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It's now three decades that one of the most boundary-shifting lyrics by a Nigerian female artist 
hit the airwave. In 1991, Queen Salawa Abeni, the self-styled African Tina Turner, gave her fans 
a glimpse of her polygamous home as her rocky marriage to Fuji star (Kollington Ayinla) came 
to a predictable end. This song, the first she would produce after leaving Kollington’s record 
label, spoke the mind of women who contested stereotype of normative womanhood at home, 
workplace, and the community. For many, "I'm a Gentle Lady, not a Fighter," is the starting 
point for narrating stories of gendered politics in shifting context. 
 
Salawa's 1991 musical videos, a visual weapon against her critics, broke artistic boundaries set 
for women artists in the male-dominated entertainment industry. For the first time, a Yoruba 
female artist would openly flirt with a male lover in a musical video and sing about her 
willingness to have sex, while simultaneously giving agency to the life of single mothers whose 
sexuality and love life are topics of misguided insinuations. Salawa flips the narrative of alleged 
promiscuity and places motherhood at the center of “following men”— “If I follow men, I’ll 
become mother of children; those who didn’t, will give birth to rodents.” Apparently, Salawa 
was/is a fighter, not a gentle lady, as she professed! 
 
There is no single way of interpreting an artist. Within the context of my own research on Fuji, I 
have consistently been drawn to Salawa’s politics of gender and genre-making. Salawa had 
more than gender stereotypes to fight. She was also contesting the naming of her style. This 
politics became heated when the Nigerian Music Award (NMA), the most prestigious 
recognition for sound art, started in 1989. The Performing Musician Association of Nigeria 
(PMAN), which organized the NMA listed her under Fuji, a genre dominated by Barrister and 
Kollington, her ex-husband. By insisting her genre was Waka, and that her mentors are 
prominent female artists like Comfort Omoge, Dan Maraya, and Batili Alake, Salawa fought for 
fairness for her hard-earned achievement.  
 
Gender politics alone cannot explain Salawa’s struggle for recognition. At the center of her 
sound politics are two big questions: What makes a sound Fuji? Who has the power to 
categorize music? Although artists tend to get sole credit for artistic creation, many individuals 
and groups—record label owners, percussionists, promoters, fans, sound engineers, and 
journalists—shape sound politics. Those who argued that Salawa’s modern Waka was Fuji 
seems to have a point. In addition to incorporating guitar, piano, and drum set, Salawa’s 
modern Waka, minimized call-and-response pattern, one of the core features of “traditional” 
Waka. Meanwhile, I’m excited that a female mentee has decided to do her MA and PhD research 
on Salawa! 
 
As Salawa turns 60 on May 5, we should be ready to say--Happy Birthday Gentle Lady! And 
when next you hear, “I’m not a fighter. I come in peace” --- alaye, RUN O! 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQYwrx12rYI  
 
Yours Sincerely in Fuji, 
Emperor Saedo Okola and His International Fuji Lions 
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