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Western Education Causing Cultural Dislocation, Identity Crisis and
Traditional Rift: A Study of Chinua Achebe’s African Trilogy
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Abstract: Chinua Achebe’s African Trilogy—Things Fall Apart (1958), Arrow of God (1964),
and No Longer at Ease (1960)—is a profound critique of Western education’s role in fostering
cultural dislocation and establishing neocolonial structures in Nigeria. Employing a qualitative
textual analysis in the light of neocolonial, postcolonial and Afrocentric theories, the study
argues that Achebe portrays western education not as a neutral tool of enlightenment but as a
primary instrument of cultural imperialism. The analysis traces the generational impact of this
‘educational colonization’ beginning with the initial societal schism and personal alienation of
characters like Nwoye in Things Fall Apart. It then explores the institutional erosion and the
subversion of traditional authority in Arrow of God, epitomized by Ezeulu’s tragic
miscalculation. Finally, it culminates in the internalized identity crisis and moral collapse of
the western-educated elite, represented by Obi Okonkwo in No Longer at Ease. In conclusion,
this paper shows that Achebe’s trilogy skillfully illustrates how the legacy of colonial project
endures through the minds it shaped as it leaves a heritage of dislocation that continues to
define the post-colonial condition.
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1. Introduction

The legacy of European colonialism in Africa goes far beyond political and economic
domination embedding itself within the cultural and psychological frameworks of post-
independence nations. Kwame Nkrumah (1965) defined this lingering influence as
‘neocolonialism’. It is a state where a nation, though politically independent, has its
economic and political policies directed from outside. One of the most insidious and
potent instruments employed to maintain ongoing control is the persistence of western
educational systems. Having originated in the colonial period, these education systems
were specifically intended not only to impart knowledge but also to effect cultural
assimilation fostering what Frantz Fanon (1952) and other theorists have characterized
as a colonized psyche which is characterised by conflict between indigenous identity
and imposed colonizer’s culture. This assimilatory process produces profound cultural
dislocation, causes conflicts of identity and the methodical deconstruction of
indigenous epistemological frameworks.

! Research Scholar, Bangladesh University of Professionals (BUP). Email: aktherdu@yahoo.com

Western Education Causing Cultural Dislocation, Identity Crisis and Traditional Rift: A Study of
Chinua Achebe’s African Trilogy 26


mailto:aktherdu@yahoo.com
https://doi.org/10.5455/jabet.2025.d02

Volume 11 DIU Journal of Humanities & Social Science July 2024

Chinua Achebe is considered a pivotal figure in modern African literature. He delivers
one of the most sustained analyses of this issue through his acclaimed African Trilogy:
Things Fall Apart (1958), No Longer at Ease (1960), and Arrow of God (1964). His
trilogy constitutes a significant literary examination of educational neocolonialism
covering nearly a century of Igbo societal transformations—from initial European
contact to the threshold of Nigerian independence. Achebe employs subtle
characterization to demonstrate how colonial education serves as an instrument of
colonial dominance introducing alien ideological constructs under the pretext of
advancement while methodically undermining indigenous societal structures. This
paper shows that Achebe’s trilogy explicitly portrays western education as a critical
mechanism of neocolonial control and carefully delineates its destructive impacts from
the initial cultural rupture experienced by the first generation encountering colonialism
to the internalized identity crises evident within newly formed western-educated elite.

By analyzing the novels through neocolonial, postcolonial, and Afrocentric theoretical
lenses, this study demonstrates how Achebe charts a direct line from the mission school
to the psychic and social fissures of the modern African state.

Research Objectives and Questions

This study is guided by a general objective to dissect the nuanced relationship between
education and neocolonialism in Achebe’s African Trilogy. To achieve this, the paper
pursues several specific objectives, each addressed by a corresponding research
question.

The specific objectives of this research are:

I. To critically analyze how Achebe's African Trilogy portrays the role of
Western education in creating cultural dislocation and identity crises in Igho
society.

Il. Todemonstrate how Western education, across the generational timeline of the
trilogy, lays the cultural and psychological groundwork for neocolonial
dependence.

These objectives are to be achieved by answering the following core research questions:
I. How does Achebe’s African Trilogy depict the causal relationship between the
imposition of Western education and the resulting cultural dislocation in Igho
society?
Il. In what ways do the generational narratives in the trilogy illustrate the
progression from initial cultural rupture to the formation of a psychologically
colonized elite?

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive methodology grounded in close textual
analysis. It uses key theoretical frameworks as lenses to dissect Achebe’s portrayal of
Western education. The primary theoretical underpinning is Neocolonial Theory, as
articulated by Kwame Nkrumah (1965) and Ngtigi wa Thiong'o (1986). This framework
views Western education not as a benevolent gift but as a ‘strategic apparatus’
(Nkrumah, 1965) designed to produce a local elite aligned with the interests of the
former colonizer. Ngiigi's theory of the 'cultural bomb' is particularly relevant to an
understanding of how colonial education operated systematically to devastate
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indigenous identities with the very aim of ‘annihilating a people's belief in their names,
in their languages, in their environment, in their heritage’ (Thiong'o, 1986).

Postcolonial theory offers further paradigms of critique to supplement this analysis.
Frantz Fanon's (1952) psychoanalytic examination of colonial subjects, his formulation
of a ‘double consciousness’ or split psyche explains the inner turmoil of Achebe's
Western-educated heroes. In the same way, Homi K. Bhabha's (1994) theory of
‘mimicry’ that is, an ambivalent imitation of the colonizer, ‘almost the same, but not
quite’ best explains the compromised status of such characters as Obi Okonkwo, forever
trapped between two incommensurate worlds of culture and belonging to neither.
Finally, Edward Said's (1978) theory of Orientalism is valuable in informing critique
in demonstrating the ideological assumptions of western superiority in colonial
curricula. Consequently, it relegates native epistemologies to the sidelines of presumed
inferiority and primitivity. In addition, Afrocentric theory which was developed and
anchored by prominent scholars like Molefi Kete Asante (1991) is a necessary
corrective explanatory paradigm within postcolonial criticism. This critical position
actively re-locates African agency, knowledge production and cultural epistemologies.
Thus it legitimizes African cultural values and affirms the inherent legitimacy and
autonomy of African intellectual traditions. More specifically, through the application
of this analytical model to Achebe's trilogy, it becomes possible to identify Igbo
traditions, cultural practices, and indigenous knowledge systems not merely as
historical relics or primitive cultural survivals but as logical, functional, and significant
pedagogical paradigms to themselves. Through this interpretative recontextualization,
the Afrocentric perspective directly challenges and complicates Eurocentric
educational discourses that have historically worked to marginalize, suppress and
systematically eradicate indigenous intellectual traditions.

Applying the Afrocentric perspective not only reveals the tragedy inherent in the
historical displacement, marginalization and suppression of indigenous knowledge and
education systems but also brings to light the processes intentionally engaged in
discrediting these systems during colonial and neocolonial occupation. Further, in
foregrounding African intellectual agency as well as continuity and legitimacy of local
knowledge traditions, this reading places Achebe's literary oeuvre squarely within the
larger framework of cultural reclamation and anti-colonial resistance. Achebe's subtle
deployment of local linguistic, cultural, and pedagogical norms in his novels is
therefore not just literary device but a deliberate practice of cultural preservation,
resistance, and recuperation.

In this regard, the Afrocentric analytical lens provides requisite theoretical grounding
for the understanding of Achebe's trilogy as a calculated and deliberate effort at cultural
recovery. By intersecting the close textual evidence of Achebe's novels with the
complementary theoretical discussions of Afrocentric scholarship, postcolonial theory,
and critiques of Western education paradigms, this paper examines and interrogates the
intricate manner in which Western education practice functioned as a primary, strategic
instrument of neocolonial authority within the literary terrain Achebe crafts. This
synthesis aims to clarify more clearly how Achebe's literary texts precisely describe
and analyze the insidious yet extensive psychological, cultural and epistemological
consequences that are linked with the imposition and routinization of colonial education
systems.
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First Contact and Cultural Dislocation in Things Fall Apart

In Things Fall Apart, Achebe portrays the initial incursion of western education as an
inseparable component of missionary work, a force that begins the process of
unraveling Igbo society. The arrival of Christian missionaries in Umuofia and Mbanta
introduces not only a new religion but also formal schooling, which directly challenges
the coherence of indigenous traditions. The first missionary, Mr. Brown, employs a
patient strategy of compromise, building a church, school, and hospital. He astutely
argues that education is the key to power, warning villagers that if they do not learn to
read and write, ‘strangers who can read and write will come to rule them’ (Achebe,
1958). This prescient advice frames education as a necessary tool for survival in the
new colonial order, a rationale that persuades some clan members to reluctantly send
their children to school.

However, Achebe makes it clear that this missionary education exacts a heavy cultural
price. The school becomes a conduit for instilling foreign values that weaken Igbo
social bonds. The most tragic and illustrative example is Okonkwo’s eldest son, Nwoye.
A sensitive youth troubled by certain harsh Igbo customs like the killing of twins,
Nwoye is captivated by the ‘poetry’ of the Christian hymns and the promise of a
compassionate God. He defies his father’s vehement opposition, converts to
Christianity and joins the mission school. Achebe writes that Nwoye decided ‘he was
happy to leave his father’ (Achebe, 1958). This moment symbolizes Nwoye’s profound
cultural dislocation. His adoption of a new name, Isaac, marks a complete redefinition
of his identity, severing his ties to his ancestors and heritage. Okonkwo’s horrified
reaction—imagining his descendants ‘praying to the white man’s god’ and finding
‘nothing but ashes’ at the ancestral shrine—encapsulates the existential threat that this
educational conversion poses to the community’s continuity.

This process is elucidated by postcolonial theory. Nwoye becomes an early example of
what Homi Bhabha (1994) terms a ‘mimic man.” By embracing the colonizer’s religion
and education, Nwoye is set on a path to becoming an intermediary for the colonial
system, an imitation of the westerner who is ‘almost the same, but not quite.” He is
neither fully Igbo nor fully European, existing in a liminal state of being. This internal
conflict, as Sreejith (2018) notes, represents the ‘first phase’ of mimicry where the
colonized subject abandons their denigrated native culture to follow the ‘white man's
culture and norms.” Frantz Fanon’s (1952) concept of ‘double consciousness’ further
illuminates Nwoye’s experience; he internalizes the colonizer’s gaze, Seeing his own
culture as inferior, and attempts to resolve this dissonance by wholly adopting a new
identity. The result is not self-fulfillment but self-alienation.

The school also accelerates social fragmentation by offering a haven for the
marginalized, such as the osu (outcasts), thereby undermining the traditional social
hierarchy and the authority of the elders. The once-cohesive community begins to
fracture into converts and non-converts, preventing a unified resistance to colonial
encroachment. This culminates in Obierika’s famous lament to Okonkwo: ‘The white
man...has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart’
(Achebe, 1958). The novel’s tragic conclusion, with Okonkwo’s suicide and the District
Commissioner’s callous decision to reduce his story to a paragraph in an
anthropological text, is deeply ironic. It demonstrates how the colonial narrative,
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backed by western education and literacy, literally writes over and erases the
significance of African history and identity.

The Erosion of Indigenous Traditions in Arrow of God

Set in the 1920s, decades after the events of Things Fall Apart, Arrow of God depicts a
more advanced stage of colonial entrenchment. Here, Achebe shifts focus from the
initial rupture to the systematic institutional clash between traditional Igbo structures
and the now-established colonial apparatus of church, school, and government. The
novel powerfully illustrates the gradual but inexorable erosion of indigenous traditions
under the sustained pressure of Western education and influence.

The central tragedy revolves around Ezeulu, the proud and formidable chief priest of
the deity Ulu. Recognizing the growing power of the British, Ezeulu makes a strategic
but ultimately fatal decision: he sends his son, Oduche, to the missionary school to be
his ‘eye and ear among these people’ (Okeke, 2018). Ezeulu intends to harness western
education as a tool to understand and navigate the colonial presence, a calculated move
to preserve his own and his community’s authority. However, this plan backfires
spectacularly. Oduche does not merely learn the white man’s ways; he internalizes them.
Under the tutelage of the missionaries, he comes to see Igbo beliefs as pagan and evil.
In a zealous act of Christian piety, he traps a sacred royal python—a totem of his
people—in a box, an act of abomination that deeply humiliates his father and
scandalizes the community. As Okeke (2018) notes, Ezeulu's action ‘created the
opportunity for the boy's exposure to Western educational influence,” which soon
becomes ‘increasingly dominant over the worldviews of the local population.’

The conflict between Ezeulu and Oduche epitomizes the generational rift created by
Western education. What Ezeulu intended as an adaptive measure becomes a vehicle
for the erosion of his own familial and spiritual authority. The son, operating within a
new ideological framework, can no longer be trusted to uphold the traditions he was
born to inherit. This phenomenon, which Okeke (2018) terms the ‘Oduche complex,’
describes how a postcolonial subject, through immersion in Western ideology, ‘betrays
[their] own culture, even without intending to do so.’

This internal, familial conflict mirrors a broader societal decay. The missionary school
and church actively draw members away from indigenous worship, weakening the hold
of traditional institutions. The colonial administration, working in tandem with the
missionaries, further undermines Igbo customs by imposing its own laws and calendar.
The novel’s climax is a masterstroke of cultural erosion. When Ezeulu, in a prideful
standoff with his own people, refuses to perform the ritual to announce the New Yam
Festival, the community faces famine. The Christian missionaries seize the opportunity,
offering a Christian harvest service as an alternative, allowing the people to harvest
their yams in the name of the Christian God. In a single stroke, the colonial power and
its religious wing exploit a crisis to win mass conversions, supplanting a pillar of Igho
agrarian and spiritual life with a Christian ceremony. The foundation of Umuaro’s
traditional order collapses, leaving Ezeulu a broken man and his god abandoned. Arrow
of God thus illustrates the full arc of colonial impact, showing how deeply Western
education and its associated ideologies could disturb the very roots of an African society.
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6. The Crisis of the Colonized Elite in No Longer at Ease

No Longer at Ease brings the trilogy’s narrative into the mid-20th century, on the cusp
of Nigerian independence, to examine the long-term consequences of colonial
education. The focus shifts from communal and institutional conflict to the internalized
identity crisis of the western-educated elite, personified by Obi Okonkwo, the grandson
of the tragic hero of Things Fall Apart. By this time, Western education is no longer a
novelty but a prerequisite for social mobility and leadership. Obi is the embodiment of
its promise: bright, ambitious, and educated in England on a scholarship funded by his
village’s Umuofia Progressive Union (UPU). Yet, the novel’s title encapsulates his
psychological state: he is ‘no longer at ease’ in any world, embodying the ‘inward
twoness’ of the colonized intellectual who is neither fully at home in his Igbo
community nor fully accepted by the British colonial establishment.

From the outset, Achebe highlights Obi’s cultural and moral confusion. Returning to
Nigeria to a civil service post, he carries the ideals of his British education—a love of
English poetry, a belief in meritocracy, and a rationalist outlook. However, these values
clash with the realities of a Nigerian society still structured by kinship ties, communal
obligations, and a pervasive, if subtle, colonial bureaucracy. His Westernized
sensibilities cause him to view his own country with critical, alienated eyes; as one
critic notes, the novel ‘vividly explores the multitude of identity challenges that arise
as an inevitable consequence of colonialism’ (Madhok, 2023).

Obi’s education creates a web of contradictory expectations. The UPU expects him to
be a culture-broker, using his position to benefit his people. The colonial civil service
expects him to be a loyal, obedient officer detached from ‘tribal’ affiliations. Obi
himself yearns to break free from what he sees as outdated traditions, exemplified by
his determination to marry Clara, a woman designated as osu, despite the deep-seated
taboo against it. These competing pressures place him in a tragic bind. As postcolonial
scholars observe, Obi’s life is shaped by the ‘dissemination of English culture and the
submission of Nigerian culture,” which fosters a sense of inferiority and conflict
(Zarrinjooee & Khatar, 2016). He has embraced the colonial premise of cultural
superiority, feeling more comfortable with English literature than with aspects of his
own culture, yet is still treated as an inferior 'Other' by his British boss, Mr. Green.

This crisis of identity is both individual and representative. His education has alienated
him from his society. He speaks English almost solely and struggles with formal Igbo
which is considered as signs of cultural loss to the elders. When Obi's parents oppose
fiercely his arranged marriage to Clara, he feels intense inner turmoil between
traditional demands of filial obedience and western liberal ideology stressing individual
choice. This narrative thread highlights the inadequacy of western education, which,
while it provides Obi with modern notions of personal freedom, it prepares him to
counter the cultural resistance.

Highlighting such contradictions, Obi's career path shows further contradictions which
are intrinsic in his learning process. His early idealism is ultimately compromised by
endemic institutional corruption. Initially committed to the ethical standards ostensibly
instilled by his western education, Obi steadfastly refuses bribes, thus isolating himself
professionally. Nevertheless, under severe financial pressures—including obligations
to repay the loan provided by the Umuofia Progressive Union (UPU) and his familial
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responsibilities—he ultimately compromises his ethical stance succumbing to
temptation and accepting a bribe.

This downfall is the culmination of his identity crisis. Ngiigi wa Thiong'o's (1986)
concept of colonial alienation creating ‘a society of bodiless heads and headless bodies’
is profoundly relevant here. Obi is a ‘bodiless head’—all intellect trained in the colonial
language but disconnected from the ethical and communal body of his culture. When
faced with a real-world moral quandary, he finds neither the traditional support systems
nor the abstract colonial principles sufficient to save him. His tragic failure is not just
personal but emblematic of a generation of ‘Europeanized’ Africans who were taught
to reject their heritage yet were never fully accepted by the colonizers, leaving them
psychically unmoored in a neocolonial world.

Language, Resistance, and the Representation of Alienation

Throughout the trilogy, Achebe wields language as one of his most powerful tools for
both depicting and resisting cultural alienation. Writing in English, the language of the
colonizer, Achebe performs a subtle act of literary subversion. He famously stated that
the English language would have to be a ‘new English, still in full communion with its
ancestral home but altered to suit its new African surroundings’ (Achebe, 1989). In
practice, he achieves this by infusing his narrative with Igbo rhythms, proverbs, and
vocabulary (egwugwu, chi, osu), effectively forcing the colonial language to carry the
weight of an African experience. When a character says, ‘proverbs are the palm-oil with
which words are eaten,” Achebe is translating an Igbo metaphor directly, creating a
richly bilingual texture that resists cultural erasure. This technique is itself a form of
anti-colonial assertion, demonstrating that the instrument of colonization can be
remolded to serve the storytelling of the colonized.

Within the novels, however, the acquisition of English is often a source of alienation.
The ability to speak English creates a new social hierarchy as it separates the educated
from the uneducated. In No Longer at Ease, Obi’s preference for English marks him as
an outsider in his own community. His struggle to find the right Igbo proverb or his
quoting of T.S. Eliot to his less-educated friend, Joseph, highlights the linguistic and
emotional gap created by his education. This schism corresponds to what Ngiigi (1986)
calls ‘colonial alienation’—the separation of the language of formal education from the
language of home, producing individuals who live mentally and emotionally in two
unreconciled worlds.

This linguistic conflict becomes a literal and metaphorical gap in communication. In
Arrow of God, the dialogue between Ezeulu and the British officers, conducted through
interpreters, is fraught with misunderstanding, as cultural nuances are lost in translation.
Language here is an assertion of power; the colonial authorities speak and write in
English, controlling the official narrative. Achebe’s choice to write Things Fall Apart
from an Igbo perspective, in English, symbolically flips this dynamic, giving the
colonized a voice within the dominant language.

Achebe’s use of language is a rebellion against the ‘cultural bomb’ that Ngiigi (1986)
describes. While characters such as Nwoye renounce their Igbo names in favor of
Christian alternatives, and the dominance of English becomes increasingly apparent by
the period depicted in No Longer at Ease, Achebe's narrative strategy actively seeks to
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address and bridge this cultural division. By formalizing aspects of Igbo oral tradition—
proverb, song, and narrative—into the structure of his novels, Achebe self-consciously
safeguards indigenous cultural knowledge, simultaneously authenticating its wealth
and implicitly contesting the colonial education discourse that denigrates these
traditions as inherently ‘primitive.” Language in the trilogy, then, functions both as a
mirror of colonial alienation and as a powerful instrument of anti-colonial resistance.

Conclusion

Chinua Achebe's African Trilogy offers a profound and detailed analysis of western
education if read as a connected narrative highlighting its role as an effective instrument
of neocolonial domination. Achebe methodically illustrates, from the perspective of
three successive generations, how education systematically tore away and destroyed the
cultural, religious, and psychological foundations of Igbo society. The trilogy depicts a
tragic historical trajectory: starting with the external conflict and initial communal
breakdown depicted in Things Fall Apart, moving to the corruption and breakdown of
traditional institutions as seen in Arrow of God and ending with the internalized identity
conflicts and moral state faced by the western-educated protagonist in No Longer at
Ease.

In Things Fall Apart, the corrosive influence of foreign religion and education is
symbolically introduced as a ‘knife’ which severs communal ties and deracinates
individuals such as Nwoye from their social and cultural origins. Thus, it paves the way
for subsequent colonial conquest. In Arrow of God, Achebe powerfully illustrates the
futility and uncertain consequences of efforts by traditional rulers in the figure of
Ezeulu to strategically maneuver within the colonial education system. In short, this
strategy is shown to be counter-productive, accelerating the erosion of native control
instead of lightening it, thereby providing conclusive evidence that colonial education
was conceived not only to enrich but fundamentally to replace traditional African
cultural formations. By the time covered in No Longer at Ease, the process of
psychological colonization is nearly finalized. The titular Obi Okonkwo is the
personification of the product of a social structure that has deeply disconnected him
from his cultural heritage, occasioning both moral bewilderment and psychological
disarray—symbolically represented as a ‘bodiless head’—that undermines his ability
to effectively cope with the knotty realities and weighty conflicts of an increasingly
evolving society. His downfall is both a personal tragedy and an indictment of the
record of an education system that equipped Africans to play a role in a colonial setup
but not to lead in a genuinely independent setting.

Achebe’s fiction validates the theoretical frameworks propounded by Nkrumah, Fanon,
and Ngiligi, demonstrating that the foundations of neocolonial hegemony were
established well in advance of political independence. The 'cultural bomb' of the
colonial education system generated a westernized elite, who, as in the case of Obi,
tended to promote colonial values and ideals, thereby securing the metropole's enduring
influence. Achebe's endeavor is not, nevertheless, bereft of optimism. The writing of
these novels—reclaiming historical narratives and appropriating the language of the
colonizers to render an African narrative—is an act of cultural resistance and
reclamation in and of itself.
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Further research could build on this foundation by comparing Achebe’s portrayal with
that of other African writers, such as Wole Soyinka, or by conducting empirical
historical analysis of the curricula used in colonial Nigerian schools to further connect
fiction with historical fact. Nonetheless, Achebe's trilogy remains a timeless and
essential testament to the struggle for Africa’'s soul—a struggle that, as he so powerfully
shows, did not end with the raising of new flags, but endures in the classrooms, offices,
and minds shaped by a complex and fraught colonial legacy. Understanding the cultural
impact of that education is, therefore, crucial to understanding neocolonialism itself.
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