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FOREWORD

I am gratified to write this foreword on Prof.Gbengalbileye on the auspicious occasion of his
Golden Jubilee birthday anniversary for which this festschrift is being written. I can confidently
assert that I have shared thirty of these glorious fifty years knowing Prof.Ibileye closely. Our
life-journey started in 1986 when he was admitted to the Bachelor Degree programme of the
Department of English, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria.

The young Ibileye showed a lot of promise; his focus and determination started to manifest at
this stage and one could hazard that he was set for a successful academic endeavor. True to this
observation, he graduated among the three best in his class bagging a second class upper division
in English Language in 1989. It was indeed from this stage that attention had been focused on
him for his possible return to the Department for an MA and possible absorption into the
lecturing cadre of the Department.

Upon the completion of the mandatory one year national service, he again enrolled into the
Master of Arts programme of the Department and completed his MA in English with special
focus on courtroom discourse. He completed the course speedily; and so started his sojourn as an
academic, having been offered a lecturing position as a Graduate Assistant, pending senate
approval of his result.

Gbenga showed uncommon passion and devotion to his work; as a young lecturer, one would
admire his decency and self-worth. He carried himself with grace and dignity and accorded his
work with an aura that was admirable. He devoted quality time to conference attendance, journal
publication and to other components of scholarship that soon made him the reference point for
his contemporaries.

His enrolment into the doctoral programme of the Department further showed his intellectual
depth, his clinical attention to detail and his critical understanding of his area of specialization.
With the Ph. D firmly in his kitty, Gbenga’s ability to provide leadership and mentorship started
to manifest. He was prolific as he was thorough. He would always ensure that candidates
allocated to him completed their work within regulation. By the time he left the Department in
2012 for his current appointment, he had engrained his strong personage into every fibre of the
functioning of the Department and indeed the Faculty of Arts.

It was therefore not unexpected when his former graduate students decided to publish this
festschrift in his honour in commemoration of his Golden Jubilee. That the festschrift is coming
at fifty is a mark of his uncommon achievements as a young scholar who has not only
distinguished himself in the area of teaching and research but one who understands the critical
intersection between the academic vocation and service to the community and to humanity as a
whole. The kind of Prof.Gbengalbileye bridges the wide gap between the theoretical distance
between the university and service to the community thus bringing the gown to town.

The diverse disciplinary backgrounds of the contributors to this volume and the fact that they are
drawn from across the length and breadth of the universities in Nigeria bear unmistakable
testimony to the wide reach of Prof.Gbengalbileye as a scholar and the diversity of his impact

It is therefore with a sense of pride and personal fulfilment that 1 write this foreword to celebrate
this icon and beacon of hope, Prof.Gbengalbileye in honour of whom this festschrift is being
published.

Prof. Adebayo Abiodun Joshua
Zaria, June, 2016
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Chapter Sixty-Three

An Exploration of the “Arrow of God”: Inspirations, Reflections and Lessons
for Nigeria’s Democratic Evolution

Samson Olusola Olatunji

Abstract

This study is an exploration into the various characters in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God with the intent
of identifying some of their character traits that are pro-democratic and those that are anti-democratic.
This is with the consciousness that the system of government in the story is largely theocratic as
exemplified by the enormous influence of Ezeulu on the political, socio-economic as well as religious life
of the people of Umuaro and its environs. The consequences of the pro and anti-democratic traits of the
various characters in the story are explained as very much relevant lessons capable of giving direction to
the current democratic experiment in Nigeria. Thus. the author proves that Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of
God is as relevant to Nigeria’s political life as it was when it was first published fifty years ago. It also
demonstrates the fact that Literature, being a re-presentation of life, has great potentiality to transform a
nation like Nigeria, provided such literary materials find their way into a reading community.

Arrow of God: The Story in Perspective
Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God is set in a patriarchal society where theocracy is evident. The theocratic
nature of the setting is symbolised by Ezelu. “In fact, Ezeulu fulfils the function of most kings south of
the Sahara, as Duerden suggests: he fixes the calendar, foretells the seasons and is bearer of the sky
spirit.” (anonymous, undated. P.31). It, however, contains didactic elements that are instructive to the
present-day Nigerian “democrats”, lessons that could help both electorate and the elected work
harmoniously to actualise our “Good People, Great Nation™ slogan. The author uses the various character
traits — the good, the bad, the excusable, the inexcusable, and so on — exhibited by different characters to
exemplify the prophetic messages. The social functionality of Arrow of God has been severally
acknowiedged by critics. For example, Zouiche (2002) asserts that Chinua Achebe’s pre-occupation in
Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God is to utilise his privileged status in the society as a writer to educate
his people.” i

Zouiche (2002) captures the relevance of Arrow of God to the Nigerian life by observing that
“fiction and reality merge in the novel which describes a decaying society on the verge of chaos and
dismemberment which Achebe ends in a coup de’tat”. To liken Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God to the
present situation in Nigeria cannot be correctly waved off as an illogical comparison. Boko Haram’s
nihilism, threats from each of the six geo-political zones’ preference for certain ethnic nationalities to
occupy the exalted position of the president. proven cases of monumental fraud. and other horrible facts
about Nigeria truly portray chaos and impending anarchy, similar to picture in Arrow of God. Just as the
terrible experiences in Umuaro are caused by people, the architect, the engineers and the builders of
Nigeria’s “house of commotion™ are people with similar character traits.

Lessons in Leadership for True Democracy through Ezeulu

We see Ezeulu struggling with an inner crisis that has personal. political and moral dimensions. He is the
ordained chief priest of Ulu. the prominent god that calls the tune in terms of what time the festivals of
the Pumpkin Leaves and the New Yam should take place. The power he wielded is tremendous.
considering the fact that the people are predominantly agrarian. Nobody can start eating or selling their
new vams unul Ezeulu beats the anctent gong. Ezeuiu's influence as a theocraucaliy chosen leader
somehow legiumately has his hand on the throat ot every Umuaro indigene.
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But similar to the ‘sit-tight’ syndrome of many African rulers that has subjected their countries to
unnecessary devastation, Ezeulu is being tempted to desire self-perpetuation in the priesthood. He would
have loved to be vested with the power to choose his successor. But the same supernatural force that
handpicked him still has that prerogative to pick someone else as his successor. He would have loved to
choose the festival days, but his is just to “name” the day dictated by the god. It then dawns on him that
his authority in, and over the community is akin to a child’s ownership of a goat. The child owns the goat
while the animal is alive. He tends it and nobody challenges his right of ownership, but immediately the
goat is slaughtered, the child’s pseudo authority over the goat is revealed in its true colour as nobody
consults the child on the sharing formula for “his” pet. This inflicts psychological trauma on Ezeulu
especially as his “authority” is under a higher authority belonging to this same god that has unilaterally
chosen him for priesthood.

One of the implications of the foregoing for our political office holders is that though it is natural
for them, like Ezeulu, to have personal interest, they need to place the common interest of the generality
of voters above the personal concerns. In the case of a Nigerian political office holder, the will and wish
of the citizenry represent Ulu, the god of six conglomerates known as Umuaro. The politicians who find
themselves in various positions must see themselves as holding the concerned authority in trust for the
gods that voted them into offices if we are to enjoy true democracy.

Ezeulu’s resolve to have his personal will submerged by Ulu’s is however not sustained to the
end. His protracted detention by the British officials, coupled with his people’s accusation that he is in an
unholy connivance with the foreigners take the better of him. Not even the hero’s welcome accorded him
can simmer his vengeful spirit (181). He, therefore, refuses to proclaim the commencement of the New
Yam Festival, the only credible announcement of Ulu’s authorisation of the harvest, sales and
consumption of the new yam. The consequence of Ezelu’s vendetta on the citizenry includes destruction
of their un-harvested farm produce, artificial farming and avoidable economic recession.

But at the peak of the untold suffering of the masses under the whip of Ezelu’s flagrant
dereliction of duty also lies his self-destruction and demystification of the god for whom he serves as
mouthpiece. The people gradually device, or better still accept, an alternative to Ulu’s authority. They
take the first fruit offerings of their yam to the Christian God so that they may be authorised to harvest
without any unwholesome spiritual consequences from Ulu. That the common people will always find a
way to extricate themselves from the rope put round their necks by their rulers whenever burdens become
unbearable and the leaders’ insensitivity becomes unpardonable is clearly exemplified by the trick
employed by Umuaro farmers, playing safe while running to the Christian God. The trick is to send one
of the sons to offer the first one or two yams to secure protection from Ulu’s wrath. Afterwards, each
concerned farmer goes ahead to do proper harvesting in the name of the insured son. This twist which is
to contribute to Ezelu’s eventual madness should have been instructive to political leaders that have had
themselves consumed by the fires ignited by their personal agendas of vengeance, self perpetuation, self
glorification and the like. It is not too late, however, for the present crop of politicians to learn from this
fatal example because as observed by Mordaunt (1989), the novel shows that men cannot fight societies'
will as the latter can bring a man to insanity.

Wren’s (95) thesis that "Ulu's choice was between the clan and the priest” and that “Ulu chose the
clan, as it was his nature to do" is symbolic of a marriage covenant between Umuaro community and their
god: Ulu is in his people and his people are in him. The Ulu’s decision to punish his chief priest is his
own most terrible undoing. Obirieka’s death and Ezelu’s madness leave the god with no priest and a
significant portion of their distinctive spiritual and communal identity is erased: their peculiar
identification with Ulu. This could serve as an adequate warning to the populace in a democratic tradition
not to destroy the polity but rather help their leaders. The association of Ulu and the people against the
chief priest spells doom for the trio: the conspiring community members and Ulu. their god. and Ezelu.
his chief priest. This is an invaluable lesson in democratic principles: There should be no plotting of
downfall for any one or any party. no matter the ideological or interest differences because. as a popular
Yoruba saying goes. “He that would drag his neighbour round in a bush must be prepared 10 make a path
through the bush with his own back™.
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replace programmes started by the preceding ones in order to discredit the former, developments along
such paths go back lower than zero level to deficit. The disgrace of global magnitude that this brings on
the nation is shared by all. Those that have tremendously enriched themselves from the common wealth
of the country are not exempted from the stigma that has become our national identity.

As a part of Ezelu’s ploy to actualise his desperation for perpetual relevance in the community
when he is confronted with the foreboding of Christianity’s overthrow of Ulu, he sends his son, Oduche,
to go and acquire the wisdom of the Christian white man. This serves as the genesis of the boy’s
unpardonable disgust for the people’s tradition, culture and religion. Oduche, in total disregard to the
socio-political and spiritual culture and tradition, captures a sacred royal python, keeps it in a box with the
hope to kill it as soon as there is nobody watching.

This is akin to frequent cases of people that have been accused, and at times proven, to be guilty
of anti-party practices in the Nigerian democratic experimentation. Such card carrying, even prominent,
members of political parties 20 into unwholesome and clandestine romance and fraternity with opposition
parties. The deception in which such acts are rooted is what makes them anti-progressive. The direct as
well as remote consequences of this “sell-out” on Bzelu, Oduche and other members of their family could
also help inculcate integrity and forthrightness in children and adults alike so that if they find themselves
in politics, they are not to “break ranks” and betray trust for selfish purposes. That the far-reaching effects
of this are going to better our democracy is not an overstatement.

Ezelu displays another sterling leadership quality which is rare to find in most Nigerian political
office holders, thus bedevilling our democratic experimentation. He gives a truthful testimony before the
white colonialists during the hearing of the Okperi-Umuaro boundary dispute case though the testimony
did not favour his community. Had our past and present politicians and electorates been this detribalised,
Nigeria would not be wallowing in the shameful, pathetic and destructive consequences of the anti-
progressive and anti-excellence quota system or the crying wolf about marginalisation, the cases of real
maginalisation, the mediocre mentality of zoning of presidency, and so on. Merit would have been the
watchword for elections, selections or appointments and our country would have been the great nation
that we chorus in our rebranding scheme and slogan. The fact that the colonialist Clarke and
Winterbottom later deem him fit for appointment as Warrant Chief indicates that such qualities do not g0
unnoticed but are means of great reward for the person and their community.

Umuaro Citizens as Examples of Followers in the N igerian Democracy
The elders’ forum for deliberations on the appropriate approach to the resolution of Umuaro-Okperi land
dispute reveals a number of followership deficiencies from which citizens of any contemporary nations

standing in the community and his sugar-coated lips blind them to the inferiority of his line of arguments
to that of Ezelu. They fail to consider Nwaka’s closeness to Ezidmili, the chief priest of Edemili, the
oldest deity that Ulu bypassed to attain supremacy in the land. Though the theocratic system of
government is predominant in Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God, the elements of democracy in the system
can be observed on certain occasions. one of which is this village square meeting in which a wrong
decision that has fatal consequences is taken.

The masses in a democracy need to be enlightened 1o carefully weigh the antecedents as well as
the motives of the various advocaies of different lines of arguments and actions before taking sides. The
lone voice or unpopular opinion may be right while the loud majority mav be unwise. after all. just as

Ezelu's voice or [edsomng advising the peopie ‘10 tread SOftly and wisely may sound ‘weak ana
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insignificant. The people heed Nwaka’s militant option and neglected the peaceful resolution alternative
suggested by Ezelu and the whole community suffered for it.

Adedimeji (n.d. 5) describes Ezelu as “a symbol of truth, native intelligence, pragmatism, self-
control and tenacity.” But the citizenry also needs to be educated that no leader can be perfectly altruistic.
They are to watch out for moments when their deservedly leaders falter and fall into self-centredness in
their discharge of their statutory duties. As emphasised by Adeeko (1992) with close reference to the
story in the text, Ezelu’s testimony about'the ownership of the land in favour of Okperi but against his
own Umuaro people cannot be proved to be completely detached, after all, since the favoured Ukperi is
the hometown of his mother. In addition, Nwaka’s counter-argument cannot either be absolutely faulted,:

Wisdom is like a goatskin bag; every man carries his own. Knowledge

of the land is also like that. Ezeulu has told us what his father told him

about the olden days. We know that a father does not speak falsely to

his son. But we also know that the lore of the land is beyond the

knowledge of many fathers. . . . My father told me a different story.

(17-18)

In essence, Ezelu could have, like any other politically influential figure, been guilty of distortion of facts
because whichever way the pendulum of the judgement swings, he is a potential beneficiary through his
father’s side or his mother’s. He could also have been a victim of misinformation from his father.
Likewise, his mother could have mislead him with a biased version of the historical account.

Adeeko (1992) points out that, in the same vein, Ezelu’s description of himself as a messenger
that has no power over the message is revealed to be a mere political gimmick. Ezelu’s resolve to refuse
to observe the moon on his first night in detention, though the moon is visible to him, aptly articulates
this.
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