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Capitalism And Disease In Uwem Akpan’s  
“Fattening For Gabon”

BY CAMERON LOSS

“Selling your child or nephew could be more difficult than selling other kids” 
(39). With this simple, frightening sentence, Akpan begins his story “Fattening 
for Gabon” and signals that all is not well, nor will it end well. Kotchikpa and 
his sister Yewa, ages ten and five, respectively, live with their uncle Fofo on 
Nigeria’s coastline. Their uncle makes his living by “getting people across the 
border without papers or just roughing them up for money” (39). When Uncle 
Fofo arrives on a brand new motorcycle with a man known only as Big Guy, the 
newcomer expresses disappointment in seeing only the two children. Though 
the motorcycle is supposedly given to Uncle Fofo to help him in his smuggling 
business, it is obvious that Big Guy is using Fofo to smuggle children into slavery, 
likely sexual slavery, as seen later.

Through this story, Akpan shows the destruction of the African family 
caused by capitalism and disease. We see the entire process played out through 
Kotchikpa’s eyes, from the initial introduction of Big Guy (an agent), to the 
devastating ending that completely separates and destroys the family. Akpan’s 
story, rooted in reality, shows capitalism’s role in Africa, how it perpetuates 
poverty, encourages slavery, and leads to the spread of diseases like AIDS. 
Multiple factors have caused extreme poverty and the spread of diseases like 
AIDS in Africa, But potentially its most devastating effect is the destruction of 
the familial unit, and the stability such units should and would create.

Uncle Fofo and the children live in poverty. Their house is barely adequate 
for them. Kotchikpa, as narrator, describes how “its zinc roof was completely 
covered with rust, and the two rooms had no ceilings. The walls were made of 
mud and plastered with cement, and in the narrow veranda, there were mounds 
on either side of the door, for sitting” (42-43). And at the beginning of the story 
Kotchikpa recalls how he cooked Abakaliki rice for dinner, like on many other 
nights, and notes that no matter “how thoroughly you picked the rice for stones, 
you couldn’t get rid of all of them” (46). They get to have fruit juice that night, 
and Kotchikpa notes that it “had been a long time since [they] had fruit juice” 
(46). One look at Yewa shows that clothing and food are in short supply, for “she 
wore only pink underpants, her stomach bloated” (44). 

Despite the smuggling, Uncle Fofo can barely provide the absolute 
necessities for himself or the children. Sure, he is able to afford alcohol, made 
apparent when he offers Big Guy Heineken and Star Guinness” (41). But Uncle 
Fofo does not make clear how much he has, and due to the conditions they 
live in, it seems likely that it is a very small quantity, and probably only a useful 
business investment. The alcohol is likely to appease disgruntled men like Big 
Guy, and an occasional treat for Uncle Fofo. Largely, this is a poor family in need 
of finances to afford the basics, much like most of Africa, where, as Nana K. Poku 
argues, “four of every ten Africans live in conditions of absolute poverty” and 
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data shows conditions are likely to worsen (195). Jobs are rare, even on the coast 
line, and most are manual labor for very little pay. Uncle Fofo states, when asked 
about becoming wealthy, that someone “better start looking for anoder monkey 
man to harvest your coconuts” (63). There are fisherman and local merchants, 
but otherwise whatever is harvested and made leaves via “the semitrailers and 
trucks coming and going from the border, backing up or parking . . . [T]rucks 
carried assorted goods from one part of West Africa to another” (74). This 
demonstrates a shift away from food and goods staying local; the locals work 
to harvest the goods only to see them transported elsewhere, and the bulk of 
the money is lost in transportation, with little of it going to the manual laborers. 
Akpan shows how due to this unfair exchange system, poverty will maintain its 
stranglehold on the locals, strengthening Poku’s claim. 

Poku further points out the effects of such an oppressive economic system 
on the family structure:

[P]overty is a factor in labour mobility. Mobile populations, which often 
consist of large numbers of young men and women, are isolated from 
traditional cultural and social networks and in the new conditions will 
often engage in risky sexual behaviours, with obvious consequences in 
terms of HIV infection. (195)

With jobs scarce and the local jobs paying little, the need to migrate to other 
areas for employment causes families to separate. Traditionally, families would 
live within a single village for many generations; however, financial instability 
prompts migration. Men move for work, and thereby spend time away from 
family, and can leave “their families behind in rural villages,” returning “home 
maybe once a year” (Poku 195). This can cause them to entertain themselves 
mostly with “alcohol and sex for leisure” (Poku 196). Later, when the men return 
home, due to their promiscuity, they can have sexually transmitted diseases 
(STD) and “they often carry the virus into their rural communities” (Poku 196). 
A study showed that “13% of women whose husbands worked away from home 
two-thirds of the time or over were infected with HIV. Among women who 
spent two-thirds of their time or more with their husbands, no HIV infection was 
recorded” (Poku 196).

Something additionally to consider is that HIV infections often “clusters 
in families, with often both parents HIV positive” (196). The poorer the family, 
the less likely they are able to deal with the consequences, both medically and 
socioeconomically: 

In the longer term such poor households never recover even their initial 
level of living as their capacity is reduced by the losses of productive 
family members through death and through migration, and through the 
sales of any productive assets they once possessed. (Poku 196) 
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This causes such pressure on the families that many “experience great 
distress and often disintegrate as social and economic units” (196). When the 
primary source of income, which is the parents, is reduced or eliminated, it 
increases the likelihood that their children will live in poverty.

This is the situation Akpan places this small family in. Kotchikpa and Yewa 
have not seen their parents for a year and a half since they left to live with their 
uncle Fofo (50). Clearly the parents are very ill, and Kotchikpa’s description of 
them shows the devastation of AIDS:

Papa, a short chubby man with a stern face, was bedridden, tended 
by our dutiful and teary grandmother. Mama, a mountain of a woman, 
with an everlasting smile and restless energy, had already lost her bulk, 
become emaciated, and couldn’t walk to the farm without resting two 
or three times under the ore trees by the roadside. (50)

Despite asking, no one will tell Kotchikpa why his parents are ill, but he says 
that eventually, “by eavesdropping, I learned that my parents had AIDS, though I 
didn’t know what it meant then” (50). Akpan never gives any reason for why they 
both suffer from AIDS, but if Africa’s predicament involving poverty and lack of 
jobs is considered, it is not an illogical assumption that the father has contracted 
the virus through extramarital sex and thereby spread it back to their mother. 

Poverty continues in a continent where money spent towards the military 
“often far outpaces spending on health and education” (Poku 198). How this 
affects the people is seen in an example from South Africa, where a study

estimated that 52% of the 11 million people aged 16-30 were 
unemployed, and half of those unemployed were classified as 
marginalised [sic], with few prospects of formal sector employment. 
Hardly surprising, then, that young people think of short-term survival 
before long-term well-being. Short-term survival strategies often 
include exchanging sex for schooling, a job, money or a roof over 
one’s head. On a continent where so much of the population is already 
infected with HIV, such strategies are a recipe not for survival but for 
premature death. (Poku 198)

In this statement, we see Uncle Fofo’s situation. Despite his comment on 
coconut picking, he seems to make money through illegal means, a pawn in the 
game of wealthier men. Big Guy is clearly not the top of the ladder, but he has 
far greater financial resources than Uncle Fofo, as evidenced by his placement 
of a “CFA 10,000 bill” in the offering plate, while Uncle Fofo could only offer a 
“N100 bill” (60). The enticement of money like that, which would bring stability, 
food, and better housing would turn just about any person, and obviously it 
has turned Uncle Fofo. Akpan uses him as a representation of the many good 
hearted Africans turned bad out of a desire far greater than greed—survival. If 
Fofo can somehow make enough money to work his way up the ladder, perhaps 
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he can avoid the disease that is wiping out the poor. This is a false hope, as Uncle 
Fofo comes to realize in the awful moment when he makes clear to the children 
their destiny. 

Uncle Fofo, after making the house airtight and thereby stifling hot, seems 
to lose his mind one night. Walking around naked, he talks about them seeing 
others naked, and invites them both to touch his penis. Kotchikpa begins to 
understand that Uncle Fofo is talking about them touching other people: 

When he turned his gaze on me, I said, “Maybe we should not go to 
Gabon …”
“Shut up, bastard!” he exploded, and shook his head and downed more 
payó. “You want drink, abi?”
“No.”
“You want woman?”
“No.”
“Just don’t disgrace me for foreign land o … you hear?” (119)

Kotchikpa begins to wonder if people in Gabon act this way, but remembering 
his talk with his godparents, the people helping Big Guy engage in the smuggling, 
he sees the photos of “the beautiful beaches and house in the pictures our 
godparents showed us” and he decides that it cannot be that way (116-117). After 
all, they have been promised a good life, with wonderful situations and homes 
and food; it must all be true. Akpan shows how children are manipulated, but 
also how adults like Uncle Fofo are, too. He has been promised money, and a 
better life in turn for trading his nephew, niece, and future children over to Big 
Guy and his associates. But it is false, and he realizes it too late. 

Uncle Fofo quickly tries to change directions, choosing to destroy what 
he has worked with Big Guy to establish. He confides in Kotchikpa that he had 
indeed agreed to sell them, like slaves, but he cannot go through with it now. 
Uncle Fofo tries to leave town with the children on the motorcycle, but they are 
soon followed and caught, and Uncle Fofo is beaten. Kotchikpa recognizes one 
of the men as Monsieur Abraham, a teacher at his school. This is the same man 
that Kotchikpa “thought about telling . . . that our uncle had gone crazy, about 
the late night lessons and my plans to escape” after Uncle Fofo’s late night rant 
and nude exhibition (124). He then realizes that no matter which way he turns he 
has no one to trust. He is nothing more than an item for sale, a commodity for 
wealthier people.

The extent of the sexual exploitation of children worldwide begs us to 
consider why children are used for sexual slavery. First, the perception that a 
young child is clean and fresh makes for an easier sale and likely higher wages. 
But why children like Kotchikpa and Yewa? Slavery typically happens to those 
in poverty, for they are easier to exploit. Christopher Schmidt-Nowara points 
out that financially, during the height of the slave trade to America, that to 
send European slaves would have worked better, for they “adapted as well as 
Africans to New World climates, while the shipping costs from Europe would 
have been cheaper than those from Africa” (212). However, “the absence of 
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European enslavement and the apparent indifference towards African slavery” 
is partially explained by “the balance of political and social forces . . . as well 
as cultural assumptions about race and gender” (213). Similar to the way that 
power and cultural beliefs about racial inequality made Africans a more easily 
exploitable group in the Atlantic slave trade; those living in abject poverty today, 
like Kotchikpa and Yewa, are easy targets for contemporary forms of human 
trafficking and sexual exploitation. And as seen with Uncle Fofo, even family can 
be convinced to sell them in exchange for implausible promises.

After Uncle Fofo’s attempt to escape fails and they are captured, Uncle Fofo 
disappears, never to be seen again. However, Kotchikpa hears his grave being 
dug at night. As he listens, he realizes the depth and nature of the false promises 
that cause neighbors and family to turn on each other. In order to get the diggers 
to work faster, Big Guy promises them Uncle Fofo’s motorcycle. Kotchikpa 
knows, by watching the adults—Uncle Fofo, Big Guy, Monsieur Abraham, the 
godparents—that people will do whatever they can to get ahead when poverty 
holds them in its relentless grip. 

When Kotchikpa realizes that Uncle Fofo is dead, he reacts in the manner of 
the abused:

Guilt filled my heart. I held myself responsible for his death, although 
I didn’t know what I could have done to stop it. Maybe I should have 
been the one who was beaten, instead of Fofo. I hated myself and 
began to consider myself as bad as Big Guy and our godparents and 
our games master. I felt I had learned evil from them. I had learned to 
smile and be angry at the same time. My little pretenses before the 
guard worried me, and I felt my uncle would still be alive if I hadn’t 
encouraged him to flee that night. (161)

Kotchikpa feels guilty, yet he is anything but, for he is caught in a trap 
that enslaves the powerless and gives power to the exploiters. Who is really to 
blame? His parents lie dying of AIDS, and poor education and medical resources 
can be held responsible for their demise. His Uncle Fofo, now responsible for the 
two children, holds few resources for himself and turns to common thuggery 
in hopes of advancing. Big Guy offers money to common thugs, promising 
better things if they only do his bid and call. The godparents promise a great 
life, with full dinner plates and beautiful houses, to innocent children and their 
caretakers, knowing full well that the children are mere articles for sale to feed 
their pockets. The government spends on their military in greater amounts than 
education and medical research, and leaves their citizens exposed to dangers 
of all kinds, including diseases like AIDS that might otherwise be eradicated 
through education and medicine. Workers separated from their families find 
their physical needs met through strangers, which spread the diseases that kill 
the adults and leave the children alone. Children like Kotchikpa and Yewa grow 
older, but as Akpan shows us, without a chance for success. 
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As Kotchikpa flees at the end, he leaves his sister behind, running as fast as 
he can, but knowing “I would never outrun my sister’s wailing” (172). He is a child, 
betrayed by everything that should protect him, and in the end he becomes one 
of them, pushing his sister aside to give himself a chance at freedom. How can 
he be blamed, when he has never experienced decency and morality to give him 
guidance? He is another child alone, on the run, but never free from the ills of a 
society entrenched in depravity. Hope lives where he will never find it. 
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