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Abstract

Cultural memory maintains a collective identity and serves as a site of resistance to the
erasure caused by colonialism in African literature is the primary focus of this article.
Specifically, the article uses Chinua Achebe’s book Things Fall Apart as the center of its
analysis. This article investigates oral traditions, proverbs, communal ritualistic behaviours,
and storytelling as forms of cultural memory; these cultural memories serve as living archives
of the beliefs and values that shaped pre-colonial Africa). Meanwhile, Achebe uses narrative
as a tool for reclaiming and reconstructing the historical consciousness of the Igho people in
relationship to colonialism’s systematic attempts to marginalize their ways of knowing and
being . This article argues that African literary production is a fundamental act of epistemic
resistance and cultural continuity. This article draws on the same theoretical frameworks and
scholarly sources for the development of an interpretive framework focused on cultural
memory, identity preservation, and narrative as transformative forces in postcolonial
contexts.

Keywords: Cultural Memory, Postcolonial Identity, Epistemic Resistance, Oral Traditions,
Narrative Reconstruction

1 Introduction: Cultural Memory as Battleground
The intersection of literature and cultural memory constitutes one of the most crucial
battlefields in the postcolonial world, where the act of remembering signifies an affirmation of
existence and the act of forgetting signifies a form of epistemic violence. In her early reflections
on the impact of literature, Madame de Staél realised that literary production is not only a
reflection of the social realities of the moment, but participates in the construction of collective
consciousness (de Staél). She points out that the first and most important way in which literature
forms the moral character of nations is by acting upon the imagination, the sentiments and the
passions of individuals, and through these on their actions (de Staél). The insight has profound
implications for postcolonial African societies. Literary traditions systematically undermined
or destroyed in the colonial encounter were not just forms of aesthetic expression but the very
means by which cultural identity, historical continuity and collective self-understanding were
maintained and transmitted across generations.

Achebe's Things Fall Apart was published at a pivotal time in history, when the prevailing
world literary canon had made Africa almost invisible, perceiving the continent and its myriad
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civilisations through the distorting lens of colonial prejudice. As scholars have noted, this is a
novel that Achebe consciously chose to write and it is one of the foundational pillars of modern
African literature (Jawad). This novel is not simply a story of personal tragedy, it is a cultural
act of reclamation, an attempt to recover the historical consciousness of a people whose past
has been systematically distorted or erased by colonial historiography. Through a painstaking
reconstruction of Igbo social structures, religious practices, judicial systems, agricultural
cycles, and oral traditions, the novel provides a comprehensive portrait of a civilisation that had
its own internal coherence, philosophical depth, and organisational complexity.

The article examines the dynamics of cultural memory and its relation to resistance in African
literature.This study is thus motivated by the central question not of how African identity is
constructed in relation to the colonial other but of how cultural memory is an internal resource
through which African communities resist epistemic erasure and assert the continuity of their
civilisational heritage (Al-Sharif, Introduction 150).

2 Theoretical Framework: Cultural Memory and Narrative ldentity

2.1 Literature as the Guardian of Cultural Memory
As early as the beginning of the nineteenth century, when thinkers began to realise that
literary texts do not merely entertain or instruct, but are repositories of collective experience
and transmitters of cultural values across temporal boundaries, the relationship between
literature and cultural memory has been the object of sustained theoretical inquiry. Al-Jabarti,
in his chronicles, pointed out what would become known in Western literary studies as the
sociological dimension of literature: the idea that the production of literature is inextricably
embedded in the social and cultural formations that produce it (Al-Sharif, Arti-cles 61). This
insight has been elaborated in great detail in both the Western and Arabic intellectual
traditions where scholars have acknowledged that literature is a form of collective self-
reflection in which communities express their most profound values, anxieties and
aspirations. Safa 90; Al-Sharif, 69
This understanding has far-reaching implications for the study of African literature. If litera-
ture is indeed the medium through which a culture understands and expresses itself, then the
suppression of indigenous literary traditions during the colonial period represents not simply
a cultural loss but an attack on the very mechanisms through which African societies
maintained their self-knowledge and historical consciousness (Haga Baka 9; Al-Sharif, 84).
Merleau-Ponty made a major contribution to this theoretical framework. He stated that any
description of human be-haviour, practical or theoretical, formulated in everyday language
or in scientific dis-course, must refer to a universal ground upon which the particular
manifestations of that be-haviour acquire their meaning (Marion 28). For the postcolonial
critic this insight is that the retrieval of cultural memory through literature is not a nostalgic
retreat but a necessary condition for the full realisation of the universality of human nature
that requires recognition and incorporation of multiple cultural perspectives.
1.1  The Phenomenology of Cultural Survival
The phenomenological approach to cultural memory, as developed through the contributions
of thinkers who have examined the relationship between individual consciousness and
collective meaning-making, provides a particularly productive framework for understanding
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how cultural identity persists even under conditions of extreme external pressure. The self,
understood not as an isolated atom but as a node in a web of social relationships, draws its
sense of identity and purpose from the cultural narratives that circulate within its community.
As Edmond Jabes has observed, every writer writes about the other, and every writer writes
by means of the other (Al-Sharif, 27). But crucially, the “other” in this formulation is not
merely the external colonial presence but also the internal other: the ancestors, the traditions,
the collective wisdom that constitutes the cultural inheritance of every individual (Al-Sharif,
82).

This expanded understanding of otherness transforms the framework through which we read
African literature. The colonial encounter undoubtedly introduced a catastrophic rupture into
African cultural memory, disrupting the organic transmission of knowledge and values that
had sustained African civilizations for millennia. But the persistence of cultural memory,
even under the most adverse con-ditions, testifies to its resilience and its capacity for
adaptation. The African novel, as a literary form adopted and adapted from the European
tradition, paradoxically becomes one of the most powerful vehi-cles for the preservation and
re-articulation of indigenous cultural memory. By harnessing the techniques and conventions
of the novel form while infusing it with the content, rhythms, and epistemological as-
sumptions of African oral traditions, writers like Achebe create a hybrid literary space in
which cultural memory can survive and flourish (Al-Diraisi 89; Hamadi 18).

2 Colonial Narratives and the Erasure of African Historiography

2.1  The Pre-Colonial African Novel and Its Absence

The emergence of the postcolonial African novel must be understood against the background
of a pro-found cultural rupture: the systematic denial of African historical agency and
civilizational achievement that accompanied the colonial project. The Arab novel, as scholars
of Arabic literature have documented, itself emerged only after sustained contact with
European literary models, illustrating how the novel form traveled alongside colonial
expansion and became a marker of cultural modernity (Safa 90; Al-Diraisi 89). In the African
context, this dynamic was compounded by the fact that colonial rule actively sup-pressed
indigenous forms of literary and historical expression, replacing them with European
educational systems that privileged colonial languages and perspectives.

As Idris Siraaj al-Din has documented, the Arabic novel took its first steps through translation
and imitation of European models, drawing upon the achievements of the French novel in
particular (Al-Diraisi 89). This process was not merely one of literary influence but reflected
deeper structural dynamics of cultural power: the novel, as a vehicle of cultural self-
expression, was initially inaccessible to African and Arab writers because their own literary
traditions had been devalued and marginalized by the hegemonic cultural discourse of
colonialism. The new Arabic novel, therefore, was caught from its inception in a tension
between the desire to assert cultural authenticity and the necessity of working within literary
forms inherited from the colonizer (Al-Diraisi 89).

2.2 The Colonial Destruction of Cultural Archives

The impact of colonialism on African cultural memory extended far beyond the realm of
literary pro-duction. The entire infrastructure through which cultural knowledge was
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preserved and transmitted—including oral historians, religious practitioners, judicial
authorities, and craft specialists—was system-atically undermined or destroyed. The
discourse of Orientalism, as articulated through the scholarship on Western knowledge
production about colonized peoples, demonstrated how this knowledge was con-stituted as a
discourse of power that rendered colonized peoples as objects of study rather than sub-jects
of their own history (Al-Sharif, 84). This epistemological framework not only distorted
Western understanding of African and Asian civilizations but actively displaced indigenous
modes of self-understanding, creating what scholars have termed a “crisis of consciousness”
in which colonized peoples found themselves estranged from their own cultural heritage (Al-
Sharif, 69).

The devastating consequences of this epistemic violence are visible throughout the colonial
record. Colonial administrators and missionaries routinely dismissed African religious
practices as su-perstition, African political systems as primitive, and African knowledge
systems as irrelevant to the modern world. This systematic devaluation was not merely a
matter of prejudice but served a specific ideological function: by denying the validity of
African cultural memory, colonialism created the nec-essary conditions for the imposition of
its own cultural and political frameworks. As Hassan al-Khattabi has argued, the study of
human rights in the Islamic and comparative traditions reveals that the encounter between
Islam and the West produced a complex dialogue in which questions of cultural authenticity,
re-ligious identity, and modernity were contested across multiple registers (Al-Khattabi 242).
In the African context, this dialogue was further complicated by the radical asymmetry of
power between colonizer and colonized (Kaab).

3 Oral Tradition as Cultural Archive: The Igbo World Before the Stranger

3.1  Okonkwo: The Embodiment of Cultural Memory

In Things Fall Apart, Achebe constructs a meticulously detailed portrait of Igbo society that
functions not merely as the setting for a narrative but as an argument for the civilizational
sophistication of pre-colonial African life (Achebe 8). The character of Okonkwo, far from
being a simple tragic hero in the Western mould, embodies the complex interplay between
individual ambition and cultural expectation that characterizes life in a society where personal
identity is deeply embedded in communal memory and collective values. Okonkwo is driven
by a profound awareness of his father Unoka, whose failure to achieve the social markers of
success—including titles, wives, and yam harvests—condemned him to the margins of
Umuofia society.

This awareness of ancestral legacy, the knowledge that one is being judged not only by one’s
contemporaries but by the standards established by previous generations, is a hallmark of
cultures in which oral tradition serves as the primary vehicle of cultural transmission (Haga
Baka 9; Al-Sharif, Introduction 150). Okonkwo’s entire life project—nhis relentless pursuit of
strength, his accumulation of

titles, his obsession with appearing powerful and resolute—can be understood as an attempt
to rewrite the family narrative, to insert his own name into the oral archive of Umuofia as a
counterweight to the dishonour associated with his father. Achebe describes how Okonkwo’s
fame rested on solid personal achievements, noting that he had brought honour to his village
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by throwing Amalinze the Cat, who had been undefeated for seven years (Achebe 8; al-Baqglili
9). This emphasis on concrete, memorable deeds, on actions worthy of being preserved in the
collective memory of the community, reflects the fundamental logic of oral tradition: only
what is remarkable enough to be retold survives in the cultural archive (Haga Baka 9).

3.2  Communal Narratives and the Fabric of Social Cohesion

Beyond the individual narrative of Okonkwo, Achebe devotes considerable attention to the
communal narratives that structure Igbo social life. The village of Umuofia is presented as a
community in which every significant event—from the Week of Peace to the New Yam
Festival, from judicial proceedings to funeral rites—is embedded in a web of stories,
proverbs, and ritual practices that connect the present moment to a deep past (Achebe 192).
These communal narratives serve multiple functions: they pro-vide moral instruction,
regulate social behaviour, resolve disputes, and reinforce the values that hold the community
together. The egwugwu, the masked figures who serve as the judicial authority in Umuofia,
literally embody the ancestral spirits, making visible the connection between the living
community and the cultural memory preserved by those who came before (Achebe 193).
The proverbs that permeate every level of Igbo discourse in the novel serve as compressed
ve-hicles of cultural wisdom, distilling generations of experience into memorable and
repeatable formula-tions. Achebe famously observed that among the Ibo, the art of
conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are
eaten (Abd Allah; Achebe 122). This metaphor itself en-capsulates a profound understanding
of the relationship between language and culture: proverbs are not decorative additions to
speech but the essential medium through which cultural knowledge is transmit-ted and
preserved. They are the “oil” that makes the consumption of words possible, the substance
that gives language its nourishing quality. The destruction of this proverbial tradition through
the imposition of colonial language and education therefore represents not merely a linguistic
loss but a fundamental assault on the mechanisms of cultural memory (Al-Sharif, 243).

4 Proverbs, Folktales, and the Architecture of Cultural Identity

4.1  Storytelling as Communal Practice

One of the most revealing episodes in Achebe’s narrative occurs in the third chapter, where
the au-thor depicts a storytelling session between a mother and her children (Achebe 192).
This scene, often overlooked in critical discussions that focus on the novel’s more dramatic
events, in fact reveals the fundamental mechanism through which cultural memory is
transmitted in oral societies. The stories that mothers tell their children are not merely
entertainment; they are the first instalment of the cultural archive, the initial exposure to the
narratives, values, and worldviews that will shape the child’s under-standing of what it means
to be a member of the community. Through these stories, children learn not only about
specific events and characters but about the deeper structures of meaning that organize their
culture’s understanding of the world.

The folktales that circulate within Igbo society, as depicted in the novel, serve as a parallel
archive of cultural knowledge that operates alongside the more formal narratives of history
and ancestral lineage (Achebe 193). These stories, featuring animals, spirits, and trickster
figures, encode complex moral and philosophical insights in accessible narrative forms. The
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tortoise, a recurring figure in Igbo folklore as depicted in the novel, embodies the
consequences of greed, cunning, and the violation of communal norms. Through these
narrative archetypes, the community develops and maintains a shared moral vocabulary that
guides behaviour and resolves ethical dilemmas. The importance of this storytelling tradition
cannot be overstated: it represents the primary educational institution of a society without
formal schools, the mechanism through which each new generation is initiated into the
cultural heritage of its people (Haga Baka 9).

4.2  The Oracle and the Sacred Narrative

At the apex of the narrative hierarchy in Igbo society stands the Oracle of the Hills and the
Caves, Agbala, whose pronouncements carry the weight of absolute authority. The Oracle
represents the intersection of narrative and power in its most concentrated form: the stories it
tells, the interpretations it offers, directly shape the decisions of the community and determine
the fates of individuals. When the Oracle decrees that Ikemefuna must be killed, this narrative
act of interpretation sets in motion a chain of events that ultimately leads to Okonkwo’s exile
and the disintegration of the social order (Achebe 198). The Oracle’s authority derives from
its claimed access to the deepest layer of cultural memory: the direct communication with
ancestral spirits and the forces that govern the cosmos.

The significance of the Oracle for the study of cultural memory lies in what it reveals about
the relationship between narrative authority and social cohesion. In a society that relies on
oral tradition rather than written records, the Oracle functions as a living archive whose
interpretations provide the community with a sense of continuity between past, present, and
future. The destruction of this insti-tution through the colonial encounter—the mockery of
the Oracle by the missionaries and the colonial administration—represents not merely the
suppression of a religious practice but the dismantling of the central mechanism through
which Igbo society maintained its cultural memory and its sense of historical continuity (Al-
Sharif, 69). As Hamadi has noted in his study of self and other representations in the Arabic
novel, the disruption of indigenous narrative institutions creates a cultural vacuum that is then
filled by the narratives of the colonizer, leading to what he terms a “crisis of consciousness”
that fundamentally alters the relationship between the individual and the community (Hamadi
18; Al-Sharif, 84).

5 The Disruption of Cultural Memory: Colonial Encounter and Its Af-termath
5.1  The Missionary as Agent of Epistemic Rupture

The arrival of the missionaries in Umuofia, as depicted by Achebe, represents the most direct
assault on the cultural memory of the Igbo people (Achebe 192; Achebe 193). The
missionaries do not merely introduce a new religion; they introduce an entirely new narrative
framework within which the existing cultural memory of the Igbo is reclassified as ignorance,
superstition, and barbarism. Mr. Brown, the first missionary, adopts a policy of
accommodation that nevertheless carries within it the assumption that Igbo religious practices
are fundamentally misguided. His successor, Reverend James Smith, abandons even this
pretence of respect, implementing a rigid and uncompromising approach that directly attacks
the foundations of Igbo cultural memory (Achebe 219).

The converts who abandon their traditional practices represent the most visible manifestation
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of cultural memory loss at the individual level. The osu, the outcasts who had been excluded
from the communal life of Umuofia, are among the first to embrace Christianity because the
new religion offers them an alternative narrative of identity that releases them from the
constraints of the traditional social order. Their conversion is not merely a religious act but a
deliberate rejection of the cultural memory that had assigned them a marginal position within
the community (Achebe 221). This dynamic illustrates one

of the most insidious effects of colonial cultural disruption: the exploitation of existing social
tensions to undermine the cohesion of the community and accelerate the abandonment of
indigenous cultural practices (Kaab 243).

5.2  The District Commissioner and the Erasure of Narrative Agency

The final and most devastating blow to Igbo cultural memory comes not from the missionaries
but from the colonial administrative apparatus represented by the District Commissioner. The
Commissioner’s plan to write a book, which Achebe reveals at the novel’s conclusion,
constitutes the ultimate act of epistemic violence: the reduction of an entire civilization to a
paragraph in a colonial administrator’s memoir (Achebe 221). Achebe’s ironic conclusion, in
which the Commissioner muses that “The story of this man who had killed a messenger and
hanged himself would make interesting reading. One could almost write a whole chapter on
him. Perhaps not a whole chapter but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate,” encapsulates the
entire project of colonial erasure: the transformation of a complex, sophisticated culture into
an anecdote in the story of European expansion (Achebe 221).

This concluding irony operates on multiple levels simultaneously. On the most obvious level,
it exposes the radical insufficiency of the colonial narrative framework, which is incapable
of comprehend-ing, let alone representing, the depth and complexity of Igbo civilization. On
a deeper level, however, Achebe’s novel itself constitutes a direct challenge to the
Commissioner’s planned book: where the Com-missioner would reduce Okonkwo to a
paragraph, Achebe has expanded his story into a comprehensive narrative that restores the
full texture of Igbo cultural life. The novel thus becomes a meta-narrative act: not merely the
telling of a story but the assertion of the right to tell one’s own story, in one’s own terms,
according to the narrative conventions of one’s own culture. As Hamadi has observed in his
study of representations of self and other in Arabic fiction, the act of writing itself becomes
a form of cultural resistance when it challenges the dominant narrative framework and asserts
the validity of alternative perspectives (Hamadi 18).

6 Writing Back: Achebe’s Literary Strategy of Cultural Reclamation

6.1  The Novel as Counter-Archive

Achebe’s literary project, as manifested in Things Fall Apart, represents a deliberate and
systematic effort to construct what might be termed a counter-archive: a narrative repository
of cultural memory that challenges and corrects the distortions of colonial historiography
(Abd Allah; Achebe 8). The novel’s very title, drawn from Yeats’s poem about the
disintegration of European civilization, carries a profound irony: by invoking the language of
Western cultural anxiety to describe the fate of an African society, Achebe simultaneously
acknowledges the universality of cultural crisis and insists on the particularity of the African
experience. The title thus functions as a bridge between cultural frameworks, inviting
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Western readers to recognize their own fears in the African experience while refusing to
reduce that experience to a mere variant of Western anxiety.

The novel’s most distinctive achievement lies in its comprehensive reconstruction of Igbo
cul-tural memory across multiple registers simultaneously. Achebe does not simply describe
Igbo customs; he dramatizes them, showing how they function in practice and how they shape
the lives and conscious-ness of the people who live by them. The Week of Peace is not merely
mentioned as a cultural practice but is shown in its actual operation, including the
consequences of its violation by Okonkwo’s beating of his wife (Achebe 192). The New Yam
Festival is not described abstractly but is presented through the sensory experience of the
community, capturing the atmosphere of feasting, gratitude, and commu-nal renewal that
characterizes this central cultural event (Achebe 193). This dramatization of cultural practice
serves a crucial function: it transforms cultural memory from a static inventory of customs
into a living, dynamic process that readers can experience vicariously, thereby gaining an
understanding of Igbo culture that no amount of ethnographic description could provide.

6.2  Linguistic Reclamation and the Prohibition of Unwritten Culture

Running through Achebe's work, we see a strong sense of re-establishing one's identity
through language. Achebe adopts elements of the Igbo language into written English texts by
utilizing Igbo words, proverbs, idioms, and narrative techniques, thus creating a new form of
literature that is both Igbo and English, which functions as a point of tension between the two
(Achebe 122). The combination of these languages in literature represents a cultural act of
defiance against the colonizer because the colonizer is not able to fully describe an African
experience through the use of colonial language. At the same time, by using English as the
language for writing African cultural memory, Achebe is able to communicate this memory
to a greater audience worldwide.

The proverbs that Achebe weaves throughout the narrative serve not merely as decorative
ele-ments but as structural components of the argument he is making about the sophistication
of Igbo culture (Achebe 122). Each proverb carries within it a compressed philosophy, a
distillation of collective expe-rience that testifies to the depth of thought and the complexity
of social organization that characterized pre-colonial Igbo society. When Okonkwo’s uncle
Uchendu, during the funeral ceremony, invokes the proverb about the importance of maternal
bonds, or when the village elders cite traditional wisdom dur-ing their deliberations, Achebe
demonstrates that Igbo culture possessed its own coherent and internally consistent system of
knowledge, one that was fully capable of addressing the fundamental questions of human
existence (Achebe 222). The preservation and transmission of this proverbial wisdom through
the medium of the novel thus constitutes a direct act of cultural reclamation, one that restores
to the Igbo people the intellectual heritage that colonial discourse had sought to deny them
(Achebe 122; Achebe 222).

7 Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Narrative Resistance

The foregoing analysis has sought to demonstrate that cultural memory, far from being a
passive repos-itory of the past, functions as an active resource through which colonized
peoples resist epistemic era-sure and assert the continuity of their civilizational identity. By
re-reading Achebe’s Things Fall Apart through the lens of cultural memory studies rather
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than the more familiar framework of self/other di-alectics, this article has attempted to
illuminate aspects of the novel that are sometimes obscured by the predominant critical
emphasis on identity construction through opposition to the colonial other.

Achebe’s achievement in Things Fall Apart lies not only in the quality of its narrative craft
but in its success as an act of cultural reclamation. The novel reconstructs the cultural memory
of the Igbo people with such depth and specificity that it has become, for readers around the
world, a primary source of knowledge about pre-colonial African civilization. This is a
remarkable achievement when one considers that the novel was written in the language of the
colonizer and addressed to an audience that had been conditioned by centuries of colonial
discourse to regard Africa as a continent without history or culture. By creating a narrative
that is at once deeply rooted in Igbo cultural memory and accessible to a global readership,
Achebe demonstrated that the African novel could serve as a bridge between cultures,
facilitating the kind of mutual understanding that is the necessary foundation for any genuine
postcolonial reconciliation.

The theoretical sources employed in this study, drawn from several body of scholarship that
informed the investigation of self and other in the African novel, which have proven their
versatility and depth when deployed in the service of a different analytical framework. The
insights of thinkers ranging from Madame de Staél to al-Khattabi, from Merleau-Ponty to
contemporary Arab literary critics, have provided the theoretical scaffolding necessary for a
comprehensive understanding

of how cultural memory operates as both the target of colonial suppression and the instrument
of post-colonial recovery (de Staél; Marion 28; Hamadi 18; Al-Khattabi 242). The continuity
between these theoretical traditions and the specific demands of African literary criticism
testifies to the universality of the questions at stake: the relationship between literature and
cultural identity (Al-Sharif, Articles 61; Al-Diraisi 89; Hamadi 18), the role of narrative in
the preservation and transmission of collective memory (Al-Sharif, 84; Al-Sharif,
Introduction 148-49; Haga Baka 9; Al-Sharif, Introduction 150), and the capacity of literary
production to serve as a vehicle of cultural resistance in the face of overwhelming power (Al-
Sharif, 243; Kaab).

Ultimately, the story of Okonkwo and Umuofia reminds us that cultural memory, however
vul-nerable to external assault, possesses a remarkable capacity for survival and renewal. The
oral traditions, proverbs, and communal narratives that colonialism sought to destroy have
found new life in the pages of the African novel, where they continue to educate, inspire, and
challenge new generations of readers. In this sense, Achebe’s novel is not merely a record of
cultural loss but a testament to cultural resilience, proof that the narratives of colonized
peoples can survive even the most determined efforts to silence them.
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