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Abstract 

 

 

This thesis explores the language of Chinua Achebe in Things Fall Apart (1958) and 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in Americanah (2013), revealing the implicit web of 

sociocultural themes such as power relations, ideologies, discrimination, identity, and 

resistance. The key objective is to demonstrate how literary discourse not only reflects 

historical and social reality but also takes the form of political critique, transcending the 

fractures of colonialism and the contradictions of the contemporary African diaspora. 

Norman Fairclough's Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) conducts this research, 

developed on three levels: description, to dissect the words and symbols of the texts; 

interpretation, to understand the voices that dominate and those that are silenced; and 

explanation, to situate these narratives in the complex flow of history and society. Selected 

excerpts from the novels embody this dialogue: Things Fall Apart gives voice to Igbo 

culture and its struggle against the cultural deprivation caused by colonialism, while 

Americanah probes the diasporic experience and the nuances of racial identity in the 

United States. 

The main findings show how Achebe weaves the power of Igbo oral tradition with 

proverbs to oppose imperialist ideologies and how Adichie deconstructs the concepts of 

race and belonging through intimate dialogues and deep reflections. Both texts reveal the 

potential of literature to become an instrument of resistance and transformation, capable 

of challenging dominant narratives and promoting critical reflection on social structures. 

Encompassing postcolonial studies and diasporic literature, the current research 
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emphasises the power of language in preserving cultural memories and imagining new 

perspectives for the future. 

 

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), Language, Power Relations, 

Postcolonialism, Nigerian Diaspora, Igbo Culture, Identity, Resistance. 
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Introduction 

 

 

The capacity to sink its roots into the historical memory of peoples by becoming the 

guardian and voice of ancestral traditions is what makes literature a precious instrument 

of transmission. This awareness is crucial in a cultural context such as the Nigerian one, 

where colonialism has inflicted wounds that cut across time, perpetuating the 

remembrance of a fragmented yet still tenaciously alive identity. Even the most abysmal 

scars conceal within them rare pearls that transform themselves like kaleidoscopic 

diamonds reflecting their collateral beauty. In this transformation, the possibility of 

rebirth manifests itself as a fragile balance between memory and transformation. This bud 

develops amidst the rubble of a colonial legacy that continues to wound, claiming the right 

to be looked after. In this perspective, Nigerian literature becomes much more than a 

narrative, namely a warning that invites us to listen to the visceral cry of those who have 

been marginalised at the edge of history, begging us not to look away. 

The polyhedric voice of Nigerian identity emerges as the protagonist in this thesis, 

between memory and destruction, vulnerability and resistance, and between the memory 

of trauma and the possibility of collective healing (Miraval, 2024). The literary works of 

two authors, from first-generation and third-generation Nigerian writers respectively, 

dialogue with each other, giving voice to a past that cannot be buried, like a lacerated body 

that, although stitched up, does not stop bleeding (Miraval, 2024). In this way, Chinua 

Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1958) and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's Americanah (2013) 

configure themselves as attempts at redemption on the part of the Nigerian people, forced 

to rebuild themselves under the claustrophobic weight of historical colonial violence. 
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A resilience with a poetic character traces the path of this linguistic investigation, whose 

genesis is closely linked to the desire to restore dignity to those who fought for it, paying 

the cost of the cultural eclipse. Starting with the identification of two literary works that 

when compared could reflect the evolution of Nigeria's socio-political reality from the pre-

colonial to the post-colonial period, Things Fall Apart (1958) by Chinua Achebe and 

Americanah (2013) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie were selected. On the one hand, 

Achebe's literary work is a collective yet primitive tale suspended between fable and social 

protest that overturns the values imposed by colonisation with poetic violence. On the 

other hand, Adichie's novel is a testimony to the theme of migration and diasporic hybrid 

identity, sanctioning the need to redefine socio-cultural boundaries. 

At a time when migrations continue to be narrated as crises instead of spaces of 

potential human enrichment, this study asks uncomfortable questions: what would it 

mean to really acknowledge the pain of those who have been invisibilised? How can we 

build relationships based not on assimilation, but on welcoming differences? The study of 

language used by Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in their literary works 

shows that there can be no emancipation without memory and no future without the 

courage to face our collective responsibilities (Miraval, 2024). 

Through Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) conducted by applying Norman 

Fairclough's three-level method, excerpts from the two works under examination were 

explored linguistically. The aim was to demonstrate the validity of the research hypothesis 

that argues the presence of a network of sociopolitical meanings implicit in a language 

capable of activating itself to deconstruct hierarchical structures and enshrine the 

meanings of cultural identity and belonging. The method was developed on three levels, 

investigating the textual aspect (i.e. vocabulary, metaphors, syntactic and grammatical 

structures, direct and indirect discourse) to identify recurrent linguistic symbols and 
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patterns, interpreting discursive practices to understand how language reflects power 

conflicts, and finally explaining the results based on the historical and socio-political 

context to highlight the link between literary narratives and the structures of 

contemporary reality. 

The research questions that guided the analysis concern how colonialism is 

represented and criticised through discourse in Things Fall Apart, how Americanah 

contributes to redefining the concept of race and identity in the contemporary era, and 

how the use of language in these two literary works differs in denouncing and conveying 

power dynamics. Research has responded by showing two different strategies, albeit 

sharing the same objectives. While Achebe africanises the English language, translating 

through storytelling typical expressions or proverbs and introducing untranslatable 

terms from the Igbo language, Adichie uses realist prose characterised by code-switching 

between standard English, American slang and Nigerian Pidgin, and by linguistic 

fragmentation. While Achebe struggles against cultural and linguistic imposition by 

drawing on pre-colonial realities and generational traditions of oral narrative, Adichie 

vindicates her own origins by unveiling racial prejudices and discriminatory discursive 

attitudes that reflect the colonial legacy from contemporary international perspective. 

This thesis is divided into five chapters, initially opening a glimpse into the Nigerian 

historical-literary context, to trace the roots of historical reality, generations of authors, 

and the evolution of postcolonial narrative. The second chapter outlines the linguistic 

methodology employed for the analysis, presenting the theoretical framework of Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) and its application principles, and explicating its relevance to 

the purpose of the study. The third and fourth chapters present analyses of excerpts and 

proverbs from Things Fall Apart and Americanah respectively, probing the different levels 

of textual description, discursive interpretation, and sociopolitical explanation. The fifth 
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chapter compares the results obtained from the two analyses, summarising the main 

findings that unite and differentiate Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's use 

of language, highlighting the power of language in subverting the paradigms imposed by 

colonialism and cultural homogenisation. Finally, the conclusion traces the research path 

by pointing out the validity of the research hypothesis, confirmed by the results of 

applying Norman Fairclough's method to the extracts of the two Nigerian literary works.  
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Chapter 1 

The Nigerian Historical and Literary Context 

 

 

1.1 The Colonial Legacy and its Consequences 

It is necessary to begin this section by emphasising the deep laceration that has disfigured 

the state of Nigeria since the invasion by the British colonists. The suffering entailed by 

colonialism extended and took deep root in the Indigenous culture, altering the 

established order with serious consequences both culturally, in terms of customs and 

traditions, and also within the context of more bureaucratic matters such as local politics 

and economy. The structures adopted by the settlers were imposed on the subjugated 

Nigerian peoples, who were forced to assimilate and submit to principles that were clearly 

at odds with the history of their traditions (D’Agostini, 2013: 20-21).  

It is worth mentioning that this impact has caused serious effects from a more 

internal point of view, which concerns the community order, orienting the ‘divide-and-

conquer’ strategy in the direction of different ethnicities and regional distinctions within 

the country (Amuta, 1983: 87). Reference is made to an administrative policy that 

annihilated the pre-existing cultural and political sphere, eroding mutual trust between 

the multiple tribes that make up the Nigerian community, such as the Hausa-Fulani, 

Yoruba, and Igbo (D’Agostini, 2013: 77). This contributed significantly to internal conflicts 

over the appropriation of power after independence (Falola/Heaton, 2008: 165). 

These conflicts resulted in a deep political and social crisis, marking Nigeria’s state 

after 1960 (D’Agostini, 2013: 243). The fragmentation of the national identity, originating 
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from the lack of support and solidarity between the different tribes, was reflected in the 

parallel fragmentation of the government, which was unable to guarantee its stability 

(D’Agostini, 2013: 197, 219). This instability in administrative structures constitutes a 

crucial issue in the development of local politics, as it paved the way for colonialism, 

which, by deteriorating socio-political relations, culminated in the Nigerian Civil War 

between 1967 and 1970 (Amadiume/Abdullahi, 2000: 2). This generated a field of tension 

that characterises the African postcolonial perspective. 

The Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafra War, represented a point of no 

return for Nigeria, marking the beginning of an irreversible process that tested peoples’ 

resilience and the preservation of their cultural practices and traditions. The climax of the 

tension occurred in 1967, when one of the ethnic groups present in Nigeria, the Igbo, 

declared the independence of the Republic of Biafra, thus sanctioning the secession of the 

eastern region of the country (D’Agostini, 2013: 17). This outcome was the cause of the 

violence suffered by the Igbo in the north during the massacres (D’Agostini, 2013: 18), 

reflecting the lack of political stability to protect these peoples (Falola/Heaton, 2008: 165-

166). 

This event was excruciating for Nigeria from multiple perspectives, in addition to 

the atrocious death toll that exceeded one million (D’Agostini, 2013: 16). In this sense, the 

war was a turning point for the awareness of the consequences that can be generated due 

to the exclusion of a particular socio-cultural group from government protection, 

justifying any reaction, even violent ones (Soyinka, 1972: 21). Modern biopolitics 

embraces and gives voice to the feelings of exclusion and abandonment that emerge as a 

result, constituting one of the cornerstones on which post-conflict Nigerian literature is 

built (Agamben, 1998). 
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1.2 Literature as an Instrument of Resistance 

From the beginning of its existence, literature has evolved as a medium through which to 

explore deep issues such as history and sociopolitics, delving into and dissecting the roots 

of colonialism to justify and challenge the extensions of these into postcolonialism 

(D’Agostini, 2013: 25). While colonial fiction promotes works that display a stereotypical 

and therefore distorted perspective of Africa, such as Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 

Chinua Achebe responds by downgrading this thesis (D’Agostini, 2013: 142-143). From 

his point of view as an Igbo Nigerian, Achebe challenges Western canons by publishing 

Things Fall Apart, in which he masterfully illustrates the local pre-colonial social reality, 

both from the cultural and political side (Achebe, 1958: 13). 

His contribution was fundamental to the reclaiming of historical dynamics, 

painting a reality untouched by the hierarchical power relations that developed after the 

arrival of settlers, and crucial within the linguistic context to affirm and demonstrate the 

transformative power of language (O’Reilly, 2001: 34; Alam, 2014: 105). The Nigerian 

contamination of the English employed by Achebe, rich in proverbs and rhetoric typical of 

the Igbo language, narrates an African world that could have been seen and understood 

by the contemporary global community from that point on (Adesanmi/Dunton, 2005: 15). 

This consideration reflects and motivates the role of Achebe’s work as an instrument of 

the resilience of Nigerian values and traditions against the oppressive imposition of 

Western narratives. 

 

1.3 From War to Globalism: The Evolution of Nigerian Narrative 

After the war ended, Nigerian literary studies were further developed and deepened, both 

from the point of view of the actual outcomes of the intervening dynamics in Nigeria and 
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by investigating the colonial legacy from a broader perspective, that is, globally. In these 

terms, we speak of diaspora, racism, and cultural identity (D’Agostini, 2013: 98, 139). 

Within the global Nigerian literary landscape, the author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is 

the spokesperson for these issues. In her work Americanah (2013), these sociopolitical 

issues converge in an in-depth exploration of the Nigerian diasporic experience in the 

United States (Reuter, 2015: 1). Adichie probes the challenges and sufferings Nigerians 

must go through outside their homeland, suggesting a reflection on the concepts of 

‘belonging’ and ‘cultural hybridity’ that shape contemporaneity (Adichie, 2013: 78). The 

linguistic function of Americanah is crucial here, as it highlights the racial prejudices and 

discriminatory practices that are often mostly unconsciously nurtured against those who 

are considered different and therefore ‘other’ (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is part of the ‘third generation’ of Nigerian authors who 

pursue the post-colonial legacy from a contemporary international perspective (Hewett, 

2005). It is worth mentioning that the latter is based on a transnational spectrum, but it 

holds firmly to its original roots to contaminate and be contaminated (Garuba, 2003: 51). 

 

1.4 The Three Generations of Nigerian Literature 

1.4.1 First-Generation: The Genesis of Postcolonial Discourse 

From a few years before independence, Nigerian fiction began to be marked by 

generations of writers now amounting to three. The first generation is represented by 

authors such as Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Flora Nwapa, and Cyprian Ekwensi 

(D’Agostini, 2013: 7). As Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) demonstrates, the 

literary and ideological focus of this first generation of Nigerian writers is on a local 

representation that predates colonial imposition – when it was the internal tensions of 

Indigenous peoples that made society dynamic – to shed light on its posthumous actual 
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impact. Such writers incorporate into their works a layering of meanings that reflect a 

complex but extremely rich and colourful local reality (D’Agostini, 2013: 31). This 

perspective, therefore, challenges Western stereotypes that portray Africa as an 

uncivilised and uncultured place (Conrad, 1899). The protagonist of Achebe’s novel 

(1958), Okonkwo, embodies the tragedy perceived by first-generation authors regarding 

the political transition, showing the devastating consequences of colonialism to the 

detriment of the Igbo people, who are forced to go along with the eclipse of their culture 

to resist (D’Agostini, 2013: 5-6). 

 However, language is a crucial feature of this narrative phase, which, as the 

aforementioned thematic objectives demonstrate, takes on a socio-political significance 

(Emodi, 2022: 290). The desire to give voice to their own tradition is such a priority that 

they accept it to be conveyed by a different language to rise to a position of global 

knowledge (Achebe, 1965: 29). The narrative of these writers thus shows the adoption of 

the English language, steeped, however, in proverbs, rhetoric, and metaphors typical of 

the Igbo language, generating unique and evocative linguistic hybridity (Alam, 2014: 103). 

This linguistic strategy can also be seen, from another point of view, as an attempt to 

manipulate the language of the settlers to communicate Indigenous culture in a way that 

can be understood by anyone to be preserved (Adesanmi/Dunton, 2005: 14). The need to 

be seen and understood implies an orientation of this generation’s writing towards 

themes that include cultural identity, resilience and historical memory of their traditions 

and language (D’Agostini, 2013: 25). These characteristics make Nigerian narrative a point 

of convergence of tradition and modernity, weaving a valuable link between the pre-

colonial past and postcolonial present (Emodi, 2022: 295). 
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1.4.2 Second-Generation: The Decline of Illusion after Independence 

The deep internal conflicts that hindered the stability of the Nigerian government 

between the 1970s and 1980s challenged the political optimism of second-generation 

writers, who gradually moved towards an increasingly disillusioned style, reflecting 

historical reality (Adesanmi/Dunton, 2005: 14). These include Buchi Emecheta, Festus 

Iyayi, Femi Osofisan, and Niyi Osundare (D’Agostini, 2013: 7). At this stage, the implicitly 

hopeful scenario that characterised the first generation of Nigerian writers gives way to 

the bitterness caused by political failure (D’Agostini, 2013: 25). The narrative of such 

writers thus assimilates social, economic and gender inequalities, showing the hypocrisy 

and corruption that populates the society of this historical period (D’Agostini, 2013: 133-

134). Buchi Emecheta’s narrative work The Joys of Motherhood (1979) embodies this new 

perspective conditioned by national oppression, arguing the role of women within a 

society that now promotes a rigid patriarchal mindset (D’Agostini, 2013: 78). 

 The Biafra War traumatised the memory of the people involved, fragmenting any 

illusions of rebirth and reflected in a narrative developed around the themes of socio-

cultural devastation, gender struggle, and denunciation of the authoritarian power that 

led to failure (D’Agostini, 2013: 47). The writers of the second generation see so much 

sacrifice breaking down into a thousand pieces, giving way to deep pessimism and 

deciding, consequently, to adopt social realism as a narrative style to directly reflect the 

collective trauma and disappointment of individuals caused by the collapse of the post-

independence national reconstruction project (Garuba, 2005: 51). 
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1.4.3 Third-Generation: Transnationalism and Global Modernity 

The third and most recent generation includes contemporary Nigerian writers who since 

the 1990s have begun to expand their poetics, embracing an international point of view 

and articulating the themes inherent in their use of language. The original roots thus 

branch out globally in the works of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Chris Abani, Helon Habila, 

Uzodinma Iweala, Chika Unigwe, and Sefi Atta (D’Agostini, 2013: 6). The wreckage of the 

Civil War also inevitably influences the current socio-political and cultural reality in 

Nigeria, where an attempt is made to retrace the fragments of memory to clarify historical 

dynamics altered from a Western point of view, as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s literary 

work Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) demonstrates (D’Agostini, 2013: 43). The same author 

raises the contemporary diasporic experience as a representative theme of narrative in 

this phase, showing the colonial legacy in terms of racism, discriminatory behaviour and 

socio-cultural hierarchies (D’Agostini, 2013: 255). The protagonist of the novel 

Americanah (2013) departs from typical migration narratives, showing this process from 

the perspective of a Nigerian woman abroad who suffers the guilt of being African due to 

Western stereotyping. In this context, key concepts such as African cultural belonging and 

rejection of assimilation or conformity to Western standards also emerge, suggesting a 

crucial reflection on the meaning of diasporic cultural identity (Strehle, 2011). 

 Unlike previous generations, this new narrative dimension investigates the 

influence of diaspora on the construction of hybrid identities, bringing out the female 

subject as the protagonist of postcolonial narratives, who challenges the patriarchal 

conception now claimed (Garuba, 2005: 53). The protagonist of Americanah, Ifemelu, is 

an example of an identity that attempts to reconcile the American experience with her 

Nigerian origins, reconsidering the hierarchical racial stereotypes that had led her to try 

to conform to their standards (Adichie, 2013). It is worth mentioning that these women 
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are not only given the role of scapegoats, showing the sacrifices necessary for socio-

cultural adaptation, but they are also capable of overturning their condition and opposing 

hierarchical authoritarian imposition (Garuba, 2005: 53). 

Therefore, the themes promoted by this generation affirm the relevance of 

diasporic identity, the prejudices against African immigrants in the West, the resulting 

power relations and global sociocultural hierarchies, the feminist voice but especially of 

those who resist and oppose, in an attempt to preserve historical cultural memory 

(Vuletic, 2018: 136). The duality of the national/international narrative character is also 

the distinguishing element of a universal approach to locally rooted issues (D’Agostini, 

2013: 7). 

The three generations of Nigerian writers show through different narrative styles 

and themes the dynamics that have shaped and irrevocably changed Nigeria over time. 

Although this narrative overview traces a path from the desire to resist post-colonial 

sociopolitical change to broader and more topical considerations regarding the global 

implications of these changes, elements of continuity persist in the different poetics of the 

authors involved. The collective memory marked by the trauma of colonialism and the 

Biafra War, together with a visceral denunciation of authoritarian power relations that 

generate sociocultural discrepancy, are the threads that weave a web steeped in stifled 

cries and marginalised cultures. The third generation restores this colonial legacy 

according to a contemporary point of view that extends within a global dimension, giving 

body and voice to the first-generation authors’ goals of revealing the richness and 

complexity of their local culture to the world. 
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

 

 

The need to investigate discourse from a critical point of view implies the idea that its 

superficial aspect subtends a deeper nature, concealing levels of meaning that reflect and 

influence social dynamics. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a linguistic research 

methodology that develops from this premise, falling within the dimension of critical 

theory, defined as “a research perspective, which has a critical attitude towards society” 

(Langer, 1998: 3). Specifically, it refers to “any theory concerned with critique of ideology 

and the effects of domination” (Fairclough, 1995: 20). This critical perspective thus sets 

the stage for understanding how a powerful tool such as language is not just a neutral 

means of communication but can exert a certain kind of influence as a vehicle of 

ideologies, from the construction of power relations to the modulation of social 

perceptions. The production of language, depending on how it is directed, can have more 

or less of an impact on what it defines, shaping the concept it is intended to convey and 

consequently also its reception by society. 

One of the aims of Critical Discourse Analysis, henceforth CDA, is precisely to 

increase awareness of how language can be used to exercise power, which in the context 

of this thesis is understood as the control or domination of people. This methodology 

makes explicit the socio-political significance inherent in everyday language, 

demonstrating its capacity to subordinate social, ethnic, or cultural groups. Thus, CDA 

does not limit itself to mere description, but analyses and explains how discourse manages 

to shape and orient power relations within society (Fairclough, 1995). Power can be 
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exercised through the different forms it takes, from physical force to the deprivation of 

resources such as work, home, and people’s lives. Consequently, it is important to 

differentiate between power employed through coercion and power obtained through the 

creation of consent or acquiescence (Fairclough, 1898: 3). 

From a theoretical point of view, CDA constitutes a meeting point between 

linguistics, sociology, and cultural studies. It finds its origin in the coining of the concept 

‘critical linguistics’, developed by a group of linguistic researchers at the University of East 

Anglia in the 1970s, and later deepened in the UK and Australia as a response to the 

dominant and often ‘asocial’ or ‘uncritical’ paradigms of the 1960s and 1970s (Fowler et 

al., 1979; Mey, 1985). Founded on British linguist Michael Halliday’s Systemic Functional 

Linguistics (SFL), the model developed by these scholars highlighted the crucial role of 

context in the analysis of language production and evolution (Ahmadvand, 2009: 2).  

Building on this theoretical foundation, over the following decade, the context for 

establishing and adopting CDA was further emphasised and deepened through numerous 

investigations conducted by experts in the field, including Norman Fairclough (1989; 

1992; 1995), Teun Adrianus van Dijk (1993; 2006) and Ruth Wodak (2001a; 2001b). 

Further studies have explored the interaction between discourse, power, and ideology.  In 

particular, the contribution of Norman Fairclough, British sociologist and Professor of 

Linguistics, had a major impact, recognising the ability of CDA to legitimise or refute social 

inequalities. In addition, Teun Adrianus van Dijck and Ruth Wodak explored discourse 

analysis in the media, political, and inter-ethnic spheres in depth, extending the field of 

use of this linguistic tool. 
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2.1 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA): Principles and Application 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the theoretical context of language studies offered a variety of 

perspectives that contributed to the formation of today’s CDA. The theories of the time 

were oriented towards investigating the formal and pragmatic aspect of language, 

conceiving the latter as a neutral entity (Fairclough, 1898: 4). This implies that the socio-

cultural context and the power and ideological dynamics that CDA now aims to investigate 

and unveil were not considered. From this perspective, the results that emerged from the 

studies of that period were not sufficient to enable the complexities of linguistic 

interactions in society to be truly and effectively probed. Consequently, it was not possible 

to understand how discourse reflects, but more importantly, contributes to shaping social 

reality. Critical Language Study (CLS) developed from the need to eclipse the neutral 

nature of language to reveal its role in legitimising social inequalities and institutional 

power (Fairclough, 1898: 7). This purpose gives rise to the critical approach, as CLS 

attributes to language the ability to promote or refute ideologies that, in turn, condition 

social perception. In this perspective, language takes on the definition of a social and 

political instrument, demonstrating how linguistic structures that regulate content act as 

containers of meanings and values that can justify forms of power such as control and 

manipulation (Fairclough, 1898: 8). For this reason, CLS has extended the scope of critical 

language analysis to include a focus that encompasses not only the textual aspect but also 

the entire discursive context, including the social dimension.  

  The various linguistic theories explored by CLS deemed insufficient to achieve the 

goal, specifically include linguistics, sociolinguistics, pragmatics, cognitive psychology and 

artificial intelligence, conversation and discourse analysis, and social theory. Each of these 

disciplines converges in the CLS to make an overall contribution, so that research can 

proceed according to a horizontal development in which each linguistic area represents 
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an added value and not a subordinate position to traditional linguistics (Fairclough, 1898: 

11). The latter represents a static system within which grammatical structures such as 

phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics are considered in an abstract manner, 

defined as ‘langue’, thus not investigating the real roots underlying the way language is 

used, i.e., the discursive practices defined ‘words’ (Fairclough, 1898: 5). Therefore, the 

exclusion of the socio-historical context makes it unsocial, incomplete, and ineffective in 

showing the influence of ideological and power relations on language (Fairclough, 1898: 

6). The sociolinguistic approach observes how language changes depending on social 

factors such as social class, context, interlocutor relations, describing empirical linguistic 

events without explaining and justifying the reasons for these variabilities (Fairclough, 

1898: 6-7). The limitation of this discipline lies in the risk of implicitly legitimising 

observed social inequalities. On the other hand, pragmatics is concerned with 

investigating language as a form of action, albeit with an individualistic approach. Indeed, 

it considers linguistic acts as products of personal choices, disregarding the impact of 

social conventions. Thus, by idealising interaction on a plane of cooperation between 

equal individuals, pragmatics neglects inequalities (Fairclough, 1898: 7-8).  

Two approaches that examine language comprehension processes without 

considering their social origin are cognitive psychology and artificial intelligence. 

Ideologies and power relations often do not manifest themselves in everyday interactions; 

thus, the limitation of these disciplines lies in minimising the role of language as a vehicle 

of power and ideology (Fairclough, 1898: 8-9). Conversation and discourse analysis also 

explore discourse as social practice, but exclusively on the level of microstructures, 

without contextualising them within a macro-social context of power (Fairclough, 1898: 

9-10). The eclipse of hierarchies and power dynamics within peer conversations also 

persists, which does not allow for an effective study with real outcomes. Finally, social 
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theory sees some recent studies on the role of language in power and ideology remaining 

in the theoretical sphere, without producing effective discourse exploration tools. These 

are the studies of Michel Foucault and Ju rgen Habermas. Foucault considers language to 

be both a means of communication and a means of constructing and sustaining power 

structures today; while Habermas ‘theory of communicative action’ highlights the 

manipulative role of power inequalities, while emphasising how much the preconditions 

for communication-free of these limits exist in it (Fairclough, 1898: 10). 

As previously mentioned, Critical Discourse Analysis aims to reveal the power 

relations inherent in everyday linguistic practices. However, to better understand how 

language acts as an instrument of power in social relations, it is necessary to delve into 

some of the methodological principles of CDA and its connection to society by exploring 

the dynamics between discourse, ideology, and power. 

 

By critical discourse analysis, I mean discourse analysis that aims to systematically 

explore often opaque relationships of causality and determination between (a) 

discursive practices, events, and texts, and (b) wider social and cultural structures, 

relations, and processes; to investigate how such practices, events, and texts arise 

out of and are ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over power; 

and to explore how the opacity of these relationships between discourse and 

society is itself a factor securing power and hegemony. (Fairclough, 1995: 132-133) 

 

From this definition, it is possible to define CDA as a multidisciplinary approach to the 

study of text, whose foundation lies in the interpretation of language as discourse and 

social practice (Fairclough, 1989: 20). As such, it can generate inherent power relations 

that show and make possible a connection between the content of discourse and its 
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context. This is because CDA considers language an integral part of society, whereby 

linguistic phenomena are also social phenomena and vice versa, causing and suffering 

social outcomes (Fairclough, 1989: 23). 

The scope of this linguistic tool is not limited to the approach to the text as an 

isolated entity but also extends its analysis to discursive practice and discursive events 

understood as examples of sociocultural practice. CDA investigates how language 

articulates itself to fulfil its social role (Fairclough, 1995: 2, 10). Therefore, it expands its 

perspective to both description and interpretation of the text, exploring and highlighting 

the presence of different meanings embedded in the narrative. Since it is based on pre-

existing knowledge, interpretation becomes synonymous with hypothesis. Thanks to this 

assumption and the power relations that CDA examines, it is possible to identify so-called 

ideologies. The latter are part of language as it is the emblem of social action and a source 

of reference for common feelings (Fairclough, 1995: 25).  

A crucial aspect is the ‘critical’ nature of this approach, which lies in its function as 

a bridge between the notions of language, power, and ideology, a common thread in the 

various approaches to CDA that have developed over time. In this regard, Fairclough 

(1989: 5) points out that this approach looks at social interactions by considering both 

the relevant linguistic elements and the implicit and hidden features, demonstrating how 

the latter impact the social network. Moreover, one of the fundamental principles 

highlighted by CDA is social power, i.e., the ability of dominant groups to exert control over 

the actions and minds of other groups considered subordinate (Van Dijck, 2005: 355). This 

control can be exercised through the exploitation of privileged resources such as money, 

fame, knowledge, and information, and manifested through coercion, persuasion, 

economics, or hegemony. The latter can be found in laws and norms that regulate social 

consensus, such as sexism and racism (Gramsci, 1971). CDA is often adopted for analysing 
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public discourses concerning politics, media, and science, to highlight how those who 

conduct this discourse can condition and manipulate the minds and, indirectly, the actions 

of others, contributing to the social divide. The main issues investigated by the CDA are 

therefore twofold: how dominant groups manage to exercise control through public 

discourse, and the impact of this discourse on the minds and reactions of subordinate 

groups, which, as an outcome, experience social inequalities (Van Dijck, 2005: 355). 

The control exercised through public discourse is a form of power as it gives 

dominant institutions the possibility of being able to condition others (Van Dijck, 1995). 

Commonly, control by people is activated in everyday conversations or passively in the 

media; however, specific types of public discourse are conducted, for example, by 

professors, journalists, or politicians who are members of institutions that hold social 

power. CDA is concerned with exploring how these groups manage the context and 

structure of discourses, and thus influence the spokespersons, themes, and modes of 

communication (Van Dijck, 2005: 356). Context includes time, place, participants, and the 

mental representations of these, such as opinions, knowledge, and ideologies, and 

conditions the understanding and production of discourse (Duranti/Goodwin, 1992; Van 

Dijk, 1998b). Defining these different factors of the communicative situation controls the 

context. Furthermore, the discourse structure considers permissible speech genres and 

speech acts, drawing a line between what is possible and what is considered abuse. For 

instance, in the former case, a judge may demand a confession from a suspect; in the latter, 

there should be no gender discrimination within an editorial office dealing with 

economics (Van Zoonen, 1994). Finally, discursive power can also extend into the realm of 

gender and terminology, limiting the expression of subordinate groups, as in the case of 

colonised peoples or ‘silenced’ women (Houston/Kramarae, 1991). 
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It is worth mentioning that in addition to discursive control, domination over the mind 

also exists in CDA. This form of power transcends the acquisition of beliefs or ideologies 

through communication, implying other dynamics of subjugation. Based on the 

assumption that people consider information learnt from those deemed authoritative to 

be reliable, there is a tendency to re-present acquisition models that reflect notions as 

they were transmitted by the relevant institutional bodies (Nesler et al., 1993). This 

consideration denotes a robotic dynamic of acquisition and repetition, without the 

transmitted content being questioned, but taken for granted as valid. The rationale 

considers that conditions may exist whereby the recipients cannot encounter different 

overviews to refute the learned information with others (Van Dijck, 2005: 357).  

Two factors must be considered when speaking of mind control: contextual and 

discursive conditions. Firstly, one considers the overall communicative situation within 

which text comprehension takes place, which affects the dominant groups' perception of 

the situation, and thus modifies it (Martin Rojo/Van Dijk, 1997). Moreover, CDA also 

investigates how discourse structures condition mental representations (Van Dijck, 2005: 

358). For instance, one can understand preferred mental models by investigating the way 

themes are presented within a discourse, which defines which information leaks out more 

than others (Duin et al., 1988/Van Dijk, 1991). Implicitly manifesting social opinions is a 

persuasive strategy that invites one to delve deeper into the discourse, the context of 

which is made difficult to understand (Wodak/Van Dijk, 2000). This dynamic constitutes 

an example of manipulation, where opposition is made improbable due to the ambiguity 

of the context within which the information is provided. In this way, dominant groups 

exert power over the minds of subjects. Despite this, it is impossible to predict how 

discursive structures can impact individuals. Therefore, even this form of control has its 

limits (Van Dijck, 2005: 358). 
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For all these reasons, CDA intends to explore in detail the relationship between discourse, 

power, and social inequality, to explain how discourse affects the production and 

reproduction of power structures (Van Dijck, 2005: 358). To achieve its goal, CDA mainly 

explores five fields: gender inequality, media discourse, political discourse, the sphere that 

includes studies on the reasons for ethnocentrism, anti-Semitism, nationalism, and 

racism, and finally, it explores professional and institutional power. The first field explores 

research on language from a feminist perspective, showing the social discrepancies that 

have led to the consolidation of the belief in patriarchy-bound dominance, fuelling a divide 

that can be extended to any field (Van Dijck, 2005: 359).  

The importance of the media in the dissemination of content is another relevant 

aspect of the CDA, which highlights the criticism of racial, political, and gender discourses. 

Political, economic, and cultural circumstances can influence and distort the information 

disseminated, as studies by Stuart Hall (1980) and the Glasgow University Media Group 

(1976; 1980; 1982; 1985; 1993) show. As mentioned above, in terms of the legitimisation 

of power, the analysis of political discourse is indispensable, which demonstrates the 

exercise of domination through a language rich in metaphors and conceptual frames that 

subtend layers of meanings that only superficially cannot be grasped by the reader (Van 

Dijck, 2005: 360).  

Thus, the CDA intends to demonstrate how there is a tendency to normalise and 

nurture stereotypes and prejudices through discourse and discriminatory 

representations towards what is considered different in everyday interactions and the 

media. This is why the thematic focus is oriented in the field of ethnocentrism, anti-

Semitism, nationalism, and racism (Van Dick, 2005: 361). Finally, this linguistic 

methodology plays an important role in showing how institutional public language fuels 

power dynamics. This dynamic, fostered by the courts, healthcare, education, and 
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business, results in different levels of subordination, which translate into considerable 

differences within society, between citizens and consumers (Van Dijck, 2005: 363). 

In conclusion, CDA not only explores and investigates structures but also 

challenges and critically analyses the power dynamics it hopes to transform by seeking to 

raise awareness of these through an explication of linguistic and social processes. The goal 

is thus emancipation and social change. Despite the empirical studies cited throughout 

this chapter, some theoretical and methodological gaps persist. The models developed by 

scholars in the field, such as Norman Fairclough, Teun Adrianus Van Dijck, and Ruth 

Wodak, aim to fill these gaps by integrating the cognitive dimension, which considers 

discourse within its context and multidisciplinary theories in which linguistics, sociology, 

and political science converge. The models proposed in the following subchapters aim to 

demonstrate the continuity of CDA research to achieve these goals. 

 

2.2 Norman Fairclough's Model: Three Levels of Analysis 

Fairclough's model of CDA shares the foundations promoted by the group of theorists from 

the University of East Anglia and Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996), based on Michael 

Halliday's systemic-functional grammar. Namely, it states that there is a reciprocal 

influence between language and the sphere that includes social identity, knowledge 

systems, and beliefs (Ahmadvand, 2009: 4). For this reason, the connotation within which 

he places the development of his approach is called Critical Language Study (CLS) 

(Fairclough, 1989). This method envisages two objectives: the first, which is theoretical, 

concerns the desire to overcome ignorance regarding the relevant capacity of language to 

shape social power relations. The second objective, with a practical implication, aims to 

raise awareness of how language can involve the exercise of power resulting in the 

subordination of groups of people. Fairclough believes that this awareness is 
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indispensable to the achievement of emancipation, as individuals are unaware of the 

social impact of the use of speech (Ahmadvand, 2009: 4). In line with this last aim, in his 

article “Discourse and text: linguistic and intertextual analysis within discourse analysis” 

(1992), Fairclough encourages discourse analysts to deepen their textual analysis by also 

considering the structure within which the content is presented.  

According to the author, this strategy would improve the effectiveness and depth 

of discourse analysis from a social and cultural perspective. Fairclough provides two tools 

to apply this methodology: linguistic textual analysis and intertextual analysis (Fairclough, 

1995: 185). Both are complementary modes that demonstrate how a more precise focus 

on text analysis can produce real and considerable outcomes for research in the field. 

Therefore, through his method, Fairclough suggests integrating textual analysis into the 

social sciences, appealing to deconstruct the stereotypical and established belief that 

these tools are overly technical and complex. Furthermore, the British linguist points out 

that CDA is not confined to academic research, but denotes broader social objectives, to 

support those who suffer forms of linguistic-discursive domination and exploitation 

(Fairclough, 1995: 186). Thus, CDA fosters and contributes to the dissemination of a 

critical awareness of language. This issue is particularly relevant in educational contexts 

and social institutions, such as schools, medical and legal contexts. Indeed, CDA 

emphasises the importance of language as a factor of social domination, promoting a 

critical consciousness that fosters emancipation and social equality (Fairclough, 1995: 

186). 

To achieve these goals, the British sociologist considers it essential to regard 

discourse with the situation within which it is conducted, i.e., its context, be it social or 

cultural. As previously mentioned, in Fairclough's model, language is conceived as a social 

practice, as a social process, and as a socially conditioned process (Fairclough, 1989: 22). 
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Consequently, all linguistic phenomena have a social nature (Fairclough, 1989: 23). In the 

first case, it is a social practice in that language is part of society. The second case considers 

language as a social process and is connected to the conception of text as a product, 

whether oral or written. The term ‘discourse’ refers to the process of social interaction, of 

which text is only a part, as text, interaction, and social context are three distinct elements 

in discourse (Ahmadvand, 2009: 4). Consequently, discourse analysis includes text 

analysis. 

 Figure 1 schematically shows the distinction between the three levels of discourse 

analysis proposed by Fairclough: the text at the centre is the outcome of social interaction, 

which, in turn, is influenced by the context within which it develops and by which it is 

influenced. In other words, discourse includes text production, cognitive processes, and 

the social dynamics that influence and are influenced by reciprocal contact. 

 

 

Figure 1. Discourse as text, interaction, and context (Fairclough, 1989: 25) 

 

In contrast to the distinction within discourse [Figure 1], Fairclough's model proposes 

three levels of analysis: description, interpretation, and explanation (Fairclough, 1989: 
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26-27). Each level explores a different approach to analysis, which is oriented according 

to the focus. 

• Description: the first level of analysis requires a mere description of the text, 

sticking to a formal approach to identify features. 

• Interpretation: the second level probes a deeper step, involving the interpretation 

of the text as a product of the interaction process. This stage considers the cognitive 

process that is triggered in the participants when they interact. 

• Explanation: finally, the third level investigates the relationship between 

interaction and context, and thus the actual social impact of this relationship, to 

show how the social process affects social structures and vice versa. 

The three levels of analysis of Fairclough's model constitute a fundamental guide for 

analysing discourse in its social and ideological context. Thanks to this framework, it is 

possible to understand the function of language as an instrument of control and 

emancipation. 

To prove the efficiency of his method, Fairclough conducts a new analysis of some 

twenty articles already published in the first printings of Teun van Dijck's journal, 

Discourse & Society, revealing how much more could have been explored with a more 

adequate analysis (Fairclough, 1995: 187-191). In the same vein, in his 2005 work, Critical 

Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language, the author analyses essays by authors 

such as Sue Fisher (2001), Michael Billig (1990), and John Downing (1990), 

demonstrating the usefulness of his method for shedding light on discursive dynamics and 

sociopolitical messages underlying language (Fairclough, 2005: 190-197).  

In Fisher's (2001) case, two medical interviews conducted by two different 

subjects, namely a doctor and a nurse, respectively, are questioned. The comparison 
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denotes a different handling of the interaction with the interviewed patient, as Fairclough 

argues that the interview conducted by the nurse was geared towards an empathic and 

emotionally supportive approach towards the interviewee. Thus, the method of analysis 

suggests a convergence of medical interviewing and counselling, which could be identified 

through intertextual analysis (Fairclough, 1995: 190-196). In the second case, Fairclough 

examines Billig's (1990) analysis of a memorial album of the British royal family and a 

collection of cards from 1935. Observing the outcomes of this comparison, Fairclough uses 

intertextuality to assert the presence of an interweaving of public language and informal 

private discourse, which reveals a more familiar nature of the narrated historical figures 

(Fairclough, 1995: 193-194). Finally, Downing (1990) examines cultural ‘scripts’1 to show 

the impact of political memory on events in South Africa from the perspective of the 

American media.  

Fairclough takes up this analysis and highlights the implicit theme of African 

barbarism present in the collective memory, which he evokes through terms such as, for 

example, ‘killer riot’, inherently blaming the protesters (Fairclough, 1995: 195). The 

author also denotes the presence of passive structures and circumspect adjectives, such 

as ‘frightened’, which reduces the responsibility of the South African regime, confining it 

to a dimension of apparent impartiality (Fairclough, 1995: 196). So, through these 

examples, Fairclough reiterates how effective intertextual analysis can be in helping to 

bridge the gap between discourse/text and context. 

 

 
1 The script is the representation of events organised in spatial-temporal and causal terms and is based on 

actual experience through an orderly succession of coherent actions in a particular context aimed at 

realising a purpose, whether individual or socio-cultural (Schank/Abelson, 1977; Nelson, 1985-86; 

Anolli/Ciceri, 1995; Ciceri, 2001). 
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2.2.1 Ideology, Language and Power: Relations between Text and Social Context 

Norman Fairclough's training was consolidated in sociolinguistics, an area in which his 

Critical Language Study (CLS) approach has its roots. Fairclough sustains the relevant 

conviction that the study of language in its social context is essential for reasoning about 

the relationship between language and power. In this regard, in his book Language and 

Power (1989), he describes the example of the difference between standard and non-

standard dialects, where the former, as such, is dominant. This creates a subordination 

between language groups. The same consideration can be found in everyday dialogues, 

where power is exercised by the person conducting the discourse, an aspect highlighted 

by several sociological studies (Ahmadvand, 2009: 4).  

Despite this evidence, while describing the distribution of power in terms of 

sociolinguistic conventions, existing studies on the subject do not explain how these 

conventions are constructed and transformed. Therefore, Fairclough's approach is aimed 

not only at describing these conventions but also at finding a justification for their ability 

to originate and evolve using power relations and the struggles that ensue as a result 

(Fairclough, 1989: 1-2). This orientation emphasises common-sense assumptions in 

everyday discussions, of which the participants are unaware. These assumptions define 

ideologies, which are closely connected to power. They emerge from social conventions, 

the nature of which is made explicit in the type of power relations they promote 

(Fairclough, 1989: 2).  

In practice, an example of these dynamics can be observed in political discourses 

concerning immigration. In these contexts, occupation by non-dominant groups is 

described as ‘invasion’ by those in local power, giving the term a meaning of danger or 

threat. In this case, the common sense lies in the perception of the meaning of the term, 

which is commonly associated with imminent danger, confirming the belief that migrants 
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represent a threat to public order. Consequently, the need to protect oneself through 

control policies is instinctive. This example shows how language is a useful tool for 

mediating power relations between dominant local groups and alien migrant groups, 

reaffirming an ideology that fuels inequality (Fairclough. 1995). 

“Ideologies are closely linked to language because using language is the 

commonest form of social behaviour and the form of social behaviour where we rely most 

on ‘common sense’ assumptions” (Fairclough, 1989: 2). The meaning of common-sense 

which Fairclough refers was introduced by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci. According 

to the latter, common sense is “a form of practical activity in which a philosophy is 

contained as an implicit theoretical premiss and a conception of the world that is 

implicitly manifest in art, in law, in economic activity and all manifestations of individuals 

and collective life” (Gramsci, 1971, cited in Fairclough, 1989: 84). Fairclough (1989: 3) 

attributes an ideological character to this concept, in that it is often not used with due 

weight but superficially, shifted into the background and exploited to nurture power 

relations that are anything but equal. In Fairclough's model, the Gramscian concept of 

common sense is thus elaborated and developed to show that language assimilates 

ideological assumptions without processing them critically. The objective of CDA, in this 

case, lies precisely in questioning these assumptions, identifying them, interpreting them, 

and finally explaining them concerning the context within which they are generated. Thus, 

common sense acts as a deterrent to the legitimisation of power, due to the passive 

acceptance of linguistic conventions. 

A further crucial aspect concerning power is evident in the difference in its 

consideration by Norman Fairclough and Michel Foucault. Foucault gives power a 

widespread and pervasive connotation in society, refuting the idea that it is concentrated 

in the hands of elite groups. On the other hand, Fairclough scales down this concept 
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according to a more traditional view, asserting that power is the domain of specific social 

groups and therefore unequal and inherently non-symmetrical (Fairclough, 1995: 17). 

Fairclough's research, oriented towards understanding how language is used to 

create power relations that imply socio-cultural subordination, provides tools to 

understand how language manages to justify these unequal dynamics. In this way, the 

power of language to condition conventions and prejudices on the part of individuals 

becomes clear. Hacker (1991) demonstrates this by analysing the dynamics that occur 

when individuals come into contact with the media. Hacker's analysis aims to study the 

behaviour of these individuals to understand how they can transpose certain ideologies 

from the communication of certain news. Therefore, he observes how they dissect the 

content conveyed by the news to make their own interpretation, trying to study what 

necessitates the construction of prejudice by deconstructing the real content conveyed.  

Given this premise, it is possible to assume that the results of Hacker's (1991) 

observation demonstrate a distortion in the information acquisition process. This 

distortion is conditioned by linguistic conventions established in the socio-cultural sphere 

over time, which now interfere with the processing of personal critical thinking, separated 

from established orders. When the individuals selected for Hacker's experiment were 

asked why they perceived a given bias, elements of language dysfluency and incomplete 

responses were highlighted, confirming Hacker's research hypothesis that supported 

linguistic conventions underlying a real lack of listening and understanding. The 

individuals' difficulty in justifying why they perceived the presence of an underlying 

ideology in media communication demonstrates that communication is crucial to the 

process of assimilating the information provided and the messages to be conveyed 

(Fairclough, 1995: 197-199).  



32 
 

In light of this study, Fairclough believes that intertextual analysis is essential to consider 

the variables that influence the perception of a given piece of information by altering it. It 

is crucial to understand how this information is provided by the media and subsequently 

transformed to be adapted to different contexts, from work to family contexts. The 

capacity to draw on the socio-cultural dimension during the process of interpreting 

information denotes flexibility towards wider discursive practices (Hacker et al., 1991). 

Hacker's (1991) study provides examples to explain this assumption. Among the multiple 

individuals who took part in the observation experiment, a woman named Beth shows her 

definition of media ‘bias’ (Fairclough, 1995: 198-199), illustrating discursive dynamics 

concerning the relationship between an employee and her boss. The impact of media 

reports on companies varies according to the type of relationship between employees and 

employers and is therefore not unique but can be interpreted according to one's own 

experience. The idea that social conventions alter the information communicated by the 

media is confirmed in Hacker et al. (1991) by another individual involved in the project, 

who recognises the need to deconstruct these social narratives to develop one's critical 

thinking and opinion (Fairclough, 1995: 198-199). 

A further case that confirms this reasoning is the study by Liebes and Ribak (1991). 

The latter examines the impact of personal experience on the reception of information 

transmitted by the media, drawing on the experiences of many Israeli families with 

political opinions that disagree with each other. This demonstrates the extent to which 

each individual is permeable to certain perceptions more than others depending on their 

propensity to lean towards a more familiar point of view determined by multiple 

experiential variables. Therefore, these shape the biases in social discourses, acting as a 

filter for the information that is acquired (Fairclough, 1995: 200). In summary, Fairclough 

argues that intertextual analysis helps to unravel the discursive practices underlying the 
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way media communications are received and thus justifies the different social 

interpretations that make it an articulated and dynamic process. 

In this regard, it is possible to open a glimpse into issues of a political, moral or 

technical nature, such as the possibility offered by intertextual analysis to identify 

discursive strategies in public discourse. An example is the nuclear debate analysed by 

Fairclough (1995: 202-204). The analysis conducted on a collection of pastoral letters 

written by bishops and some texts of political rhetoric revealed a mixture of elements of 

military strategic language and theological discourse, which resulted in a reclassification 

of nuclear deterrence as morally sinful (Fairclough, 1995: 203). This strategy aims to be 

able to have such an impact on public opinion that it succeeds in shaping and 

consolidating moral positions. The hybrid discursive convergence found by this analysis 

actually turns out to suit a broader and more heterogeneous audience.  

Similarly, Fairclough (1995: 204) notes that elements from everyday language, i.e. 

metaphors and populist rhetoric, are present in the discourses related to the nuclear 

freeze proposal. The latter extend the range of understanding of the discourse even to an 

audience that, legitimately incapable of understanding sectorial terms, may be able to 

master fundamentals of criticism of government policies, deemed irrational or insane 

(Fairclough, 1995: 204). The aforementioned examples given by Fairclough demonstrate 

how crucial the intertextual dimension is for designing strategic dynamics for the 

persuasion of public opinion. The discourses analysed show the process of adaptation to 

which texts are subjected, during which discursive elements are modified to 

accommodate the different expectations and values of the target audience. Furthermore, 

Fairclough's analysis shows how these considerations do not only concern the content of 

communications but also the social relations and identities that are constructed through 

language.  
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Thus, summarising the pivotal points on which Fairclough's (1995: 208-213) conception 

of textual analysis is built, it is necessary to consider the theoretical importance, the 

methodological value, the historical relevance, and the political significance. It is 

important to focus on the theoretical aspect as texts are instruments that stimulate social 

action and therefore reflect and embody social structures. In particular, their use should 

be increased in the context of macro-social analysis, precisely because of their connection 

to social relations concerning class and gender (Fairclough, 1995: 208-213).  

The methodological value refers to the capacity of the texts to provide a detailed 

analysis that is useful for correctly arguing social science assumptions and identifying 

ideologies, thereby fostering an understanding of the social dynamics involved 

(Fairclough, 1995: 208-213). Furthermore, the continuous updates of the texts show 

social development, reflecting the change occurring in relationships, identities, and 

ideologies (Fairclough, 1995: 208-213). They therefore represent an indispensable source 

of reference for the study of social strategies that can reflect the needs of the historical 

moment in which one finds oneself, deconstructing obsolete, overly rigid interpretations, 

to promote an updated and current version. Finally, to carry out an analysis properly, it is 

also important to consider the political significance of the texts. The latter serves to 

recognise how language wields power in terms of social control and is thus useful in 

developing one's own opinion on the matter and deciding whether to share or resist 

(Fairclough, 1995: 208-213). 

 

2.3 Teun Adrianus Van Dijck’s Model 

Dutch linguist Teun Adrianus Van Dijck is known for his critical discourse studies on the 

topics of prejudice and racism. He gives space in his research to ethnic minorities, as he 

believes they demonstrate the idea behind the discrepancies between dominant and 
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subordinate peoples, highlighting the role of discourse in the reproduction of ideologies. 

In this context, Van Dijck argues that discourse is a product of mental and personal beliefs 

in the context of ethnic events, which leads one to reflect on how talking about others 

implies positive self-representation and negative self-representation of others 

(Ahmadvand, 2009: 7), triggering a self-defence mechanism at the expense of what 

exempts one from one's territory.  

In his approach to CDA, Van Dijck promotes interdisciplinarity and eclecticism, 

drawing up a set of specific practical principles for its application. The guiding thread of 

these principles is based on socio-cognitive discourse analysis, making cognition crucial 

to the development of his approach, to which he integrates historical, cultural, socio-

economic, philosophical, logical and neurological aspects so that the outcome of the 

analysis sticks to the reality of the observed facts (Ahmadvand, 2009: 7). Van Dijck refutes 

the existence of a reciprocal influence between social and discursive structures, as he 

believes that it is personal and social cognition that connect them, even though this is a 

topic that is often not sufficiently considered within CDA (Ahmadvand, 2009: 8). Thus, Van 

Dijck focuses and orients his research on the convergence of society, cognition, and 

discourse. In this context, cognition extends to include beliefs, values, emotions, and 

mental structures. Instead, local and sociopolitical microstructures mark out society. As a 

result, discourse is configured as a communicative event in which multiple semiotic 

signals are encapsulated. 

Van Dijck (2005: 354) introduces a further distinction between the macro-context, 

consisting of historical, cultural, and political structures, and the micro-context, which 

concerns the immediate communicative situation. While the micro-level includes specific 

communicative interactions and events, the macro-level regards power dynamics and 

dominance structures on a larger scale. Cognition links these two levels, defining everyday 
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discourse (micro) as the expression and reproduction of dominant ideologies (macro) 

(Alexander et al., 1987; Knorr-Cetina/Cicourel, 1981). For example, in the case of racist 

discourse in parliament, the micro-level is the interaction during the debate, whereas 

legislation and the perpetuation of systemic racism fall under the macro-level (Van Dijck, 

2005: 354). The context model understood as mental representation can manipulate and 

direct the production and understanding of discourse, conditioning certain aspects such 

as choice of themes, style, and discursive dynamics (Ahmadvand, 2009: 8). 

Unlike his colleague Fairclough, Van Dijck prefers to speak more generically of 

Critical Discourse Studies (CDS), to define “a new cross-discipline that comprises the 

analysis of the text and talk in virtually all disciplines of the humanities and social 

sciences” (Ahmadvand, 2009: 3). He reaffirms that the role of critical discourse analysts is 

to probe, understand and resist social inequality by trying to explain the reasons behind 

the use of sociopolitical language (Van Dijck, 1993).  

A crucial point in Van Dijck's model is precisely the discourse around the definition 

of ‘criticism’, as the Dutch linguist believes that the role of a discourse analyst necessarily 

implies a strong sociopolitical stance (Ahmadvand, 2009: 8). It is in this direction that the 

objectives of research in this area must be channelled, to address the need of 

disadvantaged social groups to be supported, against the perpetual attempt by elite 

groups to maintain control over discursive criticism, fuelling social inequalities. In other 

words, Van Dijck's proposed approach to CDA focuses on highlighting deep-rooted social 

problems to help raise awareness in favour of subordinated social minorities 

(Ahmadvand, 2009: 9). Furthermore, Van Dijck agrees with Fairclough regarding the 

success of CDA being measured by its influence on social structures and its ability to 

manifest significant social changes. 
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2.4 Ruth Wodak’s Model 

Ruth Wodak is an Austrian linguist, whose Historical and Sociological Discourse Approach 

(HDA), which she adopts for CDA, finds its origin and development in the sociolinguistic 

tradition of Bernstein and the Frankfurt School. Wodak's research has explored 

institutional relations and the linguistic barriers inherent in them, focusing on the themes 

of sexism, anti-Semitism, and racism (Ahmadvand, 2009: 9). Her HDA at CDA is 

fundamental, as it is based on the integration of linguistic analysis with information drawn 

from the historical context of the discourse or text to be analysed, whether written or oral, 

and with the interpretation of the meanings implicit in the latter (Wodak, 2001: 15). 

Wodak combines argumentative theory, rhetoric and Halliday's functional linguistics in an 

interdisciplinary approach. The premise of the theoretical principles underpinning HDA 

is to consider discourse as an ‘open, hybrid system’ within which intertextuality allows for 

the generation of new content and consequently new connections (Wodak, 2001: 66). This 

approach aims to transpose the theory into practice and to identify and explain the 

indirect references of discriminatory comments. It is an eclectic methodological 

orientation aimed at investigating problems in depth, considering discourse as a set of 

coherent linguistic acts, the production of which results in the text (Ahmadvand, 2009: 9). 

In conclusion, although CDA branches out into multiple approaches, the common 

thread weaves a web that intertwines language, power, ideology, and the role of language 

in legitimising social inequalities, in a dialectical relationship. CDA has the function of 

explicating the implicit power relations and ideological processes underlying linguistic 

texts. It aims to raise the awareness of those who unsuspectingly contribute to the 

normality of passively accepting dominant ideologies, without paying attention to these 

subordinating and discriminatory mechanisms. Moreover, according to the CDA, it is not 

language as an isolated entity that wields power, but those who use it, depending on the 
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way they modulate it. For this reason, critics of discourse position themselves from the 

perspective of subordinate groups, seeking to uncover the real dynamics that have led 

them to this inferior position and demonstrating with concrete results that those 

responsible for social inequality are those who hold power. 

 

2.5 Data and Methodology 

This thesis investigated how Nigerian authors Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie use language in their respective literary works Things Fall Apart (1958) and 

Americanah (2013) to express sociocultural content. The analysis was conducted using 

the methodological approach of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), based on Norman 

Fairclough's (1989; 1995) three-level method. The research hypothesis supported the 

presence of a network of sociopolitical meanings implicit in the language in the works 

examined, from which the following research questions were developed: How is 

colonialism represented and criticised through discourse in Things Fall Apart? How is the 

concept of race and identity deconstructed in Americanah? What are the similarities and 

differences in the use of discourse in these two texts and how do they reflect the complex 

relationship between culture and power? The aim was to qualitatively analyse the verbal 

elements present in the selected texts to reveal and explore the themes of the 

representation of power, identity, and resistance, an aspect that today remains little 

explored in linguistic-literary research. 

The purpose of understanding how language manages to convey ideological and 

social dynamics, linked to postcolonial critique and the question of migration and racism, 

justified the choice of data and current methodology. The selected data is qualitative 

discursive information, corresponding to specific extracts from the two literary works. 

Regarding Things Fall Apart, the selection criterion was based on the first-person research 
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of passages that employ the traditional literary technique of the Igbo people, namely 

storytelling, to show the Nigerian reality of the time from an internal point of view and 

express the inherent serious historical-cultural dynamics. The details in these excerpts 

are representative of the culture, place, magic, and traditions of the Achebe people. 

Therefore, five narrative passages were chosen, i.e., stories and anecdotes passed down 

orally from generation to generation from which the themes transpire, and four ideologies 

intrinsic to Nigerian society were identified, each of which is expressed by two specific 

proverbs in the text. On the other hand, as far as Americanah is concerned, the selection 

of excerpts was oriented towards six passages emblematic of the protagonist's diasporic 

experience, racial and class dynamics, and the concepts of cultural identity and belonging, 

through dialogues and direct speeches between protagonists. The choice of this kind of 

data was guided by the desire to gather comprehensive information reflecting the views 

of each protagonist included in the study. Thus, it was a selection-oriented search for 

homogeneous and unbiased data, ensuring fidelity to the narrative objective through the 

evaluation of narrative strategies. 

The commitment to tradition inherent in both works, intertwined with the Western 

perspective, forms the foundation on which the study presented in this thesis is based. 

Furthermore, the analysis focuses on the juxtaposition of traditional European linguistic 

and literary forms with words, idioms, stories, and other components belonging to the 

African oral tradition. Starting from the scanning of the linguistic and literary techniques 

employed in the text, the relationships between the spoken Igbo language and the 

meanings inherent in the messages were identified and studied. The methodology 

employed was developed based on Norman Fairclough's three levels: description, 

interpretation, and explanation, seeking to highlight the relationship between text 

(discourse) and socio-cultural context.  
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The first stage involved a textual analysis of the selected extracts, i.e., a focus on vocabulary 

(keywords), lexicon (symbolic terms), grammar (propositions and proverbs), and 

identification of symbols, metaphors, and repeated patterns. The second phase of analysis 

focused on discursive practices, i.e., the interpretation of patterns, focusing on 

predominant voices and those reported indirectly, in the background, demonstrating 

subordination in the context of power dynamics. At this stage, the use of sentences was 

noted, that is, how much emphasis is placed on one subject rather than another depending 

on how many sentences are devoted, which subjects are portrayed as powerful, which 

appear passive, and why. Passive verbs were identified to refer to specific aspects, and the 

use of pronouns, adverbs, and references. Particular attention was paid to insinuations 

aimed at gaining power over others (e.g., minimising or comparing), as well as to 

connotations (e.g., ‘terrorist’ versus ‘freedom fighter’). The use of uncertainty to minimise 

the immediacy of information and of direct quotations, which are more assertive, or third-

person comments, which are less powerful, were also considered. Finally, in the third 

stage, the outcomes of the textual interpretation were explained based on the socio-

cultural historical context to highlight social and ideological practices. Contextualisation 

made it possible to highlight the impact of historical events on African society and the 

feedback in terms of racial perceptions within the diaspora. 
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Chapter 3 

Things Fall Apart: The Postcolonial Fiction of Chinua Achebe 

 

 

3.1 Contextual Background 

Chinua Achebe is universally considered the father of Nigerian literature and a significant 

figure in modern African literature (Alam, 2014: 102). The literary tradition classifies him 

as a spokesman because of his insistence that "African peoples did not hear of culture for 

the first time from Europeans; [...] their societies were not mindless but frequently had a 

philosophy of great depth and value and beauty [...] they had poetry and, above all, they 

had dignity" (Ojaide, 2013: 150). Achebe emphasises that the clash between Indigenous 

and colonising cultures caused the death of African cultural dignity (Asika, 2001: 145). 

Consequently, he intends to reconstruct that dignity by tracing the actual development of 

local history from a faithfully national point of view, free of Western stereotypes (Achebe, 

2016: 25). His first literary work, Things Fall Apart, has permanently occupied the top of 

the list of the most read and studied African novels after being published in 1958 (Ebim, 

2021: 192). The traditions of the Igbo people are the source of reference that the narrative 

of this book follows, from which Achebe draws while at the same time trying to break the 

conventional pattern of colonial adoption. This stance is directed by the desire to separate 

African national art from the Western influence that has always dominated the local 

cultural sphere, to offer an uncontaminated scenario of beauty and tradition (Ebim, 2021: 

192). In this way, Achebe aims to emerge as the spokesman of post-colonial revenge, 

remaining faithful to every nuance of customs and traditions. 
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In this regard, one of the key points of Achebe's cultural renaissance project is his choice 

of language. He presents a contamination of English and Nigerian, influencing a Western 

language with the typical characteristics of the oral tradition of Indigenous peoples. One 

example is the literal translations of folk stories or orally transmitted proverbs (Asika, 

2001: 145). In this work, the author intentionally conveys English to highlight and reveal 

the impact of imperialism on the cultural, psychological, and political sphere of the people 

to which it belongs (Alam, 2014: 102). Achebe's choice of which language to adopt to write 

his works was considered singular for the era in which he was writing. This choice is 

attributed to the influence on his poetics of the debate between the use of the mother 

tongue and the adoption of a universal foreign language for literature that took place in 

the 1960s (Achebe, 1965: 30).  

On the one hand, writers advocated using the native African language to preserve 

elements inherent to the culture. Out of concern that certain intrinsic aspects of their 

culture might lose value in the translation process, African writers advocated the adoption 

of their mother tongue so that these meanings would not be altered and misunderstood 

(Achebe, 1965: 29). This would have meant failing in that loyalty to the distinctive nature 

of their mother culture and its meanings. On the other hand, Chinua Achebe promoted the 

idea of a foreign language with the power to spread African culture (Achebe, 1965: 29). If 

a globally comprehensible language had been promoted, the contents concerning its 

culture of origin would have enriched the knowledge of those who were ignorant of it and 

thus would not have remained confined within the single region it came from. This would 

have made its value transcend geographical boundaries so that its history could have been 

shared more widely. 

Chinua Achebe believes that conveying the meanings through an instrument of 

worldwide dissemination such as the English language can nurture the image of "a new 
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voice coming out of Africa, speaking of African experience in a worldwide language" 

(Achebe, 1997: 347). Thus, to share messages and themes inherent to colonialism, 

imperialism, and subjugation in the political sphere, Achebe suggests using “English in a 

way that brings out their messages best without altering the language to the extent that 

its value as a medium of international exchange will be lost" (Achebe, 1965: 29; Achebe, 

1997: 347). It is therefore “a matter of balancing the use of a tool that, if used to one's 

advantage”, Achebe believes “could restore the dignity of a nation that has seen its beauty 

obscured during colonialism” (Achebe, 1997: 347), thereby enhancing its cultural 

heritage. 

 

I feel that the English language will be able to carry the weight of my African 

experience. But it will have to be a new English, still in full communion with its 

ancestral home but altered to suit its new African surroundings. (Achebe, 1997: 

349) 

 

This definition reveals the importance of loyalty to the national territory to which the 

question of language is closely related (Achebe, 1965: 27). Hence, the question arises as 

to whether the language must necessarily reflect an idiom belonging solely to the author's 

restricted geographical area of reference, or if it can also include surrounding foreign 

languages (e.g., Afrikaans, Arabic, French, etc.) (Achebe, 1965: 27). In this regard, in 1963 

two conferences aimed at discussing the question of language in African literature. The 

first, held on March 26 in Dakar, proposed the inclusion of French, while the second, on 

April 9 in Freetown, proposed the inclusion of English (Mphahlele, 1963: 16). The latter 

discussion highlighted an important definition of African literature that many writers 

later referred to as a point of reference: "Creative writing in which an African setting is 
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authentically handled or to which experiences originating in Africa are integral" (Achebe, 

1965: 27; Achebe, 1997: 342). Among the various writers who have adhered to this 

statement is Joseph Conrad, who, although a Pole writing in English, belongs to the 

spectrum of African literature for narrating events within a geographical context confined 

to Africa (Mphahlele, 1963: 17; Achebe, 1965: 27). On the contrary, Obiajunwa Wali (1963: 

14), in his article “The Dead End Of African Literature?”, wrote: 

 

The purpose of this article is not to discredit these writers who have achieved much 

in their individual rights within an extremely difficult and illogical situation. It is to 

point out that the whole uncritical acceptance of English and French as the 

inevitable medium for educated African writing, is misdirected and has no chance 

of advancing African literature and culture. In other words, until these writers and 

their Western midwives accept the fact that any true African literature must be 

written in African languages, they would be merely pursuing a dead end, which can 

only lead to sterility, uncreativity, and frustration. 

 

So, the question around which these debates revolve is not whether African writers can 

write in English, but whether it is an obligation for them. “Is it right that a man should 

abandon his mother tongue for someone else's? It looks like a dreadful betrayal, and 

produces a guilty feeling” (Achebe, 1965: 30; Achebe, 1997: 348). 

However, within the broad spectrum of literature available on the topic, critique 

focuses mainly on the author's exploration of the language he used for this work, which is 

defined as ‘postcolonial’ (Alam, 2014: 103). To fit into this definition, Things Fall Apart 

goes through a process of appropriating the colonisers’ language, in which the latter is 

modified and adapted to convey the writer's cultural experience. 
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Language gives a local colouring to the novel and makes it unequivocally African. 

Though Achebe is writing in English, he twists the English language and flexes it in 

such a way that it is forced to carry the weight of an African experience and express 

its world and cultural heritage. (Asika, 2001: 150) 

 

Here, then, language becomes a weapon and vehicle for narrating different cultural 

experiences (Ashcroft et al., 2002: 37-38). In other words, the author's process of adapting 

the language to his experience can be defined as an ‘Africanisation of the English language’ 

(Alam, 2014: 103). So, with Things Fall Apart, Achebe aims at a rebirth of Africa, and from 

this perspective, the choice to use English is political (Alam, 2014: 104).  

To reconstruct his point of view, the integration into the language of the oral 

tradition is a strategy that the author conceives as a homage to his homeland (Achebe, 

1995: 103). Typical Igbo traits are then introduced to give a Nigerian form to this Western 

language. These include proverbs emblematic of native wisdom, folk tales typical of the 

oral tradition, and the ubiquitous Igbo vocabulary (Ebim, 2021: 192). Achebe decides to 

use the storytelling technique in Things Fall Apart, thus converging tradition in content 

and modernity in form, the latter, even if it involves a foreign language, still faithful to the 

history of his culture. The novel shows a web of storytelling, coinages, Nigerianisms,2 Igbo 

language, proverbs, rhetorical figures, discourse rhythms, and ideas (Ebim, 2021: 192) 

that refer to historical dynamics belonging mainly to the past. However, these dynamics, 

although belonging to a remote background, explain current circumstances and 

repercussions on culture, offering a hypothetical scenario of their possible developments 

in the future (Ebim, 2021: 192). 

 
2 According to Jowitt (2000), “Nigerianism could be viewed as a variety of English that incorporates the 

phonological, grammatical and semantic features of any Nigerian language in its linguistic structure”. 
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According to O'Reilly (2001: 61), the appropriation of the English language is one of the 

three fundamental characteristics of the conscious production of a postcolonial text, along 

with the introduction of and fidelity to traditional Indigenous cultural customs, and the 

illustration of the impact and consequences of the settlers' invasion. Regarding the second 

characteristic, Achebe starts from a quote by Edward Said (2001: 1), i.e., "The [fabricated] 

Orient was a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic 

beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences", to present his 

literary work as an anti-Orientalist discourse (Alam, 2014: 102). Indeed, to demolish the 

‘constructed, fabricated’ conception, he decides to show the life of his people sincerely and 

authentically. To make this authenticity evident, Achebe starts with a description of pre-

colonial society to show how much the latter has been altered and distorted by the 

European point of view (O'Reilly, 2001: 34).  

Things Fall Apart thus stands as a mirror of African cultural development, at the 

same time representing the author's life growing up during the fusion of local traditions 

to colonial ones, to exorcise those impurities that have tarnished the history of his people 

(Alam, 2011). An optimistic vision of redemption for the redefinition of a solid national 

culture dictated the choice to place the origin of the novel in the pre-colonial era (Fanon, 

2001: 169). In this regard, Innes (2013) defines the novel as the desire to recreate "an oral 

culture and a consciousness imbued with an agrarian way of life", thus demonstrating that, 

as Achebe wrote in his essay "The Role of the Writer in a New Nation" (1964: 8), "African 

peoples did not hear of civilisation for the first time from the Europeans". For this reason, 

in support of a local perspective, each character within the novel possesses his or her own 

voice, which hints at the singular values that make up the Igbo's web of beliefs and were 

threatened by the colonising powers (Alam, 2014: 103). At the same time, Innes (2013) 

continues his commentary on the purpose of Things Fall Apart, also pointing out that 
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Achebe attempted to "avoid depicting pre-colonial Africa as a pastoral idyll, rejecting the 

nostalgic evocations of Le opold Senghor and the Francophone Negritude school of 

writing". 

According to O'Reilly (2001: 61), the third characteristic that a postcolonial text 

must possess to be defined as such is the illustration of the impact and consequences of 

the settler invasion. Igbo culture was wiped out by the British settlers and lost its 

distinctive identity. In this regard, Aime  Ce saire (2001: 76) in his Discourse on Colonialism 

writes "And now I ask: what else has bourgeois Europe done? It has undermined 

civilisations, destroyed countries, ruined nationalities, extirpated ‘the root of diversity'’’. 

This excerpt outlines exactly what happened after the arrival of colonising Europe in 

Africa, namely the subjugation and radical elimination of diversity previously enshrined 

local beauty. Ce saire further argues that the attacked continent saw powerful voices die 

out and slip into oblivion due to colonial oppression (2001: 74). In Things Fall Apart this 

extirpation is evident both in the description of Umuofia, a society characterised by 

stability in various spheres, from social to religion, politics, and economics, which is 

destroyed from within; and by the title itself, which alludes to this disorder caused by 

colonialism (Alam, 2014: 104). The death of the protagonist Okonkwo is said to be 

emblematic, representing the death of Umuofia itself and clearly showing the power 

wielded by colonial forces, the cause of the protagonist's suicide. He thus personifies the 

fragmentation of the identity of his people, whose essence dies with him by extinguishing 

itself forever (Ce saire, 2001: 74). 

"Tragedy begins when things leave their accustomed place", wrote Achebe (1978: 

5) referring to the tragedy of Umuofia, which began precisely with its cultures and 

traditions giving way to the colonisers’ ideologies. In this case, these are linked to 

individualism and Marxism, which contrast and influence the African conception of 



48 
 

relationships typically associated with belonging (Ezenweke/Nwadialor, 2013: 61). It is 

evident how individualist colonial ideology has penetrated within the Igbo community, 

impacting on relationships and on the relationship between the protagonist and his son, 

which is purely non-existent (Alam, 2014: 104). In this respect, Things Fall Apart stands 

at the antipode of Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1899). Although the latter has also 

been described as anti-colonial (Alam, 2014: 105), Achebe describes it as projecting "the 

image of Africa as 'the other world', the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilisation, 

a place where man's vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by 

triumphant bestiality’"(2016: 15). Thus, the Nigerian writer criticises Conrad's text for 

depicting Africa "as a metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognisable humanity, into 

which the wandering European enters at his peril" (Achebe, 2016: 21). By introducing 

stereotypes typical of the Western vision, Conrad would have violated the real nature of 

the continent (Achebe, 2016: 25). On the contrary, precisely in pursuit of his purpose of 

reconstructing a faithful image of the history and culture of his homeland, Achebe 

emphasises the distinction between the circumstances before and after the arrival of the 

settlers, offering an unaltered view of the Nigerian reality to which he belongs (Alam, 

2014: 105). 

Therefore, aware of the eclipse of his own culture due to the colonial invasion, 

Achebe seeks a way to bring back the rubble of his cultural richness. To achieve this goal, 

he decided to use a globally understood language, such as English, and the literary genre 

of narrative, to convey Nigerian reality without filters conditioned by the Western point of 

view. He thus tries to combine tradition and modernity to offer a truthful overview. The 

outcome of this awareness was Things Fall Apart, in which, expanding a sweet if bitter 

parenthesis on the history of this nation, Achebe with great skill succeeds in capturing and 
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conveying the purest essence of dignity that for too long has been stereotyped and 

marginalised, rendering it invisible. 

 

3.2 Qualitative Analysis of Things Fall Apart 

Five short stories were selected from Chinua Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart organised 

according to the narrative technique of storytelling. In the same way, as the short stories 

examined are intertwined with the themes of the novel the local proverbs that the author 

introduces show a cross-section of Nigerian reality, offering a glimpse into the traditions 

of the Igbo people. For this reason, the analysis also considers eight proverbs selected 

from the same reference text, from which the ideologies and values that characterise and 

define these people emerge. It is characteristic of the Igbo people to transmit knowledge 

and direct content from generation to generation through oral narration (Ebim, 2021: 

197). In this regard, the choice to remain faithful to the traditional form of oral 

dissemination makes it possible to meticulously analyse the discourse, as the coinages and 

Nigerianisms that integrate with the English language are evident, giving the latter a 

typically local character. 

 

3.2.1 Description: Textual Analysis 

3.2.1.1 Folktales 

1) He remembered the story she often told of the quarrel between Earth and Sky long 

ago, and how 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. […] At last Sky was moved to pity, and he gave to Vulture rain wrapped 
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in leaves of cocoyam. But as he flew home his long talon pierced the leaves and the 

rain fell as it had never fallen before. And so heavily did it rain on Vulture that he 

did not return to deliver his message but flew to a distant land, from where he had 

espied a fire. And when he got there he found it was a man making a sacrifice. He 

warmed himself in the fire and ate the entrails. (Achebe, 1994: 53-54) 

 

In this first tale, Achebe employs descriptive language, relying on natural images such as 

sky, earth, rain, leaves of cocoyam, rain, fire, sacrifice, and the past verbal tense to 

contextualise the tale within a mythological remote context. Words such as ‘quarrel’, 

‘suffering’, ‘pity’, and ‘sacrifice’ denote language with an emotional character, emphasising 

the human qualities attributed to the natural and animal characters. The capital letter and 

the pronoun ‘he’ indicate that these characters are personified, i.e., Earth, Sky, and Vulture, 

displaying emotions and powers. This aspect reinforces the mythological imagery. For 

example, “Sky withheld rain”, “Sky was moved to pity, and he gave to Vulture”, “Vulture was 

sent to plead with Sky, and to soften his heart” contain metaphors that allude to levels of 

meaning that transcend the literal one. The personification of characters and reference to 

mythology are characteristics of the Igbo oral tradition of folktales that affirm their 

cultural heritage. Moreover, the extract is rich in sensory images, such as the failure of the 

harvest, torrential rain, and Vulture warming himself by the fire. The narrative structure 

follows a circular narrative typical of folktales, where the plot unfolds in an order in which 

first the problem (‘quarrel’, or the drought) emerges, then the solution, such as Vulture's 

intervention in the text, and finally a complication, in this case, the untimely fall of rain. As 

for tone and register, the former is evocative and symbolic, respecting the mythological 

nature of the tale, while the latter reflects the simple and universal character of the oral 

tradition. 
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2) Mosquito, she had said, had asked Ear to marry him, whereupon Ear fell on the 

floor in uncontrollable laughter. “How much longer do you think you will live?” she 

asked. “You are already a skeleton.” Mosquito went away humiliated, and any time 

he passed her way he told Ear that he was still alive. (Achebe, 1994: 75) 

 

In this second story, Achebe maintains an emotional tone, conveying strong emotional 

states and physical conditions through words such as ‘uncontrollable laughter’, ‘skeleton’ 

and ‘humiliated’. These, directed against the protagonist Mosquito, suggest that power is 

held by Ear, who insinuates that Mosquito will not have a long life, thus minimising his 

value through the metaphor “You are already a skeleton”. Personification persists in the 

anthropomorphic characters Mosquito and Ear, whom the writer refers to with the 

pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’ respectively. The use of ‘asked’ and ‘told’ suggests a dialogue 

between the characters that takes the form of an anecdote through the past tense. The 

direct speech within the dialogue through the quotations “How much longer do you think 

you will live?” and “You are already a skeleton” provides immediacy, involving the reader 

in the reported interaction that promotes the typical assertiveness of human behaviour. 

Ear's reaction, laughing at Mosquito and minimising him, highlights the presence of 

hierarchy and the power disparity generated by Ear's rejection of Mosquito's proposal.  

Ear's rejection is seen in this context as an abuse of power that by questioning 

Mosquito's resilience makes him vulnerable and submissive. To demonstrate and honour 

his existence and resilience against a fate taken for granted, the dialogue points out that 

“Mosquito [...] any time he passed her way he told Ear that he was still alive”. This excerpt 

thus reflects on the transient nature of existence and the value of living beings, which in 

the socio-political context described by Achebe is undermined in favour of inequality of 

roles within society, predefined based on vain conventions and established stereotypes 
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(Ebim, 2021). Furthermore, the ideology that permeates the dialogue stimulates a 

reflection on the fragility of marginalised peoples, which triggers a desire for affirmation 

and revenge against the humiliation suffered (Ebim, 2021: 199). Also here, the narrative 

is circular: Mosquito's proposal is the trigger, the reaction of which is Ear's derision, which 

consequently provokes Mosquito's behaviour. The closing "he told Ear that he was still 

alive" (Achebe, 1994: 75) emphasises the cyclical nature by conferring a legendary 

character. Finally, although ironic, the tone implies deeper relevant themes disguised by 

the apparent simplicity of the tale.  

 

3) “Once upon a time,” she began, “all the birds were invited to a feast in the sky. They 

were very happy and began to prepare themselves for the great day. They painted 

their bodies with red cam wood and drew beautiful patterns on them with uli. 

Tortoise saw all these preparations and soon discovered what it all meant. Nothing 

that happened in the world of the animals ever escaped his notice; he was full of 

cunning. As soon as he heard of the great feast in the sky his throat began to itch at 

the very thought. There was a famine in those days and Tortoise had not eaten a 

good meal for two moons. His body rattled like a piece of dry stick in his empty 

shell. So he began to plan how he would go to the sky.” […] “’We know you too well,’ 

said the birds when they had heard him. ‘You are full of cunning and you are 

ungrateful. If we allow you to come with us you will soon begin your mischief.’ “‘You 

do not know me,’ said Tortoise. ‘I am a changed man. I have learnt that a man who 

makes trouble for others is also making it for himself.’ “Tortoise had a sweet tongue, 

and within a short time all the birds agreed that he was a changed man, and they 

each gave him a feather, with which he made two wings. At last the great day came 

and Tortoise was the first to arrive at the meeting-place. When all the birds had 
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gathered together, they set off in a body. Tortoise was very happy and voluble as he 

flew among the birds, and he was soon chosen as the man to speak for the party 

because he was a great orator.” (Achebe, 1994: 96-97). 

 

The theme of identity and complex power relations anticipated in the previous excerpt is 

deepened in the story of Tortoise and the Birds. Through this tale, Achebe delves deeper 

into Igbo traditions, to show the peculiarities of this culture from the inside. The incipit of 

the text “Once upon a time” evokes a traditional example of narrative style employed to 

tell a story orally, echoing a communitarian and cultural character. The author then 

introduces descriptive vocabulary to present the custom of painting one's body with ‘red 

cam wood’ and “drew beautiful patterns [...] with uli”. The former term refers to a red 

powder obtained from the core of the camwood tree after peeling the bark, which is used 

by the Igbo people to paint typical abstract patterns called ‘uli’ on their skin. There is also 

a local expression in this extract that “for two moons” defines the passing of two days.  

Again, the direct dialogue within the text lends greater immediacy and assertiveness to 

the information conveyed, as in the examples “We know you too well”, “You do not know 

me”, where realism dominates the interaction between the birds and Tortoise. The rule of 

personification consolidates a constant in Achebe's language, where the use of the 

pronoun ‘he’ identifies the protagonist Tortoise, considered cunning (“You are full of 

cunning”, “sweet tongue”) and manipulative (“I am a changed man”). The 

anthropomorphic nature that inhabits the story's protagonists recalls the canonical motifs 

of folklore, where moral implications extend the narrative to a broader understanding. In 

this case, the birds' initial perplexity at Tortoise's change alludes to the social themes of 

trust and deception, explicating the power inherent in the manipulation of oratorical skills 

that allows Tortoise to stand out within the bird community (Ebim, 2021: 199). This story 
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thus promotes an ideology in which sincerity and communal harmony are advocates of 

moral teaching that implicitly criticises deception and its consequences in the 

construction of social identity (“I have learned that a man who makes trouble for others 

is also making it for himself”). Finally, the didactic tone has an ironic tendency that is clear 

to the reader who understands Tortoise's falsehood. Nevertheless, the tale develops 

linearly to reveal the moral at the end. 

 

4) “Never kill a man who says nothing. Those men of Abame were fools. What did they 

know about that man?” He ground his teeth again and told a story to illustrate his 

point. “Mother Kite once that her daughter to bring food. She went, and brought 

back a duckling. ‘You have done very well,’ said mother Kite to her daughter, ‘but 

tell me, what did the mother of this duckling say when you swooped and carried 

its child away?’ ‘It said nothing,’ replied the young kite. ‘It just walked away.’ ‘You 

must return the duckling,’ said Mother Kite. ‘There is something ominous behind 

the silence.’ And so Daughter Kite returned the duckling and took a chick instead. 

‘What did the mother of this chick do?’ asked the old kite. ‘It cried and raved and 

cursed me,’ said the young kite. ‘Then we can eat the chick,’ said her mother. ‘There 

is nothing to fear from someone who shouts. Those men of Abame were fools.” 

(Achebe, 1994: 140) 

 

Considering the fourth anecdote excerpted from Things Fall Apart, it is possible to notice 

an alternation between direct dialogue and storytelling, where the implication of one 

story within another acts as an allegory to convey implicit messages. In this regard, the 

use of the words ‘kill’, ‘fools’, ‘ground his teeth’, ‘ominous’, ‘cried’, ‘raved, and ‘cursed’ dilate 

a perceptual dimension of tension and caution, defining a parable with a simple but direct 
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and concise language, which denotes deeper implications. The rhetorical devices for 

conveying underlying messages in this story are metaphor, repetition, and dialogue. In the 

first case, the interaction between Mother Kite and her daughter aims to highlight the 

meaning of silence (“There is something ominous behind the silence”) and noise (“There 

is nothing to fear from someone who shouts”) suggesting an inversion in the usual 

interpretation of these two forms of communication. In the second case, the sentence that 

opens the text “Those men of Abame were fools” is also repeated in the closing, revealing 

the indignation felt by the speaker of the story, who recalls an unpleasant anecdote to pass 

on a moral lesson, in line with the tradition of storytelling (Ebim, 2021: 200). The latter 

includes the introduction of direct quotations to enhance the immediacy of the message, 

making it accessible and more impactful. The implicit message in this text alludes to a 

warning against the reception of silence, which, according to Achebe's account, poses a 

greater threat than noise (Achebe, 1994: 140). Furthermore, the narrative structure is 

composed of two opposing phases: the first of eerie silence in which the interaction with 

the duckling's mother takes place, and the second of the predictable noisy and agitated 

reaction of the chick's mother. This contrast shows the difference between what is 

predictable and what is not, and the didactic tone underlies the warning of silence as a 

threat. 

 

5) “What is it that has happened to our people? Why have they lost the power to 

fight?" "Have you not heard how the white man wiped-out Abame?" asked 

Obierika. I have heard," said Okonkwo. "But I have also heard that Abame people 

were weak and foolish. Why did they not fight back? Had they no guns and 

machetes? We would be cowards to compare ourselves with the men of Abame. 
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Their fathers had never dared to stand before our ancestors. We must fight these 

men and drive them from the land." (Achebe, 1994: 175-176). 

 

To reiterate the relevance of silence, Achebe shows a further example in which he uses 

rhetoric to discuss the exile of the protagonist Okonkwo. The latter, questioning “What is 

it that happened to our people? [...] Why did they not fight back?” (Achebe, 1994: 175-

176), downplays the resilience of his people that he failed to protect, thereby increasing 

the power of his opponents. The sense of astonishment and blatant confusion that leaks 

out from the questions, suggesting a probable traumatic experience undergone by the 

speaker, frames another linguistic strategy relevant to the socio-cultural context, namely 

the difference between ‘our people’ and ‘they’. This discursive convergence reflects a 

polarisation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ that denotes inherent discrimination, suggesting that the 

protagonist makes use of a sense of community belonging when he says ‘our people’, 

which contrasts with the use of the pronoun ‘they’ when for social convenience he 

addresses the same community while emotionally detaching himself from it (Ebim, 2021: 

194). The rhetorical questions thus shed light on the power relations that can be 

established and justify the perceived powerlessness or passivity of a social community in 

the face of oppression. Implicit ideology thereby promotes resistance by questioning 

systemic oppression and societal constructions that consolidate deep-rooted beliefs about 

power. 

The terms ‘fight’, ‘guns’, ‘machetes’, ‘weak’, and ‘cowards’ identify a lexicon that 

allows for the recreation of an atmosphere of war, crowned by the phrase "Why have they 

lost the power to fight?". The latter question makes explicit a sense of astonishment and 

at the same time disappointment, which minimises the resistance attempt of the subjects 

referred to and expresses their perceived disorientation, resulting in a collective identity 
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crisis. Moreover, combining the expressions ‘weak and foolish’ and ‘fight these men’ 

suggests a contrast between the definition of cowardice and courage. A brisk pace 

punctuates the dialogue, coloured by an increasing tension through short questions and 

answers. Furthermore, the confrontation between Obierika and Okonkwo serves here as 

a mirror for two different approaches, i.e. one cautious and the other aggressive, 

respectively. Okonkwo's frustration is manifested through a polemical tone that leaks 

disappointment and contempt. The anaphora "Why have they lost the power to fight? Why 

did they not fight back?" (Achebe, 1994: 175-176) makes explicit the disbelief of Okonkwo 

who, unable to see beyond it, criticises his people for failing to resist. The attempt to 

minimise their resistance is also emphasised by comparing them with previous 

generations to emphasise their lack of strength and courage. At the same time, Okonkwo's 

tragic irony in commenting on the superiority of his community opposes the 

developments in the plot of Things Fall Apart, where the outcomes will show the opposite. 

 

3.2.1.2 Proverbs 

Along the novel a lot of proverbs and literal translations are present. In this regard, Achebe 

writes “Among the Igbo, the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are 

the palm oil with which words are eaten” (Achebe, 1994: 7). In this case the expression 

“to eat words” is a literal translation of Igbo into English. Achebe also talks of “the 

universal trill of a million million forest insects” or he reports that the Igbo says: "When the 

moon is shining the cripple becomes hungry for a walk" (Achebe, 1994: 10).  All these 

kinds of translations make the novel more immediate to an African reader (Kemoli, 1898: 

48), but linguistically they are not only this, because Achebe’s language and use of 

proverbs offer an insight into his culture. By integrating the typical Igbo proverbs the 

novelist shows the local beauty in a poetry that assumes a singular colour. In other words, 
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Achebe uses this contaminated language to narrate his society’s ideologies, values, and 

story (Ebim, 2021: 198). For instance, considering Igbo’s faith in the relationship between 

individuals and their personal god, Achebe writes “the lgbo people have a proverb that 

when a man says yes, his chi says yes also. [….] And not only his chi but his clan too” 

(Achebe, 1994: 27). With this statement, the support that the personal god and the clan 

offer the individual when the latter plans a decision is evident. Equally, the same support 

is given in the case of failure. Overall, the value of support and mutual support in which 

these people believe is what emerges. 

As in the previous examples, other proverbs are present in the text and can be 

divided into groups according to the ideology expressed. The main ideologies are linked 

to masculinity in Igbo society and imperialist society, relationships and spiritual wisdom 

in relationships, the importance of achievements, and anti-imperialism ideology. As for 

the first one, two proverbs have been selected from the novel. 

 

1) “No my friend, he is not too young. A chick that will grow into a cock can be spotted 

the very day it hatches.” (Achebe, 1994: 66) 

 

This proverb’s syntactic structure is composed of a direct response, in which a negative 

statement ("he is not too young") is included, followed by a proverbial justification in 

which a conditional clause and a conditional conclusion follow. In this context, the terms 

‘chick’ and ‘cock’ are metaphors that draw on the world of nature to explain the process 

of an individual growing from a youth into an adult. Furthermore, the verb ‘spotted’ 

implies that the characteristics of the adult are already visible in the first phase of an 

individual's life and thus it is already possible to recognise the distinctive traits that will 

only be amplified and consolidated over time. The expression "the very day it hatches" 



59 
 

alludes to the Igbo ideology of displaying the manhood of the newborn male child on the 

very day he is born (Emodi, 2022: 294), precisely to recognise his characteristics as a 

possible community leader. The negation ‘No my friend’ debunks a misperception, whose 

reason is explored in the second part of the proverb, in which the metaphor of the chick 

becomes a universal message through a formulation without an explicit subject. In 

addition, the contrast between the present time “can be spotted” and the future time “will 

grow into a cock” emphasises the polarisation of ‘here and now’ versus ‘future’, calling for 

the observation of the present signs that presage the development of the future. The 

cultural and pedagogical encyclopaedic function of this proverb emerges through real 

imagery and colloquial language that emphasises deep reflection, making it accessible to 

a wide audience and easy to remember.  

 

2) “He knew he was a fierce fighter, but that year had been enough to break the heart 

of a lion.” (Achebe, 1994: 24). 

 

This proverb begins by stating a personal awareness, in which the pronoun ‘he’ identifies 

the protagonist of Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo, who is a 'fierce fighter’ (Emodi, 2022: 294). 

This awareness is emphasised by the metaphor "that year had been enough to break the 

heart of a lion" to express and emphasise the severe difficulty the subject had to live with. 

The introduction of the animal reference, a recurrent pattern in Achebe's linguistic 

strategies, evokes the lion's characteristic virtues of strength and courage. The paraphrase 

of the proverb thus declares that if even the heart of an animal of such strength was 

broken, then the character's exploits were truly devastating. The deep emotional impact 

generated by the metaphor shapes a language that is evocative and layered yet accessible 

due to the immediacy of the nouns used. Furthermore, the verbal tense in the metaphor 
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implies that the trauma experienced has ended, emphasising its relevance for the one who 

endured it. It is possible to note how the metaphor "that year had been enough to break 

the heart of a lion" is placed on a level in which personal suffering and human pain 

converge, implying fragility, concealing a dichotomy between the protagonist's fearless 

appearance and his inner vulnerable nature. The use of ‘fierce fighter’ and ‘heart of a lion’ 

ties in with the ideology of masculinity, reflecting characteristics typically confined to the 

male gender (Emodi, 2022: 294).  

The second ideology refers to relationships and inherent spiritual wisdom. 

 

3) “Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too, if one says no to the other, let his 

wings break.” (Achebe, 1994: 19) 

 

The conditional proposition that opens the proverb stretches a dimension where two 

entities, ‘kite’ and ‘eagle’, coexist. It is a balance whose violation, as suggested by the 

hypothetical phrase "if one says no to the other, let his wings break", entails a great risk 

for the culprit. As per the recurring pattern, Achebe uses two animals as subjects to 

criticise individuals bound by hypothetical conflicts of interest. The ‘kite’ and the ‘eagle’ 

represent contrast and at the same time harmony between opposing forces that 

complement each other (Emodi, 2022: 296). In this context, the imperative ‘let’ repetition 

insists on granting freedom and respect. The hypothetical phrase occupying the 

sentence's second and third parenthesis implies punitive instructions by introducing a 

metaphor to express the doom "his wings break", as this outcome would mean the end of 

peace and the beginning of the war. As is the practice, Achebe narrates this proverb in an 

imposing and didactic tone to teach a moral. 
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4) “Those whose palm-kernels were cracked by a benevolent spirit should not forget 

to be humble.” (Achebe, 1994: 26) 

 

This proverb deepens the discourse on spirituality, serving a dual function of warning and 

moral guidance. Being "cracked by a benevolent spirit" implies that one expects 

consistency in maintaining humility. The vocabulary employed is crucial for 

understanding educational values. That is, ‘palm-kernels’ is the liquid obtained by 

squeezing the seeds of the oil palm fruit that in Igbo culture represents success, thus a 

valuable resource; ‘benevolent spirit’ is the divine force that directs human success; while 

‘humble’ refers to humility in recognition of these divine forces (Emodi, 2022: 295). The 

rhythm that punctuates the pronunciation of the proverb is easy to memorise, an 

indispensable factor in continuing the oral tradition of Igbo storytelling. 

Another important ideology is linked to personal achievements. In this context, it 

is relevant to say that in Igbo society the age of the members is respected, but the 

achievements are revered (Asika, 2001: 141). 

 

5) “The lizard that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he would praise 

himself if no one else did.” (Achebe, 1994: 21) 

 

In this proverb, Okonkwo is personified by the subject, the lizard, through the association 

of an animal action ("The lizard that jumped") with the human behaviour of self-

promotion. The lexicon used is crucial to the understanding of the proverb. In Nigeria, the 

swinging movement of the lizard's head from top to bottom is associated with self-

satisfaction, reflecting the image of Okonkwo praising himself continuously throughout 

the novel (Emodi, 2022: 297). Nevertheless, the Nigerians themselves consider the lizard 
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to be an unintelligent animal, which often falls when it jumps (Emodi, 2022: 297), recalling 

the protagonist's failure due to his individualism. The twofold interpretation of this 

reference relates to the resilience of the Nigerian people whose autonomy is eclipsed, as 

the swinging movement of the animal's head, reminiscent of the action of nodding, may 

suggest acquiescence to one's fate, forcing the people to resist. Furthermore, the ‘iroko 

tree’ in African cosmology identifies a sacred tree symbolising greatness and defiance, 

while ‘praise himself ’ refers to self-recognition, i.e., self-esteem (Emodi, 2022: 296). 

 

6) “As our fathers said, you can tell a ripe corn by its look. I shall give you twice four 

hundred yams. Go ahead and prepare your farm.” (Achebe, 1994: 22) 

 

In this proverb, reference to the agricultural culture of the Achebe country emerges 

through the introduction of terms such as ‘ripe corn’, ‘yams’, and ‘farm’. The introduction 

of the proverb "As our fathers said" emphasises the generational nature of the saying. In 

the context of this agricultural metaphor, ‘ripe corn’ symbolises maturity, the expression 

"twice four hundred yams" reflects an optimism towards agricultural abundance, and 

"prepare your farm" implies that to achieve a bountiful harvest, thus a successful outcome, 

hard work is required. The encouraging tone implies that the speaker is an individual who 

has achieved this goal and consequently reinforces the implicit message of the proverb, 

hinting at the value of wisdom as reposed teaching from an elder to a younger person. 

Furthermore, the expression "by its look" expresses that one can tell by its outward 

appearance whether a grain is ripe and thus whether an individual is mature (Emodi, 

2022: 297). This consideration implies that the speaker of the proverb trusts the mature 

appearance of the receiving speaker to give him an advantage ("I shall give you twice four 

hundred yams") so that he may strive to produce more. 
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7) “If a child washed his hands, he could eat with kings.” (Achebe, 1994: 8) 

 

This proverb is presented according to a conditional form, composed of a protasis which 

is the cause ("If a child washed his hands"), and an apodosis which is the consequence 

("he could eat with kings"). The term ‘child’ implies an aura of acerbity and humility, the 

expression "washed his hands" suggests a propaedeutic action, like a discipline, to a 

subsequent action of prestigious goal, i.e., "eat with kings" (Emodi, 2022: 298). The 

construction of the sentence, which follows an upward trend, and the lexicon employed 

are intended to convey a moral lesson on the values of hard work and discipline, which for 

Igbo society are prerequisites for achievement. The proverb's meaning suggests that this 

belief may apply regardless of the initial state of the individual beginning his or her growth 

path. 

The last ideology underlined is the anti-imperialist one, of which the following 

proverb is emblematic. 

 

8) Eneke the bird was asked why he was on its wing and he replied men have learnt 

to shoot without missing their mark and I have learnt to fly without perching on a 

twig.” (Achebe, 1994: 203-204) 

 

Developed as a dialogue, this proverb introduces the metaphor "men have learnt to shoot 

without missing their mark and I have learnt to fly without perching on a twig" which 

describes the men's survival strategy of subjugation. In the lexical context, the first part 

identifies the theme of oppression and colonial danger, in contrast to the expression "I 

have learnt to fly without perching on a twig" where the verb ‘fly’ picks up on the subject 

placed at the beginning of the proverb, ‘Eneke’ (‘Eneke-nti-oba’), a bird personifying 
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resistance and adaptability (Achebe, 1994: 211). The reference to the animal world, 

personified through the pronoun ‘he’, is confirmed as a recurrent pattern for Achebe, who 

extends a narrative about his people's capacity to devise survival strategies. The 

philosophical tone of the dialogue is intended to convey a moral lesson precisely about the 

capacity to adapt to adverse conditions such as those caused by the settlers' invasion of 

Nigeria, a message made accessible through the allusion to the animal world. 

 

3.2.2 Interpretation: Discursive Practices and Identity Narration 

3.2.2.1 Folktales 

When Achebe describes the everyday life of his people, he includes the typical features of 

this society in his narrative style (Ebim, 2021: 198). The attempt to narrate reality 

consequently influences his language, which reflects customs, traditions, and deeper 

issues. This is evident in the case of colonialism, which manifests itself in the relationship 

between coloniser and colonised, giving rise to a dispute for supremacy. 

The first excerpt from Things Fall Apart offers a glimpse of the historical conflict 

between the dominant and the submissive, that is, between those who master and exercise 

power and those who are subjected to it, forced to submit. In the case of this story, the two 

respective poles are represented by two natural figures such as the sky and the Earth. 

Respectively, the former believes itself to be dominant because it is physically above the 

Earth and therefore believes it holds the power to inflict damage on the Earth in any form. 

On the other hand, the second is relegated to a subordinate and therefore an inferior 

position. Consequently, it is implicitly forced to incur the wrath of the sky that dominates 

it. The images in this story are commonly used in the Igbo language and Achebe through 

storytelling uses them to narrate and reveal the suffering of the natives inflicted by the 
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colonisers (Ebim, 2021: 198). On the one hand, the vulture symbolises the colonising 

people who hold the fate of the natives. Being carnivorous and devourer, it can consume 

what is left. However, on the other hand, given the proposal to try to obtain an 

improvement in their conditions, the vulture also assumes the role of mediator with the 

outsiders. Specifically, the vulture is described as attempting to appease the sky to soften 

its heart. It succeeds in part by granting water to the people, agreeing to a sort of peace. 

However, instead of rain being “wrapped in leaves of cocoyam” (Achebe, 1994: 53-54), the 

rain falls, and the vulture departs for more favourable territory. The vulture’s betrayal 

reflects the infidelity of political exploiters who take advantage of colonised territories 

and their resources, subsequently expropriating them to the detriment of the local 

population (Ebim, 2021: 198). 

In this folktale, the narrative depicts the natural world by empowering it with 

human qualities to underline the direct connection between these two entities that coexist 

in respect and harmony in African culture. Here, colonialism breaks this balance by 

violating cultural values for political purposes such as the invasion of Nigeria. The 

emphasis on the vulture's betrayal alludes to the negotiations and behaviour of the 

politicians, who for expediency's sake have lashed out at Nigeria, invaded and deprived of 

its wealth. The reference to the sky as a powerful subject identifies the European 

colonisers, who inflict pain on the passive earth (“heavily did it rain”), now so barren that 

“the dead could not be buried because the hoes broke on the stony Earth” (Achebe, 1994: 

53-54). Cultural references to local myths and nature aim to convey community values, 

such as solidarity and the importance of mediation. Rain symbolises fertility, representing 

life and reconciliation, whose premature arrival alludes to the unpredictable and 

vulnerable nature of human existence. Moreover, the role of the vulture is crucial. It acts 

as a mediator between Earth and Sky, but its behaviour reflects a dual purpose. On the one 
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hand, the vulture is seen as a benefactor who manages to obtain the arrival of rain against 

the drought. On the other, it is seen as an opportunist when it takes advantage of the 

sacrifice to fulfil its selfish needs. Therefore, the profound meaning of this story suggests 

reflection on the consequences that the behaviour of a single individual can have to the 

detriment of a community and suggests meditation concerning the link between nature 

and society. 

The second story Achebe narrates is that of the mosquito and the ear, where the 

themes are inequality, freedom, and solidarity in a world supposedly created by one God, 

which should encourage equality (Ebim, 2021: 198). On the contrary, this story highlights 

the uneasy state and consequent hope for consolation of an individual who is made 

problematic to live in his environment because of a persecutor who guarantees him 

anything but peace. The humiliation suffered by the mosquito leads the latter to torture 

the ear as revenge for the rejection of his efforts at conjugal harmony. This topic relates to 

strictly marital compatibility and relationships understood in a general sense (Ebim, 

2021: 199). Regarding the latter, within the African political sphere, it has happened and 

still happens frequently that attempts at union are not balanced on both sides and thus 

end up feeding discord and wrongs. These, in turn, result in the inconsistency inherent in 

religion, different cultural parties, and contrasts in the approach to everyday situations 

(Ebim, 2021: 199). The ear, which had humiliated the mosquito, realised that determining 

the development of events and the manifestation of circumstances are entrusted to a 

higher control – God – and, therefore, are not bound by earthly orders (Ebim, 2021: 199). 

Consequently, the skeleton mentioned in the story is a metaphor for the frustration caused 

by the constant envy of those believed to possess more. Fragility and resilience emerge 

prominently in this folktale, where the mosquito symbolises persistence, rejection, 

humiliation, and vulnerability, while Ear reminds us of the importance of listening and 
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critical judgment at the expense of others. In this way, Achebe emphasises the relevance 

of dignity and resistance, underlining the consequences of humiliation. 

In the third folktale, Achebe introduces the figure of the tortoise among the birds 

to challenge a society morbidly attached to man-made damage. He uses this story to 

convey the meanings of corruption, violation of the limits of decency and modesty, and 

moral failure. The tortoise protagonist of this story presents himself as a defender of the 

people, but his greed ends up obscuring the latter’s rights (Ebim, 2021: 199). Achebe 

ascribes to this protagonist the same tendency as certain politicians in ethical decline, 

who, to reach the desired position, seem willing to comply with any demand. However, 

after reaching their goal, they suddenly change their attitude, going back on and forgetting 

every promise previously made (Ebim, 2021: 199). Similarly, the tortoise even goes so far 

as to forget that he has borrowed wings, and while he loses his identity, at the same time 

he betrays the trust of those who believed in him. This feeling of superiority that causes 

his decline shows that the guaranteed change had not taken place and that, on the 

contrary, his attitude has led him to lose everything.  

In conclusion, this story is a metaphor to explain that those who gain something 

after never having anything will be more inclined to struggle not to lose it, while those 

who have always had everything will live in the eagerness to want more and more, not 

being willing to lose anything (Ebim, 2021: 199). In this story, Tortoise represents 

manipulation and cunning, while the birds symbolise good faith and naivety. Tortoise is a 

crafty trickster and represents a recurring archetype in African folktales, at once admired 

for his intelligence but criticised for his lack of ethics (Odom, 2013: 13). His dialogue with 

the birds denotes a strong persuasiveness in his use of language, which overcomes 

suspicion despite previous experience. Furthermore, trust-breaking ingratitude emerges 
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as another theme, symbolised by the feathers the birds offer Tortoise as a sign of collective 

sacrifice, unaware of his opportunistic betrayal. 

The fourth extract analysed illustrates through an anecdote the story of a mute man 

killed by the inhabitants of a village. The context of this extract reveals the anti-imperialist 

nature of the actions described, suggesting that the silence of the natives does not imply 

weakness or cowardice (Ebim, 2021: 200). Achebe develops this insight by narrating the 

incursion of the little kite, who kidnaps first a duckling and then a chick to express a 

political message. The duckling symbolises a concealed threat or unknown danger, while 

the chick is an openly visible and therefore less fearsome enemy. In this case, the theme of 

power relations is made explicit in the misunderstanding of silence, an enigmatic and 

potentially dangerous sign which if ignored leads people to assume a disadvantageous 

position concerning the real meaning of the actions of those who keep silent. Indeed, the 

cautionary tale refers to the downfall of the people of Abame, who by ignoring the silence 

of their adversaries found themselves subjected to their hegemony. Therefore, the 

ideology that dominates this tale emphasises the importance of care and caution in 

interpreting the behaviour of individuals.  

Essentially, this metaphor aims to shed light on the indecision of people who 

oscillate between embracing new possibilities by breaking from established patterns and, 

vice versa, remaining faithful to those patterns by feeding a constant struggle against the 

colonial powers (Ebim, 2021: 200). This indecision justifies why Okonkwo remained in 

exile for almost a decade, afraid to intervene yet wondering why his people had not been 

able to overcome the colonisers. Achebe explains the last passage using rhetorical 

questions “What is it that happened to our people? Why did they not fight back?” (1994: 

140) to show how the protagonist minimised the resilience of his people, whom he did 

not take responsibility for protecting. In this way, he emphasises and increases the power 
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of the enemy (Ebim, 2021: 200). For this reason, the Nigerian writer portrays an image of 

loneliness and disorientation that envelops Okonkwo, who is still obstinate in opposing 

the colonists' invasion.  

This extract underlies an important critique of the strength-weakness dichotomy 

in response to colonialism. If Abame's anecdote had already questioned the effectiveness 

of his actions, Okonkwo's contempt for the perceived or real weakness of his people 

clearly emerges with this latest excerpt. The persistence inherent in his violent impulses 

underlines his rigidity towards change and his incapacity to adapt. "They were fools, […] 

They had been warned that danger was ahead. They should have armed themselves with 

their guns and their machetes even when they went to market. […] They have paid for 

their foolishness" (Achebe, 1994: 140) exhorted Okonkwo when alerted to the white 

irruption, saying that Abame's men had been warned by the Oracle that disaster was 

imminent and so they were supposed to prepare to fight (Kemoli, 1989: 18). Instead of 

capturing a moral lesson on misplaced caution, the protagonist mercilessly criticises the 

weak approach of his people. The dialogue between Okonkwo and Obierika reflects the 

internal discussions within the community on how to respond to attacks (Achebe, 1994: 

175-177). Obierika counters Okonkwo's blind violence by placing a wiser and more 

reflective stance. 

Overall, the writer of Things Fall Apart carefully emphasises the importance of his 

culture through a style like a parable or folklore and uses the story of the protagonist 

Okonkwo as a mirror of the clash between tradition and innovation. The latter entails 

change, which Achebe decides to go along with, but without neglecting his cultural origins. 

For this reason, he blends both African and European linguistic elements so that these two 

heritages can complement each other instead of only relying on the destruction that 
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colonialism has caused, although this topic is dealt with extensively in the novel (Ebim, 

2021: 200).  

The latter’s narrative highlights the consequences suffered by the characters due 

to their own mistakes. Notably, this concerns Okonkwo and the effects of his behaviour 

and decisions on the Igbo people. Okonkwo decides to abandon his people because of 

claims of supremacy, forcing them to surrender, not even realising the damage caused by 

his absence (Achebe, 1994: 175-176). Here the novelist refers to Okonkwo’s compulsive 

psychological fear of failure by demonstrating how the latter can drive men to all manner 

of extremes (Kemoli, 1989: 15). He ardently desires to overpower his father and to 

succeed where the latter had failed, but his intention to be unlike his father influences his 

concept of masculinity, which is exaggerated. In the end, the character's fear causes his 

suicide and contrasts with his life's purpose of being different from his father. Indeed, he 

chooses to die in the same shameful manner that his father did, obscuring all the dignity 

he had acquired (Kemoli, 1089: 21). This burning inner tribulation reflects a fear of failure 

that leads him to kill himself, allowing the colonising power to enter the village and 

subjugate it. Therefore, the protagonist’s suicide symbolises not only his demise but also 

the death of Igbo society and culture itself. 

 

3.2.2.2 Proverbs 

Concerning the proverbs that Achebe decides to introduce throughout the text, it can be 

argued that they express a symbolic meaning considering the cultural context and its role 

within society. Within the novel, these proverbs paint the characters' souls by giving them 

bodies as if they were real, thus describing the personalities that fill the Igbo people 

(Asika, 2001: 142). Through the application of the methodology, the analysis made it 

possible to identify different ideologies from the specific proverbs selected. Achebe 
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explores a view of life as a predestined evolutionary process, asserting that from the 

earliest signs of an individual, it is possible to discern the character that he or she will 

develop over time while growing up (Emodi, 2022: 294). A division of roles in Igbo society 

marks a precise hierarchy (Emodi, 2022: 293). Therefore, attention to the development of 

individuals is emphasised from a very young age. The meaning of the first proverb thus 

alludes to the wisdom of recognising these signs and foreseeing their future potential, in 

a community that strongly emphasises the distinction between young and old and weighs 

a person's maturity for responsibility and leadership.  

The ideology shared by the first two proverbs is linked to masculinity, which in the 

first case is attributed to the likelihood of social success of a male individual who grows 

up to become a community leader and in the second case is compared to the strength of 

an animal, the lion, considered a symbol of power and royalty by the Igbo people, to 

explain the expectations that a male individual should fulfil according to canonical 

community stereotypes (Emodi, 2022: 294, 297). Both cases present a striking contrast 

between external strength and internal fragility, reflecting the appearance-reality 

dichotomy. Okonkwo is regarded as the strongest warrior, but like any human being, he 

too has the right to swing between his emotions and can be scratched. For this reason, the 

metaphor central to the proverb likens Okonkwo's suffering to the broken heart of a lion, 

implicitly alluding to the colonial destruction that drained the energy of the Nigerian 

people, leaving them defenceless despite their attempts to resist. Here, the didactic 

function conveys the idea that physical strength is not enough to overcome obstacles 

(Emodi, 2022: 294). 

It is relevant in the context of this first ideology to highlight the difference between 

Okonkwo and his father Unoka, which is already evident in the first chapter of Things Fall 

Apart.  
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Unoka was never happy when it came to wars. He was in fact a coward and could 

not bear the sight of blood. And so, he changed the subject and talked about music, 

and his face beamed. He could hear in his mind's ear the blood-stirring and 

intricate rhythms of the ekwe3 and the udu4 and the ogene,5 and he could hear his 

own flute weaving in and out of them, decorating them with a colourful and 

plaintive tune. (Achebe, 1994: 6) 

 

Okonkwo’s father liked to play music, celebrate harvests, and watch the kites in the skies, 

and he would have run fast at the sight of blood (Achebe, 1994: 6). These are all considered 

feminine qualities, which were not included in the Igbo societal conception (Kemoli, 1989: 

3). Unoka was a lazy man in a society that values hard work (Kemoli, 1898: 22) and talks 

in traditional Igbo proverbs. On the other hand, his son Okonkwo represents those 

approved physical masculine characteristics, because “He was tall and huge, and his bushy 

eyebrows and wide nose gave him a very severe look” (Achebe, 1994: 3-4) and “he was 

not afraid of war. He was a man of action, a man of war. Unlike his father he could stand 

the look of blood” (Achebe, 1994: 10). The same difference mirrors itself in the 

relationship between Okonkwo and his son Nwoye, who “knew that it was right to be 

masculine and to be violent, but somehow he still preferred the stories that his mother 

used to tell, […] he now knew that they were for foolish women and children, and he knew 

that his father wanted him to be a man” (Achebe, 1994: 53-54). Nwoye is aware that 

society values masculinity, but he does not deny that he prefers his mother's stories. This 

conflict between nature and nurture thus reflects his inner sensitivity on the one hand and 

 
3 A musical instrument, a type of drum made from wood. 

4 A musical instrument, a type of drum made from pottery. 

5 A musical instrument, a kind of gong. 
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social expectations and demands on the other (Kemoli, 1898: 24). Moreover, mindful of 

his father's relationship and consideration, Okonkwo attributes ‘effeminate’ behaviour to 

his son, i.e., “Okonkwo was popularly called the ‘Roaring Flame’, as he looked into the log 

fire, he recalled the name. He was a flaming fire. How then could he have begotten a son 

like Nwoye, degenerate and effeminate. Perhaps he was not his son, no he could not be” 

(Achebe, 1994: 153). 

In this regard, the second ideology identified expresses the value of relationships 

for Igbo communities. In this culture, the principle that governs relationships is balance, 

which allows for the coexistence of multiple individuals or groups and binds people, 

animals, nature, and deities, as well as past and present (Emodi, 2022: 295). Each factor 

has a value but is woven into the history and the principle of community that the Igbo 

preserve through collaboration. This proverb is placed within the second chapter of 

Things Fall Apart, highlighting the relevance of spiritual issues for the Achebe people. For 

instance, it is said that the "Umuofians will not go to war unless the Oracles think it is a 

just war" (Kemoli, 1989: 4) and that "Individuals like Okonkwo offer sacrifices to their 

ancestral spirits" (Kemoli, 1989: 4). The clan itself, when necessary, protects itself as a 

single entity using medicine called ‘agadi-nwayi’, literally meaning ‘old woman’, in honour 

of their ancient healing descendants (Achebe, 1994: 11-12). The Igbo concept of 

relationship thus weaves a web in which values are interwoven with people, society, 

ancestors, deities and gods (Kemoli, 1898: 34), giving equal importance to religion and 

moral values. Thus, the proverb "Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too, if one says 

no to the other, let his wings break" (Achebe, 1994: 19) serves as a social rule to remind 

those who intend to violate the principle of mutual respect and cooperation that they will 

face punishment.  
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An example of punishment is the collapse of Okonkwo in the novel, who acts aggressively 

by refusing to comply and eventually finds his downfall. Furthermore, the symbolism of 

the chosen animals could imply a polarisation between dominant and submissive entities, 

reflecting the hierarchy imposed by the colonists. The eagle and the kite are part of the 

same family of birds of prey, but what divides them is a discrepancy in terms of rank 

(Emodi, 2022: 295). The eagle flies at high altitudes maintaining control over everything 

below and representing the rich, while the kite flies at low altitudes representing the 

weaker (Emodi, 2022: 295). According to the Igbo, everyone should respect his or her own 

position and role in the established hierarchy, but if coexistence between two parties is 

not possible because one of them is concerned about peace, then this should be eliminated 

(Emodi, 2022: 295).  

Therefore, in the post-colonial context, this proverb could be translated into a 

social critique of the cohabitation of different cultures (e.g., Nigerian and Western), which 

have failed to coexist but whose principle of equilibrium has been violated by socio-

cultural conflicts triggered by one of the two, leading to the end of collective harmony. 

According to the ideology of inequality inherent in Igbo cosmology, existence is composed 

of a duality whose extremes must necessarily be different to offset each other (Emodi, 

2022: 295). Wealth needs poverty, and the discursive polarisation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 

punctuates who is inclined to respect the social order and who will be subject to divine 

punishment (Emodi, 2022: 295). In this regard, the Igbo people root their relational 

philosophy within the spiritual dimension, also acknowledging success to the divine 

forces that contribute together with the individual and society to achieving personal goals. 

This last consideration relates to the third ideology identified, that of personal 

achievement that integrates the support of deities and spiritual wisdom with the 

commitment of individuals. Igbo society is used to celebrate personal achievement 
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regardless of age or social class (Asika, 2001: 140). In the light of this consideration, 

anyone with commitment and hard work can achieve success (Kemoli, 1898: 31). This is 

the value that transpires from the proverbs that Achebe introduces, portraying Okonkwo 

as a hard worker, the creator of his independence and therefore deserving of success.  

The implicit discursive polarisation of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ in the proverbs reflects the 

difference between those who are aware of their goals and those who are not or do not 

receive external feedback (Emodi, 2022: 299). The resourcefulness of the protagonist, 

who lacks family support, demonstrates the solidity of this principle, which is reiterated 

several times throughout the novel, emphasising how from an early age he has worked 

hard, knowing how to apply wisdom in his favour to farming, so that it can progressively 

pay off (Kemoli, 1989: 15). The storyline shows how this character's success was 

recognised and honoured, e.g., "Okonkwo was well known throughout the nine villages 

and even beyond. His fame rested on solid personal achievements" (Achebe, 1994: 3). He 

was not only a good farmer, but his commitment and resourcefulness are reflected in the 

novel in a wide range of skills, among which an example is his victory over Amalinze in the 

annual wrestling contest (Achebe, 1994: 3). He's also a brave fighter with an impressive 

war record (Kemoli: 1989: 13). "He was not afraid of war. He was a man of action, a man 

of war. Unlike his father he could stand the look of blood" (Achebe, 1994: 10).  

The reference to the lizard in the first of the three proverbs within this ideology 

alludes precisely to this resilience, which, associated with the symbol of the iroko, implies 

that those who overcome major obstacles must recognise this. In addition, the 

multifaceted reflection of discipline is symbolised by the reference to ‘ripe corn’ in the 

second proverb, which interweaves agricultural dedication with the life cycle, 

demonstrating that the loan to Okonkwo is an act of trust representative of community 

bonding (Emodi, 2022: 296). However, individual commitment in Achebe culture is 
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inextricably intertwined with divine support and spiritual wisdom, which emerges in the 

third proverb of this section, alluding to the ‘benevolent spirit’. This example is an implicit 

criticism of those who take credit for their successes without acknowledging the role of 

the community or divine power, contrasting with the values of the Igbo (Emodi, 2022: 

299). Okonkwo in the novel breaks this balance by manifesting his individualism at the 

expense of the people. In this way, Achebe reiterates the importance of respecting his own 

culture's principles, emphasising the close bond between his people and the severe 

consequences of moral transgression. Humility thus emerges as a cardinal value that 

governs hierarchical relations and must be respected for social harmony and cohesion 

(Emodi, 2022: 298). 

Finally, the third proverb of the group gives solidity to the previous premise by 

contextualising with the expression "washed his hands" the moment when the 

protagonist was elected community leader (Achebe, 1994: 8). It is crucial to emphasise 

that this milestone was achieved by Okonkwo due to the respect he earned for his 

continuous dedication, justified by the absence of a family that could help or support him 

financially. It was not the start of work at a very young age, nor the social class to which 

he belonged that was recognised, but the principle that drove his path, governed by 

determination (Emodi, 2022: 298). This perspective mirrors the Igbo social hierarchy, 

showing the boundary between progress and stagnation, i.e., between those who rise 

through merit (e.g., Okonkwo) and those who rely on birth lineage without ever 

committing themselves (e.g., Okonkwo's father, Unoka). Washing one's hands, as 

described in the proverb, represents in this context a purification ritual to access a higher 

plane, where status is worthy of elevation through commitment (Emodi, 2022: 298). The 

didactic function of proverbs that explicate this ideology is not only intended to convey 

the importance of hard work and dedication in a meritocratic context such as that of the 
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Igbo people but also serves as a trigger to reflect on the outcome of the obsession with 

success later developed by Okonkwo, which will lead him to undermine all his previous 

efforts to earn community respect (Kemoli, 1089: 21). 

The last ideology identified is the anti-imperialist ideology, where Achebe directly 

references his people's need to resist through survival strategies (Emodi, 2022: 299). The 

analysed proverb is placed in the climax of the clash between the settlers and the Igbo in 

the novel, referring to the characteristic imaginary bird of Igbo culture, Eneke, to reflect 

the rapid change the community had to undergo (Achebe, 1994: 203-205). The 

polarisation expressed by the animal metaphor here criticises imperialism and places 

those who suffered and those who inflicted pain at extremes. On the one hand, “shoot 

without missing their mark” identifies the British invaders, the militarily precise ‘men’, in 

contrast to the strength of Eneke, the symbol of the Igbo people in this case, who manages 

to struggle to avoid suffering devastation.  

Through this proverb, Achebe expands a universal dimension, in which he criticises 

all those systems in which power is hurled against the weakest at their expense, thus 

inviting them to find new adaptation strategies to survive the invasion of the oppressors 

(Emodi, 2022: 300). Nevertheless, resistance and adaptation require compromise. This 

consideration shows how the analysed proverb implies a sad aura of loss towards the 

original Indigenous cultural identity undermined by colonialism. The didactic purpose is 

fundamental, that is, to transmit and teach the Nigerian country's history to be able to 

recognise and honour the strength and perseverance in trying to save as much as possible 

and look after it with extreme care during the period of invasion. This requires looking at 

the post-colonial legacy with eyes that are aware of all the horror experienced by the 

Indigenous peoples and how much beauty was usurped and unravelled in the attempted 

appropriation and cultural devastation. 
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3.2.3 Explanation: Impact of Social and Ideological Practices 

The stories that Achebe tells throughout his novel reflect the relevance of the Nigerian oral 

tradition in Igbo culture, which is fundamental to the transmission from generation to 

generation of moral and social knowledge and teachings with an educational function 

towards their values. These tales attempt to deconstruct the imposed colonial stereotypes, 

from which an image of Africa's arid history and culture emerges (Asika, 2001: 137). Each 

of the examples analysed deals with the cultural context and the colonial context, conveys 

a post-colonial message, and, finally, suggests a universal reflection. The reference to 

mythology, for example, demonstrates the complexity of Igbo cosmology and its inherent 

philosophy, which although local has universal themes, making the message Achebe 

intends to convey accessible to anyone, regardless of geographical and cultural origin.  

Humanising natural or abstract elements is a recurring pattern in the author's 

narratives, as it is a strategy that helps memory to consolidate, given its inescapable 

nature for the transmission and dissemination of stories (Emodi, 2021: 77). Given the 

educational function of storytelling, the constant allusions to the contrasts between the 

different reactions of the various characters are used to teach values such as resilience 

and the recognition of arrogance or derision. These references are repeated several times 

through different symbols, situations, and characters that show how ideological and social 

practices have impacted the culture of Nigeria. In most cases, animal characters are used 

to mirror the behaviour of human beings, a significant comparison that highlights the 

recurrent and sad reality of human reasoning devoid of conscience or animated by forces 

that in the real world are typical of animals, not of human beings with developed 

intellectual capacities. 

Moreover, the setting of the various tales, often with idyllic and festive situations in 

the sky contrasted with severe and extreme ones such as famine on Earth, reflects the 
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cyclical cadence of abundance and scarcity that marks the Nigerian agricultural culture. 

Nevertheless, the emphasis on wisdom and prudence shows how important it is within 

Igbo society to interpret social signals correctly to survive. In this sense, Igbo people’s oral 

tradition also demonstrates how it served to develop and consolidate critical skills such 

as assessing danger and reading the behaviour of others (Achebe, 1994: 140). This 

consideration underlies a criticism of the incapacity of some communities to grasp 

external threats such as the arrival of settlers, inherent in deception and manipulation. 

The tradition of storytelling in writing in English is configured as a strategy for the 

re-appropriation of the coloniser's language (Alam, 2014: 104).6 In this way, Achebe 

successfully demonstrates and enhances the culture that Africa preserves, countering the 

colonial stereotype that asserts the absence of cultural depth in this geographical area, in 

a literary world dominated by Western fiction (Achebe, 1978:13; Asika, 2001: 137). 

An important passage in Chinua Achebe's critique within Things Fall Apart is 

underlined by the last analysed excerpt, which deals with the collective trauma suffered 

by the Okonkwo people due to the colonisation that invaded and subjugated them. 

Abame's anecdote serves to exemplify the violence inflicted on the community and is 

important for the recognition of colonial oppression. If the protagonist's impulsiveness 

 
6 Regarding the concept of appropriation, in the context of postcolonial literature, the extensive chapter 

dedicated to the dichotomy appropriation-abrogation included in The Empire Writes Back 

(Ashcroft/Griffiths/Tiffin, 2002: 37-77) is worth mentioning. In this work, the authors critically compare 

the two concepts, placing them at two different yet interconnected poles. On the one hand, abrogation 

constitutes a crucial step in the process of language decolonisation, in that it rejects the imposition of 

imperial linguistic patterns, thus refusing to adopt the standard colonial language. On the other hand, 

appropriation becomes a means of resisting colonial domination, by re-adapting and shaping the colonisers' 

language so that it can embody and convey the reality of the Indigenous experience. In this sense, Chinua 

Achebe demonstrates how the Africanisation of the English language – i.e. its transformation and adaptation 

to Igbo linguistic and cultural structures – gives rise to a new and authentic expression. Therefore, to avoid 

the risk of a mere rejection of colonial power, abrogation necessarily implies the process of appropriation. 
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serves to confine armed violence as the only means of survival, the story that Achebe tells 

is intended to raise deeper moral questions. The author demonstrates how crucial it is to 

draw on wisdom, creating a strategy of adaptation that allows one to defend oneself 

against colonial forces by resisting from a multifaceted, more layered, and complex point 

of view, not only through physical force. Thus, a critique is made of masculinity that 

emerges as toxic and counterproductive, represented by the ideals of the novel's 

protagonist. A crucial point is the difference between the incapacity to detach oneself from 

the dynamics of the past, firmly believing them to be irrefutable strategies, and the 

realisation that one must adapt to a new cultural dynamic to resist and survive. This 

existential dilemma stemmed from the invasion of white settlers, which wreaked both 

external and, more importantly, internal devastation on African communities, depriving 

them of both power structures and the cultural values and moral lessons that Achebe has 

so carefully attempted to reconstruct through Things Fall Apart. 

While the excerpts from Achebe's storytelling allow one to insert oneself within the 

Igbo cultural tradition to probe its values, moral and social lessons, and the history of the 

country, the proverbs broaden the overview of interest by focusing on the linguistic aspect 

underlying specific ideologies of a socio-political nature (Emodi, 2022: 290). The proverbs 

analysed show how Achebe justifies the actions of the subjects described, criticises 

distorted ethical patterns and promotes the transmission and dissemination of moral 

lessons (Asika, 2001: 140). He narrates the rich philosophical culture, dense with wisdom 

and a perception of life that has characterised the Igbo people and their African beauty 

since the beginning of time (Asika, 2001: 140). One can see how the author uses the 

English language to translate expressions that convey deep-rooted local beliefs, which 

serve as a trigger for universal reflections (Ebim, 2021: 192). Through these idioms, 

Achebe criticises colonial power structures for attempting to eradicate their cultural 
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richness in favour of a pre-established Western order, to demonstrate the inconsistency of 

a country originally rich in history, values, traditions, and languages. The proverbs 

analysed stand as symbols of a local logic that follows principles and practices of everyday 

order, consolidated over time and handed down from primitive generations. It is also 

interesting to note the use of the country's natural images to coin unique expressions, 

including references to personified animals and the fruits of agricultural harvests (Ebim, 

2021: 192). The desire to draw on what is familiar to the author takes the form of an 

attempt to resist colonial rule. For this reason, Achebe seeks to recreate through his 

writing the tension between traditional values and values imposed by the rigidity of 

colonialism. 

Among the ideologies identified during analysis and interpretation, Igbo beliefs 

related to masculinity and the imperative need for a man to prove his virility emerged 

(Achebe, 1994: 24, 66). The latter is a theme that Igbo people pay attention to from birth 

and is monitored throughout a man's growth, resulting in maniacal control of his emotions 

as an adult. The psychological breakdown of the protagonist of Things Fall Apart is the 

outcome of these societal expectations, which Achebe criticises throughout the narrative. 

This critique is not limited to Igbo culture, it extends especially to the collective trauma 

caused by colonialism and suggests a universal reflection on the limits of strength and the 

need to adapt. 

In the same collective terms, it also conceives a social system at the basis of which, 

for community survival, respect cannot be lacking. The ideology concerning relationships 

and the spiritual aspect emphasises the crucial importance of harmony for these people, 

who are nourished by the bond between mortal society, the divine sphere, and the animal 

world according to a hierarchical structure in which each entity cooperates for the good 

of all (Achebe, 1994: 19, 26). Mutual respect thus becomes a universal warning for 



82 
 

collective survival. It is also worth mentioning in this context the importance of humility, 

which Achebe reiterates several times throughout the novel, both through folktales and 

proverbs, as a reminder of the role of deities and ancestral forces in contributing to the 

success of individuals. This repeated clarification takes the form of a criticism of those 

who betray their cultural roots, celebrating individualism at the expense of the 

community. The value of collectivity and loyalty to traditions are indispensable principles 

for maintaining society, the transgression of which can lead to collapse, as the outcome of 

the protagonist Okonkwo's story demonstrates (Ezenweke/Nwadialor, 2013: 61).  

The reference to ‘palm-kernels’ (Achebe, 1994: 26) in the last proverb analysed in 

this section establishes a parallel between the saying and the process of breaking palm 

kernels, reflecting the Igbo people's difficulty in resisting colonial forces. As a complex 

operation, breaking palm nuts is hard work, but for this community it is essential for 

survival (Emodi, 2022: 299). In this sense, the ‘benevolent spirit’ (Achebe, 1994: 26) takes 

the form of an allegory of help from above, from seemingly hidden and mystical forces in 

which, however, Igbo culture roots its values. As pointed out earlier, the local cosmology 

intertwines the mortal and spiritual worlds, converging in the outcome of actions and the 

achievement of goals a sum of human to divine endeavour. This proverb thus introduces 

the concept of a personal spirit, chi, the supreme God, Chukwu, and his emissaries, sent to 

alleviate fatigue and contribute to the balance between the two worlds in communication 

(Emodi, 2022: 299). From this perspective, there emerges an implicit critique of the 

individualism and materialism promoted and practised by Western colonialism, which 

contrasts with Igbo ideologies advocating communal and spiritual principles. In other 

words, a rebellion against the cultural homogenisation inherent in the colonial desire to 

eradicate Igbo identity is reaffirmed. 
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Speaking of personal commitment and achievement, the story of the protagonist of Things 

Fall Apart also illustrates the great value upheld by the Igbo community concerning the 

importance of hard work. Achebe introduces several proverbs that refer to Okonkwo's 

story, narrating his commitment to building a reputation as a hard worker and achieving 

important achievements from a very young age through his discipline (Achebe, 1994: 8, 

21, 22). Here, the author of the novel implies a reflection on modernity, i.e., a critique of 

the colonial and post-colonial system that uses the capacity to adapt to Western values as 

a yardstick instead of recognising individual merit within Indigenous enterprises, which 

is why he uses the protagonist of the story as a symbol of a local resistance that is also 

based on self-valorisation. Remarkably, the respectful generational exchange is also 

evident here, faithfully quoting ancient proverbs to demonstrate the continuity of social 

and ideological practices, emphasising the community bond (Achebe, 1994: 22). 

With the same purpose of preserving community identity and history, Achebe 

conveys a core value with an anti-imperialist ideology (Achebe, 1994: 203-204). The 

principle of adaptation is a value celebrated by the Igbo people who personally had to 

apply it violently against the horrors of the British invasion. The forced nature of this 

adaptation strategy reflects two ideological polarisations, namely, between oppressors 

and oppressed, and between static and adaptive. The first case highlights the 

aggressiveness of the settlers as opposed to the resistance of the Nigerians (Emodi, 2022: 

299). The second case links the capacity to survive and adapt to the flexibility of strategies 

in a dependency relationship, revealing how the action of standing still only causes defeat. 

The impossibility of peaceful coexistence between two opposing forces thus makes the 

choice between resistance and submission to colonialism inevitable, implying a 

considerable emotional and cultural cost (Emodi, 2022: 295). 
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Chapter 4 

Americanah: Immigration and Racism in the Work of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

 

 

4.1 Contextual Background 

Considered the most successful contemporary Nigerian writer worldwide, Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie received the National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction in 2013 for her 

third novel Americanah (Reuter, 2015: 1). In the same year, Chinua Achebe passed away, 

who was such a great reference for Adichie that she conceived her work as a tribute to her 

precursor's colonial legacy. From this point of view, Adichie illustrates the ruins of 

colonialism from a present-day perspective, that of the protagonist of the novel 

Americanah, Ifemelu (Adichie, 2013). Reflecting the author's own experience, Ifemelu's 

story tells of the experience of racism in a diasporic context as a consequence of the 

colonial invasion suffered by her country of origin, Nigeria (Reuter, 2015: 1). Becoming 

aware of the perception of ‘blacks’ by ‘whites’ (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 227) causes a profound 

discrepancy that Ifemelu, as well as Adichie, realises once she arrives in the Americas 

(Reuter, 2015: 1). Historically, the definition of racism is associated with a form of 

oppression enacted by a people who by biological or cultural traits feel dominant over 

another, thus justifying the exercise of abusive and minimising power (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 

236). Based on this consideration, so-called social hierarchies have been created over 

time, whereby the population is subdivided according to power relations (Wilson, 1999: 

14). 
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Adichie carefully dissects the impact of racism on the construction of personal and social 

identity, focusing her work on the consequences in terms of adaptation in new contexts, 

such as Ifemelu's in the United States, referring to the contemporary African diaspora 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 227). This view shows the role of context in defining ‘black identity’ 

and the transformative power of migration on self-identification (Vuletic, 2018: 135). 

Adichie narrates Ifemelu's story to highlight this diasporic identity's multifaceted and 

transnational nature, which contrasts with the protagonist's self-identification as Igbo, 

Nigerian, African, and black concerning a single community (Vuletic, 2018: 135). In any 

case, it is necessary to consider that this discourse takes place within a region defined by 

Paul Gilroy as ‘the Black Atlantic’ (1993), whose socio-cultural history is dense with racist 

dynamics and suggests a shifting view of contemporary Igbo identities based on social 

constructions influenced by racism and the history of the African diaspora (Vuletic, 2018: 

135). 

The concept of ‘identity’ thus extends within a dimension that displays multiple 

facets, each corresponding to different traits or characteristics that converge in an 

individual, making it an organic and mutable container. Scientifically, a pattern of identity 

recognition has been demonstrated by Hall (1995) that distinguishes between an 

Enlightenment subject, a sociological one, and a postmodern one (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 233). 

Regarding the different conceptions of identity, the former defines identity as something 

innate and subjective. In contrast, the sociological subject interprets identity as a 

structure in which innate characteristics and sociocultural influences are intertwined. 

Finally, the postmodern subject proposes a view of identity as a fluid entity, capable of 

adapting according to historical and social context (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 233). Various 

factors, including globalisation, social mobility, and precariousness in interpersonal 

relationships, contribute to the fragmentation of identity (Bauman, 1988: 62; 
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Buckingham, 2008: 1). As time goes by, new dynamics emerge, such as the introduction of 

technology, which creates spaces for listening and sharing. This allows marginalised 

people to connect and support each other in solidarity (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 232). 

Nevertheless, the negative side of this tool lies in its misuse, as it can consolidate 

marginalization through accounts that take advantage of anonymity and do not hold back 

from threats and insults, increasing possible identity crises (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 233). 

Oppression and colonialism are rooted in a historical origin that goes back many 

centuries and has resulted in the consolidation of certain stereotypes, such as the 

aggressive, hypersexualised, or exotic conception of black women (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 

235). Beale (1970) argues this point by stressing how colonial history somehow persists 

in justifying the abuses suffered by black women, which concern not only the sexual aspect 

but also the economic sphere where an unbridgeable gap reigns in the difference in pay 

between men and women. Johnson & Bankhead (2013: 86) show another perspective on 

this discrimination, pointing out the importance of hair in African culture. The infamous 

chemical ironing is an aesthetic practice that has been consolidated over time to attempt 

to conform to the aesthetic traits associated with whites. While this practice tries to thin 

the differences, considering that it implies health risks, it emphasises the perceived 

inappropriateness of African women of their hair, which is therefore considered ‘wild’ 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 238) and unprofessional (Adichie, 2013: 119).  

All these considerations are echoed by Smit (1996) in her analysis of Davies' 1994 

work, Black Women, Writing and Identity, where she highlights the profound lack of 

understanding of the experience of black women (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 234). In this regard, 

Anzaldua (1990) places the discourse within the sphere of migration, justifying the 

redefinition of black women's identity through cultural and social exchange that occurs in 

new contexts and circumstances. The oppressive system and the need for escape to 
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cultivate one's freedom and seek new stimuli and opportunities is the engine that initiates 

migration, ensuring a polyhedric spectrum of perspectives with which one's sense of self 

can be confronted (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 235). Dealing with this topic in literature and giving 

space to the history of black women is crucial in understanding themselves and their 

prominent role. 

This concept develops Adichie's work, providing space and value to the 

experiences of black women in the context of migration. By highlighting the strength and 

the layered and articulated identity of these subjects, Adichie uses her voice in an attempt 

to denounce and consequently deconstruct those power structures that feed racism and 

sexist discrimination, configuring her writing and in particular Americanah a tool for 

analysing how identity is constructed and what influences this very complex process 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 234). In this regard, unlike Chinua Achebe's storytelling, Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie faithfully reports direct dialogues in her work, from which emerges an 

interesting contamination of the protagonist's language, rich in code-switching and 

influences of local dialects. The analysis of these dialogues contributes to the Nigerian 

writer's goal of extending the debate on the works of black women writers, giving space 

to a topic frequently neglected or underestimated in academic literature (Dias/Pinto, 

2019: 228). 

 

4.2 Qualitative Analysis of Americanah 

For this analysis, six dialogues were extracted from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's novel 

Americanah, embodying implicit themes such as racism, the relationship between identity 

and alterity, migration, assimilation versus cultural resistance, colonialism, and the role of 

the body and language in defining the self. Through code-switching language that 

interweaves standard English, Nigerian pidgin, and American slang, Adichie explores the 
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consequences of Western culture's imposition of standards, denouncing socio-cultural 

injustices. Among the main standards criticised by the author are language discrimination 

and the renunciation of bilingualism, social invisibility that reduces individual identity to 

stereotypes and racial prejudices, conformity to aesthetic standards that imply pain and 

sacrifice, and the dualism between the sense of cultural belonging and the inevitable 

process of identity transformation. As the analysis shows, the linguistic contamination, 

together with the strongly racist vocabulary, use of dialogue and emotional descriptions, 

contributes to the power dynamics, making explicit the multiple and severe outcomes of 

the Nigerian diaspora on linguistic and personal identity. 

 

4.2.1 Description: Textual Analysis 

 

1) “Oh, yes, Sidcot Hall,” Kosi said. “It’s already on top of my list because I know they 

teach the British curriculum.” Obinze […] said, “Didn’t we all go to primary schools 

that taught the Nigerian curriculum? […] When he was younger, he had admired 

people with moneyed childhoods and foreign accents, but he had come to sense an 

unvoiced yearning in them, a sad search for something they could never find. He 

did not want a well-educated child enmeshed in insecurities.” (Adichie, 2013: 29)  

 

This dialogue between the characters Kosi and Obinze is charged with tension that pits 

the aspiration for westernisation against traditional cultural values. This is evident in the 

use of vocabulary, which introduces ‘British curriculum’ on the one hand and ‘Nigerian 

curriculum’ on the other implying a difference between the authority attributed to 

Western education and the authenticity of local roots. ‘British curriculum’ symbolises the 

persistence of the British colonial legacy, associated with a prestige value and standards 
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to be emulated, which in this context are educational yet emblematic of cultural 

aspirations. On the other hand, the ‘Nigerian curriculum’ reflects local cultural roots, while 

downplaying their legitimacy in a context such as the globalisation described. This duality 

is repeated throughout the novel, pitting local character against global character, tradition 

against modernity, and authentic nature against external aspiration.  

This discursive polarisation is further marked by the terms ‘moneyed childhoods’ 

and ‘foreign accents’, which emphasise the cultural contrast by highlighting features that 

nurture an artificial atmosphere, far removed from the Nigerian experience. The term 

‘moneyed childhoods’ associates an economic idea, i.e. 'moneyed', with an affective idea, 

i.e. 'childhood', evoking an antithesis between a material aspect and an emotional 

dimension from which a sense of identity emptiness leaks out. Therefore, the implication 

of these terms takes on a negative meaning, associating education with the imitation of 

values from the outside, superficial and inauthentic, as denoted by the phrase "sad search 

for something they could never find" (Adichie, 2013: 29), alluding to the insatiability of an 

emotional gap, and the last sentence of the extract. Particular emphasis is placed on the 

metaphorical expression "enmeshed in insecurities", in which the passive verb describes 

a subject trapped in a web of insecurities from which he cannot free himself. The sense of 

melancholy clearly emerges from these lines and particularly from the sentence "Didn't 

we all go to primary schools that taught the Nigerian curriculum?" (Adichie, 2013: 29), in 

which the past is evoked to demonstrate the real importance of the authenticity 

represented by a childhood in Nigeria, suggesting that the belief that westernisation is a 

positive development is deconstructed. Moreover, this rhetorical phrase is meant to 

interact with the reader, inviting them to question their educational experience. Using 

direct dialogue ensures the immediacy of Adichie's intended message, reflecting on the 

value of his people's identity.  
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Furthermore, it is interesting to note how the use of verb tenses in the sentence "When he 

was younger, he had admired people" (Adichie, 2013: 29) indicates a difference in terms 

of awareness of the considerations of the young Obinze, who was fascinated by Western 

privileges, and who now as an adult criticises them, having matured observations and 

ideas in the context in which he lived. 

 

2) “Dike, I mechago?” Ifemelu asked. “Please don’t speak Igbo to him.” Aunty Uju said. 

“Two languages will confuse him.” “What are you talking about, Aunty? We spoke 

two languages growing up.” “This is America. It’s different.” (Adichie, 2013: 109) 

 

This extract presents Adichie's typical code-switching, in which American English 

alternates with the use of the Igbo language. ‘Mechago’ is an indigenous term used to ask 

a person how he is, which in this English-speaking context emerges as a symbol of 

Nigerian culture (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 242). In the sentence "Please don't speak Igbo to him", 

even though the request is posed politely through the opening ‘please’, one perceives the 

interlocutor's rejection of introducing a culture other than American, reinforcing the 

contrast between Nigerian cultural traditions and American standards. "Two languages 

will confuse him" consolidates the previous concept, showing how bilingualism is 

negatively perceived by Americans, who are accustomed to a Western narrative that 

privileges the mono-linguistic domain, reputed to be indispensable for cognitive progress 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 242). Placed in contrast, the subsequent phrase "We spoke two 

languages growing up" draws on Ifemelu's childhood to demonstrate how different the 

two cultures are and persist in keeping their own alive, despite the rigid Western patterns. 

The final sentence "This is America. It's different" confirms this consideration, attributing 

to 'America' the Western justification for a cultural value system that promotes different 
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norms that contrast with the rules used in the past, enshrining a new modern era 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 242). Thus, ‘This is America’ is a metaphor implying adaptation to a 

system that implicates linguistic conformity. The choice of verb tenses also emphasises 

this profound distinction, using the past tense ‘we spoke’ to recall an ancient practice, as 

opposed to ‘will confuse’ to imply that these customs, i.e. bilingualism, will not have 

continuity in the future. Furthermore, pronoun usage emphasises the contrast between 

cultures: whereas Ifemelu uses ‘we’ in communitarian terms, Aunty Uju uses ‘him’ 

suggesting a point of view that favours individualism. 

 

3) “Was it the one with long hair?” the cashier asked. “Well, both of them had long 

hair.” “The one with the dark hair?” Both of them had dark hair. […] “It’s okay, I’ll 

figure out later and make sure she gets her commission.” (Adichie, 2013: 127) 

 

What distinguishes this extract is the absence of a defined subject, whose existence is 

understood through the descriptions ‘long hair’ and ‘dark hair’. These are present in the 

questions and answers of a dialogue between a cashier, whose identity remains 

anonymous, Ifemelu and Ginika. The possible misunderstanding regarding the ambiguity 

of the subject they are talking about is associated with superficial characteristics that 

seem to homologate physical features, such as long, dark hair, suggesting a cultural context 

in which the collective subjugates individuality. This consideration suggests the possibility 

that an individual risks being invisible. Indeed, the subject is described as "the one with 

long hair". The identity of this subject is thus minimised and homologated by similarity, 

showing a perspective in which stereotype impacts perception. The repetition of ‘both’ 

confirms the absence of a detailed description that would allow the two persons to be 

distinguished, developing the conversation in a generic and unresolved manner. The use 
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of the future verbal tense "I'll figure out later" hints at a tone oriented towards operational 

practicality rather than empathy, leaving the mystery open and suggesting procrastination 

and emotional distance, hence a lack of interest on the part of the interlocutor in 

recognising the subject of the conversation. The conclusion "It's okay, I'll figure out later 

and make sure she gets her commission" (Adichie, 2013: 127) feeds a circuit that does not 

lead to a solution, reflecting the vacuity and banality that dominate conversations devoid 

of punctual descriptions or explicit references that allow for the enhancement of 

individuality. 

 

4) “Good afternoon. Is this the right place for registration?” Ifemelu asked Cristina 

Tomas, whose name she did not then know. “Yes. Now. Are. You. An. International. 

Student?” “Yes.” “You. Will. First. Need. To. Get. A. Letter. From. The. International. 

Students. Office.” (Adichie, 2013: 133) 

 

The opening of this excerpt "Is this the right place for registration?" suggests a new setting 

and the protagonist Ifemelu's desire to orient herself in this different context she does not 

know. Interestingly, the punctuation fragments the discourse in the responses of the 

interlocutor Cristina Tomas, e.g. "Yes. Now. Are. You. An. International. Student?", giving 

the feeling that these sentences are meant to be sounded out as when someone does not 

know the language in which one is speaking. This discursive choice suggests that the 

interlocutor believes Ifemelu does not understand the language, implying an inherent bias 

because of the protagonist's different nationality (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). This 

fragmented discursive mode, also repeated later, creates a feeling of detachment, altering 

the normal flow of a discourse that is unpleasantly interrupted. Thus, if Ifemelu presents 

herself with the best intentions of orientation at the beginning of the conversation, on the 
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other hand, Cristina Tomas uses a patronising attitude to minimise the protagonist's 

capacities, animating a socio-cultural hierarchy in which the latter is placed on a 

subordinate level (Reuter, 2015: 4). The rhythm of the conversation, whilst an indicator of 

this social discrepancy, makes it clear that the subject of the conversation is actually the 

bureaucratic process that Ifemelu has to deal with and not Ifemelu herself. The verbs used, 

such as ‘need’ or ‘get’, suggest operational steps to be performed. This tone contrasts with 

that of Ifemelu, who from the outset is friendly and cooperative. The linguistic tension 

creates a discursive polarisation, whereby Cristina Tomas decides to set a distance and 

thus fuels an implicit power dynamic. 

 

5) “Ifemelu’s head bent backwards against a plastic sink, needles of stinging pain shot 

up from different parts of her scalp, down to different parts of her body, back up to 

her head […]. At night, she struggled to find a comfortable position on her pillow. 

Two days later, there were scabs on her scalp. Three days later, they oozed pus. Curt 

wanted her to see a doctor and she laughed at him. It would heal, she told him.” 

(Adichie, 2013: 203-204) 

 

This excerpt is populated by an extremely raw, visceral lexicon rich in details that express 

physical suffering. Adichie here expands an emotional dimension in which the senses can 

be felt as much as the novel's protagonist feels them, evoking an atmosphere in which the 

tension is tangible even for the reader. The physical sacrifice represented by the hair-

straightening process is perceived by the terms ‘needles of stinging pain’, ‘scabs on her 

scalp’, and ‘oozed pus’, which reflect both the pain Ifemelu goes through and the cost of 

cultural assimilation. Significant is the expression "she laughed at him" in which the hint 

of hysterical laughter abounds, dictated by the need to normalise suffering so that it could 
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be bearable, like a habit. It is a laughter that subtends Ifemelu's will to resist and overcome 

that marginalises her to be considered equally, but at the same time reveals how distant 

these standards are from her true nature, forced to be tortured to be accepted.  

Ifemelu's identity is thus shaped by the experience of pain, taking root and healing 

deep inside ("It would heal"). One can see how the short sentences emphasise this urgency 

by channelling the pain through precise and fragmented descriptions, reflecting the 

sobbing agony Ifemelu experiences physically and emotionally. Furthermore, the specific 

"Two days later" and "Three days later" punctuate temporal dynamics that feed the feeling 

of pain's persistence, drawing the reader into the protagonist's lived experience. Ifemelu 

is torn by symptoms, as the terms ‘scabs’ and ‘pus’ show, giving the idea that this is a 

process of violent transformation of her appearance. This suggests that we are talking 

about a toxic system, which implies suffering as a necessary means to pursue the social 

standard of beauty. A standard that apparently restores dignity and the right to be seen, 

but at the same time deprives and drains one of one's true nature. The recurring language 

patterns serve as a trigger for a reflection on the pressure exerted by society on the body 

and appearance in general. This transpires from the repetition of Ifemelu's physical 

consequences, which symbolise the universal suffering of women forced to undergo these 

practices. 

 

6) “At first, Lagos assaulted her […] the air was dense with exaggeration, 

conversations full of over-protestation […]. Here, she felt, anything could happen, 

a ripe tomato could burst out of solid stone. And so she had the dizzying sensation 

of falling, falling into the new person she had become, falling into the strange 

familiar. Had it always been like this or had it changed so much in her absence?” 

(Adichie, 2013: 385) 
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The duality of diasporic identity is the thread running through this excerpt, which 

encapsulates Ifemelu's experience of returning to Lagos, Nigeria, after her experience in 

the United States. The term ‘strange familiar’ embodies this coexistence of a previously 

familiar feeling that now seems to have mutated into one so distant as to seem different. 

This oxymoron expresses the idea that time spent outside has probably distorted the 

memory of local childhood, causing Ifemelu an ambiguous feeling that initially confuses 

her. Disorientation is described as a force that literally assails her, symbolising the strong 

oppression she feels as she attempts to reintegrate geographically, culturally, and 

personally, after the change she has gone through. The approach of ‘Lagos’ to ‘her’ 

attributes human properties to the city, as if it were a living being embodying the 

convergence of both personal and geographic-cultural evolution.  

The carefully chosen vocabulary, such as ‘assaulted’, ‘dense’, ‘exaggeration’, and 

‘over-protestation’, evokes both the physical and the emotional environment, rendering 

the idea of a very intense suffocating sensation, as if the protagonist is crushed by the 

heaviness of the city that seems to greatly exaggerate everything. The oppressive 

perception that paralyses Ifemelu is reflected in the repetition of ‘falling’, which, capturing 

the reader through a redundant rhythm, describes the extra-earthly dimension of the 

protagonist who feels herself plunged into an altered and suspended psychological state. 

The length of the descriptions reflects this emotional complexity, tracing an immersive 

path through the protagonist's emotions. The climax of this process, which breaks the 

feeling of an interminable mental vicious circle, occurs in the rhetorical question ‘Had it 

always been like this or had it changed so much in her absence?’ (Adichie, 2013: 385), 

where the protagonist becomes aware of the limbo position in which she finds herself, 

trying to separate and recognise her personal evolution from the change in the city to 

which she has returned. The image that emerges from the expression "a ripe tomato could 
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burst out of solid stone" paints the surrealism of Lagos, a city in which everything moves 

at such a speed that it hides and suddenly appears, alluding also to a beauty concealed in 

this frenzy and, on the other hand, also to the obstacles and inconsistencies present. The 

phrase "falling into the new person she had become" sums up Ifemelu's psychological 

process, who, although disoriented between nostalgia and alienation, regains control of 

her awareness as she recognises and accepts the change she has gone through. 

 

4.2.2 Interpretation: Discursive Practices and Identity Narration 

The first passage analysed is an excerpt from a dialogue that took place during a party 

between Obinze, Ifmelu's first boyfriend, and his wife Kosi, on the occasion of the 

evaluation of their son's education. To interpret this passage, three points need to be 

emphasised, namely: Adichie's intention to enhance her Nigerian origins, the setting of the 

novel Americanah in contemporary times, and the empowering scope of culture also 

supported by the contemporary black movement (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 241). These 

characteristics are reflected in a dialogue that compares, on the one hand, the Western 

education to which great prestige is attributed, and, on the other hand, the willingness 

and persistence in trying to maintain strong ties with the author's native culture. The 

theme of cultural colonisation thus emerges as a protagonist, while questioning the 

resulting authority, associated in the extract with a dissociated and artificial dimension, 

far removed from the genuineness that reigns in Nigeria, rejecting material wealth 

(Adichie, 2013: 29). The introduction of the ‘British curriculum’ choice embodies the 

persistence of this theme, implying its acceptance in a now globalised world.  

The second theme that emerges from this extract focuses on the construction of 

identity, affirming one of the cardinal principles of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's poetics 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 234). When Obinze uses the term ‘unvoiced yearning’, he openly 
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criticises unintended change, as a feeling of insecurity, "enmeshed in insecurities" 

(Adichie, 2013: 29), and consequent alienation, reigns in those fortunate enough to aim 

for Western culture. Obinze's remarks highlight the value of Nigerian identity, minimised 

by the aspiration to adhere to Western standards considered better (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 

242). The same interlocutors represent the two opposing factions, introducing the third 

theme of education. Indeed, while Kosi seems intrigued and attracted by the perceived 

prestige of Western education ("Oh, yes, Sidcot Hall"), Obinze on the other hand insists on 

the alienating power of the latter, opposing it with a reflexive and critical tone that implies 

more articulated and layered discursive power dynamics. The use of passive verbs such as 

"enmeshed in insecurities" enshrines a subaltern psychological position that Obinze 

claims characterises the Western privileged (Adichie, 2013: 29). Furthermore, the 

pronoun ‘we’ used in the extract dilutes a collective and inclusive dimension, evoking the 

Nigerian sense of community that contrasts with settler-imposed individualism (Vuletic, 

2018: 135). 

In the second excerpt, the two dominant voices bring forward the confrontation 

between Nigerian and Western culture through the issue of bilingualism. While this 

tradition is what Nigerian natives cultivate from an early age, Americans categorically 

reject bilingualism, attributing to it an obsolete and confusing character (Dias/Pinto, 

2019: 242). This also emphasises the different approaches and ways of thinking, 

collectively for Nigerians and individually from the American perspective (Vuletic, 2018: 

135). Ifemelu attempts to deconstruct Western stereotypes, showing the cultural richness 

of her people present in their ability to juggle multiple languages, implying a kaleidoscopic 

point of view. On the other hand, Aunty Oju, seems not to grasp Ifemelu's attempt to resist 

cultural assimilation, arguing her position on a more superficial level that, through the 

rhetorical question "What are you talking about, Aunty?" (Adichie, 2013: 109) suggests 
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the passive acceptance of pre-established norms. Among these, the use of English as a 

unique and distinctive language emerges, a pattern that the author attempts to flex, 

introducing expressions typical of the Igbo language, such as ‘mechago’, intending to resist 

the imposed canons (Adichie, 2013: 109). The discursive dynamics reflect the sides of the 

two interlocutors. In the dialogue, Ifemelu takes a proactive interest in the topic, posing 

questions and encouraging Aunty Uju to reflect on her beliefs by providing her with 

important information. On the other hand, Aunty Uju stands firm on her assertions 

without going any further to try to understand Ifemelu's astonishment, but rather, letting 

out a disillusioned and submissive attitude towards the regulations of the place where she 

lives. The use of pronouns punctuates a division between Ifemelu's approach - which 

creates a generational thread through ‘we’, keeping alive even those who are no longer 

there, in line with Igbo traditions and cosmology - and that of Aunty Uju who 

circumscribes the individual experience that is symbolic of a broader discourse (Emodi, 

2022: 295). The latter's statements negatively connote bilingualism, resulting in a 

linguistic hierarchy where the Igbo language is considered subordinate, while English is 

at the apex. 

 The third extract shifts the focus to a conversation between three characters: a 

cashier, Ifemelu, and Ginika, who develop a dialogue apparently based on superficiality. 

The description with which the cashier tries to reconstruct the conversation's protagonist 

draws only on physical characteristics, revealing an approach that seems disinterested 

and fleeting to understanding, based instead on convention and practicality (Adichie, 

2013: 127). Ifemelu and Ginika, with whom the cashier is confronted, are less fleeting but 

persist in sticking to a superficial discursive flow, avoiding contributing to the description 

of the subject with specifics that could distinguish her. The two women who are the 

subject of the conversation thus remain undefined and passive. In this way, the discursive 
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dynamics support an aura of invisibility and emotional detachment that envelops the two 

interchangeable figures, making them replaceable but also lacking a subjective identity 

that differentiates them (Bamigbola, 2021: 162). The descriptions ‘long hair’ and ‘dark 

hair’ minimise an identity through a physical representation that serves as a deterrent to 

a deeper understanding of diversity in a context that does not respect it (Adichie, 2013: 

127). This lack of depth demonstrates that the discursive plane involved is epidermal and 

underlies power dynamics that view a person as a collective set of external characteristics, 

e.g. aesthetic traits. 

However, the cashier's behaviour can also be interpreted from a more layered 

perspective. The cashier could have dispelled any doubts by mentioning the woman's 

ethnicity so it would have been easier to recognise her (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 243). In the 

novel, Ifemelu reflects on this behaviour, noting how this implicitly consolidates the 

perpetuation of prejudice (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 243). Finally, the dialogue ends with a 

passive attitude with no solution: "It's okay, I'll figure it out later" (Adichie, 2013: 127). 

This sentence denotes a lack of priority, reflecting a marginal and unconcerned 

consideration of the identity involved. The superficiality that dominates the interaction 

transcends the context, showing the tendency towards homologation that generalises and 

reduces the characteristics of an ethnic group on a physical basis, risking eclipsing the 

distinctive cultural traits and individual identities that make it up. 

This last consideration can also be seen in the following excerpt, where it is the 

language used by the receptionist with whom Ifemelu is confronted that highlights the 

socio-cultural detachment. Cristina Tomas chooses to sound out words singularly 

convinced that her interlocutor, Ifemelu, simply because she is a foreigner does not 

understand the language (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). This dynamic uses a paternalistic 

presumption to elevate itself to control the dialogue, concealing a bias inherent in the 
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subject's false perception, conditioned by stereotypical cultural dynamics for which 

Ifemelu is thought incompetent (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). The discourse hierarchy opens 

at its peak in the incipit, with the progressive marginalisation of Ifemelu's voice by the 

interlocutor's responses. This hierarchy of discourse reflects, in turn, a hierarchy of power 

in which Cristina Tomas institutionally and linguistically controls Ifemelu, a new 

international student who must be guided so that she can correctly carry out bureaucratic 

processes. Thus, subordination is the common thread of this conversation, which, 

conducted in an altered and socially unequal manner, implicitly embodies and reflects the 

power relations woven by racial stereotypes (Adichie, 2013: 133-134). Cristina Tomas 

assumes that Ifemelu does not know the language as an immigrant and therefore places 

the conversation on two different levels, exerting discrimination through infantilising 

Ifemelu and building communicative detachment on an uncertain basis (Adichie, 2013: 

133-134; Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). Interestingly, Ifemelu, after realising that her English 

does not conform to American norms, decides to work on her accent to change it (Adichie, 

2013: 175). In this way, her language could be standardised and not sound different. This 

decision reflects an adaptation to the patterns, or as defined by Reuter (2015: 4), the 

‘white mask’ that allows Ifemelu not to be discriminated against at least linguistically, but 

to be able to resist. 

During her experience in the United States, Ifemelu is the victim of several acts of 

discrimination because of her Nigerian origin. Just as the instance of the conversation with 

Cristina Tomas touches on the linguistic component, racism is similarly exercised against 

her on other occasions (Adichie, 2013: 133-134). For example, during her stay in West 

Philadelphia, she is apparently jokingly accused by her roommate Elena about the practice 

of voodoo. Elena, believing it to be an Indigenous practice, mocks her, but this behaviour 

underlies a racial stereotype that shows the extent to which groups deemed superior 
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conceal cultural prejudices by downplaying their truly oppressive reactions (Dias/Pinto, 

2019: 244). The dialogue with Aunty Uju previously analysed hints at Ifemelu's recurring 

complaint against the lack of persistence of Nigerian traditions (Adichie, 2013: 109). At 

the same time, she is an example of adaptation to Western circumstances, as evidenced by 

the modification of her English accent and her hair, to be integrated into the work context 

(Adichie, 2013: 203-204). It is in this latter dimension that the protagonist's awareness 

develops of how much discrimination creates distance between local Americans and those 

who are considered ‘other’ because of their skin colour or other visibly different 

characteristics. This realisation is internalised by Ifemelu, who, tired of being rejected at 

job interviews or receiving indecent proposals to earn a living through sexual relations, 

decides to transform herself to integrate into American society (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 245). 

Ifemelu thus follows her aunt Aunty Uju's suggestion to initiate this change starting with 

her hair, making her usual hairstyle more like the style of American women (Adichie, 

2013: 119). 

 Throughout the novel, Adichie focuses heavily on aesthetic descriptions, pointing 

out how deeper, intrinsic issues germinate beneath the surface layer. It is not just skin 

colour, but details suggest a more pervasive adaptation to standards than can be observed. 

In the dialogue between Ifemelu and Curt, reported in the fifth excerpt, the protagonist 

goes through the painful process of straightening her hair, showing her resilience against 

the suffering she is forced to endure (Adichie, 2013: 203-204). The issues addressed touch 

on an even more radical level than those in the previous extracts, highlighting the difficulty 

Ifemelu endures not only mentally but also physically, to adapt to the standards dictated 

by American society, to fit in and avoid social exclusion. This society considers the natural 

hair of black women to be unsuitable for a working context (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 246). For 

this reason, Ifemelu decides to undergo straightening, despite the damage to her health, 
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and thus gets the job. Her voice conveys the strength and courage of her willingness to go 

through this process, so much so that she refuses medical intervention and even laughs at 

Curt's suggestion to have herself examined, certain that it would be worth it. This passage 

conceals an important theme, namely the acceptance by a black woman, as a collective 

representation of all others, to acquiesce to what society expects to see and the associated 

pain required to meet these expectations. Adichie (2013) implicitly suggests to the reader 

a reflection on the consequences of refusing to change to keep one's identity unchanged, 

wondering what might have happened otherwise (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 246). 

In the dialogue, Ifemelu's interlocutor, Curt, i.e. her boyfriend, is an external 

spectator to this process of awareness and, for this reason, proposes medical intervention. 

He cannot understand the reasons behind Ifemelu's will to resist and so neither can he 

understand the dynamics involved in gaining acceptance in American society of an ‘other’, 

different member. Curt represents an ambivalent ally: on the one hand, he supports 

Ifemelu's choices, and on the other, he embodies the conventional habit of not questioning 

the deeper meaning of what is manifested on the outside, but reacting in a purely 

superficial way, indulging in typical reactions to the sight of a suffering individual. As 

Feagin (2014) observes, even if white people claim to understand the conflicts 

experienced by black people, the former can never truly understand what it means, 

continuing to unconsciously feed discriminatory dynamics that belittle their pain 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). Within this perspective, pain emerges as a conceivable and 

tolerable sacrifice to integrate into society. Therefore, if Ifemelu emerges for his 

willingness to conform consciously and courageously, accepting to feel and allow herself 

to be crossed by pain, on the other hand, Curt persists in wanting to medicate Ifemelu's 

symptoms, caring rationally but not empathetically and lacking cultural understanding.  
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This discrepancy embodied by Curt, which contrasts with Ifemelu's trial, reflects the main 

themes the extract conveys. These include the dichotomy between pain and beauty, which 

emerges as a polarisation but simultaneously a necessary mutual compensation. Pain is 

required to become beautiful and beauty is therefore collateral to the healing process. 

Reflection is triggered by thinking about how much black women have to sacrifice to fit 

into Eurocentric standards, being aware that they have to experience pain that transcends 

psychological and cultural experience, culminating in the physical transformation they 

suffer. The latter occurs due to circumstances that do not allow for free will, bringing to 

light issues of conformity and identity. Ifemelu moves into a social context where 

acceptance implies a multifaceted range of standards, including physical appearance. 

Thus, overcoming the painful transformation means achieving a personal goal intended 

to eclipse oppressive social pressure. Thus, pain is not an anomaly, but an indispensable 

vehicle. 

The choice Ifemelu makes later in the story to return to her original hair denotes a 

desire to regain her identity, counteracting the societal expectations that privilege white 

aesthetics (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 246-248). Similarly, when she realises how much changing 

her English accent to conform to the American accent has alienated her from her culture, 

Ifemelu decides to abandon it and continue to respect her Nigerian English accent 

(Freuter, 2015: 4). Becoming aware of this process of acceptance, Ifemelu decided to start 

an online blog to denounce the oppression she had suffered repeatedly and to expand a 

personal space of exchange with others who faced the same denigrating dynamics. Ifemelu 

yearned for connection, desiring not only her own voice but also the opportunity to hear 

the stories of others (Adichie, 2013: 296). This desire inspired her to launch the blog 

Raceteenth or Various Observations About American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as 

Negroes) by a Non-American Black (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). Born out of her unmet 
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expectations, the platform serves as a space for a multitude of voices, promoting a sense 

of solidarity. It effectively addresses the various forms of racism faced by immigrants in 

America, seeking to amplify the voice of black identity in the struggle against white 

supremacy (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). 

The author of Americanah also explores the theme of oppression from a further 

angle, that of the duality of diasporic identity. Explored in the last analysed excerpt, this 

theme emerges as the protagonist Ifemelu's oscillation between the memory of the city in 

which she was born, the change she underwent during her stay in the United States, and 

the attempt to balance these two aspects upon her return home, destabilised by what she 

finds herself facing (Adichie, 2013: 385). The two voices that develop the discourse are 

those of the protagonist and that of Lagos conceived as a living entity. Ifemelu's tone hints 

at an existential dilemma between what she observes and what she is, reflecting a 

seesawing and deeply petrifying psychological state. She attempts to reintegrate after 

more than thirteen years in America in a city that seems to live a life of its own, dense with 

dynamism but also perceived as incoherent, perhaps due to the altered memory of what 

it once was when Ifemelu was a child (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 248). 

Lagos embodies what Ifemelu is trying to reconcile where it all originated and to 

which she has returned with her lived experience in a completely different context, trying 

to appropriate and consolidate the awareness she has acquired. From this point of view, 

Ifemelu seems defenceless against the energy of the Nigerian city, which, like a human 

being, assails her without her being able to recognise it or defend herself against it 

(Adichie, 2013: 385). Here again, Ifemelu is given a further status: if she was considered a 

‘foreigner’ when she arrived in America, in Lagos she had ‘returned’, even though her 

memory no longer coincided with the reality of the facts. Thus, the themes that emerge 

from this discourse are the dilemma between personal identity and cultural belonging, 
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which passes through a strong sense of alienation, and the concepts of unpredictability 

and dynamism personified by Lagos, a city that although rich in opportunity is both 

explosive and precarious (Reuter, 2015: 3). Finally, it is worth mentioning how the final 

rhetorical question "Had it always been like this or had it changed so much in her 

absence?" (Adichie, 2013: 385) is crucial in concluding an interminable circular mental 

process, the outcome of which is the acceptance that migration to the United States has 

affected the protagonist's psychological evolution. At this point, Ifemelu realises how her 

perception of reality is now different but justified and legitimate, given the path she has 

faced and the challenges that have shaped her persona during her time abroad 

(Dias/Pinto, 2019: 248). Although the city she has returned to has changed, the first 

change that has occurred is the one in herself, now an adult and aware of "what was new 

in Lagos and what was new in herself" (Adichie, 2013: 387). 

 

4.2.3 Explanation: Impact of Social and Ideological Practices 

The dialogue between Kosi and Obinze serves as a trigger for a deeper reflection on the 

outcomes of colonialism on education, identity, and cultural perception in Nigeria. The 

discrepancy that emerges when it comes to the field of education and the ‘British 

curriculum’ shows that the cultural legacy of British colonialism is still present in Nigeria, 

where Western education assumes a prestige that devalues the local one (Adichie, 2013: 

29). The comparison in the field of education reflects a broader consideration concerning 

globalisation, a dynamic that in this case polarises Western values and local traditions by 

giving the former a privileged place and the latter a marginal one, consolidating standards 

that affirm westernisation as the correct practice to pursue (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 242). 

Cultural inequality implies a critique of capitalism and its attendant privileges, evident in 

the extract from Americanah in which Obinze refers to ‘moneyed childhoods’ (Adichie, 
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2013: 29). Here the author suggests that the artificiality recreated by money is not 

synonymous with idyll, if anything it dilutes that existential void that separates the locals 

from their roots. The distinction between the two characters that open the debate on 

contemporary Nigerian identity sees, on the one hand, an ambition for global status as 

considered progress, while, on the other, a deep rootedness in one's own culture that 

intends to fight cultural homologation. The transformation of Obinze's critical thinking 

shows how the conception of westernisation as an instrument of social distinction is 

actually epidermal and counterproductive for identity construction (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 

234). Thus, the dialogue inherent in the schooling of Kosi and Obinze's son sparks a 

reflection on how to act so that one can progress without giving up one's authentic cultural 

identity. In doing so, Adichie asserts his country's cultural identity and resilience in a 

globalised world (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 235). 

In the second dialogue, Adichie's purposefulness is evident as she advances her 

goal by drawing on the debate between the adoption of the Indigenous language in 

literature or the dominant permanence of the English language (Achebe, 1965: 30). 

Experienced first-hand by Chinua Achebe at the time of colonialism, this conflict has had 

an impact on today's cultural heritage, which finds the use of English to convey power and 

educational dynamics throughout the world (Achebe, 1965: 30). In particular, Adichie 

shows how in the United States this reality has been established and how it is used to 

justify any variation to established norms (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 242). This consideration 

creates a climate of rigidity and impermeability to other cultures and in this case, 

languages, making it impossible to conceive of bilingualism as a developmental 

proposition, nay. This fear clearly emerges from the dialogue between Ifemelu and Aunty 

Uju, which is said to create confusion, given the aforementioned distorted perception of 

the West (Adichie, 2013: 109). On the contrary, the discursive dynamics suggest a desire 
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to extend cultural understanding, which according to the author would help preserve 

cultural identity (Vuletic, 2018: 136). The contrast between assimilation and cultural 

resistance thus constitutes a theme that spans the narrative, seeking to creep in even 

where the terrain seems less fertile (Vuletic, 2018: 136). The linguistic disparity that sees 

English as leading progress and Indigenous languages as stepping stones backward, 

reiterates the implicit theme of power relations that favour the dominant subject through 

the devaluation of the subjugated ‘other’ group, in this case, the Igbo people. Finally, it is 

worth mentioning how roles in the family context also have an impact on sociopolitical 

perception (Vuletic, 2018: 135). In this case, the dialogue animates a contrast between 

generations, in which Aunty Uju, who by anagraphic is associated with authority, appears 

to passively obey regulation, acting in an individualistic and adamant manner. In contrast, 

Ifemelu instead draws on the communitarian strength of her people of origin to fight 

against the patterns imposed in a diasporic context, to arouse a critical spirit in those who 

have never questioned everything they have had to mould themselves to conform to the 

system (Vuletic, 2018: 136). 

 Cultural stereotyping as a synonym for cultural invisibility is the theme that 

dominates the third excerpt. Here, the homologation suffered by some minority peoples 

by Westerners is highlighted, who demonstrate a lack of depth in the observation of the 

‘other’, which results in the interchangeability or generalisation of cultural aspects 

reduced to physical characteristics (Vuletic, 2018: 10). The dialogue between the cashier, 

Ifemelu and Ginika is an example of what happens when knowledge is based on a 

superficial level, implying the difficulty in being able to recognise people for who they are, 

in their uniqueness, giving more importance to the outward appearance (Adichie, 2013: 

127). This inherent superficiality suggests an underlying socio-cultural hierarchy, within 

which members have equal irrelevance. The inability to classify individuals apart from a 
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physical resemblance denotes the stereotypical tendency to objectify people, associating 

them generically with the cultural group they belong to, punctuated by precise somatic 

traits (Vuletic, 2018: 10). This power dynamic that favours the collective to the detriment 

of the individual is also reflected in the work dimension. The disinterested intention to 

ensure that the subject of the dialogue "gets her commission" (Adichie, 2013: 127) 

suggests that this lack of care for the individual is also reflected in the economic sphere, 

given the context within which the conversation takes place. The absence of care for 

individuality thus seems to coexist, in this case, with the absence of awareness of the work 

being done and thus of the rights of the individual being commissioned. 

However, the analysis of the cashier's behaviour reveals a more articulated 

dynamic. Her choice to omit the reference to ethnicity to distinguish the woman denotes 

her adherence to the principle of ‘political correctness’ typical of American society. 

Motivated by the fear of being considered racist, the cashier's decision implies the 

opposite of harmless behaviour, contributing to so-called ‘ethnic erasure’ (Van Dijk, 2016) 

and reinforcing cultural invisibility (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 243-244). This consideration 

contributes to the deeper interpretation of this passage, which does not only encapsulate 

a superficial and hasty interaction but reflects how everyday discursive dynamics can 

perpetuate cultural subordination through a silence that attributes an inappropriate or 

taboo character to the idea of race (Van Dijk, 2016). Even if the cashier's intention is driven 

by a desire not to create discomfort by maintaining respect, she implicitly subordinates 

and minimises cultural identity. In a situation such as the one described, where such a 

detail can make a difference in the recognition of identity and power relations, not making 

ethnicity explicit reiterates how American society struggles to explore issues of race, 

preferring to avoid them. 
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All of this, when considered in light of the diasporic context in which it is embedded, 

suggests a reflection on the attempt by immigrants to fight for their recognition regardless 

of the cultural group they are part of or in which they root their origins, but as individuals 

with their own identity (Vuletic, 2018: 12). The underlying themes of this excerpt 

introduce Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's broad sociocultural critique of the lack of 

observation, depth and respect towards ‘other’, diverse cultures, and with particular 

reference to women, as the few descriptions in the third excerpt hint at (Adichie, 2013: 

127). The author's attempt to denounce the importance of cultural identity persists, 

showing a further perspective that confirms and reiterates the lack of care and sensitivity 

entailed by colonialism, which results in the division of human beings into categories, each 

homologated by obvious characteristics that subordinate individual recognition (Vuletic, 

2018: 12). 

 Adichie continues her process of observation and critique, denouncing racial 

stereotypes that not only homologise individuals but also subjugate them due to inherent 

cultural biases that alter the real perception of those in front of them (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 

244). This is the case in the fourth excerpt, in which the hierarchy of power mirrored by 

unbalanced communication shows the Western conception rooted in ignorance and 

inability to deal with those who, imbued with a different culture, are considered 

marginalised and therefore excluded a priori from certain contexts (Adichie, 2013: 133). 

In this case, it is evident how the connotation of ‘international student’ opens a glimpse 

into the social dimension of reception, showing the implicit distance between cultures in 

the incapacity to carry on a conversation on the same level. In the institutional context in 

question, it is evident the unequal consideration that is projected in a fragmented and 

aseptic approach, typical of those who, like Westerners, are influenced by inherent 

prejudices, steering the conversation by moderating the pace and flow (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 
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244). Even though Ifemelu has a high level of English, Cristina Tomas takes it for granted 

that her status justifies linguistic incompetence, thus defining her choice to scan word for 

word (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). This decision reflects the sad reality of power relations, in 

which the West poses in a presumptuously authoritarian manner, intimidating 

immigrants institutionally and socioculturally (Vuletic, 2018: 16). Thus, by creating a 

distance through a language barrier, language shows how stereotypes can lead to the 

exclusion or marginalisation of individuals, assuming the role of a discriminator. In this 

way, Adichie highlights the oppression exerted even in casual or everyday conversations, 

from which it is often thought that nothing relevant may emerge and which instead, 

precisely because of their spontaneity, make known the implicit beliefs that show the 

underlying power relations and dynamics rooted in racism (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 243; Van 

Dijk, 2016). Just as Ifemelu is minimised in childishness by Cristina Tomas, similarly the 

Western system subordinates ‘other’ peoples or immigrants at the base of a hierarchy that 

places them at opposite poles (Adichie, 2013: 133-134). Therefore, if the West represents 

superiority or authority, as in this case, eastern cultures are considered inferior (Vuletic, 

2018: 16-17). 

 Precisely because of this stereotypical inferiority, a set of conventional standards 

is imposed on individuals by Western society to be accepted and integrated. In order not 

to be marginalised, Ifemelu manifests in the course of the novel that she is willing to have 

aesthetic autonomy to meet societal expectations. This consideration ties in with the 

concept of ‘white privilege’ argued by Feagin (2014), according to which these cultural 

pressures can never be perceived by those who dominate the apex of sociocultural 

hierarchies (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). Ifemelu's decision represents a crucial theme within 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's critique, which gives voice to what black women are forced 

to endure that is often not considered but taken for granted. The acquiescence to such 
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sacrifices is normalised due to the imposition of cultural autonegation practices that leave 

no choice but to implicitly impose themselves within society, showing the legacy of 

colonialism (Johnson/Bankhead, 2013). Eurocentric social pressure implies considerable 

aesthetic and cultural sacrifices, such as the chemical process of hair straightening alluded 

to in the fifth extract analysed (Adichie, 2013: 203-204). The existence of practices such 

as this and many others demonstrates the real risk to the health of those who undergo 

them and thus the impact of racism in colonial history and on power relations, having 

insinuated the belief that aesthetic characteristics other than those displayed by 

Westerners are wrong. 

Ifemelu's sacrifice is the outcome of these directions on individuals, conditioned to 

choose between their own identity and social conformity after self-torture. Therefore, 

underpinning Ifemelu's resilience it is possible to identify an implicit network of 

sociocultural conditions and expectations that filter out what is compliant and what is 

‘other’ and therefore marginalised. Curt's figure is important in this passage, as he 

personifies the blindness of white Westerners to these sacrifices. Curt is Ifemelu's white 

boyfriend, a ‘legitimising identity’, as defined by Castell (2010), who, although appearing 

sympathetic to his girlfriend's culture, persists without realising that he disrespects 

Ifemelu's discriminatory experiences throughout history (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 246-247). He 

is genuinely concerned for Ifemelu but fails to understand the engine that fuels his 

resistance. Adichie describes this scene with great care, using extremely raw and visceral 

language so that the cost of social acceptance can be grasped, and especially how much 

this necessary pain is normalised to conform. 

Adichie thus literally makes herself the spokesperson for the heartrending screams 

stifled for a long time by those who have renounced their identity for the sake of collective 

coexistence. Ifemelu's body represents the battlefield where opposing forces, such as 
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personal identity and social pressure, clash for social acceptance, resulting in physical 

suffering. Through its online blog, Ifemelu creates a dimension of solidarity that allows for 

the collective sharing of pain. The platform is thus transformed into a discursive strategy 

of defence against that Western oppression that produces unrealistic standards and 

cultural homologation (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 247). This found suffering shows how such 

Western standards, driven by deep-rooted discrimination against ethnicity and even 

gender, creep slimily into the minds and bodies of black women, who become sites of 

bloody and violent experiences, reflecting the wreckage of the post-colonial legacy. 

 The last analysed excerpt concludes a journey of growth and assimilation, 

summarising the process of Ifemelu who, now an adult, returns to the city of her birth 

trying to reconcile her cultural belonging with the personal transformation that forged 

her identity. Adichie describes Lagos as a small world of its own within contemporary 

Nigeria, where conflicting forces coexist concealing an explosive propulsion of harmony 

and contradiction (Adichie, 2013: 385). Ifemelu's experience mirrors the broader one 

shared by many migrants returning home, laden with different cultural baggage that 

needs to be reconciled with their cultural roots. This encounter-clash inevitably causes 

tensions which make the impact destabilising, leading to questions about what is real and 

what is the result of perceived foreignness, due to urbanisation and the social changes that 

have occurred (Adichie, 2013: 387). This consideration generates a broader reflection, 

concerning, for example, the discourse of global metropolises, centres of convergence for 

the attraction-repulsion dichotomy of chaos (Bauman, 1988: 62; Buckingham, 2008: 1).  

In these cases, it emerges how place can actually have a significant impact on 

individuals, conditioning their vulnerability, as in the case of Ifemelu who feels 

overwhelmed by Lagos, not knowing how to balance her acquired awareness (Dias/Pinto, 

2019: 248-249). The relationship of power is in this sense evident, detached from human 
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relationships, but directed by the feelings evoked by places and all that they hold, by 

history, culture, society, and even emotions and moods. Adichie also explores this 

dimension to give space to the alienating feeling that pervades those who return to their 

homeland and legitimises it. 

The realistic prose does not leave room for poetry or a utopian conception of an 

idyllic return, but like a sharp blade delineates the boundaries of an emotionally all-

consuming experience that pervades individuals when they come to terms with what they 

have seen and felt. Adichie critiques repatriation narratives shrouded in a bucolic aura, to 

show how visceral and lacerating the Nigerian diaspora experience is, despite its 

kaleidoscopic collateral beauty. Time and the process of adaptation elsewhere 

irretrievably mark the individuals, altering their perceptions of themselves and 

consequently of the place they come from, forcing them to have to reconcile the two upon 

returning to where they were born (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 248-249). This dualism, in turn, 

also reflects the coexistence in diasporic identity of the desire to hold on to one's cultural 

origins and the awareness that staying in another territory will change one's identity and 

habits. The outcome is an evolution of all of this and a clash with the reality of the 

homeland that has since evolved (Adichie, 2013: 385). The association of the act of falling 

with the acceptance of change, whether the latter is known or foreign, mirrors this 

fluctuating cadence, highlighting the real difficulties encountered by the colonial legacy. 
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Chapter 5 

Critical Comparison between Things Fall Apart and Americanah: 

Dialogues between Colonialism, Postcolonialism and Migration 

 

 

Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1958) and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's Americanah 

(2013) represent two seminal works within post-colonial and contemporary Nigerian 

literature. The value of these works lies in the authors' capacity to channel the typical 

customs and traditions of Nigerian Igbo communities, while maintaining a narrative style 

that respects their respective historical eras, reflecting distinctive cultural traits and 

diverse socio-political experiences. Cultural richness teems within Achebe and Adichie's 

novels, thanks to a language that allows one to trace and observe how the African state of 

Nigeria has evolved. Thus, language represents a crucial point within the postcolonial 

discourse explored by both authors, allowing for the transmission and augmentation of 

awareness of this mutability, implicitly guarding the processes of colonisation, cultural 

resistance, and power relations that have developed since the British invasion of Nigeria. 

The two preceding chapters constitute the core to confirm the validity of the 

research hypothesis that supports the presence of an implicit network of socio-political 

and cultural messages. Indeed, the research conducted gives voice to the denunciation of 

racism, ideologies, and all those forms of mostly unconscious discrimination that have 

been generated by forced cultural assimilation. The application of Fairclough's linguistic 

model made it possible to probe the different levels that are layered within narratives, 

showing how authors adopt specific linguistic strategies that constitute, in turn, recurring 

patterns. This finding is crucial to demonstrate the socio-cultural implications of speech. 
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For this reason, this chapter traces the main techniques adopted by Chinua Achebe and 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie to give substance to their poetics, charged with social 

denunciation and the desire to reclaim their cultural roots against Western oppressive 

schemes. 

It is crucial to distinguish the linguistic strategies according to the layer on which 

they act. For both cases, this chapter emphasises the lexical choices, highlights the 

syntactic structures used by the authors, and favours a focus on the discursive dynamics 

involved, to unveil the reasons for the Nigerian contamination of Standard English. It is 

worth mentioning, in this regard, Achebe and Adichie aim to charge language with the 

responsibility of conveying the principles and values that make up the multifaceted 

identity of the Igbo people, to keep alive the memory of a culture that is now marginalised 

and subjugated to silence. In this way, the Nigerian writers invite readers to delve into the 

historical dynamics and contemporary legacy of the latter, embodied in specific recurring 

linguistic conventions, to raise awareness of the violence suffered and suggest the 

possibility of interrupting generational cycles of socio-cultural subordination. 

In other words, the aim is to exploit the power of language to transmit, condition, 

or alter the socio-cultural and ideological content it is intended to convey, to highlight the 

actual relevance of the form in which this information is communicated. The red thread 

linking the plots of Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie culminates in the 

intention to entrust language with the function of criticising and resisting cultural 

subjugation and oppression. This intention develops, respectively, from the point of view 

of a man who experienced firsthand the process of transition from the pre-colonial period 

to the arrival of settlers in the motherland, and from the perspective of a woman who, 

somatising the heavy burden experienced by previous generations, takes on the 

responsibility of narrating the post-colonial legacy, showing the current outcomes of such 
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violence inflicted in the past and still present. Thus, if Chinua Achebe chooses to adopt the 

English language to make the global community aware of the existence and history of the 

Igbo people, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie turns this linguistic approach upside down, using 

a layered and contaminated language that reflects the kaleidoscopic contemporary 

diasporic experience in an iridescent way. 

The following three sections trace and summarise three different aspects that 

emerged from the comparison between the two analyses of the excerpts from Things Fall 

Apart and Americanah. First, space is given to exploring the lexicon employed by the 

authors of the respective novels, which conceals a cultural nature and the presence of 

linguistic contamination, i.e. the Africanisation of English and code-switching. The second 

section highlights the differences in terms of syntax and discursive strategies, focusing on 

the crucial distinction between what characterises a collective narrative and what implies 

the adoption of an individual narrative perspective. Finally, the linguistic genesis that 

embodies the ideologies and cultural implications the two authors wish to give voice to is 

traced, demonstrating how language can be an important tool for explicating underlying 

cultural identities and socio-political message networks. 

 

5.1 Lexical Comparative Analysis 

Based on their historical context, the respective authors direct their use of vocabulary 

according to which aspect, consideration, or subject part of the world around them, they 

want to emphasise. Each of these is given a specific linguistic choice to distinguish them. 

Both Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

are developed in the English language, considering its potential to be shaped to reflect the 

different nuances of cultural identity and to identify linguistic symbols that embody 

Nigerian historical roots. 



117 
 

5.1.1 Cultural Translation into the Africanised English Language 

The English language used by Chinua Achebe in Things Fall Apart denotes fluency which 

makes the content conveyed by the author accessible. The crisp language makes it possible 

to detect an 'Africanisation of language' (Alam, 2014: 103), in which terms from the 

Indigenous Igbo language are organically interwoven with the common use of English for 

a narrative that can be understood globally without betraying the local tradition. 

Three main strategies exemplify this feature in Achebe's language. The 

introduction of proverbs colours the language with a warmth familiar to the author, giving 

rise to a cultural lexicon that is dense with national flora and fauna, as well as continuous 

references to Igbo cosmology. Through this lexical choice, Achebe allows the reader to 

tangibly perceive the intimate dimension of this tribe, in which the importance of tradition 

permeates. In this regard, at a certain point in the text, the narrator writes “Among the 

Igbo, the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are the palm oil with 

which words are eaten” (Achebe, 1994: 7). This example contains Achebe's intention to 

remain true to his native language by literally translating a typical Igbo expression, i.e. 

eating words, into English. The meaning of the proverb continues the consideration of the 

author's choice of language, stating the indispensable role of proverbs in the language 

used daily by members of the Igbo people. Furthermore, this proverb refers to the local 

food culture ('palm oil') to introduce a prominent topic in the discourses of Achebe society. 

Without knowledge of the Nigerian cultural context, there is no way for the reader to 

translate this expression. Therefore, Achebe's intention materialises in making the 

audience curious and seeking cultural insight. 

A further strategy adopted by Achebe is the introduction of Igbo terms that have 

no possible translation into English. For instance, the extracts analysed in the second 

chapter of this thesis include terms such as musical instruments ekwe, udu, ogene (Achebe, 
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1994: 6), the supreme God Chukwu (Emodi, 2022: 299), or chi, which refers to the 

personal god. Achebe writes “the lgbo people have a proverb that when a man says yes, 

his chi says yes also. [....] And not only his chi but his clan too” (Achebe, 1994: 27). Again, 

these are terms that find no translatable equivalence, thus stimulating the reader to 

explore a dimension 'other', that of the Igbo musical tradition and cosmology in these 

cases, where, respectively, music accompanies oral narratives of folk tales and deities and 

living beings coexist in harmony (Emodi, 2022: 295). 

Finally, it is worth mentioning the neutral role of the language used, which does 

not eclipse the nature of African identity but on the contrary, allows it to expand and be 

enhanced. Cultural references harmoniously populate the narrative, which, devoid of 

complex syntax, faithfully reports realistic descriptions, allowing the reader to get closer 

to the described culture. Achebe's capacity to make his 'Africanised' English 

comprehensible is most evident when he narrates specific allusions to the structure of his 

people, emphasising the function of language as a medium. For instance: “Okonkwo was 

well known throughout the nine villages and even beyond” (Achebe, 1994: 3), where he 

illustrates to the reader the presence of the nine villages that make up the Igbo community, 

within which Okonkwo is well known, and even beyond them. 

 

5.1.2 Language Hybridisation and Code-switching 

In the case of Americanah, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie subverts the use of language to 

reflect a fragmented reality, that experienced by the protagonist within the American 

diasporic context. In the latter, her identity falters, influenced by previously unperceived 

discriminatory dynamics. In this regard, the lexicon selected by Adichie is crucial for 

understanding the themes, as linguistic hybridity mirrors the cultural hybridity 

personified by Ifemelu. 
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One of the author’s recurring strategies throughout the text is to alternate standard 

English with Nigerian Pidgin. To keep the Nigerian character and traditions alive, as 

Ifemelu recalls throughout her story, Adichie employs the technique of code-switching, 

sporadically introducing expressions in the Indigenous language. In this way, she 

constantly reaffirms the presence of her original identity, as a means of resistance in a 

context that seeks to oppress her, rejecting the adoption of bilingualism. The continuity of 

this linguistic strategy creates a sense of deep connection with the intimate sphere of the 

protagonist and, by reflection, of the author herself.  

Showing through the fragmentation of language the difficulty of integrating into a 

context that does not transgress conventional patterns, Adichie manifests her critique of 

American rigidity with its canonical standard English, affirming the sense of cultural 

belonging through the Nigerian Pidgin, a symbol of the community bond that 

characterises the Igbo people. Among the various alternations proposed by the author in 

the text, an example is found in the second analysed excerpt: "'Dike, I mechago?' Ifemelu 

asked. 'Please don't speak Igbo to him.' Aunty Uju said. 'Two languages will confuse him.'" 

(Adichie, 2013: 109). The further distinction marked by Adichie in the first excerpt, where 

she alludes to the comparison between the 'British curriculum' and the 'Nigerian 

curriculum' (Adichie, 2013: 29) in the context of school education, exemplifies the 

relentless polarisation between two irreconcilable realities from the American social 

point of view. The lexicon employed by Adichie is therefore essential to recognise the 

Western perspective's impossibility of an attempt at multicultural coexistence and 

consequent sociopolitical subordination and marginalisation. 

Moreover, Adichie extends the use of code-switching to American slang throughout 

the text, providing wide space for the discourse on linguistic assimilation. The author 

highlights this consideration through Ifemelu's accent change, as she attempts to 
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'Americanise' herself by emulating standard English at the cost of eclipsing her Nigerian 

accent. The decision to re-appropriate it represents the realisation that she wants to resist 

the canon. Similarly crucial is the extremely raw and visceral vocabulary that Adichie uses 

to express Ifemelu's suffering during the alienating process of conforming to American 

aesthetic standards. The immediacy of language pervades the entire work, culminating in 

this episode explored in the fifth excerpt of the analysis (Adichie, 2013: 203-204). Terms 

such as 'needles of stinging pain', 'scabs on her scalp', and 'oozed pus', present in this 

passage, give the idea of extreme resistance to pain, underlining the role of language in 

being capable of conveying such sacrifice as an outcome of the power relations insinuated 

by racism. 

 

5.2 Comparison of Syntactic and Grammatical Structures 

Concerning the syntactic and grammatical aspects of the two works under examination, it 

is worth emphasising the existing differences. Analysing the excerpts from Things Fall 

Apart by Chinua Achebe revealed the constant use of short sentences with a preference 

for coordinated sentences. These sentences are rhythmically reminiscent of the Igbo oral 

tradition of storytelling, which Achebe preserves and draws on in his narrative. The same 

tradition is reflected in the introduction of proverbial forms typical of spoken language, 

which fragment the narrative flow and give the text an intimate and dense storytelling 

character. 

Achebe also uses verb tenses as a syntactic strategy, associating the present simple 

with the description of universal events or traditions of his culture, and the past simple 

with historical facts or references to mythology. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that 

hypotactic structures are scarcely present throughout the text. This linguistic choice could 

be attributed to the Western tendency to articulate a more complex syntax, and thus to 
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the author's desire to distance himself from this pattern to impose his reformulation to 

reflect the local point of view. 

 On the other hand, the analysed extracts from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's 

Americanah feature a much more elaborate syntax. Unlike Achebe's work, the language 

here is composed of long sentences with a preference for subordinate sentences. This 

linguistic choice allows the stream of consciousness of the protagonist Ifemelu to seep out, 

inviting the reader to enter the process of intimate exploration of her experiences. The 

constant subordinates consolidate a tangible emotional tension, suspending the reader in 

a precarious feeling. The same feeling characterises Ifemelu's approach to her new 

American context and recurs at the end of the story, when – as highlighted in the last 

excerpt – the protagonist returns to Nigeria with the responsibility of reconciling the two 

experiences (Adichie, 2013: 385).  

Another recurring feature that distinguishes Adichie's work is the use of direct 

dialogues. The narrated reality is immediately perceptible thanks to the application of this 

linguistic strategy, which makes it possible to connect with the described situation, 

especially when it comes to informal dialogues and conversations during which the 

cultural clash emerges. This is the case of the dialogue between Ifemelu and Cristina 

Tomas analysed in the fourth excerpt (Adichie, 2013: 133).  

The latter case highlights two further considerations. Firstly, it presents the 

discursive fragmentation that Adichie adopts to highlight and criticise the racial prejudice 

inherent in the Western perception of foreigners' linguistic competence. Breaking up the 

discourse, the words become sharply articulated, supporting the Western belief that a 

foreigner cannot be as fluid as a native speaker (Dias/Pinto, 2019: 244). The second 

consideration concerns alternating linguistic registers depending on the characters and 

contexts involved. Adichie distinguishes between formal and informal registers, also 
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considering the nationality of his interlocutors. For example, she adheres to a formal 

register in her dialogue with Cristina Tomas (Adichie, 2013: 133), but it becomes informal 

when Ifemelu dialogues with Aunty Uju (Adichie, 2013: 109) or with her boyfriend Curt 

(Adichie, 2013: 203-204). Therefore, language allows for this distance that reflects 

implicit socio-cultural dynamics. 

 

5.3 Use of Direct and Indirect Speech 

In Things Fall Apart, Achebe clearly distinguishes between the reasoning of a collective 

nature and that which specifically concerns the individual. This is reflected in the choice 

of introducing direct speech when community messages are to be conveyed, for example, 

stories that are told to convey moral lessons. The characters thus construct the plot of 

Achebe's storytelling, imbued with the great value the Igbo people place on the social 

sphere. Furthermore, an element that adds depth to the discourse is the introduction of 

proverbs within direct speech. This linguistic choice emphasises and increases the value 

of cultural authority attributed to the elders, considered pillars of wisdom in the Igbo 

culture. An example is the sixth proverb analysed, i.e. “As our fathers said, you can tell a 

ripe corn by its look. I shall give you twice four hundred yams. Go ahead and prepare your 

farm” (Achebe, 1994: 22). 

On the other hand, indirect discourse in this work identifies the reflexive process 

concerning the choices and behaviour of the protagonist Okonkwo, or the descriptions of 

other characters that serve to connote them, as in the case of Okonkwo's father Unoka 

(Achebe, 1994: 6). In this case, the description represents a kind of theoretical summary 

of local cultural norms and an implicit critique of the actions referred to by the author, 

creating a contrast between individualism and collectivity. This contrast is symbolised by 
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the figure of Okonkwo who breaks the communal harmony that has always been cultivated 

in the culture of the Igbo people (Achebe, 1994: 140). 

As previously mentioned, from the excerpts of Americanah in which direct dialogue 

develops, it is possible to grasp the power hierarchies inherent in implicitly 

discriminatory forms of language, which generate and consolidate dynamics of socio-

cultural subordination. On the other hand, in much the same way as Things Fall Apart, 

indirect discourse here also acts as a catalyst for mental elaboration of information 

concerning the intimate and cultural sphere of the protagonist Ifemelu. These illustrative 

passages open a glimpse into the intrinsic aspect of conversations, which often does not 

transpire from the immediate dialogues.  

An example of this difference is provided by the passage explored in the third 

extract analysed (Adichie, 2013: 127). After dialoguing with the cashier, Ifemelu reflects 

on the failure to make explicit the ethnicity of the woman they were talking about, a detail 

that would have helped to identify her. The realisation of the relevance of this detail 

triggers a much deeper reflection by the protagonist, that the indirect discourse allows to 

unravel. In this way, the language enables Ifemelu's perceived contrast between the 

pressure exerted by external forces and her own questioned individuality to become 

evident. 

 

5.4 Cultural Resistance through Metaphors and Linguistic Symbols 

Another aspect that emerges from the analysis distinguishing the two works concerns the 

masterful use of metaphors and linguistic symbols within the texts. 
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5.4.1 The Symbolic Force of Nature and Tradition 

In Things Fall Apart, Achebe draws on the Igbo tradition by introducing natural images, 

references to Igbo cosmology, and anthropomorphic references that serve as metaphors. 

Cultural symbols are omnipresent and mirror the Nigerian reality as it was before 

colonialism (O'Reilly, 2001: 34), when nature was still unspoilt, as well as traditions 

unaltered and respected. Multiple examples in the text show the author's desire to 

introduce the world around him. These include the personification of Sky, Earth, and 

Vulture in the first extract analysed, where "Vulture was sent to plead with Sky, and to 

soften his heart" (Achebe, 1994: 53-54) is a metaphor that transcends the literal level to 

allude to the power dynamics involved in colonialism. Achebe enriches the text and the 

images with sensory details, such as the failure of the harvest, torrential rain, and Vulture 

warming himself by the fire (Achebe, 1994: 53-54), also emphasising the geographical 

aspect of the place, as well as references to animals and the tribe's intimate traditions. 

In this regard, metaphors highlight the importance of the anthropomorphic nature 

with which Adichie animates the animals, which become the protagonists of the narrated 

stories. This point is crucial because it makes the moral lesson of the story easier to 

remember, fulfilling its didactic function, and because in this way the language allows the 

distance between the reader and the novel's setting to be reduced. The local animals 

embody human dynamics, suggesting a reflection on human behaviour, which in the cases 

described seems more like that of animals. The fifth proverb analysed is an emblematic 

example, where Achebe compares Okonkwo to a lizard: “The lizard that jumped from the 

high iroko tree to the ground said he would praise himself if no one else did” (Achebe, 

1994: 21). Here is also evident the introduction of the national symbol of the iroko tree, 

the sacred tree in Igbo cosmology. 
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Achebe's intention to value his culture is also present from the point of view of agricultural 

practice, offering a broad perspective of the value attributed to community work. For 

example, in the sixth analysed proverb, “As our fathers said, you can tell a ripe corn by its 

look. I shall give you twice four hundred yams. Go ahead and prepare your farm” (Achebe, 

1994: 22), the ripe corn symbolises maturity, alluding to agricultural harvests, 

emphasised by the images 'yams' and 'farm'. Through the same metaphor, Achebe also 

conveys the ideology related to the value of wisdom in the Igbo community, preserved by 

elders and ancestors, e.g. “As our fathers said”. 

Thus, Achebe is adept at communicating what makes this community alive, 

implicitly criticising everything the British settlers dared to eradicate. He depicts pre-

colonial harmony to reinforce the perception of a community that is extremely united and 

rooted in its traditions, consequently denouncing what forced the Igbo and Nigeria to 

make scorched earth and eclipsed cultural wealth. Metaphors constructed through 

natural real images thus reflect the desire to keep alive the collective memory of what once 

was and is inescapably inherent to the essence that characterises the Igbo people. 

 

5.4.2 Language Assimilation and Cultural Resilience 

As for Americanah, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's mastery lies in constructing metaphors 

that access an extremely visceral intimate dimension. Whereas Achebe in Things Fall 

Apart starts from a cultural premise by showing the primordial origin of his community, 

Adichie on the other hand shows the consequences of what upset this balance through 

Ifemelu's experience. Thus, the metaphors identified during the analysis reveal an implicit 

critique of racism and power hierarchies that exert a strong influence on the diasporic 

experience. This linguistic strategy allows for the identification of themes such as identity 
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fragmentation, ethnicity, and migration, serving as a trigger for a reflection on how to 

deconstruct the discriminatory ideologies that polarise African and Western cultures. 

A potent and evocative symbol of this discourse within the novel is hair, which in 

this context becomes a metaphor for belonging and cultural resistance. The fifth excerpt 

from Americanah offers a glimpse into the suffering endured by Ifemelu during the violent 

process of chemically straightening her hair (Adichie, 2013: 203-204). This torturous 

agony, tangible using vivid images of physical pain ('needles of stinging pain', 'scabs on 

her scalp', and 'oozed pus'), becomes a metaphor for a much more deeply rooted process 

of adaptation, representing the standards imposed by Western society for the integration 

of individuals within it. Language is crucial in this transition to give substance to real 

images of suffering and resistance. The metaphors thus take on an emotional character 

that reflects a much broader underlying socio-political dynamic. The straightening of her 

hair represents the social pressure to conform to standards, which Ifemelu decides to fight 

and oppose by returning to her natural hair, an emblem of regaining her original identity. 

The metaphor "This is America. It's different" (Adichie, 2013: 109) analysed within 

the second excerpt highlights another crucial issue, i.e. bilingualism. American canons not 

only cover the aesthetic aspect but are also rooted in education, which in Nigeria promotes 

teaching two languages, while in America only approves standard English. Ifemelu does 

not only stop introducing expressions in the Indigenous language during her stay in 

America but consolidates her intention to change even her Nigerian accent. Ifemelu's 

accent thus represents a significant linguistic symbol, which, like her hair, establishes the 

beginning of a process of adaptation, and which then, once reacquired, marks cultural re-

appropriation against the rigid norms imposed. 

A further metaphorical symbol is Ifemelu's blog. She created Raceteenth or Various 

Observations About American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as Negroes) by a Non-
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American Black to provide a discursive listening space for those who, like her, were facing 

the harsh process of deconstructing racial stereotypes against social marginalisation. The 

blog collects verbal testimonies that, through direct and intimidating language, reflect the 

systemic racism exerted against immigrants, justifying their need to express themselves 

freely (Adichie, 2013: 273). The awareness of how diasporic experience affects identity 

construction turns Ifemelu's blog into a symbol of socio-cultural critique and intellectual 

resistance, besides representing a linguistic strategy on the part of the novel's author. This 

consideration allows us to recognise the value of language on a broader spectrum, 

demonstrating its capacity to transform the messages conveyed to counter socio-political 

injustices. 

In Things Fall Apart and Americanah, the authors channel their goals through 

metaphors and linguistic symbols. The latter concern both the narrative discourse and the 

sociopolitical intent implicit in the linguistic strategies employed. Achebe's metaphors 

show the pre-colonial Nigerian reality, giving voice to who and what is part of it, so as not 

to forget. In contrast, Adichie does not linguistically deviate from the brutality of the 

present, showing through stark and immediate images the complexity of the current 

African diaspora, to encourage resistance and preserve cultural authenticity. 

 

5.5 The Transformative Potential of Discourse 

From the outcomes of analysis conducted on the excerpts from the novels Things Fall 

Apart and Americanah, it is possible to affirm the crucial role of language as a vehicle for 

the transmission of themes such as power relations, cultural identities, and socio-political 

dynamics. Although in different ways, conditioned by their different temporal and social 

contexts and lived experiences, both Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie use 
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this tool to tell their stories and their Nigerian traditions and to denounce the racial 

mechanisms caused by colonialism. 

 

5.5.1 The Precolonial Voice as Universal Reminder 

Summarising the main findings from applying Fairclough's method, it should first be 

reiterated that Chinua Achebe weaves an inescapable link between the Igbo language and 

the colonial language. This interweaving reflects the linguistic diversity that characterises 

his society, which contrasts with the imposition of English by the colonists and thus 

suggests an awareness of the local transformation since the pre-colonial period. To 

integrate the Igbo oral tradition, he uses the storytelling technique, imprinting in writing 

practices that the Igbo have preserved verbally for generations. For this reason, Achebe 

Africanises his English with typical proverbs that enrich the tales with ideologies and 

moral lessons, drawing on the lexicon of local nature to express community values of unity, 

wisdom, and mutual respect. 

 The capacity of language to transform discourse emerges from the implicit 

discursive polarisation of the pronouns 'us' versus 'them'. This contrast linguistically 

marks the two sides, attributing the Igbo and their pre-colonial society a familiar and 

collected sense through the pronoun 'us', and to the British settlers the pronoun 'them' to 

connote a discursive distance of a socio-political nature. As the analysis of selected 

excerpts shows (Achebe, 1994: 175-176), throughout the novel Achebe insists on the idea 

of group membership by talking about the traditions of the Igbo people ('our people'), 

which celebrates the communal value as a collective whole equally relevant on a spiritual 

level. Similarly, the British enemies ('they'), are confined in the narrative within a 

description dominated by intrusiveness and the perceived threat of extirpation of 

customs, traditions, and communal practices of generational cultural preservation, for the 
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imposed acceptance of antipodean values that lead to the extinction of Indigenous culture. 

This radically contrasts with the harmony promoted by Indigenous Nigerians, in which 

earthly and spiritual forces coexist for the common good. Therefore, this linguistic 

strategy serves as a denunciation of cultural boundaries, so that they can emerge and 

regain their original authenticity, fighting against the disintegration of subjugated Igbo 

identity. 

At the same time, the dualism inherent in the use of language should be highlighted. 

On the one hand, English adoption opens the door to a wide audience of potential readers, 

thus expanding the possibilities of understanding the book's content. On the other hand, 

language becomes a reflection of the socio-cultural inequalities that Achebe criticises, as 

he is forced to use the language of the colonisers to be heard. In this sense, the use of 

English marks a contrast between the attempt to resist the cultural deprivation imposed 

by colonial forces and the imposition of their norms. 

Furthermore, Achebe's language highlights a critique of the perception of gender 

in his society. The author emphasises the social expectations linked to gender roles, which 

emerge from the descriptions and voices of the male and female characters in Things Fall 

Apart. 

 
 
5.5.2 Between Belonging and Assimilation: The Plurality of Diasporic Experience 

On the other hand, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie shows through the language used in 

Americanah the direct continuity of colonial history, which has brought articulated 

consequences for post-colonial Nigeria and the African diaspora. As the analysis of the 

excerpts shows, the recurrent phenomenon of code-switching punctuates the innate 

multilingualism predisposition of Nigerians, who alternate between English, Nigerian 

Pidgin, and local dialects in the text. This characteristic reflects a multifaceted range of 
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aspects, such as the status of individuals within society, their schooling, and implicit 

power relations that generate socio-cultural hierarchies. As the analysis reveals, there is a 

distinction regarding language perception at the societal level. That is, while English is 

often implicitly associated with the apex of the social hierarchy, in terms of education or 

authority, all other Indigenous or contaminated languages are subordinated to a familial 

dimension of cultural belonging as an attempt at resilience. 

 For Adichie, language is a symbol of ethnic identity and enables the identification 

of internal contrasts within the numerous Nigerian communities. Here again, as 

manifested by Achebe, English plays a dual role: a tool for accessing power, as native 

English speakers hold it, and an emblem that somatises oppressive colonial history, 

attributing to language the capacity to explore its contemporary legacy. The attempt to 

deconstruct this ambiguity emerges when Americanah's characters return to their native 

languages after realising they are not wrong and want to assert their authentic cultural 

identity. The introduction of Nigerian Pidgin confirms this, which Adichie draws on to 

describe intimate moments or struggles against cultural imposition. In this way, Adichie 

reclaims her language to refute the idea of inferiority and assimilation to Western cultural 

standards. 
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Conclusions 

 

 

This study developed from the need to investigate and deepen the capacity of language to 

conceal important themes such as resistance, socio-political denunciation, and the 

definition of cultural identity that the present investigation has framed in the context of 

the Nigerian narrative. Through the linguistic methodology of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA), excerpts from the literary works Things Fall Apart (1958) by Chinua Achebe and 

Americanah (2013) by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie were probed on three levels – namely 

description, interpretation, and explanation – reflecting the power of language to make 

connections between text and context and to consolidate or break conventional 

hierarchical cycles of colonial and diasporic power. 

 The comparison of the outcomes of the two analyses revealed the adoption of 

different linguistic strategies by the respective authors, who, while sharing similar socio-

political objectives, create a complementary historical and cultural continuity. Chinua 

Achebe projects his colonial and post-colonial experience in curating the English language 

that is africanised by features typically belonging to the Igbo oral tradition of storytelling. 

The analysis pointed to the introduction of untranslatable terms from the author's native 

language, from which he also extracts specific proverbs, vehicles of certain community 

ideologies. His choice to resist colonialism by drawing on the images that make up the pre-

colonial scenario is carried forward by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, who, on the other 

hand, adopts a realist prose that alternates English, Pidgin Nigerian and local dialects 

through code-switching. Unlike Achebe, Adichie's point of view respects a contemporary 

diasporic experience, showing the colonial legacy and its ruins, which oscillate between 

the imposition of socio-cultural standards and the claim of cultural authenticity. 
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Moreover, the comparison between the two analyses emphasised the role of language as 

a medium for ideological and identity differences. Achebe in Things Fall Apart consolidates 

a discursive polarisation between the pronouns ‘us’ and ‘them’, reflecting the 

irreconcilable distance between the Igbo people (‘us’ as the community to which Achebe 

belongs) and the British forces that invaded Nigeria (‘them’ as outsiders). On the other 

hand, Adichie provides space for the racial prejudices inherent in today's discursive 

practices, reporting everyday dialogues that demonstrate the misperception inherent in 

the linguistic conventions created by Westerners, which make the migration experience 

an extremely precarious condition. 

 The previously mentioned discursive polarisation is also reflected within the 

syntactic and rhetorical levels. In the latter, Achebe promotes the importance of the 

collective dimension by using simple and rhythmic structures, whereas Adichie fragments 

language employing subordinate sentences, reflecting the power relations that create 

socio-cultural distance, inciting immigrants to linguistic assimilation. Crucial is the 

distinction between direct and indirect discourse, which in Achebe's case reaffirms the 

importance of the community voice, while in Adichie's literary work, she uses individual 

experience as a mirror of an experience shared by those who between memory and 

transformation preserve a diasporic identity. 

 Finally, the use of metaphors and linguistic symbols proved to be a key aspect in 

distinguishing the nuances of the language of the two Nigerian authors. Achebe employs 

elements from the nature of his country, such as anthropomorphic animals, and draws on 

the cosmology of the Igbo people to project the reader into a scenario before the arrival of 

the settlers to make their subsequent impact evident. Instead, Adichie charges everyday 

elements, such as hair and accent, with values that affirm resilience and the importance 

of guarding one's original identity. The stark and direct images in Americanah reflect the 
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struggle against current hierarchical relationships. These differences converge in the 

responsibility of language to convey cultural memory and social denunciation, challenging 

dominant Western narratives to restore dignity to those who have experienced socio-

cultural marginalisation. 

 As the synthesis of the two linguistic analyses results shows, language is never 

neutral but makes room for criticism, historical memory preservation, and the possibility 

of redemption. Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie are representatives of two 

different generations of Nigerian writers, the first and the third respectively, but they 

nevertheless share the urgency of reclaiming the voice of their country and their people, 

whose culture has been fragmented and distorted, using language as a tool to denounce 

the cultural and linguistic homologation that British colonialism has entailed. 

 The analyses and comparisons presented in this thesis consider only two of the 

many literary works resulting from Nigerian narrative art. It would be worthwhile to give 

voice to these works by analysing them equally to reaffirm and contribute to 

disseminating the iridescent and kaleidoscopic local culture. The trigger for possible 

future reflections could be to investigate the role of Nigerian Pidgin as a language of 

resistance, bringing the example of further contemporary works in which linguistic 

hybridity secretes and reflects the post-colonial era's contradictions. 

 The scars that mark history gain space and echo through the voice of literature that 

maintains their memory. Chinua Achebe and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie demonstrate 

through their respective narratives that language can bridge different eras, from past 

fractures to present uncertainties, becoming an instrument of preservation and 

resistance. Therefore, it is worth reaffirming the power of words to narrate, shape, and 

question historical dynamics, breaking the silence to restore respect to those who have 

too long been confined to the edge of discourse. 
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