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Abstract: 

This investigation offers a critical exploration of Chinua Achebe’s literary 

reconstruction of   pre-colonial and early transitional Igbo societies within Things Fall Apart 

(1958) and  Arrow of God (1964), framing these texts as complex academic arenas for 

cultural reclamation and indigenous political philosophy. Deviating from reductive, 

idealized representations of ancestral Africa, Achebe portrays the polities of Umuofia and 

Umuaro as highly organized, legally sophisticated constitutional entities. These societies 

successfully regulated individual ambition (chi) against collective stability through 

decentralized bodies like the Ndichie (Council of Elders), the Egwugwu (judicial ancestral 

masquerades), and evolving spiritual protectorates such as the Ulu priesthood. 

Utilizing a postcolonial theoretical lens combined with Afrocentric constitutional 

paradigms,         this study dissects the internal structural tensions and domestic vulnerabilities 

within these governance models—notably the hyper-masculine codes of Umuofia and the 

fragile spiritual centralisation in Umuaro. We argue that these systemic internal fractures 

created the specific sociopolitical vulnerabilities exploited by British colonial administrators 

and Christian missions. By tracing the parallel downfalls of Okonkwo and Ezeulu, this study 

outlines the deliberate institutional shift from indigenous self-regulation to colonial 

domination. Ultimately, the paper analyzes Achebe’s decolonial narrative style, which uses 

native proverbs and oral histories to restore historical agency to African societies. 
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Introduction: The Historiographic Imperative of Cultural Reclamation 

The mid-twentieth-century emergence of modern African literature was 

fundamentally tied to the geopolitical projects of national self-determination and structural 
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decolonization. Writers across the sub-Saharan region recognized that the achievement of 

political sovereignty would remain superficial without a systematic dismantling of the 

historical distortions imposed by Eurocentric colonial narratives. Imperialist historiography 

had historically justified its civilizing mission by depicting the African continent as an 

unorganized, ahistorical void completely lacking institutional complexity, civic philosophy, 

or legal stability. Chinua Achebe directly intervened in this academic space, stating that his 

primary creative objective was to restore cultural validity to his community, helping them 

shed the psychological complexes induced by decades of systematic colonial denigration. 

 

However, Achebe’s approach to cultural reclamation avoids the pitfalls of uncritical 

pastoral romanticism or simplistic nostalgic indulgence. Instead, his historical fiction 

conducts a rigorous, dialectical interrogation of ancestral socio-political systems. In Things 

Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God (1964), Achebe traces the complex evolutionary path 

of Igbo institutional life as it shifts from insular independence in Umuofia to the fragmented, 

occupied landscape of Umuaro. 

[Sovereignty] 

│ 

▼ 

[Fissures] 

│ 

▼ 

[Infiltration] 

│ 

▼ 

[Subjugation] 

 

This paper examines how these historical novels serve as vehicles for cultural revival 

by analyzing the internal mechanics, structural achievements, and fatal vulnerabilities of 

traditional Igbo governance. The term "dialectics" is used here to identify the ongoing 

tensions between opposing forces within the indigenous polity: the individual drive for 

meritocratic status versus the community's demand for social conformity; religious 

orthodoxy versus political pragmatism; and decentralized democratic egalitarianism versus 

the emerging structural need for centralized administration. By analyzing these internal 

dynamics, this study demonstrates that Achebe presents pre-colonial governance as a highly 

sophisticated, self-correcting system whose eventual vulnerability lay in its structural rigidity 

when confronted by the totalizing force of Western imperialism. 
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Theoretical Grounding: Postcolonial Constitutionalism and Afrocentricity 

To evaluate the systems of governance and the strategies of cultural revival in 

Achebe’s novels, this study relies on two foundational theoretical concepts: Molefi Kete 

Asante’s model of Afrocentricity and the principles of Postcolonial Constitutionalism. 

 

The Afrocentric paradigm asserts that African historical, cultural, and literary 

phenomena must be analyzed from the perspective of African people as active, self-

determining agents of their own history, rather than passive objects on the margins of 

European historical developments. Achebe implements this theoretical shift by entirely 

removing the colonial perspective from his narrative. He views the internal realities of 

Umuofia and Umuaro exclusively through indigenous epistemologies, ethical codes, and 

linguistic idioms. 

 

Complementing this, Postcolonial Constitutionalism provides an analytical framework 

for decoding the unwritten customary codes, institutional checks and balances, and 

jurisprudential practices that organized pre-colonial African societies. Historically, cultural 

imperialism justified itself by asserting that indigenous spaces lacked legal or structural 

organization. Scholars like Frantz Fanon and Edward Said have noted that devaluing 

indigenous socio-political institutions is a key mechanism of colonial subjugation. Achebe 

directly challenges this by showing that Igbo society was governed by an unwritten but 

strictly observed "constitutionalism." This system carefully balanced: 

 The executive and legislative powers of the Ndichie (Council of Elders) 

 The supreme judicial authority of the Egwugwu (ancestral masquerades) 

 The spiritual guidance of the oracles and priests 

 The individual freedom of citizens to seek title and economic advancement 

This study uses these frameworks to look past the individual tragedies of Okonkwo and 

Ezeulu, focusing instead on the broader institutional crises of their respective societies under 

the weight of colonial intrusion. 

The Political Architecture of Umuofia: Egalitarianism and Its Internal Tensions 

In Things Fall Apart, Umuofia is depicted as a classic decentralized, egalitarian, 

acephalous society. The clan operates entirely without centralized monarchs or hereditary 

rulers. Instead, political authority is distributed horizontally across a network of titled men, 

elders, and ancestral judicial bodies. This structure relies on a participatory democracy where 

decision-making is a collective, consensus-driven process. Major political decisions—such 

as declaring war, negotiating peace, or settling internal land disputes—are debated in open 

village assemblies held at the village common ground (ilolo). This public sphere values 

oratorical skill, rhetorical persuasion, and institutional transparency, allowing any titled man 

to contribute to the governance of the clan. 
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[Spirits (Egwugwu)] 

│ 

▼ (Law) 

[Titles] ──> [Elders (Ndichie)] <── [Individual (Chi)] 

│ 

▼ (Orders) 

[The Clan Body] 

 

The Ozo title system serves as a foundational pillar of this political architecture. It 

provides an avenue for upward social mobility based entirely on personal merit, agricultural 

productivity (measured in yams), and ethical integrity, rather than inherited privilege. As 

Achebe notes, age was respected but achievement was revered; if a child washed his hands, 

he could eat with kings. This meritocratic framework encourages individual ambition, 

keeping the society dynamic and productive. 

 

However, this governance model contains an internal dialectical tension: the 

relationship between the individual's chi (personal god/destiny) and the collective will of the 

community. While Umuofia encourages the pursuit of wealth and status, it sets clear 

boundaries to prevent individual ambition from threatening communal equilibrium. The 

highest judicial check on individual excess is the Egwugwu court. Representing the nine 

villages of the clan, these masked ancestral spirits act as a supreme court, blending judicial 

authority with spiritual weight. In the trial scene of Uzowulu and his estranged wife, Achebe 

demonstrates how the Egwugwu resolve domestic crises not through violent coercion, but 

through arbitration, compromise, and the restoration of social harmony. 

 

The systemic vulnerability of Umuofia's governance lies within its cultural values, 

particularly its celebration of hyper-masculine codes and its rigid enforcement of institutional 

orthodoxy. The society’s political decisions are heavily driven by the fear of looking weak 

or feminine (agbala). This fear is personified in Okonkwo, whose obsessive drive for 

personal status causes him to repeatedly misinterpret the flexible principles of the clan's 

unwritten constitution. The tragic execution of Ikemefuna exposes a deep fracture within 

Umuofia’s socio-religious governance. While the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves 

commands the boy's death, elders like Obierika question the moral and spiritual 

consequences of participating in the killing of a child who called Okonkwo father. Through 

Obierika’s silent doubts, Achebe reveals a capacity for internal critique within Igbo 

governance, showing that the system was not a monolith but a site of constant ethical 

negotiation. 
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Umuaro and the Evolutionary Shift toward Spiritual Centralization 

While Things Fall Apart examines a decentralized political structure, Arrow of God 

presents an evolution in Igbo governance: the deliberate creation of a centralized socio-

religious authority. Umuaro is a confederation of six villages that united to protect 

themselves against the raids of the nearby Menga people. To secure this alliance, the 

ancestors of Umuaro recognized that military cooperation alone was not enough; they needed 

a unifying spiritual and institutional focal point. They created a new, supreme deity named 

Ulu, and chose a priest, the Chief Priest of Ulu, from the weakest village to ensure that no 

single powerful village could dominate the confederation. 

[6 Villages] 

│ 

▼ 

[Alliance] 

│ 

▼ 

[Deity Ulu] 

│ 

▼ 

[Chief Priest] 

 

In this model, the Chief Priest holds immense administrative and political influence. 

Ezeulu is not a king, but he controls the calendar of the agricultural cycle. He watches the 

moon to announce the Feast of the New Yam, meaning the survival of Umuaro depends on 

his ritual performance. This centralization creates a volatile dialectic between the Chief 

Priest’s religious duties and the secular political ambitions of the village elders, led by the 

wealthy and arrogant Nwaka of Umunneora. 

 

Nwaka’s faction represents the traditional, decentralized democratic impulse of the 

Igbo polity, which fiercely resists anything resembling autocratic rule. Backed by the high 

priest of the lesser deity Idemili, Nwaka challenges Ezeulu’s authority, arguing that Umuaro 

has the power to ignore its priest if he acts against the immediate desires of the clan. This 

internal power struggle is evident in the dispute over the land war with the neighboring town 

of Okperi. Ezeulu, acting as the moral voice of the deity, declares the war unjust because 

Umuaro does not own the disputed land. Nwaka, however, uses his rhetorical skill to sway 

the public assembly, convincing Umuaro to launch an aggressive military campaign. 

 

This conflict reveals a major fracture in Umuaro's governance structure: the dividing 

line between spiritual authority and political consensus is poorly defined. When the clan 
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chooses political convenience over Ezeulu’s spiritual warnings, it fractures the foundational 

myth of unity that held the confederation together. Achebe shows that while the creation of 

Ulu was a successful political experiment in centralization, it introduced a volatile point of 

failure. If the relationship between the Chief Priest and the assembly of elders broke down, 

the entire social structure faced collapse. 

The Dialectics of Confrontation: British Imperialism and Indigenous Fracture 

The internal vulnerabilities of both Umuofia and Umuaro are fully exposed when 

they encounter the totalizing force of British colonialism. The British administration, 

operating through the dual strategy of Christian missionary work and Indirect Rule, did not 

encounter an anarchic space; instead, they encountered structured political systems that they 

systematically undermined. 

[British Rule] 

/          \ 

▼            ▼ 

[Mission]    [Government] 

│              │ 

▼              ▼ 

[Fracture]    [Subjugation] 

 

In Things Fall Apart, the Christian mission acts as an ideological wedge that exploits 

Umuofia’s rigid social exclusions. The church offers sanctuary and a sense of human dignity 

to the marginalized members of the clan: the efulefu (worthless men), the parents of 

abandoned twins, and the osu (outcasts). By embracing these excluded groups, the mission 

systematically drains Umuofia of its social cohesion. 

 

When Okonkwo returns from his seven-year exile in Mbanta, he finds a deeply 

altered political landscape. The white man has brought a government, built a court where the 

District Commissioner judges cases, and established a prison where guards humiliate titled 

elders. The traditional legal and political system, the Egwugwu, is stripped of its authority 

when a Christian convert, Enoch, unmasks an ancestral spirit in public. This act is a spiritual 

and constitutional assault; it destroys the sacred anonymity that gave the Egwugwu judicial 

power. Okonkwo's retaliatory killing of the court messenger represents a desperate attempt 

to force Umuofia into a traditional military response. However, the clan's silent, confused 

reaction signals that the institutional will to fight as a unified body has already broken. 

 

In Arrow of God, the British colonial apparatus, led by the administrative officer 

Captain Winterbottom, uses a different but equally destructive strategy: the institutional 

imposition of Warrant Chiefs. This policy reflects a profound misunderstanding of Igbo 



 

 

SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor:8.337(SJIF)   

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 8, Issue-6(June);2026 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

   431 

political philosophy. Lord Lugard’s system of Indirect Rule required a centralized hierarchy 

through which the British could issue orders. Finding no kings in the Igbo interior, the 

colonial administration decided to create them by issuing warrants to handpicked individuals. 

Winterbottom looks at Umuaro and mistakes Ezeulu’s religious prestige for autocratic 

political power. He attempts to appoint Ezeulu as the Warrant Chief for the region. Ezeulu’s 

absolute refusal of this appointment is a defining moment of anti-colonial institutional 

resistance: "Tell the white man that Ezeulu will not be anybody’s chief, except Ulu." This 

refusal stems from a deep understanding of his constitutional role: he is a servant of his deity 

and a custodian of his people’s spiritual traditions, not an administrative tool for an 

occupying empire. 

 

However, the political cost of this resistance proves devastating. The British 

imprison Ezeulu for two months at Okperi for defying their authority. While he is locked 

away, Ezeulu cannot watch for the new moons, which delays the announcement of the New 

Yam Festival. This creates a severe constitutional crisis for Umuaro: the people cannot 

harvest their yams without the Chief Priest's ritual signal, leaving the crops to rot in the 

ground and threatening the community with starvation. 

The Tragic Convergence: Okonkwo, Ezeulu, and the Rupture of Institutions 

The tragedies of Okonkwo and Ezeulu are more than personal downfalls; they symbolize the 

structural collapse of the political systems they sought to defend. Both characters are 

institutional hardliners who fail to navigate the changing realities brought by colonial 

intrusion. 

 

[Okonkwo: Rigidity]   [Ezeulu: Pride] 

│                   │ 

▼                   ▼ 

[Defies Adapt]     [Defies Council] 

│                   │ 

└─────────┬─────────┘ 

▼ 

[System Collapse] 

 

Okonkwo’s tragedy stems from his hyper-masculine rigidity. He views the flexible, 

consensus-driven nature of Umuofia's governance as weakness. When the elders choose 

negotiation over violence, Okonkwo reacts with contempt. His suicide is a profound 

violation of the very customary laws he dedicated his life to upholding. Suicide is an 

abomination against Ani, the earth goddess, meaning his body cannot be buried by his 

clansmen. Through Okonkwo's end, Achebe highlights a bitter historical paradox: the man 
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who strove to embody the highest ideals of his culture dies an outcast, discarded by his own 

society. 

 

Ezeulu’s tragedy, on the other hand, is born of autocratic spiritual pride. When he 

returns from his imprisonment in Okperi, he misinterprets his community's failure to rescue 

him as a betrayal of Ulu. He chooses to use his ritual power over the agricultural calendar as 

a weapon to punish his political rivals, Nwaka and the elders of Umuaro. When the elders 

come to him, begging him to eat the remaining sacred yams and call the harvest to avert 

famine, Ezeulu refuses, stating he is merely an arrow in the bow of his god. 

 

This refusal shatters the unwritten covenant between the Chief Priest, the deity, and 

the community. The people of Umuaro remind Ezeulu that no individual, not even the Chief 

Priest of Ulu, can wage war against the survival of the clan. Confronted by starvation, the 

governance structure fractures permanently. The Christian mission, led by Mr. Goodcountry, 

steps into the crisis with a pragmatic compromise: he promises protection from Ulu's wrath 

to anyone who brings a thank-offering of yams to the Christian church, allowing them to 

harvest their fields. Faced with starvation, the people of Umuaro abandon Ulu and flock to 

the church. Ezeulu’s domestic world collapses simultaneously with the sudden death of his 

favorite son, Obika, leaving the Chief Priest to spend his final days in mental darkness. His 

downfall marks the end of Umuaro’s socio-religious sovereignty. 

Narrative Aesthetics as a Medium of Cultural Revival 

Achebe's cultural revival project is fundamentally driven by his narrative craft. He 

recognizes that colonialist literature—such as Joyce Cary's Mister Johnson or Joseph 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness—dehumanized Africa by stripping its people of complex 

language. To counter this, Achebe develops a distinct narrative aesthetic that translates the 

idiom, rhythm, and philosophical depth of the Igbo worldview into English. 

 

The most important element of this strategy is his masterful use of proverbs. As he 

famously observes in Things Fall Apart, among the Igbo, conversation is an art form, and 

proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are eaten. Proverbs in these novels are not merely 

decorative folklore; they serve as a dynamic medium for legal debate, political philosophy, 

and psychological analysis. When characters argue in public assemblies, they use proverbs 

to cite legal precedents and invoke ancestral wisdom. For example, when Nwaka challenges 

Ezeulu, he uses proverbs to remind the assembly that a man who brings ant-infested faggots 

into his hut should not complain when lizards visit him. This rhetorical strategy demonstrates 

thatpre-colonial Igbo governance was deeply anchored in intellectual debate and 

philosophical reflection. 
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Furthermore, Achebe uses the structural rhythm of the Igbo calendar, market days                                     

(Eke, Oye, Afo, Nkwo), and communal rituals to establish an autonomous narrative space. By 

refusing to provide explicit glossaries for terms like chi, ogbanje, ozo, or ndichie, Achebe 

forces the reader to engage with Igbo culture on its own terms. The text does not apologize 

for its cultural specificity; instead, it demands that the reader adjust their perspective to 

understand an indigenous African world. This linguistic and structural strategy is a form of 

narrative decolonization, reclaiming the authority to define African realities from the inside 

out. 

Conclusion: The Dialectical Legacy of Achebe’s Historical Vision 

In Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God, Chinua Achebe achieves a profound cultural 

revival by presenting pre-colonial Igbo governance as a sophisticated, dynamic, and deeply 

philosophical framework. Through his detailed descriptions of Umuofia’s decentralized 

democracy and Umuaro’s experiment with spiritual centralization, he completely dismantles 

the colonial myth of an anarchic, primitive Africa. He demonstrates that these societies 

possessed unwritten constitutions, institutional checks and balances, and public spaces 

dedicated to consensus-driven diplomacy. 

 

Crucially, Achebe’s historical vision is marked by absolute intellectual honesty. His 

project of cultural revival does not ignore the internal contradictions, rigidities, and social 

exclusions that existed within traditional institutions. Instead, he shows how these internal 

fractures—Umuofia’s hyper-masculine codes and Umuaro’s bitter internal political 

rivalries—created vulnerabilities that British colonial forces systematically exploited. The 

tragic downfalls of Okonkwo and Ezeulu represent the structural rupture of a political world 

caught between internal crises and the aggressive push of imperial modernity. 

 

For the contemporary scholar of postcolonial literature, Achebe’s novels provide an 

enduring blueprint for historical reclamation. They demonstrate that recovering identity does 

not mean inventing a flawless, static past. Rather, it requires a critical, honest engagement 

with history’s complexities. By documenting both the strengths and the vulnerabilities of 

Igbo governance, Achebe restores historical agency to African societies, proving that their 

stories are defined not just by colonial interruption, but by a rich legacy of political 

philosophy and human experience. 
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