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Abstract 

The Value of literary writing according to the theory of social 

realism in literature lies in its ability to communicate the reality of 

social experiences with a view to serve as the reflection of real 

happenings in the society. This also implies that literary writings, 

though might be fictional, must be based on an actual investigation 

of the realities of the society and highlighting them for a specifically 

defined purpose. Through the use of words and action literature is 

used to communicate and its communicative characteristics make it 

a form of arts deployed in representing and recreating social 

realities. Its essence in the society as a communicative form is seen 

in its entertainment, information preservation and propagation of 

culture responsibilities, and social criticism. This paper, through 

textual analysis of Helon Habila’s Love Poem reveals how Literature 

can be deployed as a sign post for communication and reflection of 

social reality, for the purpose of thinking back on our history to learn 

from it in order to decide the present situation and plan ahead for 

the future. 
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Introduction  

In this age of insistent billboard, the blaring radio, the 

pictures that move and talk, and omnipresent eye of 

television, it is perhaps worth a moment to emphasise 

once again the fact that literature is a form of 

communication. (J. Stephen Sherwin 1957) 

The Value of literary writing according to the theory of social realism in 

literature lies in its ability to communicate the reality of social experiences 

with a view to serve as the reflection of real happenings in the society. This 

also implies that literary writings, though might be fictional, must be based 

on an actual investigation of the realities of the society and highlighting 

them for a specifically defined purpose. Through the use of words and 

action literature is used to communicate and its communicative 

characteristics make it a form of arts deployed in representing and 

recreating social realities. Its essence in the society as a communicative form 

is seen in its entertainment, information preservation and propagation of 

culture responsibilities, and social criticism. Understanding this notion, 

Lanrele Bamidele (2000:4) avers that “Literature reveals that it is also a 

discipline preeminently concerned with man’s social world, his adaptation 

to it and desire to change it. The literary forms in prose, poem or play 

attempt to recreate the social world of man’s relation with his family, with 

politics, with the state and with its economic and religious constructs”. This 

confirms the axiomatic idea hold on to by scholars in the field Literature 

that literature is a reflection and refraction of live both its good values and 

ills. In its corrective functions, it mirrors the ills of the society with the 

ultimate aim of making the society realize its errors and therefore make 

amendment. In literary texts both drama, prose and poetry, narratives are 

constructed to reflect human live and action through characters who  

through their dialogue, actions and reactions convey messages for the 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Literature and Communication of Social Realism: An Exploration of Helon Habila’s Love Poem        167 

purpose of communicating to the society,  so as to effect attitudinal and 

behavioral change. In this sense what literary writers do is to re-construct 

the real life situations and events from the society into fiction and re- 

present same back as a mirror from which such a society could look at itself 

and find needs for positive change. This is where literature as a tool for 

protest against injustice and oppression and calls for liberation comes to 

fore. Here literary texts are written to sensitise the people about such social 

issues like corruption in terms of economic mismanagement, gender 

inequality, sexual violence, war, patriarchy, injustice, militarism and many 

more. Aligning with this, Osofisan Femi (2007:57) asserts that literature at 

this level becomes “like a campaign of decontamination: a kriesgspiel, in 

which words and metaphors were deployed like combat units, and 

launched against terror of the soldiers in power and their civilian 

collaborators” .The aim of literature here is to awaken the consciousness of 

the people to the prevailing injustice in their society. All of these are done 

by the writers as a sign post to communicate the people’s social reality back 

to them through the microscopic lens of literature. This style of literature 

reflecting and refracting social issues is in line with Das, Birinchi Kumar 

(2009) where he asserts that when “Literature emerges out of life and 

records dreams and ideas, hopes and aspirations, failures and 

disappointments, motives and passions, and experiences and observations 

such literature explores the people’s social reality. With this in mind, this, 

the paper aims at critically exploring Helon Habila’s  short story, Love Poem 

set in Nigeria with a view of determining the extent to which its purpose of 

social realism is achieved and communicated.  

 

The idea of Communication and Social Realism 

Communication as a concept has become a global tool for the dissemination 

of information, entertainment, education, conscientisation and social 

mobilization. Whether modern or traditional, communication cannot be 

divorced from becoming a major sign post for the investigation of social 

vices perpetrated by some characters in the society.  These vices are 
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projected to the people through various communication media such as the 

print and the electronic including the social media.  Scholars in 

communication studies have no single definitive conceptualization for the 

term “communication” the reason being that different subjective 

interpretations have been used to define it.  However, the axiomatic idea is 

that “communication” has to do with the process of transfer of information 

from one person to another. This simply implies sharing of information and 

ideas that could eventually lead to knowledge and understanding from the 

perspective of the comprehension of the message from the sender to the 

receiver,(in this case, from the author to the readers). Its importance 

therefore lies in its ability to serve as bridge to the understanding of issues 

through a systematic process of narrating (telling), listening and 

comprehending. Ali Can (2008:2) gives a succinct analysis of 

communication as it relates to the content of this paper when he asserts that:  

 Communication is the basic value of human 

life. This is because communication takes place 

in every phase of life no matter which 

profession people have. Namely, 

communication and the concept of life are 

principally interrelated. People can stay current 

on the condition that they improve their level of 

communication. When the situation of 

developed societies is examined, their being 

culturally conscious about the shared values 

and having sound relationships among the 

individuals raise valid proofs for their level of 

development.  

The above assertion suggests that for every society to advance in terms of 

development there is the need for proper communication to take place, 

because it’s only through this that ideas and knowledge can be transmitted 

from one generation to the other.  The task of communication in the 

overhaul of a society is never pushed to the background, as most scholars 
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such as Rajesh Kumar (2011:1) have emphasized the following functional 

attributes of communication to any social system: surveillance of the 

environment and giving of social comments, the interpretations of the 

social comments and the help to make sense of the of the immediate and 

the contemporary happenings as they evolve. A major function highlighted 

by McQuail in analyzing communication is that it helps in finding out, 

revealing and documentation of events and conditions in the society for 

future references. This is where literary writing as a major form of 

communication comes to the fore and in linking literature with 

communication; H D Lasswell (2007: 218) asserts that communication 

specialists “survey the political environment of the state as a whole and 

how this is reflected in literary texts”. This shows that the lofty roles of 

Communication in the dissemination of social realistic issues for the society 

to engage in cannot be over emphasized. 

Social Realism is a literary movement and artistic style deployed to reflect 

on the  realistic activities and experiences of the lowly rated people such as 

workers, peasants and  the down trodden. The style emphasise class 

consciousness in terms of social and economic status, gender and racial 

identity of the people. The style focuses its attention on what Olusegun 

Joseph (2008) refers to as “everyday”, “popular”, “contemporary” and 

“ordinary” whose aim is “to the vulgar, despicable, the unjust and the 

unacceptable in the society, and unswerving zeal in attacking the bigotry 

and the pretension of the nobility, depicting the realities of ordinary life 

with breath taking narrative realism. The essence of the depiction of social 

realism in texts is in communicating the reality of the underlying process 

like social status and positions that operate in human society.  

 

Communication Social Realism through Helon Habila’s Love Poem 

The narrative, Love Poem is a short story taking from Helon Habila’s novel 

Waiting for an Angel. The principal character, who the narrative is woven 

around is Lomba, a political detainee under the repressive military 

government of late General Sanni Abacha’s regime. Lomba is a journalist 
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who is unjustly arrested and incarcerated for his intended participation in 

a demonstration against the dictatorship regime of the government. The 

short story is a reflection of despotic rule rule during the military days from 

1983 to 1998. Lomba is put in an unnamed prison in Nigeria with other 

political detainees and offenders. The uprising of the Abacha government 

which Kunle Amuwo etal (2001:1) describe as “a government that was 

involved in a perennial, if uneven, struggle with civil society organizations 

and the international community that wanted a rapid return to civilian and 

democratic rule”. This regime was autocratic as it affects the social and 

economic development of the country. As mentioned earlier, Lomba joins 

the anti-Abacha movement to call for democratic rule for the nation. For 

this, he gets arrested and thrown into awaiting trial section of the prison. In 

his second year in incarceration, he decides to engage secret poem writing 

in his diary. The poetries are written when the prison warders are tired of 

the day’s routine and wanting to go home. Lomba says:  

Today, I began a diary, to say all the 

things I want to say, to myself, because 

here in prison there is no one to listen. I 

express myself. It stops me from 

standing in the centre of this narrow 

cell and screaming at the top of my 

voice. (3)   

With this, Lomba is able to purge himself of some of the anger and agonies 

of prison experience through his engagement in creative writing. This lasts 

for a while as the prison superintendent in the name of Muftau discovers 

what Lomba has been doing in secret while in his cell room. In annoyance, 

Muftau descends on Lomba and shout :  

Twenty years, that’s how long I have 

been dealing with miserable bastards 

like you. Don’t think you can deceive 

me. We have our sources of 

information. You cant. This insect will 
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be taken to solitary and will be 

properly dealt with until he is willing 

to talk (9). 

Muftau collects all the poetries written by Lomba and goes through them 

one after the other but the power of creative writing hooks him as he is  

attracted by the creative ability of Lomba, and he decides to meet him  and 

“like Nichodemus, the Suprintendent came to him covertly, seeking 

knowledge” (13). He summons Lomba after reading the poetries with the 

hope of using him to write such to his girl friend Janice, who is his son’s 

teacher in a primary school. In the cause of the discussion, Muftau confesses 

to Lomba that he had sent one of the poems to Janice claiming he is the poet 

and saying “I wrote it again in my own hands”. Lomba agrees as he begins 

to write poetries for him to Janice and through this, they become friends. 

On the fourth poem written, Lomba begins to send SOS messages in the 

form of poetries to Janice. Janice on her part is an educated lady who has 

understanding of the power of poetry. Seeing the series of the poetries 

Muftau had sent to her, she requests to meet Lomba. One of the poems 

reads: 

                                      Janice your beauty is to me like 

                                      Treasures of gold  

On the second day, after the last poem is sent to Janice, Muftau brings 

Lomba face to face and after an emotionally laden meeting, Janice requests 

if Muftua should help Lomba to regain his freedom and if not she threatens 

to quit the relationship. At this point, there is nothing that Muftau could do 

for Lomba to have his freedom because he has no such power to release and 

set him free. Angrily, she faces Muftau and says:  

How can you be so unfeeling! Put 

yourself in his shoes two years away 

from friends, from family, without the 

power to do anything you wish to do” 

Two years in CHAINS. How can you 

talk of cigarettes and soap, as if that 
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were substitute enough for all that he 

has lost? (30). 

At this point Muftau  is ashamed of himself, his profession and the fact that 

he could not help Lomba out of his predicament. There is nothing he could 

do, he is just an “errand boy” that is expected to carry out the orders of the 

state. This is why Emmy Lundmark (2012:40) asserts that during the 

military days “People working in state facilities during the Abacha years, 

were probably thoroughly controlled and inspected in their workplace. As 

the superintendent has worked with prisoners for a long time he knows 

what happen to those who dare challenge the regime”. In annoyance, Janice 

leaves the prison while Lomba is returned to his cell room for his illegal 

detention to continue.  

Love Poem communicates Social Realistic events of the Nigerian society 

during the dictatorial mllitary days of  General Sanni Abacha through 

multiple narrative techniques and point of views such as the omniscient 

narrative technique, the epistolary technique and first person narrative 

technique to the audience through the to the readers and the audience. The 

use of the multiple techniques helps in the reflection of reality of prison 

experience in the country and how the military periods threw people into 

detention without trials. The omniscient narrative technique communicates 

a kind of overview of the state of affair in Nigerian prisons in terms of 

torture and punishment. These establishments are supposed to be 

correctional and rehabilitation centres but they are turned to torture 

chambers. The Epistolary narrative technique takes the readers on a journey 

into the psychological state of mind of Lomba, who can be seen as a 

metaphor of all political detainees during this period, in which tries to free 

himself from the thought of the prison life, he results into writing poetries.  

The narrative reflects on the obscene practices of the military regimes where 

unjust and unlawful arrests are the order of the day. Lomba is unlawfully 

arrested and detained for just no reason. To reflect on the Toyin Falola cited 

in Lundmark asserts “that during the Abacha regime between 1993 and 

1998, the people were repressed and critiquing the regime was often 
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punished with prison or death” (3). It is clear here that Helon Habila uses 

the love story to communicate and reflect on the issues related to the 

military regimes especially, that of General Abacha whose tenure focuses 

on the deployment of authoritative power in oppressing any form of 

opposition. It was under this regime that Chief M.K.O Abiola, the winner 

of the June 12th 1993 election was jailed for treasonable felony. Peter Lewis 

gives a clear description of the events that characterized Abacha’s regime:       

General Abacha, aggravated these tensions 

by jailing Abiola, harassing prominent 

Yorubas, and crudely suppressing 

dissent—for example, through the 

assassination of Abiola’s wife and the 

peremptory exe-cutions of Ken Saro-Wiwa 

and other Ogoni activists from the Niger 

Delta. Abacha also supervised an opaque, 

convoluted constitutional reform in the 

mid-1990s, which exacerbated communal 

tensions. Beneath the rough stabil-ity 

imposed by military repression, growing 

discord was manifest in episodes of 

religious strife, recurrent violence in the 

southwestern states and the Niger Delta, 

intercommunity conflicts in the Middle 

Belt, and confrontations between the 

authorities and Islamists in several 

northern cities. 

All of these resulted in economic malaise, communal crisis and social 

dilemma. Helon Habila can then be seen as a communicator, a teacher and 

a writer with social vision who uses his works to interrogate social ills as a 

means of calling for collective social corrections. This is done with a 

reflection on historical events that have occurred in the past. Here, Habila 

becomes what Achebe in Ainehi Edoro (2008:9) refers to as a teacher who 
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looks “back and tries to find out where we went wrong and where the rain 

began to beat us” and now uses literary texts to communicate for a 

reflection so as to avoid such occurrence. During General Abacha’s regime, 

any kind of opposition was subjected to systematic victimization which led 

many into being imprisoned as in the case of Lomba while many ran into 

self exile. This is buttressed by Falola (2009) “during the Abacha regime, the 

human rights were non-existent in Nigeria, including the freedom of 

speech. A man would have problems getting his voice heard by the 

government”.  

The main thematic preoccupation of the narrative centred on suffering and 

oppression under a repressive government. There are other various minor 

themes such as love, arrogance and education. Lomba suffers in jail for sin 

he never commits and so does other various inmates in the prison. The three 

main characters in the short story (Lomba, Muftau and Janice) are used as 

metaphors of characters that can be seen in Nigerian society. Lomba is a 

man who does not hope too much yet does not give up to despair because 

to hope too much may lead to despair and to despair too much may cause 

him to lose all. He is also gifted with the artistic use of words to convey his 

inner feelings. Muftau, the Prison superintendent is a metaphor of the 

stooge of the military junta as he rules the prison with iron hand, wielding 

god-like powers over the prison inmates and subordinate prison warders. 

He is presented as a heartless character that might have fought in the 

Nigeria-Biafra war of 1966 to 1969 and must have had his own share of 

death in the war. He doesn’t care about the prisoners and would probably 

ignore it, if any of them dies in the prison. Despite all these, he like any 

other man seeks love. His love for Janice prompts him to agree to set up a 

meeting between Lomba and Janice. In fact, it is because of love that he has 

to descend from the ladders of his position to ask Lomba, a “rat” and “blood 

prisoner” to help in writing poetry for him. As a man in love he confesses 

to Janice…I love you, Janice. “Very much. I know you think I am not 

serious. That I only want to suck the juice and throw away the peel. No”.   
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The message here shows that Muftau is in love with Janice and and he 

cannot hide it.   

 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the narrative Love Poem, although, a literary text can be seen 

as a text for communication because the author constructs the message it to 

communicate the dysfunctional system that pervades the military regimes 

of 1983 to 1997, such as illegal arrest, assassination, corruption and 

bombing, especially the regime that featured General Sanni Abacha. The 

narrative is a demonstration that literary texts can be used as 

communication tool for collective social action against social injustice. This 

is in line with Chijioke Uwasomba (2014:1) assertion that every “writer is 

saddled with the social responsibility to communicate certain social and 

personal experiences to his or her audience.  In fact, this is what Helon 

Habila has done with this narrative. Literature performs the same role the 

mainstream communication such as the broadcast and print media 

perform. This paper therefore reasserts the fact that literature also serves 

communicative roles of raising people’s consciousness. The narrative 

reminds the readers that military regimes are despotic in structure and 

content hence there is the need for people especially, the politicians to be 

cautious on the political administration of the country so that the military 

will not be forced out of the barracks to take up the governance of the 

country.  

 

References  

Ali. C. (2008) “The Perception of Reality and its effect on the Behavioral 

Change in the context of Public Relations”. In  KMU ĠĠBF Dergisi 

Yıl:10 Sayı:14 Haziran. 

Amuwo, K e.tal (2013) Nigeria During the Abacha Years (1993- 1998), 

Institut Francais de recherche en Afrique: Ibadan. 

Bamidele, L.O. (2000) Literature and Sociology, Stirlin- Horden Publishers: 

Ibadan. 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Literature and Communication of Social Realism: An Exploration of Helon Habila’s Love Poem        176 

Das, B. K. (2009) “Socialist Realism in Mikhail Sholokhov’s Novel across 

Cultural Study”. Ph.D. Thesis submitted to Department of English, 

Gauhati University, India. 

Falola, T. (2009) Colonialism and Violence in Nigeria. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press,  

Habila, H. (2004) Waiting for an Angel. New York: W.W. Norton & 

Company.  

Kumar R. (2011) “Development Communication: A Purposive 

Communication with Social Conscience-An Indian Perspective” in 

Global Media Journal Vol 2 No 2, Indian.  

Lasswell. H.D (2007) “The structure and function of communication in 

society” in İletişim kuram ve araştırma dergisiSay24 Kış-Bahar. 

Pg.215-228.  

Lundmark. E (2012) “The Political Power of Women in Helon Habila’s 

Waiting for an Angel”  Kristiastad University, Lena Ahlin. 

Olusegun-Joseph. O. (2008) “ A Play Of Signifieds: Realism, Literature, and 

the Politics of Meaning”. In  California Linguistic Notes XXXIII, Spring. 

Osofisan, F. (2007) The City as Muse: Ibadan and the Efflorescence of Nigerian 

Literature, Hope Publication: Ibadan. 

Sherwin, J.S (1957) “Literature and Communication: A Search for Unifying 

Principle” in Journal of Communication. 

Uwasomba, C (2014) Helon Habila: “Narrating A Post-Colony with its 

Dysfunctional Baggage” in Journal of Culture, Society and 

Development. An Open Access International Journal.. 

 

 

 


