 

your people are willing to lay down their lives for a cause, when will you decide to listen 

finally?” 
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Figure 11. Protester on the police box 
Source @DrOlufunmilayo on Twitter 

Figure 11 depicts a protester standing on a police box, signifying the protesters' 

authority over their police. His stance on the police box is to remind the police that they 

are, after all, civil servants whose primary responsibility is to protect and serve the 

people. His stance also conveys the same message to the leaders of the country; "The 

people in charge of protecting us are killing us." The ENDSARS flag in his hands is a 

direct message to the leaders – "we want you to put an end to the Special Anti-Robbery 

Squad of the Nigerian Police Force." The Nigerian flag in his hands also serves multiple 

purposes. First, it speaks to the nationality of the protesters, the victims, the police, and 

the leaders. The flag speaks as a reminder to SARS police officers and the entire police 

force that the people they kill, rape, extort are their countrymen. It reminds the leaders of 

the responsibility they owe to their country, to their people. The protesters who self-

mobilized and ensured that a space to protest exists gathered with their signs and 

placards around this police box to push back at the police and demand accountability 

from them and their leaders. The image was created with a grey overtone to depict the 

feelings of despair, frustration, and lack of joy that come with being Nigerian. It speaks to 
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how an ordinary citizen in Nigeria views the state of their nation – bleak and without 

hope. 

 

Figure 12. Protesters gathered at Lekki toll gate 
Source @apex_zy on Twitter 

The Lekki toll gate, as shown in figure 12, is the connection between the two 

most economically viable cities in Lagos. These cities are where the upper echelon in 

Nigeria build their homes. The upper class in Nigeria can afford certain lifestyles that 

shield them from the daily sufferings of everyday Nigerian citizens. They have access to 

mobile police escorts, and through their connections with political leaders, can avoid the 

regular frustrations of being Nigerian, including police brutality. Lagos protests were 

primarily held at Lekki toll gate - the intention was to disrupt the lives and daily routine of 

those who had agency and familiarity with the leaders. Protesters also mobilized around 

the toll gate to affect the economic input the Lagos state government would typically 

receive from the thousands of vehicles that ply these toll gates daily.  

According to Nairametrics (2020), a financial company in Lagos, it is estimated 

that about 80,000 cars use the tollgates every day and that Lagos state lost an 
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estimated amount of 234,000,000 naira (~ 6 million USD) in the two weeks it was shut 

down during the protests. The protesters gathered at the two sides of the toll gates from 

daybreak until dusk. Here, they sang, chanted, screamed, cried, held vigils for the 

victims. Here, they demanded – an end to police brutality, the ear of their government, 

an end to bad governance. Some citizens paid for the electric billboards to send 

messages. In figure 12, we see the words “Your voice matters” and images of raised 

fists; this was a message to encourage the protesters to continue their fight and keep 

demanding because their voice matters. This encouragement also intertwines with a 

hashtag that was widely used during these protests. #SOROSOKE which in the Yoruba 

language means “Speak Up.” The camaraderie between protesters at the Lekki toll gate 

motivated them to keep donating to sustain the protests and insist their government act.  

 

Figure 13. Bloodied Nigerian flag 
Source @thecableng on Twitter 

The bloodied flag as seen in 13 above represents a myriad of constructs. Firstly, 

it represents the irony that is the leadership in Nigeria. The reason for the protests – 

police brutality - inevitably led to the end of the protests in October 2020. On this day, it 

was alleged by multiple eyewitnesses and victims that the Nigerian Army fired live 

ammunition at peaceful protesters who were sitting at the Lekki toll gate area. Orders 
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were given to the Army to attack peaceful protesters by now civilian President 

Muhammadu Buhari, a former military Head of State of Nigeria.  

The second construct represented in the image was the atrocity committed 

against the Nigerian people by their government for exercising their right to protest. Even 

though Nigeria is a democratic nation, citizens were ordered not to protest as it had been 

proscribed illegal. Their "punishment" for exercising their right to protest was 

represented in protesters' blood that stained the flag. Many were injured, many were 

killed. The number of casualties remains unknown until today. However, the flag sullied 

with the blood of the Nigerian people sends the message "Look at what they did to us" 

globally and to its national leaders "Look at what you did to us."  

The color white from the flag originally represents peace and unity. The blood 

that tainted the flag red asks the question, "What kind of a nation seeking peace and 

unity punishes and kills its people for demanding accountability?" 

Songs as Political Communication 

This paper relies heavily on the concept of ethnomusicology to highlight 

communication avenues the Nigerian citizens have resorted to in order to create a 

communication channel between themselves and their leaders. Music, especially Hip-

Hop, has been a tool to critique politics, policies, and political entities (Fredericks, 2014). 

The songs used during these protests pointed to the continued decadence in Nigeria – 

the political corruption, bribery, and delinquency of the political elites and leaders. The 

songs also critiqued the continuous and worsening economic hardships and the daily 

struggle and frustrations of being Nigerian. These songs and the context in which they 

were used alluded to the Nigerian government; the reason for their protests was the 

repeated history of violence, injustice, and bad governance that they continue to suffer. 

This history they note is why they have now mobilized, funded numerous protests, 

reoriented tools such as songs and images as communication tools to mediate and 

demand accountability from the Nigerian government. 
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Beast of No Nation – Fela Anikulapo Kuti 

It was no question that during a pivotal time such as the End SARS movement, 

where the people revolted against the government, one of the songs used as their 

anthem would belong to Fela.  Fela Anikulapo Kuti, the pioneer, and father of Afro-beat, 

was a Nigerian artist who used his music as a weapon against tyranny, brutality, and 

oppression (Raheem, 2017). Fela’s music was commonly profane and full of expletive 

jabs against the Nigerian state, especially the military regime that ruled the nation for 

years. Although he lived a licentious life, his music held commentaries on socio-political 

issues that resonated with the masses. It is no shock that Fela, at the hands of the 

military regime, faced brutal repressions and was imprisoned multiple times. He was 

termed a prisoner of conscience by Amnesty International for his artistry that was a tool 

to protest injustice by the Nigerian government and the consequences he faced for his 

actions. In September 1984, Fela was imprisoned for breaking the 100 pounds Basic 

Travel Allowance Law (Raheem, 2017). Immediately after his release from jail on April 

24, 1986, he relsed his song “Beast of No Nation” to criticize the powers-that-be that 

made his imprisonment happen. This song became one of those used during the 

protests that fostered camaraderie between protesters as they united based on their 

shared experience of living under a corrupt government. 

Table 1. Beast of No Nation by Fela 

Lyrics Translation 

Na craze world, no be outside world It’s a corrupt world, not a good world 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside the police dey Isn’t that where the police are? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside the soldier dey Isn’t that where the soldiers are? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside the court dem dey Isn’t that where the courts are? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside the magistrate dey Isn’t that where the magistrate is? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside the judge dem dey Isn’t that the world where the judges are? 

Craze world Corrupt world 
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Lyrics Translation 

Na craze world be dat That’s a corrupt world 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside Buhari dey Isn’t that where Buhari is? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Na craze man be dat That’s a wicked man 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Animal in craze man skin-i He’s an animal in a wicked man’s skin 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Na craze world be dat That’s a corrupt world 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside Idiagbon dey Isn’t that where Idiagbon is? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Na craze man be dat That’s a wicked man 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Animal in craze man skin-i He’s an animal in a wicked man’s skin 

Craze world Corrupt world 

Na craze world be dat That’s a corrupt world 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside dem find me guilty Isn’t it where they found me guilty? 

Craze world Corrupt world 

No be outside dem jail me five years Isn’t that where they jailed me for five 
years 

Craze world Corrupt world 

I no do nothing I did not do anything wrong 

Craze world Corrupt world 

My people are useless My people are useless 

My people are senseless My people are senseless 

My people are indiscipline My people are indiscipline 

Na Nigeria governmenti oo That’s what the Nigerian government 
called its people 

Them dey talk be that That’s what they are saying 
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Fela referred to the ‘outside world,’ which is the everyday Nigerian society, as a 

corrupt world because of the strict and draconian rules employed by then General 

Muhammadu Buhari, who had just overthrown the civilian government of President 

Shehu Shagari. He refers to Buhari as “Animal in craze man skin-i” to paint how 

depraved he believes him, his regime, and governorship to be. During the #EndSARS 

protests, Buhari is again the Nigerian president whom the protesters believe exhibits the 

same characteristics that Fela sings about in Beast of No Nation. The lyrics “No be 

outside the police dey,” “No be outside the soldier dey,” “No be outside the court dem 

dey,” “No be outside the magistrate dey,” “No be outside the judge dem dey” refers to 

the Nigerian criminal justice system which he believes are corrupt and, in his opinion, 

illegally imprisoned him. According to Amnesty International (2011), Fela may have been 

arrested for a political offense and not a criminal one. They also state that Fela was not 

granted due process in the courts, as eyewitnesses, including customs officials, were 

prohibited from testifying.  

The phrase “Beast of no Nation” originates from South African apartheid leader, 

Pik Botha who at the crux of the anti-apartheid movement was quoted saying, “This 

uprising will bring out the beast in us” (Raheem, 2017). This was said in retaliation to the 

Black majority who were fighting against apartheid. Fela takes Botha’s powerful political 

statement, turns it around to refer to himself and the Nigerian people as the beast. He 

then inserts it into his song that prophetically becomes a verse that will resonate with the 

Nigerian youth thirty-four years later as they championed the End SARS movement. This 

song especially resonated with the Nigerian youth as they protested police brutality 

because the lyrics held their pain and opinion led by the same President – Muhammadu 

Buhari. Although Buhari ascertained himself to be a “converted democrat” (Moyer, 2015) 

ready for civilian rulership, the essence of the protests begged to differ. His eventual 

actions of October 20, 2020, where lethal force was opened on peaceful protesters, also 

begged to differ with his newfound civilian identity. The protesters chose to embody 

Fela’s redefinition of the uprising. Now, they, the protesters, were the beast who had 

brought the uprising to the front doors of the Nigerian leaders through the #EndSARS 

protests.  
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Nigeria Jaga Jaga – Eedris Abdulkareem  

Eedris Abdulkareem is a Nigeria Hip-Hop artist whose popular song titled “Jaga 

jaga” was released in 2004. This song was in response to the 2003 presidential elections 

riddled with flagrant rigging (Smith 2008 as cited in Künzler, Reuster-Jahn 2012). This 

song was also released five years into Nigeria’s return to democracy after being under 

military rule. It was one of discontentment about democracy that has not lived up to its 

promises – Nigeria was still riddled with corruption and ineffective systems. President 

Olusegun Obasanjo banned the song from airplay, stating that the song was giving the 

country a bad reputation because he sang a critic against the government in power 

(Waliya 2017).  

The song Nigeria jaga jaga simply means Nigeria is broken, messed up.  
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Table 2. Nigeria Jaga Jaga – Eedris Abdulkareem 

Lyrics Translation 

It’s time to hear some reality 
2004, Abdulkareem, whad up 

Intro 

Nigeria jaga jaga Nigeria is broken and messed up  

Everything scatter scatter Everything is scattered 

Poor man dey suffer suffer The poor man endures suffering 

Gbosa, gbosa, gunshot inna di air Gbosa gbosa – onomatopoeic word to 
describe the sound of gun shots 

Gunshot inna di air – gun shots in the air 

Armed robber came to your house Armed robber comes to your house  

Went straight up to your bedside (Gbosa) Goes straight to your bed side (imitates 
sounds for gun shots) 

Six feet, now you are down Six feet, now you are down  

Which armed robber no want money What kind of armed robber doesn’t want 
money? 

Which armed robber no want joley What kind of armed robber doesn’t steal 
to enjoy? 

Na political armed robber be that A political armed robber is who  

Na wetin dey kill Nigeria o 

 

That is what is killing Nigeria  

Ifesika iya biya biya If you see the state of Keyamo’s beards  

(Festus Keyamo was a critic of the 
government) 

They lock am for jail for Nigeria He was locked up in jail  

Kingsley Agbe sef dey for here Kingsley Agbe is also locked up 

Adebende na he dey fit all of them Ade Bendel (a popular armed robber 
then) was the one set free instead 

Here kpa, inside prison Here too, inside prison  

Everything scatter scatter Everything is scattered 

Poor man dey suffer suffer The poor man endures suffering  

Gbosa, gbosa, gunshot inna di air 
 

Gbosa gbosa – onomatopoeic sound for 
gun shots 

Gunshot inna di air – gun shots in the air 

What you are say What do you say about that? 
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Sixteen years later after the song was released, Nigerians continue to face the 

same frustrations as they did in the early 2000’s. The lyrics of the songs hold powerful 

meaning to the average Nigerian youth as this has been the reality of their entire lives. 

Disregard for the needs of the citizen has been endemic in the Nigerian ruling system 

(Awe, 1999). This song was used during the protest to express that the problems that 

the nation was facing wasn’t novel but has rather plagued its existence. It was also used 

to reinforce their discontentment with the state of the nation and solidify their need to be 

heard. The verses “Nigeria jaga jaga” and “Everything scatter scatter” particularly 

resonated these points and in essence asked the governors “How long will Nigeria 

remain this way?” The political and institutional sectors in Nigeria is rife with corruption 

and incompetence, with Nigerians referring to their country as one of the world’s most 

corrupt country (Page, 2018). It is worthy to note that at the time of the protest all federal 

run universities had been on strike. The Academic Staff Union of Universities, ASUU, 

embarked on the strike action on March 23, 2020, following its disagreement with the 

Federal Government over the funding of the universities and implementation of an 

integrated payroll system. This strike lasted for 10 months and 1 day (Ukpe, 2020). The 

year 2004 was no different from 2020, so Nigerians took to the streets to speak up, to 

protest, to sing “Nigeria jaga jaga Everything scatter scatter.” The verse “Poor man dey 

suffer suffer” in turn points to the debilitating state of economy whose impact is visible in 

the life of the citizens. The poor only got poorer in Nigeria. The May 2020 National 

Bureau of Statistics (NBS) report sponsored by the World Bank reports that the recently 

released 2019 Poverty and Inequality in Nigeria report, highlights that “40 percent of the 

total population, or almost 83 million people, live below the country’s poverty line of 

137,430 naira ($381.75) per year.”  

The verses from the songs that allude to violence and brutal murder alleges that 

the government was behind the murders of political voices that opposed them. This 

rhetoric made this song influential during this movement as it is the same crimes that the 

police, specifically SARS were also being accused of. Abdulkareem further sings about 

the degradation in the criminal justice system in Nigeria. He mentions Festus Keyamo 

and Kingsley Abe as some of the political prisoners who were illegally imprisoned while 

Ade Bendel as a notorious criminal who was set free by the government. This part of his 

song also afforded the protesters a chance to voice their discontentment with the arrest 

of peaceful protesters and significant figureheads of the End SARS movement. The 
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chorus of the song ends powerfully by posing a question to the government “What you 

are say?” which translates to mean “What do you say about that?” the protesters use 

this to probe their leaders, “Do you hear our complaints?” and “Are you going to do 

anything about them?” 

Fem by David Adeleke (Davido) 

David Adeleke popularly known as Davido is a Nigerian Afrobeat and hip-hop 

artist who enjoys worldwide fame. Although his song Fem was used as the unofficial 

anthem during the protests, it was not created with the intention of becoming political. 

This song was instead created as a retaliation to another Nigerian artiste. The word Fem 

is used colloquially in Nigeria to tell someone to be quiet. It originates from the French 

sentence “Ferme la bouche” which translates to close your mouth.  

Table 3. Fem by David Adeleke (Davido) 

Lyrics Translation 

E be like you don dey talk too much It looks like you are saying a lot  

Small talk, you don dey talk who talk You hear a little rumour and you want to 
fight who spoke 

Fem Be quiet  

Oboy, you don dey do too much Mr. man you are doing too much 

Small talk, you don dey look who talk A little rumor and you are looking for who 
said so 

Fem Be quiet  

 

The lyrics of this song made waves on the protest grounds (both physical and 

online). Fem became the anthem of the protest because of its ability to express the 

needs of the protesters - the overarching need for the other party (political leaders) to be 

silent, so they (the protesters) could be heard. This need to listen was made even more 

apparent during the protests when government officials would show up on protest to 

address the protesters, who would yell out "FEM" to get them to understand that they 

needed to listen first before they started making empty promises again. The verse "E be 

like you don dey talk too much" also responds to the government who had promised 

disbandment of the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) in theory but not in practicality. 

The SARS officers were still active and indulging in the same behaviors that triggered 
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the protests. The verse also plays into the belief about the Nigerian government, that 

they are "all talk but no action." This was made clear not just in how the SARS officers 

flouted the order not to be on active duty but also because this same sect of police, 

SARS, had been disbanded in 2017, 2018, 2019 by the Nigerian government with no 

definitive steps taken to that effect. Another reason the protesters persisted in their 

efforts while singing Fem to the government was retaliation to their dissolving SARS only 

to repurpose them into another sect of the police called the Special Weapons and 

Tactics Unit (SWAT) without any policy reform or consequences to the offending police 

officers.  

The verses "Small talk, you don dey talk who talk" and "Small talk, you don dey 

look who talk" are similar in the context of the protest. They refer again to the 

government's needless search for the leaders of the protest, ignoring the fact that it was 

people-led, without proscribed leaders, and the protests were genuine demands by 

citizens to have their voices and complaints heard. "Oboy, you don dey do too much" 

speaks to the language and the way Nigerians speak colloquially. In essence, this verse 

spoke to the governors, telling them that they were putting in too much effort to quell the 

protests instead of working at the issues that eroded the systems and enabled bad 

governance and police systems. This spoke to the fact that several governors in Nigeria 

banned protests and deemed it an illegal activity. Thus, giving police the permission and 

power to manhandle, harass and arrest protesters.  

Fem in more congenial climes means "close your mouth, be quiet," but 

depending on the situation and the statement that needed to be made, it could mean 

shut up, in its aggressive sense. Whether it was "be quiet" or "shut up" coming as the 

message from the protesters, it was dependent on the atmosphere on the protest ground 

and the message they were passing along.   

The Nigerian National Anthem 

The Nigerian National Anthem was created to replace the old anthem that was 

used from the day of Nigeria’s independence until 1978 when the current one was 

created. The new anthem “Arise, O Compatriots” was created to capture the hope for 

the new Nigeria. According to the Embassy of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, the new 
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anthem was purposed as the most important symbol of the country, to unite all Nigerians 

into one sovereign state.  

Lyrics 

Arise, O Compatriots 

Nigeria's call obey 

To serve our fatherland 

With love and strength and faith 

The labour of our heroes past, 

shall never be in vain 

To serve with heart and might, 

One nation bound in freedom, peace and unity 

 

Oh God of creation, direct our noble cause 

Guide our leaders right 

Help our youth the truth to know 

In love and honesty to grow 

And living just and true 

Great lofty heights attain 

To build a nation where peace and justice shall reign. 

 

The Nigerian national anthem is a symbol of unity, but this unity was questioned 

during the protests. How does a country striving for unity ignore the voice of the people? 

The anthem was sung during the protest while protesters held the Nigerian flag or 

wrapped themselves in it. This action was carried out to serve as a reminder to the 

Nigerian governors of the promises they swore to fulfill on the day they were welcomed 

into office. The action intended to encourage the Nigerian leaders to reflect on the past 

and future of Nigeria. To encourage them to "remember how far we have come; 

remember how much of a distance we still have to cover." The lines from the anthem 

"The labour of our heroes past, shall never be in vain" and "To build a nation where 

peace and justice shall reign" aptly cover this rhetoric. Nigeria had overcome being 

colonized, being under military rulership, nine coups, and civil war. Their heroes' past 

had truly labored for a Nigeria that did not look like the one they currently lived in. Their 

heroes did not labour for present-day Nigeria to be riddled with flagrant corruption or for 

its youths to be tagged criminals and unjustly killed by the police, whose job is to protect 
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them. Through their protests, they hoped to achieve or at least ignite the process that 

would lead to Nigeria becoming, as described by the last line of the anthem, "a nation 

where peace and justice shall reign." 

The most poignant time the anthem was sung during the protest was on October 

20, 2020. A last-minute curfew had just been announced, and with no way for most of 

the protesters to get home, they decided to sleep on the protest ground at the Lekki 

Tollgate. As they wrapped themselves in the flag and sang the national anthem, men 

dressed in the Nigerian Army Uniform opened fire and killed them. The number of men 

killed remains unknown until this day. The events of October 20, 2020, remain the most 

tragic day of the #EndSARS movement. The day's emotions, thoughts, and feelings 

were best captured with this poem curated by Jumoke Verissimo and James Yeku 

(2020), written by fellow Nigerian and protester Chinonyelum Anyichie 

“Arise, O Compatriots, Nigeria’s Call, Obey” 

While we sang and held the flag, singing a song that never served us, 
While we sat down, holding hands, 
Brothers with one voice, brothers with one fate; 
Death came in torrents of hot steel. 
One gasp here, another one there, 
Will mine be the third? 

While we begged and cried and begged and cried for bread we baked, 
They opened fire on us in the cover of the night; 
Men green with envy at our guts, 

Cowardly men, zombies without minds. 
They opened fire on us, 
For asking to have a seat at the table we built, 
For having without training what they train many years for – 
Strength. 

“The labor of our heroes past shall never be in vain”. (singing) 

A liquid, warm, hits my face, 
The fingers grow still and cold, that once grasped mine, 
So I must say this with urgency: 
When we are all dead and gone, 
Let it be known we obeyed the call, 
And served with our blood at Lekki toll-gate. 

“To serve with heart and might”… 
(singing until voice falters and stops). 
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Conclusions 

In this paper, I opine that, in practice, the theory of political communication 

should focus greater attention on the influence and perspective of the citizens. Although 

defined by McNair (2011) as a triad between media, politics/politicians, and citizens, the 

theory of political communication has become synonymous with electoral campaigns 

and marketing. I argue that the theory should be applied so that it is cognizant of all the 

shareholders in its framework. My focus with this was to proffer a way in which political 

communication could become a dialogic framework, especially between 

politicians/political leaders and citizens. I then highlight the #EndSARS protests in 

Nigeria as a case study that depicts the consequences that could befall a nation that 

does not practically apply political communication theory to its full extent.  

The #EndSARS mobilizations of October 2020 in Nigeria especially highlighted 

two situations: 

(i) What could happen in a society with no system of communication 
between citizens and governors' post-electoral season.  

(ii)  A situation where this dialogic communication model occurred 
between citizens and governors to a certain extent of success.  

 

Despite the atrocity of October 20, 2020, it is worthy to note that in a society like 

Nigeria with no standard or definitive form of communication between citizens and 

governors, interactive communications did achieve a measure of success during the 

protests. Different forms of communication employed by the citizens were studied and 

examined—the primary form being the dual forms of protests employed during this time 

by the Nigerian people. One form manifested physically with people taking to the streets 

while the other manifested online, most prominently on Twitter. Using discourse 

analysis, I analyzed tweets, images, and songs from the protests and showed how they 

served as communication tools from the citizens to their government.  
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What did the images, songs, and tweets communicate? 

The images, songs, and tweets were ultimately used to mobilize and build 

camaraderie amongst protesters, fundraise to sustain the protests and demand 

accountability from their government. These were executed to amplify the citizens' voice, 

demand an audience from their government, and then convene a message to the 

governors – an end to police brutality in Nigeria. Twitter and its user-tagging and 

retweeting feature made it an avenue and a mediator of communication between the 

citizens and governors.  

The images were a visual representation of the intentions of the protests and 

used to amplify protest themes, evoke conversations within groups, to get people to 

question why the Nigerian youth repeatedly returned to protest grounds knowing they 

would face immense hardships, abuses, injuries, and even death. Why did they 

assemble, self-mobilize, and return for fourteen days? The songs helped boost the 

protesters' morale and served as a reminder to the youth and the government. To the 

youth, it reminded them to stay strong in their fight. Their voices were worthy of being 

heard for a good Nigeria has not existed for a long time. While to the government, it 

reminded them that their citizens are supposed to have a voice in the way they are 

governed. These became tools that the citizens forcefully constructed to become their 

platform for iteration and visibility since they had been ignored and maligned by their 

government. The events and actions from the #EndSARS protest of 2020 in Nigeria 

highlights and corroborates the need for a repositioning and a more practical application 

to the theory of political communication.  
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Essay 2: 
 

If I Can’t be Black in Nigeria, Where Can I be Black? 
An Autoethnography of How I Navigate Being Black 

in Different Geographies   
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Introduction 

What does it mean to be Black?  

According to an Afrometrics poll (McDugal, Jayawardene, 2013) that asked 

African Americans/Black people how they define their racial identity and what being 

Black meant to them, they found that their definitions transcended that of the dictionary. 

Merriam Webster defines Black identity as: 

a person belonging to any of various population groups of especially 
African ancestry often considered as having dark pigmentation of the skin 
but in fact having a wide range of skin colors.  

However, the answers given by the respondents from this poll went beyond just ancestry 

and physicality. In total, their responses were coded into six categories as follows: 

 1) Strength and Resilience, 2) Ancestry, 3) Pride, 4) History and Legacy, 5) African 

Descended Community, 6) Physicality.   

Further explanation of these categories shows how these respondents identify and 

define themselves. Strength and Resilience were 25% of the total response. 

Respondents identified being as Black “being a part of a struggle for justice and equality 

against the forces of racism and other forms of oppression.” A sample of this response:  

“Black means to be brilliant and troubled at the same time and it also 

requires a lot of resilience and it means I have to be aware of racism 

continuously.” 

Ancestry was 23% of the response. The respondents refer to their ancestors as an 

essential aspect of their identity. A sample of this response: 

“My ancestors are from Africa; my preference is to be called African-

American.” 

 Pride was also 23% and was labeled a source of “personal and collective pride and 

empowerment.” They utilize their racial identity to promote a high sense of self. A 

sample of this response: 

“It means to be proud, creative, deep-rooted, rich culture and very 

intelligent.” 
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History and Legacy was 15% of the total response, and they opine that being Black is 

“informed by the past in that it connects one with Africa.” They saw it as an essential way 

to restore a positive sense of self in a highly racialized society like America. A sample of 

this response: 

“It’s my inheritance. I owe my ancestors for it. I give thanks to have 

been born into such a beautiful legacy.” 

African Descended Community was 13% of the total response. It was discovered that 

having a membership in a diverse African descended community and having the ability 

to embrace a culture and tradition that superseded geography was essential to them. A 

sample of this response: 

“Being black means being part of something larger than myself, 

representing those other than myself.” 

Physicality was 4% of the total response, and for the respondent, it was a characteristic 

of their Black identity because it represents a racial distinction. A sample of this 

response: 

“A person with some shade of brown skin whose ancestors were forcibly 

brought from Africa to the US.” 

 

For much of my life, my positionality as a Nigerian shielded me from ever having 

to grapple with my racial identity or consider what being Black meant to me. I did not 

grow up thinking I was Black. I knew I was Nigerian. On an ethnic level, I knew I was 

Igbo from the Southeastern part of Nigeria, and that was how I identified myself. When it 

comes to skin color in Nigeria, the word black simply connotes darker-skinned people. 

Darker than the average dark person, that is. However, when the word is used to 

describe a person, it does not always connote anything positive. In Nigeria, I used to be 

classified as yellow – a light/fair-skinned person – so I never even grappled with the 

concept of being black as a shade of my skin color.  

I never had to confront being Black as part of my identity until I moved to America 

at the age of sixteen. I still was ignorant of being Black in America for a while until the 

murder of Michael Brown in August of 2014 made it impossible for me to ignore that part 
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of my identity. The discovery that I was Black led me on a journey of self-discovery 

through which I still sojourn. It is from a stop in this journey that I write this work.  

I have spent eight years away from Nigeria, seven in the United States of 

America, and one in Canada. I have lived in these countries very conscious of my Black 

skin, even from a time when I did not understand, want, or even accept it. How could I 

accept something that was criminalized and put a target on my back?  

At first, I did not judge the unfairness of this reality; instead, I tried to avoid and 

separate myself from it. I hid behind my nationality, hoping it could distinguish me from 

the Black people in America – African Americans.  

When it did not, I began to understand my new reality and accept it. Author 

Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie in a 2021 interview recounts how she has tackled this idea 

of being Black in America and her acceptance of it. She says: 

 Race (in Nigeria) wasn’t an issue. With a sense of Igbo as an identity, I 
don’t think I really had or have to question it because it was the norm. When 
I went to the US…, you have identities thrown at you. It was Black, 
African… it was Nigerian and then it was Igbo.  

On realizing she was now Black, she says: 

I don’t think becoming Black in America is necessarily all negative for me, 
it was a learning experience. Initially, I did not want to be Black … it came 
from ignorance. I had not been in the US long enough to understand the 
African American history. All I saw on the news was the way they conflate 
Blackness and crime. All the people they arrest and show you on TV are 
Black men. They are not showing you all the white men who are doing the 
same. And so, in my mind, I was like no, no, no, I do not want to be a part 
of that. I came full circle… discovering Blackness obviously had it bad side 
because of racism. The only reason why race matters is because of racism 
otherwise it won’t matter.  

Like Chimamanda with whom I share similar positionalities with (being African, 

Nigerian, and Igbo), I also had to go full circle from not wanting to be Black to then being 

accepting of this label that I had outside of Nigeria. In this work, I seek to define what 

being Black means to me. However, my definition of being Black differs from the 

dictionary and even that of other Black people in America. It is not rooted in my strength 

or resilience, nor is it rooted in my pride for my people or history. My definition is rooted 

in the understanding of the cultures and geographical climates that I find myself in.  
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This need to define what it means to be Black stemmed from my recent trip back 

to Nigeria, where I returned to after eight years away. There, I was labeled as black; I 

was no longer yellow. Attaching that label ‘black’ to me in a country where I had never 

been called that made me reflect on who I was when I found myself in different settings. 

Secondly, it made me mourn the idea that I may never be in a country where my skin 

won’t be seen in a negative light. Of all the places I thought, Nigeria should not be a 

place where I struggle to freely be.  

After my experience of being called black in Nigeria, I felt the need to reflect on 

how I see myself and my relationship with skin color. In this process, I have now 

discovered that my identity, the ways in which I see and understand myself, and the idea 

of Blackness is situational.  

In this work I center my process of knowledge production on standpoint theory. 

This theory is based on your social and political experiences shaping your perspective, 

your definition of how you see the world. The idea of this theory is that a particular 

location or place in time determines your outlook based on your observation. Theorist 

Sandra Harding (1991) espouse that “the social groups within which we are located 

powerfully shape what we experience and know as well as how we understand and 

communicate with ourselves, others, and the world” (p. 269). Her argument is predicated 

upon the idea “that we can use the inequalities of gender, race, class, and sexual 

orientation to observe how different locations within the social hierarchy tend to generate 

distinctive accounts of nature and social relationships” (Harding 1991, p. 270). 

Holding close my identity as Nigerian and my unique experiences, I explore the 

idea of what being Black means to me. I do this by reflecting on my life and experiences 

in America and Canada with race and racism from 2013 to 2021. I then also reflect on 

my experience with color and colorism in Nigeria. I make this discovery by conducting an 

autoethnography examining the question, “If I can’t be Black in Nigeria, where can I be 

Black?” I begin this work by providing a background of the time leading up to my 

departure from Nigeria to America. Within this paper, I explore the cost of being Black in 

America. These experiences eventually led me to critically view race and change my 

ideologies, my Historically Black Colleges and University (HBCU) experience, and my 

experience in a toxic work environment in America. I also detail my experience dealing 

with racism from another minority group in Canada and the pressure to not be ‘black’ in 
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Nigeria. In the sections on Nigeria, I explore my confrontation with the label ‘black,’ my 

realization of the ‘yellow’ privilege I once had.  

Theoretical Framework 

Standpoint theory is said to be a post modernistic approach to people’s 

perception. It is known as a viewpoint or an attitude towards the issue from the 

perspective of the personal. Standpoint simply means a place to critically view the world 

around us (Griffin, 2009). The ideology is that day-to-day interactions shapes a person’s 

perspective. This theory is founded on two core principles. One is the situated 

knowledge thesis and the other is inversion thesis. According to the situated knowledge 

thesis, knowledge is produced by social differentiation: knowers are always embedded in 

a particular historical moment and socio-cultural contexts. While the inversion thesis 

gives epistemic authority to those who have suffered oppression at the hands of a 

majority (IGNOU, 2021). I focus on theorist Sarah Harding’s definition even though her 

perspective comes from the feminist standpoint and my work doesn’t. Her idea of the 

theory focuses on building objectivity by focusing on the definition of the othered in that 

situation. For this work, I focus on defining Blackness while already being black. Harding 

is also the progenitor of the idea of ‘strong objectivity.’ Strong objectivity is the strategy 

of starting research from the lives of the othered which upon critical reflection and 

resistance provides them with a less false view of reality. This concept is also tied to the 

idea of local knowledge which is knowledge that is situated in time, place and 

experience as opposed to knowledge from nowhere that is supposedly value-free.  

Hence, I create my definition of Blackness from the standpoint of an African, an Igbo-

Nigerian and not just a black person who never knew or identified as Black. I have to 

note however that my definition is not the generalized or common one but one which 

encompasses my experiences.  
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Methodology 

The topic of Blackness, racism and even colorism in research continually 

expands; and although Black female researchers’ voices are also now tackling these 

issues I still wish to add to this body of work through my own lived experiences and 

positionality. The title of my work previews the research question and objective of this 

work. If I can’t be Black in Nigeria, where can I be Black? The issue of being Black is 

new to me and in this work, I explore what being Black has meant to me in the different 

countries and continents I have lived in so far. I explore the concept of Blackness from a 

racial perspective living in both the United States of America and Canada and blackness 

from a literal perspective of skin color and colorism in Nigeria.  

I tackle all this from a personal perspective; the standpoint of a young Nigerian 

woman who as a teenager with no foreknowledge was thrust into a world of identity 

politics, racism, and the persistent consciousness of colorism. To accurately do this, I 

had to mine my memories for events that marked the shift in my identity, going from ‘girl’ 

to ‘black girl’ when I moved to the United States of America at the age of sixteen and my 

experiences of being a ‘black woman’ in Canada. I also delve into my memories to tell of 

my experiences of being black in Nigeria, black in just the literal color sense and dealing 

with the issue of colorism in a way that was strange to me. This work delves into and 

examines the memories of my journey in encountering this new label, confronting it, and 

then accepting it.  

I employ autoethnography to discuss and unearth the intricacies of my research 

question. I chose to use autoethnography to explore this question because I have found 

that it is best to address stories such as mine that is full of observations of 

microaggressions and discriminatory and racist undertones from a personal perspective. 

Questions and research surrounding race should be done from the perspective of the 

othered and not that of those who do not have an intimate understanding of the issue. 

To write my story or share these experiences that plague Black people in any other way 

is to dilute our reality. As Vickers (2002) rightly states, “texts produced in the traditional 

manner sustain the illusion of disinterest and neutrality” (p. 613). This removes our 

story’s personal voice, making it “underread, dry, inaccessible – and boring.” So, for my 

work, I take the role of both researcher and the researched to bring my personal self 
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back into such research inquiries and conversations. To understand the issue of skin 

color and its meaning in different geographical contexts through the eyes of an African, 

specifically, a Nigerian.  

How I embraced autoethnography in my work is through active self-reflexivity, 

which Tracy (2020) defines as “the careful consideration of the ways in which 

researchers’ past experiences, points of view, and roles impact these same researchers’ 

interactions with and interpretation of the researcher scene” (p. 2). I focused on 

understanding the interaction between my inner world and the outer world of human 

social life by focusing on my experiences, memories, emotions, insights, epiphanies, and 

life practices (Poulos 2021).  

Autoethnography as defined by Christopher Poulos (2021), is an observational, 

participatory, and reflexive research method that uses writing about the self in contact 

with others to illuminate the many layers of human social, emotional, theoretical, 

political, and cultural praxis. I started off by acknowledging the fact that up until I moved 

to America, I never had to deal with the idea of being Black. Being Black held absolutely 

no meaning to me. At the age of sixteen I had to confront the difficult task of now 

understanding this new label that had suddenly being thrust upon me because of my 

skin color. In my analysis, I tell of what I initially understood Blackness to be, how I 

rejected it, tried not to be associated with it and then accept it. To address the issue of 

experiencing colorism during my recent trip back home to Nigeria, I had to contrast my 

experiences and relationship with my skin color growing up as a young girl and my 

recent time there. I analyzed my childhood memories where I was the ‘ideal’ color and 

my experiences now being literally ‘black’ in the eyes of Nigerians and how I feel now at 

the other side of this experience.   

Hamilton, Smith, and Worthington (2008) agree that a study cannot be 

autoethnographic unless it contains an easily identifiable cultural component. Here, they 

address culture as language, action, and/or interaction that includes shared patterns of 

thought, symbol, and action typical of a particular group. Stereotypes about Black people 

and the microaggressions I faced in non-black spaces were the cultural components I 

discuss in my work in my dissection of my experiences in both America and Canada. For 

Nigeria, I address the connotations and the language behind the word black when it was 

in reference to skin color. 
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I found it best to take the approach of narrative inquiry to autoethnography to 

approach the exploration of this question. Narrative inquiry is based firmly on the 

premise that, as human beings, we come to understand and give meaning to our lives 

through a story (Trahar, 2009). It emphasizes lived experiences and offers researchers a 

way to think and share experiences. So as the researcher, I share my experiences of 

different interactions in the different settings that highlighted my skin color and what it is 

meant to represent. I narrate stories from my experiences confronting the idea of what I 

thought it meant to be black, my fears, shortcomings, silence, and acceptance of the 

label living in North America. I narrate my perspective on living life as a ‘black’ person in 

Nigeria as opposed to ‘yellow’ which I had been before I left.  

In his book Essentials of autoethnography Poulos (2021) tells the history of 

autoethnography as evolving from the process of ethnography. This was in response to 

the fact that researchers were unable to maintain the perspective of ‘outsider looking in 

on the scene’ because it began to change the behaviors of the researched. 

Autoethnography gradually began as a way for researchers to write about their 

experience as part of a scene they did this by keeping journals outside of their research 

reports that were published as personal memoirs (Geertz, 1973). Poulos (2021) 

reasserts that the role of auto-ethnographers is to explore the “subjective positions and 

perspectives of the author as events, encounters, memories, actions, stories, and 

cultural practices emerge or unfold in the life of the researcher” (p.9). Geertz (1973) 

embodies this in his research Deep play: Notes on the Balinese cockfight where he 

acknowledges that his presence (even though he was largely ignored) shaped how he 

could observe and participate in the Balinese village life. He wrote his essay through the 

lens of an actively ignored observer. He notes how his status shifted amongst the people 

when he began to earn their trust but still had to be intuitive and observant to understand 

his environment and to eventually study the elaborate gambling ritual structures that 

animate the Balinese cockfighting scene. His work which was deemed ground-breaking 

was historic for the idea of ‘thick description.’ Thick description is grounded in the notion 

that “carrying the reader into the scene through thick descriptive and evocative writing 

will lead to a deeper understanding” (Poulos, 2021, p. 8). Geertz’s work has been seen 

as a breakthrough in the style of autoethnographic writing.  

Vickers (2002) provides another aspect to autoethnographic writing when she 

expanded on authentic writing as a necessity of autoethnography writing. She states that 
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authentic writing is ‘risky’ because as both the researcher and researched she gets 

anxious as she thinks about who may read her work and how they may feel about her 

after they are done. In her 2002 work Researchers as storytellers: Writing on the edge-

and without a safety net, she shares her journal entries that detail her experiences of 

being bullied as a depressed person with Multiple Sclerosis (MS) which she describes as 

‘sensitive,’ ‘embarrassing,’ and ‘stigmatizing.’ Her work has paved a way for areas of the 

personal which may be referred to as ‘taboo’ to be spoken about in research.  

Autoethnography has often been regarded as a controversial means of 

qualitative research relies because it greatly relies on the personal experiences of the 

researcher to understand intricate social phenomena. It has been considered therapeutic 

writing instead of analytical (Atkinson, 1997). However, Mendez (2013) explains that 

while it has been criticized as therapeutic rather than analytical, she argues that the use 

of autoethnography allows for interaction between the self and its own experiences that 

reflect cultural and social context, thus making it analytical. She further argues that such 

confrontation and representation bring understanding to different phenomena. She cites 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) who state that “objective reality can never be captured. We 

can know a thing only through its representations” (p.5). Therefore, I do not consider my 

work to be therapeutic, the retelling of my experiences or the exposition of my thought 

processes does not provide an avenue for escapism, nor does it provide me any sort of 

healing. It is, instead, a confrontation and revelation of the painful battles I continue to 

face in search of my identity in a world that is insistent on labeling me.  

I invite you into my story and provide you with my interpretation of these events 

to see what I have become and why. My work is also an invitation to you to reflect and 

then question the existing structures of racism and colorism that persists through my 

story. Mine is not a story that exoticizes Blackness but rejects it and then slowly accepts 

it.  
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Life before America 

I was sixteen when I moved from Lagos, Nigeria, to Michigan, United States of 

America. I was a very intelligent young girl who was leaving everything behind, family, 

sisterhoods, and friendships for a new world I thought I understood. I thought that 

between my education, my travels, my obsession with Disney Channel, Mary Kate and 

Ashley Olsen, the book and the TV show Babysitters Club and Mean Girls, I understood 

and was prepared to assimilate into the American way of life. I knew all the mainstream, 

mostly American pop-singers of my generation, from Justin Bieber to Selena Gomez, 

Ariana Grande, Katy Perry and so on. I knew the lyrics to all their songs, knew who they 

were dating and could predict how long their relationships would last (Justin & Selena). I 

could relate to almost all of them (except Taylor Swift, I could not relate to that many 

heartbreaks). Unless it was exams week at the all-girls boarding school I attended, all 

we consumed were American pop stars, this to me constituted what it meant to be a 

teenager in America. My High-school graduation trip with my friends to New York City 

solidified my love for and desire to live in America. I was in New York City! In the words 

of Alicia Keys, I was in the concrete jungle where dreams are made of, where the streets 

will make me feel brand new and big lights will inspire me.  

I returned to Nigeria, assured my mother that not going to university in Nigeria 

was the best thing for me and that America was where I was meant to be. So, she called 

her sister who lived in Michigan, they talked about how smart I was and how America 

would probably be the best place to grow my talents. Plans were made, and on 

December 5th, 2013, I waved goodbye to my Mum, aunt and baby cousin who had come 

to see me off at the airport. They cried, I smiled, laughed, and wondered why they 

weren’t bouncing off the walls with excitement like I was. America was not going to be a 

challenge in any way, I was going to be living with family in a country that I had 

experienced all my life via television. My fluency in English language and ability to relate 

to their entertainment culture was an advantage and a reason not to fret about my 

otherness. I did not realize that the language in America superseded the bounds of the 

English language and the storylines on Disney Channel.  
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Life in the United States of America (2013-2022) 

Year: 2013 – 2014 
Age: 16 & 17 

I moved to Michigan in the middle of the Winter, December 5th, 2013, to be 

precise, luckily, I spent most of my time indoors. Although I had moved in December, I 

did not have to be in school until August the following year. This meant that I had a few 

months to do anything I wanted. So, I did what any other sixteen-year-old would do: I 

spent all that time in front of the TV. I did not know my neighbors here like I did in 

Nigeria, so the TV became my only friend. I watched everything from teen dramas such 

as Pretty Little Liars and Switched at Birth to crime and police dramas such as Castle 

and Criminal Minds. I watched it all, and everything in between.  

During this time, I started to confront the lens through which I saw white people. 

Growing up, white was always good, the color itself represented peace to us in Nigeria. 

That is what it literally stands for in the Nigerian flag. This groupthink ideology was not 

just limited to the color white but also to people who we considered ‘white,’ ‘white-

passing,’ or at least lighter than our shades of black was held to a higher regard, they 

were considered good (Hooks, 1992). Personally, I had been indoctrinated into the same 

way of thinking thus, I saw them as the best set of people there was and ascribed to 

them everything that symbolized goodness. I saw them as wise and powerful, regardless 

of their societal position and my mindset was conformed to think that I was to cede to 

them in every situation.  

However, the movies I now watched about them in America forced me to 

confront this unnatural and illogical ideologies I held about white people. If they were 

supposed to be good, why were almost all the serial killers portrayed on Criminal Minds 

white? In Nigeria, if a white, white-passing person in general, or even light-skinned 

Nigerian actor appeared in our movies, they were always given privileged roles that 

depicted them as symbols of beauty, intelligence, and grace. In the society, they were 

considered the most beautiful and best skilled actors (Mohammed, 2021). I started to 

wrestle with the fact that white people indeed could play characters that did not glorify 

them and in the vein of life imitating art. I began to understand that maybe the media I 
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had consumed back home in Nigeria had placed them in a pedestal that they do not 

necessarily meet in the real world.  

 Then came August 9th, 2014, Michael Brown was shot and killed by a white 

Police Officer. I did not understand it, I had never heard of American Police Officers 

fatally shooting Black people much less unarmed Black people. I thought atrocities like 

those were reserved for the Nigerian Police. I held the belief that my new life in America 

would shield me from despicable police violence. I was wrong.  

In that moment, as I watched the shooting and analysis on the news, I knew that 

whatever sense of safety I had ascribed to being in America had now vanished. While 

emotions ran high in my house, with my aunt screaming about the injustice unduly 

meted out to Black people in America, I realized that because of the abundance of 

melanin in my skin, I was now a target. I did not fully understand the ways in which I was 

a target. I was new to the world of being considered a ‘criminal’ just because I happened 

to look a certain way. At this point, I still did not know what it meant to be Black. But this 

is one thing I knew: in the presence of the Police in America, I would never feel safe. 

What does my Black skin really cost me? 
Year: 2014 
Age: 17 

I remember retreating into my shell the next few days after Michael Brown died. I 

was no stranger to death; I had buried a couple of my family members. But still, I needed 

to process. I would stay away from the television, lay quiet and stare up at my ceiling just 

like I used to do as a child when I felt overwhelmed. I ate just enough to survive and to 

keep my aunt from worrying. I stayed away from my phone and read every novel I could 

find around the house and online. Reading has always been my favorite form of 

escapism, and in August of 2014, I read a lot of books to escape my reality: I was Black 

in America.  

After days of these behaviors, I could finally vocalize the one thought that 

haunted me. I called my mother and said to her on the phone “Mummy do you know they 

kill Black people here?” That was all I had on my mind: I could die for being Black. In all 

the ways I had imagined dying, dying brutally either by being shot or choked to death by 
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the police (BBC, 2021) because of my skin color was never one of my reasons. This 

phrase was always repeated amongst my family in Nigeria “May I not have a hand in my 

death.” In a world filled with accidents and suicides, dying peacefully like my 

grandparents was what we wished upon ourselves. I began to wonder, “Does this mean 

I could have a hand in my death if I died because I was Black in America?” These 

thoughts overwhelmed my now seventeen-year-old brain. 

 The news also constantly brought up Trayvon Martin who was murdered at age 

seventeen. This information further derided me of peace. I was also seventeen and all I 

wondered was if I was going to die so young. At this time, as much as I could handle, I 

began to educate myself about what it meant to be Black in The United States of 

America. Through speaking with my cousins who had grown up in America their entire 

lives, reading more about police killings and US race relations and observing those 

around me I learned that there was a deep dislike and distrust of darker-skinned people 

in America. I found out about the derogatory names they were called, the stereotypes 

such as lazy, poor, violent, unintelligent, welfare dependent (Sigelman & Tuch, 1997) 

and the structural racism from higher rates of hospitalization and deaths to inequality in 

education, to even the rate at which they were incarcerated (Collins 2020).  

Through this observation, I also realized that the stereotypes that African 

Americans face weren’t limited to other races, but it also extended into the African 

community. Imoagene (2015) in his work Broken bridges: An exchange of slurs between 

African Americans and second-generation Nigerians and the impact on identity formation 

among the second generation, talks about the negative stereotype Africans hold against 

African Americans and how they would prevent their children from befriending or 

hanging out with their African American peers. They believed the stereotypes that have 

been perpetuated about them and based on illogical reasoning propagate these beliefs 

within their families and their communities. It was unspoken within these communities, 

but I was taught that “our black was different” (Imoagene, 2015) and so there was a 

certain type of Black that I could be. In essence I was being told to be Black (I 

phenotypically could do nothing about it) but at the heart of it, I was being told one thing 

“Don’t be African-American Black.” Through his interview of second-generation Nigerian 

immigrants to the United States Imaogene (2015) found that there was a prevalent view 

of African Americans in the African community as having no roots, not prioritizing 

education as highly as Nigerians do, and lacking respect for their elders.  
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The problem I faced here though was that I never thought I was Black and 

suddenly I was Black but now there was a certain type of Black that I had to be. 

Everything happening was overwhelming for my seventeen-year-old brain to handle that 

I began to seek ways to understand and present my now ambiguous identity as 

acceptable. Inherently, I knew that there was nothing I could do to change the fact that I 

was phenotypically black, but I could do something that would differentiate me from 

being African American. This thought process thrust me into my first dilemma: what 

would be the physical differentiating factor between myself and an African American? I 

realized the solution lay in my tongue or rather the sound of my voice. It was simple, I 

just never had to lose my accent. This behavior of trying to hold on to your accent as 

some sort of defense mechanism is called ethnic persistence. Emeka (2019) states that 

ethnic persistence is also likely to be pronounced among Nigerian-Americans as both 

enduring affective attachments to ethnic communities and strategic responses to 

racialization and racial exclusion. In this situation he explains that “for immigrants to 

ensure that they not be taken for African-American they may maintain and accentuate 

Nigerian identities long after they or their parents arrive in the US.” Hence, I believed 

that once I spoke, people were sure to notice that I was different. Armed with this 

assurance, I started college that same tumultuous August with reduced nervousness 

Experiences and Evolving Ideologies 
Year: 2014 – 2016 
Age: 17 - 19 

For the first two years of my college experience in America, I attended a 

community college in Michigan with over six campuses scattered over the Metro-Detroit 

area. This meant that I could attend classes on any campus. I attended most of my 

classes at two campuses. One, the Western Campus, located in the suburbs and the 

other, the Northwestern Campus, in the heart of Detroit. At both campuses, I did not fail 

to introduce myself as Nigerian. I consistently built my identity around my new-found 

consciousness of being phenotypically black only because I was Nigerian. I was quick to 

educate people who thought otherwise about my ancestry. I also gave people no chance 

to question it. I did whatever I could think to do to ensure people never questioned my 

Nigerian identity. For example, I made it a mission to be present in circles where my 

Nigerian heritage could be easily discerned. I ensured that my closest friends and those 
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who I hung out around the most in school were Nigerians or immigrants from an African 

country. I was not necessarily trying to limit my friend group to just Africans, but we were 

quick to bond over our struggles with our now ambiguous identities of being ‘not black,’ 

‘just black,’ or just ‘African.’ This struggle made friendships with them easier. 

My experiences on both campuses were vastly different and very enlightening. I 

attended all the classes for my first semester at the Western Campus. My classmates 

here were mostly white, and I, the only Black person in these classes. At the Western 

campus filled with people that did not look like me, I would mostly get compliments like 

“Your English is so good,” “You are smart for a Black girl” and “Where are you from? 

Because you are too smart to be one of the Blacks from here.”   

I hate to admit this, but it honestly took a while for me to see and understand the 

backhanded nature of these ‘compliments.’ I lacked the knowledge at the time of 

microaggression. I had only internally prepared myself to face overt racism that I did not 

realize the existence of subtle racism – microaggression. Racial microaggressions are 

intentional or unintentional actions that subtly communicate hostile, disrespectful, or 

negative racial insults towards people of color. Sue, et al. (2007) suggests that there are 

three forms of microaggressions, 1) microassault 2) microinsult 3) microinvalidation.  

At that time, I thought the ‘compliments’ I received about my being articulate or 

intelligence were distasteful. I did not realize I had been subjected to racism. I was too 

engrossed with the idea of maintaining and ensuring that people only saw my Nigerian 

identity that I failed to realize that regardless of what I thought, people in America saw 

me as Black. I was too preoccupied with code-switching and trying not to affirm any 

negative stereotypes of Black people through my actions that I allowed myself to be 

insulted. McCluney, et al. (2019) in their article “The Cost of Code-Switching” explains 

code-switching as when an individual adjusts their style of speech, appearance, 

behavior, and expression in ways that will optimize the comfort of others in exchange for 

fair treatment, quality service, and employment opportunities. This phenomenon usually 

occurs in environments where negative stereotypes of Black people run counter to 

‘appropriate’ behaviors and norms are given a particular setting. In my case I ensured 

that my expressions would not be exaggerated, I spoke in a tone lower than I normally 

would (In actuality, I have a loud voice and lack the ability to whisper). I tried to smile 
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more than I normally would so I would not appear to be angry even though I wasn’t and 

just have what is colloquially known as the “resting bitch face.”   

My experience at the Northwestern campus was drastically different. There, most 

people looked like me and that came with a lot of unexpected comforts. I did not have to 

codeswitch to fit in or make others more comfortable with my presence. My 

expressiveness in the many ways it manifested was never micro-analyzed. I did not feel 

like I or my actions were being scrutinized. When I would speak in extremely loud tones, 

or randomly exclaim, I would get laughter in return instead of judgmental looks. When 

my “resting bitch face” made an appearance, I was likened to Rihanna and not an angry 

Black person. I always had to be conscious of my face, appearance, and behavior while 

I was at the Western Campus.  

My mindset began to evolve when I noticed the way I got complimented at this 

campus. Here, I got compliments like “You are so smart,” there were no additions of “for 

a Black girl.” There was no wonder of my country of origin to justify my educational 

abilities. I was smart here just because I was. My intelligence was not predicated on my 

nationality. As time passed, my mindset began to evolve even more and a trigger for that 

was when I started taking advanced science courses. Although it wasn’t my first time 

having other Black people, specifically African Americans, in the same class as me, the 

idea that they are intelligent was confirmed yet again as they had no difficulties keeping 

up with our course work. This realization was contrary to the racist ideology and 

stereotype that labels them as unintelligent. Understanding this made me become more 

critical of the stereotypes I heard and believed.   

Even though I began to see African Americans in a different light, I still did not 

necessarily want to associate myself as one. I did this for two reasons. First, I had 

started to also explore what it meant to be Nigerian. Maybe because I had struggled 

over figuring out my new identity in America, I chose to first understand the only constant 

in my identity – being Nigerian. I began by trying to understand my heritage, culture, and 

national identity. I got interested in reading the news from back home, understanding its 

politics and history. I began at the root learning what it meant to be Igbo and then 

Nigerian especially after learning about the Nigerian civil war between my people – the 

Igbos – and Nigeria when it tried to secede from Nigeria in the sixties. Millions of Igbo 

people were killed during this time, and they eventually had to surrender and be reunited 
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with the entire country again. The Biafra War, as it is called, was known for the unequal 

brutality meted against the Igbos. I learned so much about the resilience and the hunger 

to survive of my people and my family during that war that it birthed within me a desire to 

really embrace the Igbo culture. I had initially grown up in the city of Lagos which is 

known to be a hub for every tribe in Nigeria. During my time there, I was busy being a 

city girl, that I didn’t embrace my own culture in a diverse space. I finally did while I was 

in America. I didn’t want to be identified as anything but Nigerian, specifically, Igbo.  

 The second reason is that I had noticed that there was some sort of subliminal 

respect and lack of fear that I received from people when they realized that I was 

Nigerian and not African American. I would come to realize that when I was in some 

white spaces the fact that I could trace and explain my Blackness mattered to them. It 

was as if it made my ‘type of black’ different. This understanding meant that I could be 

their Black friend because I wasn’t African American. While I held on to my identity in 

America as being phenotypically Black/Nigerian but not African American, what I failed 

to realize was that people, especially white people in America judged first by what they 

saw – my black skin. Regardless of whether I knew it at the time Africans and African 

Americans were ultimately accorded almost the same level of respect in America. I 

began to see this as I matured and became more critical in my thought process. This 

understanding made me realize that I had built most of my ideologies on racist 

foundations; so, I stopped caring about peoples’ beliefs and began to build close 

relationships with African Americans. I would like to credit my evolving mindset to just 

me growing up but that would not be entirely true. A lot of experiences led me here. 

One such experience is the example of my living arrangements for my summer 

internship at the University of Michigan in 2016. Because I was Nigerian and not African 

American to my roommate, it meant I was “fascinating and exotic” to her. There was a 

desire from her to learn my culture, taste my food, hear about my life back in Nigeria and 

be seen with me. I did not see her do this with the other African Americans that we met 

over the summer. Now, while there was a curiosity for my culture, prevalent was still her 

underestimation of my intelligence and talent. 

 At the beginning of the internship, we were informed that at the end of the 

Summer, we would be presenting our research to be judged and the winner would be 

awarded a Blue Ribbon. I remember her excitement at the prospect of winning while I 
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was nonchalant about it. All I wanted was a break from exerting my brain, I was 

transferring to a new university in the Fall to study Chemistry. The summer was my only 

chance at a break, and I shared this sentiment with her.  

I still reflect on the reaction I received after I won the Blue Ribbon at the end of 

that Summer. She repeatedly asked in between her tears “How did you even win it?” and 

my favorite, “How can you win it but not me?” Honestly, it made me laugh. I sincerely 

thought she was joking. When I realized she wasn’t, I was baffled. I had never been 

underestimated before, so it was a strange feeling.  

I sometimes still try to uncover the root of her outburst and I wonder if race had to 

do anything with it. A general social survey done by Sociologist Philip Cohen on the 

question “How Many Whites think Whites are more intelligent than Blacks?” could 

possibly answer that. The survey found that 23% of whites think they are more intelligent 

than Blacks. This situation brought me face-to-face with another subtle form of 

microaggression I hadn’t experienced yet – microinvalidation. Microinvalidation is a form 

of microaggression that is often unconscious but presents itself in comments or 

behaviors that exclude and negate the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential 

reality of a person of color. I experienced this from a fellow white student who claimed to 

not see color but when I won instead of her, could suddenly see color, wonder why the 

stereotype that said I was lazy and unintelligent based on my skin color wasn’t true.  

She knew I was intelligent. She was aware of the scholarships I had received 

that totaled over $200,000 and my ambition to become a medical doctor. It was obvious 

that I could be a competition for this award, yet she played the role of victim and cried for 

two days. I considered questioning her reaction, but she was always quick to cry at the 

slightest hint of confrontation or disagreement. I eventually chose peace over not 

knowing why. I couldn’t stand another two days of her crying. This doesn’t negate the 

fact that I sometimes still wonder why. I wonder if I was too nonchalant to be smart. Or 

was I just too Black to be smart? This was one situation that I grappled with throughout 

my time in America. I have found out that this is just one of the things being Black does 

to you in America, you always question people's intentions and rationalities behind their 

actions towards you. 
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The HBCU Experience – Jackson, Mississippi 
Year: 2016 – 2018 
Age: 19 – 21 

The only information I had while preparing to transfer to Jackson State University 

was what I found out when I searched the internet; that it was located in what was 

ranked the most racist state in America, Mississippi. I found this out as I randomly surfed 

the internet after I had accepted both my admission and scholarship to the school. 

Armed with both the knowledge of the terrain I was entering, and the understanding of it, 

I prepared myself to both face and protect myself from the unknown. To a certain extent, 

I knew what to expect in Michigan. I had lived there for a couple of years; I had some 

family and friends with whom I was comfortable and could navigate life. Jackson, 

Mississippi was a different situation entirely. I was to navigate and build a new life 

without the support of family or friends. 

Since I was very aware of racism in America and I understood what my black 

skin could cost me through my little experience in America, I did not want to find out the 

extreme racist situations I could potentially be in. So, I carved out a simple but foolproof 

plan to protect myself from racism: I limited my movement from the airport to school and 

then from school back to the airport. I had little to no interaction with the City of Jackson 

and the State of Mississippi for the two years I spent there.  

My thinking was that I couldn’t experience racism if I spent most of my time in a 

school full of people that looked like me. In retrospect, I understand now just how much I 

missed out on, how much I shrunk myself because I lived in fear of what being Black 

meant to a lot of people. For two years, I was always so conscious of what could happen 

or overthinking scenarios that I was never comfortable with being as adventurous in 

Mississippi as I could have.  

Although my adventure was limited to the confines of Jackson State University, it 

afforded me a space to study and better understand Blackness and African American 

culture. What other place could be the best place for me to learn about what it means to 

be Black than a Historically Black University? Whatever ideas I concocted on what 

Blackness connotes or what it meant to be Black was shattered and rebuilt. This time, I 

learnt from firsthand observations rather than being handed down lies and myths. At 
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Jackson State, I had to work and study harder than I ever did in any school I have 

attended so far because there were just so many smart and industrious students in my 

classes. And although I earned the position of the best graduating student in the 

Department of Chemistry, I would have never achieved this feat without my friend, 

Charles Pennington, an African American. 

Charles is from the Delta region of Mississippi and is one of the smartest people I 

have ever met. He had a brain that worked like a computer. There was nothing he did 

not know. He defied every stereotype and every box you could ever put him in. He is 

extremely intelligent, the type of intelligent person that notices the teacher’s corrections 

first. Charles would always stay in the library for hours tutoring our entire class on every 

concept in Physical Chemistry, Organic and Inorganic Chemistry, Calculus and even 

World Literature. His mind was a work of art. He truly knew everything and was very 

selfless.  

His nature and character promptly defied the stereotype about African Americans 

that said, “they are lazy and don’t take education seriously” (Imoagene, 2015). His 

educational prowess, selflessness and that of my other classmates firmly proved that 

stereotype wrong. I had never been in a community like Jackson State that believed in 

carrying out acts of service like they did. There was always a chance to donate, help the 

city or its disadvantaged citizens in one way or another. It was at Jackson State that I 

truly learned to be people minded and helpful and it didn’t take long before I found 

myself volunteering and mentoring disadvantaged middle school students. Being 

Charles’s friend and surrounded by other Black people triggered my education in Black 

culture, Black excellence, and the African American perspective. 

 I had been indoctrinated into American society thinking that there was a 

difference between my “blackness” and that of “African Americans”, but I began to see 

that those were categories that existed to perpetuate division. We were all black people 

with a shared heritage but differing cultures. At Jackson State University, I witnessed just 

how similar we were. We were smart, beautiful, joyful, bold, loud, and complicated. We 

were human. In their midst, I felt what it was to have a place of safety and comfort in a 

country that scared me. And at my HBCU, I came into the fullness of my personhood 

and began to understand my worth and identity, especially as a Black girl. I was smart, 

not smart for a Black girl. I was beautiful, not beautiful for a Black girl. I was funny and 
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had a sense of humor and this was not astonishing or a revelation. It wasn’t strange for 

me to be, I was allowed to be. My loud laugh and inability to whisper was not met with 

hesitation or interrogations, rather it was accepted. I never had to worry how I came off; I 

did not have to shrink myself or try not to be “too much.” We were alike, and I did not 

have to apologize for upsetting anyone’s sensitivities. Here, I learned what it meant to 

respect others and be respected. Here, I learned what it meant to embrace Blackness 

and to understand Black culture. This became my first step into accepting that I could be 

classified as Black in America and there was nothing wrong with that. This 

enlightenment would prove imperative in the next phase of my life. 

Work Culture 
Year: September 2018 – December 2018 
Age: 21 

After graduating college in the Spring of 2018, I made the decision to take a gap 

year after my undergraduate studies before I began Medical School. I planned on using 

this time to gain more medical experience, so it seemed wise for me to get a job in the 

medical field. I got my first job as a Medical Scribe in one of the most prestigious 

hospitals in Michigan. I had always loved hospitals. There was something about being at 

the hospital that felt like home to me. The fact that I got to work at one, especially in the 

emergency department, excited me even more. My excitement was however short-lived 

as the complications of race muddied the hopes, I harbored for my first job experience.  

After four rigorous weeks of onboarding, I was finally qualified to begin my job at 

the hospital. After about a month, I had started to get friendly with the staff at the hospital 

and them with me. I never had a professional American working experience prior to this 

so I spent more time observing than talking. When I would get asked questions, I would 

speak but for the most part I observed. This was when I started to notice discrepancies 

in how I was treated and how others were. 

 I tried hard not to view these situations through the lens that was race but being 

the only Black person in every room I walked in made it difficult for me not to think so. In 

my first few weeks, I remember a white female doctor making small talk and then asking 

myself and the other new hire about our dating life. She had asked the white girl if she 

had a boyfriend but asked me how many baby daddies I had. I still recall how shocked 
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and flustered I was that I did not know how to react. I kept wondering if she knew how 

condescending her question was. I wanted to say something, do something. I wanted to 

tell her that her question was very hurtful because it was based on her stereotype of 

people that looked like me, but I didn’t. Nothing in my four weeks of onboarding and 

numerous trainings taught me anything about workplace harassment or toxic work 

environment.  

It took a long time before I realized I was in a toxic work environment. I just did 

not know the signs to look out for. My inexperience in a professional setting placed me at 

a disadvantage because I really did not know the appropriate way to react. I would 

always question if saying something would escalate a situation. Was it really a big deal? 

I would ask myself and then I would shrug off comments that I should have directly 

addressed.  

Ultimately, I was held back by one thing: the image of an angry Black woman and 

I did not want to be her. I felt that if I reacted in a way that showed my displeasure with 

their words or actions it could be played off as ‘a joke’ and I would be seen as that 

person who couldn’t take a joke. An angry person, in my case, an angry Black woman.  

So, I said nothing instead. I stayed quiet, and I smiled as if what she said wasn’t 

demeaning while I asked myself if I was being too sensitive. One thing that became clear 

to me however was that in the face of racists and/or racism, having an accent, being 

Nigerian did not “save” me. In the past I thought that my nationality would protect me 

from full brunt of racism. But I quickly realized through my experiences that I was Black 

and that was all they saw. Whatever I had believed about my identity and called myself 

from “phenotypically Black” to “Black but Nigerian” was quickly dropped and I accepted 

what I was in America. BLACK. 

My next few months at the hospital would prove to me how true the quote “You 

teach people how to treat you by what you allow, what you stop, and what you reinforce” 

by Tony Gaskins was. Because I never spoke up for myself and failed to correct the 

insinuations they made about me, I inadvertently laid the foundation for my continuous 

mistreatment and abuse. I can call their attacks what they were. RACISM. I was 

accused, berated, and assumed to be things I wasn’t because of my skin color. I would 

get my work double checked because “they just wanted to confirm it fit the standard.” No 

one else’s work but mine was checked. I would be told on some days that my English 
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was so good for someone with an accent while on some days, I would be told that they 

were concerned about my command of the English language because I had an accent. I 

would listen to this and think in my head “My country was colonized by people that 

looked like you. This made English the official language of my country, my first 

language, and the only language I am fluent in,” but that didn't seem to occur to them.  

One event from my place of work stands out to me now. In the middle of a 

conversation going on in the lounge, I was aggressively asked by a white physician if I 

thought I was better than them. Them being the non-black people in the lounge. Their 

conversation revolved around their failures in Organic Chemistry (most feared Chemistry 

course), student loans and boy problems. I was quiet because I had nothing to say. 

While they all spoke, I listened. I loved Organic Chemistry and did great in it. I went to 

school on a scholarship. I had no idea how student loans worked in America, and I had 

no boy problems. I did say this when I was asked if I had nothing to chime in but all I got 

in response was “So you think you’re better than us.” Who’s us? Why am I better? Why 

couldn’t I be better? I knew I contradicted the stereotypes they held about black people, I 

was intelligent and ambitious, not lazy and waiting on government checks. I didn’t have 

any children, multiple baby fathers or issues with men. Because I couldn’t be 

categorized into a stereotype they believed about Black people, by default I became 

misunderstood and attacked by them for it.  

 I have tried to look at this situation through lenses other than race but nothing 

else made sense. The same white physician had also made remarks such as “Yeah, like 

you’re so smart” when I offered to tutor my colleague who was preparing for the medical 

school admissions test. This white physician wasn’t known to be rude or mean, in fact, 

she was known as quite the opposite. So, for a long time, I stayed silent, smiled, and 

wondered if I was being too sensitive instead. I kept wondering until the day I worked a 

long shift with her and saw her attitude and responses towards patients and families of 

different races. She had responded in anger at an Asian mother who questioned her 

plan of care for her mother but smiled and reassured a white family member who did the 

same. I began to believe what was right in front of me all along: race was a factor in the 

way people acted at that hospital. I stopped questioning if I was too sensitive or not. The 

signs were glaring, I was working in a racist and toxic environment. 
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 My acceptance of race having a hand in how I was treated at my job helped me 

come to terms with my reality and I started seeking a solution. I began to realize how 

much I was affected mentally and in turn physically by the situation. My constant 

deliberation of their actions towards me resulted in my needing a therapist who 

diagnosed me with suffering from extreme anxiety, depression, and insomnia. I would 

show up to work apprehensive, trembling and experiencing heart palpitations in fear of 

the next comment, accusation or “joke” that would be made at my expense. Black 

women often report dealing with high levels of stress and chronic anxiousness from 

racism, discrimination and microaggressions in the workplace (Hall, Everett, Hamilton-

Mason, 2012). In a survey done in Northern California with over 644 participants of 

hospital employees it was noted that African Americans reported more racial 

discrimination on a day-to-day basis than any other minority groups (Hammond et al., 

2010). The Center for Workplace Mental Health report anxiety, depression, and stress 

as the results of a feeling of not-belonging in a workplace. 

The event that finally broke me was a rape joke made at my expense by the 

same white physician. I knew that there was a ‘Jezebel’ stereotype about Black women 

being lascivious, very easy and that they responded enthusiastically towards any sexual 

advance from anyone that would approach them (Pilgrim 2012). This racist joke caught 

me off-guard. I had thought I was prepared to face all manners of racist ‘jokes’ but my 

preparedness did not cushion the shock and hurt I felt when it was finally directed 

towards me.  

I had just returned from my best friend’s graduation weekend at Jackson State 

University. I was in the lounge with this physician trying to calm myself from the pain I 

was feeling in my uterus while I looked through my bag for a tampon and some 

painkillers when I heard “maybe you’re experiencing pain because you are pregnant.” I 

raise my eyebrows at her, and she responds “you went back to your college, right? You 

probably had so much sex.” I held up the tampon to her face, hoping she would get the 

message while I scoffed, and ‘playfully’ replied “the prayers of my very Catholic mother 

wouldn’t even let that happen.” I said this to deflect from her line of questioning. I didn’t 

want to be seen as an angry black woman who couldn’t take a joke. I then explained to 

her that I had spent most of my time helping my friend pack up her dorm room while I 

desperately hoped she would stop with her comments. She didn’t. The next thing I heard 

was “You guys are wild. You probably were too drunk, passed out while you had sex.” I 
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stood there shocked, while she smiled. I didn’t smile back. I couldn’t find the humor here. 

I couldn’t pretend to not be angry because I wanted to not be seen as an angry black 

woman. I was livid but above all, shocked. All I could think was “Who was she referring 

to when she said you guys are wild” Black women? Black people? She, a woman, could 

not comprehend the grievance of such a joke against another woman. All she could see 

in me was a stereotype. The stereotype that because I was a Black woman, I was 

promiscuous, and was such a sex fiend that I didn’t mind non-consensual inebriated sex. 

A few days after the incident, I walked out of the hospital in the middle of a shift and 

never returned. I didn’t have any more smiles to muster up in the face of their ignorant 

and blatantly racist ‘jokes’. So, I walked away.  

I sometimes wonder if that was the right decision. Should I have remained there 

to display the strength Black women carried within themselves? Should I have stayed 

back so that I could change their perception? Was it even in my job description to 

enlighten ignorant minds?  

Questions like these and even more plague me. On nights I can’t sleep I stay up 

and think up replies to the questions and labels I never confronted. Even though I quit 

this job in December 2018, it took me a better part of 2019 to rid myself of the anxiety I 

felt when I was the only Black person in mostly white spaces.  

This is what racism does. It robs you of your peace, you constantly 

psychoanalyze every situation and person you meet who doesn’t look like you. The 

heightened awareness that comes from the knowledge of the existence of racism is a 

two-edged sword. If you are not careful you become judgmental, defensive, spiteful even 

hateful, all to protect yourself before you are first attacked. I spent seven years in 

America and one thing I could show for it was the loss of my innocence. I see people 

that do not look like me and I think the worst. I expect the worst. I expect them to be 

ignorant, maybe hateful but certainly racist.  
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Canada 

Year: 2020 – 2021 
Age: 24 - 25 

It was the year 2020, the start of a new decade and a few years since 2018 - my 

time at the hospital. And although I was in a better mental space, I still made the 

decision to take a break from living in America. I chose Canada as my country of 

recourse. I didn’t know much about Canada when I began applying for graduate school. I 

still didn’t know much when I accepted my admission. The only thing I knew about 

Canada and Canadians was that they were characterized as “nice.”  

My idea of Canadians being nice came from my college English class where my 

professor made us watch the documentary “Bowling for Columbine.” Michael Moore the 

director painted Americans as what I thought bloodthirsty and hateful and Canadians as 

‘nice.’ After my experience in America, I wanted nice and moving to Canada meant I 

could escape the ever-growing number of white supremacists, Trump’s supporters, the 

NRA, second amendment disciples, and the constant anxiety I felt every day in America.  

Although I was ‘escaping’ America, I wasn’t juvenile in my thoughts. I knew that 

racism transcended borders, but I was insistent on regaining the innocence that America 

had stolen from me. I had lost my ability to see the best in people and to exercise 

wisdom in my judgements of others. Armed with the consciousness that I was fighting for 

my innocence; I chose to see people, especially white people for who they were, and not 

the fact that they could be potential racists. I willfully decided not to over analyze or 

psychoanalyze people to gauge their level of racism but to instead let my guard down 

and just be. And it worked … at least for a while. I never felt any sort of hostility when I 

happened to be the only Black person in most spaces, especially in school. Outside of 

school, I felt invincible which I did not mind. It meant I wasn’t followed around while I 

walked around places like my local Walmart unlike in America where that was a regular 

occurrence. Canada was nice and for a while, I could agree with that.  

After a couple of months of living in Vancouver, Canada, the issue of race wasn’t 

in the forefront of my mind. As far as I was concerned, I was never going to encounter 

racism in Canada. I failed to realize that my judgment was inaccurate seeing as my 
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socialization was limited. I was after all navigating my Canadian experience in the middle 

of a global pandemic. It didn’t occur to me that proclaiming an end to encountering 

racism would mean that I had to be in physical contact with a good sample of the 

population and not just through a screen.  

The first experience that made me challenge my newfound judgment of Canada 

was when a classmate said, “I never saw anything wrong in calling the police on Black 

people until George Floyd.” She was Asian but she had lived in Canada for years. I was 

irate but all I wanted to know was why. She said she saw Black people and just thought 

they were suspicious. I looked down at my hands and wondered what was so suspicious 

about me “What was in me that made others wary of me?”  

As she explained herself, I was left with a lot of questions and thoughts that in 

that moment were not fully developed. When I finally found my words, I replied in an 

opinion piece for Cosmopolitan magazine celebrating the one-year anniversary of 

George Floyd’s death. There, I described the emotions and feelings I had at the time of 

hearing that statement: 

Disgust, anger, frustration, and bewilderment all sprung from my heart, I 
wanted to tear the person who had just uttered those words into shreds. A 
flurry of questions readied themselves to descend the moment I got a 
chance to speak. But in the meantime, I grappled with that statement within 
and this question “Is being Black still a crime?” (Utojiuba, 2021). 

And in that moment as I battled my insecurities about being judged for being 

Black, I was thankful for the pandemic because the compulsory masks we had to wear 

hid my face, my ‘resting bitch face’ from people’s view. Upon further reflection I see that 

comment as a harbinger of some sort because what I didn’t know was that in the coming 

months, I would be introduced to a new world of racism I was yet to experience. Racism 

from other people of color, specifically Asians.  

This was a dimension to Blackness and racism that I was yet to discover. In 

America, I was so concerned about protecting myself from racism that came from white 

people that I failed to notice it from other groups. However, in Canada, I began to 

experience not being victimized but being seen as a person that could be the perpetrator 

of violence in turn making others the victim.  

https://www.cosmopolitanme.com/opinion/one-year-on-george-floyd-why-nothing-has-changed
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For example, In August of 2020, I moved to a suburb in East Vancouver with a 

friend after living alone for eight months in Downtown Vancouver. I didn’t know too much 

about my new neighborhood, I just knew that it was a ‘nice’ suburban area. I couldn’t 

have gathered any contrary opinion; we were all still mostly indoors as we were living in 

a pandemic. However, as the restrictions began to loosen up, I started to get introduced 

to this nice new area. Because I barely had any reasons to leave my home, I would only 

go for a walk around the nearby park in the evenings. I did this for a few days when I 

noticed two things. Firstly, most people in my neighborhood were Asians. Secondly, 

every time I would walk in one direction down the sidewalk, and they would walk up in 

the opposite direction, once they saw me, they crossed over to the other side. I told my 

roommate who is also Black of what I thought was a random coincidence, and she 

looked over at me and said “oh, they do that to me too.” 

 This became part of our nightly routine. We would discuss and laugh at how 

people seemed to run away from us every time they saw us. It felt like a funny joke and 

so we laughed. We noticed that their behaviors became even stranger at night, they 

would see us, and they would run. We still laughed. It still felt like a joke until one 

morning I was walking to church, dressed in a bright yellow sweater when this middle-

aged Asian woman, looked at me, realized I would have to get close to her to pass by, 

looked at the other direction, saw it was full of fast-moving cars, looked back at me and 

then made her decision. She ran towards the fast-moving cars. This time, I didn’t laugh. 

How could someone look me in the eyes in broad daylight and decide that she had a 

better chance of survival if she ran towards fast-moving cars? I looked down at my 

hands as this happened. I held nothing in them that could be mistaken for a weapon, not 

even my phone. But as I looked down at my hands, I suddenly remembered the 

comment of my Asian classmate “Black people appear suspicious” and I realized that 

the weapon was my Black skin. 

Since that event, my roommate and I have stopped laughing and we now call 

these actions what they are: Racism. We don’t laugh anymore when we step into our 

street at night, and we hear the beeping of cars as they are locked by neighbors we can’t 

even see. We don’t laugh anymore when, as we walk up to our house, we see our 

neighbors watch us from their windows until we get into our home. We don’t laugh 

anymore when their dogs are hurriedly dragged away from us when we step outside of 

our home. We don’t laugh anymore when they stand in the shadows of the night to 
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proposition my roommate for sex. We don’t laugh anymore because the shared pigment 

in our skin does not signify to them a need for solidarity against systemic oppression. 

Rather it ignites their ignorance against us.  

Recently, I have begun to ask myself “Do I keep living here in hopes that they 

eventually get comfortable around me and stop living in fear of Black people? Is it in my 

job description to change their perception of black people? If my time in America taught 

me anything, it taught me that changing people’s minds wasn’t my responsibility. The 

recent advertisement run by the Government of Canada about the increasing rate of gun 

violence in the country has revived the illogical fears I once carried of being killed for 

being Black. Now I constantly ask myself, “if my black skin looked like a dark shadow, 

would I get shot because they suspected me to be a thief?” Even though I know that this 

thought process is largely illogical given that the rate of gun ownership is lower in 

Canada than it is in America (Grant, 2014), my fears fail to reason with logic. So, I’m 

probably moving back to downtown Vancouver where I was invincible, to a street with 

adequate lighting. A street where under the glow of the crescent light, my Black skin 

won’t be seen as suspicious. Hopefully.  
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Nigeria: The Other Side of Being Black  

Childhood 

 Growing up, I never really heard the term “Black race” or “Black man.” I never 

thought I was Black growing up in Nigeria, at least not to the same measure Blackness 

is discussed and imagined in North America. To be Black in Nigeria depended on the 

shade of your skin color. If you are darker skinned, you were considered black. If you are 

lighter, you are just considered lighter than black (Mohammed, 2021). While growing up 

in Nigeria, I never had to look down on my skin and wrestle with feelings of inferiority. I 

never once thought I looked suspicious or that there were ideas or misconceptions 

surrounding my skin color that subjugated me to a lower rank in society.  

In Nigerian society, the categorization of our skin color was either “fair in 

complexion” or “dark in complexion.” I had the ‘ideal’ skin color: I was fair in complexion. 

This was because of both my ancestral heritage and genetics. I am Igbo from the 

southeastern part of Nigeria. The people from this area have historically been known for 

their ‘fair’ and ‘light’ skin tone. My parents are also light skinned, so it was not surprising 

that I was christened ‘Oyinbo pepper’ when I was born. Oyinbo pepper is a name used 

by Nigerians to refer to people who are light-skinned or fair in complexion. Oyinbo is 

Pidgin English for a white person, and pepper is in reference to yellow habanero 

peppers.  

I was given this name by my older sister, who had paid me a visit at the hospital 

a few days after I was born. She had told our neighbors, “My mummy gave birth to an 

Oyinbo pepper” and so the name stuck with me. As I grew, my label metamorphosed 

from Oyinbo pepper to ‘yellow.’ I was known as the ‘yellow girl’ or simply ‘yellow.’ 

Strangers on the street called me that, and so did family and friends.  

Being yellow in Nigeria came with its own privileges that, at that time I didn’t even 

know I had. In Nigeria, I was beautiful; no signifier was needed. I was just beautiful. On 

the other hand, dark-skinned/black people like my cousin Chinemelum were also called 

beautiful but with the signifier ‘for a black girl.’ After such a ‘compliment,’ they would then 

be told, “you would have been even prettier if you weren’t so dark.” I never had those 

problems, instead I was liked even more because of my appearance.  
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In school, my skin color also endeared me to my teachers. Education in Nigeria 

is different than it is outside of Africa; our teachers are allowed to flog us with canes 

made from tree branches with no boundaries or supervision. However, because of my 

skin color, I mostly found favor with my teachers, who would decline flogging me 

because they “did not want to ruin my color.” However, my darker-skinned friends did not 

receive this same treatment as their skin colors could hide the marks from these canes 

and so they were flogged.  

When I would get praised in the midst of my teachers for earning the highest 

grades in my classes it would always end with a remark like, “Of course, she is a great 

student; can’t you see her color? She is so fair and put together. What else do you 

expect from someone that looks that way?” It was always said with such confidence that 

you would wonder if there was any correlation between skin color and intelligence.  

Unfortunately, such comments were typical, and they can still be heard in 

Nigeria. However, at the time, it never occurred to me that there was anything wrong 

with such a statement. Comments like those and even more derogatory ones are 

considered the norm in Nigeria. Fatima Mohammed (2021) for her opinion piece in An 

Injustice! Magazine details her experience growing up in Nigeria below: 

For instance, it is normal in schools, expected even, for darker-skinned 
children to be mocked and made the butt of the joke by other children just 
a shade or two lighter than them. They’re called names like ‘blackie’, 
‘charcoal’ and ‘burnt offering’. 

In my secondary school, there was this joke where the darkest skinned 
people were told that if not for the whites of their eyes and teeth, no one 
would know where they were at night because they blended with the 
darkness. These things were normal. No one, not even teachers or 
authority figures who sometimes joined in on the jokes, reproached these 
bullies. 

 

The lens through which being Black is viewed in Nigeria highlights the dichotomy 

between being light and dark-skinned. And because I never personally struggled with 

color issues or was even aware of such a struggle during my time there, I was caught 

entirely off guard by the color issues that existed in America. 
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Yellow or Black in Nigeria 
December 2021 (Six weeks in Nigeria) 
Age: 24 

I can't wait to go back to Nigeria and just breathe properly. 

I feel like my lungs are perpetually tense and would only relax when I'm 
finally back home. 

  

This was one statement I consistently repeated while I lived in America and even 

now in Canada. I am never entirely comfortable in spaces outside of my home. I live with 

the consciousness of my skin color at the forefront of my mind. Even though it has not 

been as successful, I try not to appear threatening. I smile as often as I remember to. I 

try to infuse a certain degree of joy and humor in my tone, so I do not come off as scary. 

I do not care about these labels anymore, but for a long time in my adult life, I did. And 

because I once cared, I still exhibit behaviors reminiscent of these labels.  

So, the idea of being back in Nigeria became a dream I could not wait to become 

a reality. I could discard the burden of being Black in North America. Once home, I 

wouldn't have to worry about being suspicious when I walked down the street. Everyone 

would look like me, and I would be seen for what I was; "a young girl walking down the 

road." I also would not have to worry about my facial expressions, tone, or pitch of my 

voice. Nigerians in general are loud. Even the jovial tones of their voice could be 

misconstrued as aggressive.  

Finally, in December 2021, I arrived in Lagos, Nigeria, after eight years away, 

and it felt so good to be back. It was as if I left the issues with race and Blackness 

behind on the plane. I was so happy to be back in a space where I wouldn't carry around 

the consciousness of my skin color.  

But I was wrong. There was an issue with my skin color, not just how I had 

experienced it living abroad or ever experienced it at all. 

I was met with comments like "you're black now," "What happened to you? When 

did you get so dark?" These were mostly said with almost accusatory tones, as if I had 

committed a heinous act. I got this from several people, neighbors, friends but especially 
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family. I did not think too much of it until a close family member looked at me, turned to 

my mother and then asked "Nne kedu ihe me nwa gi? O ji kwa na oji." This was spoken 

to my mother in my native language, Igbo, in hopes that I may not understand what was 

being said about me. But I did. She had asked my mother "My dear, what is wrong with 

your child? She is now so black." She made this comment in a tone full of concern that I 

began to wonder, "What was wrong with me now?" 

The realization that I am being viewed through a lens of inferiority restored the 

hyperawareness about my skin color that I thought I had abandoned on the plane. I 

began to notice the backhanded compliments and 'jokes' that were now being thrown my 

way. Comments such as "You're still so pretty even though you're now dark" or "Aren't 

you coming from America? You look like you have been suffering." I did not bother to 

correct them that I now lived in Canada. It was pointless, and from the direction of their 

statements, geography was the least of my problems. All I could think about was, "Why 

my now darker skin tone signified suffering?" I was still the same person they knew. Why 

did my now changed appearance make them rethink how they saw me? I had never 

been on the receiving end of backhanded comments based on my skin tone in Nigeria. 

Up until that point, I do not think I realized just how difficult darker-skinned women in 

Nigeria had it. My now darker-toned skin opened the door to a life I had never lived in 

Nigeria: the life of a 'black' girl.  

During my time in Nigeria, I began to ponder on the duality of my circumstance. I 

was in a space where I could inhale the peace that came with not being racially profiled; 

not being criminalized based on my skin color. However, my exhalation was potent with 

the stress of colorism. According to Olumide (2018), colorism refers to "prejudices based 

on skin tone, which is typically practiced within races, as opposed to racism between 

races." She also states that "Colorism creates a hierarchical relationship that privileges 

lighter complexions." In the Nigerian cultural context, she traces back the issues of 

colonialism to pre-colonial times when the Igbo people were light-skinned and even had 

a god, Amadioha – the god of thunder and lightning - as the patron of light-skinned 

Igbos. Olumide bases her stance on the work of Peter Frost, who, through ethnographic 

research, corroborates the preference for lighter-skinned women in Igbo culture in 

Nigeria pre-colonial era. Olumide (2018) also details in her work how the desire for 

lighter-skinned wives placed them in a place of privilege.  
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Given this historical context, it is no surprise that there is still an undue honor 

accorded to being light skinned in Nigeria. A lot of things in Nigerian society continue to 

contribute to this idea of yellow over black when it comes to skin color, especially the 

media. A popular Yoruba (major tribe in Nigeria) musician, Victor Olaiya, released a 

song in the 1960s with the lyrics "Omo pupa leminfe" which translates to "I love light-

skinned women" or "I love to marry a light-skinned woman." With songs like these rife in 

the Nigerian media for decades and the affinity to use only light-skinned women in music 

videos, the constant message that yellow is more desirable than black has been popular 

in Nigeria.  

In Nollywood (Nigeria's movie industry), the second-largest movie industry 

globally, the issue of colorism is even more rife. It has become common for Nigerian 

actors, specifically women, to try to appear lighter than they normally are. This desire to 

be lighter can be linked to the fact that darker-skinned actresses have lamented the 

difficulties they face in the industry because of their skin color; they have either been 

denied roles or told they were too black for some roles (Mohammed, 2021). An interview 

by Voice of America English news correspondent Timothy Obiezu in 2019 with budding 

actress Goodness Ben provides background information on why women, especially 

those in the entertainment industry who want to be successful, bleach. In her own words:  

“Yes, this is Nigeria, a fair skin is business. In the movie industry most 

times the director wants you to like glow, in fact you should be camera 

friendly. You know most times dark people tend to...will I say resist? 

But they are more beautiful and catchy when they come in contact with 

camera.” 

 

I spent my time in Nigeria with the consciousness that I was black now. I walked 

around now with the understanding that because I was darker, I was now looked upon 

as if I carried on my face a sign that marred me. In North America, the chances that I 

would face violent racial abuses were reduced because I was female, but in Nigeria, the 

chances that I would be harassed and deemed unattractive due to my darker skin tone 

were increased because I was female. The more concerning the comments I received, 

the more I stayed silent. This was the respectful thing to do especially because they 

came mostly from my aunties and older family friends. In Nigeria's culture, when your 

elders speak to you, it is expected that your reply does not contradict them. You are 
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expected to be silent rather than to respond on the contrary – this is a sign of your 

respect for your elders, and so, my response to them had to be silence.  

I was silent until I began to get recommendations for every type of facial cream, 

body lotion, soap, and toners that would restore my "true color." I wish I could credit my 

discard for tradition and its requirement of me to be silent to something so brave or eye-

opening, but I cannot. I was simply tired of not being left alone. I was tired of my skin 

color still causing issues for me in a place that I had imagined as the land of my peace. I 

was simply tired of being looked at like something was wrong with me, so I spoke up. I 

spoke up at the mention of these products because, on a medical level (I was an 

undergraduate pre-medicine student), I understood the damage it could cause to my 

health, and I refused to be cajoled into harming myself to please the wishes of society.  

Whenever they would recommend any product to me, I would vigorously shake 

my head and reply sharply and politely as I could (being polite, especially to your elders, 

is a requirement in the Nigerian society. Being impolite is almost unforgivable). I would 

explain how I absolutely do not believe in skin bleaching or whitening, how harmful it is, 

and, in the case where I wasn't being heard, I would always scream, "Skin Cancer! Skin 

Cancer! Skin Cancer!" as my defense. Vijaya (2019) in his work The New Economics of 

Colorism in the Skin Whitening Industry: Case of India and Nigeria cites the 2011 World 

Health Organization report that 77% of Nigerian women bleach their skin. I did not want 

to bleach my skin; I was still thankful I could find Vaseline to use as my lotion. Avoiding 

anything that had hydroquinone and proudly displayed its ability to whiten my skin was 

already proving so difficult.  

What I did not need was to be lectured or begged into abusing my skin; I just 

needed the conversations surrounding my skin color to end. When they saw how 

insistent I was on ignoring their advice, I would be reminded of my' true color.' The idea 

of 'true color' has become the excuse in Nigeria for people to explain why they bleach. 

They comment on the sun's harshness to explain why they must bleach to maintain their 

skin color. Fatima Mohammed (2021) summarized her own experience as follows: 

Something we used to say, including myself, was, "This is not my real 
colour. I'm lighter than this but you know this sun is just too hot." Then we'd 
bend our wrists and show everyone our 'real colour' and take pride at how 
light the skin there was. As if that small part of your body made you different 
from the rest and a little more worthy of respect. 
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The idea of my 'true color' was something I had to wrestle with in Nigeria and 

even now back in Canada. Although I could understand their shock in Nigeria, seeing as 

I now look less yellow and more caramel, I had to navigate my life there in a way I was 

not prepared to. Going from being called yellow as a child to now being black did affect 

me. I now stare at my hands and notice how much lighter they are compared to my face. 

I am now bothered that I may never be as yellow as I used to be. I am worried that I may 

have no country of reprieve and would have to fend off questions or misconceptions 

about myself just because of my skin color for the rest of my life.  

I noticed a few weeks ago that I was getting lighter, and I immediately felt excited 

that I was getting yellow again. Once that realization set in, guilt followed. The guilt 

revealed the root of my excitement; when I return to Nigeria in a few months looking 

lighter than I did in December, I won't face as much friction as I did. I was excited for a 

short while because this time, my skin color would not be questioned. But until then, I 

still battle to understand "why my freedom to be black or whatever shade of black was 

being policed?" Why can't I be free to be black in a country with over 200 million other 

black people? If I can't be Black in Nigeria, then where can I be? 
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Final Reflections 

This work was born from a place of curiosity to critically engage the idea of 

Blackness that I have lived through especially after my trip back to Nigeria. At first, all I 

had were frustrations when I began this paper, and I started off with my topic just being 

“If I can’t be black in Nigeria, where can I be black?”  This topic came to be because I 

had thought that in Nigeria, I would never face the label ‘black’ used in relation to me. 

For a moment, I thought I was in a place where I just wouldn’t hear the term for a while. 

Even though the word black in Nigeria does not carry the same political weight as it does 

in America and Canada, hearing it used towards me made me wonder if I would ever be 

in a space where the term black would not just be.  

In my exploration of this work, I decided to view the idea of being black from a 

geographical lens; recounting my experiences from the first time it was used towards me 

to the most recent. I began the exploration in the recesses of my mind asking myself 

how I had been perceived based on my skin color in the different countries I lived in. My 

encounters with racism in America and Canada speak to this perception, while my direct 

encounter with colorism details the perception of my skin color in Nigeria. Here is what I 

found: 

I have found that based on my experiences living in three different 
countries, I have no reprieve from encountering color as a label that defines 
me. 

 

To get to this point, I employed autoethnography as my methodology. I believed 

that by using autoethnography as my method through this journey of discovery that it 

would be easy, but I was wrong. I thought recounting these stories would be easy, but 

relieving parts of my life, especially the painful racial interactions that I had avoided for 

so long still stung as if just happened. Inviting others to the deepest recesses of my mind 

and to show how I thought, and now think, is scary. I wonder if I will be judged for my 

thoughts and perceptions. As I mined my memory and wrote, I realized just how much I 

had endured and my complicity in my endurance of things I should never have had to, 

especially when I lived in America. This process, I did not find therapeutic as I had to go 

back into my past with a critical eye and analyze both the subtle and overtly racial 
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interactions I had encountered. Most of all I had to constantly ask myself “Why?” “Why 

did I not respond?” This did not provide me any succor or a therapeutic avenue, it has 

only resurrected questions I now have to answer or continue to ignore. 

These difficult reflections of my past and how I currently see myself has led to my 

own definition of what being Black means to me especially given my positionality as an 

African, a Nigerian and an Igbo person. 

So, what does it mean to be Black from my perspective?  

Being Black to me means that based on the geography of where I find myself, I will need 

to adapt to the overarching meaning of Blackness/blackness there. To me, being Black 

means I am flexible. It means that in America and Canada, I have to adapt to what 

Blackness means there. I do not totally share in the history and the struggle that makes 

an African American Black or a Black Canadian Black, so I cannot embody that nature of 

Blackness. But I am Black because based on my physical appearance, that is how their 

society regards me. Like Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, I have learned what it means to 

be Black outside of Nigeria and I do not find it to be a negative term. Since in some parts 

of the world, my skin color precedes my identity as Nigerian and Igbo, which makes me 

Black, I am accepting of it. However, I know that in Nigeria, to be black has no higher 

political connotation than simply a significantly darker skinned person. I can’t dictate that 

either. But in the case that I physically look darker, and I am christened black, then I am 

black. 
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