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ABSTrACT

Although Arrow of God appears to be set at the moment of the encounter 
between an African community and British colonial interests, its historical 
setting is imprecise and perhaps insignificant. What the novel signals con-
stantly, however, is its preoccupation with the present and the difficulties 
Africans seem to encounter as they search for a vocabulary to explain and 
translate the time of decolonization—a historical event without determinate 
signs. The novel is set in a particular place—Umuaro—and it establishes 
what appears to be the semiotics of igbo culture that is its immediate point 
of reference, but it does not seem to function within a historical framework 
in which the passage from one age to the next can be read either as a problem 
or possibility. rather than present the problematic of colonialism and the 
act of colonization as the opposition between two temporalities—past and 
 present—the novel is often bogged down in a present that it cannot name. i 
will argue that what makes Arrow of God stand out as a monumental postco-
lonial novel is its engagement with the temporality of a belated colonialism 
and its attention to the lives of subjects stranded in time as it were, produced 
in an interregnum, functioning in what Hannah Arendt once described as a 
“scission or rupture in what is no longer simply an after or a before.”

i would like to begin by thanking my hosts and the organizers of the F. T. Prince 
Memorial Lecture at Southampton University: Professor Stephen Morton and 
dr. ranka Primorac; the dean of Humanities, Professor Anne Curry; and the 

vice-Chancellor, Professor don Nutbeam. There are a number of reasons why i feel 
honored to present the Prince lecture: one is that F. T. Prince was a distinguished 
poet and scholar and, although he may not have made much of it, or even thought 
about it, a pioneer figure in what we now call postcolonial literature. His early 
years in Kimberley, South Africa, connect him to a long line of African writers, 
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most notably Sol Plaatje, the Tswana writer, who spent most of his life developing 
an artistic circle in that diamond town. Prince’s years as a visiting professor at the 
University of West indies must also have brought him in touch with the second 
generation of Caribbean writers.

But what makes this occasion special for me is that the subject of the Prince 
Memorial Lecture will be on Chinua Achebe’s seminal novel Arrow of God, which 
was published fifty years ago. in 1974 Southampton University awarded Chinua 
Achebe an honorary doctorate of letters in recognition of his contribution to the 
novel in English. The official introduction of Achebe to the chancellor of the 
university described him as “a great African and one of the few living masters 
of the English novel.” Achebe is not with us anymore, but the death of the author 
creates new situations of reading and interpretation. The authority of death, as 
Walter Benjamin called it in “The Story Teller,” ensures that as the writer enters 
the literary canon, he or she liberates his critics from the authorial gaze, as it were 
(94). Now that Achebe’s place in the world of African letters and the modern 
canon is assured, we, the critics, can read his work against the grain, as it were. 
The following reflections are a first attempt to reread the work of Achebe in his 
absence, outside the chronology associated with its moment of production and 
with authorial intentions.

Arrow of God is a great novel that, nevertheless, lives under the shadow of the 
monumentality associated with its predecessors, most notably Things Fall Apart 
and No Longer at Ease. it may be considered Achebe’s most accomplished work, but 
it always seems belated in relation to Things Fall Apart and, indeed, the literary texts 
associated with decolonization. it is, after all, a text written after the end of formal 
colonialism. in this situation, its manifest subject—the African encounter with 
Europe—would seem to be at odds with the crisis that came to define the years in 
which the novel was published, beginning with the illegitimacy of the Nigerian 
postcolonial state and the beginning of the communal conflicts that were to lead 
to the civil war. Written in the midst of doubt about the narrative of liberation, 
now judged from the vantage point of failure and betrayal, Arrow of God offers 
neither a direct critique of the project of decolonization akin to Wole Soyinka’s  
A Dance of the Forests nor the consolation that is, ironically implicit, in the great 
texts of disillusionment, including Achebe’s own A Man of the People, Ngũgĩ wa 
Thiongo’s A Grain of Wheat, and Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet 
Born.

And yet, it is the novel’s location in what would appear to be a historical cae-
sura that makes it one of the last great works of late modernity. My argument here 
is that Arrow of God constitutes a major statement on that moment when late colo-
nialism came to shape and trouble the culture of the modern even as it sought to 
reconstitute African society as an impoverished version of identities and histories 
that had already been questioned in Europe. i will argue that what makes Arrow of 
God stand out in the history of the novel is its engagement with the changed and 
charged politics of modernity and its attention to the lives of subjects stranded in 
time, as it were, produced in an interregnum, functioning in what Hannah Arendt 
once described as the “the abyss of empty space between the no longer and the 
not yet” (“No Longer and Not yet” 158), or what gerhard richter has described as 
a “scission or rupture in what is no longer simply an after or a before” (Afterness 
201). if, as a number of critics have argued, decolonization represents a rupture in 
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modernity, Arrow of God is both the product of this rupture and a meditation on its 
cause and meaning. it is a novel about the fate of modern time in decolonization 
(see Osborne; Scott).

The significance of Arrow of God to the discourse on modernity in the second 
half of the twentieth century was first recognized by Nobert Elias, the famous 
dutch sociologist, in one of his most important works, An Essay on Time (1984). in 
this essay, Elias set out to understand the significance of time in the shaping of 
human experience. His central claim was that “the question of how people learn to 
orient themselves in their world . . . was certainly of no small importance to them 
in understanding themselves” (4). He considered time to be an essential problem 
in sociology: “Time was above all a means of orientation in the social world, of 
regulating the communal life of human beings” (5).

Like many scholars of European modernity of his generation, Elias’s project 
privileged the time of modernity, reaching no further than the age of galileo and 
focusing on the transformations of time in Western discourses under the pres-
sures of modernity. Still, he was keen to understand how time may have been 
understood by other periods and other traditions outside the Western matrix. 
And so toward the end of his majestic essay, Elias decided to make what he called 
one more “foray into the past” to show how time worked in “its social setting at 
an earlier age” (134).

in order to show how the modern state had turned time into an instrument of 
what he called “violence-control,” Elias needed to look for demonstrable “authen-
tic memories of village life in a traditional village as it was before, or just at, the 
time, at which the center of power moved to the level of states with a permanent, 
specialized staff” (134). Elias discovered an “informative document” of this kind 
of world in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God, which he used as a model of modes of 
time existing outside modernity:

At the phase of development represented here, time, as one may see is not yet 
experienced as a steady, impersonal flow symbolised by the relentless coming 
and going of the calendar years, which come sliding down from an almost 
indeterminate, only partially mortgaged future, enter the present of the living 
here and now only to merge at the end into the immeasurable past. The contem-
porary time experience is closely linked to the experience of nature as a largely 
automatic nexus of impersonal events of which the growth and decay of galaxies 
form as much a part as the growing and ageing of one’s own person symbolised 
by a steadily rising number of life-years.

Achebe’s account, in its unobtrusive way, allows us a glimpse of an earlier time 
experience. in that phase the conceptual and experiential distinction between 
past, present and future between living and non-living things had not yet 
attained the sharp edge that it has today. At present, perhaps only the fact that 
some conceptual symbols of inanimate objects are regarded as masculine and 
others as feminine, survives as a vestige of a former experience of these objects 
as a kind of person. (139)

For Elias, time in Arrow of God belonged to a premodern formation. And no 
one can doubt the enthusiasm that drove his reading of the signs of the premodern 
in Achebe’s novel. This enthusiasm is not hard to explain: Elias had discovered 
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Arrow of God on its publication in 1964 when he was ending what was to prove to 
be a transformative moment in Africa as a visiting professor of sociology at the 
University of ghana. The encounter with Africa was a transformative experience 
for Elias because it gave him insights into what he considered to be an experience 
of time that belonged to another phase of human history.

But this recuperation of the world of Arrow of God as a premodern socius was 
based on a misreading driven by the European intellectual’s craving for a world 
that might embody what was assumed to be the other side of modernity. Also, 
it was a misreading because, in regard to the politics of time, Arrow of God is a 
novel embroiled in the very crisis of modernity initiated by galileo and Newton 
and compounded by Cartesianism, not separated from it. What appears to be its 
imagination of the premodern is a projection of the anxieties of modernity, one 
that Achebe and his readers shared. i will be arguing that what lies at the center 
of the novel is not just a conflict about time, but an engagement with the crisis of 
modern or European time, now transposed to an African setting.

i. THE dESTrUCTiON OF TrAdiTiON

Although Arrow of God appears to be set at the moment of the encounter between 
an African community and British colonial interests, its historical setting is impre-
cise and perhaps not as significant as critics have assumed. This is not a novel of 
an African past at odds with the encroaching culture of colonialism. What the 
novel signals constantly, however, is its preoccupation with the present and par-
ticularly the difficulties Africans seem to encounter as they search for a vocabulary 
to explain and translate a historical event without determinate signs, a time that 
is out of joint. The novel is set in a particular place—a village called Umuaro—
and it establishes what appears to be the semiotics of the igbo culture that is its 
immediate point of reference; but it does not seem to function within a historical 
framework in which the passage from one age to the next can be read either as a 
problem to be overcome or a historical horizon beyond the measure of its subjects.

rather than present the problematic of colonialism as the opposition between 
two temporalities, between the past and present, the novel is often bogged down 
in a present that it cannot name. Unlike Things Fall Apart, which has a pure or, 
what Edward Said calls an “intransitive beginning” (5), one whose goal is to locate 
a cultural starting point, Arrow of God opens with an intransitive beginning, a 
beginning that is already over-determined by the excessiveness of the culture it 
describes.

Consider this example. At the beginning of the novel, as Ezeulu, the high 
priest, conducts his ritual prayers for the new moon, he has a clear sense that 
what might have been signs of historical or cultural continuity have become 
reminders of a changed, and violently charged, context. What should have been 
internal matters, confined to what Elias would consider to be natural time, are now 
subject to the rule of the white man, Wintabota (Winterbottom), who has become 
the arbiter of truth. Winterbottom, the colonial father, now decides the truth of 
history and the veracity of its witness: “He had called Ezeulu the only witness of 
truth. That was what riled his enemies—the white man whose father or mother 
no one knew should come to tell the truth they knew but hated to hear. it was an 
augury of the world’s ruin” (7). Beginnings are no longer connected to the project 
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of making meanings within the signs of a local culture; rather, points of origin, and 
the truth claims adduced to them, have to be rethought to fit into colonial logic. 
Comfortable in the new regimen of truth authorized by the colonial order, Ezeulu 
ends up missing the irony of his changed situation—the fact that from the moment 
Winterbottom labeled the old priest the only witness to the truth, the English colo-
nial agent had taken charge of the narrative of history and its meanings.

To put it another way, the things that Ezeulu thinks are authorized by his god 
have already been processed through the calculus of colonial modernity. And thus 
what appears to be Ezeulu’s mastery of time does not emanate from the beginning 
of the world, but is located in the moment of the destruction of tradition. Ezeulu’s 
reflection on the meaning of the past is mediated through the ruin of tradition. As 
Walter Benjamin would say in the Origin of German Tragic Drama, the present is the 
site of the ruin of tradition, a play of melancholy that offers no redemption, a place 
where the desire for “restoration and reestablishment” only leads to the discovery 
of the past as “something imperfect and incomplete” (45).

Like other great narratives of decolonization (what comes to mind immedi-
ately is Hamidou Kane’s Ambiguous Adventure), a central preoccupation of Arrow of 
God is this: what brings about the ruin of tradition? in Things Fall Apart Achebe had 
provided a simple answer to this question: tradition is ruined by colonial agency in 
the form of missionaries and administrators. Colonization is driven by the need to 
displace the existing African tradition with its own invented tradition because, as 
a will to power, colonization does not allow the coexistence of traditions; it invents 
new ones to supplant whatever existed before (see ranger). in Arrow of God this 
story—the narrative of colonialism as a will to power—is complicated both by 
Achebe’s deauthorization of colonial agency, which, through irony, mimicry, and 
mockery, is reprieved of its ecumenical claims over history and representation 
and by the destruction or self-destruction of what goes by the name of tradition.

Here, it is important to recall that the ontology of tradition, or its signs, is 
not destroyed by the colonizing agents, but by Ezeulu’s incomplete and perhaps 
ill-advised desire to modernize the very institution that he serves. Like the classi-
cal subject of modernity, we encounter Ezeulu at his point of disenchantment, not 
with the colonizing interests, but his own community and even his own family. 
The modernity of Arrow of God is often camouflaged by what appears to be conflict 
between the colonizer and the colonized, but if we focus our attention on Ezeulu’s 
thinking rather than his acts, his ontology rather than his epistemology, we will 
notice how his relationship to his community is driven by a sense of something 
lacking or missing in the hermeneutics of culture.

This incompleteness is signaled early in the novel when Ezeulu complains 
about the “unfinished homestead” that his second, and favorite, son has built 
for his new bride: “A new wife should not come into an unfinished homestead,” 
Ezeulu tells his sons. “i know such a thing does not trouble the present age. But so 
long as we are there we shall continue to point out the right way” (13). His constant 
complaint is that the present age is not troubled by its incompleteness. What he 
doesn’t realize is that he is one of the most active agents of the new order of things 
that disturbs the old narrative of history and thus makes incompleteness itself 
the condition of possibility of African identity. it is Ezeulu who has created the 
conditions in which another order of being is authorized to disrupt and interrupt 
the old one.
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Achebe gets to this point through irony. As Ezeulu is scolding his sons for 
their inability to understand the rule of custom, he is interrupted by one of his 
younger sons, Oduche, whom he has handed over to the missionaries. Angry 
that his son, a novice Christian, is undertaking a trip with other catechists when 
he should be cleaning his compound, Ezeulu asserts the rule of custom: “your 
people should know the custom of this land; if they don’t you must tell them. do 
you hear me?” (13). Here we have an example of Ezeulu’s blindness: if Oduche 
has been given over to the Christians, as it were, he belongs to a new set of rules 
(or catechisms) whose authority depends on the destruction of tradition itself. 
Modernity emerges out of the self-conscious destruction of tradition.

These two processes—the destruction of tradition and the emergence of 
modernity—go hand in hand; they also converge in Ezeulu’s conflicted under-
standing of the nature of time and the process of change. What side is Ezeulu 
on? We often come across him railing against change, yet when there is a dis-
pute revolving around time or historical understanding in Umuaro, he is often 
keen to identify with the new modernizing forces. He chastises his sons for not 
understanding the custom of the land, yet he sends one to the colonial school 
because he wants to have a foothold in the new order. Positioning himself as the 
custodian of the foundational narrative of Umuoro, Ezeulu, nevertheless, seems 
enthralled by the defeat of his own community. Unwilling to admit that he is 
involved in a secular struggle with other elders in the village, Ezeulu represents 
the actions of others as a willful disregard of the deity “which laid the foundation 
of their village” (14). When Umuaro decides to go to war with Okperi against his 
advice, Ezeulu sees the disregard of the moral authority invested in the gods 
as nothing less than “the ruin of the world”: “He told the men of Umuaro that 
Ulu would not fight an unjust war” (15). ironically, the ways of the new age that 
Ezeulu considers inimical to the foundational contact of his village are not the 
ones brought about by colonization, but by what he considers to be retrograde 
forces within Umuaro.

For readers of the novel, then, Ezeulu’s complaints against the new age seem 
baffling because he is one of the most active agents in the creation of a space for 
the new, incomplete, project of colonial modernity (see Habermas). When a dispute 
emerges between the old order and the new, or within the old order itself, Ezeulu 
functions as the agent of destruction of what was hitherto considered sacred. it is 
not surprising that Ezeulu often justifies his position by invoking the tutelage of 
tradition pitted against Enlightenment. He sees the actions of others as a willful 
disregard for the foundational tenant of the community and their disrespect of the 
moral authority invested in the gods, which is nothing less than “the ruin of the 
world”: “He told the men of Umuaro that Ulu would not fight an unjust war” (15). 
ironically, the ways of the new age that Ezeulu complains about are not the ones 
associated with the colonial order; in fact, Ezeulu is accused by his enemies, and 
rightly so, of identifying and chaperoning the ecumenical authority of colonialism. 
in the end, colonialism gains a foothold in Umuaro because Ezeulu, the assumed 
guardian of custom and tradition, opens the doors to the new order. Why and how 
he does this is an important topic in the novel and it points to the philosophical 
work of Arrow of God, its concern with that which is unthought or unspoken, that 
which can only be revealed through the language of literature outside representa-
tion (see Macherey 224–25).
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in this context, it makes sense to consider how Arrow of God reveals 
unthought and unspoken things about the space of modernity in which Ezeulu 
finds himself, perhaps desires, but cannot claim. The novel opens with an image 
of Ezeulu as the custodian of natural time, looking for “signs of the new moon” 
(1). On the surface, this would appear to be a time measured by seasons and 
lunar movements, hence outside the whims of human agency. yet, it is clear that 
Ezeulu is not the master of natural time, but its victim. Ezeulu is the chief priest 
of Ulu, but he doubts his own authority: “Ezeulu did not like to think that his 
sight was no longer as good as it used to be and that someday he would have to 
rely on someone else’s eyes as his grandfather had done when his sight failed” 
(1). Furthermore, rather than affirm the authority we associate with natural 
time, the moon that Ezeulu sights seems to signal a time out of joint: “The moon 
that he saw that day was as thin as an orphan fed grudgingly by a cruel foster-
mother” (2).

in his mind, Ezeulu struggles with what Paul ricouer would call time as 
“collective singular” (6). This struggle—the tension between the subject, his think-
ing, and the phenomenon of time—is reflected in Achebe’s use of free indirect 
discourse:

Whenever Ezeulu considered the immensity of his power over the year and the 
crops and, therefore, over the 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. His power was no more 
than the power of a child over a goat that was said to be his. As long as the goat 
was alive it could be his; he would find it food and take care of it. But the day 
it was slaughtered he would know soon enough who the real owner was. No! 
the Chief Priest of Ulu was more than that, must be more than that. if he should 
refuse to name the day there would be no festival—no planting and no reaping. 
But could he refuse? No Chief Priest had ever refused. So it could not be done. 
He would not dare. (3)

What this example illustrates is that Ezeulu, whom we first encounter in media res 
and in the midst of doubts about his own authority, is not in control of the historical 
narrative that, as the high priest of Ulu, he thinks he controls. if disenchantment 
informs and haunts Ezeulu’s life, thus marking him as the disenchanted character 
of the narrative of modernity, it is not so much because he has lost trust in the gods, 
but that his relationship to the authority of deities is belated. He cannot derive his 
authority from an oral tradition “grounded in the common experience of specific 
communities of listeners” nor, as becomes evident later in the novel, from the new 
narratives authorized by colonialism (Osborne 135).

Ezeulu’s thinking, and the form it takes, always seems to disconnect him 
from his community and audience. Thus, in the decisive debate on whether 
Umuaro should go to war with Okperi over a disputed piece of land, Ezeulu, “who 
had taken in everything with a sad smile,” confronts his community with a form 
of address that is already marked by rage and the failure it presupposes—“it was 
like the salute of an enraged mask” (17–18). Furthermore, Ezeulu’s belief that he 
stands for the truth is further undermined by the colonial version of things, which 
rewrites the war between Umuaro and Okperi as a comedy of errors. Captain 
Winterbottom, the quintessential colonial administrator, retells the skirmish as a 
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“big savage war” born of ancient enmity and a continuing disagreement over the 
role of missionaries and government in the two villages (36).

There are a couple of ironies involved in this retelling of the event: the first 
is that Captain Winterbottom’s narrative of history is undermined in advance. 
readers are clued into the true nature of the relation between Umuaro and Okperi 
(they are not natural enemies) and of the savage war (it lasts for about a week). 
The second irony is that there is no place in which the truth of the event can be 
located. We are then left to work not with the opposition between past and pres-
ent but a temporality of “crisis, rupture, and misunderstanding” (Osborne 135). 
And Ezeulu, of course, is part of this crisis—the crisis of the present. indeed, he 
is obsessed with it.

ii. AFTErNESS

i have already argued that Arrow of God is concerned with the crisis of the present, 
a perennial problem in theories of modernity. But what exactly is this present that 
obsesses Ezeulu? it is not the crisis of modernity in the usual sense. There is no 
conflict here between modernity and tradition. The colonizers may arrogate them-
selves the role of civilization, but Achebe easily brackets this by making the role 
of the colonizers, as agents, minimal, through comedy and mockery. Mr. Wright 
is building a road that is going nowhere. Mr. Winterbottom, the representative of 
the governor, is often sick and ineffective. Mr. Clarke, his stand-in, is a naive officer 
with an ethnographic curiosity underwritten by colonial fantasies.

in effect, colonialism is built around an empty discourse, it has actors who are 
not agents, nothing these characters do substantially affects the plot of the novel. 
Furthermore, what appears to be the primary gestures of the colonial will to power 
are inauthentic? The colonial narrative in Arrow of God is a familiar one—we have 
encountered it in the literature of late colonialism, most notably in Joyce Cary’s 
Mister Johnson and graham greene’s The Heart of the Matter. Colonial discourse may 
claim the authority of origins, assuming as Winterbottom does that there was no 
history before his arrival on the scene, but in reality even its most profound claims 
to historicism are belated gestures.

There is another dimension to the question of the present as a conceptual 
problem in Achebe’s novel: contrary to Elias’s claim, Arrow of God does not pro-
vide a time outside modernity, nor does it rehearse a world before modern time. 
This does not mean that there is no African world before colonialism; rather, what 
this world was or wasn’t is processed through the signs of colonial time. This is 
how everything comes to be subsumed to the present. in this sense, Arrow of God 
is a novel that continuously wrestles with the problems presented to Umuaro by 
a new time, one that neither belongs to the past nor the future; and although the 
past is often invoked in the novel, it is, to borrow terms from Peter Fritzsche, a 
“passionate longing for the things of the past” but also a denotation of the subject’s 
“estrangement from a remembered past” (1, 3). This past is unsettled and continu-
ously debated.

it is, indeed, a past that is always mediated through the present. For example, 
the story of the foundation of Umuaro—the coming together of the six villages—is 
mediated through the crisis that brought it about (the attack by slave traders) and 
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the dispute with Okperi, two events that make the past anachronistic. Caught 
between the anachronistic temporality of the past and an imagined future that 
remains at best aphoristic, the novel keeps on returning to the present age as 
the point that, to borrow gerhard richter’s words, “introduces, points forward 
to, explains, and situates something that is not yet present” (1). in a world where 
nothing seems permanent, Achebe’s novel seeks to imagine a mode for thinking, if 
not experiencing, a world that is yet to be or to become. Here the work of narrative 
language is to help us think about the challenges of inhabiting a space outside and 
beyond the world of the colonizer and the colonized.

As a particular figure of modernity, afterness enters the novel when Achebe 
turns his attention to what follows or comes after the event of colonialism and in 
his preoccupation with the unfinished business of history. Afterness is indeed 
the major theme in African works published in the early 1960s. These works are 
driven by one major question: is it possible to think of an African polity outside 
the experience and temporal horizon of colonialism? Arrow of God is the fictional 
representation of this concern or anxiety; written into its form and structure is a 
sense that history, rather than functioning as a movement forward, is haunted and 
belated, that the only time that remains is that of the historical or cultural ruin, 
the remains of the day.

iii. THE dESTrUCTivE CHArACTEr

As some of you may have noticed, my reading of displacement and belatedness 
in Arrow of God is a significant revision of the positions i had staked out in my 
earlier work, especially Reading Chinua Achebe (51–77), where i focused on cul-
tural signs as the mark of a cultural presence. My interest now is to go beyond 
the redemptive hermeneutics of my early work and think about this novel not 
as the restoration of a tradition but its destruction. This destruction of tradition 
is a key manifestation of the problem of modernity in the novel. To clarify this 
point, i need to recall that the notion of tradition occupies a central place in the 
discourse of modernity. From Kant, Weber, Benjamin, and Habermas, modernity 
cannot be understood outside its need to function as a counterpoint to tradition. 
in Africa, in the discourse of decolonization, the terms of modernity are played 
out differently: here tradition is imagined not as a problem to be overcome on 
the way to enlightenment, but as a counterpoint to colonialism and its systematic 
rewriting or even destruction of African practices. in this context, novels such as 
Arrow of God have been read as attempts to recuperate and make visible that which 
colonialism has excluded and to institute it as the basis for a new, postcolonial, 
beginning (see Obiechina 230–59).

As revisionist accounts of the novel have demonstrated, i think this thesis is 
a misunderstanding of both the agency of colonialism and the narrative of decolo-
nization (see Brown 104–24). One misunderstanding is that colonialism sets out to 
institute modernity in Africa through the creation of new horizons of experience 
and expectation (Kosselleck) and the production of new subjects. But while colo-
nialism undertakes projects of modernization in its dying days, it does not seek 
to institute modernity as the condition of African identity. in fact, colonialism is 
the major manufacturer of custom, as a supplement for the cultural institutions 
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that it has discredited or displaced or simply set in crisis. in Arrow of God, Captain 
Winterbottom sees his role as the chaperone of new African subjects and as the 
arbiter of their history and ethnos.

in his rewriting of the conflict between Umuaro and Okperi, Winterbottom 
glosses over the historic kinship ties between the two villages and starts a new 
page of history: “The people of Okperi and their neighbours, Umuaro, are great 
enemies” (36). What is patently false is what becomes the foundational and histori-
cal. This is how minor events, or mere symbols of culture, are turned into allegories 
of history. To quote Andrew Benjamin and Peter Osborne writing in a different 
context, symbols are wrenched out of context and are placed in “new, transpar-
ently, constructed configurations of meaning” (xi). it is in this context—the pro-
cess of rewriting the symbols of culture in their secondary relation to colonial 
history—that Ezeulu’s role in the destruction of tradition arises anew: why is the 
custodian of tradition so eager to open the doors to the colonial interest? On the 
surface, we are told, Ezeulu welcomes the colonizer because he wanted “to satisfy 
himself that the white man had not come for a short visit but to build a house 
and live” (45). But on closer examination, it seems that Ezeulu’s motivations have 
to do with his identity as the kind of destructive character that Walter Benjamin 
associates with modernity.

in his essay “The destructive Character,” Benjamin identifies a series of char-
acteristics that apply to Ezeulu with minor modifications. He notes, for example, 
that the destructive character is involved in space clearing gestures, reducing, or 
even destroying, the signs of the past to make room for an imagined future. The 
destructive need for “fresh air and open space is stronger than any hatred” (541). 
What this means, among other things, is that the destructive character’s desire to 
clear away the past is not motivated by the need to get rid of what is considered 
retrogressive or belated; indeed, the destructive character is not interested in 
replacing what he or she sets out to destroy but by the belief that destroying in itself 
has value, the value of an empty space qua empty space, the belief that “destroy-
ing rejuvenates in clearing away traces of our own age” (541). Significantly, notes 
Benjamin, the destructive character has no “interest in being understood” or any 
desire to occupy the space they seek to clear.

Ezeulu seems to fit neatly into this profile. For one, although he is the chief 
priest of Ulu, he is always positioned on the edge of the circle of nature and cul-
ture. in addition, although Ezeulu would appear to be a traditionalist, he is not 
at all sympathetic to the priestly traditions. Thus, after the sacrilege committed 
against idemili (the imprisonment of the sacred python), Ezeulu does not rise to 
defend established beliefs; instead he reduces the issue to one of ego and feels that 
he has no “alternative but to hurl defiance at them all” (60). Ezeulu then proceed 
to rationalize his attitude by finding gaps in the tradition itself: “it is good for a 
misfortune like this to happen once in a while,” he said, “so that we can know the 
thoughts of our friends and neighbours. Unless the wind blows we do not see the 
fowl’s rump” (60). Here we can see how he is content to empty the space of culture 
of its deep meaning without replacing it with new contents.

in fact, when it comes to controversial issues, Ezeulu stakes out the posi-
tion of a modernizer against the institutions and beliefs that he is supposed to 
defend. in regard to the established tradition of shooting guns to frighten spirits, 
Ezeulu has nothing but scorn, calling it “no more than a foolish groping about” 
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(113). Furthermore, Ezeulu actively rejects the communicative act that enables 
community, often setting himself against the very communal interest that he is 
supposed to defend. As a destructive character, he prefers to be misunderstood, 
indeed provoking misunderstanding: “i am known and the same time i am 
unknowable” (132).

The invocation of unknowability, a certain hermeneutics of doubt as it were, 
is what enables Ezeulu to challenge the existing doxa: “A disease that has never 
been seen before cannot be cured with everyday herbs” (133). Sometimes Ezeulu 
seems to provoke misunderstanding as his condition of possibility. He is content 
when others don’t take “his meaning” (146). Opacity is one of his most important 
forms of ontological resistance: “Even at the best of times Ezeulu only spoke when 
he wanted to and not when people asked him” (159). in other instances, Ezeulu, the 
priest of Ulu, is happiest when he considers himself “something of a stranger”—“it 
gave him a feeling of loss which was painful and pleasant” (161). Why painful? 
Why pleasant?

These questions can best be addressed if we think of Ezeulu in  relation to 
another figure of modernity, namely the stranger, the figure who, for george 
Simmel, signifies “the union of closeness and remoteness” in human rela-
tionships (143). Here, it is important to note that Ezeulu, a true insider in 
Umuoro, thrives on his self-presentation as a stranger. it is in the rehearsal of 
his  strangeness—and estrangement—that he becomes conscious of his historical 
role: as an insider, Ezeulu will be the defender of the essence of Umuaro being; 
as a stranger he will be the agent of its becoming. in this situation, he is simul-
taneously the custodian of tradition and its destroyer. To loop back to Benjamin, 
the destructive character is at the “forefront of tradition,” but he or she assumes 
that nothing is permanent and sees “a way everywhere” (542). in effect, this 
character is both a traditionalist and the agent of modernizing tradition. How 
do we reconcile these two positions?

Ezeulu helps us sort this conceptual cauldron: he is a traditionalist because 
he seems to believe that there is an inner core of being, an ontology, that his 
opponents no longer seem to recognize. He is a modernizer because he believes 
that opening to the new colonial order will enhance his authority as the voice of 
truth. He sees a way everywhere because he is determined to make sure that the 
old order, the one that he represents, survives. He is keen to have the colonial 
agents imprison him because his absence will enhance his standing—his exile, he 
reckons, is the weapon that the white man has given him to “fight his enemies” 
(191). What Ezeulu does not fully understand is that he is no longer in charge of 
how these terms—tradition and modernity—are played out. in this context, his 
assumption that destructiveness would lead to a new order of seeing and being 
is based on his blindness to the changes that are taking place around him, more 
specifically the emergence of an alternative order that would transcend his own 
nexus of time and even theology. This blindness explains the folly of Ezeulu’s 
final gesture: he assumes that his refusal to eat the new yam will bring Umuaro 
to an understanding of its foundational creed, that his radical act of destructive-
ness will function both as a restoration and reformation of the doxa. What he 
does not allow for is the emergence of what Kosselleck would call “a new space 
of experience” and “horizon of expectations” that is no longer dependent on the 
old gods (272–74).
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vi. THE CriSiS OF THE PrESENT

i want to conclude by introducing a new twist to the narrative of time in Arrow 
of God. i want to suggest that the complex narrative of time that Achebe presents 
in his third novel is not simply about the temporality of the colonial encounter 
(Ezeulu’s present age), but about the crisis of decolonization in Nigeria. Writing in 
the first years of Nigerian independence (between 1960 and 1964), Achebe turns 
to the phenomenology of time in modernity as he struggles to imagine and come 
to terms with the empty space that he confronts in the postcolonial scission, the 
space between the no longer and not yet. Trying to figure out the meaning of what 
Biodun Jeyifo aptly calls “an arrested decolonization,” Achebe turns to the past 
not because it represents a premodern time, but because it explains the ontologi-
cal character of the present and the crisis that brings it into being. i think we can 
assume that many of Achebe’s African readers were struggling to understand 
the same phenomenon that confronted Ezeulu. in this sense, Arrow of God is not 
only a novel about the colonial encounter, but also one on the afterlife of colonial-
ism. What appears in the novel to be the emptiness of history and the crisis of 
cultural signs is intended to draw attention away from its referential interest and 
to foreground the present as the point and mark of crisis. it could be said that the 
modernity of the novel and its continuing influence lies in Achebe’s sense that to 
be modern is to live in an incomplete world, a world that is always present and 
hence always in crisis.
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