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Abstract 

The paper attempts to investigate the relevance of oral tradition in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God and 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Matigari. Apart from increasing the available oral traditional texts, the study has 

attempted to demystify the erroneous conception about oral tradition. Although introductory, it is 

objectively informative, displaying the beauty of folk tradition used among African creative writers. The 

study touches on all basic levels of oral traditional analysis, and with particular emphasis on three of the 

numerous subtopics which deal with oral tradition: its nature, features and functions. The work explores the 

opinion and criticisms of critics about the supporter’s texts. While some critics are full of praise of the texts 

for the importance they attach to oral tradition, other critics argue that texts which encompassed oral 

traditional elements are baseless to the social value. The paper concludes that African literature and/or 

culture is absolutely a committed one and should not be neglected: it should be regarded and be given 

adequate priority. 
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Introduction 
Oral tradition forms an integral part of the 

people‟s culture. According to Webster‟s 

Dictionary, oral tradition is “the traditional 

beliefs, practices, legends and tales of the people 

transmitted orally” (424). These traditional 

beliefs form an integral part of the culture of any 

given society. Oral tradition pre-exits printing. 

Communities preserve their identity as groups by 

handling down orally from generation to 

generation the most important elements of their 

culture. Since the invention of printing, oral 

tradition which is oral literature still exists, and 

ancestral values are transmitted orally by elders 

among African communities. Even though 

civilisation and Christianity have both seemed to 

have overtaken African cultural value in the 

contemporary society, it would never be argued 

that modern African writers have continued to 

preserve as well as depict the oral traditional 

elements in their various literary works, 

indicating a hallmark of identity. This approach 

underscores the fact that African literature is a 

committed literature. In his Edda Heroic Poetry, 

Ude (24, quoted in Ukam, 2), defines oral 

traditions in two ways: sacred or formal and 

secular or informal. To him, sacred oral traditions 

are mainly concerned with the myths: used only 

by the already initiated people in the community, 

whereas secular oral traditions are made up of 

folklores, riddles and proverbs, among others, 

because they can be used generally by everybody 

in the community whether initiated or not.   

Many African writers like Chinua Achebe, 

Elechi Amadi, Ngugi wa Thiong‟o, Wole 

Soyinka, Camara Laye, Femi Osofisan, 

Ferdinand Oyono, Mongo Beti, to mention a few, 

have drawn extensively from oral tradition 

peculiar to them in their literary works. Achebe in 

particular has weaved folk tales into the fabrics of 

his stories, illuminating community values in 

both the contents and form of storytelling.  

Language and oral traditions are twin siblings. 

This is because oral tradition is rendered in a 

language it is domiciled. Hence, different 

communities with different languages have also 

different oral traditions. This implies that 

languages are innate and oral traditions are also 

innate. Revers, in his The Origin and Pre-history 

of Language, posits that “there is no language 

without man; no man without language” (7).  The 

meaning of this is that culture is important and 

diverse: hence, African culture is completely 

different from cultures of other countries all over 
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the globe, especially the Europe. Written African 

literature is an off-shoot of African oral tradition 

such as legends, folktales, myths, proverbs, 

incantations, panegyrics, dances, theatres, and 

riddles, among others. African literary writers 

have presented the African oral tradition in 

various ways to articulate and express African 

thought and values.  

Writers like Amos Tutuola, Christopher 

Okigbo, Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Ngugi 

wa Thiong‟o, Camara Laye and so on, have held 

high values for African oral tradition and have 

reflected African cultural values and their 

aesthetics in their literary works. By using 

musical compositions, proverbs, festival, 

customs, and riddles, writers have modified and 

Africanised the English language with African 

styles and peculiarities. This artistic blending and 

bending of the European languages – English, 

French and Portuguese for instance – in their 

works using African folk traditional elements 

have extensively added values and texture in their 

literary works. For instance, like Achebe and 

other literary giants, Soyinka in his Death and the 

King’s Horse Man, Lion and the Jewel and A 

Dance of the Forest has also shown interest in 

African aesthetic culture in all his plays. It is on 

that basis that this study seeks to investigate the 

beauty of folk traditions in Achebe‟s Arrow of 

God and Ngugi‟s Matigari respectively. 

Folk Traditions and their Significance in 

African Literature   
The purpose and function of oral tradition 

have been widely discussed by scholars. Nwoga 

states that:  

Two schools of thought have so far 

been identified. The first is the 

„entertainment‟ school which holds 

that „oral literature‟ was a form of 

primitive art and that as such it has 

no real purpose except to entertain. 

The second is the „functional‟ 

school which also holds that 

entertainment is purely incidental 

and a social motive lies behind 

folk literature. (13)  

Reflecting on the argument presented by the two 

schools, one may rightly feel that each embodies 

only a part of the truth (Ukam, 7-8). The fact 

remains that the two elements – entertainment 

and social function – are often presented together 

in oral literature. Hence, both are intertwined: one 

may likely not survive without the other. It is on 

that basis that Iwuchukwu (5) sees oral traditions 

as not only fictional stories embodied with 

beliefs, traditions, superstitions, notions, customs 

prejudices and observation of people. He also 

sees oral tradition as a form which may be 

transmitted orally. The song teller as a creative 

artist paints a picture of true life situation and 

makes use of elements like characterisation, 

setting, language, custom and spectacle, among 

others.  

It is important to note also that elements of 

oral tradition have meaning in both context and 

outside the context. There are not merely written 

by the writers but the irony is that these elemental 

characters portrayed by the writers are not either 

animals, gods or just a mere short witted saying, 

they are typically referring or reviewing the 

image of human being in our society. Sometimes, 

they are used to assault or praise those characters.   

Review of Literature in Ngugi’s Matigari 

As a writer who emerges in Eastern Africa, 

Ngugi wa Thiong‟o has published many novels: 

one of them is Matigari written in 1987. It is one 

of his most famous novels; a satire based on 

Gikuyu‟s folktales. In this novel, Ngugi, like 

Achebe, employs the use of folk traditional 

elements like legends, myths, rituals, initiations, 

among others, to show the dignity of African 

culture. To him, it is these elements that 

differentiate African literature from other 

continental literatures. Oral literature would help 

Africa to regain its freedom from the hands of the 

colonial oppressors. Matigari ma Nijiruungi, the 

protagonist, is in search of his family to rebuild 

his already destroyed home, starting a new and 

peaceful future. But his search becomes a quest 

for truth and justice as he finds his people he left 

for so many years dispossessed and the land he 

loves is thereafter ruled by corruption, fear and 

misery. The protagonist is a man who has 

survived the war fought during independence.  

Yet, he is not happy with the injustices of the 

land, and as such he reacts in a way people begin 
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to ask several questions about who he is: Is he 

young or old; a man or fate; dead or living, or is 

he a resurrection of Jesus Christ (Ukam, 11)? 

One of the major themes in Matigari is the 

deceptiveness of any notion of an epistemological 

rupture between colonial and postcolonial 

societies. Hence, the novel is set in both colonial 

and postcolonial period. The confrontational tone 

of Devil on the Cross retained in Matigari 

reverses the colonial binarism in order to combat 

the hegemonic interpellation of the neo-colonial 

regime. According to Brink (cited in Ukam, 12-

13) argues that: 

There is paradigmatic shift in 

Matigari as the novel transcends 

the obit of a Marxist materialist 

discourse of Devil on the Cross. 

By including magic and 

supernatural elements, Matigari 

propagates utopia which is based 

on what one could call an ethical 

universal in Ngugi‟s case premised 

on the ethical principles of 

Gikuyuism, Christianity and 

Marxist. (35-36) 

Brink is of the opinion that Matigari is no doubt a 

novel which is dominated with magic and power. 

To him, it is regarded as a free interaction 

between the living and the dead (Ukam, 13). 

Ngugi acknowledges his use of supernatural 

elements because of his notion that art has more 

questions than it has answers. He is of the notion 

that art starts a position of not knowing and seeks 

to know. He maintains that through the use of the 

supernatural elements in nearly all his novels, the 

world has come to knowing that he really wants 

liberation from the colonial masters. He 

illustrates this fact in the novel using the 

protagonist, Matigari ma Njiruugi, as an example 

of one who is going about asking question related 

to the truth and justice of what is going on in his 

home country. As a prophet, Matigari ma 

Njiruungi does not only pass judgment on the 

present state of affairs, but does also project a 

vision of New Jerusalem.  

Avoiding strict materialist discourse, Ngugi 

takes the novel beyond by widening the scope of 

combat strategies, thus challenging the multiple 

ways of the present order and the inevitability of 

the post colonial era. Some critics have claims 

that Matigari, the protagonist, does not 

understand “the new Kenya” (Ukam, 15) since he 

has been long in the forest. They question the 

relevance of seeking for the truth by Matigari 

having returned very late from the forest, 

especially when things have changed. Although 

he is heavily criticised of filling the new bottles 

with old wines and the ending of the novel 

confounds rather than resolves, resulting in an 

ideological dead-end state, Ngugi remains simple, 

arguing for continuity instead (Ukam, 16). He 

wants to fight for the present material practices in 

fictional terms, projecting a picture of a Post-

independent Kenya which cannot be reduced to a 

single ideological formula. 

Charles Nnolim observes that Kenyan 

independence is achieved through the use of arms 

and weapons: it is gained through violence as 

shown by Ngugi. To him, Matigari is one of the 

best novels or works presented by Ngugi in 

fighting for freedom and against imperialism: its 

revolutionary vision has been more powerful than 

any other book ever produced for the Kenyan 

market (Ukam, 17). And Arrant concludes that 

Matigari is an analysis of the kinds of repetitive 

characteristic of the composition of the traditional 

Kenyan oral folklores.  

In his own view, Barker (98-105, quoted in 

Ukam, 20) critiques that Matigari is an 

ethnographic study of Muslim practices in a 

Tidore village of Western Indonesia, focusing on 

the importance of proper name in Koranic 

recitations where the participants have learned 

Arabic.                 Balogun, in his Matigari: An 

African Novel as Oral Performance, praises the 

novel especially, as used to fight against 

imperialism through the introduction of African 

oral tradition:  

Ngugi wa Thiong‟o‟s novel 

Matigari was deliberately and 

meticulously written in the style of 

African Oral epic. It was written in 

the oral literary tradition of 

Gikuyu, the language in which the 

novel is written, and the epic 

characteristics of the novel itself. 
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(129-164) 

According to Ukam (22-23), in his The Thematic 

Relevance of the Folk Tradition in Acbebe’s 

Arrow of God and Ngugi’s Matigari, maintains 

that the novel is a general approach to the study 

of oral traditions, emphasising oral performance 

as culturally and aesthetically discrete with some 

powerful mode of communication. The source 

argues that Matagiri is the true tradition of 

African literature: a tale which can be told and 

retold, passing on from one generation to another. 

His conclusion is that Ngugi is truly one of the 

great representatives of African writers. 

Review of Literature in Achebe’s Arrow of God  
Arrow of God is Achebe‟s second novel. It 

was published in 1959. The publication of the 

novel was driven by the inspiration he got when 

he heard the story of a Chief Priest being 

imprisoned by the District Officer. He got further 

inspiration a year later when he viewed a 

collection of Igbo objects excavated from the area 

by an archaeologist, Thurston Shaw (Ukam, 24). 

Achebe was startled by the cultural sophistication 

of the artefacts, and when an acquaintance 

showed him a series of prayers from colonial 

officers, he became the more excited and 

combined these strands of historical facts and 

began work on Arrow of God. The novel has 

attracted much critical orientation like his other 

works. Critics see Achebe as a sexist author in 

both Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God. This is 

based on their reactions to what may be called the 

unethical depiction of traditional patriarchal Igbo 

society. They argue that Achebe has not only 

praised the beauty and dignity of oral traditional 

elements in Africa, he has also shown the 

underprivileged position of women, how they are 

reduced to mere objects, and not having equal 

rights as men.  

Others suggest that Achebe is merely 

representing the limited gendered vision of the 

characters: they also note that in his work, 

Anthills of the Savannah, written in 1978, he tries 

to demonstrate the inherent dangers of excluding 

women (Beatrice, for instance) from the society.  

Nnolim on his part considers the oral tradition in 

Achebe‟s Arrow of God and Things Fall Apart 

and states that: 

Achebe is the inaugurator of the 

tradition of the Nigerian novel, that 

tradition which is concerned with 

cultural assertion or cultural 

nationalism which stresses and 

promotes the innate dignity of the 

Blackman and makes creative use 

of our myths, legends, rituals, 

festivals, ceremonies and folklores. 

(18) 

According to Ukam (30), Achebe is the pioneer 

of whatever that is authentic and indigenous in 

Nigerian novels. His novels, set particularly in 

traditional Igbo society, are referred by most 

critics as “archetypal”, that is, African standard, 

describing the impacts of the coming of the 

Europeans into African societies and the 

disintegration of such societies as a consequence: 

meaning that whatever happens to the major or 

representative characters is felt by all the people 

involved in the story. In other words, Achebe 

establishes an awareness of what is really great 

and dignified in the culture of African society 

like proverbs, local vernacular mannerisms, 

charms and rehabilitation of the Blackman whose 

dignity has been bruised and damaged by the 

colonial master. 

Other critics have agreed that Arrow of God 

has no doubt contributed immensely in portraying 

the lifestyles of Africa. They believe that a novel, 

like Thing Fall Apart, is one of the best written in 

the world. On one hand, it gives one a feeling of 

inferiority complex and, on the other, it makes 

one believe that there are writers and there are 

talented writers. Their conclusion is that Achebe 

is extremely good, and his pen is like an arrow 

(Ukam, 32): his books would finally lead one to 

know the aesthetic of African cultural heritage. 

The Relevance of Folk Tradition in African 

Literature   
The availability of oral tradition has created 

strong awareness among African writers. African 

writers who adopt oral traditional elements 

attempt to incorporate into their work those 

elements of traditional African literature. The use 

of orality in African literature is a move forward 

towards recapturing and reclaiming African 

cultural heritage. For proper analysis and 
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understanding, it is important to address the 

elements that make up oral tradition individually. 

Writers use and incorporate them in their works 

not just for the purpose of entertainment, but also 

to reveal hidden truths about various parts of 

human experience. 

Myths are earlier form of oral tradition. They 

are closely related to religious observances and at 

times for that reason, they are regarded as sacred. 

Myths deal principally with past events relating 

to the coming into being of the universe, the 

creation of heaven and earth and how the earth 

and the sky came to be separated. Myths, 

according to Ukam, are “stories used by early 

people to explain strange occurrences in nature or 

to give authority to existing religious beliefs, 

customs and traditions” (36). Opia, in Ukam (36) 

sees myths as stories held about the origin and the 

activities concerning the gods and how the 

believers believe in them. Here, the belief of Ulu, 

the god of Umuaro in Arrow of God is a good 

example. In an unscientific age, myths help to 

explain physical happenings that would otherwise 

be inexplicable. In the words of Ukam (36-37), 

myths are adopted on faith, taught to be believed, 

and can be cited as authority in answer to 

ignorance, doubt or belief. In other words, myths 

are generally the embodiment of dogma, sacred 

and are often associated with theology and ritual. 

Legends are fragments of history.  

Like fables, they teach morals, but they are 

closer to real life than fables. Legends are 

sometimes partly truthful. They may tell us about 

people who really live and how things really 

exist. But they are embellished to make them 

sound more romantic and fascinating. In many 

legends, humans and supernatural beings are 

made to live together. A good example of a 

legend is the story of King Arthur and his knights 

of the round table: it is too miraculous to be true 

history even though it is traced to events in 

British history. Legends which originally concern 

themselves with the doing of saints and martyrs 

have come to mean the fictitious parts of truth. 

Unlike myths, legends deal with human actions. 

Ukam states that legends are drastically different 

from other elements especially myths:  

 

Legends are different from myths 

since they talk about great men and 

kings. Legends have to be positive 

things that great men and kings 

did. Of course, those who are dead 

and alive are called legends as long 

as they do something good and 

serve as a reference. (38) 

Folklores are simply the total body of information 

yielded about people‟s belief, customs and 

traditions which they pass on from generation to 

generation. Stories in folklores include myths, 

legends, folktales and fairytales. Nnolim defines 

folklore as: 

The unrecorded traditions of 

people as they appear – magic, 

rituals, superstitions and proverbial 

sayings. Folklore also includes 

myths, legends, stories, omens, 

charms, spells found among a 

homogenous group of people. (5) 

Folklores are most popular and most important 

form of oral literature, deserving much attention. 

They are fictional tales about animals and 

humans (Ukam, 39). Most of these tales are 

characteristically anonymous, timeless and 

placeless. Folktales are regarded as fiction while 

myths and legends are regarded as non-fiction. 

This is because the extent to which they are 

assumed to be believable depends on the state of 

mind of the societies or people who own them. 

Folktales deal with adventure of animals and 

human ogres (spirits) such as the tortoise, tiger, 

hen, dog and hare, among many others. 

Africa has a long history of the tradition of 

storytelling. To understand the culture of any part 

of Africa, one must read or listen to the folktales 

because they illustrate the simplicity and 

superstition of the rural African people, and they 

reflect the stage of development of a particular 

society. They reveal the fierce sense of justice of 

Africans, their belief systems, their powers of 

patience and their endurance. Although the early 

missionaries purposely excluded oral literature 

from the school curriculum, it has survived 

because of its importance in the society. 

The time for the telling of these tales is very 

important and makes it interesting. Twilight is the 
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story time in Africa. Darkness comes a few 

minutes after the sun has set. As a sort of evening 

entertainment, the children gather round the feet 

of the storyteller to listen to the stories. After a 

whole day‟s work in the field, in the market or at 

the home, some of the children become tired and 

after the evening meal, they wait to be entertained 

with the interesting stories before they retire to 

bed. Children are expected to be acquainted with 

customs, traditions and religion of their society. 

Epic literature is otherwise known as heroic age.  

Discussing epic would provide a better 

understanding of heroic age or heroic literature, 

which is the central focus of study in epic 

literature. A heroic age, according to Ukam (41-

42), is defined as “the collection of heroic poems 

and stories relating to the times when such 

literature was composed, whether during the 

heroic age itself or later” (11).  

An epic is simply defined as an extended native 

poem such as Beowulf or the Ozidi Saga which 

celebrates the episode of heroes. It is typically 

developed by oral composition within a standard 

formulaic diction and a set of metrical and 

narrative convention as observed by Ude: 

An epic or heroic poem is a long 

narrative poem on a greater and 

serious subject in an elevated style 

and centre on a heroic or semi-

deviance figure or personality or 

whose action or actions depend on 

the faith, race, nation or people. In 

an epic therefore, they must be a 

central character who will be a 

supernatural being or the son of a 

god. (25) 

By implication, however, there must be a hero in 

an epic literature. The hero of epic literature is 

usually a greater man of national importance who 

can make impact here on earth and even in 

heaven. This can be seen in Sundiata, Ina Aja, 

Nwindo, Ozidi Saga and so on. These characters 

make greater impact under the earth, on earth and 

even in heaven. They do extraordinary things 

which an ordinary human being cannot do. They 

are also surrounded by supernatural beings (gods) 

which protect them in all their encounters. 

The background of an epic poetry in many 

African societies indicates that most societies are 

monarchical in nature. It means that once a 

person is born into a king‟s family, he is 

automatically a hero to be. This notion is 

exemplified in the characters of Sundiata, Ozzidi 

and Nwindo, who all are from royal families. 

However, some critics have argued that a hero 

must not necessarily come from a great family or 

king‟s family: to them, a hero is made not born. 

Therefore, a hero must also come from an 

ordinary or a poor family. Ude, in his Ina Aja, 

objects that a hero must not necessarily come 

from a royal family: a common man may be a 

hero depending on his faith and the supernatural 

power which governs him. Presenting Ina Aja, 

the hero of the people, Ude is of the opinion that 

even though the hero comes from a very poor 

family, he challenges the king, Chief Erukwe, by 

beating his son in the wrestling contest. A poor 

Ina Aja, with the support of his mother, is able to 

do extraordinary things that normal human beings 

could not have done. 

Epic is divided into two: primary and 

secondary epics. Primary epic is the one which 

tries to know the history of the people in the 

community: it is usually oral and unwritten. 

Examples of primary epics are: Odyssey, 

Sundiata, Ina Aja, Beowulf and Ozzidi, among 

others. Secondary epic, on the other hand, is 

simply called literary epics. Hence, it is a creative 

work and imaginative composition which is not 

taken from history. Unlike primary epic, the 

secondary epic is usually written down. Examples 

are Eneid by Virgil, Paradise Lost by John 

Milton, Death and the King’s Horseman by Wole 

Soyinka, and others.  

Fables are animal stories used by people in 

all ages to teach morals and correct human 

behaviour. 

Ritual is merely a formal process whereby 

we start to do certain definite things. It may 

pertain to material acts or mental acts. We may 

say that ritual is a customary enactment or 

dramatisation of an idea: Achebe and Ngugi‟s 

works are ritualistic in nature. The reason is that 

their works are ritually wrought with images of 

worship, sacrifices, folk beliefs, traditional 

emblems as well as other symbolic emblems.  
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Proverbs are a type of aphorism (making 

reference to some wise saying or maxims), or 

terse (short single statement). Proverbs are also 

short expressions which contain some 

metaphorical meaning. In other words, they are 

capable of having semantic options. However, 

Achebe defines proverbs as “palm oil with which 

words are eaten” TFA (15).  

Riddles differ from proverbs in the sense 

that whereas proverbs are statements of fact, 

riddles are questions that demand answers. 

Usually, elderly people do not engage in riddles. 

Children use them for retentive memory. For 

instance, the statement, “I am a driver that does 

not drive, what am I – a screwdriver?”, is 

typically an example of a riddle. Other elements 

are praise name and verbal formula. 

Oral Tradition in Achebe’s Arrow of God  

The most inclusive part of folklore is the 

folktale. This is a popular tale handed down by 

oral tradition from a more or less remote 

antiquity and usually told about animals or 

common folk in order to draw attention to their 

plight and to teach a lesson. Unlike myths and 

legends, folktales are concerned with the history 

of the people but deal “with situations with which 

the listeners are familiar or recall some ancient 

custom, old form of inheritance or primitive birth 

and marriage customs” (Taiwo, 14). Most of the 

ethical teaching for children is realised through 

the use of folktales. This reflects mostly the 

didactic and moralistic nature of folktales.  

According to Nnolim, the folktales in 

Achebe‟s works are used: 

To show Achebe‟s technique in the 

use of folk tradition, one may best 

begin with the least complicated 

element – the simple folktale in 

Things Fall Apart, a memorable 

folktale that is told Ezinma by her 

mother, Ekwefi. It is the story of 

the birds and tortoise who 

accompanied the farmer to a great 

feast in the sky.... This is a 

paradigm for the entire novel. It is 

story of sudden rise and fall of 

tortoise, just as Thing Fall Apart is 

the story of the rise and fall of 

Okonkwo. (18) 

In Arrow of God, Achebe carefully uses African 

oral traditional folktale to re-enact or illustrate the 

conflict in Ezeulu‟s family: the tale is told by 

Ezeulu‟s wife, Ugoye, to her children: 

Once upon a time there was a man 

who had two wives. The senior 

wife had many children but the 

younger one had only one son. But 

the senior wife was wicked and 

envious. One day the man and his 

family went to work on their farm. 

This farm was at the boundary 

between the land of men and the 

land of spirits. (190-1) 

The folktale eventually reflects the conflict and 

tension in Ezeulu‟s household. The tale 

dramatises the tension between Edogo, the eldest 

son, and Nwafor, the younger son, arising from 

whose right it was to take over Ezeulu‟s priestly 

garment. It also indicates the conflict between the 

wives of Ezeulu, mostly Matefi and Ugoye. The 

tale also reflects the conflict between the people 

of Umuaro and Aninta, between Christianity and 

traditional religion, between Ezeulu and Captain 

Winterbottom, and finally between Ezeulu and 

Ezeidemili, among others. According to Ukam 

(52), Ugoye may have told such a tale to please 

her children, reducing her own anxiety over her 

relationship with Matefi. But the major vision of 

the story is to instruct them about proper 

behaviour, and especially warning them against 

envy and jealousy. 

Folk poetry 

Folk poetry in Achebe‟s Arrow of God is the 

big Ukwa fruit which falls on Nwaka Dimkpolo 

and killed him. A folk poetry is a dramatic poem 

that enables the listeners to participate in the 

performance by reciting the choruses. The folk 

poetry is re-enacted in the novel by Nkechi and 

Obiageli, the daughters of Ezeulu. To some 

extents, the folk poem foreshadows the fate and 

punishment that await Ezeulu at the end of the 

novel. The poem points out the idea of 

inevitability in all enterprises. It also denotes the 

presence of superior powers that will always 

subsume and subject the lesser ones who 

recognise the omnipotent qualities of God as the 
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ultimate reality. The rendition of the poetry is: 

And who will punish this water for 

me 

 E-e Nwaka Dimkpolo 

Earth will dry up this water for me 

E-e Nwaka Dimkpolo 

Who will punish this earth for me? 

(65) 

The folk poem stands as an unending tale: it 

shows how one thing leads to another, indicating 

the real essence of the lives of the people of the 

community. It also portrays human subordination 

of one another. And at the same time, it serves as 

a warning to Ezeulu, who sees himself as the 

“eye of the gods”, representing a half human and 

a half spirit. 

Proverbs 

Another element that contributes to the 

success of Achebe‟s fictional art and wisdom is 

the use of proverbs. Achebe says that “proverbs 

are palm oil with which words are eaten” (TFA, 

15). Proverbs deal with all aspects of life. They 

are used to emphasise words of wisdom. They are 

the stock in trade of old people who use them to 

convey exact morals, warnings and advice, as 

they make greater impacts on the mind than 

ordinary words (Taiwo, 27). Proverbs enter into 

the realm of literature because of the imagination 

they are capable of evoking. Commenting on the 

use and impact of proverbs by Achebe in African 

literature, Nnolim asserts that: 

Achebe makes use of proverbs to 

provide a grammar of value by 

which the deeds of his protagonist 

can be measured. To serve as 

thematic statements reminding us 

of some of the motifs in the 

novel.... And finally, to comment 

on or to warn against foolish and 

unworthy action. (17) 

The Igbo proverbs are many of the aspects of 

folklore used by Achebe in Arrow of God. 

Achebe uses these proverbs to illustrate the 

situation of things in the novel: not every 

statement must be stated directly. The use of 

proverbs indicates wise sayings, especially as 

used by the elders to correct the younger ones or 

warn them against misbehaviour. For instance, 

“when a handshake goes beyond the elbow we 

know it has turned to another thing” (13). Ezeulu 

says this proverb to his son, Oduche, when he 

(Oduche) tells his father that he would not be at 

home to help in the house work: “I am one of 

those they have chosen to go to Okperi tomorrow 

and bring the loads of our new teacher” (13). 

In another instance, when Ezeulu tries to depict 

the odd behaviour of his son, Obika, he makes 

use of another proverb. Thus: 

We often stand in the compound of 

a coward to point at the ruins 

where a brave man used to live. 

The man who has never submitted 

to anything will soon submit to the 

burial mat. (11) 

This implies that his son‟s unnecessary and 

unwarranted behaviour will not yield anything 

positive if he (Obika) continues to live a 

disrespectful life: and the noun phrase “burial 

mat” means that the end product of disagreement 

is death. Therefore, the proverb is a warning to 

Obika to learn to reduce his excesses and 

disobedience.  

Furthermore, when the people of Umuaro 

are planning to go for war, Ezeulu uses a proverb 

to warn the elders who refuse to say the truth 

about Umuaro and Okperi. On the importance of 

being truthful he says “I was not talking to 

Egonwanne alone but to all the elders...who left 

in the house and yet she-goat suffered in her 

parturition” (26). Also, when it is obvious that 

Akukalia was shot dead in Okperi because of his 

recklessness, and some of the elders of Umuaro 

planned to go to war against the people of 

Okperi, Ezeulu states a proverb, signalling a 

warning to the elders and people of Umuaro: 

“The fly that has no one to advise it follows the 

corpse into the grave” (27). To him, if the people 

of Umuaro are not properly guided and advised 

before waging a war against any close 

community, they would suffer the ruins of the 

war instead.   

Conversely, when the time comes for Ezeulu 

to be imprisoned by the white men for refusing to 

obey their instruction, his people warn him, 

expressing their indifference to his predicament: 

“The lizard who threw confusion into his 

http://www.jolls.com.ng/


Journal of Languages, Linguistics and Literary Studies (JOLLS)         Http://www.jolls.com.ng 
Vol. 7. January 2019                                                                                        ISSN : 2636-7149-6300 (online & print) 

 

                                                                         Kalu Obasi Kalu & Edadi Ilem Ukam 
CC BY-NC-ND  Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 

 
 

186 

 

mother‟s funeral rite did expect outsiders to carry 

the burden of honouring his dead” (125). Again 

they point clearly to Ezeulu that “...a man who 

brings home ant-infested faggots should not 

complain if he is visited by lizards” (59). Other 

instances are that first, Ezeulu fails as the keeper 

of the clan‟s safety by stubbornly refused to eat 

the sacred yams, and second, his people warn him 

to be careful with their well-known traditional 

wise saying like “a man who carries a deity is not 

a king” (27); “only a foolish man can go to the 

altar of leopard with his bare hands” (85) and 

“...no matter how strong or great a man was he 

should never challenge his chi” (27). These 

proverbs show the reality and authenticity of 

African folklore. 

Customs and Ceremonies 

Customs stands for the habitual practices of 

a community or people‟s common usage or a 

usual manner of action that shows their 

ceremonies. Ceremonies in Arrow of God include 

the appearance of Uli, the Idemili festival and the 

ceremony of Ogbulubodo. 

In Arrow of God, for instance, Achebe‟s use of 

custom emerges in the description of the 

treatment given to the poor upon entering a 

friend‟s obi. The guest sits either on a goat skin‟s 

mat or an earthen stool. He is then given a piece 

of chalk with which he draws his emblem on the 

floor and paints his eyes or face with it. This is a 

bound of good will, and it is complete with the 

passing of kola and sharing of its contents. This 

custom was cited in Arrow of God when Ezeulu‟s 

in-law, Onwuzulogbo, comes to the house. 

Ezeulu says: 

Here is the piece of nzu... he rolled 

the chalk towards his guest, who 

picked it up and drew on the floor 

between his legs three erect lines 

and a fourth  lying down under 

them. Then he painted one of his 

big toes and rolled the chalk back 

to Ezeulu who put it again. (61) 

Also, the custom of the people which is the basis 

of the folklore reflects in their salutation names 

like “Son of my Daughter”, Father of my Mother 

(23), Mother of Ofo (72) as well Mother of my 

Husband (73) and so on. To elaborate further on 

the ceremonies above, the first appearance of Uli 

involves a great deal of excitement where the 

wooden drum, Ikolo, and ogene, are to inform the 

people about whatever event that is taking place 

in Umuaro, “...the great Ikolo sounded. It called 

the six villages of Umuaro one by one in their 

ancient order...” (68). When the people gathered, 

it is the Ikolo and the ogene that are both used to 

welcome the Chief Priest in their mix:   

The ogene sounded again. The 

Ikoro began to salute the Chief 

Priest. The women waved their 

leaves from side to side across 

their faces, muttering prayers to 

Ulu.... Ezeulu‟s appearance was 

greeted with a loud shout that must 

have been heard in all the 

neighbouring villages. He ran 

forward, halted abruptly and faced 

the Ikolo. „Speak on‟, he said to it, 

„Ezeulu hears what you say‟. (70) 

It is important to note that the use of custom 

ceremonies is to acknowledge the fact that Africa 

had stronger and exciting folk traditions before 

the advent of the Whiteman and his missionary: 

“different people have different customs” (23).  

Legends  

Legends are fragments of history. They are 

partly truth, and are mostly exaggerated. The 

legend of Idemili, Ogwugwu and Ulu can be seen 

as the most prominent in the novel. Achebe 

narrates the origin of Ulu, stating that the deity 

originates from the six villages that make up 

Umuaro: Umunneora, Umuagu, Umuezeani, 

Umuogwugwu, Umuisiuzo and Umuachala. He 

states further that the six villages do not live 

together as one earlier, and they worship different 

deities. This separation leads to their failure: they 

are often struck in the night by the people of 

Abam, who set their houses on fire, forcing their 

men, women and children into slavery. Based on 

this calamity, the six villages choose to come 

together to install a common deity called Ulu. 

Ulu, however, joins them as one community 

called Umuaro, while Ezeulu was made the Chief 

Priest: 

In the very distant past, when 

lizards were still few and far 
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between the one village, 

Umuachala, Umunneora, Umuagu, 

Umuezeani, Umuogwugwu and 

Umuisiuzo – lived as different 

peoples, and each worshipped its 

own deity... things were so bad for 

the six villages that their leaders 

came together to save themselves. 

They hired a strong team of 

medicine-men to install a common 

deity for them... called Ulu.... The 

six villages then took the name of 

Umuaro, and the priest of Ulu 

became their Chief Priest. From 

that day they were never again 

beaten by an enemy. (14-15) 

On the contrary, Idemili legend comes about as a 

result of life on earth through water. Ezeidemili, 

Idemili Priest himself, does not sit on bare earth. 

Achebe contrasts Ulu and Idemili for their 

different roles played in Umuaro by explaining 

that the forefathers of Umuaro make and install 

Ulu, but Idemili is never installed: “Every boy in 

Umuaro knows that Ulu was made by our fathers 

long ago. But Idemili was there at the beginning 

of things” (41). Achebe explains further of the 

meaning of Idemili as different from Ulu and 

Ogwugwu: 

Idemili means pillar of water. As 

the pillar of this house holds the 

roof so does Idemili hold up the 

raincloud in the sky so that it does 

not fall down. Idemili belongs to 

the sky and that is why I, his priest, 

cannot sit on bare earth. (41) 

Achebe uses this legend to dramatise the conflict 

between Ulu (representing earth) and Idemili 

(representing sky). To him, Ulu is seen as the god 

of the earth while Idemili stands as the god of the 

sky. This also echoes in Achebe‟s Things Fall 

Apart where there is a disagreement and quarrel 

between the sky and the earth: 

...sky withheld rain for seven 

years, until crops withered and the 

dead could not be buried because 

the hoes broke on the stony Earth. 

At last Vulture was sent to plead 

with Sky, and to soften his heart 

with a song of the suffering of the 

sons of men. (38) 

In Arrow of God, the sacred python is a symbol 

of Idemili itself. It can never be killed by 

anybody. This practice still exists up till today in 

some parts of South-eastern Nigeria. That is 

probably why there exists a conflict between 

Ezeulu and Ezeidemili when the son of Ezeulu 

traps a python, but Ezeulu refuses to appease the 

land because he sees himself as the Chief Priest 

of Umuaro, the eye of the gods, who is half 

human and half spirit. 

The conflict comes to a head in the story 

when in a bid to prove who is superior, Ezeulu 

engages the whole community in a battle by 

refusing to eat the seven sacred yams as directed 

by the clan man. In this conflict, the result is a 

deadly consequence where the traditional gods 

are finally abandoned for the foreign God 

represented by Winterbottom and his church. 

This is the reason why Achebe tries to prove to 

the whole world by demonstrating that the 

knowledge of folklore of the people is very 

important to show them their path of wisdom, 

patience and forbearance which are necessary to 

keep the people of the society together. Achebe‟s 

representation of African folklores has arguably 

made him one of the best novelists in the world: 

most critics see him as African best novelist who 

has artistically weaved and blended African 

event, world views and cosmology together.    

Folk Tradition in Ngugi’s Matigari 

We have shown so far how Achebe employs 

folk tradition in his novels, especially Arrow of 

God to show the aesthetic nature of African 

culture. Ngugi wa Thion‟go, a prolific African 

writer, is also another writer who employs the use 

of folk tradition in his work. But he does this in 

different ways. His work, Matigari, sounds two 

voices: militancy and Christianity. There are a lot 

of myths, proverbs, wise sayings as well as 

folktales used in the novel. They are used to 

convey several meanings to people. The novel is 

full of religious myths. Instances of these are 

found in the hero, Matigari, who is seen by his 

people as Jesus Christ, who has come to save 

them. His coming is also seen as the coming of 

God. Acting like Jesus Christ, Ngugi explains the 
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mystery of Matigari as he is able to release the 

prisoners from prison. Matigari also questions 

Christ‟s second coming: 

…but this newspaper has omitted a 

lot of details; people are saying 

that there was thunder and 

lightning for about one hour. 

Everyone thought that it was going 

to rain, but not even a drop of 

rainfall. Then all at once, the 

thunder and lightning stopped.... 

Don‟t you know that the bible says 

he shall come back again? Do you 

mean he is the one prophesised 

about the son of man…? (16) 

In fact, Matigari is seen as one who has the magic 

to turn bullet into water. 

...Matigari seemed to be protected 

by some Magic power, for the 

bullets did not hit him.… It was as 

if on reaching him they turned into 

water. (146) 

In all, Matigari does prove that there is a lot of 

magic power in Africa: several people are talking 

about him, questioning who he is. But 

surprisingly, he appears to those talking about 

him unaware. Again, Matigari uses some wise 

sayings to show that he is not just a human being, 

but he is actually like Jesus Christ: just as Christ 

is different from human beings, so does Matigari 

differ from his people. One of the sayings is: 

“Great love I saw there among the women and 

the children… the single being that fell upon the 

ground (5). 

This shows that before the coming of the 

white men (oppressors) to Africa, African shared 

things in common. Now that the oppressor has 

come, the family unity that used to exist has now 

been destroyed as the people have turned against 

each other, whereas the people (white men) they 

should fight against are happy looking at them 

with glee. With this situation, the people no 

longer recognise their freedom fighter, and this is 

why Matigari is not recognised even after 

fighting for the freedom of the people.  

In the proverb, “Much fear breeds slavery”, 

is one which Matigari uses to inform the people 

that freedom is costly and is not got in a day, and 

with fear, no one can ever achieve it. Meanwhile, 

in order to succeed, one must embark on a serious 

business without fear or favour. For instance, the 

people he hopes are going to give him the 

necessary assistance disappointed him and 

handed him over to the government. He is 

betrayed, deciding to go because he knows that 

he will succeed or overcome them afterward. 

Conclusion 

Oral literature has been an issue of debate 

for a long time, and it would never be argued that 

it has done a lot of good for Africa, especially in 

an effort to achieve national unity. Before 1965, 

there was a debate about the position of writers in 

a committed African society: writing about the 

oral tradition of the African people or writing 

about city life. For many Nigerian writers, for 

instance, before that date, social-political issues 

were generally not much addressed, and literature 

dealing with oral traditions of African committed 

society was clearly understandable. In other 

words, political issues, as of then, were looked 

upon as second rate and irrelevant to the 

immediate needs of the society at that particular 

stage of national development.  

However, greater emphasis was placed on 

the need to restore the past and absolutely do 

away with the position of writers in partisan 

politics and social programme. It is a known fact 

that cultural assurance was necessary as a counter 

to the prejudicial views which colonists had on 

African culture. For Achebe, who was perhaps 

the greatest proponent of the views of the 

essential duty of the African writer, consists 

primarily in asserting the cultural values and 

heritage: by doing this, he helps to restore the 

sense of being and the dignity of African past 

history. Achebe and most African writers prefer 

to restore the African past and stick to the oral 

traditions of the people before any other issues, 

although other African writers claim and object 

such opinion in a modern African society. To 

them, it is important to present the issues at hand 

– politics and city life, and not necessary thinking 

about the past that has been broken during the 

intervention of the colonists. 

Achebe and Ngugi are both talented writers 

who believe that African culture remains the best, 
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and should be given a priority. Presenting his first 

two novels, Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God, 

Achebe feels happy in dealing with the oral 

traditions of his people. He achieves balance 

through comparison and contract. His main 

characters tend to be representational: their 

conflicts are of the crucial ones of the society. 

The protagonists of both novels are strong men 

who lack wisdom, practical sense, ability to 

accept change and tolerance for opposing views. 

But the protagonists of No Longer at Ease and A 

Man of the People are weak and vacillating. They 

lack the satisfactory code of conduct to resist the 

unreasonable presence of traditional ties or the 

corruption and attraction of the new age.  

Achebe also shows in his Arrow of God that 

the protagonist, Ezeulu, who has been ruined with 

a resulting tragedy, does that because he refuses 

to accept a change; he sticks to his belief that 

African culture must not be interfered with 

another culture. This is why he (Ezeulu) insists to 

accept the notion of the white. Ezeulu and 

Okonkwo believe that Africa has culture, dignity 

and government: whoever comes in must first of 

all recognise those things that unite the African 

people together.  

Ngugi, on his part, presents his protagonist, 

Matigari, as an African who opposes the decision 

of the colonial masters and the post-colonial 

government. Through the use of oral traditions, 

Ngugi claims that the only way to achieve 

freedom from the oppressors is through the 

traditions of the people. The Mau-Mau 

insurgence helps the Kenyans to gain their 

freedom. He dominates his novel with African 

proverbs so that whosesoever reads it will know 

that it is a work written in an African setting.  

All in all, oral tradition forms an integral 

part of the culture of any group of people. Before 

printing was invented, communities sought to 

preserve their identity as groups by handling 

down orally from one generation to another the 

most important elements of their culture. Ever 

since the invention of printing, oral literature in 

Africa has not died out: it has formed a useful 

tool in African literature and finds expressions in 

the various genres of literature. In Africa as 

elsewhere, oral traditions reflect the people‟s way 

of life. The trend of oral tradition in any area 

depends on the character, temperament and 

occupation of the people. A sea farming people 

will base much of their folklore on the seas and 

rivers, a race of hunters will dwell much on 

hunting and animals in their oral literature, and 

experiences of those living on the mountain 

would be different from others living in lowlands, 

among others. These conditions account for the 

different types of oral traditions current in various 

parts of the world. 
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