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Abstract 
This chapter, written by a librarian and a publisher, sets the context for open access publishing 
and follows with an exploration of the publication of the death-row correspondence of Ken 
Saro-Wiwa on open access.  
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The publishing industry 

Publishing in its finest form is not merely the creation of a product for sale, distribution 
and consumption. It should be considered as an essential cultural process of 
encouraging collective reflection, thinking, deepening interactions, as well as 
stimulating organising for justice and dignity. It should enable us to enhance our 
understanding of the perspectives of different peoples, populations and classes, 
whether through narrative, literary, analytical, or artistic forms. Given the 
developments of new technologies of production and dissemination, there are 
immense possibilities for achieving this. But there are equally significant obstacles.  

Publishing is dominated by a small number of large companies. In line with what has 
become a generalised phenomenon in the era of neoliberal capitalism, companies 
involved with publishing, especially of academic materials, have experienced a 
significant concentration. The top five most prolific publishers account for more than 
50% of all papers published in 2013, and 70% of papers in the social sciences 
(Larivière, Haustein and Mongeon, 2015). The major publishing houses, based in the 
global North, are deriving substantial profits.  For example, the UK based media 
group, Pearson, reported revenue in excess of US$7000 million in 2015 (Collyer, 
2018). Most libraries in the global South are simply unable to pay the inflated prices 
for books and subscriptions to journals and magazines.  
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The profits made by publishing companies have escalated, while at the same time the 
actual cost of production — typesetting, printing, and diffusion — has declined, as the 
fabrication process is made much easier.  The fact that much of the information that 
is published is based on research the public has already paid for (either directly 
through grants or through the provision of public education), makes the situation even 
more irksome and unjust. In the neoliberal era, the putative efficiency of the private 
sector is frequently lauded; but it is the substantial subsidy received by the companies 
from the public purse that makes their business appear efficacious. 

The commodification of knowledge production and the monopolisation of publication 
have strongly affected academic practices, influencing the choice of content and even 
the creative processes required for the production of art and knowledge. 
Monopolisation allows subscription rates to be inflated, making costs particularly 
prohibitive for those in the global South (Collyer, 2018).  But most importantly, 
commodification affects what is considered legitimate: the experiences of the global 
South, and in particular those of the “wretched of the earth”, have little or no exposure 
or influence on public discourse. Consequently, a Eurocentric and elite perspective 
dominates. 

In such a context, the emergence of open access initiatives is clearly welcome, but it 
does not necessarily resolve the problems faced by researchers and writers both in 
the North and in the South. Materials published in open access journals are often paid 
for by the authors who seek publication or their institutions, a system that effectively 
closes the door for those who are either unable or cannot afford to pay to have their 
work published. Some journals do make selected articles available as open access 
and libraries internationally are striving to make more content available on open 
access through institutional and subject repositories. Sites such as OpenDoar 
(Directory of Open Access Repositories), Directory of Open Access Journals, Core 
Open Access Research Papers  and the Social Science Research Network  are very 
valuable, but there are many other resources that incur prohibitive subscription costs. 
An informative interview with an Ethiopian researcher on the challenges of open 
access in Africa sheds light on issues researchers in the Global South face (Cochrane 
and Lemma, 2019). 

The situation is perhaps worse in the case of books. While the cost of producing and 
printing books has dropped significantly over the last decade, this has not always 
been reflected in the changes in the retail price. The cost of printing in much of Africa 
is exorbitant both because of the use of old technologies, and because paper has to 
be imported. What is surprising is that the retail price of e-books is often little different 
from the price of the printed equivalent. While reproducing printed copies involves 
labour, costly technologies and paper, the cost of the production and reproduction of 
electronic books is much less. The establishment of sites such as Directory of Open 

https://v2.sherpa.ac.uk/opendoar/
https://doaj.org/
https://core.ac.uk/
https://core.ac.uk/
https://www.ssrn.com/index.cfm/en/
https://doabooks.org/
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Access Books and  Libgen that make available electronic versions of books is a life-
saver for many in the global South, especially those who work towards building 
societies based on justice, freedom and dignity. 

In the current period of growing impoverishment of populations across the world, 
finding ways to encourage open access to poetry, novels, music, song, art, literature, 
philosophy and all forms of publications is a great challenge. However, open access 
offers opportunities for making the voices of the dispossessed accessible and is an 
intrinsic component of the discourse on freedom and justice. Publishing for the 
commons in this context can be a powerful act of solidarity, making knowledge, ideas 
and reflection more widely available and legitimising voices and perspectives that are 
currently silenced. 

It is against this background and a strong commitment to the OA (Open Access) 
Movement, that Maynooth University Library decided to make Silence Would Be 
Treason: Last Writings of Ken Saro-Wiwa  freely available on open access and also 
to organise events where the issues raised contribute to shaping the public discourse.  
Globally, there are a number of similar initiatives. This includes at least a dozen 
reading circles across USA who meet regularly to discuss the lessons of the struggles 
for economic democracy and black self-determination in Jackson, Mississippi based 
on a book developed by Corporation Jackson (Akuno and Nangwaya, 2017). In an 
effort to publish as part of the commons, when the author and / or co-publishers are 
agreeable, Daraja Press is making available and free online the entire text of their 
recent books and ebooks upon request for individuals and institutions in Africa. 

The first edition of  Silence Would Be Treason: Last Writings of Ken Saro-Wiwa  
(Corley, Fallon and Cox, 2013) was published by Daraja  in 2013. The second revised 
edition (Corley, Fallon and Cox, 2018) was published in 2018.  Both books are 
available in print format and on open access. Both editions of the book are available 
as a PDF to download from the MU institutional repository MURAL (Maynooth 
University Research Archive Library). 

The journey to open access publication began in 2011. 

The Ken Saro-Wiwa Letters 

On 10th November 2011, Irish-born Sister Majella McCarron, a member of the 
religious congregation of Our Lady of Apostles (OLA) donated the Ken Saro-Wiwa 
Archive to Maynooth University. This comprised 28 letters and 27 poems she received 
from Nigerian writer and activist Ken Saro-Wiwa. At a later date she donated a number 

https://doabooks.org/
https://www.librarygenesis.co.uk/
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10161/
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10161/
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10161/
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10161/
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of additional items including a collection of photographs relating to the period, 
ephemera and artefacts including a cap which had belonged to Saro-Wiwa. 

McCarron grew up in rural Fermanagh, in Northern Ireland. A detailed first-hand 
account of her childhood and her motivation in joining a religious congregation can be 
heard via the Maynooth University Library Ken Saro-Wiwa Audio Archive, a collection 
of recordings of people connected to Ken Saro-Wiwa and the issues he was involved 
in. McCarron taught, first at secondary school and later at university level in Nigeria. 
While lecturing at the University of Lagos she met Saro-Wiwa, a member of the Ogoni 
ethnic group and began to work with him on highlighting the plight of the Ogoni. 

Ogoni is a small oil-rich region in the Niger Delta in the South East of Nigeria. In 1990, 
Saro-Wiwa established MOSOP (Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People) to 
peacefully protest against the environmental destruction of his homeland, by the 
international petrochemical industry and particularly Royal Dutch Shell. While the 
company was extracting billions of dollars’ worth of oil from Ogoni and the Nigerian 
military government received vast sums in oil revenue, the people were gaining no 
benefit from the oil riches in their homeland; rather the environmental impact of 
unchecked oil exploration has devastated Ogoni.  Water was contaminated, fish 
stocks depleted, rain fell as acid and farmland was encrusted in crude oil.  A press 
release to accompany a 2011 UNEP (United Nations Environment Protection) 
independent assessment stated: 

     In one community, at Nisisioken Ogale, in western Ogoniland, families are drinking water 
from wells that are contaminated with benzene- a known carcinogen-at levels over 900 times 
above World Health Organization guidelines. The site is close to a Nigerian National 
Petroleum Company pipeline. (UNEP, 2011, p.1). 

Under Saro-Wiwa’s leadership, MOSOP managed, through peaceful protest 
marches, to defy one of the largest armies in Africa and force one of the most powerful 
companies in the world to withdraw from Ogoni.  The government feared the protests 
would spread to other areas of the Niger Delta and threaten oil revenue. Saro-Wiwa 
was harassed, detained, and arrested on a number of occasions.  Following the 
murder of four Ogoni chiefs in May 1994, he was accused of encouraging the killings 
and with fourteen others placed in military detention.  

He continued to run MOSOP from detention, sharing his thoughts on paper with 
McCarron.  She feels he saw her as his contact with the outside world, a way of getting 
his message about what was happening in Ogoni out to a wider audience. No stranger 
to the power of the written word, Saro-Wiwa had already published extensively and 
may have had a strong sense that his letters would be published one day. As well as 
writing about Shell, conditions in detention and a detailed account of his trial and other 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/library/collections/ken-saro-wiwa-audio-archive
https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/Nigeria/press_release_ogoniland_en.pdf
https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/Nigeria/press_release_ogoniland_en.pdf
https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/OEA/UNEP_OEA.pdf
https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/OEA/UNEP_OEA.pdf
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political issues, he wrote about family matters, his children and his creative writing. 
Most of the letters are handwritten and were smuggled out of military detention in 
breadbaskets. Many were written after McCarron’s return to Ireland in 1994, having 
decided not to renew her contract at the University of Lagos, where she had taught 
for 13 years. She had planned to work on the Northern Ireland conflict. However, 
events in Ogoni were deteriorating, and she decided to devote her time to highlighting 
the unjust detention of Saro-Wiwa and eight colleagues (the Ogoni 9). She helped 
establish Ogoni Solidarity Ireland and worked nationally and internationally, alongside 
the Irish aid agency Trócaire, and other bodies to save the nine. Sadly their efforts 
were unsuccessful. In 1995,  following a sham trial, the Ogoni 9 were found guilty by 
a military tribunal of murder and executed. A detailed account of events can be found 
in the report “In the Dock: Shell’s complicity in the arbitrary execution of the Ogoni 
Nine” (Amnesty International, 2017). 

Making the letters available 

McCarron kept  the letters and poems among her personal belongings for 16 years 
before donating the material to Maynooth University Library. While working as a table 
observer on the Irish Shell to Sea Campaign – a campaign to ensure oil was refined 
at sea rather than on land – she was interviewed by a Maynooth University student 
John O’Shea, on the topic of media coverage of the campaign.  She asked him to 
explore whether Maynooth University would take the collection. 

While the original documents are available for consultation in the Library, all involved 
wanted to make the letters available to as wide an audience as possible.  This was in 
keeping with McCarron’s wishes and MU’s strong commitment to engage with 
community in the widest sense of the word.  The letters were scanned and placed in 
the Digital Repository of Ireland (DRI), an open access repository established in 2011, 
through funding from the Irish Higher Education Authority (HEA). While having the 
letters available online through the DRI is of value, there was a need to contextualise 
the letters, so people would better understand the issues and the people involved. 

Two major open access initiatives have taken place: the production of the Ken Saro-
Wiwa Audio Archive and the publishing of the letters and contextual essays as the 
book Silence Would Be Treason: Last Writings of Ken Saro-Wiwa. This chapter 
concerns the latter.  

Shortly after the handover of the letters in 2011, discussion began on publishing the 
letters. Three people took on the task of bringing this to fruition. The three editors 
discussed how best to present them, and decided to each write a chapter to set them 
in a particular context.  Helen Fallon’s chapter is on the importance of the letters as 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr44/6604/2017/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr44/6604/2017/en/
https://www.dri.ie/
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/library/collections/ken-saro-wiwa-audio-archive
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/library/collections/ken-saro-wiwa-audio-archive
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/10161/
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archival sources and also recounts McCarron’s story; Dr. Íde Corley writes about 
Saro-Wiwa’s place in post-colonial African literature, while Dr. Laurence Cox situates 
the conflict over natural resources in the Niger Delta in an international context.   

Prior to publishing, legal and related aspects needed to be considered. The copyright 
of letters belongs to the letter writer not the recipient.  Saro-Wiwa’s estate was vested 
in his son Ken Wiwa. He agreed to the publication of the letters and the poems 
McCarron received from Saro-Wiwa, provided it was a not-for-profit initiative.  The 
search for a publisher then began. 

While Saro-Wiwa was a prolific author of short stories, poetry, novels, children’s books 
and the producer and writer of a very popular television series in Nigeria, sixteen years 
had passed since his death. The international outcry and media coverage of the 
execution of the Ogoni 9, had largely been forgotten. One member of the team, who 
was very familiar with publications in the social justice arena, took on the task of 
contacting publishers.  Daraja Press managed by Firoze Manji took on the task.  The 
project received some funding from Trócaire, an Irish aid organisation. A stipulation 
of the funding was that the book be made available free-of-charge to groups involved 
in social and environmental justice issues in Ireland and in Nigeria. 

Sister Majella and the three editors of the letters agreed that revenue from print book 
sales  would go to a fund, administered by the Library, in Saro-Wiwa’s name.  This 
was considered appropriate to the spirit both of the donation and Saro-Wiwa’s work, 
and in line with the wishes of the family. It also enables the archive to be used as the 
basis for research and could help in the promotion of the archive and the issues 
embodied therein.   

The book was written over a one-year period.  The University got legal counsel on 
whether there were any risks involved in publishing.  The legal advisers felt that while 
there was some risk,  it was small – this related to comments Saro-Wiwa made about 
both Shell and the then Nigerian government in his letters.  They felt it was unlikely 
that Shell would want further negative publicity in relation to Ken Saro-Wiwa and 
Ogoni, which might result from legal action. It was necessary to include a disclaimer 
saying that the  University is not responsible for the opinions or views expressed in 
the book. 

The first edition of the book contains the 28 letters and 27 poems, a poem by Sister 
Majella and three essays, by the three editors.  It was launched in Maynooth 
University Library by Dr. Owens Wiwa, Ken Saro-Wiwa’s brother, in November 2013.  
A few months later it was launched in Abuja, Nigeria.  

https://darajapress.com/
http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/8940/
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On the 10th of November 2015, Noo Saro-Wiwa, Saro-Wiwa’s daughter, presented 
the inaugural Maynooth University Ken Saro-Wiwa Postgraduate Award - two 
thousand euro - to Maynooth History student Graham Kay.  His PhD thesis explores 
the relationship between governments and the oil industry in the early 20th century 
and he used the funding to carry out research in Germany.   

The 2nd revised edition of the book was launched in 2018. It contains additional 
material including  a preface written by Noo Saro-Wiwa, a chapter detailing Graham 
Kay’s  research, a chapter by Dr. Anne O’Brien and Helen Fallon on the open access  
Ken Saro-Wiwa Audio Archive, and an afterword by Mark Dummett, Business and 
Human Rights Researcher at Amnesty International.   The volume also includes 
photographs from the period, which form part of the archive 

In a letter to McCarron, dated 1st December 1993, Saro-Wiwa wrote: 

     Keep putting your thoughts on paper.  Who knows how we can use them in future. The 
Ogoni story will have to be told. (Saro-Wiwa, K. 1993) 

Open Access is ensuring the story is told and is accessible to all. 
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