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Abstract

This article examines the significance of sound and silence in the fiction of Chinua Achebe, arguing
that auditory experience functions as a crucial medium through which cultural memory, identity, and
resistance are represented. Although Achebe’s novels have been extensively studied in relation to
colonialism, nationalism, and language politics, comparatively little attention has been paid to their
acoustic dimensions. Drawing on postcolonial theory, oral tradition studies, and cultural memory
studies, this paper investigates how Achebe employs drums, songs, proverbs, ritual speech,
storytelling, and communal dialogue to preserve indigenous Igbo knowledge systems. At the same
time, silence emerges as a powerful narrative device that reflects alienation, psychological conflict,
cultural fragmentation, and the disruptive consequences of colonial modernity. Through detailed
analysis of Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease, and Arrow of God, the study demonstrates that
sound represents continuity, collective participation, and spiritual authority, whereas silence often
marks the erosion of traditional structures and the displacement of indigenous voices. The article
further argues that Achebe’s reconstruction of African soundscapes challenges colonial narratives
that privileged written documentation over oral knowledge. By foregrounding sensory experience,
Achebe creates a literary archive that preserves cultural memory while exposing the historical
violence of colonial transformation. An acoustic approach therefore offers new insights into Achebe’s
narrative strategies and contributes to broader discussions within postcolonial literary criticism.
Ultimately, the paper concludes that sound and silence are not peripheral elements in Achebe’s
fiction but central mechanisms through which history, identity, and memory are negotiated.

Keywords: Chinua achebe, sound studies, silence, cultural memory, postcolonial literature, igbo oral
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INTRODUCTION

Chinua Achebe occupies a central position in African and postcolonial literature. His novels
provide powerful representations of indigenous African societies confronting colonial intervention
and cultural transformation. Scholars have long recognized Achebe’s efforts to challenge colonial
stereotypes and recover African perspectives from within literary discourse. Yet the sensory
dimensions of his work remain underexplored. In particular, sound and silence function as essential
components of Achebe’s narrative world and deserve sustained critical attention [1].
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In traditional Igbo society, sound is not merely
an aesthetic phenomenon. It is a social force that
organizes communal life, transmits cultural
knowledge, and sustains relationships between
individuals, ancestors, and spiritual powers. Drums
announce important events, songs accompany
rituals, proverbs communicate wisdom, and
storytelling preserves collective memory. Achebe
incorporates these auditory elements into his
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fiction to reconstruct a living cultural environment.
His novels frequently invite readers not only to see
but also to hear the world he depicts [2].
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At the same time, Achebe repeatedly portrays moments of silence. These silences are rarely neutral.
Instead, they often signal conflict, trauma, uncertainty, or cultural disruption. The movement from
sound to silence frequently mirrors the historical effects of colonialism, which transformed systems of
communication, authority, and identity. Examining this relationship allows for a deeper understanding
of Achebe’s artistic achievement and his critique of colonial modernity [3].

This paper argues that Achebe uses sound as a representation of cultural continuity and communal
identity while employing silence as a marker of colonial disruption and psychological fragmentation.
Through close analysis of Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease, and Arrow of God, the study
demonstrates how auditory experience functions as a crucial site of memory and resistance [4].

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Scholarly discussions of Achebe have traditionally focused on language, nationalism, and
representation. Simon Gikandi argues that Achebe’s fiction reconstructs African identity through
narrative forms that challenge colonial discourse. Similarly, C. L. Innes highlights Achebe’s role in
presenting African societies from within their own cultural frameworks. These studies establish the
importance of culture and language but devote limited attention to sensory experience [5].

The theoretical framework of this article draws upon Walter Ong’s concept of orality, which
emphasizes the centrality of sound in oral cultures. Ong argues that oral societies preserve knowledge
through spoken performance, memory, and communal participation rather than through writing. This
perspective is particularly relevant to Achebe’s representation of Igbo traditions [6].

The study also incorporates insights from Frantz Fanon, whose analysis of colonial psychology
explains how colonial domination can produce alienation and fragmented identity. Homi Bhabha’s
theory of cultural displacement further illuminates the tension between indigenous and colonial
systems of meaning. In addition, cultural memory theorists such as Jan Assmann and Paul Connerton
emphasize the role of ritual and collective practice in preserving historical consciousness [7].

Combining these approaches enables a more comprehensive understanding of how sound and
silence operate in Achebe’s fiction. Rather than functioning as background details, they emerge as
powerful cultural symbols linked to memory, authority, and resistance.

SOUND AND COMMUNAL IDENTITY IN THINGS FALL APART

Things Fall Apart offers one of the richest representations of sound in modern African literature.
The novel portrays precolonial Igbo society as an environment filled with voices, rhythms, songs, and
ceremonial performances. Sound functions as a mechanism through which social relationships are
maintained and cultural values are transmitted.

The drum occupies a particularly significant position within the novel. It serves not only as a
musical instrument but also as a means of communication. Drums announce wrestling matches,
religious ceremonies, and public gatherings. Their rhythms bring people together and reinforce
communal solidarity. Through repeated references to drumming, Achebe demonstrates how sound
contributes to collective identity [8].

Equally important are proverbs and storytelling traditions. Achebe famously describes proverbs as
the “palm-oil with which words are eaten” (Achebe, Things Fall Apart 7). This statement emphasizes
the cultural value of spoken language. Proverbs condense generations of wisdom into memorable
expressions and facilitate social interaction. Storytelling performs a similar function by preserving
historical memory and transmitting ethical values to younger generations [9].

The novel’s narrative style itself reflects oral tradition. Repetition, rhythmic phrasing, and direct
speech create the impression of a spoken performance. Readers encounter the text not simply as a
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written document but as an auditory experience. This technique strengthens Achebe’s effort to
represent indigenous cultural practices authentically.

However, the arrival of missionaries introduces competing voices into the community. New
religious discourses challenge traditional beliefs, and previously unified soundscapes become
fragmented. The resulting tension illustrates the beginning of cultural disruption. Sound therefore
becomes a means through which Achebe dramatizes historical change and cultural conflict [10].

SILENCE, ALIENATION, AND COLONIAL MODERNITY IN NO LONGER AT EASE

The auditory environment of No Longer at Ease differs significantly from that of Things Fall Apart.
Whereas the earlier novel depicts a vibrant communal culture, No Longer at Ease presents a world
shaped by bureaucracy, urbanization, and colonial administration. Communication becomes more
formal, fragmented, and emotionally restrained [11].

The protagonist Obi Okonkwo experiences increasing difficulty in expressing himself. His
conversations often reveal tension rather than connection. Silence repeatedly interrupts
communication, reflecting his uncertainty and inner conflict. These moments illustrate the
psychological burden of navigating between traditional expectations and modern institutions.

From a Fanonian perspective, Obi’s silence reflects the divided consciousness of a colonial subject.
He occupies an ambiguous position between indigenous cultural values and Western educational
ideals. As a result, he struggles to establish a stable sense of identity. Silence becomes a manifestation
of this internal fragmentation [12].

The shift from oral communication to written bureaucracy is also central to the novel. Documents,
reports, examinations, and administrative procedures increasingly replace communal dialogue.
Language becomes impersonal and institutional. Ngiligi wa Thiong’o argues that colonialism
frequently restructures language to serve systems of power. Achebe’s depiction of bureaucratic
communication supports this observation.

Silence in No Longer at Ease therefore extends beyond individual psychology. It symbolizes
broader social transformations that accompany colonial modernity. As communal forms of
communication weaken, individuals experience increasing isolation and uncertainty. Through Obi’s
experiences, Achebe reveals the cultural costs of these changes [13].

RITUAL SOUND, SACRED AUTHORITY, AND CULTURAL CRISIS IN ARROW OF GOD
Arrow of God develops Achebe’s exploration of sound by emphasizing its religious and political

dimensions. The authority of Ezeulu, the chief priest, depends upon ritual speech and ceremonial

performance. Sound mediates the relationship between the community and the divine realm.

Prayers, chants, and ritual announcements carry immense symbolic power. They affirm social order
and reinforce collective beliefs. Ezeulu’s voice functions as a sacred instrument through which divine
will becomes accessible to the community. His authority depends not only upon institutional position
but also upon the cultural legitimacy of ritual speech.

Colonial administration introduces a competing system of authority grounded in written law and
bureaucratic governance. This conflict reflects a broader struggle between oral and written modes of
knowledge. Colonial officials frequently dismiss indigenous practices as irrational or obsolete,
thereby undermining traditional structures of legitimacy.

Bhabha’s theory of colonial displacement is particularly useful for understanding this process.
Colonial power does not merely replace political institutions; it transforms systems of meaning and
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communication. In Arrow of God, the weakening of ritual sound symbolizes a deeper crisis affecting
cultural memory and spiritual identity.

Achebe demonstrates that colonialism disrupts the sensory foundations of social life. The decline of
sacred speech reflects the erosion of cultural autonomy and communal cohesion. Through this
representation, the novel highlights the intimate relationship between sound, authority, and historical
continuity.

NARRATIVE SILENCE AS HISTORICAL COMMENTARY

Achebe’s use of silence extends beyond character interactions and becomes an important narrative
strategy. Throughout his fiction, moments of emotional intensity are often presented with remarkable
restraint. Rather than providing extensive psychological explanation, Achebe allows silence to
communicate meaning.

This technique encourages readers to participate actively in interpretation. Silences create spaces in
which historical tensions and emotional complexities become visible. They often accompany
moments of trauma, loss, or cultural transition. As a result, silence acquires expressive power
comparable to that of speech.

From a postcolonial perspective, narrative silence can also be understood as a response to historical
exclusion. Colonial archives frequently marginalized African voices and experiences. Achebe
challenges this exclusion by drawing attention to what remains unsaid. Silence becomes a reminder of
histories that have been suppressed or ignored.

Edward Said argues that postcolonial literature seeks to recover marginalized perspectives and
contest dominant narratives. Achebe’s strategic use of silence contributes to this project. Rather than
simply filling historical gaps with alternative stories, he exposes the limitations of official accounts
and highlights the complexity of cultural memory.

In this sense, silence functions not as absence but as a form of presence. It carries emotional,
historical, and political significance. Achebe transforms silence into a powerful literary device that
deepens the interpretive possibilities of his fiction.

SOUND, POWER, AND CULTURAL MEMORY

The relationship between sound and power is a recurring concern across Achebe’s novels. In
traditional Igbo society, authority is closely linked to public speech, ritual performance, and
communal participation. Leaders gain legitimacy through their ability to communicate effectively and
engage with collective traditions.

Colonial power introduces different communicative practices. Decisions are increasingly made
through administrative procedures, written regulations, and distant institutions. Communication
becomes hierarchical rather than participatory. This transformation weakens community bonds and
reduces opportunities for collective deliberation.

The consequences extend beyond politics. Oral traditions serve as repositories of cultural memory.
Songs, proverbs, myths, and ceremonies preserve historical knowledge and reinforce communal
identity. When these traditions are disrupted, cultural continuity becomes vulnerable.

Achebe’s fiction responds to this threat by preserving auditory experiences within literary form. His
novels function as cultural archives that record voices, rhythms, and narratives threatened by colonial
transformation. Through literature, sounds that might otherwise disappear are given renewed life.
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This emphasis on memory distinguishes Achebe’s work from simplistic accounts of cultural
decline. Although colonialism produces significant disruption, Achebe also demonstrates the
resilience of indigenous traditions. Cultural memory survives through storytelling, ritual practice, and
literary representation. Sound therefore becomes both a record of the past and a resource for future
resistance.

CONTRIBUTION TO POSTCOLONIAL LITERARY STUDIES

An acoustic approach to Achebe’s fiction contributes to broader debates within postcolonial
criticism. Much scholarship has focused on representation, language, and ideology. While these
concerns remain important, attention to sound reveals additional dimensions of colonial and
postcolonial experience.

Recent developments in sensory studies emphasize that culture is experienced through multiple
senses rather than solely through visual or textual forms. Achebe’s novels anticipate this insight by
foregrounding auditory experience. They demonstrate how sounds shape identity, memory, and social
relationships.

This perspective may also be applied to other writers whose work emerges from oral traditions.
Examining sound can enrich understandings of cultural transmission, resistance, and historical
consciousness across diverse postcolonial contexts. Achebe’s fiction therefore provides a valuable model
for interdisciplinary research connecting literary studies, cultural history, and sensory criticism [14].

CONCLUSION

The novels of Chinua Achebe reveal the profound importance of sound and silence in shaping
cultural experience. Through drums, songs, proverbs, storytelling, ritual speech, and communal
dialogue, Achebe reconstructs the auditory world of Igbo society and preserves forms of knowledge
threatened by colonial transformation. Sound represents continuity, memory, spirituality, and
collective identity.

In contrast, silence frequently reflects alienation, psychological conflict, and the disruptive effects
of colonial modernity. Whether expressed through individual uncertainty, weakened communal
bonds, or narrative restraint, silence serves as a powerful commentary on historical change. The
movement from sound to silence mirrors broader processes of cultural displacement and
transformation.

By foregrounding auditory experience, Achebe expands the possibilities of postcolonial narrative.
His fiction challenges colonial assumptions that privileged written documentation over oral
knowledge and demonstrates the enduring significance of indigenous cultural practices. An acoustic
reading therefore deepens our understanding of Achebe’s literary achievement and highlights the
central role of sensory experience in the construction of memory and identity.

Ultimately, Achebe reminds readers that history is not only written in documents and archives. It is
also preserved in voices, rhythms, stories, rituals, and even silences. Listening to these sounds allows
us to recognize forms of cultural knowledge that continue to shape postcolonial experience across
generations.

REFERENCES

1. Killam GD. Chinua Achebe's Novels. The Sewanee Review. 1971 Oct 1;79(4):514-41.

2. Baxter Kl. Judging judgment in Chinua Achebe's No Longer at Ease. In Reading The Legal Case
2012 Aug 6 (pp. 159-172). Routledge.

3. McAuliffe C. Graffiti or street art? Negotiating the moral geographies of the creative city. Journal
of urban affairs. 2012 May 1;34(2):189-206.

© STM Journals 2026. All Rights Reserved 14



Automated Evaluation of Descriptive Answers Panda et al.

4. Achebe C. Things fall apart. 1958. New York: Anchor. 1994;178.

Assmann J. Cultural memory and early civilization: Writing, remembrance, and political

imagination. Cambridge University Press; 2011 Dec 5.

https://assets.cambridge.org/97805211/88029/frontmatter/9780521188029_frontmatter.pdf

6. During S. Postcolonialism and globalisation: A dialectical relation after all?. Postcolonial Studies:
Culture, Politics, Economy. 1998 Apr 1;1(1):31-47.

7. Classen C. Fingerprints: Writing about touch. InThe book of touch 2020 Sep 3 (pp. 1-9).

Routledge.

Connerton P. How societies remember. Cambridge University Press; 1989 Nov 2.

9. Fanon F. Black skin, white masks. In Social theory re-wired 2016 Mar 31 (pp. 394-401).
Routledge.

10. Gikandi S. Chinua Achebe and the invention of African culture. Research in African Literatures.
2001 Oct 1;32(3):3-8.

11. Sharma GN. CL Innes Chinua Achebe. ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature.
1991 Oct 1;22(4).

12. Brinkman I. Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African
literature, 1986. History of Humanities. 2024 Sep 1;9(2):353-9.

13. Bednar L. Audiobooks and the reassertion of orality: Walter J. Ong and others revisited. CEA
critic. 2010 Oct 1;73(1):74-85.

14. Springhalt JO. ‘Up Guards and At them!’: British imperialism and popular art, 1880-1914.
Inlmperialism and Popular Culture 2017 Mar 1 (pp. 49-73). Manchester University Press.

o

(o

© STM Journals 2026. All Rights Reserved 15


https://assets.cambridge.org/97805211/88029/frontmatter/9780521188029_frontmatter.pdf

