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Abstract: This paper focuses on “Things Fall Apart” (1958) which is Chinua Achebe’s first novel, almost
certainly the African book that is most often read by Western readers and a staple in courses on African
literature and culture. My central concern is to illustrate how Western and African cultures became
entwined and how the influence went both ways. In most of his writings Achebe pleads for the preservation
and revival of African cultural values. According to him African resources need to be regained and the
fragmented colonial subjects need to be reconstituted in order that African people should acquire a sense of
direction and identity. However, here | demonstrate that Achebe too, uses Western cultural strategies to
convey these ideas as Western values have permeated everything African and elements of Sameness can no
longer be ignored.
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1.Introduction

“Things Fall Apart” is Achebe’s first novel, published in 1958, almost certainly the African novel that is
most often read by Western readers and a staple in courses on African literature and culture worldwide. For
most readers, the most memorable part of the book is its vivid evocation of Igbo society at the time of the
first major incursions of British colonialism into the Igbo lands at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Achebe has made it clear that his main purpose was to provide African readers with a realistic depiction of
their pre-colonial past, free of the distortions and stereotypes characteristic of European accounts.

“Things Fall Apart” can be divided into three basic segments. The initial section, spanning the first thirteen
chapters, is largely concerned with providing the readers with a vivid picture of the traditional way of life
enjoyed by the inhabitants of an Igbo village before the invasion of the British. The second part of the book
concerns the protagonist’s exile, during which both the British colonial administration and Christian
missionaries make significant progress in displacing the traditional way of life in Umuofia. In Chapter 20 the
protagonist, Okonkwo, returns to Umuofia, beginning the third and final part of the novel, in which he helps
to lead a futile and ill-fated attempt to resist this cultural destruction, leading to his death by suicide.

The central concern of this paper is to illustrate how Western and African cultures became entwined and how
the influence went both ways. In most of his writings Achebe pleads for the preservation and revival of
African cultural values. Indeed, African resources need to be regained and the fragmented colonial subjects
need to be reconstituted in order that African people should acquire a sense of direction and identity.
However, here | demonstrate that Achebe too uses Western cultural strategies to convey these ideas as
Western vales have permeated everything African.

1570

BDD-A29661 © 2019 Arhipelag XXI Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.153 (2025-10-30 23:12:55 UTC)



Issue no. 16
2019

JOURNAL OF ROMANIAN LITERARY STUDIES

2.The Western Influence
2.1.The Title of the Novel

Achebe believed that the Western knowledge of the world is as culture based and time bound as any other
type of knowledge. The title of the novel is taken from a poem by the Irish poet William Butler Yeats called

“The Second Coming”™*, which also provides the epigraph of the novel.

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity. (Yeats, “Michael Robartes and the Dancer” 10)

This is one of the most frequently taught poems in the English language that has provided titles for many
modern works. Achebe, like Yeats, presents in vivid terms his interpretation of the cyclical view of history.
In Yeats’s work, the vision of human history provides a succession of “gyres”? or epochal cycles. The first
of these cycles, the pre-Christian era, gives way to the age ushered in by the nativity of Christ, which in turn
will be followed by another and more terrifying unknown cycle. Achebe’s novel, like Yeats’s poem, presents
the vision of human history as a series of epochal cycles but from an African rather than European
perspective. The first of Achebe’s cycles, Igbo tribal life before the coming of the British to Nigeria near the
end of the nineteenth century makes way for the beginning of twentieth century Europeanization of Africa
with all its implied consequences for still another era — the future of postcolonial Africa.

In “Things Fall Apart”, Achebe at once recapitulates and reverses Yeats's vision of historical process. It is
indeed ritual, the crucial daily traditions that hold together a vital Igbo culture, that the book shows being

! This is a poem included in the 1921 verse collection entitled Michael Robartes and the Dancer and was first printed in
The Dial (November 1920).

% The word “gyre” used in the poem's first line is drawn from Yeats's book “4 Vision”, which sets out a theory of
history and metaphysics which Yeats claimed to have received from spirits. The theory of history articulated in “A
Vision” centers on a diagram composed of two conical spirals, one situated inside the other, so that the widest part of
one cone occupies the same place as the tip of the other cone, and vice versa. Around these cones he imagined a set of
spirals. Yeats claimed that this image (he called the spirals "gyres™) captured contrary motions inherent within the
process of history.
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swept away. Under the overwhelming tide of a violent colonialism, ceremonies “of innocence” - like the
villagers' willful suspension of disbelief in order not to recognize the village elders animating the masks of
the “egwugwu” - can no longer be sustained. The order that has held together the present age is weakened,
and the future is threatening to destroy it all. In Achebe’s version, however, the “blood-dimmed tide”
emanates neither from the lower classes nor from the dark parts of the globe, but from the very Europe Yeats
saw as custodian of civilization. It is not an inevitable process, but one set in motion purposefully. Achebe’s
ironic reversal of Yeats is not quite as complete as it might first appear. Yeats, after all, is not an English
poet but an Irish one. Further, he is an Irish poet with an extensive history of opposition to English colonial
rule in Ireland. Therefore, despite his generally retrograde politics, Yeats does, in fact, serve as an important
predecessor for a number of later anti colonial and postcolonial writers.

But first and foremost in using Yeats’s European material to draw a contrast between the various periods of
Igho history, Achebe is able to accomplish two things. On the one hand, through manipulating the Yeatsian
theme about the changes inevitable in human history, the novel succeeds in showing that the sense of
historical decay, continuity, and rebirth is not only characteristic of the European tradition but also of the
African tradition. On the other hand, by exploiting this European literature and historiography, ironically
Achebe is able to reverse the white’s man narrow definition of culture and history.

2.2.0konkwo — A Tragic Hero?

Though it is very clear that to a greater or lesser extent Achebe does use the European notion of tragedy in
the construction of the protagonist of the novel literary critics have expressed divergent opinions on the
subject. While some of them acknowledge that Okonkwo’s fate is a tragic one and consequently he is a tragic
hero, others deny him this status.

For Benedict Chiaka Njoku® the protagonist, Okonkwo, is a self-made man, egocentric but honest and
upright who tries to secure the welfare of his polygamous family of three wives and numerous children. He is
against the forces which seek to promote separate and differentiated development, such as Christianity and
colonialism. The affirmation of simple life and the glorification of rural serenity are preferable to him than
the near savagery, bestiality and animalism of urban existence. In spite of the obvious limitation of his
traditional society, Okonkwo blames the imported forces for the misfortunes of the present state of his
society The cumulative effect of the foreign forces is reflected in the degeneration of the traditional ways of
life of the Igbo people. To Okonkwo, foreign influence is a threat to traditional Igbo individual integrity, and
prevents individuals from responding freely to their world and to themselves. They rob the Africans of their
individual, personal, and private identity and eventually transform their psyche. What Okonkwo struggles
with is the same social and national consciousness found in Europe during the sixteenth, seventeenth and the
eighteen centuries. Social consciousness leads to the growth of individuality and societies. The entwining of
cultures, in Okonkwao's view, results in interruption and disruption of the processes of development and may
intermingle with individual existences.

Okonkwo is not a hero of the western tradition, such as Achilles, Agamemnon, Ajax, Hector, Ulysses,
Aeneas, Beowulf, Roland, or King Arthur. He seeks the conquest of no realms, no nation, but the sanity of
domestic tranquility and security in his traditional order and mode of life. There is no quest, physical or
psychic. The only psychic quest is pragmatic and is based on his desire to secure domestic happiness. His
society has attained its height of popular social well-being and has been accepted by all and does not seem to
desire further transformations. There is no drive for further change and there is no conflict between social
and psychic existences. He sees Western civilization and Christianity as the forces that produced the

® Njoku, Benedict Chiaka. The Four Novels of Chinua Achebe: A Critical Study. New York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc.,
1984.
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influences which are the cause of things falling apart. Thus there is no synthetic development in the plot, but
instead, we have a depiction of the daily life of a people at the height of social attainment. This is what
shocked critics used to social dynamism. Okonkwo is, however, not too much different from the characters
produced by Western sensibility, where the homogeneity in society has been reached and where human
characters are trapped by the conventions of their social environment. He desires continuity not discontinuity
and prefers a preordained way of life to experimentation which may result in self and social disruption.

In Njoku’s view one finds in Okonkwo a clash between two different modes of perception, thinking and
cultural realities. He rejects assimilation or Europeanization and loves the simple honesty and integrity of his
own society. He wants to avoid the discontinuity and fragmentation characteristic of modern life in industrial
societies. The traditional society provides him with an atmosphere in which he could manifest his
individuality. Consequently, although Okonkwo does not achieve a typical heroic grandeur, the total effect of
“Things Fall Apart” is heroically grand but the parts can be meaningful only in their relation to the whole
story. Achebe’s “Things Fall Apart” achieves a measure of success towards satisfying Aristotle's concept of
tragic grandeur in his “Poetics ™. Firstly, Okonkwo passes from happiness to misery and is not perfectly
virtuous and just. Secondly place, his downfall does not result from vice or bareness but because of a flaw of
character - tragic flaw- end error in judgment. Thirdly, Okonkwo belongs to a distinguished family, being an
Igbo man with titles, three wives and several children. Thus, he satisfies Aristotle's concept of the tragic
hero, even though his downfall is muffled rather than dramatic.

Njoku’s conclusion is that ultimately, Okonkwo, though a tragic hero, is only an individual and does not
fully represent the spirit of the Igbo people. He is himself and his tragic fall is the result of his own choice.
Achebe manages to familiarize the reader with the role of individual consciousness and introspection in a
traditional Igbo society. The surprise is that contrary to opinions of visitors to the continent, it is possible to
find a small rural community in Africa where peace, order and social cohesiveness prevailed. Okonkwo had
every reason to be disappointed that things were falling apart, and the center could not hold.

A second position which | want to discuss is the one offered by Richard Begam. He says that “Things Fall
Apart” is concerned not only with writing history but also with fashioning tragedy and tells us that Achebe
himself made this point in an interview with Robert Serumaga® in which he discussed the political
implications of tragedy and referred to his novel as an example of that genre. The idea that Okonkwo is a
great man whose destiny is linked with that of his people is immediately established in the novel's celebrated
opening:

Okonkwo was well known throughout the nine villages and even beyond. His fame rested on solid personal
achievements. As a young man of eighteen he had brought honor to his village by throwing Amalinze the
Cat. Amalinze was the great wrestler who for seven years was unbeaten, from Umuofia to Mbaino. (Achebe,
“Things Fall Apart” 1)

* The book gives an account of what Aristotle calls poetry. He taught that poetry could be divided into three genres:
tragedy, comedy and epic verse. The core of the discussion is the examination of tragedy. Aristotle teaches that:
“Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language
embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form
of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper catharsis of these emotions”.

® Serumaga, Robert. Interview African Writers Talking: A Collection of Interviews by Dennis Duerden and Cosmo
Pieterse, eds. London: Heinemann, 1972, pp. 16-17 cited by Begam.
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The larger effect of Achebe’s opening is to establish Okonkwo as a particular kind of tragic protagonist: the
great warrior who carries with him the fate of his people. Like Achilles, Okonkwo is "a man of action, a man
of war". His "fame" among the Igho rests "on solid personal achievements”. He is a man renowned and
respected for having brought home from battle five human heads; and on feast days and important public
occasions, “he drinks his palm wine from the skull of the first warrior he killed” (Achebe, “Things Fall
Apart” 8) Okonkwo is, in other words, identified with his community to the extent that it esteems the ethos
he embodies, and while his village certainly does more than make war, it especially prizes those men who
win distinction on the battlefield. This is not to say, however, that Okonkwo epitomizes all the virtues of
Igbo culture, or that he is himself without fault. On the contrary, Achebe himself understands that, within an
Aristotelian framework, his hero is necessarily a flawed character, to use the Greek term, of “hamartia’®. As
Achebe has observed in an interview with Charles Rowell:

The tragic protagonist is the man who's larger than life, who exemplifies virtues that are admired by the
community, but also who for all that is still human. He can have flaws, you see; all that seems to me to be
very elegantly underlined in Aristotle's work. ’

Indeed, like many of the heroes of classical tragedy, Okonkwo's behavior consistently places him at odds not
only with his fellow Umuofians, but with the gods themselves "Okonkwo was not the man to stop beating
somebody half-way through, not even for fear of a goddess"(Achebe, “Things Fall Apart” 33) and it comes
as no surprise when, in the second part of the novel, he is sent into temporary exile for offending Ani, the
Earth deity.

However, says Begam, we must admit that Okonkwo’s faults are essentially virtues carried to an
extreme and though he is not perfect he represents some of the best qualities of his culture. As Obierika
remarks at the end of the novel “That man was one of the greatest men in Umuofia” (Achebe, “Things Fall
Apart” 178)

The crisis of the novel comes in the penultimate chapter when an impudent messenger, sent by the
colonial authorities, orders a tribal meeting to disband. Okonkwo the warrior is moved to action and he killed
the messenger. The suicide that follows is itself a profound violation of Igho law, which strictly forbids acts
of self-destruction. The question of how we should respond to Okonkwao's final deed has been examined in
detail by various critics with strikingly different results. Of course, this interpretive problem largely
disappears once we begin to read the novel as a tragedy. Heroic tragedy demands that he remain
uncompromising and that the Igbos honor their cultural heritage by refusing assimilation. Even in this final
gesture, then, Okonkwo functions as the true representative of his people. For, as he sees it, Igbo culture has
willingly succumbed to its own annihilation, committing what is a form of collective suicide by submitting to

® One of the core terms in Aristotle’s “Poetics”. It stands for miscalculation and was understood in the Romantic
period as tragic flaw.
! Rowell, Charles. "An Interview with Chinua Achebe" p. 97. Achebe’s views on Okonkwo as an example of an
Avristotelian tragic hero are complicated, suggesting that any single theory of tragedy is not adequate to describe how the
novel handles its tragic material. Thus, while Achebe rejects the idea that Okonkwo is an Aristotelian hero, he goes on
to explain at length how Things Fall Apart can be read in Aristotelian terms: "Rowell: How do you respond to critics
reading Okonkwo as a hero in terms of Aristotle's concept of tragedy?" "A: No. | don't think | was responding to that
particular format. This is not, of course, to say that there is no relationship between these. If we are to believe what we
are hearing these days the Greeks did not drop from the sky. They evolved in a certain place which was very close to
Africa ... | think a lot of what Aristotle says makes sense" (p. 97). Cited by Begam.
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the British. In taking his own life, Okonkwo has simply preceded his people in their communal destruction.
Once again he has led the way.

| believe that essentially we have to distinguish between Aristotelian or traditional tragedy® in which
there is a clear resolution of facts and modern or ironic tragedy where the fall from a high place is not
obvious but concealed. Okonkwao's story as viewed from the Igbo perspective presents history in the form of
classical or heroic tragedy. Okonkwo's story as viewed from the District Commissioner's perspective
presents history in the form of modern or ironic tragedy. For Achebe the tragedy of the past depends on the
perspective of the present. He illustrates the ambiguous relationship which postcolonial writers have with
their own past and he envisions his past both as history and tragedy.

The Language Problematic

Here I intend to discuss Achebe’s decision to write in English, his justification for doing this and the
problems faced by a postcolonial writer writing in the language of the colonizers.

Language is the most important element of fiction and this is reflected by the fact that quite often the quality
of a work is judged by how skillfully the writer uses the language to unify the elements of fiction and by
whether or not the style manages to capture readers and make them want to read it again and again. The
problematic is very complex and delicate with readers who write in their second language because the
writing of a piece of fiction implies more than translating one’s native thematic material into another
language for a foreign audience. It requires a creative effort which should result in the production of a work
of art that can be appreciated in any language, including the indigenous one. Within this fierce debate
African writers and critics have taken various positions ranging from continued use of foreign languages —
English, French and Portuguese — to supporting national and ethnic languages of Africa.

For example, Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong® requires African writers to write in indigenous African
languages instead of English, insisting that his own early choice of the latter was based on European cultural
imposition. On the other hand Obiechina, a famous Nigerian Igbo scholar and literary critic, considers that
writers should maintain the balance between African literary aesthetics and European ones. For that reason
his literary studies stress the importance of mastering the English language as well as ethnic vernacular
verbal arts, which, intelligently combined, can enable a writer to produce a good hybrid novel like “Things
Fall Apart”, which evidences Achebe’s mastery of the English language as well as Igbo story-telling
techniques. Likewise, Lewis Nkosi urges African writers and critics to acknowledge the language crisis in
modern African literature, and he traces its origin to the politics of anti colonial struggle, which required that
the writers' messages be expressed in European languages that the colonizers understood. The process
created a dialogue between an educated African elite and European colonial masters who excluded the
ordinary peoples of Africa, the masses, from participation in literature and politics. As a result, 80 percent of
the peoples of Africa became lost as a potential audience of their literature.

On the contrary, David Westley asserts that because Europeans introduced literature as a means of promoting
literacy in African schools, the influence of European traditions on African literary genres is undeniable. He
makes his point by explaining how the European literary influence helped Africans, especially Nigerians, to

®1n a figurative sense a tragedy is any event with a sad and unfortunate outcome, but the term also applies
specifically in Western culture to a form of drama defined by Aristotle characterized by seriousness and dignity and
involving a great person who experiences a reversal of fortune. Aristotle's definition can include a change of fortune
from bad to good as in the “Eumenides”, but he says that the change from good to bad as in “Oedipus Rex” is
preferable because this effects pity and fear within the spectators.

° A Kenyan author, formerly writing in English and now writing in Gykuyu. His work includes novels, plays, short
stories, essays and scholarship, criticism and children's literature.
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become great writers who produced great literature, and to form literary clubs for the promotion of
continental and national literatures of Africa. Furthermore, modern African literature written in European
languages is now studied in American and European universities.

In writing “Things Fall Apart”, Achebe needed a medium through which to communicate with those who
misjudged Igbo culture, mainly because they did not understand the Igbo language. So he chose the English
language, a medium as international as his audience. That selection of a suitable medium increased his
readership, even within his native land, Nigeria. Thus, Achebe could speak to the colonized and the
colonizers, as well as to the non participants in the tragic encounter between Africa and Europe. He
explained his choice of the English language on numerous occasions. This was a topic particularly discussed
in “Morning Yet on Creation Day: Essays” where he defended his use of English. Here he makes the
distinction between national and ethnic literatures and takes the case of Nigeria as an example where the only
possible national literature is the one written in English while the ethnic literatures are written in as many as
six languages — Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Eifk, Edo, ljaw - and the number may increase. That is why he
rightfully says:

There are not many countries in Africa today where you could abolish the language of the erstwhile colonial
powers and still retain the facility for mutual communication. Therefore those African writers who have
chosen to write in English or French are not unpatriotic smart alecks with an eye on the main chance -
outside their own countries. They are by-products of the same process that made the new nation-states of
Africa. You can take this argument a stage further to include other countries of Africa. The only reason why
we can even talk about African unity is that when we get together we can have a manageable number of
languages to talk in -- English, French, Arabic. .. (Achebe, “Morning Yet on Creation Day. Essays” 25)

Another problem that has been raised in this respect is whether people can learn to speak a second language
as effectively as the first or as effectively as to use it in creative writing. Achebe’s answer to this question is
a definite yes. But if we talk about the ability to use a second language like a native speaker Achebe’s answer
is that he hopes that will not happen. Because, he says:

It is neither necessary nor desirable for him to be able to do so. The price a world language must be
prepared to pay is submission to many different kinds of use. The African writer should aim to use English in
a way that brings out his message best without altering the language to the extent that its value as a medium
of international exchange will be lost. He should aim at fashioning out an English which is at once universal
and able to carry his peculiar experience.” (Achebe, “Morning Yet on Creation Day: Essays” 26)

And indeed Achebe has managed to accomplish all these — the rendering of the African experience by means
of the colonizers’ language and literary forms. According to Abdul Janmohamed™® syncretism is the word
that characterizes Achebe’s novel. He distinguishes between oral and chirographic cultures* and admits that
the African writer if faced with the paradox of representing the experience of oral cultures through literate

1% Janmohamed, A. in the essay “Sophisticated primitivism: The Syncretism of Oral and Literate Modes in Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart” published in the volume Understanding Things Fall Apart: Selected Essays and Criticism edited by
Solomon lyasere.

™ A culture preserved in writings. Chirography is the study of handwriting in all of its aspects: script, calligraphy, etc.
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language and forms. Thus, oral cultures tend to valorize collectivity over individuality and to create
individual personality structures that are in fact communal and externalized, not inclined towards
introspection. The externalized individual, then, is easily managed through the symbolic exchanges involved
in communal ritual and practices. Writing and reading, on the other hand, are solitary achievements that tend
to throw the psyche back on itself, and the knowledge that one's thoughts, when they are committed to
writing, can endure in time encourages the emergence and recognition of individuality.

In “Things Fall Apart” the writer conveys the flavor of an oral society in his style and narrative
organization. We witness thus a combination of literate and oral techniques. Just as the style represents in
writing the syntax and thought patterns of oral cultures, so the narrative operates on two levels: in its
novelistic form the story of Okonkwo is unique and historical, yet it is told as if it were a well-known myth.
The narrative acknowledges the latter fact in its opening sentence: "Okonkwo was well known throughout the
nine villages and even beyond" (Achebe, “Things Fall Apart” 1) The story of his poverty "was told in
Umuofia"”, and that of Ikemefuna's sacrifice "is still told to this day”. Similarly, other aspects of this
narrative manifest themselves as oral tales. The white colonizers first appear to the hero in the form of
stories. The reader is left with an impression that these tales are loosely connected but that the narrator of
“Things Fall Apart” will arrange them in his own unique order. Even if the myth about Okonkwo’s family is
common knowledge it has to be told as if for the first time. For example, after presenting Nwoye’s apostasy
and after depicting for several pages the first encounter between the Christian missionaries and the Igbos,
Achebe returns to Nwoye's conversation with the following sentences: "But there was a young lad who had
been captivated by Christianity. His name was Nwoye, Okonkwao's first son." (Achebe, “Things Fall Apart”
127)  In oral cultures the distinction between the secular and the sacred does not exist and Achebe has to
make sure that his characters do not seem foolish because they believe in the absence of that border.
Therefore, he has to endow both his characters and the narrator with a double consciousness. For example, at
the beginning of the legal-spiritual court where “egwugwus ” first appear, the narrator tells us that:

Okonkwo's wives, and perhaps other women as well, might have noticed that the second egwugwu ad the
springy walk of Okonkwo. And they might also have noticed that Okonkwo was not among the titled men and
elders who sat behind the row of egwugwu. But if they thought these things they kept them to themselves. ... ”
(Achebe, “Things Fall Apart” 79)

Thus, the narrator demonstrates for us the double consciousness of the characters, while admitting to the
reader that Okonkwo is "dressed up" as an “egwugwu” and then proceeding to deny that admission (i.e.,
Okonkwo "was one of the dead fathers . . ."). By maintaining a deliberate ambiguity, a double consciousness
in keeping with the syncretism of a written narrative about an oral culture, the narrator refuses to emphasize
either the chirographic or the oral viewpoint. The same effect is obtained through the monotony of the
narrative voice and the timeless aura of the story. The voice remains unchanged even when it is retelling a
folktale recounted by one of the characters. The chronology is extremely vague; temporal locations are
designated only by phrases such as "many years ago, years ago," "as old as the clan itself," "the worst year
in living memory," and so on. The only specific periods in the novel are associated with ritual punishment:
Ikemefuna's three years in Okonkwo's custody and Okonkwao's seven years in exile. Otherwise the novel is as
timeless as one with a historical setting.

Due to his desire to maintain the oral tradition Achebe never explores deep interiorities. Thus Okonkwo
remains a relatively flat character who has to be judged in terms of his narrative function. If Achebe
introduces us to traditional Igbo culture through Okonkwo, he is doing so in order to show that it was
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civilized and, by extension, that the colonized individual need not be ashamed of his past. In this respect, the
novel can be considered a skillful syncretism. Therefore the syncretism of Achebe’s fiction has two
important consequences: firstly, Achebe writes in English in order not to leave the representation of his
society at the mercy of racist colonial writers and secondly, he manages to create a content which conveys a
longing for a vanished heroic culture while the form transcends the division of the colonizer and the
colonized.

Conclusions

For Achebe, an authentic African /Nigerian identity must incorporate both the European colonial heritage
and the African pre-colonial traditions and culture. In this respect he is a precursor of contemporary theories
of identity. In his reinterpretation of post-colonial Africa, Achebe is among the first to argue in favor of the
recognition of identity as a container of multiple influences. For him the colonial experience is an
inheritance, one “grain” among others that must be accorded due recognition, as should “every grain that
comes our way ”. The key question for Achebe is what encouragement these grains offer “for the celebration
of our own world, the singing of the song of ourselves in the din of an insistent world and song of others” *?
This view of the unfolding identity as a song of Self and Other, a multitude of grains making up the African

post-colonial experience, prefigures recent post-modern theorizing of identity as ambivalent and hybrid.
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