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Abstract. The article examines the peculiarities of the perception of the colonial past and the 

anti-colonial reaction in the novels of two Nigerian writers: Ch. Achebe (Things Fall Apart, 
1958) and Ch. Obioma (The Fishermen, 2015). Both writers share an appeal to authentic African 
philosophy, grounded in mythological beliefs, which transforms the motif of overcoming the 
power of the Other. In the novels, the Other is expressed by a Western paternalistic principle, 
which, in psychological and psychoanalytic terms, displaces the authentic Superego, annihilating 
the possibility of expression and action. This motif is realized through the rhizomatic space of the 
text, which involves not only the symbolic thinking characteristic of the African worldview but 
also the opposition between the Christian and the mythological. This is manifested in the system 
of images, the motivic structure of both novels, and the poetics of the novels’ titles. 
The opposition of symbolic/mythological vs. Christian finds its expression through the bodily 
aspect—the destruction or loss of voice, sight, and ritualistic suicide. In Ch. Achebe’s novel, 
Things Fall Apart, the finale brings the reader to the problem of the advent of Western 
paternalism, while Ch. Obioma’s novel, The Fishermen, summarizes the long-standing influence 
of the Christian and, more broadly, of the Western tradition on African mentality. The article 
examines the mythological element not as a vestige of a long-gone era but as an aspect of a 
culture capable of helping the characters find their way back to their genuine traditions. 
The Christian element fails to fulfill its saving function, while the awareness of the mythological 
and its acceptance serve to instantiate the idea of the family—the idea that can manifest itself 
through storytelling as a process of realization of words and actions. 
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CRITICAL REFLECTION ON THE COLONIAL EXPERIENCE  
IN LITERARY WORKS 

 
The development of African, Asian, and Latin American literatures in the second half 

of the 20th century was largely determined by the historical experience of colonization. 
In the field of literary studies, this was primarily conceptualized due to the leading 
theorists of postcolonialism (E. Said, H. Bhabha, G. Spivak, and others). Literary works 
by authors from former colonies, who often emigrated to Western countries for economic 
reasons, are also commonly considered within the context of postcolonial theory. 
However, more and more often there appear studies that question the adequacy of this 
definition. For example, the Malawian historian and writer P.T. Zeleza argues that 
postcoloniality is “a vexed theoretical term” [Zeleza 2006: 91]. Moreover, he also draws 
attention to the fact that this concept seems to annihilate the richness that lies behind 
cultures that have experienced colonization: “regions, classes, and genders are vaporized 
before the dazzling glare of a homogenizing postcolonialism, despite the ritual obeisance 
that is made to difference, hybridity, and multiplicity” [Zeleza 2006: 91]. Russian 
historians of African studies T.M. Gavristova and N.E. Khokholkova speculate in a 
similar vein, citing the thesis of Professor Gr. Musila from the University of the 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg that “postcolonial theory ‘comes dressed in different 
registers’” [Gavristova, Khokholkova 2022: 690].  

In literary studies, the term “postcolonial” is used alongside variations of other post-
terms, such as postmodernism and poststructuralism [Zeleza 2006; Fituni, Abramova 
2020]. “To a great extent postcolonialism can be seen as a kind of ‘localization’ of 
postmodernist theory, from which the perspective of its scientific approaches is 
essentially copied,” note researchers in international relations and economics L.L. Fituni 
and I.O. Abramova [Fituni, Abramova 2020: 30]. 

The term “postcolonial culture/literature” became established at the end of the 
20th century and encompasses more than just the period following the end of 
imperialism. The change of historical eras undoubtedly influences the formation of 
literary eras, but this influence is represented not only in the themes and issues stated in 
literary works: “the artistic consciousness of an era is embodied in its poetics” (the thesis 
of the Russian philologist and cultural theorist S.S. Averintsev) [Averintsev 1994: 3]. 

The history of literature, as the American literary theorists R. Wellek and A. Warren 
note, “is no proper history because it is the knowledge of the present, the omnipresent, 
the eternally present.” [Wellek, Warren 1949: 266]. In this regard B. Ashcroft, 
G. Griffiths and H. Tiffin, the authors of the monograph “The Empire Writes Back” say 
the following: “We use the term ‘post-colonial’, however, to cover all the culture affected 
by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day. This is 
because there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical process initiated 
by European imperial aggression” [Ashcroft 2004: 2]. 

O.G. Sidorova, a scholar of the postcolonial British novel, notes that one of the main 
factors in the formation of postcolonial literatures was “the desire to free oneself from the 
dominant role of the center and assert one’s own individuality” [Sidorova 2005: 13]. This 
desire, burdened by an “identity crisis” (Th. D'haen), undoubtedly gives rise to a conflict 
between the cultures of the center (the empire) and the periphery (the former colonies), 
the former metropolis and the countries previously subordinated to it. 

It is not surprising that significant examples of fiction are also marked by an anti-
colonial pathos—a rebellion against the introduced and firmly established Western- and 
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Eurocentrism in previously colonized territories. The “invented Other” (E. Said) is being 
replaced by the gradual acquisition of a self-sufficient Self. This appears to be particularly 
characteristic of contemporary African literature, which, in its development, relies on 
philosophical concepts and theories characteristic of the African topos. 

Many African states gained independence in the mid-20th century; it is natural that 
Francophone and Anglophone territories rediscover their own voices differently, given 
the influence of the Western trends in education [Kolesnikov 2008, Mikhalina 2010]. The 
history of self-awareness in African topos correlates with what is observed in India and 
Latin America. It is also logical that African writers, primarily the members of the 
intellectual elite educated in the West, return to their roots initially through Western 
terminology and gradually discover themselves through the reflection in the mirror of the 
other / Other. 

Not insignificant in this context is the question of multilingualism, which largely 
ensures the influence of the African intellectual elite on the shaping of a new image of 
their compatriots: “African and Asian intellectuals, bearing the “burden of 
representation,” have taken the palm from the hands of scholars of the Old and New 
Worlds. The production of knowledge has been demonopolized” [Gavristova, 
Khokholkova 2022: 691]. 

However, in terms of creating a new narrative about Africa, which will subsequently 
be reflected in fiction, self-discovery also occurs through the prism of another language. 
The need to write primarily in the hegemon’s language—English or French—to a certain 
extent helps one comprehend the categories of one’s native world. The use of European 
languages is driven by the need to spread authentic literature, a chance to reach 
understanding among fellow Africans who have left their native lands and lack contact 
with their original traditions and history, and, obviously, the need for more effective 
communication between the continent’s multiethnic countries. Therefore, the function of 
imported languages is ambiguous and is reflected in literature: a foreign language can be 
conceived as the first instrument of dissociation, of distinguishing between the true 
(national) Self and the acquired (Western) Self, as a means of distancing the individual 
from their native culture, the “mother tongue.” 

It’s also logical that discovering the true Self through language is linked to 
saturating texts with authentic words. This is characteristic of the prose of Nigerian 
writers Ch. Achebe (1930–2013), the 2007 Booker Prize winner, already recognized as 
a classic of both African and world literature, and Ch. Obioma, a contemporary prose 
writer who symbolically became a member of the International Booker Prize jury and is 
in many ways a Ch. Achebe’s successor. The introduction of authentic words and 
expressions realized by these writers in their texts is read within the framework of 
English-language narrative not as exoticism but as an attempt to overcome a lack of 
understanding of African cultural phenomena. More broadly, from the perspective of 
the creators of African literature, these are the markers of the selfhood through which 
(through immersion in the bosom of the “mother tongue”) the cultural self-awareness 
occurs. These words (and languages) take shape on paper. “Society,” as 
Eu. Rosenstock-Huessy once noted, “lives by speech, dies in the absence of speech” 
[Rosenstock-Huessy 1988: 16]. 

Thus, in Ch. Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart (1958), the authentic concepts of the 
Igbo people are introduced into the text alongside the English explanations, while in his 
novel The Fishermen (2015) Ch. Obioma (almost 60 years later!) will depict a language 
split (the coexistence of Igbo, Yoruba, and English in the city of Akure) and the gradual 
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loss of knowledge of the native culture nuances by a younger generation due to an 
inability to perceive indigenous figurative thinking. The latter’s ability to metaphorize 
phenomena and see the world in its holistic embodiment justifies the consideration of the 
philosophical dimension of African literary texts. 

 
PHILOSOPHICAL ASPECT 

 
The language issue has led many Western European researchers to criticize the very 

existence of African philosophy as such. The primary counterargument to its existence 
before decolonization (until the mid-20th century) is the absence of an African written 
tradition. Thus, the Russian historian of philosophy A.S. Kolesnikov points out that “for 
the Western philosophical tradition, first of all, the tradition of texts is important” 
[Kolesnikov 2008: 5]. The problem, of course, is that the Western philosophy is based 
not simply on texts but on specific thinking patterns, which are grounded in a sign 
system. It is precisely because of the Western desire to structure and divide the world, 
which partly caused the catastrophes of the first half of the 20th century, that many 
Western philosophers of the second half of the last century would turn to the problems of 
communication and language. It is no coincidence that, already within the parameters of 
poststructuralism, the language is viewed as a sign system, marked by hierarchy and 
authority [Foucault 1994]. 

Upon closer examination of the very nature of the African thought, it becomes 
obvious that what remains significant about it is the human’s contact with the world at its 
every possible point. In his turn, another Russian philosophy researcher, P.M. Petrov, 
draws attention to the symbolism of the African thought: “The African thought expresses 
itself through symbols, while the Western thought expresses itself through signs” [Petrov 
1998: 167]. He is echoed by A.S. Kolesnikov: the Western style of thinking sees, the 
African style embraces [Kolesnikov 2002]. It should be noted that African philosophy is 
diverse due to the ethnic richness of Africa, so this is not an attempt to consider it as 
something homogeneous and uniform but rather the need to emphasize, following other 
researchers, the otherness of thinking, which is reflected in a number of philosophical 
works by the representatives of African thought in different countries of the continent 
[Petrov 1998: 151].  

This capacity to embrace the world is declared in numerous versions of the gradually 
emerging African philosophy: from the French-speaking Martinican philosopher and 
psychoanalyst F. Fanon’s stating that a “Man is a yes that vibrates to cosmic harmonies” 
[Fanon 1986: 10] to the vision of the Senegalese poet, philosopher, and politician 
L.S. Senghor about the “reasoning-embrace” thinking of Africans in contrast to European 
discursivity [Korneev 1998: 155]. 

Nigerian researcher E.S.-F. Chukwujekwu notes that the development of African 
philosophy in the early and mid-20th century was undoubtedly influenced by the anti-
colonial movement and that it was “associated with the so-called African Renaissance” 
[Chukwujekwu 2019: 145]. Due to the heterogeneity of Africa itself, the search for a 
holistic system is marked by certain difficulties: multiple scientific variations of African 
philosophy include ethnophilosophy “discovered” by the Belgian missionary P. Tempels; 
the “negritude” philosophy of L.S. Senghor; the philosophical concepts of 
“consciousness,” “originality,” etc... Following the aforementioned researcher, we will 
also cite the African philosophy typology proposed by the Kenyan philosopher O. Oruka: 
“1) ethnophilosophy; 2) philosophic sagacity; 3) nationalistic-ideological philosophy; 
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4)  professional philosophy” [Chukwujekwu 2019: 147]. Significantly, O. Oruka later 
added “hermeneutic philosophy” and “artistic or literary philosophy” to his list. 

E.S.-F. Chukwujekwu also points out such a significant phenomenon of the new era 
as conversational philosophy: it “defines the active participation of particular African 
philosophers in the creation of a critical narrative by drawing on elements of tradition” 
[Chukwujekwu 2019: 146]. This draws our attention to the presently existing need in the 
contemporary historical context to resolve the African identity issue by referring to the 
origins of the African culture, including folklore and mythology. 

In addition to ethnophilosophy, which affirms the need to rely on indigenous 
traditions, what is also interesting is the concept of Ubuntu philosophy. The latter brings 
us back to the humanistic field, and in this regard, the rehabilitation of a symbol so 
important to the African mentality seems fundamental. Here, a dialogue between 
psychological and existentialist principles is discernible, and that gives rise to discussions 
of finding and mastering oneself. The “global vision of a single world,” according to 
L.S. Senghor [Korneev 1998], resonates with the existentialist line of reasoning—“the 
existentialism that in certain aspects is close to African thinking” [Petrov 1998: 163]. In 
this vein, a special characteristic of thinking becomes evident, which, through 
mythological globality, takes us back to existentialist categories: a man, his freedom, 
choice, and self-determination. It is precisely these categories that will become 
significant in contemporary African literature, actualizing the need not only to preserve 
the authentic African Self but also to affirm universal human values. 

 
OVERCOMING THE CONFLICT OF CULTURAL BELONGING 

 
Although the work of postcolonial authors is not always viewed unambiguously from 

the perspective of anticolonial narrative (this “predecessor to postcolonial theory” that, 
according to an American literary scholar D.D. Elam, also implies the achievement of 
political solidarity [Elam 2017]), it is fiction that appears capable of preserving a cultural 
foundation, providing a relatively safe intellectual space for reflecting on the painful 
points associated with the loss of identity, and also enabling memory transmission. This 
sometimes occurs regardless of the author’s closeness to their ancestral culture. In the 
literary and artistic realm, African writers are referring to their cultural roots, inter alia, 
through addressing indigenous philosophical categories. 

This connection can reveal the traumatized nature of African world’s representatives, 
and here one can also speak of a transgenerational problematic point—the memory of 
generations influencing contemporary Africans—and of the psychological acquisition of 
a full Self. It is through the reference to the authentic cultural layer that the return and 
rehabilitation of the national Self occurs. Mythology and folklore become those founding 
cultural texts which, as was noted by E.M. Meletinskiy, a Russian philologist and 
folklore researcher [Meletinskiy 2000], inherently contain a special attitude towards the 
world and the human being. 

We would like to point out that this is not a question of mythological thinking as a 
vestige but rather a way to return to the roots through genetically significant cultural 
texts. Unlike the experience of Latin American authors (for example, the Guatemalan 
Nobel laureate M.A. Asturias, who, while in Paris, accidentally learnt about the lectures 
by Sorbonne professor G. Raynaud on the history of the ancient Maya and thereby 
discovered the magical realism of the Popol Vuh), a lot of contemporary African writers 
maintain a connection to culture through their native language, which allows them to 
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maintain an understanding of the fundamental principles of African philosophy. 
Moreover, this encourages a return to certain themes and images in which the African 
reader can recognize oneself. This is the central idea of the public lecture The Danger of 
a Single Story by a contemporary Nigerian writer Ch.N. Adichie, which explores the idea 
of the absence of an “adequate mirror.” The writer shares memories of her personal 
reading experience as a child: books that conveyed images and themes from the Western 
world did not meet the needs of African readers, initially causing bewilderment and, later, 
doubts about their personal self-sufficiency. 

Continuing the theme of the “mirror” metaphor, developed in cultural studies and 
psychoanalytic research, it’s appropriate to refer to the works by F. Fanon and his 
followers, who speak of a “colonized” consciousness that manifests itself through 
language, habits, and desires. Clearly, even today, due to generational gaps, migration, 
and the emergence of diasporas in European countries, the internal conflict between the 
Ego and the Superego remains pervasive, replaced not by an indigenous cultural entity 
but by a specific cultural code imported from the West. Due to its rigidly imposed 
attitudes and specific hierarchical nature, this code can be called paternalistic: Western 
colonizers, motivated by the concept of the “white man’s burden” and imposing their 
civilizational attitudes on the African world, assume the role of an omniscient and 
omnipotent father. This substitution of the place of the authentic image of the father gives 
rise to a psychological conflict, which is associated with the concept of identity and, 
accordingly, its conflict-forming opposition—“identity crisis” [Erikson 1994]. 

Appeal to the historical events of the 20th century provides an opportunity to discuss 
the aggravation of the conflict associated with the stability of the perception of the Self, 
as well as ways to overcome the traumas that have damaged the Self. In the development 
of a psychoanalytic theory within the framework of postcolonial studies (F. Fanon) 
included, the theory of the constitution of the Self through a reference to the Other is of 
no small importance, reflected in the works of famous theorists and practitioners of 
psychoanalysis—the founder of psychoanalysis S. Freud [Freud 2006] and the 
representatives of French structuralism and poststructuralism, philosophers and 
psychoanalysts J. Lacan [Lacan 1999] and J. Kristeva [Kristeva 1982]. In the rethinking 
of the colonial experience displacements appear: the Self not only perceives and 
‘completes’ itself through the Other (the Western / European principle) but also loses the 
clarity of its original belonging. This is further facilitated by a rethinking of the 
relationship between the periphery and the center (the consciousness of the colonizer and 
the colonized) in the search for a coherent Self, resulting in a colonized consciousness of 
the subject experiencing conflict. 

Long-term stay in the “contact zone” [Pratt 2008] of several cultures undoubtedly 
impacts the integrity of identity in terms of the clarity of the subject’s cultural affiliation. 
This naturally results in a traumatic acquisition of freedom—a process of decolonization 
and, as a consequence, a more rigid distinction between the Self belonging to the center 
and the Self associated with the periphery. 

In this context, the attention to psychological (in psychoanalytic terminology, 
“psychic”) conflict, which cannot be considered in isolation from the subject’s symptoms 
and defensive mechanisms, is also important. Fanon’s work “Black Skin, White Masks” 
is devoted to this internal “rift,” which also addresses the feeling of inferiority in the 
bearer of a “colonized consciousness” [Fanon 1986]. The intrapsychic conflict of cultural 
belonging in migrant protagonists presupposes resistance to achieving a coherent Self. 
The denial or suppression of desires, aspirations, and intentions associated with the 



Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 26  Volum e 12 	  № 1 (74) 

 

93 

realization of indigenous cultural potential as an expression of the “savagery” generates 
tension that the protagonist is not always able to resolve without outside help. Moreover, 
in the migrant discourse, the desire to become a part of the world of civilization causes 
double frustration: the first time, by forcing the character to retreat from the primary 
culture as inferior, the second time, by once again confronting them with those 
representatives of the previous world (the “savagery” world) who did not want (or who 
were unable) to put on the “mask.” 

The problem of the “mask” (of both referring to it and the overcoming of an imposed 
image within the parameters of decolonization) is beautifully illustrated in a lot of 
postcolonial texts, including Nigerian literary works. For example, in Ch. Achebe’s 
novel, the protagonist clearly rejects the comfortable “mask,” placing ancestral values 
above survival, while in Ch. Obioma’s fictional world the reader encounters a gradual, 
intuitive rejection of such a mask in favor of attaining an authentic Self. 

The postcolonial factor brings to the forefront the issues of identity and self-
determination (belonging to a specific ethnic group, nation, nationality, or linguistic 
community), pushing the characters toward religious choice and leading to internal 
division. In both novels, the opposition between Christian heritage and African symbolic 
thinking (primarily in the connection with Nigerian culture) is evident; their clash leads 
to a complex understanding of the Self.  

A special place in the implementation of mental conflict is occupied by language, 
which, in the field of postcolonial reasoning, expresses the function of the maternal 
principle (G. Deleuze; J. Lacan). 

Postcolonial discourse highlights particularly problematic aspects of perception: these 
are the peculiarities of both temporal and spatial perspectives. The protagonist of a 
literary work perceives oneself as if through the lens of the previous generations’ 
experience, while the perspective of the Self has already been transformed by the 
viewpoint of the Other. The spatial code is directly linked to both the perception of locus 
and the image of one’s body, which occupies the space of the Other. These nuances 
ensure a dual perception of the Self as a subject and “the self in the world,” intensifying 
the processes of self-identification. 

It is not surprising that the intrapsychic conflict within the parameters of the 
postcolonial topos is realized by the conflict between the image of the Self and the Ideal-
Self. According to American psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, the human psyche, “after being 
exposed to the disturbance of the psychological equilibrium of primary narcissism” 
[Kohut 2009], is saved not by turning to the “parental imago” but to an archaic self-
object, ingrained in earlier generations that experienced colonialism. Moreover, this 
conflict is primarily projected onto the external perception of oneself. Thus the internal 
split unfolds in the space of the psychological and the bodily, somatic. The paternalistic 
Western principle takes the place of the Superego and provokes a sadistic attitude toward 
oneself, which is expressed both in the protagonists’ lack of willpower and in the 
dominant motif of fear of the world and man. 

These reflections on identity, its formation in light of the conflictual interaction of 
cultures, the desire to “fit in” the European world by renouncing national cultural roots, 
and the simultaneous experience of an identity crisis due to the influence of an 
appropriated culture, allow us to identify several lines of conflict in postcolonial fiction: 
confessional (Christian and mythological), language, and psychological (somatic). In this 
context, it is worth noting that both Ch. Achebe’s and Ch. Obioma’s return to indigenous 
philosophy (primarily the mythological substrate) is founded on the need to reflect on the 
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cultural Self through a return to reflection in the mirror of indigenous tradition. At the 
same time, the mythological principle is interconnected with the psychological: this is 
expressed not only in alluding to the text of the myth but also in the rehabilitation of the 
cultural and individual Self through the process of going back to the authentic. 

 
MYTHOLOGICAL AND CHRISTIAN 

 
Creative writing is intended to outline the process of acquiring the Self; “writing is a 

question of becoming” [Deleuze 1998]. Despite the destructive influence of colonial 
policy, the introduction of writing through the European educational system caused 
language conflicts within the African world but later became a tool for preserving 
indigenous languages—the use of words and expressions from Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa 
not only “saturates” texts but also allows for the construction of autocommunication 
(a term coined by Yu.M. Lotman, a representative of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic 
School). 

The introduction of writing and the word is also linked to such a problematic aspect 
for the African world as Christianity. Introduced by missionaries, it was seen as the 
implementation of an instrument of power: subordination through the word / Word. 

The works of Ch. Achebe and Ch. Obioma have already been analyzed by scholars in 
a comparative perspective. For example, the Indian scholar V. Pal raises the question of 
the formation of a new canon, examining the possible continuity between Ch. Achebe 
and Ch. Obioma. In his study, Pal emphasizes the Christian principle invading the 
African world order and destroying it from within. According to Pal, this also explains 
the lack of willpower in some of the characters in Ch. Obioma’s novel The Fishermen: 
while Achebe’s hero Okonkwo achieves everything in life through his own hard work, 
sparing neither himself nor his family, Ch. Obioma’s characters, often placing their trust 
in God, remain in a state of expectation. According to Pal, the Christian principle 
devolves into helplessness. 

Both authors address complex historical events in their novels: in Achebe’s novel, a 
key moment in time is the arrival of missionaries, which marks the beginning of the 
disintegration of the familiar world, reflected in the title of one of the Russian translations 
(the Russian edition of the Things fall apart was entitled “And the destruction came”). 
The events in the novel return the reader to the end of the 19th century, the time of the 
Scramble for Africa (the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885) [Munene 2024]. The narrative 
in Obioma’s novel immerses us in the events of the late 1990s, in an Africa that has 
already experienced division and is once again finding itself in a state of fragmentation. 
The transition from the events of one novel to the next is marked by artistic time: Obioma 
seems to “pick up” the narrative at the point where Achebe ends it—from the 
missionaries to the symbolically named heroes, the fishermen [Pal 2021]. 

The choice of two authors is not accidental; both are ‘writing the history’ of Africa 
during a difficult period. For Ch. Achebe, the study of the arrival of Christians becomes 
important. “The conquest [of Africa],” as a history professor M. Munene notes, “used 
three instruments in imposing colonial rule: military, administrative, and missionaries.” 
[Munene 2024: 8]. 

Ch. Achebe, the “African Lion,” tells his story by taking readers back to the starting 
point: the world of primordial beliefs, indigenous ways of life, and worldviews is 
gradually collapsing: disintegrating, it eventually falls apart (see the title of his novel, 
Things Fall Apart). Already in the poetics of the title, we encounter an apocalyptic motif: 
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the arrival of colonizers with a seemingly peaceful program ends with the only possible 
outcome for the protagonist, Okonkwo. The character’s realization of his world’s fate 
leads to a violation of the sacred: understanding that the battle is lost, Okonkwo commits 
suicide. This act is sinful in both Christianity and the Igbo tradition: “It is an abomination 
for a man to take his own life. It is an offence against the Earth, and a man who commits 
it will not be buried by his clansmen. His body is evil, and only strangers may touch it” 
[Achebe 1966: 147]. Thus, Christian missionary work, seemingly advocating for 
rapprochement and salvation, turns out to be the cause of Africans’ falling away from the 
integral world and its destruction. 

Missionaries are the new “fathers” for the inhabitants of Umuofia, and the 
strengthening of their authority is directly linked to the disruption of the villagers’ 
customary world order. Thus, the Osu, or “lepers,” can become part of the church if they 
wash and trim their beards. From a European perspective, such untidiness in appearance 
is a marker of savagery. From an African perspective, it is a connection to something 
greater—the macrocosm. The Osu belong to the deity. In this case, the dichotomy of 
“pure versus impure” takes on a sacred meaning [Girard 1979]: the Osu are sacred 
sacrifices necessary for maintaining harmony. The same is true for the space reserved for 
all stigmatized individuals: unwanted twins and those dying of hydrops are relegated to 
the “Evil Forest” [Achebe 1966]. Nevertheless, in a symbolically organized 
consciousness, any “excluded” space is simultaneously part of a unified cultural fabric, 
permeated by the same energies. Thus, the python is to be revered, but killing it can be 
justified in self-defense. Violent invasion and disruption of the natural world, however, 
lead to human death. In the novel, a villager who deliberately kills a python dies, and in 
the eyes of his fellow tribesmen, this is a just death. 

It’s curious how the Christian element is refracted in both novels, particularly in 
motifs associated with the divine punishment. For example, in the novel Things Fall 
Apart, locusts arrive in the village along with the harmattan,  a  dry  east  wind.  For  
Okonkwo and the villagers, this is good luck, as locusts are a “rare food” [Achebe 1966: 
40]: “The elders said locusts came once in a generation, reappeared every year for seven 
years and then disappeared for another lifetime. They went back to their caves in a distant 
land” [Achebe 1966: 38]. In Ch. Obioma’s novel, The Fishermen, the harmattan appears 
in a chapter related to the mother’s madness, a mental derangement caused by the death 
of her sons, and brings along a storm, allusively referring to the plagues of Egypt 
(Exodus 7–12), thereby actualizing the motif of fear of nature and fate: “the Harmattan 
—… the dry dusty wind …seemed to have appeared overnight, leaving a thick, heavy fog 
to hang suspended in patches of cumulus awnings over Akure” [Obioma 2015: 291]. 

The problem, however, is not the presence of fear as such but the threshold of self-
knowledge and integration into the world: Ch. Achebe’s man reconciles with nature and 
the deity, while Ch. Obioma’s man awaits permission from the deity but at the same time 
struggles and resists its will. 

Undoubtedly, it is precisely the opposition of the Christian and the mythological that 
influences the transformation of the image of family in both works. 

Although much of the novel Things Fall Apart offers a glimpse into the orderly life 
of Umuofia and the inner arrangements of Okonkwo’s family, with the arrival of the 
missionaries, there begins disintegration. The role of the father, the head of the family, is 
replaced by the image of the Christian God, whose power is realized by both missionaries 
and soldiers. Nwoye’s falling away from the family is symbolic: Okonkwo’s son, he 
should follow in his father’s footsteps, but he disagrees with the Igbo way of life and 



Journal of  th e Ins titut e for Afri can Studies  20 26  Volum e 12 	  № 1 (74) 

 

96 

beliefs. Like others, he, enchanted by “the poetry of the new religion” [Achebe 1966], 
rejects his original name—and a part of his Self. Named Isaac, Nwoye becomes a mirror 
image of the biblical myth: it is no longer Abraham who is ready to make the failed 
sacrifice but the son who sacrifices his father. 

Ch. Obioma addresses themes prominent in the works of Ch. Achebe; thus, the 
family theme, as well as the connection between the family and culture, becomes the 
primary one of Ch. Obioma’s novel The Fishermen. N.E. Khokholkova notes that a lot of 
contemporary African writers draw on personal stories “from childhood,” and their 
novels are often autobiographical [Khokholkova 2018]. 

The theme of family in Ch. Obioma’s novel The Fishermen is embedded in the 
context of the 1990s: although the story of the main characters (namely, their initiation as 
fishermen) begins in 1996, the work contains multiple references to significant events in 
the history of Nigeria becoming an independent state. One such aspect is the unstable 
political situation: it includes memories of independence, the Civil War, and the Republic 
of Biafra (1967–1970), the presidential run of M.K.O. Abiola in 1993 (“the Nigerian 
president who never ruled”1), followed by his imprisonment, and the experience of Sani 
Abacha’s military dictatorship. Discussions about the strained relations between the 
representatives of different ethnic groups, the Igbo and the Yoruba, also occupy a 
significant place. The novel constantly emphasizes the absence of a paternal organizing 
figure—a “father figure”. This is expressed in the constant change of parties and the 
attempts of various political figures to cling to power. At the same time, this inability to 
organize the country and get the right “father figure” into power brings them back to the 
crisis again and can be extrapolated to the situation in the family described by 
Ch. Obioma, in which the absence of a father also leads to a split and a tragic resolution. 

Touching on the genre aspect of the works, it makes sense to discuss the tradition of 
the Bildungsroman in a complex connection with the novel of formation and the novel of 
ordeal [Bakhtin 1975]. For many writers creating fiction on the borders of cultures, the 
moment of initiation and the very possibility of overcoming boundaries while preserving 
identity, oneself, and one’s Self become significant. 

Christian motifs are evident both in the title of Ch. Obioma’s novel and in the literary 
work’s motifs. The images of fishermen allude to the Christian apostles, but the semantic 
content of this system of images undergoes significant transformation. It is important to 
note the perception of Christianity, equally relevant for Ch. Achebe and Ch. Obioma: the 
influence of Western codes leads to the atomization of familial ties, and community and 
blood ties are replaced by the protection of the personal, a resistance to fate. 

In his study of the canon, V. Pal repeatedly argues that colonization destroys cultural 
heritage: the Christian, in some respects, displaces the indigenous. We support the 
researcher’s point of view: one of the central images of the novel is the sacred Omi-Ala 
River, a river carrying pure waters and associated with a water deity, which is considered 
sinful in the eyes of the missionaries. They instill in the inhabitants the idea of the sinfulness 
of the pagan deification of water, and, as a result, the Omi-Ala becomes shallow and dirty. 
Naturally, the motifs of tainted water and immersion in it as an act of sanctification (baptism) 
become symbolic. We would like to emphasize that in this case, the element of water, 
especially embodied in the image of the river, also symbolizes the division of the world, 
especially often found in texts dealing with the dialogue of cultures or their clash within a 
single territory. However, in the novel by Ch. Obioma (and this seems important in a 
                                                
1 Akinbode A. MKO Abiola: The Nigerian President Who Never Ruled. HistoryVille. 12.06.2019. 
https://www.thehistoryville.com/mko-abiola/ (accessed: 20.01.2026) 
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philosophical sense), it is precisely Omi-Ala, rejected by the Christians, which is also an 
image that symbolically organizes time and space: “For it was here that time began to matter, 
at that river where we became fishermen” [Obioma 2015: 26]. 

The brothers go fishing on the Omi-Ala, breaking not only a parental prohibition but 
also a more serious taboo rooted in Christian consciousness. It is this fishing that triggers 
a confrontation with the madman Abulu, whose personal story (his brother’s murder) will 
be reflected in these brothers’ story and reinforce the biblical motif of fratricide (the story 
of Abel and Cain). It should be noted that the motifs of rivalry and the death of brothers 
are also characteristic of many African folktales [Kotlyar 2002], but within African 
folklore, this element also becomes a part of the creation of the world; the motif of saving 
a brother is more frequent here than in the Christian canon. 

Crossing the border—the immersion in the river (in the novel, “a cradle”)—brings 
them back to the discovery of more important, cosmogonic connections. This is the 
reason for the distinctive imagery reflected in the chapter titles: animalistic images of an 
eagle (the father), a python and a sparrow (the oldest brother Ikenna), the fungus (Boja), 
spiders (the grieving mother), and the egrets (the younger children) take us back to the 
realm of a primordial mythological space, in which each is a part of a whole. 

The Christian and mythological elements in the novel merge in the topos of the 
corporeal, which is also a characteristic feature of the African worldview. 

 
TOPOS OF ORDEAL: BODY, VOICE AND SIGHT 

 
In the novels of both writers, the corporeal becomes the central semantic element: 

both declare a break with the Self through the body. In African philosophy, the body is an 
extension of the world’s elements. It is worth noting that a return to bodily harmony, 
respect for and preservation of the body’s boundaries, is observed in many philosophical 
and psychological studies. F. Fanon writes that the representative of the African world 
“as the result of a series of aberrations of affect…is rooted at the core of a universe” 
[Fanon 1986: 10]. Liberation is both bodily and psychological: “Mankind set free of the 
trampoline that is the resistance of others, and digging into its own flesh to find a 
meaning” [Fanon 1986: 11]. We would like to delve a little deeper into these key points, 
outlining their connection with an important aspect of corporeality, realized through 
optical (sight) and acoustic (voice) principles.  

Mythological concepts of all-pervasive responsibility are being replaced by a 
complex combination of the Old Testament (pure and impure, motifs of punishment, 
retribution) and the New Testament (self-sacrifice). 

In Ch. Achebe’s novel, the body is always symbolically proportionate to nature, to 
the world. Such is the naked body exposed to the sun, wind, and rain. It is a body capable 
of overcoming the elements. 

The protagonist is part of a collective topos. He displays egocentricity but is also 
striving for achievement. Ambitious and proud, Okonkwo is ambiguous in his behavior, 
also driven by a desire to be better than his father. However, in times when he must 
submit to the collective will—to administer justice or go into exile—the protagonist does 
not interfere with the fulfillment of this justice. In his decision-making, ritual requests to 
elders for help, or his stay in his mother’s homeland, Okonkwo does not violate the 
principles of paternal hierarchy. Nor does he violate the boundaries associated with the 
chthonic principle (traditions associated with the female deity of the earth), which is 
forbidden to men. 
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With the arrival of missionaries, a reorganization of the space of Umuofia takes 
place. The god Chukwu is replaced by the Christian god, whose mouthpiece is 
missionaries (Father Brown) and soldiers. Colonial policies are marked by intimidation: 
this leads to Christianity becoming a terrifying paternalistic principle, replacing the 
original understanding of the rules of coexistence in the African world. 

Thus, beyond the peaceful conversations between Mr. Brown and Elder Akunna in 
Ch. Achebe’s novel, armed soldiers arrive in the village, bringing with them a special 
system of punishments for those who resist the new government. As soon as Okonkwo 
expresses his disagreement with the new system, he finds himself among the village’s 
authoritative figures, who have been deceived into imprisonment. They are all subjected 
to humiliating punishment: their heads are shaved, they are beaten, and their bodies are 
left with scars from whiplashes. This alone becomes an illustration of the violation of the 
body’s integrity, its sacredness. 

The acoustic principle in a space not yet occupied by missionaries is marked by unity 
and unison. The characters are laconic and restrained in their expressions because the act, 
the action, the ritual are significant, from greeting guests and dividing kola nuts to 
working in the fields and private obi. The characters never speak for the sake of some 
meaningless exchange of words; their dialogues are aimed at resolving problems. This is 
also reflected in the ritual speech of the egwugwu: the participants in the ritual speak in 
turns, engaging in dialogue with ordinary people, giving a voice to those asking for a fair 
resolution to the conflict. 

But the word introduced by pastors, in a certain sense, already becomes a marker of 
destruction. The Christian church demands adherence to entirely different principles, 
which leads to the new converts turning against their fellow tribesmen. 

Okonkwo renounces the strength of his body, his life: from a religious standpoint, he 
violates the rules, but from an existential standpoint, Okonkwo’s action is the only way to 
remain free. Thus, the character’s act can be seen as a ritualistic finality—an attempt not 
to see or participate in the destruction of his world. This decision is reflected in the voices 
of his close friends: “ ‘You drove him to kill himself; and now he will be buried like a 
dog…’ He could not say any more. His voice trembled and choked his words” (emphasis 
added) [Achebe 1966: 147]. 

The composition of Ch. Obioma’s novel The Fishermen, as well as the language that 
embodies the work’s ideological concept, also leads the reader to questions of becoming. 

The novel’s epigraphs already suggest a connection with classic works of African 
literature. The novel’s narrative is prefaced by an Igbo proverb, which could be 
interpreted positively: a crowd is stronger than one, and the characters can unite and 
resist the influence of a lone outcast. However, given Achebe’s novel’s ending, in which 
the crowd flees and Okonkwo is left alone to face the enemy, the interpretation of the 
meaning changes. 

The second epigraph only reinforces the reader’s anticipation of the destruction of the 
integrity of the world and family: in the lines of the Zulu poet Mazisi Kunene, “The 
madman has entered our house with violence // Defiling our sacred grounds // Claiming 
the single truth of the universe // Bending down our high priests with iron,” one can also 
detect a hint of Christianization. This is especially true of the phrases about “claiming the 
single truth” and “Bending down … with iron.” The final lines are a curse on those who 
“walked on our Forefathers’ graves” and should turn into lizards, bordering on 
mythological beliefs in the loss of human form. “They shall devour each other before our 
eyes” is not a hidden call to violence nor its anticipation but a fear of internecine conflict, 
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disintegration from within, at the level of meaning returning to the disintegration declared 
by Achebe. 

The body, voice, and sight also become problematic in Ch. Obioma’s novel. 
Thus, immersion in the “unclean” Omi-Ala River initially leads to the brothers’ 

impurity – both literal and metaphorical. The novel contains numerous instances of the 
brothers washing themselves together from a single jug. This shared ritual is disrupted by 
fear and doubt about the security of the blood bond: it is precisely this motif of shared 
blood that is disrupted by Abulu’s words, predicting the death of the oldest brother 
Ikenna at the hands of a fisherman. 

V. Pal rightly notes that Christianity in the novel leads to a lack of ability to make 
independent decisions. The characters either rely on divine permission or see no other 
option than following “God’s will.” The problem, however, is that God becomes a super-
instance at the psychic level as a result of the influence of colonial missionary principles. 
If Chukwu stands above all in the mythological field of Umuofia but does not abolish the 
authority of the elder and the father, then missionary intervention further fragments the 
society and calls into question the validity of paternal (parental) attitudes. 

The body is once again perceived in a mythological, animalistic vein: Ikenna 
transforms from a python into a sparrow, and Boja becomes a fungus. Boja’s accidental 
(?) suicide alludes to the mythological belief: he cannot be buried according to the rules, 
as he would antagonize the earth goddess (cf. Okonkwo’s death). 

The siblings’ conflict and separation from the family are realized through the 
disruption of the sacred shared meal. V. Pal points to Ikenna’s feelings and speaks of 
severe stress, which could be resolved with psychological treatment. It should be clarified 
that Ikenna’s fear affects every interaction with his family: he refuses to sit at the same 
table with them or touch dishes that are traditionally eaten from the same bowl. This fear 
subsequently results in a physiological reaction —vomiting. The food expulsion can be 
viewed both psychosomatically and philosophically:everything unspoken and 
inexpressible represents a renunciation of the vital essence that nourishes life. His 
withdrawal into silence also affects the disrupted communication between the rest of the 
family. Beyond the obvious rift due to the complex language situation in Akure 
(mentioned earlier), there are more distinct milestones: the father is in another city, and 
the only connection with him is the telephone, a mechanical voice unable to restore 
harmony to the family. Meanwhile, the mother retreats into lamentation, entrusting her 
voice to a pastor—a representative of the Christian church—and after tragic events, she 
completely immerses herself in silence (that is, psychologically, in self-devouring), as if 
echoing the state of her firstborn, Ikenna. 

The narrator of the novel is the youngest of the four brothers, Benjamin, who 
becomes the protagonist marking the restoration of integrity: the family history told 
through his lips, as well as the act of revenge for the family, motivated by the story of 
Okonkwo included in the novel, symbolically re-establish the integrity of the world and 
promise hope to the younger generation. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
The mythological principle that underpins authentic African philosophy becomes a 

unifying aspect of both works analyzed. 
The apocalyptic conclusion of Ch. Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart becomes the 

starting point in Ch. Obioma’s novel The Fishermen: the motif of suicide is transformed 
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into self-destruction and then into murder for the realization of a coherent Self and the 
preservation of the microcosm embodied in the image of the family. The symbolism of 
African thought enters into a paradoxical relationship with the Christian tradition: the 
body becomes the fundamental category encompassing the world and the Self. The 
disruption of the image of the body (as well as its aspects, the acoustic and optical 
principles) is, in this context, equivalent to the destruction of the connection with the 
world and, more broadly, of ontological harmony. 

The perception and transformation of Western tradition becomes an important 
element of both novels. To find the right “mirror,” the paternalistic principle introduced 
by the West must be eliminated. If in Ch. Achebe’s novel neither reconciliation nor 
struggle is possible, then in Ch. Obioma’s literary text, Christianity is displaced through 
an appeal to tradition and then through an existentialistically shaped understanding of the 
right action—avenging family and fighting for the future. Western tendencies (Western 
language, education, career) are replaced by a more important act of initiating action: the 
willingness to sacrifice oneself. It is this act that ensures the telling of the story and, as a 
result, the realization and preservation of authentic African identity. 
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Аннотация. В статье рассматриваются особенности восприятия колониального 

прошлого и антиколониальная реакция в романах двух нигерийских писателей – Ч. Ачебе 
«И пришло разрушение» и Ч. Обиомы «Рыбаки». Обоих писателей объединяет обращение 
к изводам аутентичной африканской философии, фундированной мифологическими 
верованиями, что обеспечивает трансформацию мотива преодоления власти Другого. 
Другой в романах выражен западным патерналистским началом, которое в терминах 
психологии и психоанализа вытесняет аутентичное Сверх-Я, аннигилируя возможность 
высказывания и действия. Реализации данного мотива служит ризоматичное пространство 
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текста, вовлекающее не только характерную для африканского мировидения  
символичность мышления, но и оппозицию христианское vs мифологическое. Это 
проявляется в образной системе произведений, мотивной структуре, а также поэтике 
названий романов. Оппозиция «символическое/мифологическое – христианское» находит 
выражение в реализации телесного аспекта – разрушение/утрата голоса, зрения, 
ритуальное самоубийство. В романе Ч. Ачебе «И пришло разрушение» финал подводит к 
вопросу о приходе западного патерналистского начала, в то время как роман Ч. Обиомы 
«Рыбаки» подводит итог многолетнему влиянию христианской и шире – западной – 
традиции на африканское мышление. Мифологическое начало в статье рассматривается не 
в качестве рудимента давно ушедшей эпохи, но как аспекта культуры, способного вернуть 
героев к их исконным традициям. Христианское начало не выполняет спасительную 
функцию, в то время как осознание и принятие мифологического служит осуществлению 
идеи семьи, которая может состояться в рассказывании истории как реализации слова и 
действия.  
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