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Abstract 
Arrow of God would be considered under Emile Durkheim’s model 
of division of labour as a fairly more advanced society than Things 
Fall Apart because of the greater complexity of the social structure 
in the former novel. The world renowned masterpiece, by contrast, 
is fairly simple in its structure. The familial functions are the same 
in the two works. The husband and father is the official bread-
winner and the manager of the family’s resources, extending from 
land and homestead to food resources. He provides security and is 
the representative of the family group in the town’s decision-
making body. It is at the social level of organization that we see the 
disparity in structure and functions. Both are emergent societies, 
moving from a theocratic order to a democratic one. Along this 
path, Things Fall Apart is more advanced than Arrow of God, whereas 
the expectation should be that the one with greater division of 
labour should be the more advanced society. Neither, however, may 
be used as a model for what has sometimes been called Igbo 
republicanism. The processes of evolution involve much suffering 
for the key individuals and turmoil at the social level, but are purely 
internal to these societies. The ongoing movement of colonization 
which intersects at a point of maximum vulnerability with the 
formerly isolated communities and incorporates them is more 
opportunistic than causative. 

mailto:nickakwanya@gmail.com
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function, identity, inauthenticity, unfreedom.  
 
Introduction 
Studies of Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God often focus on the 
heroes since the stories seem to turn on the moral character of 
these individuals. They are seen as autonomous, making decisions 
and positing actions as they are prompted from within or in 
response to other characters or as reflecting their own individual 
relation to the situation they are faced with. Highlighting the 
concepts of function and deliberation in this paper brings about a 
multiple perspective. Certain actions and points of view are tied to 
these characters’ functional roles, which may be social or cultic and 
therefore rule-governed and indeliberate; others are deliberative 
actions, and there are no rules, except the moral character of the 
individual and the specific way in which he perceives the 
alternatives facing him. In this paper, therefore, we shall ask basic 
questions about identities and roles to guide us to ascertain the 
extent of freedom and unfreedom in the characters. These bear 
directly on the tenor of the tragedy in each case. 
 
Identities and Roles 
Part of the power of Things Fall Apart is its unblinking focus on 
Okonkwo who according to his friend Obierika ‘was one of the 
greatest men in Umuofia’ (68). In him we see the kind of tragic hero 
caught up in the law immutable of which we read in Sophocles’ 
Antigone that ‘for mortals greatly to live is greatly to suffer’ (line 
605). His aspiration which he never gives up is to live the full values 
of maleness as he figures it out in the cultural tradition. So his self-
image is quite unlike the hero of Arrow of God who is ensconced ‘in 
the haughty splendour’ of his high priesthood (229). Both 
narratives, however, are more than about their central characters, 
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as each also represents an externally induced cultural revolution 
which changes society radically. In Things Fall Apart, Umuofia loses 
its independence; in Arrow of God, the cultural order gives way to a 
new religious order. 
 Though one of the greatest in Umuofia, Okonkwo never 
becomes a member of the coterie of elders who make all the 
political decisions in Umuofia. We do not have clear information as 
to the conditions of membership. But ‘his fame rested on solid 
personal achievements’ (1), mainly in martial arts and exploits as a 
warrior. But also he is a successful farmer and head of a prosperous 
household. His self-recognition, however, is in terms of his warlike 
exploits. He has a rare moment of introspection, when he himself 
is the object of analysis, after the killing of Ikemefuna: 

‘When did you become a shivering old woman,’ Okonkwo asked 
himself, ‘you, who are known in all the nine villages for your 
valour in war? How can a man who has killed five men in battle 
fall to pieces because he has added a boy to their number? 
Okonkwo, you have become a woman indeed’ (21). 

Unconsciously, it is this warlike image that he projects in public. So 
it is in the function of a warrior of uncommon standing that he is 
identified within the Umuofia public, his personality almost entirely 
subsumed in that function. In the social space he stands out as one 
who has little to say to other people; although he converses quite 
well with his friend Obierika, he is given to dialoguing with himself. 
In the final episode of the narrative when he arrives at the square 
with Obierika, there is the following revealing dialogue: 

 ‘Can you see him?’ he asked Obierika.   
 ‘Who?’   
 ‘Egonwanne,’ he said, his eyes roving from one corner of the 
huge marketplace to the other….   
 ‘No,’ said Obierika, casting his eyes over the crowd. ‘Yes, 
there he is, under the silk-cotton tree. Are you afraid he would 
convince us not to fight?’   
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 ‘Afraid? I do not care what he does to you. I despise him and 
those who listen to him. I shall fight alone if I choose….  
 ‘I shall wait till he has spoken,’ Okonkwo thought. ‘Then I 
shall speak.’   
 ‘But how do you know he will speak against war?’ Obierika 
asked after a while.   
 ‘Because I know he is a coward,’ said Okonkwo (66). 

He has been thinking of Egonwanne in the lead up to this meeting, 
mentally constructing a confrontation between them at the 
meeting, where he expects that Egonwanne would talk peace and 
warn Umuofia against a ‘war of blame’. In the above he is 
proceeding as if Obierika had been the auditor of his mental clash 
with Egonwanne, only to surprise Obierika when he asks. ‘Can you 
see him?’ Shortly after, he drops back into interior monologue over 
the same individual. 
 Ezeulu is even more thoughtful than Okonkwo, and lives alone 
with his thoughts all the time. This lonely existence seems to be 
imposed by his office as Chief Priest; and he accepts it with 
equanimity. As he puts it to his friend, ‘As to being alone, do you 
not think that it should be as familiar to me now as are dead bodies 
to the earth’ (132). This is in no way relieved by his occasional 
conversations with his friend Akuebue. During those moments, he 
is at most half-alone, if there is such a thing. For no one can ‘know 
the Thing which beats the drum to which Ezeulu dances’ (132). He 
is completely immersed in the function of being a chief priest to 
Ulu and his person identity is largely subsumed in this cultic/social 
identity. He no longer has even a personal name. Ezeulu, everyone 
calls him, including his children and his wives. Only once does a 
child of his speak of him as father – but in the third person (99). 
Both the narrator and he himself apply the word during a quarrel 
between Ezeulu and his eldest son, Edogo, in both cases, in the 
specific form of ‘the third person of the novel’ (Banfield 1985: 5): 
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 It was therefore a very irate Ezeulu to whom Edogo told his 
story of what he had heard at the Nkwo market place. When he 
finished his father asked him curtly:  
 ‘And what did you do when you heard that?’   

‘What should I have done?’ Edogo was surprised and a little 
angry at his father’s tone.  ‘Don’t you hear him?’ asked Ezeulu 
of no one. ‘My first son, somebody says to your hearing that 
your father has committed an abomination, and you ask me 
what you should have done. When I was your age I would have 
known what to do. I would have come out and broken the man’s 
head instead of hiding in the spirit-house.’   
 Edogo Was now very angry but he controlled his tongue. 
‘When you were my age your father did not send one of his sons 
to worship the white man’s god’ (52-53). 

Living alone with his thoughts has very important consequences 
and can create tensions with people close to him, as he sometimes 
expects them to connect to his thoughts as if they themselves had 
processed the thought materials in deliberation. He and members 
of his family frequently rub hard against each other for this very 
reason. His second son Obika is the one who sometimes comes off 
as if a participant in his deliberations. The above quarrel with Edogo 
comes about because he has overheard a conversation in very harsh 
terms about the imprisoning of a scared python in a box by Oduche, 
the third son of Ezeulu who has been sent to attend the mission 
school. Obika’s mother, exercised by what Rostbøll would call 
‘public deliberation’ (2008: 2), on the matter of the sacred yams 
which are standing between the community and their harvest, 
directly appeals to him to intervene with Ezeulu: 

 ‘I want you to go and talk to your father.’   
 ‘About what?’  
 ‘About what? About his . . . Are you a stranger in Umuaro? 
Do you not see the trouble that is coming?’   
 ‘What do you expect him to do? To disobey Ulu?’   
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 ‘I knew you would not listen to me.’ She managed to hang 
all her sorrows and disappointments on those words.   
 ‘How can I listen to you when you join outsiders in urging 
your husband to put his head in a cooking pot?’ (212) 

He understands without being told, just as Ezeulu wishes the 
situation to be understood, that the challenge facing him over the 
New Yam Festival precludes deliberation. For, according to Singer, 

Deliberation is typically understood as the procedure by which 
an agent gives himself a rule through action, rather than 
following a preconstituted rule or fate. As Aristotle says, one 
does not deliberate where ends are already known … or, we 
might add, where they are formally necessary (2003: 47) 

Deliberative action by Ezeulu is rather seen in his sending his son 
to the mission school to be his eyes there (189). Ezeulu says very 
little, but he is processing all that is going on around him in the 
dimension of thought; and that is how he has arrived at the decision 
to send Oduche to school, but first summons him: 

‘The world is changing,’ he had told him. ‘I do not like it. But I 
am like the bird Eneke-nti-oba. When his friends asked him why 
he was always on the wing he replied: ‘Men of today have learnt 
to shoot without missing and so I have learnt to fly without 
perching.’ I want one of my sons to join these people and be my 
eye there. If there is nothing in it you will come back. But if 
there is something there you will bring home my share. The 
world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to see it well you do 
not stand in one place. My spirit tells me that those who do not 
befriend the white man today will be saying had we known 
tomorrow.’ 

Between a closed and an open society, Ezeulu is ambivalent. His 
manner of presentation to Oduche, however, suggests a spying 
mission instead of a dialogue which might bring under deliberation 
‘the moral and political order, custom, nomos, tradition … and the 
relationship between the open and closed societies’ (Gilson, The 
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Metaphysical Presuppositions of Being-in-the-World 26). He does not 
want to be one of those ‘saying had we known tomorrow’, but he 
wants his share of that tomorrow to be brought home to him. He 
does not want to shift ground towards it. All the same, the action 
of sending his son to school which is the remote cause of the 
imprisoning of the sacred python in a box is a major reason why 
public opprobrium against Ezeulu has been growing. He will greatly 
suffer because of decisions which are indeliberate, but necessary, at 
least in his own perception, but his own deliberative actions will 
play a catalytic role. 
 In his speech to Oduche, furthermore, he is laying claim to the 
tragic quality of being ‘better’ (beltious) than men nowadays (tôn 
nun), (Aristotle 1448a, 19). Okonkwo indirectly makes the claim also 
when he speaks to his sons in these terms:  

‘You have all seen the great abomination of your brother. Now 
he is no longer my son or your brother. I will only have a son 
who is a man, who will hold his head up among my people. If 
any one of you prefers to be a woman, let him follow Nwoye 
now while I am alive so that I can curse him. If you turn against 
me when I am dead I will visit you and break your neck.’ 

Turning against him is the same as joining ‘a stranger to soil their 
fatherland’ in Okika’s speech quoted below. In other words, the elders 
who have refused to join the Christians consider themselves ‘better’ 
than those who have joined. But there is no doubt that Okonkow is 
better than all in his clearness of perception of the cultural code of 
manliness and in the single-mindedness with which he pursues it, 
unwilling to admit of any compromise. But there is pathos in this single-
mindedness and perception. It recalls the Chorus at the end of Pat I, 
Scene 1 of Eliot’s The Family Reunion intoning: 

Hold tight, hold tight, we must insist that the world is what we 
have always taken it to be (41).  

 Faithfulness to the cultural tradition and the ancestors is to 
Okonkwo like necessity itself. He is with most of the elders in 
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believing that the preconsituted order of ancestral tradition 
precedes and is the basis of all deliberation; and it is their function 
as elders to uphold this. Hence Okika’s sense of outrage is quite 
palpable in this declamation, as events come to a head following 
the unmasking of an ancestral Mask by the Christians: 

‘All our gods are weeping. Idemili is weeping, Ogwugwu is 
weeping, Agbala is weeping, and all the others. Our dead fathers 
are weeping because of the shameful sacrilege they are 
suffering and the abomination we have all seen with our eyes’ 
(66). 

He means that it is incumbent upon the living elders to exact 
retribution over the sacrilege. With ancestors making up the 
preconstituted order and the basis of deliberation and self-
cognition, actions contingent have the aspect of inexorability and 
indeliberateness. It is these very actions that bring Okonkwo in 
confrontation with the white man. But the complication is his 
uncontrollable passion. It leads to precipitate violence against the 
white man’s messenger and to his own utter isolation. 
 
Social Structures 
The social structures in Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God are 
organized in such a way that decision-making is hierarchized. The 
overriding impression is that the power of decision-making, belongs 
to the elders consisting exclusively of the menfolk. In both works we see 
them summoned to the village or market square to consider problems 
which affect the entire clan. But the reality is somewhat more complex 
than this; and it is hard to agree with Bernth Lindfors that Things Fall 
Apart ‘is set in a peaceful rural village governed democratically by a 
group of prominent citizens obedient to their gods and observant 
of traditions and taboos handed down by their ancestors’ (2014). In 
Things Fall Apart, there is some anonymity as to who summons the 
meetings, but the presentation of the problem which sets the meeting 
in motion is by someone ‘chosen’ for the particular occasion. There is 
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some competition for space to air a view on the problem, but always by 
people who clearly have information and can take the cue to spring to 
their feet at the appropriate moment and give the traditional salutation 
by which they claim attention. At the first such meeting in Things Fall 
Apart, Ogbuefi Ezeugo clearly has mastery of the conventions associated 
with these meetings: 

 In the morning the market place was full. There must have been 
about ten thousand men there, all talking in low voices. At last 
Ogbuefi Ezeugo stood up in the midst of them and bellowed four 
times, ‘Umuofia kwenu,’ and on each occasion he faced a different 
direction and seemed to push the air with a clenched fist. And ten 
thousand men answered ‘Yaa!’ each time. Then there was perfect 
silence. Ogbuefi Ezeugo was a powerful orator and was always 
chosen to speak on such occasions. He moved his hand over his 
white head and stroked his white beard. He then adjusted his cloth, 
which was passed under his right arm-pit and tied above his left 
shoulder.   
 ‘Umuofia kwenu,’ he bellowed a fifth time, and the crowd yelled 
in answer (3). 

When someone is ‘chosen’ to open the discussion, in addition to having 
the relevant information and the oratorical skills to make the 
presentation, he also must have ‘the booming voice which a first 
speaker must use to establish silence in the assembly of the clan’ 
66). 
 In Arrow of God, the elder with information on the problem on which 
a decision needs to be made is the one who causes the meeting to be 
summoned. So does Ezeulu when he is summoned by the District 
Officer Winterbottom to Okperi (Chapter 13). He also gives the opening 
speech. It is possible that we see these leadership roles more clearly in 
Arrow of God because of the central role of Ezeulu in the triggering of 
the crisis, its development, and resolution. But also he has a powerful 
enemy who contests the social space with him. This enemy, however, 
uses a proxy in his attacks. 
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 In this work, in fact, there is a play of proxies. Ezeulu is a proxy for 
his deity, while his enemy, Ezidemili is that of his own deity, Idemili. At 
this level, the struggle is between the two deities, Ulu and Ezidemili, a 
fact that Ulu reveals in a moment of mystic experience by Ezeulu: 

 ‘Ta! Nwanu!’ barked Ulu in his ear, as a spirit would in the ear of 
an impertinent human child. ‘Who told you that this was your own 
fight?’   
 Ezeulu trembled and said nothing.   
 ‘I say who told you that this was your own fight which you could 
arrange to suit you? You want to save your friends who brought you 
palm wine he-he-he-he-he!’ laughed the deity the way spirits do – a 
dry, skeletal laugh. ‘Beware you do not come between me and my 
victim or you may receive blows not meant for you! Do you not 
know what happens when two elephants fight? Go home and sleep 
and leave me to settle my quarrel with Idemili, who wants to destroy 
me so that his python may come to power. Now you tell me how it 
concerns you. I say go home and sleep. As for me and Idemili we 
shall fight to the finish; and whoever throws the other down will 
strip him of his anklet!’ 

It is a fight then between the deities and Ulu does not want Ezeulu to 
stand in the way. By function, however, Ezeulu is a kind of vicar to the 
deity. The demand being made of him, therefore, is an impossible 
demand. His position is rendered still more dangerous because he is 
facing the full resources of the enemy without a proxy, such as Ezidemili 
has in Ogbuefi Nwaka. 
 Ulu in the above formulates the fight with Idemili as a struggle for 
space. This is space which he himself has been in command of since he 
was first created for the purposes of providing Umuaro security against 
pillagers. Idemili now wants him destroyed ‘so that his python may 
come to power’. Ulu has not restricted himself to the security role, but 
expanded into regulating the agricultural cycle. By moving outside the 
designated function into other areas of life, he has acquired a personal 
status (Cassirer). 
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 Idemili, also like Ulu, is originally a functional deity; and his function 
is probably connected to the assuaging of the consequences of blood 
guilt. But he has become the personal deity of one of the six villages 
of Umuaro, where his ceremonial has been perpetuated. We read 
that while the crisis over the New Yam Festival is gathering force, 
some minor festivals are held, in one of which, 

Umunneora observed their annual feast in honour of Idemili, Owner 
of the python. Together the six villages held the quiet retreat called 
– Oso Nwanadi – to placate the resentful spirits of kinsmen who had 
been killed in war or in other ways made to suffer death in the cause 
of Umuaro. 

The function is therefore remotely connected with security, but with 
the spiritual dimension of it. Ezeulu’s cultic duties, of course, include 
the annual cleansing of all Umuaro from all faults, hidden or manifest, 
‘and countless other sins, before the planting season’ (60). Idemili who 
according to his priest ‘was there at the beginning of things’ (41), is the 
one who has been losing ground, while Ulu is expanding his role. 
 In the denouement, there is disaster for Ezeulu and his deity, but 
that does not mean that Idemili is able to regain lost ground. The 
Christian church is already in command of the contested space: 

‘I was born when lizards were in ones and twos    
A child of Idemili. The difficult teardrops    
Of Sky’s first weeping drew my spots. Being    
Sky-born I walked the earth with royal gait    
And mourners saw me coiled across their path.  
But of late   
A strange bell   
Has been ringing a song of desolation:    

Leave your yams and cocoyams     
And come to school.    

And I must scuttle away in haste   
When children in play or in earnest cry:     

Look! a Christian is on the way (222). 
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The Speaker and bearer of the ethos of Idemili is the Python. Once upon 
a time he ‘walked the earth with royal gait / And mourners saw me 
coiled across their path’. He who could bring a funeral procession to a 
halt, unless presumably appeased, must now ‘scuttle away in haste / 
When children in play or in earnest cry: / Look! a Christian is on the way’. 
The day of the traditional gods is decidedly in the past. The struggle for 
space has been waged independently of the Christian missionary 
activity in Umuaro, but they have opportunistically stepped in to reap 
their harvest (131). 
 The struggle for democratic space involves the same human 
protagonists. But Ogbuefi Nwaka is no longer acting as a proxy. In his 
own name, he challenges rule by Ulu, but it is Ezeulu who must answer 
on behalf of his deity. In the debate on whether or not to go to war with 
Okperi, Nwaka firmly rejects rule by Ulu, or his proxy, Ezeulu, 
demanding rather that the deity should restrict himself to the function 
for which he had been created: 

Nwaka began by telling the assembly that Umuaro must not allow 
itself to be led by the Chief Priest of Ulu. ‘My father did not tell me 
that before Umuaro went to war it took leave from the priest of Ulu,’ 
he said. ‘The man who carries a deity is not a king. He is there to 
perform its ritual and to carry sacrifice to it. But I have been 
watching this Ezeulu for many years. He is a man of ambition; he 
wants to be king, priest, diviner, all. His father, they said, was like 
that. But Umuaro showed him that Igbo people knew no kings.   
 ‘We have no quarrel with Ulu. He is still our protector, even 
though we no longer fear Abam warriors at night. But I will not see 
with these eyes of mine his priest making himself lord over us…. If 
Umuaro decided to have a king we know where he would come 
from. Since when did Umuachala become head of the six villages? 
We all know that it was jealousy among the big villages that made 
them give the priesthood to the weakest. We shall fight for our 
farmland and for the contempt Okperi has poured on us. Let us not 
listen to anyone trying to frighten us with the name of Ulu. If a man 
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says yes his chi also says yes. And we have all heard how the people 
of Aninta dealt with their deity when he failed them.  Did they not 
carry him to the boundary between them and their neighbours and 
set fire on him? I salute you’ (27) 

He does not go as far as this with regard to Idemili the deity of his 
village, Umunneora, as he has accepted the story of Ezidemili that this 
god had been ‘there from the beginning of things’. It does appear that 
it is by the exercise of their sovereign will that Umuaro had created Ulu 
and assigned his function. The gradual expansion of his role to the point 
of superseding the people’s sovereign will is, as far as Nwaka is 
concerned, the work of ambition by the present Ezeulu. But he will be 
informed by Ezidemili that all the Ezeulus before him had all been 
ambitious men, subtly invading and occupying other people’s spaces 
and appropriating their privileges (41-42). Nwaka, on behalf of Ezidemili 
and Idemili is now trying to stop (Eze)Ulu’s onslaught and maybe roll it 
back. His cause is also good, the decision on war and peace. This is not 
a matter to be referred to Ulu: it must be the people’s decision. And his 
recommendation is that Umuaro should go to war. 
 
The Sovereign Will of the People 
Although Nwaka’s advocacy of rule by the people’s sovereign will 
springs from ‘malice’ and ‘implacable’ enmity towards Ezeulu, by reason 
of which his view on any issue, including the present question of war 
with Okperi, is always opposite to that of Ezeulu, he nevertheless stands 
out as the protagonist on behalf of the people’s quest to regain their 
sovereign will from encroachment by priestly power, fronting for the 
deity. In Things Fall Apart, there is no similar voice confronting 
encroaching theocratic power. Two major decisions confront Umuofia 
in this narrative; and by reference to them, the architecture of Things 
Fall Apart is quite simple. There are two support structures, one at the 
beginning, the other at the end. Between them they sustain this 
narrative. The first is the decision how to respond to Mbaino for the 
killing of a daughter of Umuofia, the second how to respond to the 
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white man who had humiliated the elders of Umuofia and forced 
Umuofia to pay what is, as far as they know, ransom to obtain their 
freedom.  
 There is a decision in the first case. The elders are summoned 
apparently for this purpose. But we find that the assembly is being 
presented with an event which has been considered at another level and 
the decision already reached to exact reparation. And there have been 
other similar occasions; for we have seen that, ‘Ogbuefi Ezeugo was a 
powerful orator and was always chosen to speak on such occasions’ (8). 
Those who have chosen him to speak are not shown, but it is their 
decision that is conveyed and executed by the assembly. Ogbuefi 
Ezeugo is chosen because he knows how to convey a decision that is 
potentially perilous to the people to execute it, without mentioning the 
source of the decision. This could indicate the presence in the 
background of a coterie of senior elders who actually make the decision 
– although they allow the general assembly to believe that they make 
the decisions. Okonkwo’s great personal goal is ‘to become one of the 
lords of the clan’ (8). That is probably the meaning of ndichie: ‘the lords 
of the clan.’  And it would appear that one of their key roles is the 
custodian of the collective wisdom of Umuofia and the reference point 
of any threat to the socius for the purpose of decision and resolution.  
 But there may equally have been a deity behind the decision and the 
choice of Ezeugo to convey it. In the series of personal crises for 
Okonkwo which comprise the complication in the narrative, there is a 
decision to kill young Ikemefuna who has been exacted in reparation 
for the killing of a daughter of Umuofia at Mbaino, but it does appear 
that the collective wisdom of Umuofia lacks an established procedure 
for dealing with one like Ikemefuna. In the end, reference has to be 
made to an oracle, as Ogbuefi Ezeudu reports it to Okonkwo: 

Yes, Umuofia has decided to kill him. The Oracle of the Hills and the 
Caves has pronounced it. They will take him outside Umuofia as is 
the custom, and kill him there (40). 

When the information sinks in and is confirmed by ‘a group of elders 
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from all the nine villages of Umuofia,’ Okonkwo is rendered speechless, 
and sits ‘still for a very long time supporting his chin in his palms’ (40). 
 In this first part of the narrative, the processes of decision-making 
at the highest level are invisible. It is Umuofia that decides. But it would 
appear that Umuofia comprises the special ‘group of elders from all the 
nine villages’. And in matters of life and death, they refer to a higher 
authority, the ‘Oracle of the Hills and the Caves’, since this may involve 
moral guilt. In which case, ‘the Earth goddess [could wipe] out whole 
families’ (22). In matters like war with another clan, which is purely a 
political act, the special group of elders probably make the decision and 
get the general assembly to assent and carry out. There is a clear 
hierarchy. At the very top is the Oracle. 
 In the second question, decisions have clearly been made, and we 
are coming to the point of conveying and obtaining the assent of the 
assembly before the process is violently interrupted. But in the hand of 
the special group of elders: 

The first man to speak to Umuofia that morning was Okika, one of 
the six who had been imprisoned. Okika was a great man and an 
orator. But he did not have the booming voice which a first speaker 
must use to establish silence in the assembly of the clan. Onyeka 
had such a voice, and so he was asked to salute Umuofia before 
Okika began to speak (66). 

Someone, presumably the special group of elders, has chosen Okika to 
make the first speech, and therefore put the assembly in a desired frame 
of mind and face it in the predetermined direction. From that same 
anonymous source, Onyeka has been called upon to hush the general 
conversation for Okika who in addition to being a powerful orator, has 
directly suffered in the particular ‘sacrilege’ and humiliation from the 
white man which have occasioned the meeting, and so his speech 
would have the advantage of ‘passionate immediacy’ as Jameson would 
say (1981). Indeed we see his voice tremble with emotion in the opening 
part of his speech. He goes on to introduce the option of war which 
appears to have been decided upon: 
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 ‘This is a great gathering. No clan can boast of greater numbers 
or greater valour. But are we all here? I ask you: Are all the sons of 
Umuofia with us here?’ A deep murmur swept through the crowd.   
 ‘They are not,’ he said. ‘They have broken the clan and gone 
their several ways. We who are here this morning have remained 
true to our fathers, but our brothers have deserted us and joined a 
stranger to soil their fatherland. If we fight the stranger we shall hit 
our brothers and perhaps shed the blood of a clansman. But we 
must do it. Our fathers never dreamed of such a thing, they never 
killed their brothers. But a white man never came to them. So we 
must do what our fathers would never have done. Eneke the bird 
was asked why he was always on the wing and he replied: ‘Men have 
learned to shoot without missing their mark and I have learned to 
fly without perching on a twig.’ We must root out this evil. And if 
our brothers take the side of evil we must root them out too. And 
we must do it now. We must bale this water now that it is only 
ankle-deep...’ (66). 

This is as far as he goes before Okonkwo finds himself provoked to 
violent action against the white man’s court messenger who at that 
moment enters the square to announce that the meeting must break 
up. 
 In Arrow of God, the special group of elders exists; and they are also 
visible.  They pay a visit to Ezeulu as the hardships of the crisis over the 
three month delay in the New Yam Festival are becoming unbearable to 
the people. They claim the supreme power of decision-making. But 
their decision is promptly set aside by Ezeulu, who informs them that 
they are encroaching on the prerogatives of the deity. One of them is 
speaking: 

I want you to look round this room and tell me what you see. Do 
you think there is another Umuaro outside this hut now?’   
 ‘No, you are Umuaro,’ said Ezeulu.   
 ‘Yes, we are Umuaro. Therefore listen to what I am going to say. 
Umuaro is now asking you to go and eat those remaining yams 
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today and name the day of the next harvest. Do you hear me well? 
I said go and eat those yams today, not tomorrow; and if Ulu says 
we have committed an abomination let it be on the heads of the ten 
of us here. You will be free because we have set you to it, and the 
person who sets a child to catch a shrew should also find him water 
to wash the odour from his hand. We shall find you the water. 
Umuaro, have I spoken well?’   
 ‘You have said everything. We shall take the punishment.’   
 ‘Leaders of Umuaro, do not say that I am treating your words 
with contempt; it is not my wish to do so. But you cannot say: do 
what is not done and we shall take the blame. I am the Chief Priest 
of Ulu and what I have told you is his will not mine (208). 

Is there need here for ‘freeing of recognition from self-deceiving 
constraint’, as Singer would frame it? (2003: 66) These ndichie have 
no answer to Ezeulu’s claim that what they are asking him to do is 
outside the limits of what is permissible to deliberation and decision, 
but, on the other hand, popular wisdom would assert, when Ezeulu is 
overtaken by disaster, that he had been acting alone and with full 
deliberation against what they assume to be the natural inclinations of 
the deity to take their side in their moment of need. To understand this 
view, we have to bring into play the people’s lifeworld. The deities they 
make – and others besides – are functional. They exist and have identity 
by reference to a specific role they have to play in their socio-cultural or 
even personal lives. It is not the deities’ role to tell the people what to 
do or what not to do, but to assist them in whatever they either choose 
or are forced by circumstances to do. This is hallowed in the proverbial 
wisdom cited by Ogbuefi Nwaka, reminding Ulu and his priest their 
roles: ‘If a man says yes his chi also says yes’. Ezeulu’s social identity, as 
far as these people are concerned, is serving Ulu, whose role is to serve 
the community. The judgement is heavy on him. To them he had ‘left 
what he was called to do and did other things’ (159).  
 As Rostbøll Has shown, public deliberation is oriented towards 
freedom: in this traditional society, this is freedom from being 
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imposed upon. Some have moved very far to excuse themselves 
from being imposed upon and joined the Christians, if only to gain 
access to their harvests. In other words, for these, Ulu and his cult 
is the source of imposition. For the rest who distinguish between 
the deity and his Chief Priest, having seen Ezeulu’s disaster, 
conclude that he is the source of the imposition. The deity has 
shown that he is as relevant as ever in taking their side against this 
imposition. 
 
Deliberation and Freedom 
The judgement in Arrow of God is of course a consequence of 
deliberation by the body of the people – of which the motivation is 
the safeguarding of its own interests. Individual deliberation 
normally also goes in the same direction, that is, towards freedom, 
unless when directed by the social ideology towards goals that are 
socially predestined. We see such a case of individual deliberation 
leading towards freedom in the case of the first woman to join the 
Christians in Things Fall Apart: 

Her name was Nneka, the wife of Amadi, who was a prosperous 
farmer. She was very heavy with child.   

Nneka had had four previous pregnancies and child-births. 
But each time she had borne twins, and they had been 
immediately thrown away. Her husband and his family were 
already becoming highly critical of such a woman and were not 
unduly perturbed when they found she had fled to join the 
Christians. It was a good riddance (49). 

For the first time in Umuofia, people like Nneka who are forced into 

existence at the margins of traditional society and inauthenticity 

have a real alternative. But her movement into Christianity is escape 

on behalf of her unborn child/children, unlike that of Nwoye which 

entails de-affiliation from traditional society and affiliation to the 

Christian system: 
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there was a young lad who had been captivated. His name was 
Nwoye, Okonkwo's first son. It was not the mad logic of the 
Trinity that captivated him. He did not understand it. It was the 
poetry of the new religion, something felt in the marrow. The 
hymn about brothers who sat in darkness and in fear seemed to 
answer a vague and persistent question that haunted his young 
soul – the question of the twins crying in the bush and the 
question of Ikemefuna who was killed. He felt a relief within as 
the hymn poured into his parched soul. The words of the hymn 
were like the drops of frozen rain melting on the dry palate of 
the panting earth. Nwoye's callow mind was greatly puzzled 
(48). 

Nwoye’s soul is touched. This possibility of being touched by the 
‘poetry’ of the new religion, touch in this sense being related to 
‘control’ and the holding of ‘sway’ over someone (Heidegger 342, 
168), is what shows that Nwoye has long ceased being at home in 
the old one of traditional society; and that sets the stage for his 
being captivated. So he does not simply escape one system of 
rationality because he has found another that is convenient: he has 
caught up in another – converted. Hence whether mad or not, 
whether understood or not, he must submit to the logic of the 
Trinity – his movement into Christianity commits him irrevocably 
to this. 

For his own part, Obierika, Okonkwo’s friend, is tempted in the 
theatre of his soul. We read that he is driven to mourn: 

his friend's calamity. Why should a man suffer so grievously for 
an offence he had committed inadvertently? But although he 
thought for a long time he found no answer. He was merely led 
into greater complexities. He remembered his wife's twin 
children, whom he had thrown away. What crime had they 
committed? The Earth had decreed that they were an offence 
on the land and must be destroyed (41). 
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But he stays the course as he sees no alternative. What is more, his 
commitment to the traditional system is as strong as ever, a 
commitment which is at least in part sustained by fear, for he 
believes that, 

if the clan did not exact punishment for an offence against the 
great goddess, her wrath was loosed on all the land and not just 
on the offender (ibid). 
Paradoxically, in Arrow of God, it is Ezeulu himself, the 

presumptive hero of the mythological struggle and subduing of 
time-essences (70-71), who often exercises authentic individual 
deliberation. He does so when he sends his son Oduche to the 
white man’s school. This decision is unprecedented: there is 
nothing in the tradition that leads to it; it is even sensational as far 
as Umuaro is concerned. Ezeulu decides based entirely on his own 
internal reasoning, a decision, therefore, that proceeds from 
freedom and destined to give supreme validity to freedom, as long 
as no pre-existing principle has placed an interdiction. Such is his 
deity and his cult. The cult, therefore, marks for the priest the limits 
of what can be deliberated. In his ethic and psychology of being in 
the world, there is freedom. He recognizes that ‘the world is 
changing’, even though he does not like it. This recognition entails 
that the lifeworld to which he is committed by function as well as 
emotionally and ideologically does not provide adequate filter for 
the processing of perception and making one’s way in the world. 
That lifeworld is one thing, providing guidance in religious and 
cultural life; history as an unfolding process is another, providing 
abundant food for thought in view of action orientations not 
provided for in the ‘rules’. By contrast, things are much simpler for 
Okonkwo: there is only law; and he states this in a sharp rebuke to 
Nwoye’s mother at the arrival of Ikemefuna:  

‘Do what you are told, woman…. When did you become one 
of the ndichie of Umuofia?’ (Things Fall Apart 4). 
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He lives by the same law, and his one attempt to strike out on his 
own, perhaps thereby compel the ndichie to endorse and come 
along, proves fatal to him. But freedom also has its costs, as 
Ezeulu’s individual deliberative actions have negative political 
consequences. His decision to send Oduche to school misfires since 
the boy so submits to the teaching of the missionaries that he is all 
for carrying the battle to the heart of the old traditional culture, 
taking the lead as their spear point of attack against the most 
ancient, according to Ezidemili, of its institutions. It thus furnishes 
his enemies with a deadly weapon to use against him. Another act 
of deliberation, namely the volunteering of information about the 
true ownership of the land Umuaro has fought Okperi for also 
produces a similar effect. These two decisions together are used by 
his political enemies to the effect that far from the champion of the 
cultural traditions of Umuaro, he is assisting foreign agents to 
undermine them, causing general disaffection among the people.  
 There is another sense in which Okonkwo and Ezeulu are 
authentic; for they believe what they say: their speeches proceed 
from conviction. Their friends, Obierika and Akuebue respectively, 
are also truthful in their conversations and confrontations with the 
heroes insofar as they believe what they say; and all of these 
contrast with Nwaka of Arrow of God – but also people like 
Nnabuenyi in the same work and Egonwanne in Things Fall Apart 
who hide their hostility behind ‘sweet words’ (Arrow of God 145), 
whose contributions in the public arena are tendentious and 
proceed from cunning and a desire to mislead the group, while 
dealing secret blows.But in terms of deliberative action on the 
public stage, all these major characters lack authenticity.  
 
Conclusion 
Okonkwo’s and Ezeulu’s public deliberations are of central 
importance in the catastrophes they are caught up in. Yet these 
deliberations are not their own because of commitments to pre-
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existing discourses that to them are absolute reference points 
which are not subject to validation, but serve as the basis for 
assigning or denying validity to other courses of action. This 
absolute reference point is the cultural/religious ideology. For 
instance, Okonkwo rejects the white man’s justice on the ground 
that he does not know the customs of Umuofia (57). In short, his 
hostile attitude towards the colonist and everything that has come 
with him is that he is an outsider and an intruder. Hence he is not 
necessarily consistent in assigning absolue authority to custom, for 
he considers it cowardly of the man of Mbanta to argue against 
taking action on behalf of the sacred python that has been 
desecrated on the ground that ‘It is not our custom to fight for our 
gods’ (52). The argument of custom and tradition flies with him only 
insofar as it denies freedom and compels compliance. Hence he 
does not equivocate or try to exhonorate himself when he himself 
has to suffer from customary prescriptions, whether for the ‘female 
ochu’ of a kinsman or for violating the Week of Peace – he submits 
so readily to the punishment for the violation of this sacred week 
that some of the people think he is treating those very customs with 
levity (Things Fall Apart 9). His suicide at the end is probably also a 
customary prescription for murder since Umuofia’s failure to back 
him up in the killing of the court messenger had turned what was 
to have been an act of war into murder. Similarly for Ezeulu, the 
prospect of an agrarian society’s agricultural calendar going afloat 
without remedy since it has been unhinged from the cosmic cycle 
by reason of the existence of three sacred yams does not call for 
the re-thinking of everything, all the way to the rules of operation 
of the system itself. Such a dire calamity does not call for 
unprecedented action because in the ceremonial of Ulu, those yams 
are not food and to consume them as urged by the elders of Umuaro 
is for him simply ‘to eat death’ (207). These characters contributing 
what amounts to public instead of individual discourses in public 
deliberations, nevertheless are the parties active in the public arena 
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who in the so-called republican culture might be expected to guide 
public deliberation to openness towards the future – and freedom. 
Rather what we see in public deliberations in both Things Fall Apart 
and Arrow of God is that instead of moving the community towards 
freedom, arguments and justifications are shaped either by the 
socio-cultural ideology or by other indices of unfreedom such as 
existing friendships or old enmities or individual or village rivalries. 
 By reason of his madness, however, Ezeulu does become what 
Jauss calls a ‘hard-pressed hero’ (1974: 310). But the bitter 
realization is probably that Ogbuefi Nwaka had been right all along 
that the man had ‘inherited his mother’s madness’ (Arrow of God 
176). As a mad man, his judgment could no longer be trusted. In his 
last scene in the narrative, this madness has become manifest. 
During the preparations for Obika’s funeral, 

Ezeulu wandered up and down among the busy people trying 
to help. At one point he found the long broom they used paddle-
wise to sweep the compound, took it up and began to sweep. 
But someone took it from him and led him by the hand back to 
his hut (228). 

The narrator speaks of ‘the constant, futile throbbing of these 
thoughts’ finally leaving ‘a crack in Ezeulu’s mind’ (229), as if the 
madness overtakes him a good while after – but still as a resultant 
of – the death of Obika. But clearly in the above passage he is no 
longer acting normal. In fact it is hard to tell how long his judgment 
had been compromised. There is certainly an element of surprise in 
the narrative where after his encounter with the deity revealing that 
this is his fight, not Ezeulu’s and warning him off the line of fire 
(191), we read: 

After a long period of silent preparation Ezeulu finally revealed 
that he intended to hit Umuaro at its most vulnerable point—
the Feast of the New Yam (201). 

For critics who think that coming from a third person omniscient 
perspective, the narrative voice is always reliable, this passage 
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clearly decides Ezeulu’s culpability in the Umuaro crisis. But there 
is such a thing as an unreliable narrator – that is one who gives ‘a 
distorted picture of (fictional) reality’ (Fludernik 2009: 27). This is 
one possible source of irony in a literary text. Therefore we may 
ask, is the incongruity between Ulu’s revelations to his priest and 
the priest’s revelation to Umuaro of his own intention to hit them 
a reflection of a mind already diseased or is it a case of the narrator 
loading the dice instead of simply narrating? We may even go all the 
way back to the opening scene where Ezeulu is exercised by the 
question of the reaity of his power as a chief priest: Is madness 
already present here? As to unrealiability, there is no doubt that the 
narrator is laughing at the chief priest in that passage. It is a deeply 
ironic text that we are dealing with in Arrow of God. For instance, 
we cannot receive the breakdown of social cohesion over the three 
sacred yams coinciding with the Christian harvest service without 
thinking of Nweke Ukpaka’s speech on psage 85: 

I know that the white man does not wish Umuaro well. That is 
why we must hold our ofo by him and give him no cause to say 
that we did this or failed to do that. For if we give him cause 
he will rejoice. Why? Because the very house he has been 
seeking ways of pulling down has caught fire of its own will. 
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