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ABSTRACT 

 The heterogeneous nature of the Nigerian state has continued to infringe on its right to a 

peaceful co-existence. Critics both political and literary continue to wonder as to why and how 

peaceful co-existence remains a far-away dream. Many factors have been alluded to this feeling 

of mutual suspicion and ethnic schism in Nigeria. The amalgamation of 1914 which was 

described as “a marriage of inconvenience” by Sir Ahmadu Bello was an unnecessary fusion of 

incongruous entities which have little or nothing in common. At independence, peaceful co-

existence was lost when barely after seven years the young nation was plunged into a needless 

civil war. 

 This work is an investigation into Chinua Achebe’s memoralization of the colonial and 

post-colonial Nigerian state. Using sociological criticism, this essay focuses mainly on Nigeria 

state from the period of colonialism to the post-colonial period against the backdrop of ethnic 

schism. Some of the pertinent issues discussed in this essay includes: the cause of ethnicity in 

Nigeria and ethnic schism as a nuance of Nigeria post-colonial disillusionment, as presented by 

Chinua Achebe in his memoir There Was a Country. It also examines the variation of the term 

(ethnicity) in relation to literary discourse and its representation in Nigerian narratives; a 

response to Achebe’s claim vis-à-vis the civil war. Be that as it may, this essay is positioned with 

a view to finding the reasons and solution to the problems of ethnic schism, with the submission 

to either the continuity of Nigeria as a nation or otherwise. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

Definition of the word literature tends to be circular. Literature is first and foremost 

humankind entire body of writing. Literature also functions more broadly in the society as a 

means of both criticizing and affirming cultural values. Terry Eagleton asserts that;  

    the quest to discover a concise definition for ‘literature is a road 
that is much travelled, though the point of arrival, if ever reached, is 
seldom satisfactory (Eagleton 1983:32) 

The art of literature is not reducible to the words on the page; they are there solely 

because of the craft of writing. As an art, literature might be described as the organization of 

words to give pleasure. Yet through words literature elevates and transforms experience beyond 

“mere” pleasure. 

In Africa, literature is seen as the product of experiences coming from the people of the 

continent. Chinua Achebe (1963) argues that African literature is a “creative writing in which 

experiences originating in Africa are integral. I do not see literature of Africa as one unit but as a 

group of associated units-in fact the sum total of all the national and ethnic artistic exposition.” 

This definition is further attesting to the idea of literature “as equipment for living.” 

However, sociological approach to ethnic study locates the reasons for malicious 

condition of the society in a flawed social structure, and repression experienced by a divide 

(ethnic) often leads to protest.  

Ethnicity is a socially defined category, based on common culture or nationality. 

Ethnicity can include common ancestry, appearance, dressing, style, heritage, history, language 

or dialect, religion, symbols, traditions, or other cultural factors. Ethnicity is constantly informed, 

by common characteristics which set the group apart from other groups. 

Ethnicity should be seen as arising in any situation where a group of people, no matter 

how small, with different cultural and linguistic attributes from those of its neighbors use this as 

the basis of solidarity, and interaction with others. In so doing, the group sees itself not only as 

distinct, but as a “group in itself”. In other words, socio-cultural consciousness of oneness 
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develops and forms the basis of interaction with and participation in other socio-cultural process, 

especially in power and resource distribution, within a large social group or state. And this 

consciousness is not crucial in the definition of an ethnic divide. 

Suspicion, tension, and rivalry among the people of Nigeria are a pointer to the fact that 

they feel ethnocentric towards one another; that is, they see other groups as relatively inferior 

and more or less rivals. This feeling brings about certain attitude which distorts reality and breed 

subjectivity in the evaluation and perception of events. It is also characterized by a common 

consciousness of being. It is also characterized by a common consciousness of being. And this 

factor, more than any other, defines the boundary of the group that is relevant for understanding 

ethnicity at any point in time, Okwudiba Nnoli (6:1978). Ethnic divide in addition, often contains 

an obscured class component. In this sense, it becomes paramount for the elite or individual 

ethnic chauvinists to hold on to their privileges. 

The class bias often imbued in ethnic division has been well articulated by Judith Sklar 

(1982). Sklar is of the view that ethnicity in Africa, ethnic tension may be created and instigated 

to rivalry by privilege men in a bid to further their own interests. Such men of power may be 

seen as the emerging elite of the society who may use ethnic sentiment to consolidate their 

power-base and further their own selfish interests. 

In a literary sense, ethnicity is seen as a phenomenon, which emerges from the desire of 

the colonizers to exploit the colonized. In Nnoli’s words:    

ethnicity in Africa emerged and persisted either as a mechanism 

for adaptation to the imperialist system or as an instrument for 

ensuring a facile and more effective domination and exploitation 

of the colonized (Nnoli 1978:15) 

Against this backdrop, Ibrahim and Pereira posit that; 

ethnic tension is the end product of ethnic control as having 

repercussions in terms of distribution of national resources 

(Ibrahim and Pereira 1978:5) 
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The end of the colonial era in Nigeria does not however mean that the objective realities 

upon which division was built have disappeared. The selfish need for the privilege class to 

further their interests and subjugate the underprivileged by instigating and intensifying ethnic 

mawkishness still endure. At best, one privileged group has been replaced by another privileged 

group; the indigenous agents of neo-colonialism. When colonial rule ended in 1960, the elite 

groups took charge of affairs and ensure maintenance of the status quo. This explains why, in 

spite of the negative consequences of ethnic suspicion and tension, Nigerian ruling class has not 

seriously confronted the factors that created and deepen ethnic divide, with a subsequent way out 

of it. 

Various attempts have, and are being made by writers’ across the continent to chronicle 

the experiences of the people. This artistic commitment is not strange to Nigeria, as its writers 

are vastly engaged in this type of literary production. Notable among them is Chinua Achebe. 

Chinua Achebe’s There Was a Country which is a personal chronicle of collective experiences, 

before, during, and after the civil war is remarkable in this regard. 

The ethnicity of Nigeria is so varied. Nigeria is composed of more than 250 ethnic 

groups; the following are the most populous and politically influential: Hausa and Fulani, 20%, 

Yoruba 21%, Igbo 18%, Ijaw 10%, Kanuri 4% Ibibio 3.5%, Tiv 2.5%. Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo 

are the most reckoned with and this essay would be wound the conduct of these three ethnic 

groups. With relative diversification of culture and language these ethnic groups existed 

independently before colonial intrusion. 

In 1914, the boundaries of the formally  British colony were drawn to serve 

commercial interest without regards to the territorial claims of the indigenous people. It is 

arguable that the distinctive colonial style of administratio0n of the British created fundamentally 

different system of ethnic stratification, which left contrasting legacies of post-colonial ethnic 

conflict. Specifically, the indirect of the British fostered a “dangerous” system of ethnic fusion. 

All this unwelcomed infringement into the lives of the people and the cataclysmic upshot is what 

Chinua Achebe recollects in There Was a Country. As a result of this, about three hundred ethnic 

groups were forcefully consolidated under a “concentrate” organ, Nigeria. This artificial federate 
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has been threatened. Eight attempts at secession jeopardized national unity between 1914 and 

1970. The Biafran war being the last secessionist attempt within this period. 

Achebe while introducing his memoir said:    

a man who does not know where the rain began to beat him cannot 
say where he dried his body (Achebe 2012:1) 

      There are documentations of extra-judicial killing, genocide, and pogrom. Up to 30 

thousand Igbos were killed across the country, most especially in the North. And around 1 

million refugees fled to their Igbo homeland in the East. However, six years after independence, 

corruption, and electoral rigging produce a military coup that over threw the first Nigeria’s prime 

minister, the Muslim northerner Abubakar Tafawa Balewa. The bloodshed that followed 

culminated in General Emeka Ojukwu’s declaration in 1967 that the Lagos south-eastern region 

would secede from a country in which his people ‘felt unwanted’ . Fearing the disintegration of 

Nigeria, the government blocked the secession with military force, backed by a UK government 

interested only in protecting its oil interests. 

Achebe gives an interesting insight into the war’s two central players: Biafra’s leader 

Ojukwu, and Nigerian president, General Yakubu Gowon. The rivalries between them and 

within their camps did more evil than good in the course of the war. Chauvinist aristocrats 

consumed by this bitter antagonism, all with an aim of preserving their personal and regional 

hegemony (political, economical). By the time hostilities ended in 1970, regrettably, three 

million Biafrans had died, in contrast to 100,000 casualties on the federal side. A one sided war, 

an act of genocide. 

The after-war reintegration of Igbos into the Nigerian society did not mean “lord I repent 

of my sin” by the federal government. Achebe presents an evidence of economic discrimination 

manifested in Gowon’s crippling 20 pound flat fee given to every Biafran wanting to convert 

their Biafran currency back to the Nigeria naira. This is an act of persecution that still persists 

today. Achebe in his final note did not delude the people of a repented system. He however wars 

against unchecked corruption and ethnic bigotry, a bane of Nigeria’s underdevelopment and 

constantly threatened unity. 
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1.2 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

    The study primarily aims at examining different perspective towards the study of 

ethnicity in Nigerian nation vis-à-vis Achebe’s memoir There Was a Country. It will seek to look 

into the various phases of ethnic divide in Nigeria, before and after independence as documented 

in Achebe’s There Was a Country. It will examine how brutal and damaging this socio-political 

conundrum to the society in relation to its shared past, present and future. As a result of this, the 

following prerequisites would be propositioned towards a nation building: 

1. Obedience, allegiance and loyalty to a central government 

2. Willingness to live together as a people 

3. National consciousness and loyalty to the nation. 

Furthermore, this research work will proposition for national sentiment, thereby allowing 

for a collective emancipation of the people’s consciousness from foreign influence, dependence, 

and all sort of democratic degeneration. 

1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Ethnicity has been detrimental to national unity and socio-economic well being of 

Nigerian as a nation. It is imperative to note that most of these ethnic conflicts were caused by 

colonialism, which compounded inter-ethnic conflict by capitalizing on the isolation of ethnic 

groups. The divide-and-conquer method was used as an instrument in instigating ethnic rivalry, 

thus keeping the people from rising up against the colonizers. Distribution of economic resources 

was often skewed to favors a particular group; pushing marginalized groups to use their ethnicity 

to mobilize for equality. We will the socio-cultural formation of the modern state, and how 

inequalities between groups affect nation building.  How public personalities, social movements 

and trends outside of the formal institutions of political power affect politics and power 

relationships within and between social groups. Lastly, ethnic conflicts continued through the 

democratic transition and the issue of marginalization that constantly threatens survival. 

1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM 

In this essay, there would be an attempt to at proffering a solution to the problem of 

ethnicity that has plagued the nation since its creation through amalgamation. A very crucial 
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factor in nation building in Nigeria is that of accommodation and integration among the various 

peoples of the country. It is very necessary that the people accommodate one another to 

strengthen national consciousness. Also, the minority group should be carried along so as to 

peacefully achieve the goal of nation building. 

In view of this, as well as the implication of ethnic struggle for power and sustained 

dominance over all other groups, feasible solutions to ethnic problems can only emanate from 

well –grounded examination of the phenomenon itself. 

There is also a dire need for effective development in Nigeria is currently engaged in 

what may be considered “trafficking” in developmental ideologies. This is evident in the fact that 

after several decades of independence, Nigeria as a nation is still faced with problems of 

underdevelopment owing to ethnicity. 

1.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework for this research is sociological theory. Sociological theories 

are statements of how and why particular fact about the social world is related. Some 

sociological theories explain aspects of social world and enable prediction about future events, 

while others function as broad perspectives which guide further sociological analysis or survey. 

Social conflict is integral in defining sociological theory, “it is the struggle between 

segments of society over valued resources.” Sociological theory draws attention to divides, such 

as ethnic, race, class, and gender. This theory further looks into how “social pattern” can cause 

dominance of a group of people and others to be oppressed. 

This is a typical reflection of the Nigerian society characterized by division, suspicion, 

and tension, war among ethnic individuals and groups resulting into pogrom, later into secession, 

and the historical civil war recollected by Chinua Achebe in There Was a Country. 

1.6 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In the course of this study, attempt would be made to answer some pertinent question 

which includes the following: 

1. What gave birth to ethnicity? 

2. What is the present situation vis-à-vis ethnicity in Nigeria? 

3. What are the contributions of the coup and counter coup to ethnic divide and tension in 

Nigeria? 

4. The civil war, a genocide or not? 
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5. How has marginalization sustained ethnicity in Nigeria? 

6. What is the solution to Nigeria’s deepened ethnicity problems? 

7. Is Achebe’s documentation; a representation of tribalism rather than nationalism? 

8. Road towards federation and “a community of sensibility” 

1.7 SCOPE AND LIMITATION 

This research work would revolve around Nigeria’s pluralistic society, in relation to the 

historical civil war of 1967-1970. It will also attempt a survey of the lasting effect of colonialism 

in relation to Chinua Achebe’s “personal and collective” recollection in There Was a Country. 

However, of all the literary texts with this aesthetic trait of class struggle stereotype, There Was a 

Country will serve as the primary material for the survey. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

            Ethnicity or ‘ethnic study’ is an offshoot of sociological criticism. Within sociological 

criticism are tools and templates that accounts for ‘measurement and data analyses’ of a society. 

It is imperative to note that literature is directly responsible to the society. The role of literature 

in Africa is that of a shaper of communal psyche. Art, whatever its form, belongs to the public 

sphere; and the artist considers his voice as communal. He expresses the pains and joys, the 

success and failures of his people. Within this critical receptive tool is ethnic study of 

postcolonial literature. Most prevalent in African literature, ethnic studies, sometimes referred to 

as minority studies have an obvious historical relationship with postcolonial criticism in that 

euro-American imperialism and colonization in the last four centuries, whether external (empire) 

or internal (slavery) has been directed at recognizable ethnic groups. This critical dispensation 

(ethnic studies) concerns itself generally with art and literature produced by identifiable ethnic 

groups either marginalized or in a subordinate position to a dominant culture. 

         This chapter seeks to review ethnicity in socio-critical context. Attempt will also be made 

to examine the ‘term’ variations associated with ethnic study. Drawing from literary works of 

essay, articles from literary journals and lectures, we will examine Nigeria socio-cultural and 

socio-politico situation in relation to ethnicity. We will also look at misrepresentation in Nigeria 

literary narratives.  

 

2.1 CONCEPTUAL APPROACH 

Ethnicity in general view is seen as cultural traits that are shared by a category of people 

such as language, religion, or national origin. It is also the use of culturally expressed 

characteristics as markers of similarity and difference. It refers to groups who share customs and 

language. 

The term ‘ethnic’ is derived from the Greek word ‘ethnos’ which was loaned into Latin 

as ‘ethnicus’. The term came to be used in the sense “peculiar to a race, people, and nation” 
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         Ethnicity is defined by the Wikipedia as 

 A socially defined category of people who identify with each 
other based on perceived shared social experience or ancestry. 

In a common sense, it is shared cultural practices, perspectives, and distinctions that set 

apart one group from another. That is, ethnicity is a shared cultural heritage. The most common 

characteristics distinguishing various ethnic groups are ancestry, a sense of history, language, 

religion, and forms of dress. Ethnicity is seen as a set of socio-cultural features that differentiate 

one group from the other. Max Weber in his definition says: 

 A group of people generally recognized by themselves and by others as a 
distinct group with such recognition based on social or cultural 
characteristics (Weber 1947:138). 

Frederick Barth summarizes anthropological definition of ethnicity as usually having four 

elements: 

1. A biologically self perpetuating population 

2. A sharing of cultural values and forms 

3. A field of communication and interaction 

4. A group that identifies itself and is identified by others as constituting a 

category different from other categories of the same type                                                                    

Berth uses the most general identity, presumptively determined by origin and 

background. Ethnicity can be said to exist when people claim a certain ethnic identity for 

themselves and are defined by others as having that identity. In Frederick Barth’s word, 

 Ethnicity means identification with and feeling part of an ethnic 
group and exclusion from certain other groups because of this 
affiliation (Barth 1969:9) 

A variety of definitions of ethnicity have been suggested. The classical definition is that of 

Glazer and Moynihan that: 

  Condition it is of belonging to a particular ethnic group (Glazer and 
Moynihan) 
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Ellis Cashmore’s definition is more modern but similar. He posits that ethnicity is: 

    The salient feature of a group that regards itself as in some 

sense ’usually in many sense’ distinct (Cashmore 2004:20) 

In a broader context, Gerald Berreman defines ethnicity as: 

 one level of social stratification or social inequality that also 
includes; race or class (Berreman 1981:12) 

Once the consciousness of being part of an ethnic is created, it takes on a self-perpetuating 

quality and is passed from one generation to the next. According to Fredrik Berth, ethnicity is 

A set of delineated boundaries between neighboring groups and 
individual are primarily concerned with maintaining this 
boundaries in order to explain one’s identity often in relative, 
comparative manner (Berth 1969:15) 

        In Africa, the liberal theorists believed that an ethnic group has its members, people who 

share a conviction that they have common interests and fate, and they tend to propound a cultural 

symbolism expressing their cohesiveness. According to Okwudiba Nnoli (2007)  

In reality, ethnicity is a very complex phenomenon…. It is always 
closely associated with political, economic, social, religious, and 
other social views and interactions. Hence ethnicity finds 
expression in political domination, economic exploitation, 
psychological oppression, and class manipulation. (Noli 2007:10) 

Perhaps the commonest explanation of what an ethnic group means is that which says 

that it comprises people with a common ancestry. In other words, this refers to people who can 

trace their pedigrees to one ancestor. Apparently, most definitions and explanations on the term, 

by social scientists, seem to draw from this perspective. Ronald Cohen with a similar view 

asserts by explaining that ethnicity is not so concrete or black-and-white, but rather a fluid 

concept by which members distinguish ‘in groups’ from ‘out groups’ and which can be in 

constant change due to various situation application. 
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The implication of this is evident in view of most Nigerians when they hear the term 

‘ethnic’ immediately think of minority groups like Kanuri, the Nupe, and the Tiv in the north, or 

the Efik/Ibibio, the Ijaw and the Ekoi in the east, and the Edo, Urhobo/Isoko to the west along 

with hundreds of other groups that differ widely in language and culture. It reminds them of a 

people outside of, alien to, and different from the core population. In view of this is Cashmore’s 

assertion on ethnicity. He ascribes it only to minority groups in a society. Cashmore’s recent 

article in ‘ethnicity’ in the encyclopedia of race and ethnic (2004) defines ethnicity as: 

The creative response of a people who felt Somehow marginal to 
the mainstream of society This show up     in the Webster 
definition of ethnic’ as  A member of an ethnic group; especially: 
a member of a minority group who retain the customs, language 
or social views of the group 

Ronald Cohen concluded that ethnicity is a series of nesting dichotomization of 

inclusiveness and exclusiveness, a sense of division into two parts or classification. Ethnicity is 

also ascribed at birth, but the ethnic group normally defines its cultural characteristics itself. 

Membership of an ethnic group tends to be associated with ideologies of shared cultural heritage, 

ancestry, history, homeland, language, or dialect, and with symbolic systems such as religion, 

mythology, and ritual, cuisine, dressing style, physical appearance etc. Max Weber maintained 

that: 

Ethnic groups were ‘artificial; i.e. a social construct, because 
they were based on a subjective believe (Weber 1968:399) 

2.3 THE CONCEPT OF ETHNICITY IN SOCIOLOGICAL CRITIC ISM  

            Sociological criticism analyzes the function of society in literature vis-à-vis the functions 

or work of literature in the society. It is a literary criticism which helps in understanding of 

literature in its larger social context. This form of literary criticism was introduced by Kenneth 

Burke, a 20th-century literary and critical theorist. Sociological criticism probes deeper into the 

socio-relationship existing between literature and society. There are several methods of regarding 

art from a sociological perspective, example of that is ethnic study. In Weber’s sociological 

survey of ethnicity in literature once assert or proposed a definition of ethnic group that became 

accepted by many sociologists: 
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Physical type or of colonization and migration, this belief must be 
important for group formation .Furthermore it does not matter 
whether an objective blood relationship exists (Weber 1922:13) 

Of the founding fathers of sociology, it was Max Weber who paid most attention to the 

concept (ethnic group) in relation to cultural diversification. He used the term ethnic group to 

cannot those human collectivities which entertain a subjective belief in their common descent 

because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or because of memories of 

colonization or migration. 

  Richard Schermerhorn defined the term ethnic group as: 

Collectivity within a larger society who have real or putative 
common ancestry; memories of shared historical past, and a 
cultural focus On one or more symbolic elements defined as the 
epitome of their people hood (Schermerhorn1970:12) 

Clarifying the term ‘symbolic elements’ in literature, he says that these can  include 

‘kinship patterns, physical bordering, religious affiliation, language or dialect forms, tribal 

affiliation, nationality etc. He also noted the sense of what he referred to as ‘memories of shared 

past’ as it is seen in literary nonfiction genre called memoir. In other words, people feel a sense 

of belonging and kinship through a perceived shared history. Schermerhorn argues that: 

Each society in the modern world contains subsections or sub-
systems or more or less distinct from the rest of the population 
(Schermerhorn 1970:12) 

             There are socio-critical theories about why prejudice, discrimination, and ethnicity exist. 

Current socio-critical theories focus mainly on explaining ethnicity among nations. The three 

major socio-critical perspectives (functionalist theory, symbolic interaction theory and conflict 

theory) each have their own explanations to the existence of ethnicity. 

  The structural functionalist theory is one of the theories used by sociologists in an attempt 

at explaining the various ways in which sections of the society meet their demands. The theory 

tries to justify how social institutions meet their various demands in the society. It is based 

largely on the works of Herbert Spenser, Emily Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and Robert Merton. 

Society is a system of interconnected parts that work together in harmony to maintain a state of 

balance and social equilibrium for the whole. For example, each of the social institutions 
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contributes important functions to society. Family a context for reproducing, nurturing, and 

socializing children; education offers a way to transmit a society’s skill, Knowledge, and culture 

to its youths; production, distribution and consumption of goods and services; and religion 

provides moral guidance and an outlet for worship of higher power. 

In the view of functionalism, ethnic inequalities must have served an important function 

in order to exist as long they have. Scholars who adhere to the functionalist view argue that 

ethnicity and discrimination do contribute positively, but only to the dominant group. 

Historically, it has indeed served dominant groups. Ethnicity, of course is beneficial to ethnic 

chauvinists. Ethnic chauvinists views can benefit those who want to deny rights and privileges to 

people they view as inferior to them. This phenomenon harms the society. Outcomes of ethnic-

based disenfranchisement- such as the poverty level, crime rate and discrepancies in employment 

and education opportunities- illustrates the long term negative results of ethnic divide in Nigeria 

society ,and addressing the society as a whole in terms of the functions of its constituent’s 

elements; namely norms, customs tradition, and institution. 

A common analogy, propounded by Herbert Spencer presents these parts of society as 

‘organs’ that works toward the proper functioning of the ‘body’ as a whole. Emily Durkheim 

attempted to explain any social institution or divide in terms of the contributions that a particular 

divide makes to a society as a whole. She believed that people have two sides, one selfish, and 

another concerned with shared moral values 

2.4 CONFLICT THEORY IN MAXISM 

Society is maintained by domination, with power in the hands of those with the greatest 

political, economic, and social resources. Sociological theory is statement of how and why 

particular facts about the social world are related. Some sociological theorists explain aspects of 

the social world and enable prediction about future events; while others function as broad 

perspectives which guide further sociological analysis. Social conflict is integral in defining 

sociological theory. “it is the struggle between segments of society over valued resources.” 

Conflict theory draws attention to divide and tension such as is found in ethnicity, race, and 

gender. Karl Marx is the father of social conflict. This theory further probe into how “social 

patter” can cause the dominance of a group of people and others to be oppressed. This reflects 
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Nigerian society plagued by division, suspicion, and tension among ethnic individual and groups. 

This theory is enough in this regard to probe the sociological situation in the society (Nigeria), 

recollected by Chinua Achebe in There was a Country. 

According to conflict theory, inequality exists because those in control of an uneven 

share of society’s resources actively defend their advantages. Groups and individuals advance 

their own interests, struggling over control of societal resources. Those with the most recourses 

exercise power over others with inequality. There is a great attention paid to ethnic divide by this 

literary theory, because they are seen as the grounds of the most pertinent and enduring struggles 

in society. Unlike functionalists who defend the status squo, encourage social change (even when 

this means war), and believe rich and powerful force social order on the poor, the weak and the 

minority. 

Generally speaking, the term ‘conflict’ describe a situation in which two or more actors 

pursue incompatible, yet from individual perspectives just goal. Ethnic conflicts are one 

particular form of such conflict. Conflict theory is most commonly associated with Karl Marx. 

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
struggles. Freeman and slaves, patrician and plebeian, lord and 
serf, giuldmaster and journeyman in a word, oppressor, and 
oppressed, stood n  constant opposition to one another carried on 
in an  uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that 
each time ended either in revolutionary re-constitution of society 
at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes (Karl 
Marx & Friedrich Engels; The Communist Manifesto 1848) 

Ludwig Gumplowicz in ‘Grundris der Soziologie’ says:  

Civilization has been shaped by conflict between cultures and 
ethnic groups (Gumplowicz 1884) 

He theorized that large complex human society evolved from conquest and colonization. 

In many countries, ethnic groups are or have been visiting violence on each other, 

sometimes on a horrific scale (the word ‘genocide’, by definition, refers to a type of ethnic 

conflict). Fearon and Laitin (2003) identified no less than 58 ethnic civil wars between 1945 and 

1990, constituting 51% of the total number of civil wars. Milton Jacob Esman puts it: 
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When an ethnic group gains control of the state, important economic 
assets are soon transferred to the members of that (Esman 1994: 229) 

It has been documented that high degrees of exclusion along ethnic lines increase the 

likelihood of rebellion, especially in poor countries that cannot easily co-opt ethno-political 

movements, and competition within a power sharing arrangement between elites representing a 

large number of ethnic groups increases the likelihood internal conflict. Most significantly is that 

this tension and conflict will be more likely to take on secessionist form which is squarely 

evident in post-colonial Nigeria. Ethnic conflict is an issue that, particularly during the last 

decade or so, has crept to the forefront of political debate.  Ethnic conflicts are usually struggles 

and wars of subordination. 

2.5 IN OTHER TEXTS (LITERARY AND NON LITERARY) 

Discussing Nigeria, Chimamanda Adichie takes the view that the idea of the ‘tribe’ has 

its roots in colonialism, as people did not consciously identify themselves, as Igbo, Yoruba, or 

Hausa (the three largest ethnic groups in Nigeria) until the involvement of the British. Whilst 

there is nothing ‘incorrect’ about understanding ethnic conflict as a problem stemming from the 

colonial era, there can be problem when writers attempt to offer solution to the problem of unity 

in their narratives. 

        Adichie’s choosing to write about Biafra is in many ways understandable. Her family is 

Igbo, and her grandfather was killed during the war. Adichie’s novel Half of a Yellow Sun is 

narrated solely from the perspective of its Igbo characters, and an English supporter of the 

Biafran cause. Prior to the conflict, these characters inhabit middle class life with careers in 

international business and academia as Adichie family did. Adichie contextualizes the politics of 

the period leading into the war by portraying the frequent gathering of academics at the house of 

Odenigbo, a phisycs professor at Nsukka University. These debates are usually seen from the 

narrative perspective of Ugwu, the house boy, who refers to Odenigbo as his ‘master’;  

 we should have bigger pan-Africa response to what is happening 
in the American South really professor Ezuka said master cut him 
short, ‘you know, Pan-Africanism is fundamentally a European 
notion (…) my point is that the only authenticity for the African is 
tribe,’ master said. ‘I am Nigerian because a white created 
Nigeria and gave me the dentity. I am black because the white 
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man constructed black to be as different as possible to white. But 
I was Igbo before the white man came (Adichie 26) 

This tribal definition within Nigeria will serve as the basis for the people to be divided by 

war. This notion of pre-colonial identity is interesting within the context of Half of a Yellow Sun, 

as the emphasis in the novel will change from a preoccupation with national identity to what it 

means to be Biafra and what it means to be Igbo in post-war Nigeria. 

       The portrayal of Abdulmalik, the Hausa neighbor of Olanna’s aunt and uncle in Kano 

gives credence to the post-independence violence along ethnic line. The Hausa are Nigeria’s 

largest Islamic ethnic group and Abdulmalik is first introduced as a friendly neighbor. He next 

appears at the beginning of the war, when Olanna discovers her family’s bodies in the aftermath 

of a massacre. She witnessed him in a blood stained Kaftan amongst a group of armed men 

shouting aloud,     

we finished the whole family. It was Allah’s will! (Adichie 30)          

        Nigeria’s three largest ethnic groups; Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbo, represents 71% of 

the population. Of the remaining 29% of the population, about one-third consists of groups 

numbering more than one million members each. The remaining 300 plus ethnic groups account 

for the final one-fifth of the population. 

          The Hausa, concentrated in the far north and in the Republic of Niger are the largest of 

Nigeria’s ethnic nations. While most live in smaller towns and villages, others occupy several 

larger indigenous cities. Many people of non-Hausa origin including the city-based Fulani have 

become assimilated into the Hausa nation through intermarriage. 

        The Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria include seven subgroups-the Egba, Ekiti, Ife, Ijebu, 

Kabba, Ondo, and Oyo- each having paramount chief and city. Oni of Ife serves as the spiritual 

leader of the Yoruba. Oyo however serves as the economic and military center stage of the 

Yorubas. Majority of the Yoruba are farmers or traders who live in large cities of pre-colonial 

origin. 

        The Igbo located in the southeastern part of the country traditionally live in small, 

indigent villages. Their democratic institution however distinct from the other two regions. It is 
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highly stratified along lines of achievement, wealth, and social rank. Other major ethnic groups 

include the Kanuri, centered in Borno state; the Tiv, from the Benue valley near Markurdi; the 

Ibibio and Efik in the Calabar area; the Edo from the Benin region; and the Nupe, centered in 

Bida area. Each of these lesser groups has more members than almost any of Africa’s other 

ethnicities. 

      Ethnic have hindered the socio-economic and political development of ethnically plural 

societies. Otite 2000; Nnoli 1978) most of the wars fought in Africa during the last four decades 

have been termed ethnic conflicts. The Ethiopians civil wars are waged between the Amharas 

and Tigrerians, Oromos, and Eritreans. In Somali, the conflict has raged between the Maraheens 

and the Ogadenis. In Djibouti, the conflicts are between the Afars and Issas. The Sudan conflicts 

are between the Arabized northerners and African southerners. Politics in Sierra Leone has been 

characterized by ethnic rivalry between the moslem Temme of the north and the Mende of the 

south with the powerful and influential majority, the creoles playing a balancing role. Ethno-

regional politics has also caused severe ethnic conflicts in Congo; the story is not different in 

Uganda where ethnic struggles to gain access to state power/ leadership among the ethnic 

groups. 

       Nigeria was clubbed together not only by British officials but also by squabbling 

politicians who saw in independence an opportunity to carve a niche for themselves. Kole 

Omotosho’s Just Before Dawn is applicable to our history, the story our elites tell our children 

about our histories is applicable to our failure to build a consensus. Kole Omotosho (1988) says 

that “The elites cannot see that if we do not mediate the Nigeria story with our own personal 

ethnic religious story, it will be best for them and okay for all.” 

In 1966, waves of extensive massacres of the migrants who had moved from Nigeria’s 

then eastern region to other parts of the country, especially to the north, forced nearly all of those 

who were fortunate enough to have survived the killings to return to their homes back in the east. 

Increasing polarization between the federal military government of Nigeria and the military 

government in the eastern region then led the east to declare its independence as Biafra on May, 

30, 1907. The majority of the new republic’s population was Igbo and although there were 

exceptions, particularly among members of Biafra’s ethnic minorities, may welcome secession. 

Biafra was seen as a guarantee of the security of the population in the east, a renunciation of the 



xxvi 

 

Nigerian, society and state and their travails, a promise of more equitable economic development 

and political stability, and finally, a reversal of the effects of British colonialism, which had 

given birth to this hardship in the first place.  

         Leaders of the nationalist resistance to colonial paternalism differed among themselves 

on both the political role of nationalities and the uses of traditional governments. The complex 

relationship between these two contentious matters may be illustrated with reference to the 

thought of the so-called “Big Three” politicians of the late colonial: Nnamdi Azikiwe, Obafemi 

Awolowo, and Ahmadu Bello. Awolowo, whose political career was identified with the Yoruba 

nationality movement in southwestern Nigeria, strongly favored the establishment of an ethno-

linguistic foundation for national governmental institutions. Azikiwe, the foremost pan-Nigerian 

nationalist of the wartime and postwar eras whose career was also identified with the Igbo 

nationality movement in southeastern Nigeria, opposed Awolowo’s emphasis on ethno-linguistic 

autonomy. He did, however, favor the creation of a centralized “commonwealth of Nigeria”, 

consisting of eight geographical “protectorates”. 

           By contrast with Azikiwe and Awolowo, Ahmadu Bello, who personified the Hausa-

speaking Muslim emirates of northern Nigeria, upheld the primacy of traditional authority in 

public life, provided such authority had been appropriately reformed to function effectively in 

modern times.6 His political perspective, unlike that of either Awolowo or Azikiwe, did not 

focus on the nationality question. Rather, he thought in terms of a multinational state controlled 

by his political party, not as a sole legal party but one that would be comprehensively dominant 

in the former Northern Region, which contained about 55 percent of the country’s population at 

the time of independence. His state-centered thinking, in opposition to Awolowo’s orientation 

toward ethno-linguistic nationality, produced one of the sharpest contrasts among Nigerian 

nationalists of the independence era. Today the spirit of Ahmadu Bello lives vigorously in the 

Muslim emirate sector of the northern part of the country.  

        Kole Omotosho presents in a clear way the events that transpired in the pre-colonial and 

post-colonial sociopolitical space of Nigeria. ….”. The major political leader in the colonial 

Nigeria rode on the wing of ethnicity and tribalism. By the time Obafemi Awolowo finished his 

law studies in London, Nnamdi Azikiwe had become the leader of the NCNC, a political party 

that set to advance the political interest of the easterners and owner of a chain of newspaper the 
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famous of them being The African Pilot. Ahmadu Bello was now leader of NPC and had the 

Hausa language newspaper Gaskiya Tafi Kwaso to present the northern point of view. Necessity 

placed a task on Awolowo to produce a community of Yoruba sensibility. The three major ethnic 

groups polarized the nation right before independence. By 1950, we already have NCNC, NPC, 

and the Awolowo baby G. these three political parties were always at loggerhead. Talking to his 

friend Akin Deko, Awolowo assured him thus: 

“Not to worry,”Awolowo continued, by the time I have finished my 
plans, there won’t be Zik, the NCN or the West African Pilot, at least 
in the western region (Omotosho 1988: 140) 

On his part, Azikiwe took up the mandate of harmonizing the Easterners and bringing 

them to NCNC. One of such people was Micheal Okpara who was the leader of the Bende 

Divisional Union as well as the new African Party. He made the Bende Divisional Union a tribal 

association to join the NCNC in the campaign of 1951; he was offered the mandate of contesting 

in the Bende Division 

“I am planning to go to Britain to further my medical studies,” answered 
Okpara forthrightly…” I thought pursued Nnamdi Azikiwe,”I thought we 
could persuade you to contest the election in Bende Division (Omotosho 
1988: 143) 

To the northerner there was no way a party chaired by a westerner could represent them. 

It never occurred to them that Nigeria is one, in fact if in words but not in deeds. In fact when the 

motion for self government was passed by Chief Anthony Enahoro, the northern greeted it with 

disapproval sitting the educational gap between and the rest of the major reasons. 

One thing that remain obvious is the fact that the northern part of the country is less 

developed in almost all ramification compared to the south. This lack they make up for by their 

population in the Royal Army and later the Nigerian military. It was said that the British had 

called the northern leaders to the reality that military power was the one thing that could 

guarantee them power in Nigeria. The independence constitution of 1960 was specially 

structured to take care of that need. 

The independence constitution gave the North overwhelming 
advantages within the federation (Omotosho 1988: 212) 
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The departing colonizer had partitioned the nation in such a way that Ilorin, a pre-

dominantly Yoruba speaking city was ceded to the north and every attempt to make redefinition 

of the north west boundary a major issue during the 1959 election according to Omotosho (1988) 

failed. The southern political class breaking the hold of the north on the country became the 

central of political ambition with Awolowo and Azikiwe at the center of the struggle. Ahmadu 

Bello was equally set on preserving the political bias as it stood. Here is Awolowo talking to 

Alhaji Maito at his Ilorin residence. The leader of the Talaka Parapo, the alliance of the poor 

enumerated three ways by which the north’s hold on the country could be broken. 

 There were three ways in which the North’s hold on the political 
power of the country could be broken: through a popular 
revolution that would politicize the social problems of the many; 
through someone who was a member of the existing system 
working deliberately to change it from within or through a 
military coup d’etat (Omotosho 1988: 212) 

Alhaji Maito who was brought to Awolowo due to his anti North stands replied saying: 

 Look at us here in Ilorin. Travel from here to the bank of Niger 
and down the river. The only language you will here is Yoruba 
not Fulfulde or Hausa. We are part of Western Region and we 
should be allowed to return to Western Region (Omotosho 1988: 
212) 

It became clear to Awolowo and Azikiwe that the political bias instituted by the British 

will continue to be favorable towards the North unless something is done about it. Awolowo 

conclude after his discussion with Maito that:      

“The only way to break the monopoly of the North as far as political 
power is concerned,” concluded Awolowo, is to create regions for the 
minorities throughout  the country (Omotosho 1988: 213) 

Chief Obafemi Awolowo had just moved to Lagos to occupy the position of the 

opposition leader in the Federal house. S.L Akintola succeed him as the prime minister of 

western region and continue to restructure the party and as Omotosho rescue it from Awolowo’s 

“democratic socialism” every activity of the western region during Akintola’s regime was seen 
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by the Awolowo’s camp as targeted at reducing the popularity of Awolowo. In his defence 

Akintola stated that; 

“What Awolowo is saying,” said Akintola in his inimitable 
Yoruba, “is that if you have two shirts, his government will take 
one from you and give it to someone else!. Can that be 
right!...(Omotosho 1988:221) 

He continued: 

“There have been more objections from Chief Awolowo, most of 
them frivolous to my administration as premier,”… “Lastly, Chief 
Awolowo has complained endlessly of being relegated to the 
background on state occasions…, even protocol had been waived 
to take special care of him (Omotosho 1988: 221) 

     By now, it was obvious that the federal government had succeeded in polarizing the 

western region. The Action Group split into two: the Awolowo Group and the Akintola Group 

who wanted a share of the national cake and aligned themselves with the North, the NPC 

       The census figure of 1962 did little to ease the power of the north on the south. Chief 

Micheal Okpara and every one had rejected the figure but recount was done which was again 

rejected by the NCNC government of the eastern region.  

On the basis of that census the allocation of seats for the federal 
election of December 1964 was made: North 167 seats as against 
South 145 seats (Omotosho 1988: 225) 

In the west, Akintola who was by now a diehard ally of NPC decided to organize his 

followers and declared the formation of a new political party Nigeria National Democratic Party 

(NNDP) and join the NPC in alliance. The action was seen by majority of the Yorubas as a 

betrayal of the Yoruba sensibility and essence as a result of the Joint Action Committee of 

Nigerian Workers declared strike. However, the NPC federal government dispatched troops from 

the 5th Nigerian army under the command of captain Onwua, he was sent to keep law and order. 

       The manifesto of UPGA, an alliance of Action Group under the leadership of Awolowo 

and NCNC under Michel Okpara for the December 1864 election was anti northern region. 

The manifesto of the UPGA-an alliance of the Action Group 
under the leadership of Mrs Awolowo and the NCNC under 
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MIceal Okpara for the December1964 elections- was anti the 
Northern Region. Among other things it promised to divide the 
country into twenty-five states following the boundaries of the 
provinces used under the colonial government (omotosho 1988: 
227) 

This would not come to fruition as NPC employed every mean to frustrate their 

campaigns especially in the North; Akintola also did a lot to frustrate their inroad into the West. 

As a matter of fact it was clear before the election that that alliance of NNDP and NPC will do 

everything to win the election as they did. 

Then the news came that sixty-seven candidates of the NPC had 
been returned unopposed! UPGA immediately decided to boycott 
the elections Nothing happened in the East. The Mid-West 
decided to go ahead with the elections just before midday… the 
supporters of the Action Group UPGA did not go to the polls…, 
but there was voting in the North, with the NPC winning, 162 of 
the 167 seats thus being enable to run the Head of 
Representatives without any ally from the South. NNDP of course 
won in the West (Omotosho 1988:227) 

The president of the country Dr, Nnamdi Azikiwe agreed that the election was blatantly 

rigged and issued a statement early on January 1st 1965. 

“The president has found the election unsatisfactory and so will 
not be reappointing Sir Abubaka Tafawa Balewa as prime 
minister.” (pg 1988:227) 

The prime minister called the head of Army Staff, Inspector General of Police instructing 

them of their need to understand that the president has not constitution right over their control. In 

other words, they answer to him as the constitution stipulated not the president. Balewa’s 

conclusion was to arrest Azikiwe if he refused to return him as the prime minister. Once his 

summon of the Chief of Army Staff and Inspector General of Police, Azikiwe realized that the 

force of the nation was solidly behind Sir Tafawa Balewa and as a result, he denounced his early 
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position and reappointed him for the second period of five years while he also continue as the 

president 

       The Nigerian civil war was ethnically motivated arising from competition to control state 

power by the dominant ethnic groups. Kuper L observes that: 

The basic determinant of the structure of ethnically Diverse 
societies is culture, with language as a keyElement (Kuper 
1971:54) 

In the same vein, Onigu Otite captures an ethnically diverse society as: 

A sociological aggregate consisting of distinct culture-groups and 
institutions society which interact within and make claims on the 
resources of the wider encapsulating (Otite 2000:12) 

 
     Before the advent of colonialism, indigenous nation and ethnic groups such as the Igbo, 

Ikwere, Afzere, Angas, Ndokwa, Bini, Ausu etc. existed as separate societies with particular 

different languages. Colonialism brought these geo-political entities together to form a new 

nation because of administrative and economic purpose. Thus emerged the ethnically pluralistic 

society of Nigeria with inter-ethnic relations particularly of ill-treatment resulting in tension and 

conflicts. Proponents of theoretical ethnical conflict have argued that ethnic conflict is influenced 

by takeover by members of one ethnic group of certain privileged social niches and also the 

effects of social discrimination based on ethnic characteristics. Otite posits that 

The control of state is the greatest prize in ethnically plural 
societies- it is regarded not only as the source but also the 
distributor of resources commonly valued in the society as the 
chief allocated of services, facilities, and factors of development, 
the state becomes a target over which control, ethnic territorial 
groups engage in an endless struggle(Otite 2001:179) 

Ongoing conflicts of interest between various population groups have put a restraint on 

political and economic development. 
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       As a result of boundary demarcations during the colonial period, the political entity called 

Nigeria was created in 1914 a multi-ethnic nation consisting of more than 200 ethnic groups 

speaking over 250 languages. In 1954 the much awaited transition from colonial rule to full-

fledged home-made federalism finally occurred with a system that secured autonomy and 

hegemony for the Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbo in the northern, western, and eastern regions 

respectively. Literature produced in Nigeria on and before civil war have portrayed a looming 

predicament that would befall the nation. 

Political instability in Nigeria has been due to the rivalry of the 
three major ethnic nationalities: the Hausa-Fulani of the north, 
the Yoruba of the west, and the Igbos of the east in the light of the 
failure to address this ethnic national rivalry for whatever 
reasons, the writers might wish to explain why no Nigerian work 
of fiction could predict the violence that was to be visited on the 
country as a result of this rivalry, which led to the civil war 
(Omotosho 1991:147) 

Although writers often finds it difficult to align their characterization with federation at 

large, having been restricted to use character whose name is peculiar to his ethnic divide- kole 

Omotosho however resolve this by saying:   

Although this thematic aspects relate to the federation as a whole. 
The characters in the novel are all of one ethnic national 
origin,…use these people as representatives of the federation at 
large (Omotosho 1991:147) 

       When Nigeria gained independence in 1960, the new constitution implant a steep form of 

regional differences, and create room for group sentiments, making the first republic 

overshadowed by ethno-regional groupings. Consequently, ethnicity became increasingly 

politicized. The Fulani-Hausa governed north, the Yoruba’s west and the Igbo’s east. 

Disproportionately the northern region was larger, nearly three –quarters of Nigeria’s population. 

This ethnic polarization increased as the south became suspicious of the more populous north, 
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while the illiterate and economically poorer north feared the better-educated south thereby giving 

room for more regional for political advantage. In the words of the reputable historian Toyin 

Falola, he said; 

The three regions and their ethnicities competed as enemies 
(Falola 1999:10) 

Suberu Rotimi, and Thomson Alex, opined that: 

 Coupled with economic mismanagement and labor agitation, this 
instability paved the way for a military intervention in January 1966, 
ostensibly to restore order and discipline (Suberu quoted in Diamon 
1994:58; Thomson 2000;68). 

Kole Omotosho laments how little literature could do little to prevent the civil war. 

Despite the numerous productions of protest poetry plays and novels, the nation still fell short. 

He concludes here: 

  No matter how often and how deeply we can demonstrate the 
‘tribalization’ of federal issues in the novels of our writers or show the 
consciousness of the geographical spread of the federation in our 
writers, these issues-ethnicity and geography- important as they are in 
the existence of a country, and along with others, such as religion and 
language, do not ultimately create a federal community of sensibility 
(Omotosho 1991:148) 

The series of pogroms visited on the Igbo ethnic group in different part of the country, 

particularly in the north because of their dominance in trade and market activities in Nigeria was 

evident to the hatred among the ethnic groups. 

The novelist Chinua Achebe put the case for Biafra thus: 

Biafra stands in opposition to the murder and rape of Africa by 
whites and blacks alike because she has tasted both and found 
them equally bitter. No government, black or white, has the right 
to stigmatize and destroy groups of its own citizens without 
undermining the basis of its own existence. The government of 
Nigeria failed to protect the fourteen million people of its former 
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eastern Nigeria from wanton destruction and rightly lost their 
allegiance[…] Biafra stands for true independence in Africa for 
an end to the 400 years of shame and humiliation which we have 
suffered in our association with Europe. Britain knows this and is 
using Nigeria to destroy Biafra (Achebe 178: 34) 

 Along the line of ethno-politics emergence is the consideration of two important 

statements credited to two prominent members of the Nigeria elite. Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa 

Balewa. Balewa was recorded as saying in the 1947 legislative council debates (March 24) that 

he decided to 

Make it clear to you that if the British quitted Nigeria now at this 
stage, the northern people would continue their interrupted conquest 
to the sea (Balewa 1947) 

Two years later in July 6, Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe in the West African Pilot said that: 

It would appear that god of Africa has specially created the Ibo 
nation to lead the children of Africa from bondage of the ages and 
that the martial powers of the Ibo nation at all stages of human 
history has enabled them not only to conquer others but also to 
adapt themselves to the role of preserver…(Azikiwe 1949). 
  

Consequently, political activities were organized based on three ethno-regional 

groupings. The Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) was a northern based party for the Hausa-

Fulani and all other ethnic groups in the northern region, the Action Group (AG), for the Yoruba 

and all other minority ethnic groups in the west, while national Council of Nigeria Citizens 

(NCNC), was for the Igbo and the ethnic minorities in the east. Due to fear, tension, and 

uncertainty J.S Tarka led the Tiv and other ethnic minority groups of the middle-belt to form the 

United Middle Belt Congress (NMBC), while Alhaji Aminu Kano formed the Norther Elements 

Progressive Union (NEPU). This was in response to the domination of the North by Hausa 

Fulani ethnic group. Osaghae pointed out that; 
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       Ethnicity and ethnic conflicts based on fear and tension can hardly 
stop in plural societie such as Nigeria for there will always emerge 
new majorities and minorities with the changing structure of the 
state (Osaghae 1986:14) 

       The Nigeria multi-ethnic society has witnessed struggles and conflicts since 1914 

unification of the protectorates. The Hausa-Jos riot of 1932 that aggravated into a larger riot of 

1945.The riot was an ethnic conflict between the Hausa and the Igbo which lasted for two days. 

There was also the Kano violence of 1953 that erupted between the Hausa and the Igbo. The 

cause of the violence was that contentious issues of self-government in 1956, but the northern 

group/divide were strongly opposed to that date. At the peak of this tension between the northern 

and southern leaders, violence erupted that mainly engulfed the Igbo ethnic group which has 

over the years become the traditional victims of northern hostility because they are the major 

socio-economic opponent of the Hausa. The Northern Region of Nigeria Report (1953) reported 

the conflict lasted for four days leaving thirty-six dead and two hundred and forty-one injured. 

     The declaration of the Delta Peoples Republic in 1966 and the military coup of 1966 set 

in motion a series of predicament that would bedevil the nation. Kole Omotosho identified two 

novelists that raised the issue of the rivalry between the federation and the ethnic nationalities 

and the problem of the breakup of the federation. He quoted Chukwuemeka Ike’s Sunset At 

Dawn: 

Dr kanu had stayed on at Ibadan for a number of reasons. He 
feared that the mass exodus of Eastern Nigerians would lead to 
breakdown of federation he felt committed to uphold. 
“Disintegration or regionalization”, he argued on one occasion 
“is the short cut adopted by people who are not men enough to 
face up to the challenge of group living.” He had regarded it as a 
shortcut that would ultimately lead to the creation of a state for 
one person, if carried to its logical conclusion…. The prospect of 
a breakup of the federation now posed serious problems for him 
(Chukwuemeka 18, in Omotosho 1991:150) 
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Kole also identifies the use of language of the elites compared to the masses. He says of 

how Festus Iyayi was pondering the nature of the Nigeria state. Speaking through the central 

character Osime, Kole Omotosho quotes Festus Iyayi’s Heroes: 

Listen to the speeches of the politicians and generals and 
Presidents. They all begin with “this country.” “This country 
Nigeria.” “this country must do better.” This country cannot 
afford to let things get worse.” Always, it is “this country,” 
something impersonal, to be used and exploited. But listen to the 
talk of the workers and the farmers and the rank and file soldiers. 
Always it is our country, “our country Nigeria”. For the working 
class, it is always our country and this brings out in them The 
ultimate sacrifice (Iyayi 1986:19;in Omotosho 1991:150) 

The death of millions people during the civil war further reinforced suspicion, mistrust, tension, 

and division along ethnic line in the country. 

2.6 EHNOCENTRISM AND ITS REPRESENTATION IN NIGERIAN  NARRATIVES 

      Nigeria is a pluralistic society, even till today. The coexistence of Nigerians is still 

threatened by differences in language and belief system. The truth is evident and veritable in the 

society. Facts and figures attest to suspicion and tension in every corner of the society. The 

feeling towards oneness and one Nigeria is not the chorus that echoes. This is a nationwide 

problem that concerns the society and its people. 

        The emergence of ‘Nigerian literature’ is rather confusing in that writers though writing 

of the national experience in slavery, colonialism and post-colonialism have not been able to 

present characterization that does not belong to a single ethnic nationality. Even before the war, 

the Nigerian federation as a national entity having a common history was not prominent. Kole 

Omotosho said:     
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before the civil war, novels tended to reflect a Nigerian national 
consciousness, but through a single ethnic national framework 
(The Journal of Federalism 1991:146) 

One good example is the Yoruba language novel Shangba Fo! (Everything Crash!), by 

Kola Akinlade. In Shangba Fo we see the author depiction of the fortune of two political parties 

the national election. We see the opposition leader with inscriptions and pictures to the effect of 

being the prime minister. The party in power rigs the election and stays in power as in the case of 

Nigeria. Omotosho wrote concerning this novel that;  

…, although this thematic aspects relate to the federation as a whole, 
the characters in the novel are all of one ethnic national origin, 
Yoruba (Akinlade : 147) 

In Achebe’s political satire A Man of the People, Odidi Samalu, chief Nanga and the 

other important characters involved are of Igbo origin. To say of the increasing reading habit in 

the country and the sensitivity of the people towards group representation is enough to ask 

whether the inadequate representation or misrepresentation of the Nigerian federation in the 

novel is justifiable. Omotosho laments that:  

While Akinlade might be pardoned for his misrepresentation 
through characterization, Achebe does not have the same excuse. 
He is using language common to the country, referring to laws 
common to the country and dealing with people educated in the 
same federally organized education system, especially of the 
tertiary level (The Journal of federalism 1991: 147) 

This form of writing is a misinterpretation of the society of different language and 

religion, a society with political instability due to rivalries of the three major ethnic nationalities. 

In the same, narratives such as Half of a Yellow Sun misrepresent the society in that the writer 

Chimamanda Adichie never gave a redemptive conclusion in her narrative.    
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CHAPTER THREE 

3.1     INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will be concerned with the analysis of Chinua Achebe’s There Was a 

Country. Attempt will also be made critically, in looking at ethnic divide, tension, rivalry in the 

work. Achebe’s storytelling is no doubt one of the greatest of this period. This memoir is a 

biographical account of historical events of the Nigeria socio-political, pre-colonial, colonial, and 

post-colonial era, written from personal or individual and collective memory.  This style of 

storytelling is unique in itself, it sees to a holistic or unification of politico-historical evidence 

and relations from the depth of the human subconscious. As time goes by and historical facts 

began to diminish into legend and myth, need for preservation through documentation of these 

histories became imperative. Achebe is known for his acuteness and sensitivity towards the 

image of Africa. This sophistication is manifested in his works including Things Fall Apart, No 

longer at Ease, and Arrow of God. However, the post-independence disillusionment of Nigeria 

society is not unexpected- it is intentional and purposeful for those that generated it; the 

colonizers 

In this chapter, attention would also be focused on how the writer portrays a society that 

is suffering from the trauma of colonization. He also paints a society that is divided along ethnic 

line, and the dilemma of “artificial unification” of the divides. 

The trouble with Nigeria started when it was artificially created as a single entity in 1914. 

The amalgamation that gave birth to Nigeria as a nation was propositioned by Lord Fredrick 

Lugard. This was done only to simplify and strengthen their hold on these protectorates at first... 

The trouble of ethnicity could be traced back to the mid-nineteenth century of pre-colonial 

migration, conquest, and control. 

3.2 COLONIALISM, BANE OF ETHNICITY 

Indeed, colonialism is the most important factor in the formation of ethnicity in Nigeria. 

Chinua Achebe writes in his introduction of There Was a Country: 
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…a man who does not know where the rain began to beat him 
cannot say where he dried His body (pg 1) 

Colonialism gave birth to stimulating inter-ethnic group competition and mobilization for 

power and resources in the country, thereby fostering ethnic conflict. 

Achebe reflects on the past and how distantly divided Nigeria is along ethnic line; in 

language, culture and religion. 

 It was one of the most populous region on the African continent, 
with over 250 ethnic groups and distinct languages (pg 1) 

The 1914 amalgamation sees more migration in response to economic opportunities in 

emerging colonial urban centers. Influx of southern Nigerian immigrants, especially the Igbo, 

into the Northern cities of Kano, Kaduna, Zaria, and Jos was high in this period. James Coleman 

noted that: 

The colonial urban settings were particularly key in the development 
of ethnic contact, competition, consciousness, and organization 
(Coleman 1958:8) 

These new colonial cities of mining, commercial, and administrative centers are 

aggregations of tribal unions because the urban centers encouraged the formation of kinship 

lineage or ethnic associations as a means to rest against insecurity, alienation, and segregation. 

This above statement further reinforced the dissonance in culture, religion, and language of the 

Nigerian society at the time. In addition, the British policy of ruling indirectly through 

indigenous political institutions or native authorities led to the reinforcement of local tribal 

political institutions and loyalties. Achebe is critical of the British policy of this period in that it 

foster uneven socio-economic and political development. This imbalance in westernization 

between north and south continue to haunt the nation. 

3.2 NATIONALISM OR REGIONALISM, THE POLITICS OF ETH NICITY 
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From pre-independent Nigeria nationalism, formation of all machineries for colonial 

elimination was created across ethnic line. 

The post war era saw an explosion of political organization (pg 

44) 

The most cursory glance at the historical documentations of Achebe reveals that 

from about 1951 (the year full party politics began in Nigeria), ethnicity became the 

hallmark of Nigeria politics. This prevented the emergence of nationally acknowledge 

political leaders;   

The dawn of World War 11 caused a bit of a lull in the organized 
independence struggles that had been centered mainly in the 
western region of the country up to that time (pg 44) 

Since the end of the World War 11, leaders of the nationalists’ resistance to colonialism 

deferred among themselves along ethnic line on the socio-political configuration of a new 

independent nation. As a matter of fact, the 1959 election was an engagement in tribalism 

bordering on ethnic chauvinism. While the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) was bent on 

ensuring that a northerner became the first prime minister of a free Nigeria, the National Council 

of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) wanted an Igbo man installed as prime minister at the conclusion 

of the election, while the Action Congress (AG) felt that for the newly independent country to 

justify its impendence, make swift economic and socio-political progress, a Yoruba man should 

head the government that would soon obtain independence. This friction and division is obtained 

in Achebe’s insight into the politics of the “big three”: Ahmadu Bello, Nnamdi Azikiwe, and 

Obafemi Awolowo. 

Awolowo’s political career was identified with the Yoruba nationality movement in 

Southwestern Nigeria, a young adult who just came back from England as a lawyer. Began a 

political rally in order to unite “his” people and form a strong political part;  
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Chief Awolowo and close associates reunited his ancient Yoruba 
people with powerful-resuscitated-ethnic pride and created a 
political party, the Action Group in 1951…(pg 55) 

Achebe’s above statement is the believe that Awolowo’s basis for the formation of AG 

cannot be divorced from the fact that he (Awolowo) and the Yoruba elites fear, distaste and 

reject any form of domination; political, economic of an “outsider”. Achebe calls it   

a purely tactical political move to regain regional and southern 
political power and influence from the dominant NCNC (pg 45) 

During this period of socio-political detachment was political parties formed along ethnic 

line. One notable historical event that heralded regionalization of nationalism and crystallization 

of inter-ethnic tension and animosity was the polarization that characterized the National Youth 

Movement, which resulted in its break-up. The rivalry between Awolowo and Zik ignited the 

suspicion that influenced the 1952 election. Awolowo was been accused of formatting ethnicity. 

Achebe voiced his sentiment here;    

Awolowo transformed the Action Group into a formidable, highly 
disciplined political machine that often outperformed the NCNC in 
regional elections (pg 45) 

What is obtained of Azikiwe in this memoir though bias does not free him of 

ethnic chauvinism. His actions which directly lead to the formation of NCNC is not 

unconnected to his sudden resignation of his membership of Nigeria Youth Movement 

(NYM) along with his other Igbo followers on the basis of ethnic victimization by 

Awolowo. A statement that was once credited to Zik that he believed that one day the Igbo 

will lead other ethnic groups in Africa reinforced his position as a promoter of Eastern 

ethnic dominance of other ethnic groups in the country. This attitude was enough to 

invigorate the fear of minorities of the Niger Delta, Mid West, and the Middle Belt region 
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of possible alignment with the East led by Azikiwe, contrary to Awolowo’s ability to woo 

the minorities. Of Awolowo, Achebe says here      

…. It did so by meticulously galvanizing political support in 
Yoruba land and among the among the riverines and minority 
groups in the Niger Delta who shared a similar dread of the 
prospects of political domination (pg 45) 

There has always been division between these three major ethnic groups and 

their leaders, differences in ideology and political aspirations. In the North, the 

Northern Peoples Congress led by Ahmadu Bello was strictly a party by the North, 

and for the North.     

The Northern Peoples Congress of the north was supposed to be a 
national party yet it refused to change its name from Northern to 
Nigerian Peoples Congress, even for the sake of appearance (pg 
57) 

       Ahmadu Bello personified the Hausa-speaking Muslim emirates of the northern Nigeria. 

Sir Ahmadu Bello was the most notorious in the foundational years- in their lack of patriotisms, 

scheming and ultimate un-building of Nigeria. Achebe in this novel is very critical of Ahmadu 

Bello and Tafaa Balewa on their involvement in the disunity that plagued the nation even before 

independence. In an address to the legislative council in 1948, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa declare 

that “since 1914 the British government has been trying to make Nigeria into one country, but 

the Nigerian people themselves are historically different in their backgrounds, in their religious 

beliefs and customs and do not show themselves any sign of willingness to unite. Nigerian unity 

is only a British intention for the country.” This quote by Tafawa Balewa underscores his 

unhidden disdain and vehement opposition to the very idea of a united Nigeria. Achebe writes 

  

… The first to object were the northerners led by the 
Sardauna…(pg 50)  

Ahmadu Bello further demonstrated his ethnic bigotry and ethnic chauvinism along with 

Tafawa Balewa by abject favoritism towards the north and disdain for the rest of the ethnic 

groups. 
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The prime minister of Nigeria, Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, who 
had been built up into a great statesman by the western world did 
nothing to save his country from impending chaos (pg 51) 

This chaos was I direct implication of the manipulated census, the arrest, and prosecution 

and conviction of Chief Obafemi Awolowo on unfounded treason charges, the harassment, 

intimidations and persecution of political opponents by the native authorities. The rigging of 

elections in the middle belt and the western region in 1964 as part of an agenda to create an 

hegemonic domineering one party state;      

Nigeria was rocked by one crisis after another in the years that 
followed independence first the Nigerian census crisis of 1963-64 
shook the nation, then the federal election crisis of 1964, which 
was followed by the western Nigerian election crisis 1965-which 
threatened to split the country at its seams (pg 64) 

With nationalism comes the urgent need to form political party. Before long, nationalists 

began to form political party. The National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), 

which later became the National Council of Nigerian Citizens, was founded in 1944 by Nnamdi 

Azikiwe. However, the intention of these political figures, buried within is ethnic pride ad 

sentiment. Of what transpired after the formation of NCNC, Achebe writes: 

… Having become increasingly concerned about what he saw as 
the domination of the NCNC by  the Igbo elite led by Azikiwe…. 
(pg 45) 

Not before long did Obafemi Awolowo create the Action Group (AG), in a bid to; 

Regain regional and southern political power and influence from 
the dominant NCNC (pg 45) 

In the north was Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sokoto. His resentments were borne 

out of fear for educationally disadvantaged north. This was a suspicion towards the western 
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educated politicians. He united the north and created a formidable political party- the Northern 

Peoples Congress (NPC). Achebe puts it thus: 

To protect the mainly feudal north’s hegemonic Interests (pg 46) 

The British did not however help matter. With the aim of containing the inter-ethnic 

tension and ‘posture for power’ among the three main ethnic groups, it creates a federal structure 

of three units namely; the northern, western and the southern region respectively. This structure 

was however a scheme by the British to promote political hegemony of the Hausa-Fulani-

dominated northern region, which officially contains over half of country’s population. It also 

fosters ethnic chauvinism and secessionism. Achebe describes it thus: 

The minorities of the Niger-Delta, Mid-West, and the Middle Belt regions of Nigeria 

were always uncomfortable with the notion that they have to fit into the tripod of the largest 

ethnic groups that was Nigeria- Hausa/Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbo.  

Many of them – Ijaw, Kanuri, Ibibio, Tiv, Itsekiri, Isang, Urhobo, 
Anang, and Efik- were from Ancient nation states in their own 
right (pg 47) 

Results of the ethnic minority agitations of the country’s non- Hausa-Fulani, non-Yoruba, 

and non-Igbo groups is seen in enormous degree of ethno-regional polarization. To avoid utter 

alienation; 

Their leaders however often had to subsume their own ethnic 
ambitions within alliances with one of the big three groups in 
other to attain greater Political results (pg 47) 

Achebe reveals the socio-political favoritism of the  British towards the north- in censors, 

and the outraging population figure of the north- and the election rigging by Harold Smith on the 

order of Sir James Robertson. 
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It is now widely known that Sir James Robertson played an 
important role in overseeing the election. The elections at 
independence, throwing his weight behind Abubakar Tafawa 
Balewa, who had been tipped to become Nigeria’s first prime 
minister (Pg 50) 

This is the socio-political atmosphere that intensified ethnic tension and rivalry, 

consequently, what followed was state failure and decline, political corruption, power struggle 

among the ethnic groups. 

3.4 ETHNOCENTRISM OF POST-COLONIAL NIGERIA SOCIETY 

     Achebe quotes Paul Anber’s explanation on the state of the nation: 

With unparalleled rapidity, the Igbos advanced Fastest in the 
shortest period of time of all Nigeria’s ethnic groups. Like the 
Jews. To whom they have frequently been likened, they progress 
despite being a minority in the country, filling the  ranks of the 
nation’s educated prosperous upper classes…. It was not long 
before the educational and economic progress of the Igbos led to 
their becoming the major source of administrators, managers, 
technicians, and civil servants for  the country, occupying 
senior positions out of proportions to their numbers. Particularly 
with respect to the federal public service and the government 
statutory corporations, thus led to accusations of an Igbo 
monopoly of essential services to the other ethnic groups (Paul 
Anber  1963 in TwaC 74-75) 

 That Nigeria is a country of three major ethnic groups would however made the above 

assertion viewed as domination and monopolistic thereby resulting into suspicion, the feeling of 

resentment, and a way of combating it, as Achebe puts it: 

Get the achievers out and replace them with less qualified 
individuals from the desired ethnic background so as to gain 
access to the resources of the state. This bizarre government 
strategy transformed the federal civil service, corporations, and 
universities into centers for ethnic bigotry and petty squabbles (pg 
76) 
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From the West through the mid-west to the North, a person’s feeling is that of 

domination. This Achebe recalls in a 1966 publications from Northern Nigeria called “The 

Nigeria Situation: Facts and Background”, that: 

...the Igbo were cast as assertive group that unfairly 
 dominated almost every sector of Nigerian Society (pg 77) 

The public service, like the Nigeria Railway Corporation; the Nigerian Ports Authority; 

and the Nigerian Foreign Service, sees Igbo holding “over 70 percent of the posts”. The writer 

describes the result of this mediocrity ethnic chauvinism as devastating. In his word: 

This government- sanctioned environment of hate and resentment 
created by self- serving Politicians resulted in government-
supervised Persecutions, terminations, and dismissals of Nigerian 
citizens based on their ethnicity (pg 77) 

Within six year of self governance, Nigeria society was in a state of fast decline. In There 

Was a Country Achebe writes: 

…. The structure of the country was such that there  was an 
inbuilt power struggle among the ethnic groups, and of course 
those who were in power wanted to stay in power (pg 76) 

It is a period that witnessed crisis which includes: the Nigerian census crises of 1963-64, 

the federal election crisis of 1964, and the western Nigeria election crisis of 1965. This leads to 

what looks like ‘Igbo military coup’ in which Sir Ahmadu Bello got killed. This statement by 

Achebe summarizes the feeling towards this coup: 

…, a sinister plot by the ambitious Igbo of the east to seize control 
of Nigeria (pg 76) 

This military takeover escalated ethnic conflict; in a country in 
which tribalism was endemic, the rumor of an ‘Igbo coup’ began 
to find acceptance (pg 66) 

 The writer emphasizes on the struggle for state power, ownership of economic/social 

provisioning of the state, how it is divided across ethnic line. Political maneuvering in the civil 
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service, in the military and the police had been favored towards the feudal north. By July, the 

northern extraction led by Yakubu Gowon had in a counter coup taken over the government. 

Achebe emphasizes on how the military coup of 1966 set in 
motion a series of ethnic pogroms against the Igbos the weeks 
saw easterners attacked both randomly and in an organized 
fashion (pg 66)    

Achebe puts this lust for revenge as:   

partly resentment on the Igbos who led thenation in virtually 
every sector-politics, education, commerce, and the arts (pg 75) 

This bitterness and hatred along ethnic divide was so pronounced particularly in the 

north. In what was coined or termed pogrom, soldiers were used to perpetrate evil. Many Igbo 

officers lost their commands in the wake of the July counter coup followed by ethnic cleansing 

of Igbos in the North. In Lagos, soldiers rounded up people and execute them; 

 in Lagos where we lived soldiers were also used in targeted 
raids of certain people’s home including our own (pg 67) 

This is a direct result of a complete fragmentation and politicization of the military 

establishment along ethno-religious lines. Achebe narrates the feeling of alienation that 

beclouded the nation, this feeling of abhorred resentment and hatred he documents here:  

as many of us packed belongings to return east some of the people 
we lived with for years, some for decades jeered and said, “let 
them go; food will be cheaper in Lagos.” (pg 68) 

The trauma is inevitable, of the aftermath of dismemberment of ‘whole’-the unity and 

oneness that was though artificially created by colonialism, but upheld in unity as one. This 

caused the migration of the Igbo to their region. Many Igbos were struggling to escape the 

pogrom being perpetrated in the non-Igbo places of the country. Against this backdrop was the 
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influx of dislocated millions, coupled with the problem of resettlement of the refugees. Achebe 

writes of the impending danger; 

the people, especially the Igbos elite are beginning to doubt if they 
could manage to remain a part of the country;  there was 
more discussion of the possibilities of coexistence in a nation with 
such disparate peoples and religious and cultural backgrounds (pg 
71) 

What was obtained afterward, Achebe puts thus: 

  the movement towards a declaration of independence was very 
clear and sharp, because it was a result of a particular group of 
Nigeria citizens from the eastern region attempting to protect 
themselves from the great violence that had been organized and 
executed by arms of the government of the federal republic of 
Nigeria (pg 87) 

For fear of marginalization within the state and that Nigeria “did not belong we” as 

Liberians would say, there is every need to “protect ourselves” and safeguard our people’s 

interests. Achebe laments how everything had turned out then. That the people they once new, 

the nation they once called their own had now rejected them. In his own words:  

the Nigeria that meant so much to all of us was not reciprocating 
the affection we had for it. They had not embraced us, the Igbo 
people, and other  easterners, as fully fledged members of the 
Nigerian family (pg 87) 

The statement above justifies Biafra’s position and its declaration as free sovereign and 

independent state on May 27, 1967, in response to murder of about 185 Igbo officers and the 

massacre of thirty thousand Igbos and easterners in pogroms that started in may1966. Achebe 

documents his horror;    

…. Northerners turned on Igbo civilians living in the north and 
unleashed waves of brutal massacre …. (pg 67). 

He continues:          
   

thirty thousand were wounded, maimed, and violated, their homes 
and property looted and burned (pg 82) 
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Further reading indicates that the north was minded to use the war as a tool to reassert its 

ethnic dominance, an outright attempt by the north to dominate the more advanced south. 

Achebe justifies thoughtfully the aftermath of the killings of his people that is, secession, 

and that it cannot be divorced from the fact that the genocide against the Igbos in the northern 

region, and the revenge killing of the eastern officers, including the head of state general Aguiyi 

Ironsi in the July counter coup provided the ground for the breakaway that resulted in civil war. 

He also bemoans the attitude of the Nigerian government to probing the pogrom that claimed 

many Igbo lives and caused displacement of millions of them as deliberate, intentional, and pre 

arranged. In his story is this justifying thought:  

on may 30, 1967, Ojukwu citing a variety of malevolent acts 
directed at the mainly easterners- such as the pogrom that 
claimed over thirty thousand lives; the federal government failure 
to ensure the safety of easterners in the presence of organized 
genocide, and the direct incrimination of the government in the 
murders of its own citizens - proclaimed the independence of the 
Republic of Biafra from Nigeria (pg 92). 

What was being said, being done, and the binarism of this action gives credence to 

cynical minds. The horror that characterize the civil war is not unconnected to an attempt by the 

Nigerian government led by the Hausa/Fulani feudal to annihilate in form of ethnic cleansing, 

the Igbos, and the easterners. Achebe concludes that; 

internal rivalries, one discovers, between personalities, across 
ethnic groups, and within states often fuel the persistence of 
conflicts (pg 123) 

From both sides: the Nigerian government and on the invasion of the Mid-West by the 

Biafrans, Achebe says of the feeling of this people;   

“we on the other hand, were being told by the Biafrans 
propaganda machinery that we were  liberated from tyranny, but 
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on the other we were feeling an occupied military zone under 
martial law (pg 133) 

This was the position of the ethnic minorities in relation to the persecution of the civil 

war. 

3.5 ETHNIC CLEANSING OR GENOCIDE 

On one hand, the empirical evidence from Achebe’s narration seems to corroborate his 

argument and submission. On the other hand is the criticism of his account which some viewed 

bias enough. However we want to see it, it is important to give credence to Achebe’s narrative 

facts, vis-à-vis the information that is available. And what precipitated the war can not in any 

way be seen other than ethnic cleansing. The motivation to kill is no doubt borne out of ethnic 

disunity. In the memoir There Was a Country, Achebe includes many testaments (foreign and 

local) that bear witness to the atrocities perpetrated during before and after the war, mainly on 

the Igbos. One of such testament is the one by Monsignor George Rocheau stating:   

there has been genocide for example on the occasion of the 1966 
massacres…. Firstly the region between the towns of Benin and 
Asaba where only widows and orphans remain, federal troops 
having for unknown reasons massacred all the men (Rocheau 
1968 quoted in TwaC pg 137 ) 

Another of this testament is the thirty-five years later apology of General Gowon to the 

Igbos in Asaba, where he claimed to have been ignorant of the killings of innocents of this town 

at that time. But most bewildering is a later testimony of one Major General Ibrahim Haruna 

before the Justice Oputa Panel, whom Achebe describes as “belligerent” and “unremorseful”. 

In Calabar, Achebe recalls the action of the Nigerian Army as similar to that of the Nazi 

policy of Jewish eradication. He puts this in his words:     
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by the time the Nigerians were done, they had “short at least 
1000 and perhaps 2000 Ibos most of them civilians”….(pg 87) 

This ethnic cleansing is also evident in his account of Colonel Adekunle’s massacre of 

Igbo civilians in Asaba and the horror witnessed by Jean Mayer:   

Distribution centers and refugee camps are bombed ….Red Cross 
insignias are singled out for special attention by Nigerian 
bombers…. (Meyers 1969 TwaC pg 213) 

Achebe’s rhetoric weaves itself around the questions on the issue of genocide; “starvation 

as a legitimate weapon of war”? Or that Nigeria led by the Islamic extremist had a “calculated 

design to exterminate the Igbo people from the face of the earth”?  

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

CRITICISM, RECOMMENDATION AND CONCLUSION 

4.1   CRITICISM 

           The need for criticism is generally accepted. Literature can only flourish in an atmosphere 

where writers are exposed to intelligent objectives criticism of their work. In a very important 

essay, Abiola Irele has argued strongly in favor of creating a criticism adequate to modern 

African works which will relate; 

the new literary expression in a clear and meaningful way to the 
African situation and specifically to the African peoples 
themselves-to their total experience (Irele 1971: 9) 
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         More so, as literature is written within a cultural setting and no meaningful criticism is 

possible, without the existence of a community of values shared by the writer and the critic, it is 

important of critical function to be translated to that specific cultural context. 

       There Was a Country was published at the time when Nigeria needed to be asked 

questions that borders on the past in relation to the disillusionment of its post-independence 

experiences in political and social relationship. In a divided nation, what this work did was spark 

reactions and counter reactions. Nigeria literary critics, and critics from other part of the world 

have reacted to the memoir, drawing from their own understanding of the issue of ethnic schism 

in relation to history of Nigeria. However, criticism from Achebe’s fellow writer and critic has 

drawn a lot of audience due to his misapprehension, and misconception of historical facts.  

In an interview that Wole Soyinka granted Sahara Reporters, he said with every sense of 

honesty that  

…it was a book I wish he had never written- that is not in the way 
it was. There are statements in that work that I wish he had never 
made. (Soyinka interviewed by Sahara Reporters 2013) 

This is coming from one of those writers who bore witness to the folding and unfolding 

of the pre and post-independence Nigeria. 

However, what Achebe did in his writing at every point in time is to help create a level 

field playing ground, proposition for polemics and criticism and a way to balance the 

measurement of the three ethnic divided in relation to their conduct before during , and after the 

civil war.  Achebe’s criticism of African nationalist and his favoritism toward Zik is not only 

contentious but stand to be corrected. The verifiable basis of Achebe's story, when juxtaposed 
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with the-"empirical” - observation of historian and critic who represents this critical period in the 

history of Nigeria, allows for debatable manifestations in Achebe’s There Was a Country. 

Thus, Achebe’s new book is almost at every turn unaware of itself as the work of a 

writer, an intellectual addressing other writers and intellectuals and challenging them on such 

fundamental issues as the relationship of the writer to ethics and justice and the responsibilities 

of the true, humanistic intellectual to racial, national and ethnic others. This is in collaboration 

with Achebe’s exclusion of certain historical facts which could be deliberate. In the words of the 

acclaimed literary critic of comparative literature and cultural studies, a radical Marxist, Biodun 

Jeyifo he said:  

If in There Was a Country “a Nigerian ruling class” only appears 
in the narratives and reflections of the author in the final fourth 
part of the book, this is only the most stunning aspect of the 
general intellectual and discursive architecture of the book. This 
“architecture”, this “grammar” is none other than the fact that 
for nearly all other parts of the book with the exception of that 
concluding fourth part, all of Achebe’s “explanations”, all of his 
speculations in the book, are relentlessly driven by ethnicity, and 
a very curious conception of ethnicity for that matter. Logically, 
inevitably, the corollary to this is that “explanations” and 
speculations based on class, and more specifically on intra-class 
and inter-class factors, are either completely ignored or even 
deliberately excluded (journal of Asian and African 
studies2013,Jeyifo 684) 

 

This is a clash between historical truth and literary truth; between the war drums of an 

activist, populist view of a social problem and the pacifism of the Achebean discourse method. 

4.2 CONCLUSION 

Using sociological theory and its nuances attempt has been in survey ethnicity as 

presented in Chinua Achebe’s There Was a country, of the Nigeria society of pre-independence 
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independence and post-independence era. Drawing from literary and non-literary texts, attempts 

have also been made at drawing empirically from works on the topic. There is also the review of 

polemics and criticism of the work. Against the backdrop, I submit that Achebe’s work tells the 

story of his people with a loaded reference to ethnicity as the trouble with Nigeria. Though 

telling it more from “tribal perspective”, he was able to pass on issues that are truly bordering the 

nation, always threatening its unity, and causing the nation to continue to get it wrong no matter 

how it tries. That until this issues are resolved, there cannot be reconciliation of the past with the 

present, a hope of a positive future. And the only avenue to do this now is the ongoing National 

Confrenece. 

 

 

 

4.3 RECOMMENDATION 

Political independence has failed to instill the idea of an enduring nation in the psyche of 

Nigerians. The various constitutions and institutions erected to proscribe ethno-political rivalry 

have failed to do so, and have instead drawn attention to the weak framework of the nation. The 

dream of a Nigeria shorn of the ills besetting other multiethnic nations has failed to materialise. 

Instead, we are tending a contraption bedevil1ed by rising statistics of uneven distribution of the 

national wealth, deprivation as well as open and veiled suppression of dissent. The ghost of the 

civil war of 1967-70 is yet to be exorcised from the collective memory. Though it is still too 

soon to predict what might happen, the warning signs are, nevertheless, there in the emergence of 

violent and non-violent groups, some of them with clearly subversive objectives. Something that 
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now festers in the heart of Nigerians is the fear of what may be their lot before dawn. The 

northern part of the country is become deserted and desolated of the activities of the second most 

dreaded terrorist organization, Boko Haram. 

         The saying is not wrong of the disposition of the north towards other regions in the 

country. As Kole Omotosho puts it “who gets the north rules the nation.” In one of his group 

section, he would say of the north that “every time the there is a challenge to the hegemony of 

the north, they always make the country ungovernable.” The question is whether secession is the 

way forward or not. As long as that ethnocentrism exists, the nation people will always be on 

each other’s throat. There would always be suspicion, tension and conflict. This is evident in the 

activities of Boko Haram in the north, communal clashes in the middle-belt region of the 

country. Against this backdrop, the National Conference convened by the president is a good 

way to begin addressing the trouble with Nigeria. Delegates chosen by zonal councils comprising 

members selected by the five most prominent regional organizations, thus: Afenifere in the 

southwest, Ohanaeze in the southeast, Union of the Niger Delta in the south-south, Arewa 

Consultative Forum for delegates to represent the emirate peoples of the northeast, northwest, 

and north-central, and the Middle Belt Forum for the non-emirate peoples of those regions. A 

national conference of delegates chosen by ethnically oriented sectional organizations would 

almost certainly produce a draft constitution that would maximize both the legal consequences of 

cultural difference and sectional control of economic resources, or rather the desirability or 

otherwise of continuing with the union. 

  



lvii 

 

 

  



lviii 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Abiola Irele, "The Criticism of Modern African Literature," in Perspectives of African 

Literature, ed. Christopher Heywood (London: Heinemann, 1971), pp. 9-24. 

Achebe Chinua. There was a Country. Allen Lane: Penguine Books. 2012 

Achebe, Chinua. (1975) Morning Yet on Creation Day. London, Herneman 

Achebe, Chinua. There was a Country. Allen Lane: Penguin Books Ltd, 2012. Print  

Awolowo, Obafemi. (1947); Path to Nigerian Fredoom London; Fabar and Faber Int. 

Barth, Fredrik, ed. Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, Long Grove, Illinois: WavelandInc, 1969. 

Barth, Fredrik. “Introduction”. Barth 9-38 

Burke, Kenneth. “Literature as Equipment for Living.” Critical theory since plato. Harcourt 

Brace      Jovanovich, New York: 1971. 

Cashmore, Ellis  Encyclopedia of Race and Ethnic Studies (Routledge, 2004)Cashmore, E. 

Dictionary of Race and Ethnic Realtions (Routledge of Kegan Paul, 1984) 

Chinua Achebe Foundation interviews, Number 15: General Yakubu Gowon, October 2005, 

@The Chinua Achebe Foundation. 

Cohen, Ronald  Ethnicity: Problem and Focus in Anthropologly: Annual Review of 

Anthropology 7 (1978) 579-403. 

Durkheim, E. (1938). The Rule of Sociological Method. Chicago: the University of Chicago 

Press. P. 69 

Eagleton, Terry. (1983); Literary Theory: An Introduction  

Fearon, James and David Latin. (1996) “Explaining Inter-ethnic Cooperation,” American 

Political Science     Review 90, 4:715-35 

Harrington, Austin. Art and Social and Social Theory. Polity Press 



lix 

 

Hutchinson J, Smith AD (eds) (1996) Ethnicity. Oxford : oxford University Press. 

Jeffrey D. Blum, “Who Cares About Biafra Anyway?” Harvard Crimson, February 25 1969. 

Journal of Asian and African Studies 2013 48: 683 originally published online 20 October 2013 

Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, Introduction by Nartin Malia (New York: penguin 

group,   1998), eg. 35 

Monsignor Georges Rocheau (sent down on a fact finding mission by His Holiness the Pope 

April 5 1968 as reported Le Monde, The Biafra Story, p. 210. 

Nnoli, O. (1978) Ethnic Politics in Nigeria, Enugu: Forth Dimension 

O’Flinn, J.P. "Towards a Sociology of the Nigerian Novel", African Literature Today, 7; 

1975.34-52.  

Omotosho, Kole. “The Journal of Federalism” 21 (fall 1991) The Nigerian Federation in the 

Nigerian Novel. Lewisham, England. 

Omotosho, Kole. Just Before  Dawn. Ibadan : Spectrum Books Ltd, 1988. Print. 

Osaghea, EE (1986) “Managing Multiple Minority Problems in a Divided Society: The Nigerian 

Experience”, Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 36, no 1 

Otite , O (1990) Ethnic Plurality and Ethnicity in Nigeria, Ibadan: Shaneson 

Schermerhorn, R. (1970). Comparative Ethnic Relations. New York: University of California 

Press 

Suberu, R.T. (2001) Federalism and Ethnic Conflict in Nigeria,Washington: United States 

Institute for Peace 

Weber, Max (1969) Economy and Society : ed. Roth G, Wittich C. Berkeley: University of 

California Press. 

Weber, Max 1947. Essays in Sociology. Edited and translatedby H.H. Gerth and C.    Wright 



lx 

 

Mills. London:  Kegan Paul 

 


