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INTRODUCTION: EXAMINING A
LANDMARK MEMOIR OF WAR
AND IDENTITY

Chinua Achebe stands as one of the
most towering figures in  African
literature. His novels, essays, and poetry
have shaped how the world understands
Africa's complex postcolonial reality.
Among his later works, There Was A
Country By Achebe holds a particularly
significant place. Published in 2012, this
memoir offers a deeply personal account
of the Nigerian Civil War, also known as
the Biafran War, which raged between
1967 and 1970. The book is not merely a
historical record; it is a meditation on
identity, responsibility, memory, and the
consequences of political failure. For
readers seeking to understand modern
Africa and the scars left by its conflicts,
this work remains essential reading.

The title itself, drawn from the opening
lines of Achebe's earlier novel Things Fall
Apart, immediately signals a sense of
loss. It evokes a world that once existed
but has been irrevocably destroyed. In
There Was A Country By Achebe, the
author revisits the hopeful early years of
Nigerian independence, the descent into
ethnic violence, and the devastating war
that claimed millions of lives. This article
provides a comprehensive exploration of
the memoir, its key themes, its critical
reception, and its enduring relevance in
contemporary discourse.

MEMOIR

Nigeria Before
the Storm

To fully appreciate There Was A
Country By Achebe, one must first
understand the historical backdrop
against which it was written. Nigeria
gained independence from British
colonial rule in 1960. The new nation
was a mosaic of diverse ethnic groups,
primarily the Hausa-Fulani in the north,
the Yoruba in the southwest, and the
Igbo in the southeast. For a brief period,
there was considerable optimism about
Nigeria's future. Achebe himself was
deeply involved in the cultural and
intellectual life of this emerging nation,
working for the Nigerian Broadcasting
Corporation and engaging with fellow
writers and thinkers.

However, beneath the surface of
national unity, tensions were brewing.
Colonial policies had exacerbated
regional and ethnic divisions. Political
corruption, uneven economic
development, and a series of military
coups destabilized the country. By the
mid-1960s, these fractures had become
dangerously wide. Achebe witnessed
these developments firsthand, and his
memoir captures the mounting anxiety
that preceded the outbreak of war.
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In May 1967, the Eastern Region of
Nigeria, predominantly inhabited by the
Igbo people, seceded and declared itself
the independent Republic of Biafra. This
act of secession was the culmination of
years of political marginalization, violent
pogroms against Igbo communities in
the north, and a failure of national
leadership. The Nigerian federal
government, under General Yakubu
Gowon, responded with military force.
What followed was a brutal thirty-month
war that left an estimated one to three
million people dead, most from
starvation and disease.

Achebe was living in Lagos when the war
began. As an Igbo intellectual, he found
himself caught between his loyalty to a
unified Nigeria and his sympathy for the
Biafran cause. There Was A Country
By Achebe details his personal journey
during this period, including his decision
to support Biafra, his work as a diplomat
for the secessionist state, and his
harrowing experiences during the
conflict. The memoir is thus a primary
source document of immense value,
offering insights that cannot be found in
official histories.

KEY THEMES IN THERE WAS A
COUNTRY BY ACHEBE

The Question of

Country By Achebe is the
failure of leadership. Achebe does not
shy away from criticizing individuals on
both sides of the conflict. He examines
the decisions made by Nigerian leaders,
particularly the military governors who
seized power after the coups, and finds
them wanting. He is equally critical of
Biafran leader Odumegwu Ojukwu, with
whom he worked closely during the war.
Achebe admired Ojukwu's intellect and
commitment but also recognized his
flaws and the tragic miscalculations that
led to Biafra's downfall.

The memoir argues that leadership in
postcolonial Africa often prioritized
personal ambition over national interest.
Achebe contrasts the idealism of the
independence generation with the
cynicism and brutality of those who
followed. This theme resonates
powerfully with readers across the
continent, where questions of
governance and accountability remain
urgent today.

ldentity and
Belonging

Another compelling aspect of There
Was A Country By Achebe is its
exploration of identity. Achebe was a
Nigerian patriot who also identified
deeply as an Igbo. The war forced him to
choose between these overlapping
loyalties. His memoir grapples with the
pain of this dilemma. He writes about
the sense of betrayal felt by many Igbo
who had fully embraced the idea of a
unified Nigeria, only to be targeted for
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violence and exclusion.

The book also addresses the broader
question of what it means to belong to a
nation. Achebe suggests that nation-
building requires more than political
boundaries; it demands mutual respect,
justice, and a commitment to shared
values. When these elements are
absent, as they were in Nigeria in the
1960s, the fabric of society tears apart.
This meditation on identity makes There
Was A Country By Achebe relevant
not only to students of African history
but to anyone interested in the dynamics
of ethnic and national identity.

Memory and
Responsibility

Achebe was acutely aware that he was
writing history from a particular
perspective. There Was A Country By
Achebe is not a neutral chronicle; it is a
work of memory, shaped by the author's
experiences and convictions. He
explicitly acknowledges the fallibility of
memory and the impossibility of
complete objectivity. Yet he also insists
on the importance of bearing witness.
For Achebe, remaining silent about the
war would have been a betrayal of those
who suffered and died.

The memoir also raises questions about
responsibility. Who is accountable for the
atrocities committed during the Nigerian
Civil War? Achebe points to systemic
failures, individual choices, and the
international community's complicity in
prolonging the conflict. He does not offer
easy answers, but he insists that the
questions must be asked. This moral
seriousness is a hallmark of Achebe's
entire body of work, and it is especially
pronounced in this late-career memoir.

LITERARY AND STYLISTIC
QUALITIES

Achebe's Voice

Readers familiar with Achebe's novels
will recognize his distinctive voice in
There Was A Country By Achebe. The
prose is clear, measured, and
occasionally elegiac. Achebe writes with
the authority of someone who has lived
through extraordinary events and has
had decades to reflect upon them. Yet
there is also a vulnerability in the
memoir, a willingness to admit
uncertainty and regret. This combination
of authority and humility gives the book
its power.

The structure of the memoir is largely
chronological, beginning with Achebe's
childhood in Ogidi, moving through his
education and early career, and
culminating in the war years. However,
the narrative is interspersed with
reflections on literature, politics, and
personal relationships. Achebe also
includes excerpts from his poetry and
from speeches he gave during the war,
enriching the text with primary
materials.

The Use of
Poetry

One of the most striking features of
There Was A Country By Achebe is
the inclusion of several poems written
during and after the war. These poems,
including the well-known "Christmas in
Biafra" and "Mango Seedling," offer a
different kind of testimony. Where the
prose provides analysis and reflection,
the poetry captures the raw emotion of



the experience. The juxtaposition of
genres within the memoir allows Achebe
to express both the intellectual and the
visceral dimensions of war.

The poetry also serves as a reminder
that Achebe was, above all, a literary
artist. Even as he grapples with the
weight of history, he never loses sight of
the importance of language and form.
There Was A Country By Achebe is
thus not only a historical document but
also a work of literature in its own right,
one that rewards careful reading and
rereading.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
CONTROVERSY

Praise and
Criticism

Upon its publication, There Was A
Country By Achebe received
widespread attention. Many critics
praised the book for its bravery and its
unflinching examination of a painful
chapter in African history. Reviewers
noted that Achebe had filled a significant
gap in the literature on the Nigerian Civil
War, providing a firsthand account from
a major intellectual figure. The memaoir
was celebrated for its honesty, its

literary craftsmanship, and its moral
clarity.

However, the book also attracted
criticism. Some readers, particularly
Nigerian nationalists, felt that Achebe
was too sympathetic to the Biafran
cause and insufficiently critical of Igbo
leadership. Others argued that the
memoir was too personal and did not
adequately address the broader
structural factors that led to the war.
There were also accusations that

Achebe's account of certain events was
inaccurate or self-serving. These
controversies reflect the deep divisions
that the war created and that persist in
Nigerian society today.

Despite these criticisms, There Was A
Country By Achebe has been widely
recognized as an important contribution
to African letters and history. It has been
translated into multiple languages and is
studied in universities around the world.
For anyone seeking to understand the
Nigerian Civil War, the book remains an
indispensable resource.

The Place of the
Memoir in
Achebe's Oeuvre

There Was A Country By Achebe was
published near the end of the author's
life; he died in 2013, just a year after its
release. In many ways, the memoir
serves as a capstone to his career,
bringing together themes that had
preoccupied him for decades. His early
novel Things Fall Apart examined the
collision between African and European
cultures. His later novel Anthills of the
Savannah explored the failures of
postcolonial leadership. The memoir
completes this arc by confronting
directly the violence that resulted from
those failures.

The book can also be read as a
testament to Achebe's lifelong
commitment to the power of storytelling.
Throughout his career, he argued that
stories are essential for human
understanding and moral growth. There
Was A Country By Achebe embodies
this belief, using narrative to make
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historical trauma intelligible and to insist
on the humanity of those who suffered.
It is the work of a writer who never
stopped believing in the capacity of
literature to illuminate the darkest
corners of human experience.

THE RELEVANCE OF THE BOOK
TODAY

Lessons for
Contemporary
Africa

Decades after the Nigerian Civil War
ended, the issues that Achebe raised in
his memoir remain urgently relevant.
Ethnic and regional tensions continue to
challenge many African nations.
Questions about resource distribution,
political representation, and the legacy
of colonialism are far from resolved.
There Was A Country By Achebe
offers no easy solutions, but it provides a
framework for thinking about these
problems. The memoir reminds readers
that the consequences of political failure
are measured in human lives, and that
the pursuit of justice requires both
courage and humility.

In Nigeria specifically, the wounds of the
civil war have not fully healed. The
debate over the war's legacy continues,
with some calling for Biafran
independence to this day. Achebe's
memoir contributes to this ongoing
conversation by offering a nuanced
perspective that acknowledges the
complexity of the issues. It neither

romanticizes Biafra nor excuses the
failures of the Nigerian state. Instead, it
calls for a reckoning with the past as a
necessary step toward building a better
future.

Global
Significance

While There Was A Country By
Achebe is rooted in a specific historical
context, its themes have global
resonance. The memoir is a study of
what happens when nations fail to
manage diversity peacefully. It examines
the psychology of ethnic conflict, the
dynamics of secessionist movements,
and the role of the international
community in internal wars. These are
issues that matter in many parts of the
world, from the Balkans to the Middle
East to South Asia.

The book also speaks to the universal
human experience of loss and
displacement. Achebe's account of
leaving his home, witnessing the deaths
of friends and colleagues, and grappling
with the destruction of a way of life will
resonate with anyone who has
experienced war or exile. This emotional
depth is what lifts There Was A
Country By Achebe above the level of
mere historical analysis and makes it a
work of enduring literary and moral
significance.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING LEGACY

Chinua Achebe's There Was A Country
By Achebe is a work of profound
importance. It is



