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Abstract 

This study delves into the thematic exploration of identity crisis in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God 

and Anthills of the Savannah. It examines how the protagonists in both novels grapple with the 

complexities of their individual identities within the context of colonial and post-colonial Nigeria. 

The analysis highlights the impact of cultural, religious, and political forces on their sense of self, 

as they navigate a changing African landscape. Drawing on the postcolonial discourse theory, the 

study elucidates the characters’ internal struggles and external conflicts that arise from their 

attempts to reconcile tradition with modernity. Furthermore, it underscores the broader 

implications of identity crisis in the context of nation-building and decolonization. In conclusion, 

this research sheds light on the profound existential dilemmas faced by the characters, offering 

valuable insights into the broader discourse on identity and self-discovery in post-colonial African 

literature. 

Keywords: Chinua Achebe; cultural displacement; decolonization; identity crisis; postcolonial 

discourse theory 

Introduction 

In her essay, “Ethnicity and Nationhood in Achebe’s Arrow of God”, Pao-I Hwang asserts that 

Nigeria can be seen as the making of a colonial regime, and not as a nation with people with solid 

precolonial identities. The novel depicts the hero’s identity crisis trying to adapt to a nationalizing 
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colonial system, which disrupts the very making of his community, and threatens his sense of 

security. Hwang stresses the idea that African people should understand their precolonial roots in 

order to re-structure their communities accordingly. Nation building and ethnic co-existence are 

possible only if Africa’s precolonial foundations are taken into consideration (Hwang 58). 

African writers disagree about the use of colonial languages. Chinua Achebe thinks that 

English can be an effective too for promoting Nigerian culture and thought. Unlike Achebe, Ngugi, 

renouncing the English language, believes that social and cultural promotion is possible through 

the use of the mother tongue. The works of Achebe and Ngugi are highly political. They unveil 

the problematic nature of nation building as well as identity (de)formation. Arrow of God, for 

instance, epitomizes the political displacement of a community with a precolonial identity to a 

postcolonial national identity (58). 

Identity Crisis and the Need to Belong 

In his work Home and Exile, Achebe ponders over the identity of his people. Should he describe 

them a “tribe” or a “nation”? He believes that the term nation is not without problems. He clearly 

experiences a state of unease calling his Igbo people a nation (Achebe, Home and Exile 5). 

Although Arrow of God was published in 1984, the beginning of British colonization of Nigeria, 

the novel deals with the identity crisis and nation building in Nigeria in 1960. In the novel, Achebe 

highlights the idea that modern concepts of Nigeria are based on the ultimate destruction of its 

precolonial identity. Indeed, the novel highlights colonial interruption of precolonial identity and 

the introduction of the ideals of progress and nationalism (Hwang 59). 

Anthony D. Smith believes that the nation is a Western idea; this may explain why Britain 

found it very difficult to build “Nigeria”. Smith distinguishes two models of nation: the ethnic and 



the Western. The former emphasises “a community of birth and native culture,” whereas the latter 

focuses on “historic territory, legal-political community, legal-political equality of members, and 

common civic culture and ideology” (Smith 11). The damaging effect of colonial administration 

on the native life is expressed in the following government letter in the novel, 

To many colonial nations native administration means government 

by white men. In place of the alternative of governing directly 

through Administrative Officers there is the other method of trying 

while we endeavor to purge the native system of its abuses to build 

a higher civilization upon the soundly rooted native stock that had 

its foundation in the hearts and minds and thoughts of the people 

and therefore on which we can more easily build, moulding it and 

establishing it into lines consonant with modern ideas and higher 

standards, and yet all the time enlisting the real force of the spirit of 

the people, instead of killing that out and trying to start afresh. We 

must not destroy the African atmosphere, the African mind, the 

whole foundation of his race (Arrow of God 55-56). 

The letter implicitly hints to the establishment of a Western form of identity at the expense of 

a more ethnic African identity. The quote implies that “higher civilization” is Western civilisation 

and the “the soundly rooted native stock” is the ethnic identity of the Igbo people. The letter also 

reveals the contradictions of the British Indirect Rule in Nigeria that sought to employ non-white 

men, but at the same time to distrust them because they belong to a non-Western uncivilised 

system. 

The political idea to unite diverse communities under British rule represents a disruption of the 

native culturally rooted system, creating an unnatural Western system. As a result, the community 

will undergo disintegration. Pao-I Hwang believes that the disintegration of the villages in Arrow 

of God, as well as the downfall of the protagonist is revelatory about the failure of the project of 

nationalism (Hwang 60). 



Colin Newbury asserts that the British found it easy to maintain control over the colonies 

through Indirect Rule. He explains that the British succeeded in making a lopsided relationship 

with the original rules on one condition that Britain is recognized as the political master. Hence, 

Britain sanctioned corruption and granted privileges to her obedient nominal subjects (Colin 229). 

Britain’s introduction of Indirect Rule through appointing nominal subjects overrules the 

native chiefs as it questions their leadership, their resistance, and therefore their utility. In the 

novel, James Ikedi, and not the native priest Ezeulu, is appointed warrant or paramount chief on 

the basis of being “an intelligent fellow who had been among the very first people to receive 

missionary education” (Arrow 57). When Winterbottom, the District Officer, comes to ask Ezeulu, 

it is because the latter sided with him in a court case than because he is the chief of the six villages. 

Winterbottom nonetheless refers to him as a “fetish priest” rather than the chief priest, a title that 

would be an acknowledgement of the paramount importance of religion to chieftainship (Hwang 

61). 

Igboland was made of different states and each state was comprised of different villages 

sharing a common language and similar customs and ruled by an influential government. In the 

novel, Umuaro is described as a community in which, 

the six villages – Umuachala, Umunneora, Umuagu, Umuezeani, 

Umuogwugwu and Umuisiuzo – lived as different peoples, and each 

worshipped its own deity. Then the hired soldiers of Abam used to 

strike in the dead of night, set fire to the houses and carry men, 

women and children into slavery. Things were so bad for the six 

villages that their leaders came together to save themselves. They 

hired a strong team of medicine-men to install a common deity for 

them. This deity which the fathers of the six villages made was 

called Ulu … The six villages took the name of Umuaro, and the 

priest of Ulu became their Chief-Priest (Arrow 14-15). 



Achebe’s presentation of the six villages and their religious and political system is similar to 

Raisa Simola’s historical account, 

A village group is a political structure which consists of a number 

of villages. At the village-group level, a representative system has 

been adopted. At the village level of government, the accepted 

practice has been a direct democracy … Each village is autonomous 

and sovereign in most matters affecting it. The village is then further 

segmented into a number of lineages and each lineage into major 

and minor sublineages. At the lineage level the most important 

ritualistic figure is the okpara. He holds the lineage ofo (a staff and 

symbol of power) which is very important in Igbo political 

processes. The compound then consists of a number of 

economically independent households, each with a man or a woman 

as the householder (Simola 64). 

Though fiction, Achebe’s rendition is close to realism and historical facts. His description of 

the workings of the Igbo society demonstrates how it is based on religion and traditions. The 

political union between the villages aims at facing external threats together and is strengthened by 

having a deity (Hwang 62). 

The direct lines existing between the people of Umuaro prompt the smooth transference of 

power. Power in the community is sometimes achieved through inheritance and sometimes through 

personal achievement. Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart for instance gets his title through personal 

success. Ezeulu on the other hand inherits his title as Chief Priest from his father.  

In his book The Igbo of South-East Nigeria, Victor Uchendu asserts that, in the Igbo 

community, a young man can receive a title and be prosperous, but to retain power over his peers 

and elders, his post “must not only be achieved, but constantly validated” (20-21). Thus, through 

its ancestral political dynamics, Umuaro proves to be an ethnic nation rather than a territorial one. 

Its social cohesion is based on cultural and historical bonds than political and economic ones.    



The villages are politically governed by men of title, and these men represent a deity. In Arrow 

of God, Ezeulu represents Ulu and Ezidemili represents Idemili. Despite their title, these chiefs are 

not “kings” with absolute power. It is stated in the novel that Ulu was offered “to the weakest 

among them to ensure that none in the alliance became too powerful” (Arrow 15). The role of 

Ezeulu is to watch agricultural calendar, name festivals like the New Yam Feast, and to absolve 

people’s sins. Moreover, power in Umuaro is democratic and shared. All members of the 

community have a say and decisions are made through majority agreement. 

Disrupting Identities in Arrow of God  

What is worth mentioning in any discussion of Achebe’s Arrow of God is the disruption of the 

people’s ethnic identity by the postcolonial territorial identity introduce by the colonizer. Indeed, 

British colonialism caused social and political disintegration in its endeavour to build a nation on 

territorial considerations at the expense of ethnic identity. In the novel, this idea is reflected in 

three main events: the land dispute, the clash between the symbols of material wealth and the 

symbols of tradition, and the breakdown of the native socio-political structure (Hwang 63). 

Land is conceived differently by the native people and the British colonizer. The presence of 

the colonizer is hinted to in the land dispute. Land disputes were not common before the arrival of 

the British colonizer; this suggests that its intervention in the native ethnic life causes the trouble. 

In order to pacify the situation between Umuaro and Okperi, Ezeulu refers to his father’s talk about 

the land, 

‘my father said this to me that when our village first came here to 

live the land belonged to Okperi. It was Okperi who gave us a piece 

of their land to live in. They also gave us their deities – their Udo 

and their Ogwugwu’ (Arrow 15). 



Nwaka, conversely, supports war, and like Ezeulu, he also refers to the past to make his point, 

If Ezeulu had spoken about the great deity of Umuaro which he 

carries and which his fathers carried before him I would have paid 

attention to his voice. But he speaks about events which are older 

than Umuaro itself … My father … told me that Okperi people were 

wanderers. He told me three or four different places where they 

sojourned for a while and moved on again … Would they go today 

and claim all those sites? Would they have laid claim on our 

farmland in the days before the white man turned us upside down? 

(Arrow 16) 

Both of Ezeulu and Nwaka provide reasons for peace and war with Okperi. What is noticeable 

is that Ezeulu refers to his father to culturally and traditionally validate Okperi’s right to the land, 

and to support peace with them as neighbours. Nwaka’s position emphasises the role of the white 

man in disrupting peace and harmony of the villages (Hwang 64). 

As Nwaka wins the vote, he chooses the hot-tempered Akukalia, whose mother is from Okperi, 

to negotiate peace. Nwaka and Akukalia’s argument is that the white man is destroying relations 

of kinship existing between Umuaro and Okperi. 

“I remember coming with my father to this very place to cut grass 

for our thatches,” said Akukalia. “It is a thing of surprise to me that 

my mother’s people are claiming it today.” “It is all due to the white 

man who says, like an elder to two fighting children: You will not 

fight while I am around. And so the younger and weaker of the two 

begins to swell himself up and to boast.” “You have spoken the 

truth,” said Akukalia.  “Things like this would never have happened 

when I was a young man, to say nothing of the days of my father.” 

… “What you should ask them,” said the other companion who had 

spoken very little since they set out, “what they should tell us is 

why, if the land was indeed theirs, why they let us farm it and cut 

thatch from it for generation after generation, until the white man 

came and reminded them” (Arrow 20). 



In this way, Akukalia and his friends refer to fathers to validate their ideas. They also focus on 

the responsibility of the white man in creating the problem, and further aggravating it by siding 

with one party, which leads to disequilibrium and disintegration (Hwang 64-5). 

What is worth mentioning is that the British interfered with the people’s sense of belonging 

overlooking the making of their precolonial history and identity. The symbol of this interference 

with the tradition in the British administration is Winterbottom. His biased account of the land 

dispute is quite different from that of Nwaka or Akukali, 

The people of Okperi and their neighbors, Umuaro, are great 

enemies. Or they were before I came into the story. A big savage 

war had broken out between them over a piece of land. This feud 

was made worse by the fact that Okperi welcomed missionaries and 

government while Umuaro, on the other hand, has remained 

backward … this war started because a man from Umuaro went to 

visit a friend in Okperi one fine morning and after he’d had one or 

two gallons of palm wine – it’s quite incredible how much of that 

dreadful stuff they can tuck away – anyhow, this man from Umuaro 

having drunk his friend’s palm wine reached for his ikenga and split 

it in two (Arrow 37).  

Nwaka’s account of the relationship between Umuaro and Okperi is the opposite of how 

Winterbottom described it. Indeed, they are not “great enemies” and the conflict ensuing between 

them is not due to the drunkenness of a visitor from Umuaro which results in the death of the host 

(Hwang 66). 

Winterbottom’s intervention to stop the war is merely a display of power, and this is clear in 

Simola’s analysis stating British colonial intervention passes through three main stages, “the first 

pattern could be called ‘letting the guns talk,’ the second pattern combined diplomacy and war, 

and the third combined diplomacy and magic” (Simola 75). As such, British colonialism employs 

military force, political diplomatic negotiations, and finally religious and educational reshaping. 



Arrow of God dramatizes the disintegration and ultimate downfall of the Igbo community because 

of the Igbo community (Hwang 67). 

James Ikedi is the best example of British colonial interference and its repercussions. Ikedi is 

offered his position in British administration because of his intelligence, as well as his early 

Christian conversion. He echoes the character of Joyce Cary’s Mister Johnson. What James Ikedi, 

Mister Johnson, as well as Winterbottom share is their attitude towards the black man as 

susceptible to corruption and self-aggrandizement. What is ironic is that they themselves are 

oppressors and fundamentally corrupt.  

Winterbottom comments on Ikedi’s behaviour as typical of an African who is primarily liable 

to “cruelty of a kind which Africa alone produced. It was this elemental cruelty in the 

psychological make-up of the native that the starry-eyed European found so difficult to 

understand” (Arrow 58). Winterbottom does not see that the act of appointing nominal subjects in 

place of rightful ones as Warrant Chiefs is politically detrimental to the Igbo system. These 

Warrant Chiefs represent the second stage of colonial interference: diplomacy and political 

intervention. In the Igbo system, legitimacy is given to fathers, ancestors, and elders. It is closely 

related to tradition and age (Hwang 68-9). 

Later in the novel, the disintegration of the community leads to internal disruption at the level 

of the family and the individual. Only Akuebue, Ezeulu’s friend, and Obika, his son, could 

understand his predicament. As troubles are attacking Ezeulu’s compound, Matefi, Obika’s 

mother, asks him to convince Ezeulu to challenge his god Ulu, Obika asks, “How can I listen to 

you when you join outsiders in urging your husband to put his head in a cooking pot?” (Arrow 

212). Obika loves his father and pursues the tradition. He dies after performing tiresome funeral 



ritual for a friend while suffering from illness. Ezeulu is deeply moved by the death of his son. He 

subsequently gives in to madness that saves him from witnessing the downfall his community and 

the tradition (Hwang 69-7). 

After the colonizer threatens to destroy the community, Ezeulu sends his son to church to 

understand the religion of the white man. This is followed by the white man’s total disruption of 

communal life. The disintegration of the Igbo community has two main implications. First, 

colonialism has a drastic effect on the colonized and its effect may last for a long time. Second, 

the past will always reappear in the colonial situation as the people aspire for preservation (Hwang 

70). 

JanMohamed explains the conflicting situation the colonized faces, 

The limited choice of either petrification or catalepsy is imposed on 

the African by the colonial situation; his subjugation and lack of 

political power prevent him from constructively combining the 

[European and African] cultures and leave him more vulnerable to 

further subjugation. If he chooses to be faithful to the indigenous 

values, he remains, from the colonialist’s view point a “savage” and 

the need to “civilize” him perpetuates colonialism. If, however, he 

attempts to espouse Western values, then he is seen as a vacant 

imitator without a culture of his own. Thus colonialist ideology is 

designed to confine the native in a confused and subservient 

position (JanMohamed, 1993, 5). 

As for the preservation of the past and the tradition, Achebe asserts that the 

autonomous Igbo villages and towns, so deeply suspicious of 

political amalgamation … should ever face an enemy able to wield 

the resources of a centralized military power, acting directly or 

through local surrogates. They would need every fortification to 

maintain their delicate solidarity (Achebe, Home and Exile 17). 

Ezeulu reverberates in the writer’s quote as he continuously urges his people to take colonialism 

as a real danger. Ezeulu blames his people for getting involved in a war against Okperi 



We went to war against Okperi who are our blood brothers over a 

piece of land that did not belong to us and you blame the white man 

for stepping in. Have you not heard that when two brothers fight a 

stranger reaps the harvest? (Arrow 131). 

Arrow of God is about the replacement of traditional values and identities with foreign ones. 

Achebe calls for communal solidarity and ethnic pride. The novel depicts how Africa is measured 

by European standards (Hwang 70-1). Thus, Achebe is calling for ethnic reclamation. 

Klein asserts that “Criticism may wish, accordingly, to distinguish between the ‘African’ 

novels of Achebe and Ngugi, respectively. Like British rule in Nigeria, Achebe leans towards the 

interaction of cultural identity and administrative coercion. An intrusive settler presence in Kenya, 

by contrast, turns Ngugi to material conflicts of race and class” (Chapman 154). 

The Use of Pidgin in Anthills 

Pidgin is also considered an important marker of identity. Nigerian Pidgin infuses linguistic 

forms from multiple sources, including African languages and English (Lynn 98). Pidgin is used 

to facilitate “interethnic communication” (Zabus, The African Palimpsest 73; Ashcroft, et al., 

1998, 176). Gikandi asserts that Pidgin is “the previously disdained vernacular” that “challenges 

the norms of the ‘Queen’s’ English” (Gikandi, Ngũgĩ’s Conversion” 234). 

Achebe’s frequent use of pidgin in his novels is one indication that his work challenges the 

discursive and formal assumptions embedded in European discourse about Africa (Lynn 98). In 

Anthills, Beatrice Okoh and Ikem Osodi use pidgin to speak to less formally educated characters 

(Lynn 106). Elewa’s first speech in Anthills delivered to her lover, Ikem Osodi, is very revelatory 

about her personality.  



“You explain what? I beg you, no make me vex ... Imagine! Hmm! 

But woman done chop sand for dis world-o .. . Imagine! But na we 

de causam; na we own fault. If I no kuku bring my stupid nyarsh 

[arse] come dump for your bedroom you for de kick me about like 

I be football? I no blame you. At all!” (31; Achebe’s ellipses). 

This speech by Elewa demonstrates signs of class. She lacks forms of Western-styled 

education, and she further has acquaintances from different linguistic backgrounds. She tends to 

use pidgin because she has a very limited fluency in Standard English (Lynn 106). 

Elewa’s speech transcends not only social and educational disadvantages, but also the 

disadvantage of being a woman in a male dominant culture. Her speech is an indictment of the 

exploitation of women. Lynn affirms that “Achebe represents, in short, Elewa’s essential qualities 

through the vitality and content of the Pidgin English she speaks” (106). 

Achebe’s rendering of speech in Anthills helps evoke character, and this is part of his social 

and political commitment (Lynn 106). In an interview conducted by Jane Wilkinson (1987), 

Achebe affirms that “the real Nigerian Pidgin [is] a language in itself, not something you can just 

cook up” (Interview with Jane Wilkinson 49). Thus, pidgin is very revelatory about each 

character’s linguistic identity (106-7). His remarks fit into his portrayal of Elewa, 

“If I’m going to explore a certain kind of character, I must listen to 

this character. Before I can understand how his or her mind operates 

I must also know how he or she uses words. ... I must know what 

they sound like, I must know how they speak language. This 

character deserves to be listened to seriously, so that when I 

introduce what he’s saying, I’m doing this with integrity and you 

can recognize him through the way he uses language. Of course if 

you have the kind of linguistic richness that we have in a place like 

Nigeria, it’s an advantage to the writer. ... This dialogue must come 

from the source, from the people. This is part of commitment to the 

people. ... ” (Wilkinson 49) 



Hence, “how [a character] uses words and how they speak language” lead to the reader’s 

understanding of Achebe’s characters (Lynn 107). Achebe’s shift of registers in Anthills of the 

Savannah is a clear indication of the fragmentation and identity (de)formation in the Nigerian 

society (Irele, 2002, 56-7). 
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