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Abstract: 

Chinua Achebe, the father of African Literature in English, was one of the most prominent 

Nigerian writers who dedicated his novels to represent the psychological, historical and cultural 

conflicts that Africans experienced as a result of the European intrusion in to African life. History plays 

a prominent role in postcolonial novel. The five novels of Chinua Achebe cover the Nigerian history 

from the pre-colonial days to the late 80s. Each novel is set in a particular period of Nigerian history.  
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Objectives: 
 The aim of this paper is to study the 

inter-disciplinary nature of history and 

literature especially through an analysis of 

Chinua Achebe‟s five novels in the backdrop of 

Nigerian colonial and postcolonial history.   

Colonizat ion of Africa began in the 

fi fteenth century i tself .  However,  the 

impact of European colonial ism in Africa  

was more intense than in Asia.  The s lave 

trade transported about  one crore s laves to  

Europe and America.  The colonized 

people  of  Africa  were subjected to  racial  

arrogance and cul tural  denigrat ion. Their  

age-old tribal cultural pat terns were  

looked down upon as  infer ior,  backward,  

and meaningless.  European philosophers  

equated blackness with stupidi ty and 

regarded blacks sub human. After  reading 

James Cary‟s Mister Johnson a Europe an 

novel about Africa,  Achebe felt  that i t  is a  

superficia l picture of  Africa .  Someone 

from within must  te ll  the real  s tory.   

Chinua Achebe schematical ly projected 

African his tory in fict ional terms through 

the various posi tions his fic t ional heroes 

take up to squarely confront the issues 

generated by colonial ism and postcolonial  

conditions.  

Being a committed wri ter,  he  

rejects the idea of ar t  for art‟s sake.  He 

believes that art  should operate in service 

of the nat ion and ul t imately man. It  should 

address the contemporary issues of a  

society that  is deprived of i ts freedom and 

integrity.  Achebe asserts that in the 

African context a  novelis t is primari ly a  

teacher.  It  is his duty to educate his  

people and to help them regain the dignity 

they have lost during  the period of the 

colonial rule.   

Chinua Achebe‟s novels,  therefore,  

natural ly,  record the phenomenon of  

his tory in the African context.  They deal  

with the Nigerian history r ight from the 

pre-colonial t imes to the post -

independence era.   

Achebe‟s f i rs t  novel Things Fall  

Apart  is  an at tempt to explain that  

Africans did not hear about culture for the 

fi rs t  t ime from Europeans.  They have their  

own culture.  The s tory is set in pre -

colonial days and depicts the f irs t  African 

encounter with the Europeans.  The he ro,  

Okonkwo, is  an embodiment of African 

tr ibal value system.  He in continuous 

agitat ion; he desperately tr ies to check the  

intrusion of the colonizers into his  land.  

He is dauntlessly engaged in giving 

ceaseless resis tance to surrepti tious 

inf i lt rat ion of  exploi tative social system 

and masked cultural  imperialism.  He 

concentrates his  endeavours  to motivate  

his c lansmen to r ise up against the 

onslaught of the white men. He urges them 

to s tand united in defending and 

protect ing their cul ture and freedom. 

However,  he fails to get t imely support  

from his c lansmen. He finds his own 

people mental ly enslaved. The hero feels  

that there is no place for him to “l ive” 

among the “dead.” He is not ready to  
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surrender  himself  to  the al ien forces.  Nor 

is he ready to l ive d isgraceful ly under the 

alien rule.  His fai lure  in  establishing a  

balancing power to  counter  the intruding 

forces leaves suicide as the only course of  

act ion open for him.  

The second novel ent it led Arrow of 

God  depicts  t ime subsequent  to  the fi rs t  

novel.  The colonial is ts  have gained much 

ground. However,  resistance has not  

subsided.  The hero a chief  pr iest  of  a clan,  

Ezeulu,  wants  to equip his camp with the 

same strength his enemy has.  He sends his  

son to learn the ski l ls the Bri t ish  has  to  an 

English school  and at tracts  cr i tic ism from 

his r ival‟s  clan.  “Only a fool wil l  run after  

a leopard with bare hands” is the proverb 

that operates.  He has to face the pressures  

of internal poli tics within the clan.  When 

he is troubled by the colonial brutal i ty,  

his clansmen, like Okonkwo‟s clansmen,  

do not side with him. Instead of using 

wisdom and appropriate  s tra tegy in  

deal ing with his own people,  he resorts to  

punishing them.   It  is argued that here,  

the hero‟s predicament is intensif ied 

owing to his indifference to proverbial  

real i ty “Drive the wild cat f irst ,  then warn 

the hen into bush” that greater enemy 

must be fought fi rs t;  r if ts a t the domestic  

level can be taken care of later.  The hero 

however ignores the fact,  opens up two 

fronts simultaneously,  and suffers t he dire  

consequences.  This shows the real ity of  

most of the colonized nat ions where 

divide and rule  policy wins and internal  

ri fts destroyed nat ives .  

 The third novel is set in Urban 

Nigeria under Bri tish rule .  The hero Obi,  

is representat ive of a modern N igerian and 

manifests the painful process of  

adjustment to the values the modern li fe  

prescribes.  On a scholarship he goes to  

London for s tudies and loses his tr ibal  

identi ty.  He becomes hybrid African, half  

black and half white .  Through his  

character,  Achebe highlights the 

inescapable corrupting inf luences of the 

colonial rule.  The new generat ion of  

educated Africans f ind it  impossible to  

resis t the temptations of the new world 

order .  In the beginning, the hero resolves 

to cleanse Nigeria of corruption. Ho wever,  

ironical ly,  he himself becomes a vict im of  

the corruption.    Consciously or  

unconsciously,  he chooses to abide by the 

dictates of the system and shuns the 

communal values of l i fe for the sake of  

ulter ior considerat ions.  His  hometown 

union pays for  the lawyer to fight his  case 

in court.  The president  of the union is  not  

bothered that his clansman was caught  

taking bribe but the president‟s agony was 

he was caught  for merely twenty pounds 

bribe.    

The fourth  novel A Man of  the 

People  focuses i ts cr it ical a ttent ion on 

Nigeria after independence. The new 

rulers  their own people are  as  bad as the 

whites .  A character comments” they wil l  

not hesita te to sel l  their mothers for  

poli t ical gains.   The hero represents the 

young men of post -independence Nigeria.  

His antagonists are his  own people in the 

form of corrupt rulers of independent  

Nigeria.  His demeanor betrays a  

determination to reform the deter iorat ing 

socio-moral condit ions of his mil ieu.  He 

is considered as a vacil la t ing character .  

When he attempts to take an arm against  

the antagonist ic forces,  h is resis tance is  

mitigated by the corrupting ethos and he 

surrenders quite unlike a hero.  His  

dwindling nature has to be viewed in the 

light of his cul tural predicament.  He aims 

at purifying his country of the corrupt  

practices in the fie ld of polit ics s ince the 

poli t ical leaders of that  time were pushing 

down the country into  an abyss of chaos.  

Set against  a shrewd and extremely 

opportunist ic poli tical  leader,  the hero,  

violates the very code  of conduct  he 

himself f rames. He adopts a l l  those unfair  

means in his  elect ion campaign for which 

he has been condemning the other  

poli t ic ians so far .  Thus,  he succumbs to  

the disorder and corruption prevailing in  

the realm of poli t ics .  The predicament of  

the hero l ies in his fai lure to put his  

idealism into practice .  Being unable to  

real ize  that  whatever he does is wrong he 

becomes the least heroic of a l l  the Achebe 

heroes.  This is  a lso an analysis of  

Achebe‟s ar t as  a poli t ical sat i rist .   

        The f if th novel is Anthil ls of the 

Savannah  where the hero is in Revolt.  He 

now understands that mere poli tical  

freedom of his nat ion is not an end in  

itself.  The process of decolonizat ion is yet  

to be completed.  The intr igues of  

colonialism persis t in  some or the other  

form. The present s ituat ion in Africa  

needs a man absolutely clearheaded and 

devoted to cleanse the land.  Therefore,  

the hero is lef t  with  no option but to  

revolt.  He rises up from the un -heroic  

disposi t ion he manifests in the preceding 

novels .    He regains the heroic s tance and 
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gal lantry of Okonkwo of Things Fal l  

Apart and the intuit ion of Ezeulu of Arrow 

of God. Now he is neither l ike Odil i ,  who 

is lost  in the maze of osci llat ion and 

indecis iveness,  nor  l ike Obi,  who simply 

surrenders to the corrupting inf luences 

and subjugating pressures.  Now he is a  

pioneer supercharged with abundant  

courage and worldly wisdom. Living in a  

troubled post -independent African 

country,  he is highly sensi t ive to the l i fe  

thwarting forces .  He launches a bold anti -

dictator ial campaign against the tyranni cal  

power- centre of a diabolic mili tary ruler.  

The chapter focuses on how the hero is  

ready to embrace martyrdom for the cause  

of peace and order.  One is ,  Chris ,  Minister  

of Information in  the Consequences need 

not be elaborated.  Both are vict imized and 

becomes martyrs .  

The story ends with a story within a s tory 

told  by an old experienced Abozonian to  

his fe llow vil lagers  and comrades.   

Once upon a time the leopard who had been 

trying for a long time to catch the tortoise 

finally chanced upon him on a solitary road. 

Aha, he said: at long last! Prepare to die. And 

the tortoise said: can I ask one favour before 

you kill me? The leopard saw no harm in that 

and agreed. Give me a few moments to prepare 

my mind, the tortoise said again the leopard 

saw no harm in that and granted it. But instead 

of standing still as the leopard had expected the 

tortoise went into strange action on the road, 

scratching with hands and feet and throwing 

sand furiously in all directions. Why are you 

doing that? Asked the puzzled leopard. The 

tortoise replied: Because even after I am dead I 

would want anyone passing by this spot to say, 

yes, a fellow and his match struggled here 

(128). 

The old man concludes his speech with the 

following words which stand as a metaphor for 

the hero‟s struggle: 

„My people, that is all we are doing now. 

Struggling. Perhaps to no purpose except that 

those who come after us will be able to say: 

True, our fathers were defeated  but they tried’ 

(128). (Anthills of the Savanna) 
In i ts final analysis,  an Achebe -

novel tel ls the  story /  history of every 

third word county across the globe. It  

stands as a metaphor for a war against  

oppression, injust ice and exploi tat ion with  

all  i ts  possible universal implicat ions.  

Works Consulted: 

Achebe, Chinua, A Man of the People. 1981 ed. 

London: Heinemann Books, 1966. 

- - -. Anthills of the Savannah. 1988 ed. 

London: William Heinemann Ltd., 

1987. 

- - -. Arrow of God. 1974 ed. London: 

Heinemann, 1964. 

- - -. Hopes and Impediments. Great Britain: 

Heinemann, 1988. 

- - -. Morning Yet on Creation Day (Essays). 

London: Heinemann, 1975. 

- - -. No Longer at Ease. 1981 ed. London: 

Heinemann, 1960. 

- - -. Things Fall Apart. 1966 ed. London: 

Heinemann, 1958. 

- - -. Trouble With Nigeria. London: 

Heinemann, 1987. 

 


