CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Background to the Study

Nigerian culture is a dynamic and intricate blend of diverse traditions, customs, and
values, shaped by a multitude of ethnic groups, each contributing unique elements to the national
identity. Culture is generally understood as the shared practices, beliefs, values, customs,
traditions, behaviors, and artifacts that characterize a group of people. It encompasses a society's
way of life, including language, art, religion, social norms, family structures, governance systems,
and even material objects (Smith, 2020). Culture is both learned and passed down through
generations, serving as a key determinant of identity and social cohesion within a community. It
also shapes how individuals interact with their environment, view the world, and understand
their place in society.

In the context of Nigeria, culture takes on a unique complexity due to the country’s vast
diversity.Nigeria’s rich cultural diversity stems from its over 250 ethnic groups, each with
distinct languages, practices, and worldviews, making the country one of the most culturally
pluralistic societies globally (Ibrahim, 2018 & Adiele, 2020). According to the National
Population Commission, Nigeria has over 500 indigenous languages spoken across the country,
with Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo being the three major languages, spoken by over 70 million, 45
million, and 44 million people respectively (NPC, 2021). The ethnic makeup of the country is
predominantly dominated by three major groups—Hausa-Fulani in the north, Yoruba in the
southwest, and Igbo in the southeast—who together comprise nearly 60% of the population.

However, the other 250 ethnic groups, including the Kanuri, Tiv, Ibibio, Efik, and Nupe,



contribute to the remaining 40%, with each group possessing its own unique cultural practices
and languages (Ibrahim, 2018).

This multitude of cultural influences is not merely a matter of different groups living side
by side, but rather an ongoing interaction between these groups, which has given rise to a
complex web of shared traditions, mutual influences, and, at times, tensions. Among the largest
ethnic groups are the Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa-Fulani, whose cultures, while distinct, have all
contributed significantly to the fabric of Nigerian society. The Igbo, for example, are known for
their strong sense of community, their rich oral traditions, and their entrepreneurial spirit.
Traditionally, they live in village-based societies with a strong emphasis on communal decision-
making and respect for elders (Adiele, 2020). The Yoruba, predominantly found in the
southwestern part of the country, are known for their rich heritage in art, music, and literature, as
well as their complex system of traditional governance under the leadership of the Oba (king),
with an organized hierarchy of chiefs and councils (Ibrahim, 2018).

The Hausa-Fulani, residing mostly in the northern region, have a long history of
centralized political organization, with the Emir at the apex of their traditional leadership,
supported by a council of advisers (Bashir, 2020). Furthermore, Nigeria's vibrant art, music, and
literature contribute immensely to global cultural discourse, with world-renowned authors like
Chinua Achebe offering critical insights into the nation’s cultural dynamics (Achebe, 1958). In
essence, Nigerian culture is not only a representation of its diverse ethnic groups but also a
reflection of the historical, social, and political forces that have shaped the nation. Understanding
Nigerian culture requires an appreciation of this pluralistic environment, where multiple
traditions and values coexist, adapt, and occasionally clash, giving rise to a dynamic national

identity.



Nigerian culture is deeply intertwined with religion, with Islam and Christianity being the
two dominant religions, and indigenous religious practices still holding strong sway, especially
in rural areas. Religion shapes many aspects of Nigerian life, from the foods people eat and the
clothes they wear to how they structure their social and political relationships. For example, the
Yoruba people, although many are now Christian or Muslim, still observe festivals rooted in
their traditional religious beliefs, such as the Ogun Festival (a festival dedicated to the Yoruba
god of iron and war) and the Esu Festival (celebrating the Yoruba god of crossroads and
communication) (Ibrahim, 2018). Colonization and modernization profoundly impacted
traditional Nigerian culture, leading to significant cultural conflicts and the erosion of indigenous
practices. The introduction of Western education, Christianity, and new economic systems
disrupted established social structures and belief systems. British colonial rule brought about
changes such as the spread of the English language, the development of new forms of money,
transportation, and communication, and an economy based on the export of cash crops (Eze,
2021).

Literature encompasses written works that possess artistic or intellectual value, including
genres such as poetry, drama, fiction, and essays. It serves as a medium to convey stories, ideas,
emotions, and experiences, reflecting the society in which it is created and shaping cultural
identities for future generations. Through its narratives, literature captures the beliefs, values, and
struggles of a culture, preserving its heritage and facilitating critical analysis of societal
dynamics (Tymoczko, 2019). Nigerian literature is a rich and diverse tradition that reflects the
complexities of Nigeria's cultural landscape, which includes over 500 ethnic groups and a range
of religious and historical influences. It has evolved over time, from early oral traditions and

folklore to modern literary works that have gained international recognition. Contemporary



Nigerian literature continues to explore themes of identity, colonialism, tradition, modernity, and
the socio-political landscape of Nigeria. Authors such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2013),
Ayobami Adebayo (2017), and Chigozie Obioma (2014) have made significant contributions to
the global literary canon, addressing the challenges of modern life while preserving the country's
cultural heritage. The works of old Nigerian writers, such as Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, have made significant contributions to the global literary canon.
These writers often explore themes of identity, colonialism, tradition, modernity, and the socio-
political landscape of Nigeria. Nigerian literature is characterized by its ability to address the
challenges of modern life while also preserving the country's cultural heritage (Adichie, 2009;
Soyinka, 1999).

Chinua Achebe, one of Africa’s most celebrated authors, exemplifies the role of literature
in documenting and analyzing culture. In his seminal novel “Things Fall Apart” (1958), Achebe
provides an in-depth portrayal of Igbo traditions, governance systems, and spiritual beliefs,
offering readers a vivid insight into the richness of pre-colonial African society. Through
characters like Okonkwo, Achebe explores themes such as family hierarchy, gender roles, and
the importance of communal decision-making. Achebe’s work also highlights the transformative
impact of colonization on African cultures. For instance, “Things Fall Apart” portrays how
British colonial administration and Christian missionaries disrupted the traditional social fabric
of Igbo society, creating tension between modernity and tradition. Through this, Achebe
emphasizes the resilience of African cultures while also critiquing the destructive forces of
colonialism. His use of proverbs, folk tales, and indigenous Igbo terms adds authenticity to his

narrative, reinforcing the cultural identity he seeks to preserve.



Achebe’s novels, along with those of other African writers like Wole Soyinka and Ngiigi
wa Thiong'o, do more than document cultural heritage—they analyze it. These works encourage
readers to question and critically evaluate societal norms, such as patriarchy, communalism, and
spirituality. Achebe, in particular, challenges Western narratives that often depict Africa as a
continent devoid of culture and history. His works reclaim African voices, asserting that African
societies had established governance systems, moral codes, and vibrant traditions long before
colonization.Analyzing Chinua Achebe's depiction of Nigerian culture is essential because his
works serve as a repository of traditional African practices and an avenue for understanding the
impact of colonialism on cultural transformation.

Statement of the Problem

Nigerian culture, like many other cultures around the world, has faced significant
challenges due to the impact of colonization, modernization, and globalization. One of the most
pressing issues today is the erosion of traditional cultural practices and values, leading to a
gradual loss of cultural identity. While these changes have led to the evolution of Nigerian
society, there is a growing concern that the unique aspects of Nigerian culture are being
overshadowed or forgotten. Literature, especially novels, plays a crucial role in documenting and
preserving cultural heritage. However, despite the abundance of Nigerian literature, there
remains a gap in fully understanding how the country's culture is portrayed, preserved, and
critiqued in literary works.A critical examination of how Chinua Achebe's novels portray
Nigerian culture is essential for shedding light on the complexities of cultural transformation.

The problem lies in the insufficient analysis of how Achebe’s works both preserve and
critique the cultural practices and beliefs of the Igbo people, as well as the broader Nigerian

society. While Achebe’s influence on literature is widely recognized, the deeper implications of



his portrayal of culture often remain unexplored. According to Irele (2018), Achebe’s narrative
serves as a counter-narrative to colonial portrayals of African societies, but the subtleties of his
critique of cultural erosion and transformation have not been adequately studied. This gap in
understanding requires a more thorough examination of Achebe’s depiction of Nigerian culture,
particularly how it reflects both the preservation of tradition and the resistance to cultural erosion.
This study, therefore, aims to critically analyze Achebe’s depiction of Nigerian culture in
order to explore the roles of literature in preserving cultural heritage and examining the dynamics
of cultural transformation. By engaging with Achebe’s works, this research seeks to fill the gap
in understanding how literature contributes to the ongoing negotiation between -cultural
continuity and change, particularly in the context of Nigerian society.
Objectives of the Study
The following research objectives were raised to guide the study;
1. To identify and evaluate key elements of Nigerian culture portrayed in Achebe’s works.
2. To analyze the impact of colonialisation and modernization on traditional Nigerian
culture in Achebe’s novels.
3. To assess Achebe’s role in preserving and critiquing Nigerian culture.
Research Questions
The following research questions were raised for this study:
1. What are the key elements of Nigerian culture portrayed in Chinua Achebe’s novels?
2. How does Achebe depict the interaction between traditional Nigerian culture, colonial
and modern influences?
3. What is Achebe’s stance on cultural preservation and transformation?

Significance of the Study



This study holds significant value in understanding Nigerian cultural identity and its
transformation in the face of both internal and external forces. By critically analyzing Chinua
Achebe’s novels, particularly “Things Fall Apart” and “Arrow of God”, this research provides
valuable insights into how cultural identities are shaped, preserved, and altered in response to the
forces of colonization, globalization, and modernization. As Achebe’s works explore the
intricacies of traditional Nigerian culture, the study will contribute to a deeper understanding of
the cultural values, beliefs, and practices that have historically defined Nigerian society. This
study's importance lies in recognizing how Achebe’s depiction of Nigerian culture provides a
framework for understanding the preservation and transformation of cultural identity during
periods of intense social change.

This research also paves the way for future studies that explore how literature can act as
both a historical record and a critical tool for cultural continuity. By extending the analysis of
Achebe’s works, future studies may examine how other African writers have engaged with
similar themes of cultural transformation, identity, and resistance to cultural erosion. In doing so,
this study will contribute to the growing body of work in African literature and cultural studies,
encouraging further dialogue about the role of literature in shaping and preserving cultural
heritage in the globalized world.

Scope of the Study

This study will focus on two of Chinua Achebe's most significant novels, “Things Fall
Apart” (1958) and “Arrow of God” (1964), chosen for their detailed portrayal of Nigerian culture
and the themes of colonialism and cultural transformation. These works were selected for their

in-depth exploration of traditional Nigerian society and its clash with Western influences.



The study will explore key aspects of Nigerian culture depicted in Achebe's novels,
including traditional governance, religion, gender roles, family systems, and social customs. The
role of leadership and the tension between traditional and colonial governance will be central, as
will the impact of Christianity on indigenous belief systems. Gender roles and family dynamics
in pre-colonial Nigerian society will also be analyzed, with a focus on how colonialism reshapes
these structures. The study will examine the conflict between traditional culture and the forces of
colonialism, particularly how characters in Achebe's novels experience cultural erosion and
transformation. While the study will be centered on Achebe’s works, it will not address his other
novels, such as “No Longer at Ease” and “A Man of the People”, which will be outside the scope.
Similarly, the research will focus solely on Achebe’s depiction of Nigerian culture, without
expanding into other African literary traditions.

This study aims to provide a focused analysis of Achebe’s contribution to the
preservation and transformation of Nigerian culture, while acknowledging its limitations in terms
of the texts and scope of analysis.

Definition of Key Terms

The following terms are defined as used in this study:

Nigerian Culture: The customs, traditions, values, and practices of Nigeria’s diverse ethnic
groups, shaped by historical, social, and political influences.

Literature: Written works that express ideas, emotions, and cultural experiences, including
novels, poetry, and drama, reflecting society’s values and beliefs.

Critical Analysis: The process of closely examining and evaluating a text to understand its
meaning, themes, and cultural context.

Novel: A novel is a long fictional prose narrative that explores characters and events.



Postcolonial Literature: Literary works that address the effects of colonization, focusing on

themes like identity, resistance, and the impacts of colonialism on culture and society.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter presents the literature cited from other scholars about the Study of the

Critical Analysis of Nigerian Culture in Chinua Achebe’s Novels. The review was done under
the following sub-headings:

e Concept of Literature

e Concept of Culture in Literature

e Overview of the Nigerian Culture

e Postcolonial Literature and Cultural Identity

e Chinua Achebe’s Contribution to Nigerian and African Culture

e Critical Analysis of Nigerian Culture in Achebe’s Novels
Concept of Literature

Literature, as a multifaceted concept, has been the subject of extensive scholarly

discourse, particularly concerning its definition and inherent nature. At its core, literature is an
art form that utilizes language to express human experiences, emotions, and imagination, both in
oral and written forms. It serves as a medium through which individuals and societies convey
their thoughts, feelings, and cultural narratives. The term literature encompasses a broad
spectrum of written and spoken materials. According to Ogundokun (2021), literature is an open
concept and a creative art which expresses human history, experiences, imagination,
observations, predictions and suggestions at a particular time in a given society. This definition
highlights literature's role in reflecting and shaping societal values and experiences. Literature, as
a concept, has been defined in numerous ways over the years, highlighting its role as both an art

form and a vehicle for conveying human experience. Wellek and Warren (1949) in their seminal
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work Theory of Literature describe literature as imaginative writing that evokes emotions and
ideas beyond factual or informational discourse. Similarly, Ogundokun (2021) emphasizes that
literature is a creative art that expresses human history, imagination, and societal values at a
particular time. This definition underscores literature’s reflective and transformative role in
society.

Recent studies have also shed light on how literature functions as a repository of cultural
and individual narratives. For instance, Anderson (2019) asserts that literature is not just an
artistic endeavor but a means of documenting human existence and fostering empathy. Such
perspectives broaden our understanding of literature as both a cultural artifact and a medium of
connection. Furthermore, literature is often distinguished by its use of language that transcends
mere communication, aiming instead to evoke aesthetic pleasure and deeper understanding. As
noted by Ighile (2010), literature is "an art made realisable in imaginative expression or a special
use of language." This perspective underscores the deliberate manipulation of language to
achieve artistic effect, setting literature apart from other forms of writing.

The nature of literature is deeply rooted in its imaginative and linguistic qualities,
allowing it to transcend everyday language and evoke deeper emotional and intellectual
responses. Eagleton (2012) describes literature as a "special form of language," emphasizing its
ability to transform ordinary experiences into profound expressions through concentrated and
evocative use of words. This quality of literature is evident in its deliberate use of imagery,
symbolism, rhythm, and metaphor, which engage readers on multiple levels, appealing not only
to reason but also to emotions and imagination. Unlike denotative language, which
communicates straightforward facts or information, literary language is often connotative,

implying meanings that extend beyond the literal. Mishra (2020) emphasizes that this layered
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quality of literature enables readers to derive personal interpretations and connect deeply with
the text. For example, in Shakespeare's Macbeth, when Lady Macbeth says, "Out, damned spot!
Out, I say!" the literal interpretation is her attempt to wash imaginary bloodstains from her hands.
However, the connotative meaning reveals her overwhelming guilt and psychological torment,
which metaphorically "stains" her conscience. This duality invites readers to explore themes of
guilt, morality, and the psychological consequences of ambition, making the language of the play
rich with layered significance.

Similarly, in Chinua Achebe's “Things Fall Apart”, the use of proverbs exemplifies the
imaginative use of language. The saying, "A toad does not run in the daytime for nothing,"
carries a straightforward meaning about unusual behavior but connotes deeper cultural wisdom
about the significance of actions and the reasons behind them. This connotative richness reflects
Achebe’s ability to embed cultural heritage within his narrative, offering readers both insight and
aesthetic pleasure. Literature can be categorized into imaginative and non-imaginative types.
Imaginative literature includes works such as novels, poems, and plays, which prioritize
creativity and emotional engagement. Non-imaginative literature, on the other hand, focuses on
factual and straightforward communication, as seen in essays or biographies (Ighile, 2017).
Functions of Literature in Society

One of the primary functions of literature is its ability to reflect the culture, values,
beliefs, and traditions of a society. Literature acts as a cultural mirror, capturing and preserving
the essence of a particular community's identity, heritage, and historical context. Through the
lens of literature, readers can gain insight into how societies function, what they hold dear, and

how their customs and practices evolve over time. In this sense, literature is not just an aesthetic

12



or intellectual pursuit but an essential means of transmitting culture across generations (Jain,
2020).

By documenting cultural narratives, literature ensures the continuity of customs and
practices, often serving as a repository of collective memory. For instance, myths, folklore, and
epic tales play an integral role in encapsulating the values, fears, and aspirations of societies.
These stories often convey moral lessons, historical events, and existential questions that form
the bedrock of a community’s worldview. As such, literature becomes a vehicle through which
the intricacies of human experience are understood within a specific cultural framework (Mishra,
2021).Beyond mere documentation, literature also helps shape and define culture by influencing
societal norms. Writers and poets engage in an ongoing dialogue with their cultural environment,
exploring, questioning, and sometimes challenging prevailing norms and customs. In doing so,
they contribute to the evolving nature of culture, as their works stimulate reflection and
discussions that inform how society perceives itself and its values. According to Kumar (2019),
literature does not just mirror reality; it shapes how culture is perceived and continuously
reinvents itself in response to shifting political, economic, and social forces.

Literature has long served as a powerful tool for social and political change. Through its
evocative and thought-provoking nature, literature has the ability to challenge entrenched power
structures, question oppressive systems, and mobilize communities toward social reform. As a
form of expression, it offers writers the freedom to critique societal injustices, reveal hidden
truths, and propose alternative realities. In doing so, literature can inspire action, shift public
opinion, and contribute to political and social movements. Historically, literature has played an
instrumental role in exposing human rights abuses, inequality, and exploitation. By drawing

attention to social ills, writers have brought marginalized voices to the forefront and galvanized
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public discourse around issues such as racial discrimination, gender inequality, colonialism, and
poverty. Mishra (2020) argues that literature is a significant tool for empowering marginalized
communities by articulating their struggles, thereby mobilizing broader support for social justice.
For example, the works of Toni Morrison and Maya Angelou have contributed to the ongoing
discourse about race in America, amplifying the voices of African-Americans and challenging
systemic inequality.
Forms of Literature and Their Roles in Cultural Representation

Literature is an expansive and dynamic field that includes various forms, each playing a
unique role in the representation of culture, traditions, and human experiences. These forms,
such as prose, poetry, and drama, allow writers to explore different facets of human existence
and convey messages that are reflective of societal norms, ideologies, and values. Each literary
form serves as a mirror to culture, offering nuanced ways of understanding and interpreting the
world.
Prose

Prose is the most common form of written language, encompassing novels, short stories,
essays, and more. Unlike poetry, prose is characterized by its use of ordinary, unadorned
language. Its flexibility allows for the expression of a wide range of ideas, from intimate
personal experiences to vast societal and historical narratives. Prose has the capacity to delve
into complex characters, provide social commentary, and present multifaceted perspectives on
the world.
Poetry

Poetry is often regarded as the most concentrated and expressive form of literature.

Through the use of meter, rhyme, and vivid imagery, poetry conveys emotions, thoughts, and
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ideas in a way that is both artistic and profound. Its brevity and rhythmic structure make it a
powerful form for cultural representation, as it can encapsulate the essence of a particular culture
or moment in time. Poetry plays a significant role in cultural representation by capturing the
emotional and spiritual core of a society. In many cultures, poetry is deeply intertwined with
religious practices, communal rituals, and national identity. It can serve as a form of collective
expression, where poets channel the sentiments of their people, giving voice to both the
individual and the collective experience (Olaniyan, 2019).
Drama

Drama is a performative form of literature that brings characters, dialogue, and conflict to
life through live performance or scripted work. Whether in the form of stage plays, radio dramas,
or screenplays, drama combines elements of prose and poetry with visual and auditory
expression, creating an immersive experience for the audience. Drama, due to its performance-
based nature, has a unique ability to portray culture in a visceral and immediate way. One of the
key roles of drama in cultural representation is its portrayal of social norms and conflicts through
live action. Drama often addresses cultural and societal issues directly, using characters and plot
to reflect and critique social values. For example, ancient Greek tragedies, such as those by
Sophocles and Euripides, provided a platform to discuss moral dilemmas, the roles of gods and
fate, and the responsibilities of citizens. Similarly, in contemporary times, drama continues to
address pressing social issues, such as inequality, human rights, and gender roles.
Concept of Culture in Literature

The concept of culture in literature involves understanding how literary works reflect,
critique, and shape cultural practices, values, and beliefs within specific societies. Culture, as a

dynamic system of shared values, traditions, and social norms, influences the creation and

15



interpretation of literature, making it a repository of cultural identity and expression (Adichie,
2022). Research in this area highlights the interplay between cultural contexts and literary
production, particularly in postcolonial and indigenous settings, such as Nigeria, where literature
serves as a tool for cultural preservation and critique.

In the Nigeria, literature is deeply rooted in the diverse cultural traditions of the nation,
with works that showcase its multiplicity of languages, ethnicities, and historical experiences.
From the oral traditions of folk tales and proverbs to contemporary writings, Nigerian literature
offers a rich field for exploring the influence of culture on themes, narrative structures, and
character development (Okpewho,2012). Nigerian literature, such as the works of Chinua
Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, reflects traditional values and societal
norms while also engaging with the impacts of colonialism, globalization, and modernity.
Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” exemplifies how literature portrays cultural tensions between
traditional Igbo society and colonial influences, offering insights into the complexities of cultural
identity (Achebe, 1958). Research has shown that Nigerian literature often functions as a
medium for preserving indigenous knowledge and practices. For instance, the use of Yoruba
folklore in Soyinka’s plays or Igbo cosmology in Achebe’s novels ensures the survival of these
traditions in modern contexts (Soyinka, 1976).

Postcolonial literary studies have also emphasized the role of culture in Nigerian
literature, analyzing how authors negotiate their cultural heritage while challenging colonial
discourses. This duality is evident in works like “The Lion and the Jewel” by Soyinka, which
juxtaposes traditional Yoruba culture with Western influences (Soyinka, 1963).

Culture plays an important role in shaping societal values, as it encompasses the beliefs,

traditions, norms, and practices that define a community. The study of culture, particularly in the
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Nigerian context, has garnered significant attention among scholars, given the nation's cultural
diversity and its influence on societal development. Culture has been widely studied across
disciplines, leading to varied but complementary definitions. Taylor (2004) provides an early
anthropological definition, describing culture as “that complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a
member of society.” Similarly, Hofstede (2015) views culture as “the collective programming of
the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another.”

In the Nigerian context, scholars have emphasized the dynamic and multifaceted nature
of culture. Igboin (2023) defines culture as the total way of life of a people, encompassing their
language, religion, arts, and social organization. Osaghae (2022) argues that culture is both a tool
for societal cohesion and a marker of identity in multiethnic societies like Nigeria. This view
aligns with the recognition of culture as a foundation for social norms and values, which
influence behavior and decision making in various settings.

Importance of Culture in Shaping Societal Values

Preservation of Identity: Culture serves as a repository of collective identity, particularly in
Nigeria, where ethnic and linguistic diversity is vast. Achebe (1958) illustrates in “Things Fall
Apart” how cultural practices, such as traditional rites and proverbs, shape societal norms and
values. These practices foster a sense of belonging and continuity, ensuring that societal values
are transmitted across generations.

Moral and Ethical Framework: Culture acts as a guide for moral and ethical behavior. According
to Idang (2023), cultural values dictate what is considered right or wrong, influencing individual
and collective decision making. For instance, communal living, respect for elders, and religious

adherence are core values in Nigerian societies, deeply rooted in cultural traditions.
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Social Cohesion: Cultural norms and values promote societal harmony by establishing shared
expectations and responsibilities. Okafor (2018) shows how communal practices, such as
festivals and traditional justice systems, reinforce unity and conflict resolution in Nigerian
communities. These cultural practices are instrumental in fostering social stability and reducing
friction in multiethnic settings.

The Role of Literature in Documenting, Analyzing, and Preserving Culture

Literature has long been recognized as a vital medium for documenting, analyzing, and
preserving culture. It serves as a repository of collective memory, a tool for critical reflection,
and a bridge connecting the past, present, and future (Adetuyi, 2023). Literature plays a critical
role in safeguarding the nation’s diverse cultural heritage and examining societal transformations.
Literature has consistently been recognized as a profound and versatile medium for the
documentation, analysis, and preservation of culture. It functions as a repository of collective
memory, housing the shared experiences, values, and beliefs of societies across generations.
Through its narratives, symbols, and metaphors, literature captures the essence of cultural
identities, serving not only as a reflection of the societal psyche but also as a critical tool for
introspection. By bridging the past, present, and future, literature fosters an ongoing dialogue
about cultural evolution and societal values, enabling communities to both preserve their heritage
and adapt to emerging realities (Olaniyan, 2023).

In a nation like Nigeria, where cultural diversity is one of the nation’s defining
characteristics, literature assumes an even more significant role (Okpewho, 2021). Nigeria, with
its mosaic of ethnic groups, languages, and traditions, finds in literature a powerful instrument
for safeguarding its rich and varied cultural heritage. Okpewho, 2021 revealed that through the

works of writers like Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Buchi Emecheta, and Chimamanda Ngozi
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Adichie, Nigerian literature intricately weaves together elements of folklore, historical narratives,
and contemporary societal issues. These writers document the experiences and histories of their
communities, analyze the intersections of tradition and modernity, and highlight the resilience of
Nigerian cultures in the face of colonialism, globalization, and other transformative forces.
Overview of Nigerian Culture

Nigeria, a diverse and complex nation, is home to a variety of ethnic groups, each with its
own distinct cultural practices, languages, and beliefs. The country’s culture is shaped by its long
history, traditional systems of governance, religion, family structure, and gender roles. These
cultural aspects have evolved significantly, particularly due to the impact of colonialism, which
has left lasting marks on the nation’s traditions, values, and societal norms. This section explores
the traditional Nigerian culture and examines how these cultural elements are reflected both in
pre-colonial and post-colonial Nigeria, as well as the profound impact of colonialism on Nigerian
society (Iro, 2018).

In traditional Nigerian societies, governance was typically decentralized and deeply
rooted in communal values. Each ethnic group had its own system of leadership, which often
consisted of a combination of monarchs, elders, and councils. For example, in the Yoruba culture,
the Oba (king) was the central figure of authority, supported by a council of chiefs and elders
who helped in decision-making. In the Igbo society, leadership was more democratic, with power
shared among the people through village assemblies and councils of elders (Iro, 2018).These
systems emphasized consultation, consensus, and respect for communal values. Leadership was
not seen as an individual’s sole responsibility but as a collective duty, with the leader being a
steward of the community’s welfare rather than an absolute ruler. Similarly, in other Nigerian

societies like the Hausa-Fulani, the emirate system was established, where emirs served as both
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spiritual and political leaders, ensuring that governance was rooted in Islamic principles (Sani,
2019).

Religion has been a cornerstone of Nigerian culture, with pre-colonial Nigeria being
home to a rich tapestry of religious beliefs. Indigenous religions were prevalent across various
ethnic groups, and these religions were often animistic, worshiping deities connected to natural
elements such as the sun, water, and trees. In the Yoruba religion, for example, there is the belief
in Orishas—spirits that govern various aspects of nature and human activity. Similarly, the Igbo
people practice a belief system centered around deities such as Chukwu (the supreme god) and
other lesser gods (Eze, 2020).

The arrival of Islam and Christianity, due to both trade and later colonial influence,
gradually changed the religious landscape of Nigeria. Islam was introduced to the northern
regions of Nigeria as early as the 11th century, becoming the dominant religion among the
Hausa-Fulani. Christianity, introduced by European missionaries during the colonial period, took
root in southern Nigeria. Despite these religious shifts, indigenous religious practices continue to
coexist alongside Islam and Christianity, reflecting the religious pluralism that characterizes
Nigerian society today (Ogunyemi, 2017).

In traditional Nigerian societies, the family is the central unit of social organization. The
extended family structure, consisting of multiple generations living together or in close
proximity, plays a crucial role in the socialization of individuals and in providing support
systems.

Pre-Colonial and Post-Colonial Cultural Reflections
Before the advent of European colonialism, Nigerian societies were characterized by a

strong sense of community, with cultural practices that were deeply connected to the land,
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spirituality, and social values. The political structures were decentralized but highly organized,
with local chiefs and elders playing significant roles in governance. Religion, too, was deeply
ingrained in daily life, with rituals and ceremonies reinforcing social and spiritual norms. These
practices, whether in terms of governance, religion, or social relations, were expressions of the
rich cultural identities of various Nigerian groups. Cultural practices, such as the masquerades in
the Igbo and Yoruba communities, storytelling traditions, music, and dance, served as vital tools
for preserving history, enforcing social norms, and communicating cultural values. These
practices were not only forms of entertainment but were also critical in passing down cultural
wisdom, moral lessons, and ancestral legacies (Adeoye, 2018).

The post-colonial period in Nigeria, beginning with independence in 1960, brought about
significant changes to the country’s culture. Colonialism had imposed European systems of
governance, religion, and education on the indigenous population, leading to the disruption of
traditional Nigerian systems. The introduction of Western education and the imposition of
foreign governance structures, such as the British colonial system, significantly altered the
political and social fabric of Nigerian society.In the post-colonial era, Nigerian culture became a
blend of traditional practices and Western influences. While many Nigerians continued to
maintain their indigenous cultural practices, Western-style governance and education became
dominant, especially in urban areas. The result was a complex cultural synthesis, where the old
and the new coexisted, sometimes in tension, as Nigerians sought to reconcile their indigenous
identity with the forces of globalization (Ajibola, 2021).

One notable consequence of colonialism was the transformation of gender roles. While
pre-colonial societies had relatively defined roles for men and women, colonialism, particularly

in the British context, often imposed more rigid gender distinctions. Women’s roles became
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more confined to the domestic sphere, and their economic independence was further curtailed as
the colonial economy favored male-dominated industries. In the post-colonial era, these changes
in gender dynamics have led to a gradual but growing movement for women’s rights and gender
equality.

Nigerian culture, with its rich and diverse traditions, has been significantly influenced by
both pre-colonial and post-colonial developments. While colonialism has disrupted many
indigenous practices, it has also led to a blending of cultures, creating a dynamic and evolving
cultural landscape. Understanding these cultural elements and their historical development is
essential to comprehending the complexities of Nigerian society today.

Chinua Achebe’s Contribution to Nigerian and African Literature

Chinua Achebe, born on November 16, 1930, in Ogidi, southeastern Nigeria, was a
renowned Nigerian novelist, poet, and essayist. He belonged to the Igbo ethnic group and grew
up in a culturally rich environment that combined traditional Igbo values and the influences of
colonial Christianity introduced by British missionaries. Achebe’s formal education at
Government College, Umuahia, and later at the University College of Ibadan exposed him to
Western literature and writing. However, the lack of African representation in those literary
works motivated him to write stories that accurately depicted African culture and countered
colonial misrepresentations (Okonkwo, 2019).

Achebe's upbringing in a family balancing traditional Igbo practices and Christian
teachings fueled his interest in exploring the effects of cultural collisions in his writings. He
witnessed firsthand the cultural conflicts arising from colonization, and this became a central

theme in his work (Adiele, 2020).
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Achebe is celebrated as the "father of African literature" for his pioneering efforts in
presenting authentic African stories. Before his works, African societies were often
misrepresented in colonial literature as uncivilized or backward. Achebe’s narratives, particularly
in “Things Fall Apart”, sought to reframe Africa’s image by showcasing its sophisticated social
structures, spiritual beliefs, and cultural depth. Through his novels, Achebe highlighted the
impacts of colonization and modernization on African traditions. He demonstrated the cultural
erosion caused by the arrival of Western ideologies and portrayed the resilience of African
societies in preserving their identities (Ibrahim, 2018). Achebe believed in using literature as a
weapon to deconstruct the imperialist narratives found in texts such as Joseph Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness, which depicted Africa as a land of darkness and savagery.

Achebe’s Most Notable Works

1. “Things Fall Apart” (1958): This groundbreaking novel portrays the life of Okonkwo, an Igbo
leader, and the cultural disruptions caused by British colonization and Christian missionaries in
Umuofia. It explores the tensions between tradition and change, reflecting the larger cultural
conflicts in Nigerian society.

2. “Arrow of God” (1964): In this novel, Achebe continues to explore the theme of cultural
conflict. The story revolves around Ezeulu, a chief priest, as he navigates the challenges posed
by colonial administrators and Christian missionaries. It highlights the complexities of traditional
leadership and the impact of Western systems on African spirituality.

3. “No Longer at Ease” (1960): This sequel to “Things Fall Apart” focuses on Obi Okonkwo,
Okonkwo's grandson, as he struggles with corruption and identity in post-colonial Nigeria. It

reflects the challenges of reconciling traditional values with modernity.
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4. “Anthills of the Savannah” (1987): This novel examines themes of power, governance, and the
role of intellectuals in post-colonial African societies. It critiques the failures of African
leadership while showcasing the enduring importance of storytelling in cultural preservation.

Achebe’s works remain relevant in discussing cultural preservation because they serve as
historical records of pre-colonial and colonial Nigerian life. His novels capture the essence of
traditional African societies, shedding light on their values, governance, and resilience. Achebe’s
legacy continues to inspire writers, scholars, and activists to preserve and celebrate African
cultural heritage.

Critical Analysis of Nigerian Culture in Achebe’s Novels
Traditional Practices and Beliefs

Achebe’s works delve deeply into the traditions and beliefs of the Igbo people, portraying
a society grounded in its cultural practices and worldview. This section analyzes the depiction of
Igbo traditions and worldviews, the role of ceremonies, festivals, and rituals, and provides
examples from “Things Fall Apart” and “Arrow of God”.

Chinua Achebe presents Igbo traditions and worldviews as intricate and multifaceted,
highlighting their role in shaping societal organization, personal identity, and collective values.
His portrayal is rooted in the philosophical underpinnings of the Igbo people, offering both a
celebration and a critique of their cultural heritage. The Igbo worldview is deeply spiritual,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of life, nature, and the divine. Achebe portrays this through
various elements:

a. The Supreme Being (Chukwu) and Deities: The Igbo cosmology is centered on Chukwu as
the Supreme Being, supported by lesser deities governing different aspects of life. For example,

the earth goddess Ani is revered as the moral and agricultural protector, and her influence is
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highlighted during ceremonies like the Week of Peace (“Things Fall Apart”). Okonkwo’s
reverence for Ani in preparation for planting season showcases the Igbo belief in harmony with
nature. As Irele (2018) observes, Achebe’s work illustrates the Igbo people's profound
integration of the sacred and secular, wherein every action is imbued with spiritual significance.
b. Ancestors and Ancestral Spirits: Ancestral spirits are central to Igbo spirituality, serving as
mediators between the living and the divine. In “Things Fall Apart”, the egwugwu represent
these spirits in the judicial system, embodying the community's moral compass. Emenyonu
(2014) notes that the egwugwusymbolize the continuity of Igbo identity, as they connect the
living with the wisdom of the ancestors.

c. The Concept of Chi (Personal God): Achebe portrays Chi as a personal spiritual force
guiding individual destiny. In “Things Fall Apart”, Okonkwo’s success is attributed to his strong
Chi, while his tragic downfall reflects his inability to reconcile personal ambition with communal
expectations.

d. Divination and Oracles: Divination plays a crucial role in Igbo decision-making. The Oracle
of the Hills and Caves, as seen in “Things Fall Apart”, offers spiritual guidance, even when its
decrees are emotionally challenging, such as the sacrifice of Ikemefuna. Nwoga (1984) observes
that Achebe uses oracles to demonstrate the interplay of religion and rationality in the
governance of traditional Igbo society.

Also, Achebe emphasizes communal living and collective responsibility as cornerstones
of Igbo society.Village assemblies illustrate the democratic ethos of Igbo culture, where
decisions are made collectively by elders and titled men. In “Things Fall Apart”, these
assemblies demonstrate the importance of consensus and dialogue. Okpewho (1992) describes

this system as a microcosm of Igbo democracy, balancing individual voices within a collective
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framework. Kinship is another thing central to Igbo life, shaping social obligations and moral
values. Achebe portrays this through Okonkwo’s exile to Mbanta, where his maternal family
provides refuge and support. This highlights the strength of familial ties in maintaining social
cohesion. Irele (2018) notes that Achebe uses kinship as a metaphor for the interconnectedness
of Igbo society, where individual identity is inseparable from the collective.

Colonialism and Its Impact on Culture

Chinua Achebe critically explores the transformative effects of colonialism on Nigerian
culture in his novels “Things Fall Apart” and “No Longer at Ease”. These works vividly depict
the clash between traditional and Western values and how this encounter reshaped cultural
identity under colonial rule. Colonialism introduced Western values, religion, and governance
systems, which often conflicted with indigenous traditions. In “Things Fall Apart”, Achebe
portrays the disruption of Igbo society by Christian missionaries and British colonial
administrators. The arrival of missionaries, exemplified by Mr. Brown's approach of dialogue
and Reverend Smith's rigid intolerance, highlights the spectrum of colonial influence.
Okonkwo’s resistance to this intrusion reflects the struggle to preserve traditional values:"The
white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were amused at
his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no
longer act like one." (“Things Fall Apart”, p. 124).

The intrusion of Western education and religion undermines Igbo traditions, leading to
divisions within the community. For example, Nwoye, Okonkwo’s son, abandons traditional
beliefs and joins the missionaries, symbolizing the generational and ideological shifts caused by
colonialism.In “No Longer at Ease”, Achebe examines the internalized effects of colonial

influence on the younger generation, as seen in Obi Okonkwo, who struggles to reconcile his
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Western education with the expectations of his traditional upbringing. The narrative reflects how
colonialism disrupts individual identity and communal values. Recent scholarship emphasizes
the depth of this clash. Ezechi (2020) argues that Achebe's works underscore the incompatibility
of Western individualism with Igbo communal values, revealing the disintegration of cultural
cohesion under colonial influence.

Gender Roles and Family Structure

Achebe examines gender roles and family structures in traditional Igbo society and how
they evolve with the advent of modernization and colonialism. His novels “Things Fall Apart”
and “Anthills of the Savannah” offer deep insights into the cultural constructions of masculinity
and femininity and the shifts in gender dynamics over time. In traditional Igbo society, gender
roles are distinctly defined. Men are seen as providers and protectors, while women are
associated with nurturing and domestic responsibilities. Achebe uses “Things Fall Apart” to
depict a patriarchal structure where masculinity is tied to strength, bravery, and material wealth.
Okonkwo embodies this ideal, associating success with male attributes:"His whole life was
dominated by fear, the fear of failure and of weakness... It was the fear of himself, lest he should
be found to resemble his father" (“Things Fall Apart”, p. 13).

Okonkwo’s disdain for his father’s perceived weakness reflects the societal emphasis on
male dominance and rejection of traits considered feminine, such as gentleness and passivity.
Women, though relegated to secondary roles, are vital to the social fabric. For instance, they are
custodians of family unity and perform critical roles in agriculture, such as planting and
harvesting yams.Achebe also highlights women’s spiritual significance, particularly through the
figure of the priestess Chielo, who serves as a powerful intermediary between the people and the

gods. This depiction challenges the notion of complete male dominance by presenting women as
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influential in spiritual and communal life. Irele (2019) emphasizes that Achebe’s portrayal of
women in “Things Fall Apart” reflects a complex interplay of subjugation and reverence,
revealing the nuanced gender dynamics in Igbo society.

The introduction of Western education, religion, and governance disrupts traditional
gender roles and family structures. In “Things Fall Apart”, the arrival of missionaries leads to
shifts in societal values, with women increasingly participating in church activities and gaining a
voice in the community. For example, Nwoye’s mother and other women find refuge in
Christianity, which offers them an alternative to the restrictive traditional norms.

Language as a Carrier of Culture

In “Things Fall Apart”, “Anthills of the Savannah”, and other works, Chinua Achebe
emphasizes the role of language as both a carrier of culture and a tool for negotiating the cultural
tensions between traditional African societies and colonial powers. Achebe’s use of proverbs,
Igbo language, and bilingualism reveals how language not only reflects cultural values but also
shapes the way societies communicate their identity, history, and values. Proverbs are a
significant cultural feature in Igbo society and are often used to express wisdom, resolve
conflicts, and teach moral lessons.

Achebe employs proverbs extensively to capture the depth of Igbo philosophy and
worldview. Proverbs in Igbo culture serve as a linguistic tool for conveying complex ideas
concisely, often carrying layers of meaning. In “Things Fall Apart”, Okonkwo’s father, Unoka,
speaks in proverbs to express his views on life, wealth, and destiny. Okonkwo himself, though
more direct and less prone to using proverbs, often reflects on their meaning. For instance, in a
conversation with his wife, he recalls the proverb: "When the moon is shining the cripple

becomes hungry for a walk" (“Things Fall Apart”, p. 20).This reflects the Igbo idea that external

28



circumstances shape one’s desires and limitations, symbolizing the moral lessons embedded in
everyday speech.

Achebe’s strategic use of proverbs underscores the richness of African oral traditions. He
not only embeds these proverbs into the dialogue but also blends them seamlessly with the
narrative to enhance cultural authenticity. In “No Longer at Ease”, Achebe uses proverbs to
comment on Obi’s internal struggles with the cultural expectations placed upon him and the
generational divide between him and his traditional Igbo roots. Achebe also incorporates Igbo
language into his English prose, ensuring the preservation of cultural elements. While English is
the dominant language of the narrative, Igbo words and phrases are introduced to convey the
nuances of local speech, rituals, and beliefs. This bilingualism adds a layer of cultural richness
and helps readers engage with the authenticity of the characters' experiences. For example, in
“Things Fall Apart”, Achebe uses words such as “Chi,” “Ogbanje,” and “Ibo” to refer to specific

cultural concepts, grounding the reader in the world of the Igbo people.
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CHAPTER THREE

This chapter serves as a continuation of the analysis of Nigerian culture in Chinua
Achebe’s works, further exploring how his selected novels depict various cultural elements.
Building upon the discussions in previous chapters, this section provides an overview of the
chosen texts before delving into their representations of Nigerian traditions, beliefs, and societal
structures.

By examining Achebe’s narratives, the study will highlight how his portrayal of Igbo
culture reflects broader Nigerian cultural dynamics, including communal values, leadership
structures, religious practices, and responses to colonial influence. The chapter will also integrate
insights from Nigerian scholars and previous research findings to contextualize the cultural
representations in Achebe’s works.

Before analyzing these cultural aspects, brief synopses of the selected novels will be presented to
provide a foundation for the discussion that follows.

Synopsis of Selected Novels

“Things Fall Apart” — Summary of the Plot and Cultural Themes

Chinua Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” (1958) is widely regarded as a seminal work in
African literature, providing an in-depth exploration of Igbo society in pre-colonial and colonial
Nigeria. The novel follows the life of Okonkwo, a respected leader in the Umuofia clan, whose
tragic downfall serves as an allegory for the cultural disintegration of traditional African
societies under colonial rule.

The novel is divided into three parts. The first part introduces Okonkwo, a man driven by
a deep-seated fear of failure and weakness, which stems from his disdain for his father, Unoka,

who was perceived as lazy and unsuccessful. Determined to establish his status, Okonkwo
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becomes a wealthy farmer, a fierce warrior, and a leader in his community. His life is guided by
the rigid values of Igbo masculinity, discipline, and tradition.

The second part of the novel shifts when Okonkwo is exiled to his mother’s homeland,
Mbanta, after accidentally killing a clansman during a funeral ceremony. During his seven-year
exile, European missionaries arrive in Umuofia and Mbanta, introducing Christianity and
Western education. The new religion attracts some marginalized members of the community,
including Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye, who rejects his father’s rigid worldview in favor of the
Christian faith.

The third and final part sees Okonkwo’s return to Umuofia, only to find that the colonial
presence has weakened the clan’s unity. The British colonial administration, through its courts
and missionaries, undermines traditional Igbo leadership, causing deep divisions. In an act of
defiance, Okonkwo kills a colonial messenger, hoping to rally his people to resist. However,
realizing that his clansmen no longer share his militant stance, he takes his own life—an act
considered an abomination in Igbo culture.

Cultural Themes in “Things Fall Apart”

Umuofia operates under a well-defined socio-political system based on age grades, titled
men, and the obi (family compound). The elders and the Ndichie (respected men) make
communal decisions through consensus, reflecting the democratic nature of Igbo governance
(Isichei, 1976). Okonkwo’s rise to power is largely due to his personal achievements rather than
hereditary privilege, aligning with Igbo meritocratic traditions (Emenyonu, 2004).

Traditional Igbo religion, characterized by a pantheon of gods and ancestral veneration,
plays a central role in the novel. The Oracle of the Hills and Caves, the priestess Chielo, and the

symbolic chi (personal god) all highlight the deep spiritual connections within the society
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(Ezechi, 2011). However, the introduction of Christianity challenges these beliefs, leading to
social fragmentation.

Igbo culture in “Things Fall Apart” is deeply patriarchal, defining gender roles with strict
expectations. Okonkwo embodies hyper-masculinity, rejecting anything perceived as feminine,
including emotions. Women, while marginalized in decision-making, hold significant cultural
roles, particularly in religious and domestic spheres. The novel critiques rigid gender norms and
their impact on individual and communal well-being (Nwoga, 1981).

The arrival of British missionaries and administrators marks a turning point in Igbo
society. The imposition of Western education, religion, and legal systems erodes traditional
structures. Achebe presents colonialism not as an outright battle but as a gradual, insidious force
that reshapes the Igbo world from within (Irele, 2001). Okonkwo’s resistance and ultimate
demise symbolize the broader struggle between tradition and change.

“Arrow of God” — Summary of the Plot and Cultural Themes

Chinua Achebe’s “Arrow of God” (1964) is the second novel in his African Trilogy,
following “Things Fall Apart”. Set in the 1920s during British colonial rule in Nigeria, the novel
explores the complexities of leadership, tradition, and colonialism through the story of Ezeulu,
the Chief Priest of Ulu, the god of Umuaro. “Arrow of God” presents a deep examination of the
internal struggles within Igbo society and the external pressures imposed by colonial rule.

The novel follows Ezeulu, a powerful spiritual leader, as he navigates tensions within his
community and with the British colonial administration. Unlike Okonkwo in “Things Fall Apart”,
who embodies warrior-like resistance, Ezeulu attempts to engage with colonial forces, believing
he can coexist with them while maintaining his authority. However, this proves to be his

downfall.
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The plot unfolds as Ezeulu, fearing the growing influence of British rule, sends his son,
Oduche, to learn the ways of the colonialists, including Christianity. He believes that
understanding the foreigners' system will help protect their traditions. However, Oduche’s
conversion to Christianity and his act of attempting to kill the sacred python—a revered symbol
in Igbo tradition—signal the deepening cultural conflict.

Ezeulu’s struggle intensifies when he refuses to cooperate with the British District
Officer, Captain Winterbottom, who seeks to appoint him as a warrant chief. As punishment,
Ezeulu is imprisoned, further weakening his position in the community. Upon his return, he
attempts to assert his power by delaying the annual yam festival, a critical event in Igbo agrarian
life. His insistence that the festival cannot proceed without his decree leads to widespread famine,
turning the people against him. Eventually, his loss of credibility and mental decline mark the
tragic fall of yet another Igbo leader under colonial influence.

Cultural Themes in “Arrow of God”

Ezeulu represents a different type of Igbo leadership compared to Okonkwo. While
Okonkwo’s authority was based on personal achievements, Ezeulu derives his power from his
religious role. However, his belief that he is the supreme representative of Ulu isolates him from
the people. Achebe presents leadership as a delicate balance—one that can be disrupted by both
internal and external forces (Afigbo, 1981).

The novel highlights the tension between traditional Igbo religion and Christianity.
Ezeulu sees himself as the earthly link to Ulu, but his rigid stance alienates his followers.
Meanwhile, Christianity, with its promise of education and new opportunities, attracts many Igbo
people, particularly the younger generation. The erosion of indigenous faith by Christianity

reflects the larger transformation occurring in colonial Nigeria (Ilogu, 1974).
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Achebe critiques British colonialism’s use of indirect rule, where local leaders were co-
opted into the colonial administration. Captain Winterbottom’s attempt to appoint Ezeulu as a
warrant chief is a historical reference to how the British disrupted traditional governance
structures. Ezeulu’s resistance ultimately leads to his downfall, demonstrating the futility of
trying to mediate between two incompatible systems (Isichei, 1976).

Unlike “Things Fall Apart”, which focuses on external colonial pressures, “Arrow of
God” delves into the internal conflicts within Igbo society. The divisions between Umuaro and
Okperi (neighboring clans), the rift between Ezeulu and his community, and generational shifts
in beliefs all contribute to the weakening of Igbo traditions. The novel portrays the dangers of
excessive individualism in a society built on collective decision-making (Obiechina, 1992).
Thematic Analysis
Tradition vs. Modernity — How Cultural Shifts Impact Igbo Society

One of the central themes in Chinua Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” and “Arrow of God”
is the conflict between tradition and modernity. These novels explore how the introduction of
colonial rule and Christianity disrupted Igbo cultural structures, leading to internal tensions and
eventual societal transformations. Achebe portrays this cultural shift as a slow but inevitable
process, where traditional values struggle to withstand the forces of modernization.

In both “Things Fall Apart” and “Arrow of God”, Igbo society is depicted as deeply
rooted in communal governance, religious practices, and established social hierarchies.
Leadership is based on meritocracy, respect for elders, and adherence to spiritual customs
(Afigbo, 1981). The Ndichie (elders), Obi (family heads), and dibia (priests) play significant
roles in maintaining order and upholding traditions. However, these structures begin to break

down as modern influences emerge.
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In “Things Fall Apart”, Okonkwo represents a rigid adherence to tradition. His rejection
of change and his commitment to Igbo masculinity ultimately led to his downfall. Similarly, in
“Arrow of God”, Ezeulu embodies traditional religious authority but finds himself trapped
between old customs and the expectations of the British colonial administration (Ilogu, 1974).
His refusal to adapt results in the alienation of his community and the decline of his influence.

The arrival of British colonial rule introduced new systems of governance, religion, and
education that challenged existing Igbo traditions. Achebe presents colonialism not as a direct
confrontation but as a gradual process of cultural erosion.

In “Arrow of God”, Captain Winterbottom’s attempt to impose indirect rule through the
appointment of warrant chiefs disrupts Igbo political autonomy. The British legal system
replaces traditional conflict-resolution mechanisms, leading to resentment and divisions within
the community (Isichei, 1976). Similarly, in “Things Fall Apart”, the presence of British courts
and law enforcement weakens the power of village assemblies, making resistance difficult.

Christianity plays a key role in the transition from traditional Igbo spirituality to Western
religious ideologies. The missionaries in both novels provide an alternative belief system that
appeals to marginalized members of society, including women, outcasts, and younger
generations.

Colonial Influence and Cultural Conflict — The Struggle Between Indigenous and Western
Values

One of the most dominant themes in Achebe’s novels is the conflict between Igbo

traditional values and Western colonial influence. British colonial rule disrupted existing Igbo

socio-political structures, replacing them with foreign governance and religious institutions.
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In “Things Fall Apart”, the arrival of the British disrupts the Igbo way of life, leading to
conflicts between those who embrace change (such as Nwoye) and those who resist it (like
Okonkwo). The British judicial system undermines traditional Igbo conflict resolution methods,
as seen in the case of land disputes and the punishment of Igbo elders by colonial authorities
(Isichei, 1976).

Similarly, in “Arrow of God”, Captain Winterbottom’s attempts to control Igbo
leadership through indirect rule erode the authority of traditional leaders like Ezeulu. The
community is divided, with some embracing the colonial system while others resist, leading to
internal strife (Afigbo, 1981). Achebe presents this conflict as not just a battle between two
civilizations but as a deeper struggle within Igbo society itself.

Religion and Spirituality — The Clash Between Igbo Traditional Religion and Christianity

Achebe critically explores the tensions between traditional Igbo religious beliefs and
Christianity, which was introduced by missionaries during the colonial era. Christianity
presented an alternative spiritual framework that appealed to marginalized members of society,
leading to conversions and the gradual decline of indigenous faith.

In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo’s son, Nwoye, converts to Christianity, symbolizing the
generational shift from traditional Igbo spirituality to Western religious ideals. The Christian
rejection of Igbo deities and practices, such as the worship of chi and ancestral spirits, creates
deep familial and communal rifts (Ilogu, 1974).

In “Arrow of God”, Ezeulu, the Chief Priest of Ulu, attempts to balance traditional
worship with an awareness of colonial power. However, his son Oduche’s adoption of

Christianity demonstrates how younger generations were drawn to new religious opportunities.
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The killing of the sacred python, a key religious symbol, represents the cultural and spiritual
crisis within Igbo society (Obiechina, 1992).

Character Studies

Okonkwo (Things Fall Apart)

Okonkwo is the tragic hero of Things Fall Apart, embodying the values of traditional
Igbo masculinity—strength, aggression, and success. His fear of being perceived as weak, like
his father Unoka, drives his actions, including his harsh treatment of his family and his
unwavering opposition to change.

As a respected warrior and leader in Umuofia, Okonkwo represents the old order.
However, his inability to adapt to societal shifts - especially with the arrival of colonial rule and
Christianity leads to his downfall. His suicide is symbolic of the collapse of traditional Igbo
society under colonialism, as he finds himself powerless in the face of change (Nwoga, 1984).
Ezeulu (Arrow of God)

Ezeulu, the Chief Priest of Ulu in Arrow of God, represents the religious and spiritual
authority of the Igbo people. Unlike Okonkwo, he is not a warrior but a leader who bridges the
gap between the gods and the people. However, his rigid adherence to tradition and his conflict
with the colonial administration led to his downfall.

Ezeulu initially attempts to maintain his authority despite colonial interference, but his
refusal to adapt—such as his decision to delay the sacred yam festival as a form of punishment—
alienates his people. His ultimate mental breakdown signifies the collapse of traditional religious
power under colonial rule (Ilogu, 1974).

Obierika (Things Fall Apart)
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Obierika serves as a foil to Okonkwo, representing a more reflective and adaptable
perspective on Igbo traditions and colonialism. Unlike Okonkwo, who reacts to change with
aggression, Obierika questions and contemplates the transformations occurring in Umuofia.

He criticizes some traditional practices, such as the exile of Okonkwo, and later expresses
dismay at how easily the Igbo people are falling under colonial rule. Obierika’s balanced
perspective highlights the complexities of cultural change—he respects tradition but also
recognizes the need for adaptation (Isichei, 1976).

Unoka (Things Fall Apart)

Unoka, Okonkwo’s father, is portrayed as a failure by Igbo societal standards—he is poor,
avoids warfare, and enjoys music and storytelling rather than physical strength and leadership.
His lifestyle stands in direct contrast to Okonkwo’s ideals of masculinity and success.

However, Achebe presents Unoka not just as a failure but as someone who represents a
different, more artistic and less aggressive form of masculinity. His love for music and his
philosophical outlook on life suggest that Igbo culture, despite its emphasis on strength, also
values artistic expression (Oyewumi, 1997).

Chielo (Things Fall Apart)

Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, is a fascinating character who challenges gender norms in
Igbo society. As a spiritual leader, she wields significant influence, showing that women, despite
their secondary role in political life, can hold power in religious spheres.

Her role is most evident when she takes Ezinma, Okonkwo’s daughter, to the Oracle’s
shrine. In this scene, she defies Okonkwo’s authority, emphasizing that spiritual power
transcends gender hierarchies. Chielo’s dual identity as a priestess and a regular woman (a

market trader) illustrates the fluidity of power in Igbo society (Ezechi, 2011).
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CHAPTER FOUR
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary

This study critically analyzed the depiction of Nigerian culture in Chinua Achebe’s
novels, with a particular focus on Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God. The research was
motivated by concerns over the erosion of traditional cultural practices in Nigeria, particularly in
the face of colonization, modernization, and globalization. Recognizing literature as a vital
medium for cultural documentation and critique, the study aimed to explore how Achebe’s works
preserve, interrogate, and represent Nigerian cultural identity.

The study revealed that Achebe’s novels provide a rich a detailed account of Igbo cultural
practices, including governance structures, religious beliefs, gender roles, family dynamics, and
the use of language as a cultural tool. Things Fall Apart portrays a vibrant traditional society
disrupted by colonialism and Christianity, while Arrow of God explores internal conflicts within
Igbo society compounded by external colonial pressures. Achebe’s strategic use of language,
particularly his integration of Igbo proverbs and expressions, was identified as a significant
means of preserving cultural authenticity. Furthermore, the novels demonstrate the complexities
of cultural transformation, emphasizing both the resilience of traditional practices and the
inevitable shifts occasioned by external influences.

The analysis also highlighted Achebe’s nuanced portrayal of gender roles, illustrating the
patriarchal nature of traditional Igbo society while recognizing the influence and authority
women could wield, particularly within religious and familial spheres. Overall, the findings
affirm Achebe’s dual role as both a custodian and a critic of Nigerian culture, offering readers a

profound understanding of the interplay between tradition and change.
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Conclusion

The study concludes that Chinua Achebe’s literary works serve as a vital repository for
understanding and preserving Nigerian culture. Through his vivid portrayal of traditional Igbo
society, Achebe documents indigenous practices, belief systems, and social structures with
remarkable authenticity. Simultaneously, he critiques certain aspects of traditional life, such as
rigid gender roles and the potential for cultural inflexibility, thus offering a balanced
representation.

Achebe’s depiction of the encounter between indigenous African cultures and Western
colonial forces underscores the complexities of cultural transformation. Rather than presenting a
simplistic narrative of resistance or submission, Achebe illustrates the nuanced processes of
adaptation, conflict, and loss that accompanied colonization. His works emphasize that while
colonialism brought about profound changes, it did not entirely erase African cultural identities.

Finally, Achebe’s novels demonstrate the enduring relevance of literature in preserving
cultural memory and fostering critical reflection. They challenge Western misrepresentations of
African societies and affirm the richness, depth, and dignity of Nigerian and African cultures.
This study, therefore, reinforces the importance of literary analysis as a means of understanding
the dynamic processes of cultural continuity and change.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made:

1. Scholars and Researchers: Further research should be conducted on contemporary African
writers who have continued Achebe’s legacy of cultural documentation. Comparative studies
could also explore how different African literary traditions engage with themes of cultural

preservation and transformation.
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2. Educators and Curriculum Developers: Nigerian and African educational curricula should
prioritize the inclusion of indigenous literary works that critically engage with cultural heritage.
Literature syllabi should not only feature Achebe but also a broader range of African writers who
explore cultural themes.

3. Policy Makers: Efforts should be made to promote and support indigenous languages and
literatures. Policies aimed at preserving local languages and encouraging creative writing in
indigenous tongues can strengthen cultural identity in the face of globalization.

4. Writers and Artists: Contemporary African writers should be encouraged to incorporate
elements of traditional culture into their works. By blending modern narratives with indigenous
worldviews, writers can contribute to the ongoing preservation and revitalization of African
cultural identities.

5. General Public: Readers should be encouraged to engage with literature that reflects
indigenous cultural values and histories. Greater awareness and appreciation of traditional

cultures through literature can foster a deeper sense of identity, pride, and community cohesion.

Suggestions for Further Studies
The following suggestions are proposed for further research in related areas:

1. A comparative analysis of cultural representation in the works of Chinua Achebe and
other African writers such as Wole Soyinka, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, and Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie.

2. An exploration of the role of women and feminist perspectives in postcolonial African

literature.
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A critical study of Nigerian culture as portrayed in Achebe’s other novels, such as No
Longer at Ease, A Man of the People, and Anthills of the Savannah.

An investigation into the influence of oral tradition on Achebe’s narrative style and its
role in preserving indigenous culture.

An analysis of Achebe’s use of language, including proverbs and indigenous terms, as
tools for cultural expression and resistance.

Interdisciplinary studies combining literature with history, sociology, or anthropology to
further understand the cultural contexts of Achebe’s works.

Research on the influence of Achebe’s cultural themes on the development of

contemporary African literature and education.
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