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Abstract

Before Chinua Achebe took a literary excursion into the events of
the Nigerian Civil War, a large body of literature had emerged from
the ugly experience that temporarily tore Nigeria apart. While some
were factual narratives, some others were mere fictive tales. One
major issue which the historical debacle thrust up was the role an
artist should play in tragic circumstances such as the Biafran War.
Should he detach himself from the conflict or should he get involved,
literarily or otherwise? While a school of thought holds that the
artist should, as an integral part of his environment, get involved in
its affairs, whatever they may be, some others argue that the artist
should be detached from the events around him. While the former
emphasizes the imperative of commitment in art, the latter frowns on
it, insisting that the artistic endeavour is such a sacred calling that
must not be tainted by the mundane, everyday happenings around
the artist. Another contentious issue in the Biafran story which many
artists and writers that dealt with the subject matter before Achebe
glossed over is the vexed issue of genocide. A seemingly unresolved
aspect of the Biafran story revolves around whether the federal
government of Nigeria committed genocide against Biafran citizens
in the course of the war. This paper attends to these disputations
around Biafra as presented by Chinua Achebe in the book under
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study. Relying on historicism as an analytical tool, the paper aims at
resolving these contentious issues especially from the point of view
of the author. It establishes that art is commitment and that any
artist who wants to be taken seriously cannot, therefore, afford to
insulate himself from his environment. The paper further establishes
that genocide is an indispensable adjunct of the Biafran story. It
tries to resolve the issue around allegations or charges of genocide
against the federal government of Nigeria. It throws light on
whether the Biafran conflict was a normal civil war or whether its
prosecutors engaged in any form of war crimes. It distills the
arguments around this issue and concludes that the civil war was,
more or less, a genocidal gambit.
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Introduction
A cursory survey of Chinua Achebe’s journey as a literary artist
depicts one thing: his works draw largely from his experience. From
Things Fall Apart to Anthills of the Savannah, Achebe presents
works that mirror the society of his time and age. This experiential
inclination of his narrative naturally dovetails into commitment or
the lack of it of an artist in his artistic endeavour. In African
Literature where Achebe is a leading figure, the controversy as to
whether the artist should be involved or not in the affairs of his
environment, whatever they may be, is a familiar one. But at no time
did it assume a life of its own than when literatures of various
complexions began to appear on the Nigerian Civil War of 1967-
1970. Achebe’s interventions on this subject matter will partly
engage our attention in this study.

What should be underlined, however, is that the controversy
remains unresolved to a reasonable extent. It is for this reason that
his last literary work, There Was a Country: A Personal History of
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Biafra, was received with mixed feelings in some quarters. So far,
the work has been enmeshed in the familiar argument bordering on
whether an artist should assume a seemingly partisan role in
happenings around him as Achebe did in the events of the Biafra
War.

Beyond art and commitment, the book broaches yet another
contentious issue. Was there genocide in Biafra or not? In other
words, were there war crimes on the part of the government of
Nigeria in the prosecution of the war? While the author, through his
narrative, tries to resolve these issues, the issues themselves have an
obvious drawback on the book under consideration, given that they
seem to have taken attention away from the literary merit of the
work. In fact, since the publication of the book in 2012, not much
attention has been paid to its literary merit. Much of the rave reviews
that Nigerian Newspapers have been awash with dwelt largely on the
political undertones that underline some aspects of the work.
Essentially, very little has been said or written about the aesthetic
value of Achebe's narrative. This significant omission has left a
yawning gap in the explication and overall appreciation of the work.

While it must be acknowledged that the memoir is, essentially,
a political narrative owing to the subject matter it broaches, effort is
made in this essay to show that the aesthetic dimensions of the
narrative have helped in making the work an organic whole. To this
end, the paper does not only dwell on the role of art and the artist in
any work of art, it also distills how historical and sociological
circumstances help to shape such works.

To appreciate Achebe's narrative intent better, there is also the
need to juxtapose his efforts in the work with those of critics who
hold that his foray into the Biafran story is an expensive, even
unnecessary, literary exercise. For such critics, Achebe should have
treated Biafra as if it never happened because of the emotion and
sentiments that the subject matter usually evokes. However, to
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succumb to such a viewpoint would amount to denying Achebe the
right to be himself - a committed artist. Such reductionism is also
capable of divesting Achebe's oeuvre of its essence.

It should be noted that Achebe’s idea of art is that a work of art
must connect with the people for whom or about whom it is written.
According to him, “every artist contains multitudes...a genuine artist,
no matter what he says he believes, must feel in his blood the
ultimate enmity between art and orthodoxy” (Achebe 100). For
Achebe, therefore, art must not exist in the abstract world. Art must
serve a purpose. It is for this reason that he dismissed the notion of
art for art’s sake as deodorized dog shit.

Regardless of these differing points of view, there is the need to
explore Achebe's world with a view to establishing the raison d'etre
for his latest, and as it turned out, his last literary work.

Theoretical framework

It is important to point out that the book under study is a historical
document. It discusses a major and timeless historical event in which
the author is involved. This being the case, we can hardly put the
work in proper perspective without taking recourse to factors of
history. For the purpose of this study therefore, we shall adopt the
historical approach to criticism in the elucidation of our subject
matter.

As an approach to criticism, historicism, as popularised by
Matthew Arnold, is interested in the historical circumstances of the
people about whom a work of art is written. It considers all factors
of society as well as the background of the writer. In historical
criticism, socio-economic and political considerations come into
play. It urges the reader to identify with the intentions of the author
by proposing the audience of the different periods as the standards of
interpretation and evaluation.
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According to F.W. Bateson, the “historical-sociological
approach provides the critic with a factual structure to which he can
attach his perceptions and generalisations” (Wellek 267). The
approach, he further says, typifies and somehow summarises the
society of its time. He calls it "the expression in language of social
solidarity” (Wellek 267). In historicism, the need for relevance
makes it mandatory to take historical facts into consideration in
assessing the author's work and concerns. This is because a sense of
history is important considering the fact that every age has its own
sensibility.

Historical criticism then endeavours, as Hippolyte Taine says,
to recover "from the monuments of literature, a knowledge of the
manner in which man thought and felt centuries ago” (David &
Schleifer 369). This approach to historical criticism thus defines
literary interpretation on a genetic model, as an explanation of how a
work's genesis in a historical situation brings the work into being a
distinct aesthetic object.

In the view of Stephen Greenblatt, the historical approach to
criticism is concerned with discovering a single political vision,
usually identical to that said to be held by the entire literate class or
indeed the entire population. This vision, he argues, can serve as a
stable point of reference, beyond contingency to which literary
interpretation can securely refer. Literature is conceived to mirror
the period's beliefs, but to mirror them as it were, from a safe
distance. (Davis & Schleifer 369).

Our choice of this critical approach is informed by some
considerations. For instance, the historical approach to literary
criticism will cast light on and clarify the text itself. This usually
involves identifying a text's references to history - specific allusions
to actual people, political events, economic development, and so on.
This effort will help to locate the text as a historical phenomenon.
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The historical approach also helps to identify the author as an
artist with a significant past and a predisposition to write in a certain
manner. This will enable us to ascertain how a text reflects the
historical forces that shaped it initially and to understand how a
historical moment produced a particular work of literary art.

The artist and his society

Before the publication of There Was a Country: A Personal History
of Biafra, Ode Ogede had sought to delve into Achebe's literary
pantheon. A major discovery of his inquiry was that Achebe engages
in "the politics of representation”" (Achebe 55). The locus of this
depiction resides in the role a writer should play in society. Should
he be detached from the events around him or should he play a role
in shaping or reshaping them? This argument predates Achebe's
literary effort in the book under consideration.

Ali Mazrui, a Kenyan intellectual, had in his book, ke Trial of
Christopher Okigbo, published in 1971 espoused on this subject
matter. Christopher Okigbo, one of the most talented poets that
Africa has ever produced, died fighting for Biafra. While
fictionalizing his anguish over the death of Okigbo, Mazrui held that
politics in contemporary Africa has manufactured a lot of Trojan
horses as a method of subtle invasion into kingdoms which should
otherwise remain basically nonpolitical. For an African writer to be
enthusiastic about this tendency is, in itself, a Trojan horse invasion
of politics into aesthetics (Mazrui 12).

Mazrui puts out Okigbo for trial for distortion of values.
Okigbo gave his life for the concept of Biafra but Mazrui argues that
no great artist has a right to carry patriotism to the extent of
destroying his creative potential. He holds further that Okigbo
considered himself an Igbo patriot first and an African artist second.
Okigbo, he said, subordinated the immortality of art to the transient
experience of patriotic fervour.
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In the view of Mazrui, a great artist is first of all an
individualist, secondly a universalist and thirdly a social collectivist
(Mazrui 62). Individualism, for Mazrui, is the deeper loyalty to one's
inner being, a capacity to retain a private area of distinctiveness in
one's personality. Universalism is a commitment to the eternal in
which the frontiers of space and boundaries of time relinquish their
legitimacy. It is a fusion of the near and the distant, of the now and
ever. Social collectivism, for him, is that complex of loyalties which
ties the individual to his kith and kin, which arouses his
protectiveness for the soil of his ancestors, and which enables him to
serve and occasionally love his people. In Mazrui's view, the
ordinary or the common man is a social collectivist. His first loyalty
is a duty to his own society, to the precise collectivity which
produced and nourished him to communal consciousness. On the
contrary, he holds that the gifted and the great have duties to
mankind. The inner creativity of the artist requires a doctrine of the
primacy of the self.

Mazrui asserts that the life of Okigbo was a distortion of these
values. He convicts Okigbo for the offense of dilution of art with the
blood of tribalism. Mazrui's conclusion was that when an ordinary
man or a great soldier dies for his nation, it is heroism. But when a
great thinker or the great creator dies for his nation, it is escapism.

Achebe differs radically with Mazrui on this subject matter.
Unlike Mazrui, Achebe believes that art and community in Africa
are clearly linked. According to Achebe,

“African art as we understand it has not been
distilled or purified and refined to the point
where it has lost all traces of real life, lost the
vitality of the street, like art from some advanced
societies and academic art tend to be” (Achebe
56).
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The tendency in Africa, Achebe says, is to keep art involved with the
people. It must never be allowed to escape into the rarefied
atmosphere but must remain active in the lives of members of
society. For him, "there is a need to bring life back into art by
bringing art into life, so that the two can hold a conversation"
(Achebe 56).

To illustrate the fact that art should be involved with the people,
Achebe takes recourse to the practice of Mbari, the concept of "art as
celebration" (Achebe 18) among his Igbo people. Mbari embodies
the sophistication of Igbo phenomenological thought. For the Owerri
Igbo particularly, it is art enjoyed in the process and celebration of
life. Different aspects of the Igbo life are integrated in this art form.
Even those who are not trained artists are brought in to participate in
these artistic festivals in which the whole life of the world is
depicted. In the festival, ordinary people are necessarily brought in,
and conscious effort is made to bring the life of the village or town
into this art. It is used to illustrate the dynamic nature of life. Achebe
describes the Mbari art as follows:

A mud house was often built with decorated
walls and crowned with either corrugated metal
or a thatch roof made of intricately woven palm
leaves and spines. Inside, centre stage on an
elevated mud platform, an observer would find
life-size sculptures of the constituent parts of the
Owerri Igbo world: Alusi- deities-such as
Otamiri and Ani, the earth goddess, and men,
women, children, soldiers, animals, crops and
foreigners (mainly Europeans), all seated... the
purpose of this art form was to invoke protection
from the gods for the people through the
celebration of the world these villagers lived in -
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in other words, through art as celebration
(Achebe 18-19).

From the foregoing, it can be deduced that art has meaning and
purpose in Igbo phenomenological thought. It is integral to the
people's notion and understanding of the world. It, indeed, plays a
role in the people's mode of seeing and knowing. Achebe uses this
aesthetic exploration to demonstrate that art and the people's life
have a link.

This Igbo notion of art as depicted by the Mbari art form
contrasts sharply

With that of the Pre-Raphaelites who postulated the notion of art for
art's sake (Webster 791). The Pre - Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group
of English painters which included William Holman Hunt, Millais
and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, was formed in London in 1848. They
took their ideals from the painting of Italian masters prior to
Raphael. They gave great importance to subject and often took it
from religion. They engaged in sensitive painting of elaborate detail,
fondness for outdoor setting and the use of bright colour. They were
best known for their declaration that art exists for its own sake,
indeed that art has a reason which reason itself does not understand.
However, for the Igbo, Art does not exist for its own sake. It has a
purpose. It exists essentially in the service of the people who created
it.

Art as commitment

Achebe holds that in choosing to be a writer, he had a clear
objective. It was to challenge stereotypes, myths and the image of
ourselves and our continent and to recast them through stories -
prose, poetry, essay and books for our children. Achebe sees writing
as a moral obligation. Part of that obligation is that the African story
must be told from an African perspective - in full earshot of the
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world (Achebe 53). But the African writer cannot do this by staying
detached. The African writer who steps aside, he says, can only
write footnotes or a glossary when the event is over. He or she will
become like the contemporary intellectual of futility in many other
places, asking questions like: who am I? what is the meaning of my
existence? Does this place belong to me or someone else? Does my
life belong to me or some other person? (Achebe 56).

In spite of these prescriptions, Achebe still holds that the role of
the writer is not a rigid one. It depends to some extent on the state of
health of his or her society. In other words, if a society is ill, the
writer has a responsibility to point it out. If the society is healthier,
the writer's job is different. For Achebe, all these trickle down to one
thing, commitment. He believes that it is impossible to write
anything in Africa without some kind of commitment, some kind of
message, some kind of protest. Achebe sees himself as a protest
writer, with restraint. He posits:

Commitment runs through my work. In fact, I
should say that all our writers, whether they are
aware of it or not, are committed writers. The
whole pattern of life demanded that one should
protest, that you should put in a word for your
history, your traditions, your religion and so on
(Achebe 58).

The writer, in his view, is faced with two choices - to turn away
from the reality of life's intimidating complexity or conquer its
mystery by battling with it. The writer who chooses the former, he
says, soon runs out of energy and produces elegantly tired fiction.
Indeed, Achebe admits that African writers of his era are engaged in
an enterprise that fits into Ogede's definition of "politics of
representation”.
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By engaging in politics of representation, the writer has to
"writer back". He has to oppose or counter negative discourse. He
has to reshape the dialogue and unearth hidden truths. It entails
broadening the word view, understanding and appreciation of issues
by presenting them with a different perspective. Apart from this, the
writer has to engage his environment. He should play a role in
politics or the social upheavals of his day. He has to engage heavy
subjects. He has to be part of the history that evolves before him.
But Achebe does not advocate that every artist should become an
activist in the way that we have always understood political activity.
He says that some will because that is the way they are. But others
will not and we must not ask anyone to do more than is necessary for
them to perform their task.

Achebe’s position on the necessity of an interface between the
artist and his environment is patently illustrated by the role artists of
Biafran extraction played in the days of the bloody conflict. We can
elucidate this with the experience of Harvey Swados, an American
novelist, who visited Biafra in 1969 to have a first-hand knowledge
of happenings in the war-torn enclave. While in Biafra, Swados
sought to meet Chinua Achebe, a prominent member of the Biafran
intelligentsia. Ezenwa-Ohaeto narrates that “it was an exhilarating
experience for Swados as he encountered the soldiers, the leaders,
the musicians, the civilians and the spirit of Biafra. That particular
Biafran spirit obviously made him insist on meeting other Biafran
writers, too, which Achebe arranged at the Information House of
Umuabhia Press Headquarters” (Ezenwa-Ohaeto 145).

At the meeting, Swados came in contact with members of the
Committee for Biafran Writers and Artists which included people
like Achebe, Gabriel Okara, Cyprian Ekwensi, and John Ekwere,
among others. According to Ezenwa-Ohaeto, that visit by Harvey
Swados was inspirational in many ways. One of the decisions taken
in his meeting with the writers was that it was necessary to project
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Biafra through its writers, artists and musicians. The decision also
involved many other talented citizens who found it possible to
express themselves creatively.

Achebe was one of the moving spirits behind that recognition
and utilization of the arts in aid of Biafra. The National Guidance
Committee, a think tank with its mix of ideas from different
professionals, produced the document “The Principles of the Biafran
Revolution” which they submitted to the Biafran leader,
Chukwuemeka Odumegwu-Ojukwu. The document reveals that the
basic principles of the Biafran revolution consists in “belief in the
sanctity of human life and the dignity of the human person; a
rejection of genocide; the placing of a high premium on patriotism;
the need for peaceful coexistence; the knowledge and reasonable
demand for civic rights; the cultivation of humility by those who
exercise power; and the importance of accountability” (Ezenwa-
Ohaeto 147). These egalitarian ideas helped in the sustenance of the
ideals that shaped the Biafran revolution.

The recognition given to the community of artists in Biafra
encouraged many civilians and soldiers to make their creative works
public, with most of them published in foreign countries. In the
course of its service to Biafra, the Committee, in line with one of the
decisions it reached in its meeting with Swados, despatched Achebe,
Okara and Ekwensi on a speaking tour to the United States of
America in October and November, 1969. The same Committee also
arranged for a traveling exhibition of Biafran art works under the
supervision of Uche Okeke. The tours by Achebe and others brought
to the knowledge of Americans both the creativity and tragedy in
Biafra.

As Ezenwa-Ohaeto reveals, “Achebe and his companions made
effort on that tour to increase awareness in America of the plight and
importance of Biafra before returning to their country in November
1969. It was nevertheless clear to Achebe that theirs was a journey
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into despair because he found that world policy is absolutely ruthless
and unfeeling...” (Ezenwa-Ohaeto 150).

Given this level of involvement of writers and artists in the
Biafran struggle, it should be recognized that the effort of creative
minds is an indispensable part of struggles such as that of Biafra. We
can hardly do justice to Achebe’s representational narrative if we do
not take factors of history and the author's experience into
consideration. History is, indeed, a fertile subject matter for the
artist. As we have earlier pointed out in this essay, historicism as an
approach to criticism is interested in the historical circumstances of
the people about whom a work of art is written. It considers all
factors of society as well as the background of the writer. With
these, the reader is urged to identify with the intentions of the author.
For relevance to be established therefore, historicism insists that
historical facts must be taken into consideration in the assessment of
the author's works and concerns.

In the light of what Achebe believes the role of the artist in
society should be, it should be expected that he will take interest in
major historical events such as the Biafran War. Also, considering
the fact that Achebe believes that the writer should be on the side of
the powerless and the oppressed, it should be taken for granted that
he will recount the Biafran debacle with its oppressive overtones.

Much more significant in Achebe's artistic quest in There Was a
Country: A Personal History of Biafra is the fact that successive
Nigerian governments imposed an information blockade on the
events of the war. Every conscious effort has been made since the
end of the debacle to ensure that future generations of Nigerians do
not get to know about the war. Such a wilful censure must
necessarily invite protest and outrage from a conscientious artist.
Achebe is one such artist. That explains why he has to "write back".
In the case of Biafra, Achebe's preoccupation is to counter the
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negative discourse around the subject matter. He set out to reshape
the dialogue and unearth hidden truths.

Genocide and other issues

After telling the story of the debacle from his own personal
experience, Achebe then delves into the arguments surrounding this
contentious issue. He raises hard questions. One of them was the
question of genocide. The war ended 42 years after Achebe wrote.
The story had been told and retold but not much reference was made
to a subject as heavy as genocide. This is in spite of the fact that over
two million people - mothers, children, babies, civilians- lost their
lives as a result of the blatantly callous and unnecessary policies
enacted by the leaders of the federal government of Nigeria. Yet, the
whole world has been talking about genocide in Rwanda and Darfur
whose case came up more than thirty years after Biafra. Achebe
states that he believes that as a writer, it is fundamentally important,
indeed essential, to our humanity to ask the hard questions, in order
to better understand ourselves and our neighbours so that where
there is justification for further investigation, justice should be
served. Achebe then asks:

Did the federal government of Nigeria engage in
the genocide of its Igbo citizens through their
punitive policies, the most notorious being
starvation as a legitimate weapon of war? Is the
information blockade around the war a case of
calculated historical suppression? Why has the
war not been discussed, or taught to the young
over forty years after its end? Are we perpetually
doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past
because we are too sturborn to learn from them?
(Achebe 228).
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By raising these questions, Achebe seeks to set the records
straight. He presents us with historical facts. He uses the work to
express social solidarity with the people about whom the work of art
is written. Such historical facts will then enable us to appreciate
better the author's concern in the book. Achebe's verdict is that there
is little relevant literature that helps answer the questions he raised.
Consequently, he probes into the questions himself. In doing this, he
debunks fairy tales about Biafra and holds aloft the truth. The
questions raised by Achebe agitate the mind. He rigorously argues
and establishes the fact that there was genocide in Biafra. The
information blockade around the war is deliberate. The federal
government of Nigeria is ill at ease with the events of the war. It
therefore considers it more appropriate to conceal them from future
generations. This has largely worked because it is usually the
prerogative of the victor to re-write history. The story of Biafra may
have been written, but the hard questions about it have not been
asked, and the truth has not been told.

Perhaps, Emma Okocha’s account in his book, Blood on the
Niger lends more credence to Achebe’s concerns about the question
of genocide in the Civil War. In the book, Okocha paints a vivid
picture of the Asaba massacre of October 7, 1967. The people of
Asaba had formed a procession to receive the federal troops who
were advancing into the Biafran territory from Benin City. Their
intention was to thank the troops for their liberation of the Mid West
and for the people of Asaba to declare their support for One Nigeria.
Unfortunately, the soldiers were not interested in any reception.
Asaba indigenes were suspected by the soldiers to be spying on
behalf of the Biafran soldiers after the Federal troops suffered heavy
casualties from a surprise attack by the Biafrans. With this feeling of
bitterness, they stopped the dancing troupes that had lined up to
welcome them at Ogbe-Eke Market Square. Instead,
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Men were being separated from their wives and
children. As the procession continued with
wailing renting the air, some men strongly
smelled a rat and refused to continue in the
parade. They were instantly executed- on the
spot, with the procession in full glare. It was
quite a sorry sight...To see full-bodied,
handsome men broken, humiliated and wasted
before their mothers and wives was an
abomination. Asaba was witnessing the death of
her soul and pride, of all that gave meaning and
purpose to her people and the city (Okocha 87).

In the ensuing melee, soldiers increased the ranks of the pack by
rounding up many civilians to join the procession. Curiously, there
were far more soldiers than civilians on the road. People were
herded to a number of selected killing spots by the uniformed
soldiers of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Then:

By the time the army’s camouflaged machine
guns suddenly materialized, Asaba indigenes,
formally lined up by the soldiers, were turned
into a writhing heap of jerking and moaning
humanity, this time to the music of fire and red
lead. But it was still a dance of death and when it
was all over, there was a pile, a heap of meat, an
indescribable nightmare both to those who
witnessed that butchering and those who did it
(Okocha 89).

The killings were so horrifying that a survivor swore that he had
never seen such a formation of mean, tall and well-equipped
battalions in his life. After dealing with the town from 5th, 6th and
7th October, 1967, Asaba was oozing with rivers of blood. There
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were some families that lost everybody and those families are now
extinct. Okocha pus it thus:

The sight was Hiroshima. Burnt-out hairs, body
parts and limbs protruding from the shallow
graves...Like Golgotha, the main cemetery
seemed like a series of intertwining mountain
ridges of decomposing bodies. (Okocha 90).

On the whole, thousands of young men and pensioners, 415
Seminarians, as well as prominent citizens lost their lives in the
apocalyptic drama.

Beyond the Asaba massacre, Achebe, in establishing the case of
genocide against the government of Nigeria, quotes authorities and
scholars on Biafra who have affirmed at various times that there
were jihadists among the federalists who wanted to exterminate the
Igbo from the face of the earth. The International press affirmed it.
Pope Paul VI and the World Council of Churches said so. American
and Canadian historians and diplomats, among others, also had
reasons to state that genocide took place in Biafra. Before Achebe's
intervention, not much attention was paid to this aspect of the
Biafran debacle. That was why nobody talked about trying anybody
at the International Criminal Court for war crimes. Yet, we make a
fetish of such in places like Darfur, Rwanda and Somalia. Achebe
argues that the issue of genocide should be raised because the
Geneva Conventions were instituted after the Holocaust to ensure
that human rights are still protected in times of conflict.

After putting forward the hard facts, Achebe finally weakens
the position of the then British Government of Harold Wilson which
sought to explain away its reckless military adventure in Africa. He
asks:

If the diabolic disregard for human life seen
during the war was not due to the northern
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military elite's jihadist or genocidal obsession,
then why were there more small arms used on
Biafran soil than during the five-year period of
World War 1I? Why were there one hundred
thousand casualties on the much larger Nigerian
side compared with more than two million -
mainly children - Biafrans killed? (Achebe 232).

In the narrative, Achebe succeeds in bursting the bubble of
untruth around Biafra. He regales us with facts to prove that there
was genocide in Biafra. Through his effort in the book, we get to
understand better the motive of the federal government of Nigeria
over issues surrounding the war. The information blockade, for
instance, is deliberate and calculated to ensure that the story of and
knowledge about Biafra is not passed on to the younger generation.
The aim is to stifle history. The narrative also opens our eyes to the
fact that people should be tried for war crimes over Biafra instead of
a situation where it is being made to look as if everything that went
on during the war was fair and right.

Indeed, Achebe went further afield to reshape the discourse on
and about Biafra. He underlines the punitive banking policy of the
federal government of Nigeria borne out of the fact that the
government cast Igbos in the role of treasonable felons and wreckers
of the nation who must be punished. Consequently, the banking
policy nullified any bank account which had been operated during
the war by Biafrans. A flat sum of twenty pounds was approved for
each Igbo depositor for the Nigerian currency regardless of the
amount of deposit. For Achebe, the measure was designed to stunt,
even obliterate, the economy of the Igbo.

After that, the government went further to devastate the resilient
and emerging Eastern commercial sector by banning the importation
of secondhand clothing and stockfish - two trade items that the
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Eastern market towns of Onitsha, Aba and Nnewi needed to
reemerge.

Then came the Enterprises Promotion Decree of 1974 otherwise
known as the Indigenization Decree. The policy forced foreign
holders of majority shares of companies operating in Nigeria to hand
over the preponderance of stocks, bonds and shares to local Nigerian
business interests. The move was sold to the public as aimed at
empowering Nigerian businesses and shareholders. But Achebe
points out that the chicanery of the entire scheme was to
permanently shift the balance of economic power from the East to
other regions.

Achebe also points out that the Federal Government of Nigeria,
at the end of the war, sought to borrow a leaf from the American
Marshal Plan that followed World War II and which resulted in the
reconstruction of Europe. In the case of the government of Nigeria, it
launched a scheme highlighted by the three Rs-Reconstruction,
Rehabilitation and Reconciliation. But the scheme in Nigeria ended
up being as good as the paper on which it was written. It was never
implemented.

The conclusion Achebe draws from all this is that the refusal to
reintegrate the Igbo into Nigeria is one of the main reasons for the
country's continued backwardness. What he wants Nigerians to take
away from this travesty is the fact that:

Mediocrity destroys the fabrics of a country as
surely as a war-ushering in all manner of
banality, ineptitude, corruption and debauchery.
Nations enshrine mediocrity as the modus
operandi and create the fertile ground for the rise
of tyrants and other base elements of the society,
by silently assenting to the dismantling of
systems of excellence ... that, in my humble
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opinion, is precisely where Nigeria finds itself
today. (Achebe 236).

Conclusion

From the foregoing, it can safely be concluded that Achebe has,
through his intervention in the book under study, put paid to the
contentious issues around the involvement of the artist in the affairs
of his environment. He has also put out a strong argument as to
whether or not there was genocide in Biafra. By so doing, he has
moved the Biafran story away from many of the fables and fallacies
that have attended the debacle. As the moral voice of his age and
community, Achebe has, through the book, identified with the
powerless by telling their story the way it is. His story does not only
reveal, it challenges the government of Nigeria to revisit the events
of Biafra and bring them to the knowledge of the future generations
so that the lessons of the war can be learnt. Significantly, Achebe did
not achieve this through the medium of a pure and unadulterated
political narrative. He infuses literary aesthetics into his effort by
juxtaposing two arts forms - poetry and prose. He uses this approach
to tell contemporary stories, in this case, Nigeria's story, Biafra's
story and, indeed, his own story. Through his narrative device,
Achebe has imbued the Biafran story with a breathing, living
spontaneity.
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