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Abstract: 

During the Euro-Christian colonisation of the continent, the exclusive use of 

writing in both colonial and ecclesiastical enterprises not only established the 

hegemony--power and legitimacy--of European languages ; but it also undermined 

the prestige and power of indigenous languages as well as their oral performative 

forms of expression. Consequently, religion and all that is attached to it have been 

seen as invalid forms of knowledge due to its satannic sensuality. The disdain for 

orality led the coloniser to neglect oral resources in African societies as oral 

performances and rituals were, to a greater extent, considered indices of 

backwardness and of heathen. Though African cultures did not have access to 

written texts (literacy), they had at least access to some sacred material 

representations which served as an entry into the world of the spirit through oral 

performance such as music, dancing, singing and rituals. African traditional 

religion is performative and communal as it permeates all aspects of human 

activity right from birth, mariage, naming ceremony, initiation rite, and death, and 

for that matter, its nature cannot be divorced from ritual performances like song, 

dance, movement and gest. In both Things Fall Apart (1958) by Chinua Achebe 

and The River Between (1965) by Ngugi wa Thiong’o, they have endeavored to 

restore to African religion its nobility so as to show not only the quintessence of 

African oral religion but also as that African religion still operates within the oral 

mode despite the introduction of literacy and modern forms of religion and of 

communication. This paper explores postcolonialism as literary and critical bases 

in its speculations, which in my opinion, will better present on the one side the 

colonizer and his religion as a disempowering artifact and on the other the 

struggle of the colonized to maintain the basic mindset of the local culture as well 

as the bitter coexistence of both creeds as it is presented in both novels.  

Keywords : colonisation, ecclesiastical enterprises, established, European 

languages, rituals, nobility. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Religious beliefs in ancient times began when our ancestors had not yet developed the 

knowledge of science and technology and for that matter found it difficult to explain the 

occurrence as well as the existence of things and events around them. Since it was not possible 

for them to explicate these in scientific or rational terms or better use their own natural power to 
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control these happenings, they unfortunately surrender themselves to nature for protection. In 

Africa, it is a fact that religion covers a diverse landscape of ethnic groups, languages, cultures, 

and worldviews. In this sense, many African oral traditions are characterized by praise songs to 

the living, to the dead, to the ancestors which are believed to be closely linked to their religious 

consciousness, and to the cosmology. Thus, their inability to explain and their powerlessness 

against these forces make them believe that there are invisible supernatural beings which they 

thought could save them from natural disasters and dangers whenever they appeal for help. 

Consequently, they thanked these forces or powers whenever they felt a sense of deliverance. 

Their pleas or expressions of gratitude, most often, result in rituals, praise songs and dances to 

the living, to the dead, and ancestors which they believe are closely linked to the cosmology and 

subsequently became totally controlled by their immediate environment. This has not escaped 

the literary impulse of many African writers. Thus, in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and 

The River Between (1965) written by Kenyan author Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s, tales, proverbs, 

riddles, chantefables, animals, deities, trees and mountains are presented as ever active in real 

life in their various societies (see Kammampoal 2000; 2001; 2002). In these novels, both Chinua 

Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o demonstrate that the African world is a highly religious one; it is 

a society where all forms of rituals are performed with songs, incantations followed by dance. 

For instance, apart from the recognition of the supreme God, Africans worship lesser gods, 

spirits, ancestors, animals, plants, or sacred animals or sacred persons and various other elements 

that possess mythical and metaphysical powers. All these deities provide blessings and answers 

to their requests and also provide peace, progress, prosperity for man on earth. Animals, plants, 

hills and other non-living objects are used not only for his/her satisfaction on earth but also as an 

offering to the supreme God and many other higher beings. All these elements are often subject 

to praise and adoration through praise poetry (or religious poetry), God as well as other 

supernatural powers. It has been argued that since orality antedates literacy in human history, 

mostly Africa, oral forms of communication and their relationships were defined by oral forms 

of communication and of expression. In Achebe’s fiction, the customs, rituals, and culture of the 

Igbo people give the reader the taste of the past history and its myths. Chinua Achebe, the father 

of modern African literature, has been concerned with his own African experience, modes of 

consciousness, rituals as well as social structures. In the same vein, Ngugi wa Thiong’o shows 

that it is from the prescriptions and proscriptions of the precautionary beliefs from the Gikuyu 

pantheon that the axiomatic characters of the myths relating to his community arise. In both 

societies, traditional religion, social control, the socialization of the lower mortal being seems to 

be the prerogative of higher immortal beings (deified gods and ancestors). In the romanesque 

architecture of both writers, the systematic intervention of the gods by means of their 

prescriptive mythic words is quintessential as the gods and their will inhabit their writings and 

constitute themselves effectively in the narratives. In both - Ibo and Gikuyu- societies, (as 

depicted by the novelists), strongly impregnated by orality where writing interests only a small 

minority, myths and legends, play important roles insofar as they contribute effectively to the 

structuring of the social organization.  

This paper attempts to shed light on the false representation by Western academics of 

African cosmology as well as that of a society that did not use written forms of communication; 

but used oral forms of communication. In these novels, both Achebe and Ngugi portray social 
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aspects of orally-based societies that may serve to further aid academic studies of orally 

dominated societies. 

 

I-Religion and Orality: Concept, theoretical and methodological considerations 

This paper explores orality in the context of religion by arguing that before writing was invented 

the tradition that was once oral is still pervasive as we go from telling of a story to writing of a 

story ; but that written story has been used again in the telling of the story in a new or biased 

liturgical situation. In this context, oral tradition develops as the community looks for a 

recreation of memory in community life. The same thing also applies to the words of prophets as 

they are remembered in order to find in their words wisdom for the ordering of the life of the 

new community.This validates and even legitimises important cultural practices and social 

institutions as delineated in the novels under study. It also argues that oral expressions highlight 

prophets lived faith experiences and as well function as a significant resource within the study of 

the shortcomings of imported religions in Africa.This paper first of all outlines concepts of 

orality in relation to religion, spirituality, and language and then scrutines on fictional works by 

renown writers like Chinua Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong’o. In this part, we argue that religion 

was not strange to Africa and that oral contributions are a rich source of insight into all religions, 

mostly African spirituality, though they were marginalised from eurochristian theological 

discourse during colonisation. In the process, we note that orality is not just a steppingstone to 

formal academic discourse but is an important counterpoint which requires much attention. 

These concepts are elucidated through two novels namely Things Fall Apart (1958) and The 

River Between (1965). Both novels in their ariticulations and speculations better present the 

colonizer and his religion as disempowering artifacts on the one hand and on the other the 

struggle of the colonized to maintain the basic mindset of the local culture as well as the bitter 

coexistence of both creeds as it is presented by the novelits.As many scholars like Stinton (2012, 

p. 14) states ‘it is common knowledge that Christians in Africa have always theologised, if not 

formally, at least informally, for example, in singing, praying, and preaching’. Likewise, 

pioneering and prolific linguistic anthropologist Finnegan (2012, p. 165) points out that ‘[t]here 

is a great variety of religious poetry in Africa.There are hymns, prayers, praises, possession 

songs, and oracular poetry, all with their varying conventions, content, and function in different 

cultures’. As post colonial scholars are advocating, it will be important to (re)engage with orality 

as a methodological key within the study of religions in Africa.It should be remembered that 

orality as a key source within Christian spirituality is not new. Half a century ago, Kenyan 

theologian John Mbiti reminded us that orality is likewise at play in the biblical text, much of 

which was based on oral sources. He further highlighted that in the teachings of Jesus, we see 

important examples of the interplay between orality and text : Jesus conveyed his teachings 

orally, while others later committed them to text (Mbiti, 1994, pp. 30–31). Oral and text-based 

expressions are thus different, but complementary, often functioning hand-in-hand. John Mbitti, 

one of the advocates of inter-religious dialogue, believes that the undifferentiated attacks on 

custom, rituals, tradition and African ways of life makes it difficult to reconstruct the 

philosophical and religious African worldview. In this regard, he complains:  

 

‘One of the difficulties in studying African religions and philosophy is that there’s no sacred 

scriptures. Religion in African societies is written not on paper but in people’s hearts, minds, oral 

http://www.indianscholar.co.in/
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/rec3.12453#rec312453-bib-0023


      Indian Scholar 
 

An International Multidisciplinary Research e-Journal 
 

23 

 Vol. 11 Issue IV, December 2024 

 

 

ISSN 2350-109X 

www.indianscholar.co.in 

 
 

history, rituals, and religious personages like the priests, rainmakers, officiating elders and even 

kings. Everybody is a religious carrier. Therefore, we have to study not only the beliefs 

concerning God, and the spirits, but also the religious journey of the individual from before birth 

to after physical death; and to study also the persons responsible for formal rituals and 

ceremonies. (Mbiti, 1969, p. 4). 

 

From Mbita’s theoretical perspective, it makes sense to argue that African religion is oral in 

orientation, communal and performative as well. However, generalization may not be adequate 

or seen as valid about religion in Africa, because ancient Egypt, with exception of sub-Saharan 

Africa, has known writing. In spite of the fact that during the period of colonization, some 

religious tradition has been recorded, transcribed and subsequently printed by ethnologist and 

anthropologists, the printed oral religious texts cannot speak by themselves but can only be 

performed. Ruth Finnegan (1977: 29) uses one form of literature, oral poetry, to illustrate the 

performative nature of oral literature. Thus, she believes that, 

 

‘To reach its full actualization, [oral literature] must be performed. The text alone cannot 

constitute the oral poem. This performance aspect of oral poetry is sometimes forgotten, even 

though it lies at the heart of the whole concept of oral literature. It is easy to concentrate on an 

analysis of the verbal elements—on style and content, imagery, or perhaps transmission. All this 

has its importance for oral literature, of course. But one also needs to remember the 

circumstances of the performance of a piece’. 
 

Further on, Ruth Finnegan writes of the African oral performer as an artist who has the ability to 

blend the fabric of the community’s cultural heritage into a unique communicable medium that 

serves to captivate and instruct the audience. In her argument, Finnegan accentuates the model of 

the oral performer as an artist, using the term ‘oral literature’ to describe its composition. Oral 

literature by definition is dependent on a performer who formulates in words on a specific 

occasion. In this respect, the parallel is less to written literature and more to music and dance. To 

demonstrate the seriousness of her project to study African orality, she is forced to marry it with 

the term literature. “Importantly, oral literature is literature to be studied as seriously as any 

written text.” (Finnegan 16). It goes without saying that Finnegan is inclined to mark some forms 

of oral communication with the term “text” in order to show its importance to the oral social 

realm as in the West; but there is no term that would allow one to point to an oral dialogue as 

being important without making a comparison with text. In this sense, Western scholars such as 

Finnegan, herself, who attempt to study orality are forced to use “text” as the basis for their 

terminology. 

         In her argument, she explains that many of the very complex stories told by oral performers 

were either never published or published in annotated fonts that gave no indication of the social 

and political background that would lend substance to the story published. Most often without 

noting the artistic representations of the oral performer that go along with the story or must be 

translated to the point that much of the verbal complexity is lost. Further, most African 

languages have a tendency to be tonal, and can be exploited by an oral poet to present a wide 

range of notion through language that can be easily lost in the process of translation. The very 

essence of oral communication, ‘the spoken Word’, evades capture within the literate medium, 
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and thus makes it hard to study for a traditional Western scholar. Finnegan also struggles to 

discuss what should be considered “oral literature,” to be taken under serious intellectual scrutiny 

and what should not: 

“It is very hard to determine what should be included as oral literature. There is some epic forma 

that fit European modela that should clearly be said to be literature, but what about riddles or 

rhetorical speeehes, which are key to the functioning of an oral society but may not fit within 

contemporary literary modela?” (Finnegan, 2012, p. 23) 

  

There is a constant questioning of the oral medium, because it does not last, except for the minds 

of the performer and the audience. Questioning what is profound and what is not in such an 

ephemeral medium remains difficult to the Western educated mind. Another problem in defining 

oral performance as literature is that there is no concept of an authentic version of an oral piece. 

There may be many versions of a single story, ail of which are given equal chance for truth, but 

are evaluated by the actual set of performance. Part of the lack of a concept of authenticity may 

come from the impact of an audience on any oral performance. The audience is expected to play 

an important role in the telling of any oral piece. Audiences are often expected to be able to 

break into a performance with a performance of their own, producing questions and accusations 

directed at the storyteller. If an oral performer has strayed from the path they may be corrected 

by a critical audience and expected to counter the rebuff. The problem then lies in the notion that 

to every piece there is no single author; each performer of a traditional piece is considered a 

legitimate source for the piece, a factor that further complicates traditional forms of Western 

literary analysis. The Nigerian novelist and critic, Isedore Okpewho (1941-2016), who like 

Finnegan, has attempted to illustrate the literary qualities of African oral performance, makes as 

a center piece of his work on orality not an oral literature, but an oral artist, the person or persons 

whose role it is to conduct the oral performance. Faced with the same theoretical difficulties that 

confront Finnegan, Okpewho insists that the oral artist is an essential element of study of oral 

literature because so much of the art is based upon individual presentation. Thus, he is able to 

avert focus away from the elusive “oral text” and towards the person who presents the oral 

performance. 

         Poets, for instance, are able to retain such a large amount of stored knowledge through 

practice and constant repetition as well as the use of medicinal charms that are said to enhance 

memory (Okpewho 1941, pp. 22-23). Yet Okepewho insists that the oral poet artist does not just 

recite the traditional works of their society; they also create new stories that enter the social 

dialogue. Okpewho emphsises the point that the “oral artist” has a unique role within traditional 

African societies with specific social functions as these “Oral artists” were often supported on 

the basis of a patronage system. Some, such as the griots of Mali, served the Kings as court 

historians and advisors for their entire lifetimes; others served well-to-do private individuals for 

limited periods or special occasions (Okpewho, 1941, p. 27).  

       In many areas, oral artists worked as political agents hired to boost the images of the 

political figures they represent before audiences. A problem with only analyzing oral traditions 

using the methods of literary criticism is that the spectrum of study is narrowed as the majority 

of the work focuses on oral performance as delineated pieces while the actual breadth of oral 

culture is much wider. In an oral society oral communication is used for all aspects of communal 

life, function, social, religious, governmental, economic, as well artistic. To focus only on the 
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artistic aspects is to miss a great part of what role oral communication can play within a society. 

An important aspect of orality is the reality that in oral contexts, words are an inherently 

powerful and efficacious event. Walter J. Ong argues that ‘deeply typographic folk forget to 

think of words as primarily oral, as events, and hence as necessarily powered…’(Ong, 1982, 

2002, p. 32). 

 

II- Nature, Fundamentals and Principles of African traditional Religion 

 

       Generally, African traditional religion covers a diverse landscape of ethnic groups, 

languages, cultures, and worldviews. Africans are known to be deeply religious as each people 

have its own religious system with a set of beliefs and practices. Deep within the being of every 

African, is a feeling of an irresistible religious imperative. Religion makes the most absolute 

claim in the life, hopes and aspirations, fears and joys of the average Africann. Once again J. 

Mbiti expressly highlights the centrality of the African traditional religion in African society by 

maintaining that this religion : its beliefs and practices, and how they affect the African 

community is the key to understanding the Africans and their world ; which they strongly believe 

to be permeated by the presence of the Sacred. This means that for the Africans, religion 

occupies a central position in their life activities (Mbinti 1969, pp.1-2). Thus, the religion of the 

Africans is replete with sacred religious symbols and varied systems. In this religion, the element 

of sacred symbols plays a key role to the understanding of its nature and unique place in the life 

of the African. That is why it would disastrous to ignore such a value of the sacred aspects of 

religious symbolism and man’s attempt to deal with any key issue relating to this religion. J. S. 

Mbiti posits that, “to ignore these traditional beliefs, attitudes, practices and symbolic values can 

only lead to a lack of understanding of African behaviour and problems. In addition, African 

traditional religion could well be comprehended within the context of the “beliefs, ceremonies, 

rituals, and religious officiants” (1969 1-27).  

           Moreover, it is within the context of the African symbolic value system that one could ask 

such questions as : what is actually the place of initiation in the African traditional religion ? 

what meaning does it still make Africans in the modern African society, when some of these 

‘archaic practices’ are being overtaken by history, necessitated by the progress of human 

ingenuity and scientific development ? is it still necessary to undertake a research of this nature, 

analysing the symbolism of initiation in African traditional religion vis-à-vis the Christian faith, 

when such a phenomenon has almost “(..) lost prestige and secret societies are being outlawed?” 

Although this may be the case, one would not dismiss the fact that for Africans, religion is a 

yardstick for the interpretation of their vision of the world that embraces the world beyond, the 

concept of god, relationship with god and fellow human beings in the society. Africans religious 

ideas and life are not oriented in the platonic world of ideas (the world of idealism), but have 

concrete consequences in the life in the society : how one fulfils ones religious obligations, offers 

sacrifices to one’s god ; one’s relationship with fellow human beings, and the observance of the 

moral norms. In this analysis, I use the term orality to broadly refer to the preferred use of 

‘spoken’ or ‘sung’ words to convey messages and pleas to the gods or oracles.This, undoutedly, 

includes the extra-verbal performative aspects of gesture, movement, and facial expression in 

terms of gratification. This spirituality encompasses the values, expressions, and reflections on 

the daily lived experience of the African faith.  
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       In the texts under study, the novelists reveal the intimate relationship that exists between 

individuals and community that is very essential to the strength of an oral culture. Achebe’s 

presentation of the power of the gods is unparalleled. In both written and oral forms, he clearly 

demonstrates that the oral nature of African tradition cannot be divorced from its ritual 

performance in interaction with an audience in song, dance, movement and gest (Jan Vanisa, 

1985:3). Thus, in the opening pages of his texts, Achebe clearly demonstrates that his 

‘…Nigerian villagers weave into the fabric of their everyday conversations allusions from folk-

tales, legends and myths, and back their opinions and attitudes with appropriately chosen 

proverbs, traditional maxims and cryptic anecdotes…’(Obiechina, 1975, p.26).This is legion in 

many novels written by Africans who draw on ‘…African folklore, traditional symbols and 
images and traditional turns of speech to invest their writing with a truly…African sensibility 
and flavour’. (38). (See Kammampoal 2001, 2021, 2022). 

 

       In Achebe’s and Ngugi’s world, the oral orientation of religion is expressed in the act of 

consulting diviners who, in turn, communicate with the oracles. In fact, before getting married, 

being embarked on a major project, or undertaking a journey or even when disasters such as an 

epidemic or an accident occur a diviner is sought for. So, on the arrival of the white man in 

Igboland and Gikuyuland ‘dibias’ or seers were sought for to know the reasons why this strange 

man had come. In Achebe’s Things Fall Apart as well as Ngugi’s The River Between, colonizers 

had started their race for colonies since the nineteenth century. These are the missionaries and 

the British colonial administration who extended their rule to Umuofia and to all the surrounding 

areas of Iboland. This part of Africa had become the chief attraction of the British because the 

white men wanted to preach the gospel and build their new government. It was during the last 

planting season that a white man had appeared in the Igbo’s clan riding an iron horse. The 

narrator thus explains:  

 

The first people who saw him ran away, but he stood beckoning to them. In the end the fearless 

ones were near and even touched him. The elders consulted their oracle and it told them that the 

strange man would break their clan and spread destruction among them.The other white men 

were on their way. They were locusts, it said, and that first man was their harbinger sent to 

explore the terrain… and then one morning three white men led by a band of ordinary men like 
us came to the clan. (TFA 1958 97-98).  

 

Okonkwo’s astonishment when hearing his friend’s message showed that there were 

misunderstandings between the colonizer and the colonized as far as the social order is 

concerned. The big misunderstanding which characterized the cohabitation of the new order and 

the one existing before is alarming. This was made evident when Obierika paid the second visit 

to his friend, Okonkwo in exile. The change in Umuofia was very fast:  

 

The missionaries had come to Umuofia. They had built their church there, won a handful of 

converts and were already sending evangelists to the surrounding towns and villages. (101) 

 

The above-mentioned quotation clarifies the upheavals that occurred in Umuofia. That area had 

changed more than Okonkwo had been prepared for. It is the old religious principle embodied in 
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Christianity which Okonkwo saw as the force that changed the nature of the village life. The new 

faith with all its modern assets possessed an appeal that has the ability to challenge and 

undermine the old religion. The tactical ploy used by the coverts and their masters was to seize 

Western epistemology “reframe and reorganize the order of knowledge in a new way that 

suppressed, displaced, and/or destabilized indigenous knowledge constructs while enshrining 

European ones” (Mengara, 2019: 43). The epistemological shift resides mostly deeply in the 

perception and conception of reality through western eyes or better through western 

understanding of logic and reason. Younes (2023: 259-277) believes that this tactical ploy 

establishes western culture as the primary and superior source of access to reality: western 

rationalism therefore challenges, disqualifies and undermines other ontology. The neophytes use 

stories, legends, myths and many other sophisticated devices to sustain their arguments as far as 

the existence and power of their god is concerned.  The missionaries spread the knowledge of the 

Bible and the miracles of Jesus to convince the local people. They talked to the local people 

through an interpreter who was supposed to be an Igbo man, though his dialect was slightly 

different and harsh to the ears of the people of Mbanta. Many people laughed at his dialect and 

the way he used words strangely. For instance, instead of saying ‘myself’ he always says ‘my 

buttocks’ in his own dialect. But he was such a man of commanding presence that the clansmen 

listened to him carefully. He said he was one of them as they could see from the colour of his 

skin and his language. The white man told the local people that “they worshipped the false gods, 

gods of wood and stone” (102).Religious discussions between pioneer missionaries and the Igbo 

or local people persists. The colonisers boldly tell them the unliving nature of their gods. Here is 

an exchange with a christian : ‘you carve a piece of wood... and you call it a god. But it is still a 

piece of wood’. Akunna, a member of the clan replies in the following terms, ‘It is indeed a piece 

of wood. The tree which it came was made by Chukwu, as indeed all minor gods were’. In 

another instance, the interpreter went on to say : 

 

Your gods are not alive. They are gods of deceit who tell you to kill your fellows and destroy 

innocent children. There is only one true god and he has the earth, the sky, you and me and all of 

us (TFA103). 

 

Then the missionaries burst into song. It was one of those gay and rollicking tunes of evangelism 

which had the power of plucking at silent and dusty chords in the heart of an lbo man. (103) 

 

The interpreter explained each verse to the audience, some of whom now stood enthralled. It was 

story of brothers who sat in darkness and fear, ignorant of the love of God. (103). 

 

After singing the interpreter spoke about the son of God whose name was Jesu Christi. (103). 

   

    These insights introduced new thoughts and even fear in the minds of the local people who 

began to think twice about their own religion. In fact, every person is free to choose at will his or 

her religion and manifest his or her faith in the teachings, education, observance without any 

interference from the community in which he or she lives, but this was not so. The euro Christian 

religious teachings connote imperial colonial business or issues. Their settlement and the way 

they conceived and see things have caused considerable stir in the area. The pioneer missionary’s 
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intention was to force Africans to leave their gods and the deities and follow their god. All the 

local people they say will according to the new faith go to hell. Evil men and all the heathen, 

who in their blindness, bowed to wood and stone will be thrown into a fire that burned like palm-

oil; but good men who worshipped the true god will live forever in his happy kingdom. (102). 

Adherence to the new faith was willy-nilly. 

 

We have been sent by this great god to ask you to leave your wicked ways and false gods and 

turn to them. (1958 p.102).  

 

In fact, many Igbos or Africans are made to believe that their problems are due to the curses they 

inherited from their parents, grandparents and great grandparents and that unless these curses are 

broken down by the Christian spirituality, they would never see an end to their problems. The 

desire to cleanse Igboland of abomination gets hold of the people. This piece of seditious 

information was brought to Okonkwo by Obierika during the former’s exile in Mbanta. This 

piece of information caused an agitated disturbance in the society as it was about a society 

“which once thought like one, spoke like one, shared a common awareness and acted as one” 

(Thing Fall Apart, Introduction and notes by Aigbejo Higo). The white man came with his 

incentive religion and started to break this unity or oneness. Meanwhile, Okonkwo was made to 

leave Umuofia for Mbanta because of the offense he had committed; he inadvertently killed 

Ezeudu’s sixteen-year-old son when his gun exploded unexpectedly. 

         In an exchange between Obierika and Okonkwo on the social upheavals caused by the new 

religion, the latter tried vainly to describe the stranger either psychologically or physically. In his 

effort to describe the white man to Okonkwo by Obirieka, Okonkwo mistakenly called the 

stranger (whiteman) an albino. An albino suggested Okonkwo, because at that time, nobody 

knew the white man before. He was not an albino replied Obierika. Meanwhile, on the arrival of 

the white man in Igboland ‘dibias’ were sought for to know the reasons why this strange man 

had come to Igboland. In Things Fall Apart, when the elders consulted their oracle, it told them 

that the strange man would break their clan and spread destruction among them’ (TFA p.138). 

Native African religion is centered on ancestor worship, the belief in a spirit world, and 

supernatural beings. This encompasses values principles such as respect for authority, hard work, 

and family values. These values have been passed down through generations and have played a 

significant role in shaping societies and social structures. In African traditional society work was 

communally done and it aimed at provision of the basic needs of life: activities like harvesting, 

planting, cultivating was all done communally to promote the spirit of togetherness. These values 

are under threat. 

           

III- Expression, Performance and Rituals in Achebe’s and Ngugi’s Rural Novels 

 

In the African world presented to the reader by the novelists, religion is said to be “inherently 

holistic” as it permeates every aspect of human life namely : marriage, birth, naming ceremony, 

initiation rite, illness, healing, and death. Therefore, it cannot be divorced from ritual 

performances like song, dance, movement or gest. In this sense, one could hardly distinguish the 

secular from the sacred, the religious and the non-religious, the spiritual and the material areas of 

life as both of them are interwoven. The human voice-for singing or uttering words-has become 
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the key element in the oral tradition as Africans have been primarily vocal people throughout 

their history where language is then regarded as a powerful force for communication.Unlike the 

colonizer’s religion which had access to written texts and a historical founder who advocates 

messianic expectation and/or apocalyptic warnings of the end of the world, African religion had 

at least access to some material sacred representations which serve as an entry to the world of the 

spirit through oral performances. Although there are many ethnic languages that coexist in 

Africa, African stories and folklore were communicated across different regions. Oral tradition 

relies on the human voice to communicate varied fruitful messages. Prefacing, East African 

Folktales (1997), Dr. Vincent Muli Wa Kituku explains that : 

Voice was the vehicle in which knowledge was passed on from one generation to another. Voice 

unified a family, clan, or community. Enforcement of customs depended on voice. When a 

person died...his or her voice was no longer to be heard, it was as if a whole library had been 

destroyed. Voice is important. 

 

But during eurochristian colonization of the continent, oral performances and rituals were, to a 

greater extent, considered indices of backwardness, heathen and even as invalid forms of 

knowledge. Its use and existence are detrimental to social development and progress. African 

religion, though oral, could well be uderstood within the context of the beliefs, ceremonies, 

rituals, and religious officiants. As a matter of fact, orality remains under-explored in text-based 

scholarship. Today, we acknowledge that in terms of spirituality, men as well as women have 

spoken about their inner feelings and experiences of sorrow in songs, dances, novels, stories, 

tears, deep silences and through the stripes on their bodies’ (Njoroge, 1990, p. 72). In African 

religion, oral tradition is the guiding principle in which one makes sense of the world. The 

human voice has been the key element in Oral tradition as Africans have been primarily vocal 

people throughout their history. The novels feature a series of complications in which the 

novelists carefully involve their literary characters. In fact, there are persistence rumours of 

intrigue between Africans on the one hand and Europeans on the other as to how to approach the 

people. While others are receptive others are not. From the strict inhuman prescriptions and 

proscriptions inherent in the belief system featured in both Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart 

(1958) and Ngugi’s The River Between (1965) the axiological orientation of the personality of 

the characters the novelists feature is understood as they are presented to the reader as complying 

to a relatively stable set of values, motivations, needs, and moral structures. In the novels under 

study, African traditional religion, social control and the socialization of the lower mortal being 

is presented to the reader as being the prerogative of higher immortal beings, i.e, deified gods 

and ancestors. In the romanesque architecture of both novels, the systematic intervention of the 

gods by means of their prescriptive mythic ‘word’ is carefully delineated as the gods inhabit their 

writing and constitute themselves in the narrative. In a society strongly impregnated by orality, 

myth retains an important role insofar as it contributes effectively to structuring the social 

organization. 

      In Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe tells the story of how an Igbo village in the Niger 

region first encounters Christian missionaries and British colonial governors. He tells this story 

mainly from the view of the colonized using the language of the colonisers. Thus, Things Fall 

Apart explores how Igbo spirituality and religious life is suffering under the strains of 
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Christianity; a creed which is strongly and actively backed up by the white man's military and 

political power. As a result, Christianity becomes identified with the source of power wielded.  

      The River Between is a 1965 novel by prolific Kenyan author Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o that was 
published. It tells the story of the separation of two neighbouring villages of Kenya, Kameno and 

Makuyu, caused by differences in faith(religion).  The novel delineates without sympathy the 

bitterness between two opposing villages which caused much hatred between the adults of each 

side. It is about the struggle of an alienated young leader, Waiyaki, in his endless effort to unite 

the two villages opposing villages through sacrifice and pain. The novel is set during the colonial 

period, when white settlers arrived in Kenya to seize the land. Oral tradition, which characterized 

life in ancient Africa, takes the form of an eyewitness account about past events.  

            In these novels, great conflicts ensue between the Christian ideology and the African 

creed. In the traditional setting, traditional habits of thinking are compounded of empiricism and 

metaphysics as a large part of daily life is determined by actions to which the principles of 

empirico-rational behaviour are all pervasive. In fact, the bitterness between the two opposing 

ridges caused much hatred between the adults of each side. The same issue is discussed by 

Chinua Achebe. In Things Fall Apart, the pioneer missionaries appear in the second part of the 

novel, while Okonkwo is in exile for the accidental murder of a clansman, and their insidious 

progress works like a subtle poison to undermine the solidarity of the tribe. They first attract the 

undesirables - the Osu and the efulefu - oppose the animist gods, thrive in the Evil Forest despite 

its fatal reputation, rescue abandoned twins thrown away, admit the outcasts and eventually 

destroy the image of the sacred python. They then begin to peacefully attract more and more 

worthy men, divide the tribe, bring trade, and education, and sacrilegiously destroy and kill the 

ancestral spirits. Coflitcs ensue. In this situation of confusion, the British coloniser arrest, 

humiliate and torture the recalcitrant leaders who, not only hold to the old social order but are not 

ready to join their fold. The unity of the tribe has been destroyed. All ‘our brothers have deserted 

us and joined a stranger to soil their fatherland. If we fight the stranger we shall hit our brothers 

and perhaps shed the blood of a clansman’ (TFA p. 150). In fact, When Okonkwo returns from 

his maternal village Mbanta, he finds the tribe in chaos and despair. The narrator believes that 

‘Okonkwo ‘saw himself and his fathers crowding round their ancestral shrine waiting in vain for 

worship and sacrifice’ and finding nothing but ashes of bygone days, and his children the while 

praying to the white man's god’ (p. 114). As he mourns for his tribesmen, ‘It seemed as if the 

very soul of the tribe wept for a great evil that was coming—its own death . . . All our gods are 

weeping . . . Our dead fathers are weeping because of the shameful sacrilege they are suffering 

and the abomination we have all seen with our eyes’ (TFA 143–144). 

            When a number of converts, including Okonkwo’s son Nwoye in Chinua Achebe’s 

Things Fall Apart, change their religion, it creates chaos and confusions throughout the 

community : the teachings of the new religion has begun to warp the mental attitudes of the the 

people. In fact,  

 

Okonwo’s first son Nwoye was captivated by the mad logic of the Trinity though he did not 

understand it. It was the poetry of the new religion, something he felt in the marrow. The hymn 

about brothers who sat in darkness and fear (104).  
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In the words of Ong (1982 p. 2002), “Oral cultures indeed produce powerful and beautiful verbal 

performances of high artistic and human worth…” (Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy). when the 

news spread that one of the newly convert had intentionally murdered the sacred python, the 

entire clan became wild and was on the brink of retaliation. Later, however, before the people of 

the clan would do anything, the culprit had fallen ill the previous night. Before the day was over, 

he was reported dead. The death of the culprit was inspiring news for the people of the clan and 

‘his death showed that the gods were still able to fight their own battles’. The question remains, 

who killed the character Okoli who died before he could defend himself for having killed a 

sacred python? Does it mean that the gods are still alive and powerful?  

       The bond between a father and son, they say, is more than just a familial connection. It is 

sometimes crucial in shaping a child’s behaviour from childhood to adulthood. This relationship 

has had an impact on Achebe’s family as the hostage Ikemefuna calls Okonkwo his father.  It is 

the closeness of father-son relationship or platonic love which compels the patriarch Ezeudu to 

tell Okonkwo that Ikemefuna must die. As a respected elder of the clan, he advises Okonkwo on 

his unexpected conduct. He asked Okonkwo to heed the oracle’s decree as to Ikemefuna’s fate:  

 

“Yes, Umuofia has decided to kill him. The Oracle of the Hills and Caves has pronounced it. 

They will take him outside Umuofia as is the custom, and kill him there. But I want you to have 

nothing to do with it. He calls you, his father.” …— “later in the day he called Ikemefuna and 

told him that he was to be taken home the next day” (TFA, 56) 

 

    Nevertheless, Okonkwo disregards Ezeudu’s advice and accompanies the men in their brutal 

task. The next day “Okonkwo got ready quickly and the party set out with Ikemefuna carrying 

the pot of wine” (TFA, pp. 56–57). On that mission, he walks behind the others and gradually 

draws to the rear as the moment of execution arrives. He looks away when one of the men raises 

his machete to strike the boy. After the fatal blow, the child runs to Okonkwo for protection but 

meets with the hard steel of Okonkwo’s machete instead. The narrator explains: 

 

“As the man who had cleared his throat drew up and raised his machete, Okonkwo looked away. 

He heard the blow. The pot fell and broke in the sand. He heard Ikemefuna cry, ‘My father, they 

have killed me!’ as he ran towards him. Dazed with fear, Okonkwo drew his machete and cut 

him down” (TFA, 59).  

 

 “He was afraid of being thought weak”, says the narrator. His desire not to appear and be 

considered weak as his father, Unoka, haunts him. Okonkwo refuses to heed the wisdom of the 

advice of both Ezeudu and Obirieka.  Obierika reminds him, “‘If I were you, I would have stayed 

at home … if the Oracle said that my son should be killed I would neither dispute it nor be the 
one to do it’” (TFA, pp. 64–65). Ikemefuna is killed because “the Oracle of the Hills and the 

Caves has pronounced it” (p. 57). “Oral formulaic thought and expression ride deep in 

consciousness and the unconscious, they do not vanish” (Ong p. 26). In the novel, the reason 

given for the exclusion of the osu from social life and activity is a spiritual one : an osu is “a 

person dedicated to a god” (p. 156). Moreover, lawsuits are brought before the egwugwu, the 

masked spirits of the ancestors (p. 93), and the ancestors are also prayed to with the breaking of 

the kola nut (p. 6).In the novels under study, religion is presented as something which regualtes 
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daily actions such as cooking meals, eating and drinking, making love, farming and storing grain, 

building houses, making clothes, and hygiene.While religion provides an operative basis for 

regulating the relationship between man, the gods and the ancestors, magic provides the answer 

to threats of the harmful mystical forces that beset humans in this world.Within the traditional 

setting, therefore, while reality is often apprehended empirically and rationally as a sensory 

phenomenon it is  apprehended metaphysically as an invisible force which operates in the 

universe. From all these, it goes without saying that in the traditional setting or in oral discourse, 

there seems to be a religious background for almost every paradigm of the society. D.E.O. 

Ogudo (1988, p.37) states that a “deep religiosity permeates all aspects of their life – social, 

cultural, political”. As E.N. Emenyonu observes, “devotion to gods and ancestors is taken for 

granted”, and “no one dared question the decree of the gods as pronounced by the high priests” 

(p.84).While the ancestors play a role in prayer and social rites, the Igbo belief in gods (and God) 

is thus described by Ogudo: “Along with [their] belief in God (Supreme Being), the Igbo […] 
believe also in a multitude of minor deities which are […] subordinate to this supreme being” 

(p.37). 

           Among Achebe’s people, there are many Alusis; An alusi is a smaller deity and there are 

different Alusi for various purposes. The most important Alusi in the Igbo pantheon is Ani, the 

goddess of the earth and whose husband is called Amadiora, the god of thunder: the sky deity. 

She is the Alusi of the earth, fertility/ morality ; but the most important is the ineffable of 

Chukwu, the Supreme God. Some of the other deities are called Agbala, the oracle of the Caves 

and Hills; Ufejuku, the god of harvest, Ogwugwu, the giver and protector of life, and Idemili, 

who is honoured with the sacred python. But the most important thing to note, is that of all the 

deities featured in the Things Fall Apart, the most important and influential of the gods is Ani, 

the Earth goddess, who is far revered and arbiter of ethical conduct. The Igbo’s conception of the 

cosmos, just as the Kikiyu, is dualistic: the visible and the invisible. Both worlds coexist: the 

world of people; animals and plants on the one hand, and on the other the realm of the Igbos 

pantheon of deities called the Alusi, the ancestors, the various benevolent and malevolent spirits. 

In fact, the world of the living maintains a constant interactive relationship with the visible and 

the invisible world. Thus, humans and the supernatural are living interdependently with both 

traveling from back and forth between the two. This spiritual realm which is full of undisclosed 

realities is controlled and mediated by diviners and priests through wanting cultic and ritual 

practices such as divination, masked performances, and possession trances as depicted in Things 

Fall Apart. The land of the living is not far removed from the domain of the ancestors. There is 

coming and going between them; especially, when an old man dies as he is very close to the 

ancestors. A man’s life from birth to death is believed to be a series of transition rites which 

brought him nearer and nearer to his ancestors (Achebe 1958 p. 86). Legend, by its nature, talks 

about historical persons – Demi, Mugo wa Kibiro and Dedan Kimathi – who lived in a time 

earlier but continues with our present time because they were remarkably outstanding figures: 

either, because of their extreme strength or weakness. A careful study of the divinities and spirit 

forces in the pantheon of African religion reveals that a reasonable number are no more than 

deified heroes and celebrities. Some of the divinities were once leading personalities who 

brought about innovations that conferred benefits on their societies. Mugo wa Kibiro or Chege, 

according to Gikuyu legend, is a famous Gikuyu healer and prophet who once lived in Kariara, 

Murang’a near Thika. According to Kikuyu folklore or oral tradition Mugo wa Kibiro was found 
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alone in the forest by a hunter as he was inspecting his traps. When he grew up he began 

prophesying about the coming of the white man in Kikuyu country. Prophetically, he said that 

there would come a strange race of people whose skin colour was like that of a pale frog living in 

water and whose blood could be seen flowing under their skins just like the frog. They often 

wear clothes that were colourful like butterflies. He warned them about fighting these pale 

strangers with spears as they possessed and used magical sticks that produced fire on their 

opponents or enemies.   

        Meanwhile, the narrator of the River Between tells us about the prophecy of Waiyaki, who 

is looking forward to his rituals of being born again or rebirth. Circumscision rites are considered 

as a means of getting into contact with some of the vital cultural aspects of the society. It grants 

the recipient access to the basics of knowledge, maturity and social and political responsibilities. 

The circusmscision he is looking forward to, would mark his initiation into manhood. Then he 

would ‘prove his courage, his manly spirit’ (The River Between 14) as he is considered as the 

one to lead the people out of bondage. It is in this visionary setting Chege predicts the coming of 

a ‘saviour’ who will drive away the white man and restore the tribes to their rightful place. The 

novelist tells us how Waiyaki’s circumcision ritual took place in the precarious landscape of 

Kenyan mountain ranges that are on the verge of surrendering to colonial domination and 

exploitation : 

 

‘The knife produced a thin sharp pain as it cut through the flesh. The surgeon had done his work. 

Blood trickled freely onto the ground, sinking into the soil. Henceforth a religious bond linked 

Waiyaki to the earth, as if his blood was an offering’ (The River Between 52).  

 

But whereas Waiyaki’s circumcision took place without any significant incident, the debacle 

surrounding Muthoni's excision and her subsequent death brought many controversial issues 

accross the ridges. All the same, it suggests how circumcision becomes a pagan rite which, 

unfortunately transgresses Christian principles : 

 

For Nyambura had learnt and knew that circumcision was sinful. It was a pagan rite from which 

she and her sister had been saved. A daughter of God should never let even a thought of 

circumcision come to her mind. (The River Between 27) 

 

Nyambura is confused and asks herself questions about the fact that her own parents had 

themselves been circumcised :  

 

Father and mother are circumcised. Are they not Christians ? Circumcision did not prevent them 

from being Christians. I too have embraced the white man's faith. However, I know it is 

beautiful, oh so beautiful to be initiated into womanhood...Sureley there is no tribe that does not 

circumcise. Or how does a girl grow into a woman ? (The River Between 30) 

 

The white missionaries had already moved into a nearby town, Siriana, and Joshua and Kabonyi, 

both from Makuyu, converted to the new religion. Joshua, the Gikuyu Christian pastor, and 

Livingstone, a white missionary, both forbid their followers from practicing circumcision, which 

they see as a sinful “pagan” ritual. Still, no one in Kameno worries about that. Chege lives in his 
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thingira, a man’s hut or his obi. At daybreak old Chege takes Waiyaki along the Honia river, then 

up the valley side, along a path to a holy hill, with a sacred tree and with a great view across the 

land of ridges, with Mount Kerinyaga in the distance, the mountain of He-who-shines-in-holiness 

(The River Between 17).The narrative thrust of the novelist, comes from an unpleasant 

nervourness, apprehension and obsession about circumcision and excision rites, an indigenous 

Kenyan rite, practiced upon both boys and girls which, however, ensures their successful passage 

into adulthood. 

The Kihiis and Irigus, uncircumscised boys and girls, are considered as the dirtiest beings 

and impurities of the Gikiyu people. Chege says : “Who had ever heard of a girl that was not 

circumcised ? Who would pay cows and goats to the guardians of customs for such a girl ?” 

They would irritate the ancestral spirits in the process. A ‘kihii’ or an ‘irigu’, in the context of the 

Kikuyu, lives as an outcast because he or she is not integrated to the society. As such, he or she 

cannot meanigfully participate in the social and political life of the society. Despite the fact that 

she is a Christian and the daughter of Joshua, the staunt leader of the Christian group, Muthoni 

desirously decides to be circumcised because she is not incorporated in the social and political 

life of the tribe. Although Joshua’s youngest daughter, Muthoni, is devoted to the Christian faith, 

she feels that she cannot be a real woman unless she is circumcised like the Gikuyu woman of 

old. Her simultaneous desire to be circumcised and desire to maintain her Christian faith 

symbolizes her conflicted identity.  

Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o, just like Chinua Achebe, often features women as the strongest characters 

in his stories. The River Between is a case in point. The novel acts seemingly as a nod to the 

Gikuyu belief in their matriarchal origins. This journey takes place right after Waiyaki’s “second 

birth,” indicating that he will learn something new about himself mostly through his mother. 

Ultimately Muthoni defies her staunt father Joshua and leaves their family to take part in the 

tradition—even though her father disowns her for doing that—which delineates how important a 

sense of personal and shared cultural identity is for the Gikuyu people. Indeed, after completing 

the procedure, Muthoni feels like a “true woman of the tribe”, “a real woman, knowing all the 

ways of the hills and ridges.” To Muthoni, circumcision is not only a marker of adulthood, but it 

imbues her with a certain knowledge of the Gikuyu way of life. 

Chege’s belief that Waiyaki will be their saviour weighs and haunts not only on Waiyaki but also 

on Chege himself. He feels that weight transforming him into a man. Eventually, Chege quietly 

sends Waiyaki away to study with the missionaries in Siriana and learn their ways. Kamau and 

Kinuthia join him, and together they study for several years under a missionary named Reverend 

Livingstone. Waiyaki’s influence grows among the missionaries as well, and they see him as a 

future leader for their church in Kenya. He believes that Waiyaki is strong enough to learn from 

the missionaries without falling into their cult. However, Chege wonders if his son, the 

prophesied “black messiah,” might someday fail his destiny. The novelist tries to tell his readers 

about the unsuccessful struggle of an alienated young leader, Waiyaki, in his endless effort to 

unite the two opposing or warring villages through sacrifice and pain. The invasion of the 

coloniser disrupts the centre of an oral culture converting the Igbo and the Kikuyu people and 

compelling them to leave their culture, religion, education, tradition, and adopt and adapt as well 

to the coloniser’s ways. Meanwhile, in Things Fall Apart following Rev. Smith’s cue on 

traditional spirituality, an over-zealous convert, Enoch, resorts to extreme actions and goes so far 
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as to unmask an egwugwu throwing the whole Umuofia into confusion (TFA, 170). In 

retaliation, the egwugwu, an ancestral spirit of the clan, swarm into the church and level it :  

 

“Mr. Smith stood his ground. But he could not save his church. When the egwugwu went away 

the red-earth church which Mr. Brown had built was a pile of ashes. And for the moment the 

spirit of the clan was satisfied” (TFA, 175). 

 

Replacing Rev. Brown’s law of peace and love with his own code of aggression and hatred, Rev. 

Smith undoes the good deeds Rev. Brown had accomplished to allow both creeds to cohabit. 

Rather than converting the heathen ways to Christian purpose, Rev. Smith was determined to 

destroy the traditional practices. He will force the villagers to accept his ways and humiliate or 

even eliminate those who don’t. It should be emphasised that the ‘egwugwu’ is a masquerader 

who impersonates one of the ancestral spirits of the village and must be respected.Relying on the 

power behind the throne, i.e, working through the District Commissioner, Rev. Smith has 

the egwugwu, including Okonkwo, disgraced and humiliated : they have their heads shaved in 

testimony to their dishonour.  

Rev. Smith’s malice goes far beyond Okonkwo’s rigidity in ruthlessly dishonoring the customs 

of the Umuofia people by instigating an unprovoked attack on the native’s religion. This attitude 

calls for the condemning of Rev. Smith’s   ruthless methods and attitudes : instead of converting 

the natives to his religion ; rather, he codemns them. As we see Rev. Smith in such a negative 

light, we almost come to see his religion too in the same light. For these reasons, we sympathize 

with Okonkwo while we see, in comparison, the pointlessness of his violent action in killing the 

messenger and taking his own life. Though Rev. Smith’s actions tend to obfuscate the positive 

aspects of Christianity, we can still recall its essentially valuable tenets as lived and spread by 

Rev. Brown. Christianity, with its emphasis on individual salvation and love responded to a need 

deeply felt by certain people in Umuofia. Such people as Okonkwo’s friend, Obierika and his 

own son Nwoye, are cases in point. To them, the Christian creed answered the numerous fears 

and doubts over the arbitrariness of the traditional gods’ decrees on issues wanting : some 

decrees deny personal or human considerations in their application. Christianity in this sense 

becomes a catalyst of confusion. In fact, Umuofia was already disintegrating and re-forming, 

under the strains of Christianity and its incentive ways. The religion would not have been 

spreading fast as it failed to fill a pre-existing need. Ironically this new religion takes root and 

flourishes in the very place where the twins are thrown away at birth, Ikemefuna, a hostage child 

was murdered and the Evil Forest outside Umuofia.The tragedy of the clan, like that of Okonkwo 

the protagonist, begins with first of all the sacrificial murder of Ikemefuna, the hostage child, 

which was followed by the murder of the first white man riding a bicycle and finally by the 

destruction of the mission church which was provoked by both the white missionaries and the 

British government though. 

        The novel becomes very interesting when we carefully examine the way the noveslist 

arrange his materials. From Achebe’s and Ngugi’s subtle juxtaposition of conflicting issues and 

actions emerge the paradoxes and ironies of the novelists. In fact, the flexibility and vulnerability 

of the traditional religion and its settings allow room for the Euro-Christian Creed to flourish and 

thereby answer in turn the passing away of the traditional ways. For a time the traditional 

religion and the Christian one coexisted in peace and harmony before the arrival of the radical 
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and intolerable Rev. Smith and the return from exile of Okonkwo, the protagonist of the novel as 

each of them believes himself to be the champion of his society's religion and customs. Their 

extremistic attitudes and behaviour show that both religion and customs are paradoxically the 

same as the ones they negate and defend. This technique of juxtaposition works well in 

articulating the complexities and contradictions of Umuofia and its son, Okonkwo, and of the 

dilemma which arises when both of them confront Christianity. The novelits recreates the vital 

rhythms of the ageless life in the bush, the animist religion and the popular feasts, that are the 

very sources of cultural and spiritual vitality in the life of the people. J.S. Mbiti (1980, 817 ; 

2009,146) states that African people had the concepts and belief in God and had various ways of 

worshipping in their religious life long before foreign Christian or Muslim missionaries and 

travellers arrived in Africa. Therefore, missionaries did not bring God to the African continent. 

        Achebe’s and Ngugi’s pronouncements on religion reveals that no amount of material 

progress, law and order, can compensate for the lack of liberty and personal dignity ; a lack that 

degrades every aspect of personal, cultural, social and moral life. In the words of C. Isizoh, 

“Religion is the means by which the black man realises his aspirations towards freedom, justice 

and success.” (C.D. Isizoh 1998, p.147). Individuals are expected to comply or abide by the 

codes of the land : the collective conscience. Hence when an individual violates any of these 

codes, such a violation is seen as disrupting the balance of order in the community. So in 

Achebe’s and Ngugi’s fictional works, we are shown that the community is governed by 

accepted principles or beliefs often translated through the group of elders called : ‘ndichie’ - in 

Igbo and ‘Kiama’ in Gikuyu. Thus, we can understand, then, why Okonkwo cannot beat his wife 

during the week of peace without retribution and is punished for killing Ezeudu’s son 

inadvertently. His action is considered a sacrilege against the earth goddess, who protects the 

land and all that comes from it. 

 

Conclusion : 

I have demonstrated that Africa is largely an oral continent where information or oral data is still 

preserved in the memory of living people. Creative African writers have shown that African rich 

philosophical and religious formulations are encapsulated and expressed in various forms of oral 

traditions which are then passed on (by word of mouth) from one generation to the other. In 

African societies, oral tradition is the method in which history, stories, folktales and religious 

beliefs are passed on from one generation to another. In fact, for the African people, oral 

tradition is linked to their way of life. African societies place great worth in oral tradition 

because it is a primary means of conveying cultural patterns, a mode of transmitting feelings, as 

well as attitudes. For centuries, Africans depended upon oral tradition to teach their progenies 

important traditional values and morals pertaining to how to live. Achebe’s and Ngugi’s selected  

texts show that oral tradition delivers explanations to the mysteries of the universe and the 

meaning of life on earth. Euro-christian sources are unaware of the vast potentials of oral 

materials as well as their implications. The limitations of this “heritage of the mouth”, in the face 

of a rapidly changing world, where values are shifting fast, spell danger for African indigenous 

religion.  

Naturally, fiction writers suggest that in front of death which frequently carries away old people - 

custodians of cultural heritage-, the radical and continuous breakdown of cultural barriers by 

forces of modern civilisation African religion need to be documented for posterity. It is a religion 
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whose tenets have been seriously and mercilessly battered by incentive agents of upheavals and 

is now on the threshold of extinction.Today, there are, of course, various challenges as well as 

pitfalls when engaging oral expressions. In fact, to engage oral communicators using 

transcribed/translated texts without sufficient exploration of their text and context can leave oral 

communicators vulnerable to misinterpretation or misuse by ‘text-based’ academic scholars. This 

is perhaps especially so among western scholars who offer to analyse African oral theologians 

from across geographic, historical, textual, and contextual distances.  
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