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Brave witness
to bitter division
Willy Maley on a writer of commitment’s memoir of
a postcolonial nation’s descent into bitter conflict
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B

etween 1958 and 1966,
Chinua Achebe published
four novels that secured his
reputation as Africa’s foremost
writer. Then disaster struck, and
21 years passed before another of
his novels appeared. The Nigerian
Civil War of 1967-70 and the
secession of Achebe’s homeland
under the name Biafra, which has
become a byword for suffering,
is the subject of this moving
memoir, punctuated by poems
Achebe wrote during his enforced

break from novels. His interrupted
career never entailed silence.
Like John Milton, he answered his
country’s call, becoming a writer
of commitment. Achebe’s insistence “that the writer take sides
with the powerless” is complicated in that his people, the Igbo,
were seen as a privileged minority
after independence.
Independence and neocolonialism go hand in hand, and in postindependence Nigeria, Achebe
found himself, in the words of
T. S. Eliot that provide the title
of his second novel, “no longer
at ease”. When drunken soldiers
came to his office at the Nigerian
Broadcasting Corporation to test
their guns against his pen, Achebe
“realized suddenly that I had not
been living in my home; I had
been living in a strange place”.
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Does questioning tribal privileges
amount to the “denial of merit”?
Achebe never shies away from
complicated questions, or from
taking sides. His “personal
history” is far from one-sided,
but he can be passionately partisan. From being seen as leaders
of independence, the Igbo became
scapegoats, and Achebe saw it as
the ultimate betrayal: “Having
spearheaded the fight for Nigerian
independence, Biafrans were later
driven out by the rest of Nigeria,
which waged war with the
secessionist republic to conserve
the very sovereignty of a nation
(Nigeria) within whose walls
Biafrans did not feel free, safe,
or desired.” For Achebe, the Igbo

“Biafra” is the name of a tragic
interlude, a suppressed bad
memory. Arguably Nigeria did
not begin to come to terms with
its bitter legacy until Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s powerful
2006 novel Half of a Yellow
Sun. Adichie is a literary granddaughter of Achebe, and There
Was A Country, his long-awaited
reckoning with events that
changed the course of his own
life as a writer, reminds us of the
novelist we almost lost and of the
great writer whose pen ultimately
helped to silence the guns.
Willy Maley is professor of
Renaissance studies, University
of Glasgow.

Ecosystem Assessment, a whole
chapter was devoted to the
health and well-being benefits
that arise from our engagements
with nature. We now know that
ecosystems provide direct positive
effects on mental and physical
health, and indirect positive
effects by furnishing locations
for contact with nature, physical
activity and social engagement,
all of which positively influence
well-being and offer a catalyst
for behavioural change in encouraging the adoption of healthier
lifestyles. Health and happiness
are, in short, services we partially
obtain from ecosystems.
The ecosystems of happiness
are thus complex and worthy of

The book takes a different
tack to storytelling: ‘if a
society is ill the writer has
a responsibility to point
it out’

The search for journalistic
subtitles grates: the chapter
on zoonoses contains a
section on bird flu and
is called ‘Gifts from Asia’

flight from pogroms invites
comparison with the plight
of the Jews after the Holocaust,
but the homeland his people
sought was short-lived.
Achebe’s first novel, Things Fall
Apart (1958), takes its title from
W. B. Yeats’ The Second Coming,
whose line, “The centre cannot
hold”, sums up the post-independence tragedy of Nigeria, a
colonial invention fought for by
the Igbo, whose “individualistic
ethic” meant they found themselves victimised after British
rule ended in 1960. Achebe’s
fourth novel, A Man of the
People (1966), closes with a coup
and was published as one was
launched. The writer had turned
prophet. A postcolonial nation
six years old descended into
bitter conflict.
In his most recent novel,
Anthills of the Savannah (1987),
one line captures Achebe’s
approach to storytelling: “Writers
don’t give prescriptions…They
give headaches!” There Was A
Country takes a different tack:
“if a society is ill the writer has
a responsibility to point it out”.
Civil wars are open sores and
healing takes time, as the case of
Spain has shown. There Was A
Country opens with an Igbo proverb: “a man who does not know
where the rain began to beat him
cannot say where he dried his
body”. The pages of this memoir
are paper towels after a hard rain.

study. This book’s title seems to
imply two potential explorations:
an analysis of the ecosystem
of interactions among natural
and human-made systems that
surround us, and observations
of how natural ecosystems make
us happy. Sadly, Eric Lambin’s
contribution is unable to do
either. Just one of the 10 chapters
explores how the experiencing of
nature influences humans. There
are others on the exploitation of
animals; how infectious agents,
arthropods and microbes emerge
as threats to health; the environmental damage caused by cities;
environmental conflicts and
refugees; and finally how some
poor countries are setting good
examples.
Much of the book is thus not
about happiness, nor really about
how the environment affects it.
The chapters on threats to human
health make an assumption that
their removal will result in happiness. But the subtraction of a
negative does not automatically
mean the creation of a different
positive. The chapter on animals,
for example, documents the ills
we often do to them – but changes
in practices to improve the lives of
animals do not necessarily mean
that human happiness improves.
The blurbs for the book suggest
that Lambin makes “a persuasive
case for strong links between
healthy ecosystems and happy
humans”. There is clearly a rela-
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W

e face a great contemporary paradox. Many
domestic economies are
stagnating and in desperate need
of growth. At the same time, the
apparently free natural resources
of the planet are being used up.
We are told that consuming more
may restore growth, yet this will
in turn damage the planet further.
Most people think that having
more money will make them
happier. But the more we have,
the more we seem to want. It is
true that the poorest, who lack
food, water and security and
the human dignity they bring,
are made happier as they get
wealthier, but after a certain
threshold is passed, well-being
is independent of consumption.
Yet consuming more is associated
with progress. And does not
progress equal more happiness?
In last year’s UK National

tionship, also recently addressed
by the 2012 Royal Society’s
People and the Planet project.
But this book adds little.
An Ecology of Happiness
further suffers from the translatoreditor problem: where metric
units are used, imperial ones
are added in brackets, leading to
recurring irritations over implied
spurious accuracy: examples
include 25,000 litres (6578.9
gallons), 39ºC (102.2ºF) and 30m
(33.3 yards). The search for journalistic subtitles also grates: the
chapter on zoonoses contains a
section on bird flu and is called
“Gifts from Asia”. Some observations are equally odd: “a typical
illness in cities is type 2 diabetes”,
writes the author. This implies an
increased likelihood of diabetes in
cities, but lower levels of physical
activity, the popularity of modern
diets and genetic predispositions
are no less likely in rural than
urban areas: it is just that more
people live in cities, so there are
more cases. Other comments are
equally simplistic, including the
suggestion that the catastrophic
industrial pollution in Chernobyl
“led to a change of regime”.
A nuclear accident in the Ukraine
led to the fall of the USSR. Really?
The penultimate chapter does
nonetheless draw on promising
evidence from three poorer
countries where a variety
of progressive policies have
improved ecosystem services with
the aim of improving well-being.
Costa Rica has enlarged both
forest cover and protected areas,
and has substantially increased
ecotourism to nearly 2 million
annual visitors. Bhutan famously
implemented a middle path of
development with a focus on
using Buddhism as a foundation
for a metric of gross domestic
happiness (rather than gross
domestic product). Vietnam has
increased reforestation while
improving agricultural practices
that have served to boost farm
output from smallholders. These
are small steps, and there is a long
way to go, but they are a start.
My wishes when reading the
title of this book were not met.
It seems that I have been made
unhappy. Perhaps I should have
gone shopping.
Jules Pretty is professor of
environment and society at the
University of Essex, and author
of This Luminous Coast (2011)
and The Earth Only Endures
(2007).
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P

ain is complicated, not only
because of the different types
of it, but also because of the
multidimensional aspects of the
physical, emotional and cognitive
experience. However, in Understanding Pain, Fernando Cervero
provides an updated scientific
account that effectively covers
the mechanisms involved, current
methods of measuring and relieving pain in animals and humans,
and the way it influences life on
an individual as well as societal
level. He integrates h
 istorical
background, cultural narratives,
examples of cases and personal
experience to paint a clear picture
of the subject.
Cervero’s passion and scientific
knowledge, as well as his logical
design of the book’s building
blocks, will help readers shape
their own ideas and think about
pain more widely. This is an enjoyable and thought-provoking work,
written in an accessible style that
will be welcomed by those who
are interested in the discipline of
pain and have some background
knowledge in neuroscience.
He begins the journey by
explaining that a brief painful
response to a simple injury is a
“good” pain that protects us from
harming ourselves, and that pain
due to inflammation helps us
to heal, whereas abnormal pain
caused by damage to the nervous
system (neuropathic pain) is
bad and difficult to treat. He then
describes our current ways of
measuring pain in experimental
animals as unsatisfactory, criticising the methods of evaluating
withdrawal reactions to external
stimuli as expressions of a simple

spinal reflex, rather than a sensation similar to the human experience. Measuring pain in humans
is also tricky because no objective
way of doing so yet exists, so we
have to rely on subjective ratings by
sufferers. However, studies seeking
novel approaches to assessing pain
in animals and objective methods
of measuring it in humans, such
as brain imaging, are promising.
Cervero walks us through the
physiological processes that lead
to the sensation and its amplifi
cation, plus various types of pain,
including the abnormal chronic
neuropathic pains he rightly
characterises as “enigmatic and
dreadful”. He cautions that
although we have learned a great
deal, there is still a long way to go
in the study of pain mechanisms
from the first spinal cord relay
to complex perception involving
the brain. Why do only a small
proportion of individuals develop
chronic pain after similar physical
damage? The answer is unclear,
but may depend on the individual’s genetic make-up, the environment and the way our emotions
and rational thoughts influence
the final pain experience.
Pain has always been with us,
but with scientific advancement
and the availability of analgesics,
as well as changes in political and
social views that have led to us
seeing pain relief as a fundamental
human right, we seem to be
getting closer to a pain-free world.
Cervero writes: “we have to
accept that there will always be a
certain amount of pain around us,
but we strive to decrease its effects
on our lives”. As he discusses,
there is an interesting distinction
in pain exposure between developed and developing countries.
Whereas pain is a commonplace
in developing countries, healthy
people in today’s developed world
are exposed to little of it. Unfortunately, our growing demand for
a pain-free life has led to reduced
pain tolerance and a vicious circle
of pain relief. And there are still
some forms of pain that lack
effective therapy. This is the end
of the tale, but not the end of the
quest for better analgesics and a
pain-free world.
Gila Moalem-Taylor is research
fellow and senior lecturer in the
School of Medical Sciences,
University of New South Wales,
Australia. Her current research
focuses on the cross-talk between
the nervous and immune systems
in neuropathic pain.
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