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Multiculturalism centres on the thought in political philosophy about the way to respond 

to cultural and religious differences. It describes the co-existence of diverse cultures, where 

culture includes racial, religious, or cultural groups and is manifested in customary behaviours, 

cultural assumptions and values, patterns of thinking, and communicative styles. Chinua 

Achebe’s writings deal mostly with the coexistence of the British colonization of the Igbo lands 

in Northern Nigeria based upon their traditional religious culture. At the end the loss of authority 

is experienced due to the pressure of both Western politics and religion. Achebe’s third novel 

Arrow of God (1964) is a political and cultural one, set in Nigeria in the early twentieth century 

when colonization by British government officials and Christian missionaries were well ongoing.  

The paper reflects on the underlying theological shift and tries to develop an ontological 

approach to understand the differences and transformations in two different African-European 

cultures. The political and cultural conflicts within the Igbo society bring awareness among the 

natives which finally disintegrates from within and rejuvenates itself to Christianity. This 

rejuvenation will lead not only to the assimilation of Western values and beliefs, but also to an 

extent to the eventual loss of the Igbo cultural identity. Without understanding these two 

different cultures, one may fail to comprehend or appreciate its magnitude.  

The main character in the novel Ezeulu, a tragic protagonist who is the Chief priest of the 

god Ulu, is accountable to control both his people and the British administrators. Ulu is a god 

created by the people almost a century before when the six villages of Umuaro were united to 

withstand the Abam slave raiders. Ezeulu’s priestly powers were conferred upon him by the 

people who did not allow him to act according to personal discretion. Ezeulu, by choosing to act 

according to his will, had circumvented the boundaries laid down by the society. 
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The paper explores how traditional beliefs and customs stand nothing before Christianity 

where people believe that superstitious beliefs are smashed before God. The lives of the people 

of Umuaro are dictated by tradition. Transparently the author puts across the traditional rituals 

and festivals which are managed by the priests of the various deities associated with every 

village. The overall deity, Ulu, provides the important purification rites as well as the feast which 

is associated with the rhythms of agriculture. The two most significant rituals in the life of the 

people of Umuaro are the festivals of the Pumpkin Leaves and the New Yam.  

Only the Chief priest can name the day for the feast of the Pumpkin Leaves or for the 

New Yam Feast, which ushers in the yam harvest. At the same time, he cannot break the 

tradition to announce the New Yam Festival. In an Interview with Lewis Nkosi, Achebe tells that 

“he is interested in investigating this power and how a priest determines the gods’ decrees” (21). 

As the Chief priest, Ezeulu is responsible for safeguarding the traditions and rituals of the 

people. In the New Yam Festival, Ezeulu watches each month for the new moon. He watches the 

thin moon with fear and he takes a sacred yam, roasts it over a fire and thinks about his duties as 

Chief Priest.  He beats the ogene to mark the beginning of the new month. When he is in his role 

as Chief Priest, he feels mostly joy instead of fear. He regards himself merely as a “watchman” 

(3). His power was nomore than the power of a child over a goat that was said to be his. As long 

as the goat was alive it was his. The day it was slaughtered he would know who the real owner 

was. According to Cook, the novel “searches into the limits of individual power in a system 

controlled by tradition” (18). 

It is his individual power that leads him to allow his people to suffer. He stubbornly 

follows the tradition and thereby he punishes his people. He refuses to eat the yams though he 

believes he is the only one enlightened by the deity and the only one who is in power to make 

decisions on behalf of the people. “You all know our custom,” Ezeulu says, “I only call a new 

festival when there is only one yam left from the last. Today I have three yams and so I know 

that the time has not come” (207). He waited for another three months to harvest the crops as 

there are three more yams left. In the meantime, the people’s crops are rotting in the field and 

they are starving to death. The elders of Umuaro offer to take the punishment on themselves, but 
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Ezeulu refuses. They begin to question the Chief priest and ask that the custom be altered. While 

it is so, Ezeulu’s son Obika dies suddenly while performing as Ogbazulobodo, the night spirit, in 

a ritual for a funeral. The people take Obika’s death as a sign that Ulu had either chastised or 

abandoned his priest and “that no man however great was greater than his people; that no one 

ever won judgement against his clan” (230). 

The other festival fervently followed by the people of Umuaro is the festival of Pumpkin 

Leaves. During the festival the left half of Ezeulu’s body would be painted white so that he may 

embody the spirit. This ability to bridge the spirit and human world should have blessed him 

with peace and harmony. However, through the course of the novel, the reader finds that Ezeulu 

is at war with himself. His most vicious enemy is his own self. The paradox of the conflict 

between spirit and human entrapped within the Chief Priest himself is the most enthralling 

element to the novel.  

Finally the British invasion which upsets the natural checks and balances within the Igbo 

culture is one of the ways to help the readers begin learning more about tradition and the 

conflicting cultures depicted by Achebe. The coming of Christianity undermines these traditions. 

Authority and power of the British colonial office, and, most importantly, Ezeulu’s inflexibility 

in adhering to tradition are brought to light every now and then by the author. For instance, 

Ezeulu while entering the shrine of Ulu heard the toll of the church bell and that seemed to have 

chased away the call of Ulu. The failure to hear the call of Ulu brings forth the most crucial 

conflict: the conflict with the self. This is the manifestation of his intrapersonal religious conflict. 

Threatened by the conflict with the rival religion he had sent one of his sons Oduche to study 

Christianity with the white missionaries led by Mr. Goodcountry. His initial motive in sending 

his son is that Oduche might learn “the wisdom of the white men” (42). 

Manhood is marked by stages of life like marriage, fatherhood, gaining titles and finally 

becoming an elder. Man accrues respect, rights and power as he moves through the stages of life. 

In Igbo life too more importance is given to respect and reputation and they are highly valued in 

both Igbo and British cultures. Ezeulu is indeed a person who is perceptive about what is going 
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on around him and therefore, he tells Oduche that the world is changing. It is a phenomenon that 

intensifies his manhood conflict. He tells his son “I have sent you to be my eyes there” (191). He 

continues admiring the ways of the Christian missionaries, “I want you to learn and master this 

man’s knowledge so much that if you are suddenly woken up from sleep and asked what it is you 

will reply. You must learn it until you can write it with your left hand (191). In sending his son to 

the missionaries he is coming into conflict with his role within society. He says if there is 

“nothing in it” Oduche will return; if on the other hand, there is “something there” Oduche will 

“bring home his [Ezeulu’s] share” (50). As Mordaunt shows clearly “Within Ezeulu’s lust to 

send his son to go and if there is something in the white man’s religion and lifestyle to get, there 

is a breach of norms” (155). Oduche however is mesmerized by the new religion and he is the 

only and one reason in sowing the seeds of Christianity in the very courtyard of the Chief priest 

and also in the strange and alien land Umuaro.  

The cultural struggle between tradition and transformation permeates the household as a 

family feud. It is brought to the forefront by Oduche’s act of entrapping a python. While Umuaro 

is worshipping the python, the new religion is condemning it for its evil representation as one 

finds in Genesis. As a new Christian Igbo, Oduche is encouraged to kill the sacred python which 

is supposed to be an offence in their culture. He places the python in a footlocker. Oduche’s 

family discovers the terrible deed when he is at church and released it unharmed. Doing anything 

to the royal python is considered to be an abomination. The royal python belongs to the god 

Idemili, and as soon as the priest of Idemili hears about it, he sends a messenger to chide Ezeulu, 

and to ask what he intends to do to purify his house. Even though everyone in Umuaro knows 

that Oduche is responsible for this desecration of a sacred symbol, Ezeulu does not punish his 

son. Ezeulu responds by telling Idemili to die and thus making the matter rests there, uneasily. 

When the symbol of the religion itself had lost its hold, tradition had to dissolve to make room 

for transformation. Ezeulu’s conflict tore down the ancient religion in an outward way. This is 

another instance which shows Ezeulu’s inflexibility in adhering to his own tradition. 

It is to be understood that Achebe tries to educate the readers the part played by the 

Western missionaries in their own land while some other African writers emulate to bring out the 
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importance of education, hoping this would refer the community. He educates the readers “. . . 

the day would not be far when the priest and all his people would turn away from the worship of 

snakes and idols to the true religion” (217). Chidi Amuta comments that “Chinua Achebe more 

than anyone else reshaped the literary map of Africa” (14). G.D.Killam develops that view: 

“[Achebe] has a central place in contemporary literature, because he, more than any of his peers, 

reflectively and unobtrusively has modified the traditions of fiction. He derived forms which are 

distinctively his own for the purpose of envisaging and conveying experience which is deeply 

convincing” (162).  

At this point it is obvious that Oduche has become a zealous convert to the new religion. 

He is sure that the new religion has entered into the boy’s head and heart. The vehement struggle 

of the sacrilege could be interpreted as symbolizing the internal turmoil that Ezeulu is 

experiencing. He is intensely disturbed, as this confirms the potency of the Whiteman’s 

religion.According to Palmer “. . . the religious conflict intensifies the conflict within the 

traditional society itself. . . The conflict is really a struggle for authority within the clan” (88). 

Ezeulu’s first and only responsibility is the mental/religious well-being of his people. All his 

other needs would be the problem of the community and they were responsible for his physical 

needs and demands. It is only when Ezeulu chooses and acts accordingly to his own will, that he 

steps out of the boundaries laid there by his society of which he is a member. Cook points out 

that “Ezeulu’s isolation, whether one sees it ordained or self appointed, is particular to himself 

and sets him apart” (18). His stubbornness sets him apart as an individualist in a communal 

structure. 

Again the British invasion plays a major part in a traditional and alien land as the natives 

fail to understand the negative impact of hideous deeds. When the people of Umuaro start a war 

with Okperi over a land they want to claim, they are encouraged to start the war by a wealthy 

man named Nwaka who challenges Ulu. This war is launched against the advice of Ulu’s Chief 

priest, Ezeulu. The colonial administration steps in to stop the war and the rules in favour of 

Okperi. The actions of Captain Winterbottom, a British colonial official who commands the local 

station to break and burn all the guns in Umuaro, becomes a legend. Meanwhile, the people of 
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Umuaro become angry with Ezeulu because he did not take their side. The differences between 

the two cultures are interpreted racially by their characters. 

Again when the colonial administration has commissioned a new road to be built, 

connecting Okperi with Umuaro as another project another problem sprouts. They have run out 

of funds but still need to complete the roads. So Mr Wright the overseer petitions to mobilize 

labour from the natives and receives permission. Umuaro is the unfortunate recipient of the 

demand for free labour and the natives are compelled to lend their hands in turns. One day 

Ezeulu’s son Obika is late getting to work. He had too much palm wine to drink the day before.  

When Mr.Wright whips him, it stirs up the resentments of all men. They want to ask “. . .why we 

are not paid for working on his road. . . wherever people do this kind of work the Whiteman pays 

them. Why should our own be different?” (87). Though they grumble among themselves, they 

are never able to come to a decision about what to do. While one group takes a decision 

vehemently, the other explicates its lack of independence and knowledge. The author makes a 

difference between the two cultures in the matter of power structures. Ezeulu too assumes that 

Obika has done something to deserve the whipping. Here too the reader finds Ezeulu’s 

inflexibility in adhering to his people.  

As the British administration’s power rises, the men in Umuaro discover that their power 

is diminishing. Hence they try to surrender themselves. The catechist Mr. Goodcountry at the 

church comes to their rescue. He offers protection so the people can harvest their yams. “The 

news spread that anyone who did not want to wait and see all his harvest ruined could take his 

offering to the God of the Christians who claimed to have power of protection from the anger of 

Ulu” (218). Of the ending John Updike says “the events of the conclusion proved unexpected 

and, as I think about them, beautifully resonant, tragic and theological” (56). Taking this 

inflexibility as an advantage Umuaro turns to the Christian God for help. Ezeulu’s ill-advised 

refusal to celebrate the Feast of the New Yam results in the triumph of Christianity in Umuaro, 

but the dramatic conversion represents Christianity’s gradual domination of spiritual life in 

Nigeria in the twentieth century. Achebe is of the view “As daylight chases away darkness so 
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will the Whiteman drive away all our customs. . . . The Whiteman has power which comes from 

the true God and it burns like fire” (86).  

Achebe, who is reared as a Christian, shows that this religious conversion will do good to 

the people of Umuaro. Because Christianity turns out to be a more flexible religion than it 

appears from the outside, the catechist is able to take advantage of the situation when Ezeulu 

fails to take independent action from his deity. As a result, Christianity triumphs over traditional 

Umuaro religion. The reader finds that authority is slowly eroding both from within and without. 

The novel searches into the limits of individual power in a system controlled by tradition. The 

Christian missionaries are a spiritual force directly opposed to Ezeulu’s power. As a result, 

Christianity is also identified with the source of their power. In Achebe’s article “The Novelist as 

Teacher” Achebe explains his purpose in his novels by portraying “Africans as real human 

beings in order to correct their misrepresentation in canonical literary texts” (45). The author’s 

courage should be appreciated by giving such an ending to the novel. 

The narrative techniques, rhetorical techniques, cultural contrasts and comparisons, 

character analysis, theme, point of view, the interrelationship between literature and politics give 

strength to the novel. While reading this novel one could understand African folktales, songs, 

and proverbs which are used as a way to communicate the African oral tradition within the 

framework of the novel. Achebe says, “When I use these forms in my novels, they both serve a 

utilitarian purpose, which is to reenact the life of the people that I am describing, and also delight 

through elegance and aptness of imagery. This is what proverbs are supposed to do” (Lindfors 

67).  

The African characters are stereotypes in most of the African writers.  Achebe creates 

complex and complicated human beings existing within an equally complex and complicated 

society. They have both good and bad traits, which are equally exposed and explored in the 

novel.  The selected novel for discussion is notable for a wealth of minor characters, including 

Ezeulu’s wives, sons, and daughters and his rivals and friends, and for its ethnographic richness, 

describing the ordinary life, religious rituals, and social stresses of an Igbo village. Minutely the 
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role of the Igbo families and women in the society are examined.  The British characters who 

seem strange and out of place are also inserted into the novel to depict the culture clash. 

Winterbottom, Clark, and Wright are presented as one dimensional stereotype. Moore points out 

“The white characters are not much more than parodies, though perfectly fair ones . . . . Some 

day Chinua Achebe must give us a Whiteman whom he takes as seriously as he does his Igbo, 

rather than a series of dei ex machine” (52). 

It is to be pointed out that like the other African writers, Achebe’s purpose in Arrow of 

God  is also partly educational. His main intention is to explicit his ideology that traditional 

religious structure and the Christianity  compete for authority in Nigeria during the 1920 s. 

Ezeulu’s power and authority has precipitated destruction, not only to himself and the people but 

also to their religion and culture. The author has created the protagonist in such a way because 

the reader sometimes is pushed to confusion why Ezeulu is very stubborn in taking decisions as 

the whole community compels him to eat the yams.  
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