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Abstract
Chinua Achebe is widely acknowledged as a foundational figure in the development of

modern African literature, particularly for his novels that explore the complexities of both

pre-colonial and post-colonial African experiences. However, in addition to his fiction,

Achebe’s contributions as a critic and editor have profoundly influenced literary criticism and
shaped the global understanding of African literature. His efforts to amplify African voices
through his critical essays, his role as the founding editor of the Heinemann African Writers
Series, and his editorship of the literary journal Okike have been pivotal in asserting the
significance of African perspectives, thereby highlighting his multifaceted impact on the
literary world. While scholarly studies continue to focus predominantly on his fiction,
Achebe's critical essays and editorial work merit further scholarly attention due to their
lasting influence on global literature. Employing postcolonial theory, this paper examines
Achebe's essays in Morning Yet on Creation Day and Hopes and Impediments, as well as his
editorial contributions, to explore how his work addresses the challenges encountered by
African writers, the role of literature in post-colonial societies, and the potential of literature
to foster social and cultural transformation.
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Introduction

The world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to see it well, you do not stand in one
place. (Chinua Achebe, Arrow of God)

Chinua Achebe established the groundwork for modern African literature with his novels
Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease, Arrow of God, A Man of the People, and Anthills of
the Savannah. (Njoku, 1984) Together with other works written later in his career, these
initial four novels explore the intricate dynamics of both pre-colonial and post-colonial
experiences. They vividly depict an African way of life and interrogate the challenges of
modernity in independent Nigeria. Often regarded as the “father of the African novel in
English” (Innes, 1990; Gikandi, 2012; Abrams, 2013; Krishnan, 2017), Achebe’s influence
extends far beyond his works of fiction. His critical essays and editorial endeavours speak of
a strong commitment to carving out a space for African voices, significantly influencing
global literary discourse. Alongside his widely studied novels, his critical and editorial
contributions on the issues of identity, power, language and resistance have profoundly




impacted literary criticism and have firmly established African writing as an essential part of
world literature.

Achebe’s views, as articulated in numerous essays, are significant in multiple ways, most
notably in his redefinition of African narratives which challenge Western portrayals of Africa
through a colonial lens. While in his novels, he gives voice o African characters, histories,
and cultures, presenting them with an unprecedented depth and complexity, in his essays, the
rich, vibrant life of the 1gbo people prior to European colonization is emphasized, offering
readers an indigenous perspective on Africa. Achebe’s works confront the devastating impact
of colonialism on African societies this includes the erosion of traditional values, the
disruption of indigenous governance structures, and the complexities of African identity and
resistance in a post-colonial world. Furthermore, his exploration of the tension between the
use indigenous African languages and European languages is also crucial for comprehending
the broader discourse surrounding language, culture, and power. As Achebe’s influence on
world literature continues to endure, it underscores the necessity of a closer examination of
his roles as a critic and editor because these facets of his career are integral to his impact on
literary and cultural discourse.

Thus, postcolonial theory which is concerned with the enduring impacts of colonialism and
the diverse strategies through which formerly colonized peoples resist, reinterpret, and
reclaim their histories, provide a powerful lens for examining Chinua Achebe’s work. This
theoretical framework is particularly useful in analyzing his essay collections Morning Yet on
Creation Day (1975) and Hopes and Impediments (1988) where Achebe critically engages
with the cultural, political, and linguistic legacies of European imperialism. Through
postcolonial theory, one can better understand his exploration of African identity, cultural
affirmation, and the complex dynamics of writing in the colonizer’s language while striving
to recover indigenous forms of expression. As suggested by Achebe’s metaphor of watching
a mask dance which captures the essence of his intellectual and literary approach, the
following will also take into account his contributions as the first advisory editor of the
influential Heinemann African Writers Series and as the founding editor of the literary
journal Okike, both roles which demonstrate his commitment to ensuring that African
literature is not viewed from a single, fixed perspective, but rather through a dynamic and
evolving lens.

Chinua Achebe as a Novelist

Before delving into Achebe’s essays and editorial contributions, a brief overview of a
selection of his major novels provides essential context for understanding the thematic
concerns, narrative strategies and socio-political influences that inform both his critical
perspectives and his editorial vision. His first novel, Things fall Apart (1957) brought him
worldwide recognition, sold over 20 million copies and has been translated into 57 languages
(Krishnan, 2017). Considered one of the most powerful depictions of colonization (Garner,
2013), it is a seminal work that offers valuable insight into African cultures and the historical
forces that have shaped them. Inspired by novels of empire which depicted Africans in a



degrading light, it became “one of the first major modern acts of reclamation of a people’s
soul (Okri, 2024). In it, Okonkwo, the main protagonist witnesses the arrival of white
missionaries into his community and the slow destruction of Igbo culture and traditions. By
the end of the novel, this loss of culture and identity exacerbated by personal pride and
egoism causes him to tragically take his own life. The last line of novel ends with the British
colonial oftficial thinking about how he would include Okonkwo’s story in the book he is
writing about Nigeria, “One could almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps not a whole
chapter but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate” thus reducing the complex life of a man
who fought to uphold his culture and identity, to a mere footnote in a colonial narrative on
“The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger." This ending masterfully flips
the narrative perspective, showing how history can be co-opted and misrepresented by those
in power.

In Achebe’s subsequent novel No Longer at Ease (1960), Obi Okonkwo like his grandfather,
Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, is also portrayed as victim of cultural conflict albeit in a
different way. Set just on the cusp of Nigeria’s independence, it captures the transitional
moment of a society moving away from colonial rule and grappling with the challenges of
modernization. Obi's downfall is linked to the erosion of traditional values following colonial
rule which left the Igbo people disoriented and their society "no longer at ease" in the modern
era. Through Obi's story, Achebe delves into Nigeria's socio-political climate in the years
leading up to independence, offering a critique of the country's postcolonial trajectory.

In his third novel Arrow of God (1964), Achebe returns to the 1920s with the protagonist,
Ezeulu, a proud Chief Priest of the deity Ulu who becomes a victim of the rapidly changing
times. His personal ambition and arrogance leads him to exercise greater authority in the
community than the deity he serves:

Whenever Ezeulu considered the immensity of his power over the year and the crops
and, therefore, over people he wondered if it was real. It was true he named the day
for the feast of the pumpkin leaves and for the New Yam feast; but he did not
choose it. He was merely a watchman .... No! The chief priest of Ulu was more than

that, must be more than that... (3).

The novel explores the collapse of Igbo spirituality and religious life when confronted with
Christianity backed by the white man’s military and political power. Ezeulu’s influence
diminishes under internal and external pressures culminating in tragedy when he disregards
Ulu’s warning that he should drop his punitive refusal to perform the necessary rituals that
announce the year’s harvest. Confronted with famine, loss of lives and despair, the villagers
ignore him and turn to the missionaries for Christian absolution. Ezeulu’s resistance to the
colonizer then took a tactical turn, if the people of Umuaro could not drive them away, the
next course of action would be to study their weaknesses. He attempts this by sending his
son, Oduche, to learn the language and religion of the whites. However, this strategy fails in
the face of Oduchi's unexpected and zealous commitment to his new religion, leading to

unforeseen consequences.



A4 Man of People (1966), a satirical novel tells the story of Odili, a young teacher who
becomes involved in politics and is swept into a corrupt world of greed and power. The story
ends with a military coup similar 1o the real-life coup that happened in Nigeria shortly after
the publication of the novel. Through vivid and engaging storytelling, Achebe portrays the
complexities and contradictions of African politics, shedding light on the challenges of
nation-building, the abuse of power, and the struggle for social justice. As noted by Orock
(2022), this novel remains a relevant and powerful critique of political corruption and elite
complicity in postcolonial Nigerian society.

Achebe’s {ifth novel, Anhills of the Savannah (1987), wrillen decades later, focuses on the
challenges faced by newly independent African nations. Exploring the difficulties of building
a national identity amidst the remnants of colonial rule, it critiques the failures of post-
colonial leaders to address the needs of their people. The novel delves into the power
dynamics and the complexities of governance following colonial rule. Centred on three major
characters, Chris Oriko, the government's Commissioner for Information; Beatrice Okoh, an
official in the Ministry of Finance; and Ikem Osodi, a newspaper editor critical of the regime,
it explores themes of political corruption, the abuse of power, and the role of intellectuals in
shaping societal values. The anthills of the novel's title serves as a metaphor for both the
fragility and interconnectedness of society.

Thus, the entirety of Achebe’s literary oeuvre is concerned with examining the multifaceted
nature of African societies, particularly the disruptive impact of colonialism, the persistent
tension between indigenous traditions and Western influences as well as the moral and
political dilemmas that individuals face in their pursuit of power (Kumar &Chand, 2024).
Viewed through a postcolonial lens, his writings highlight the essential function of cultural
traditions in shaping personal and communal identity as Homi Bhabh (1994) alludes to in his
theory of cultural hybridity and ambivalence which similarly suggests that identity is a fluid
construct influenced by the tensions and interactions between colonizing and colonized
cultures. Furthermore, in interrogating political and cultural forms of authoritarianism,
Achebe appears to draw parallels between the refusal to acknowledge diverse perspectives,
central flaws in his protagonists, with the cultural dominance exerted by colonial powers
which is reflective of the notion of "cultural arrogance" inherent in Orientalist discourse that
elevates Western norms while marginalizing non-Western perspectives (Said,1979;1993). In
response to that dominance, Achebe invokes in Anthills of the Savannah the Igbo proverb,
"Where something stands, there also something else will stand" to articulate his vision for the

coexistence of multiple truths and perspectives (P.122).

This fluidity is similarly demonstrated in the language of his novels which adopt a narrative
style that blends oral traditions with Western literary forms in an attempt to reclaim African
voices and experiences from the margins imposed by colonial discourse. Demonstrating a
keen awareness of the limitations of a foreign language in expressing the unique thoughts and
experiences of the Igbo, he wrestles with English, a colonial heritage, shaping it to convey the
story of his people by incorporating folk tales, Igbo words, and proverbs that effectively
capture the emotions of his characters and the events unfolding in their lives. As aptly noted



by Yousaf (2003), Achebe appears to set about “(extualising Igbo cultural identity" so as to
produce an Igbo-centric response to a constructed imperial ‘reality’. In doing so, he has
given the English language a new prose style that mirrors the African experience but one that
also enables him to reach a worldwide audience.

Achebe as a Critic

While Achebe’s fiction has long been acclaimed for its narrative complexity and cultural
depth, his critical essays also deserve continued scholarly attention for the significant
contributions they make to the development of contemporary postcolonial discourse. His
views on the transformative power of narrative articulated in essay collections titled Morning
Yet on Creation Day and Hopes and Impediments explicitly query the reductive assumptions
embedded in Western representations of Africa. The latter appears to partly function as a
retrospective selection with newer essays added to it, however, both collections concentrate
on Achebe’s reflections on a wide range of issues encompassing the political and cultural
conditions of post-colonial Africa, the role of the writer in society and the ideological
underpinnings of colonial discourse, thus positioning him as a leading voice in the
development of postcolonial theory.

These essays not only reinforce the themes of his fiction about cultural dislocation and the
psychological effects of colonial domination, but also provide a critical framework for
understanding how literature can resist hegemonic narratives. As observed by Ashcroft,
Griffiths, and Tiffin (2002), Achebe’s non-fiction writings shed critical light on the
construction of identity, the politics of cultural representation, and the role of language in
perpetuating or dismantling colonial power structures. In them, Eurocentric epistemologies
that deny the complexity and legitimacy of African worldviews are contested, and instead,
Achebe (1996) advocates for a literary canon that recognizes multiple centers of knowledge
and expression: “The world is big. Some people are unable to comprehend that simple fact....
Diversity is not an abnormality but the very reality of our planet". Achebe’s insistence on the
ethical responsibility of writers underscores a broader vision of literature as a socially
engaged practice in which writers strive for its transformation through meaningful dialogue.
Thus, as Singh (2022) rightly asserts, by reclaiming African voices from the peripheries of
global discourse, Achebe's critical essays are discussed here are foundational to African

postcolonial literary theory as a whole.

In four selected essays, “The African Writer and the English Language” and “The Novelist as
Teacher” found in Morning Yet on Creation Day, as well as “The Role of the Writer in a
New Nation” and “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness” in Hopes and
Impediments emerge as particularly significant. All offer critical reflections that align closely
with the central concerns of postcolonial theory which at its core interrogates the economic,
political and cultural structures of the domination imposed upon colonized societies by
European powers (Garuba, 2014). These structures not only disrupted indigenous systems of
governance and cosmology but profoundly transformed the cultural identities and linguistic

practices of colonized peoples.



The role of language in the construction of posteolonial identitics and cultural narratives is
interrogated in “The African Writer and the English Language™ highlighting how colonial
languages were imposed as instruments of control over knowledge, education, cultural
production and indigenous forms of expression. Achebe draws attention to issues of power,
representation and resistance as the implications of employing the colonizer’s language is
examined. However, while underscoring the complex relationship between language, power
and identity in postcolonial Africa, he competently provides a nuanced critique of the
linguistic legacies of colonialism. Significantly, he recognizes English as both an instrument
of colonial domination and a medium through which African writers can assert and express
their cultural identities but also advocates for the strategic appropriation of English by
African authors as a means of establishing their presence within global literary discourse."

Hence, in contrast to Ngiigi wa Thiong'o’s criticism of African writers use of colonial
languages, Achebe sees English not as a tool of oppression but as a medium for
empowerment, envisioning it as a vehicle by which African writers can assert narrative
authority and shape a distinctive literary voice. This potential illustrated in his work
transforms the language from a mere instrument of colonial mimicry into a dynamic medium
capable of conveying African worldviews and storytelling traditions. Consequently, he
encourages other writers to transcend the rigid conventions of Standard English and embrace
linguistic innovation by infusing the language with indigenous expressions, oral traditions
and cultural idioms. For Achebe, when English is appropriated and adapted in this way, it is
no longer "a neutral language” but becomes an “African language in the process of being
born" (1975). Through this lens, Achebe positions English as a reclaimed space, one that
allows African identity and culture to be not only represented but to be re-imagined. To a
considerable this creative synthesis has facilitated the emergence of a literary voice that is
simultaneously rooted in African realities and imbued with African values.

[n two thematically interrelated essays, “The Novelist as Teacher” and “The Role of the
Writer in a New Nation” found in the first and second collection of essays respectively,
Achebe not only critiques the cultural arrogance of colonial discourse but also redefines the
role of the African writer. In the aftermath of colonialism, he believes that the African
novelist cannot afford the luxury of being a mere entertainer but must assume an active role
in shaping national consciousness as a teacher, historian and active participant in the
reconstruction of national consciousness. This point of view first raised in “The Novelist as
Teacher,” projects a vision of the writer as an active, engaged participant in society and
serves as a reminder that African culture has a long tradition of storytelling that is effective in
transmitting knowledge across generations. Achebe claims that writers can introduce
complex ideas and moral lessons to a broad audience in accessible and engaging ways
through storytelling as the writer is not merely a creator of stories but an intellectual and a
moral guide whose duty it is to instruct and challenge society. Consequently, novels are not
Just reflections of life but can serve as tools for teaching society about itself, its values and for
portraying potential for progress. As Achebe explains in “The Role of the Writer in a New
Nation,” writers could open up debates about important issues and inspire the kind of critical
reflection that leads to social and political change. Although this position has been challenged



by critics such as Sule (2025) who caution against assigning a purely “didactic function™ to
African literature, Achebe’s a vision of the writer as an active, engaged participant in society
is accepted by a considerable number African writers such as Ousmane Sembéne who called
the artist “the people's griot”, that is, a chronicler and critic of society; and Tsitsi
Dangarembga who avers that “Writing is activism - It gives voice to those who have been
silenced”. Similarly, Adichie (2009) believes that wrilers have a role to engage with the
world around them. In various interviews, including her famous TED Talk “The Danger of a
Single Story”, she also emphasizes the power of storytelling to shape perceptions, challenge
dominant narratives and amplify marginalized voices: “Stories matter. Many stories matter.
Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign, but stories can also be used to empower
and to humanize.”

In “The Role of the Writer in a New Nation,” Achebe again reiterates his view of the crucial
role of writers and intellectuals in the cultural and ideological reconstruction of postcolonial
African societies. Also written in the context of African nations emerging from colonial rule,
the essay articulates the transformative potential of literature in influencing the social,
political, and cultural trajectories of nations in transition because African writers are both
witnesses to and participants in history. So, they are called actively to engage with the lived
experiences of their people in order to contribute meaningfully in the process of nation-
building. Elaborating further on Achebe’s view, Amuta (1989) similarly suggests that
literature should serve as a means of ideological education to promote liberation and self
awareness among African peoples. In this way, literature becomes not merely a reflection of
society but serves as a tool for critical interrogation and reconstruction.

“An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness" is considered one of the most
important post-colonial critiques of Western literature, offering an unprecedented
examination of how Africa is depicted in Western literary works. Here, Achebe argues that
Joseph Conrad’s depiction of Africa is deeply flawed and fundamentally, a racist work that
reinforces colonial stereotypes of Africans as subhuman. Although in the West, Heart of
Darkness (2007) is praised for its exploration of the psychological effects of imperialism on
Europeans, for Achebe, Conrad’s portrayal of Africa and Africans is problematic presenting
as it does Africa as a dark, mysterious, uncivilized place inhabited by barbaric, primitive
people who are devoid of human qualities. The African characters in the novella are not given
individual personalities or identities but are depicted as faceless, dehumanized figures that are
reduced to an almost animalistic presence. This dehumanization is central to the text's
portrayal of Africa.

The African continent is presented not as a place with its own rich cultures, histories, and
peoples but as a blank space, a void of civilization against which European superiority is
highlighted while Africans are mere symbols of darkness and evil. Achebe posits that
Conrad’s portrayal of Africans as "savages" simply contributed to the colonial mindset of the
time which justified the exploitation and subjugation of African peoples by European powers.
He argues that Conrad’s focus on European characters, especially Marlow, and their
psychological journey during their time in Africa comes at the expense of the humanity of the



African characters. Africa is represented as the "Other," a place defined by what it is not,
namely, Europe. Instead, it is portrayed as a space ol darkness, chaos and primal instincts
while Europe represents civilization, order and progress. Defined in this way, Conrad
participates in the colonialist discourse that constructed African peoples and their cultures as
inferior, backward and in need of European intervention and domination.

This binary opposition between Europe and Africa is at the heart of racism and underpins the
justification for colonialism and the brutal exploitation of African peoples by European
powers. Achebe does not only critique Conrad for his negative depiction of Africa but also
the general reception of Heart of Darkness in the Western literary canon where the novella is
celebrated as a modernist masterpiece with complexity and depth as European critics
generally appear to overlook the racism embedded in the text, ignoring Conrad’s prejudiced
portrayal of Africa and focusing instead on his "good intentions" or his critique of
imperialism. Where this novella is concerned, Achebe’s argument is that literature has
immense power to shape perceptions and reinforce cultural ideologies. For him, the way
Africa is portrayed in Heart of Darkness is not merely an artistic choice but a reflection of the
larger racial and colonial attitudes of the time. Thus, he calls for a more nuanced reading of
the text suggesting that it should be examined through a post-colonial lens that allows readers
to understand the harmful effects of racist literature. It is noteworthy that this critique of
Conrad’s text has to large extent been instrumental in highlighting racial issues in literature
with other critics aligning with his views (Said, 1993; Rajoria, 2022; Geeti, 2022).

Both Morning Yet on Creation Day and Hopes and Impediments provide important insights
into Achebe’s thoughts and philosophy, his perspective on African literature, culture and
politics. The two texts serve as profound counter-narrative to colonial discourse (Lyn, 2017).
In particular, the title Morning Yet on Creation Day taken from a line in the Bible and in the
context of Achebe's writing, suggests an image of renewal, a new day of creation that follows
a period of darkness, symbolizing the era of colonialism and its aftermath. On the other hand,
the title Hopes and Impediments encapsulates his central preoccupations as a writer and critic
engaged with the postcolonial condition. It reflects the duality of his outlook, a deep sense of
optimism regarding Africa’s potential for cultural and political renewal and a sober
recognition of the enduring challenges that obstruct such progress. The title underscores
Achebe’s commitment to both critique and reconstruction, framing his essays as part of a
broader effort to navigate the complexities of postcolonial reality. Thus, both essay
collections provide a roadmap for understanding the complexities of African identity, the
legacy of colonialism and the role of literature in societal transformation.

Achebe as Editor

While Achebe is instrumental in establishing a body of literary criticism that led to the
analysis African literature on its own terms, he also strove to elevate the status of African
writers in the global literary world through his work as advisory editor of the Heinemann
African Writers Series (AWS) and his role in founding the literary publication, Okike:
Journal of New African Writing both which have influenced the development of African



literature and offered a space for African voices on a global scale. Hence, however briefly, it
is necessary to include here how Achebe in his editorial actively shaped the literary landscape
and promoted voices of writers that might otherwise have been overlooked.

It is striking that Achebe’s significant role in shaping African literary anthologies,
particularly through his involvement with Heinemann’s African Writers Series (AWS)
between 1962 and 1972 has received limited critical attention despite the series’ instrumental
contribution to securing global recognition for African writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o,
Dennis Brutus, Tayeb Salih, Léopold Sédar Senghor, Ousmane Sembéne, Wole Soyinka,
Nadine Gordimer, Steve Biko, Ama Ata Aidoo, Flora Nwapa, Buchi Emechita and Okot
P’Bitek to mention a few (Sole, 2009). The idea of the series came from Heinemann
executive Alan Hill who recognized that the post-colonial publishing industry was not
supporting the growth of African literature and took steps to remedy this situation. In the
original orange cover jacket, the list of books numbered from one to 210, with number one
being Achebe’s own Things Fall Apart and number 210 being Elechi Amadi’s The Slave.
While the emphasis was initially on Anglophone Africa, a number of novels and anthologies
were subsequently translated into English from French, Portuguese, Zulu, Swahili, Acholi,
Afrikaaans and Arabic. The AWS provided a platform for African writers to publish works
that addressed the complexities of post-colonial Africa and brought to light significant books
of fiction, poetry, plays and autobiographies from the African continent. It is in Afvica Writes
Back: The African Writers Series and the Launch of African Literature (2008) written by
James Currey who served as the editorial director of the AWS from 1967 to 1984 that we find
a rare book treatment that offers an in-depth account of the establishment and impact of the
African Writers Series. Currey mentions that buildin g on his avowed commitment of bringing
African experiences into broader literary conversations, Achebe’s editorial vision was

instrumental in maintaining the African Writers Series as a vital platform for the expression
of authentic African voices.

However, while there is at least some recognition of his work with AWS, except for a mention
in an interview conducted by Bernth Lindfors (2003), no attention is paid to his role as
founding editor of the literary journal Okike. Founded in 1971 at the University of Nigeria,
Nsukka, Okike was initiated as a platform to showcase emerging African literary voices and
to promote a postcolonial literary discourse. It aimed to provide a space for both creative
works and critical essays which reflect Achebe's commitment to fostering a vibrant literary
community in postwar Nigeria. The September 1972 edition featured works by emerging
Nigerian writers such as Osmond Enekwe, Maxwell Nwagboso and Qdia Ofeimun, signaling
the journal's role in nurturing new talent. Ofeimun in particular became renowned as a
Nigerian poet (The Poet Lied, 1980), essayist (4 House of Many Mansions,2012) and political
commentator, celebrated for his incisive works that blend literary artistry with social and
political critique, contributions that have earned him recognition both locally and
internationally. Thus, the editorial leadership that Achebe exercised in the development of
Okike undoubtedly warrants more rigorous scholarly attention in future studies.



Conclusion

In both instances, as a critic and as an editor Achebe is instrumental in identifying and
nurturing a significant cohort of African writers whose works were not only informed by his
critical perspectives on African literature but also introduced new voices and interpretations
that continue to shape global literary discourse on African experiences. Taken together,
Achebe’s roles as critic and editor are central to understanding his broader intellectual legacy.
His critical writings dismantled Eurocentric representations of Africa, while his editorial
work, particularly through the African Writers Series and Okike created vital platforms for
the emergence of a distinctly African critical literary tradition. By championing literature that
speaks to African realities, he not only redefined the contours of postcolonial literature but
also asserted the necessity of African agency in cultural production. His enduring influence as
both a shaper of texts and a cultivator of voices affirms his place as a seminal figure in
African and world literature.
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