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Abstract 
This paper is a thorough study of the narrative techniques of the novels, of the 

most notable and influential writer of modern African literature in English Chinua 

Achebe, in the finest formalistic convention. The paper contends that Achebe calls 

attention as a writer fascinated with the use of narrative techniques. This study 

examines Achebe’s five novels to determine aspects of shared narrative techniques 

recurring in them and the various devices employed by Achebe to write about the 

African experience. The theoretical framework for this study is formalism, an 

interpretative method that places emphasis on the literariness of a text; form and 

literary devices as structural design within a text. Through a close study of 

Achebe’s novels, this study makes an invigorating reading of Achebe’s novelistic 

output and reveals that the admirable central point of Achebe’s creativity is his 

fashioning of techniques as his controlling rhetorical devices designed to give 

meaning, form and structure to his novels.  
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Introduction 

Albert Chinualumogu Achebe, universally known as Chinua Achebe was one of the most 

celebrated African writers, celebrated for his creation of some of the best memorable 

characters, for his own unique creative style and utterance, modeled on African speech 

pattern. Achebe is a novelist, short story writer, poet, critic and writer of children books. 

For this study, our focus is on Achebe’s novels, as Ronald Barthes rightly notes: “It is 

through narrative we make sense of our world” (qtd in Sim 275). Beyond that, the novel 

form celebrate grand designs, allows for experimentations and pays attention to a writer’s 

technique. Today Achebe is best remembered as the author of these novels: Things Fall 

Apart (1958), No Longer at Ease (1960), Arrow of God (1964), A Man of the People (1966) and 

Anthills of the Savannah (1987).  
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What is striking about Achebe’s fictive writings is the sense of authenticity, realism and 

dignity with which he represented the African experience. To be sure, Achebe’s novels are 

prototype of the most compliments to African knowledge.  Achebe did not only tell the 

African story with a sagacity of pride, but inspired and changed the landscape of not just 

Africa but world literature. With the publication of Things Fall Apart Achebe paved the 

way for generations of African writers and employed his writings to integrate Africans 

into global discuss. 

 

As a gifted storyteller, Achebe holds his readers enthralled and entertained as these 

characteristics continue to make him a widely treasured writer. Achebe’s novels too, are 

genuinely absorbing, as every kind of individual would find his novels gratifying and 

thought-provoking in their creation and interpretation of the African experience. No other 

contemporary African writer, I would hasten to add has touched African life in so many 

ways as Achebe. The power of reading Achebe’s narrative fiction brings the sight and 

sound of African society to us in well-crafted form that comes alive before us. 

 

As for technique, in the loftier, operational sense, one might say that Achebe was probably 

the first Nigerian (African) novelist of his time, who gave attention to the interrogation of 

narrative technique. Achebe employed literary techniques and new narrative forms 

adequate to illuminate the realities of the African experience in their social, historical, 

cultural, political and intellectual contexts. But critics in their considerations of the contents 

of Achebe’s novels fail to see what exceptional novels he has written. In this connection, 

they also miss the mark of Achebe’s sensibility, his way of experiencing and conveying life 

as revealed in the way he engages with technique.  

 

It need not be stressed that the object of technique is to help realize the artistic purpose and 

determine how far a writer accomplished them. What is crucial is that once we engage in 

the techniques of African novels, they will be best understood for insightful critical 

evaluation and appeal. It begs repeating that the critique of the African writer’s technique 

rather than mere content should be welcomed in Africa for a higher aesthetic value than 

the social interest. 

 

As Palmer would have us believe, “it is of course important to pay attention to what the 

novelist has to say; but it is equally important to pay attention to the way in which he says 

it” (4). Hence, it is not the writer’s subject alone which accounts for “the significance and 

success of the work” (Palmer 124); the writer must insert, “radical approaches to 

technique” (Nwabueze 192), which unquestionably provide critics with new means of  

appraising the familiar, making us see things “differently and anew” (Webster 38). For 
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ultimately, “Technique alone” Schorer asserts, “objectifies the material of art, hence 

technique alone evaluates those materials” (qtd in Stevick 71). Accordingly, good writing 

is a matter of embellishing a literary work with a satisfactory technique.  

 

Thus, the well-crafted natures of Achebe’s novels are products of powerful imaginings. 

The consideration of technique is an accomplishment that lifts Achebe’s novels to the rank 

of literary masterpieces. For the critically minded, Achebe’s aim should not be to tell 

stories, just to entertain readers, but to manipulate technique so as to induce readers to 

critically contemplate and grasp the deeper and veiled implication of his novels. It prompts 

this paper to state that a study of Achebe’s techniques would reveal his artistic excellence 

previously unrecognized. This is why the distinctiveness of Achebe’s technique underlines 

the necessity for this paper to scrutinize how his technique is a fashion in the African novel. 

In recent times, there has been a developing consciousness of the African novel’s genuine 

potentials as an art form, and a fresh assurance in the idea that the engagement with 

techniques of a novelist, gives him or her exclusive advantage over normal investigation. 

The instance of this paper, attests to a rekindled attentiveness in the literary technique of 

the African novel. Consequently, contemporary critics can speak of the African novel with 

a new sensibility. 

 

Conceptual Thrust 

Narrative techniques are literary devices or methods, writers utilize to effectively tell 

stories or create appealing works of literature. They are distinctive expertise employed by 

a writer to produce a particular effect in a literary work.  Of the importance of the narrative 

technique, Mark Schorer declares:  

When we speak of technique, we speak of nearly everything. Because, 

technique is the tool or means by which the writer’s experience, which is 

his subject matter, compels him to attend to it; technique is the only means 

he has of discovering,exploring, developing his subject, of conveying its 

meaning and finally of evaluating it. (qtd in  Kumar and McKean 249-250) 

 

To the above Schorer adds a crucial point, “Narrative technique is actually the means by 

which he discovers, objectifies, explores, and evaluates his subject and his dexterity 

determines his success” (qtd in Kumar and McKean 251) to create a satisfactory work of 

art. Technique for Fowler is, “literary and artistic craftsmanship” (245). With Crankshaw, 

“the means and skill with which he (the novelist) makes his matter tell” (4-5). For Palmer, 

the genuine quality of a work is the technique (9). One point to remember is that for minus 

experience, Schorer superbly asserts, all else in a work of art is technique (qtd in Kumar 

and McKean 251). Implicated here is that technique defamiliarizes a work of art to disclose 
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its vision and layers of meaning. Viktor Shklovsky declares: The purpose of art is to convey 

the perception of things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique 

of art is to make things ‘unfamiliar’ (16) and aesthetically more interesting to read.  

 

 Achebe’s novels deserve attention for the quality of his narrative techniques. Achebe 

creates an inimitable path for himself because his narrative techniques are effectually and 

intrinsically interwoven in his novels. Achebe employs techniques to writer his stories, in 

a manner so proficiently, to make his novels rich in meaning and rewarding to the reader. 

As a further source, Achebe’s techniques demonstrate powerfully how he conveys his 

message to his audience. By focusing on all of Achebe’s novels, this paper explores 

Achebe’s manipulation of narrative techniques to disclose his distinctive writing style 

which sets him apart and why we carry on to read him. 

 

The objective of this paper is to ascertain, isolate and show how specific aspects of 

technique are employed by Achebe to make his novels aesthetically more interesting to 

read. Our approach is formalistic, an analytical method that concentrates on certain 

outstanding features in Achebe’s novelistic output. In the context of this study, technique 

refers to literary devices which provide deeper meanings for the reader. Engaging 

narrative technique on its part is the feeling we experience of being drawn into the world 

of a story. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 The approach for this study is formalistic; a text based critical method of in depth analysis 

into the structure of a work and other literary techniques. It is a close reading of texts 

complemented by critical evaluation, in the method of the “new critics”, whose concern is 

only with matters of technique that allow the works to reveal themselves to readers. Simply 

put, the technique of the New Critics presents the unique features of a work, using a 

number of structural tactics, Maduka avows, to reveal concealed facts which deepen the 

experiences of the readers (2). The formalistic approach Roger Webster notes is at “the 

heart of the interpretive process”, and with it, it is impossible to misread a work (23). With 

John Crowe Ransom it is the method to “define and enjoy the aesthetic or characteristic 

values of literature” (qtd in Blamires 354).  

 

The supreme quality of the formalistic approach is its critical concern with the objective 

reading of a text. As T.S Eliot proclaims, the formalistic approach establishes the literary 

quality of a work (qtd in Scott 182). Thus, it is through a close study of narrative technique 

of a work that the meaning is fully revealed. Consequently, literary criticism of African 

literature as Emenyonu states, “should be looked at objectively or not at all” (10). For it is 
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through the study of the techniques of the African novel, that critics realize that African 

novelists tell more richly detailed and complex stories that create new elucidation of the 

African experiences. Ultimately then, one would agree with Ogungbesan that, “a work of 

art should speak for itself” (93) since it focuses on the novel’s distinctive qualities. Having 

said this, we shall now turn our attention to the critical analysis of Achebe’s novels. 

 

Critical Evaluation of Narrative Techniques of Achebe’s Novels 

As a master of his craft, Achebe has brought together in his novels so much attention to 

technique and with it anticipation to points of view, characters and settings as well as other 

literary devices that have given his novels form and shape. These features of Achebe, is 

not only  what has given insights into his writing methods and the enduring popularity of 

his novels through the ages but keeps his audience wanting for more, as he unfolds how 

people of his time dealt with issues and to critique the negative influences of the day. In 

all these, Achebe’s novelistic devices is to strike the imagination, to captivate 

responsiveness, to edify and for objective correlative. The following are the techniques 

Achebe uses to engage his readers: 

 

Points of View 

The presentation of point of view is one of the major features that constitute the greatness 

of Achebe’s novels. One reason for Achebe’s accomplishment is his ability to look at 

situations from diverse viewpoints. From the vantage of literature, point of view refers to 

the manner of narration that a writer employs to let the readers make out and perceive 

what takes place in a story. For Abrams and Harpham, point of view “signifies the way a 

story gets told – the mode (or modes) established by an author by means of which the 

reader is presented with the characters, dialogue, actions, setting, and events which 

constitute the narrative in a work of fiction” (301). Clearly, writers deploy a point of view 

to express successfully what they want to convey to their readers. 

 

In the Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease and Arrow of God he adopts the 

omniscient narrator point of view. Mention has to be made that in the omniscient narrator 

viewpoint, the narrator stands in a godlike position above his/her characters, knowing 

what each of them thinks, sees and feels and subsequently relating the events in the 

narrative from many perspectives which allow for full objectivity. However, in A Man of 

the People Achebe utilizes the first person narrative, with the story told by the protagonist 

Odili Samalu by focusing on his personal experiences. Mention has to be made that, the 

use of first person viewpoint, helps to include the reader more directly in the story. 
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 In Anthills of the Savannah the story is told majorly from multiple points of view. 

Interestingly, Achebe was among the early modern novelist to employ multiple narrators 

or shifting points of view, as he does in Anthills of the Savannah. This technique allows 

Achebe to make analytical analyses of characters and their motivations which are the 

trademarks of Achebe’s novels. In Anthills of the Savannah the novel is presented from 

multiple view points, switching between first person and omniscient narrator techniques. 

To be sure, four narrating agents exit in this novel offering us the most penetrating insights 

into the happenings of the story. The narrators include the first person perspectives of 

Christopher Oriko, Ikem Osodi and Beatrice; as well as an omniscient narrator who 

controls the narration. For the critically minded, the diversity of perspectives in Anthills of 

the Savannah provides a touch of objectivity and offers a richer approach and rounded view 

of occurrences in the story than a single standpoint. 

 

Setting 

The most striking technical feature of Achebe’s novels is the handling of setting. The 

setting of a piece of literature is often the time and place in which the story takes place. It 

is important to note that setting typically foregrounds the background against which 

characters are defined. For Nancy Kress “the setting of a novel is the background on which 

the writer builds the plot and characters (32). However, in writing about the locale, a writer 

should provide details and actions of the characters suited to the period in which the novel 

is set. For Roberts and Jacobs setting is “the natural and artificial scenery of environment 

in which characters in literature live and move, together with the things they use” (229). 

 

 In selecting his settings, Achebe enchanted his readers with penetrating insights of his 

knowledge of various locations. Achebe progresses by sketching the Igbo society in the 

depiction of the rural areas in Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God to the urban locale in No 

Longer at Ease and A Man of the People, while Anthills of Savannah is a more contemporary 

location. More specifically, the setting of Things Fall Apart centers on the fictional village of 

Umuofia, where Achebe concentrates on the clash between the western and traditional 

African values. Achebe’s second novel No Longer at Ease, has a twofold setting one being 

the Umuofia Igbo society and the other Lagos in Nigeria. The setting of Arrow of God is the 

imaginary community of Umuaro, whose inhabitants are living under British colonial 

government. A Man of the People is set in an unnamed African country experiencing 

political unrest. The novel, Anthills of the Savannah is set in the imagined country of Kangan, 

which describes the consequence of military rule on a country where democratic practices 

are discouraged. 
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Characters 

Of characters, we would take the time to speak of it as one of the foremost artistic qualities 

of Achebe’s novels. For the critically minded, the most outstanding thing in Achebe’s 

creativity is his tendency for crafting characters. Characters are imaginary persons or 

entities that move through the narrative and serve as instruments for the novelist to 

represent certain ideas. On his part, Achebe gives us memorable characters in a way that 

most characters on the African continent are not. Achebe depicts lushly concrete and in 

depth characters that readers find thoroughly intriguing as they are intensely affected by 

the happenings in their lives.  

 

Evidently, Chinua Achebe has carefully constructed for the literary world, memorable 

characters that not only delight the readers by providing valuable insights into the human 

condition, but characters who strive in unpredictable ways to take control of their purpose. 

The notion of individualism within status is the most noticeable and places a significant 

role in the general understanding of Achebe’s novels. Readers will find exceptional 

relationships between major characters and the society. Okonwo, the protagonist of Things 

Fall Apart is a character Achebe represents fully by describing him as proud, ambitious, 

and ill-tempered. Other memorable characters include: Ezinma, Okonwo’s favourite child. 

We are made to see that she has an innate confidence, desires the chores of boys, talks with 

defiance and displays similar temper like her father. We also recall Ikemefuna, a promising 

and assiduous young man given to Umuofia people by a neighboring village as sacrificed 

to prevent a war. 

 

Of the character Obi Okonkwo the novel's protagonist in No longer at Ease, he is depicted 

as an idealist who is incessantly thinking and whose arrogance leads to catastrophe. Some 

other notable characters in the novel include; Clara, Obi Okonkwo’s puzzling Nigerian 

girlfriend who is hindered from marrying Obi because of her family's osu (outcaste) status. 

Another character which comes to mind is Mr Green, Obi's condescending and 

opinionated English boss, 

 

In Achebe’s third Arrow of God, Ezeulu, the protagonist and Chief Priest of Ulu is very 

outstanding. As a man, he is characterized by his immense pride. Another unforgettable 

character in the novel is T.K. Winterbottom, the British District Officer in the area, 

christened Wintabota by the community, with a reputation as the “breaker of guns,” 

acquired up when he destroyed Africans guns to end the dispute between Umuaro and 

Okper villages. In A Man of the People, Odili Samalu is the novel's protagonist and narrator. 

He is presented to readers as a politically idealistic young teacher full of aspiration and 
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arrogance .The other striking character of the novel is Chief M.A. Nanga, the country's 

Minister of Culture, who is seen as a tyrannical, egotistic, and unethical politician. 

 

In Anthills of the Savannah, one of the principal male characters Chris Oriko is the 

Commissioner for Information. In presenting to the readers the character of Chris, Achebe 

portrays him as a rational, relaxed and taciturn man who showed defiance to President 

Sam. Another primary male character, Ikem Osodi is the newspaper editor of the 

government-run National Gazette. Achebe shows him as the most radical and powerful 

voice in the novel that frequently uses the newspaper to harshly criticize the President. 

Another remarkable character in the novel is His Excellency / President / Sam. What 

Achebe has done in his character, is to present him to readers a man who has fallen short 

not only of his principles and objectives, but also of one who had fallen short of the 

expectation of his people. Sam rises to power after a coup and imposes a rule of absolute 

power or authority over the masses. 

 

Female Characters 

Many critics have observed that Achebe’s female characters are largely voiceless, flat and 

inactive. This is correct with the four early novels, with the possible exception of Beatrice 

in the Anthills of the Savannah. Of female characterization, one of the foremost marks of 

Achebe's development in social consciousness is his representation of women. In the 

previous novels women are given negligible roles and all the key parts are taken by male 

characters. It is significant that Beatrice plays a major role and is not considered inferior to 

the male characters but has connections to all the major characters.  Equally striking is the 

fact that Beatrice performs the naming ceremony of Chris and Elewa’s daughter 

christening her with a boy’s name Amaechina, which means “May the part never close” 

 

Literary Style 

Literary style can be defined as how a writer decides to express whatever he wants to say; 

his choice of words, the sentence structure, syntax and language (figurative or 

metaphorical). Style allows an author share his message in the way that he/she desires. 

Style is also regarded as the study of the language of literature. Its focus is specifically to 

scrutinize the “thematic and aesthetic values generated by linguistic forms” (Zhang 155). 

Achebe writes in a conversational style which is amazingly controlled. The recurring 

literary style employed by Achebe is discussed below. 

 

Proverbs 

Achebe in his novels, effectively and deliberately employed abundant use of proverbs. 

Abrams and Harpham define proverb as “short, pithy statements of widely accepted 
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truths about everyday life” (10). Crystal David remarking on the quality of proverb says: 

“The effectiveness of a proverb lies largely in its brevity and directness. The syntax is 

simple, the images vivid, and thus easy to understand. Memorability is aided through the 

use of alliteration, rhyme, and rhythm” (184). 

 

Achebe uses proverbs to add colour to his narratives and to describe the values of the rural 

Igbo tradition. He includes them throughout the narratives to enrich meanings, embellish 

conversations and to artistically sustain the readers’ interest.   In Things Fall Apart example 

of the use of proverb: “Eneke the bird says that since men have learnt to shoot without 

missing, he has learnt to fly without perching” (16). In No Longer at Ease, we note :“He that 

fights for a ne’er-do-well has nothing to show for it except a head covered in earth and 

grime” (5).  In Arrow of God, Anosi while reflecting on Ezeulu says: “What that man Ezeulu 

will bring to Umuaro is pregnant and nursing a baby at the same time” (52). In Man of the 

People, Odili reacting to Mr Nwege’s dismissal letter  Odili utters: “I was about to thank 

him for so obligingly setting fire to a house that was due for demolition and saving 

someone’s labour” (102). In Anthills of the Savannah, President Sam taking on a superior 

position declares: “It takes a lion to tame a leopard” (22). 

 

Loan Translation 

This involves a rendered word or expression that enters a language as a direct translation 

from another word or expressions that are borrowed from a source language and 

translated to the target language. There are a number cutting across Achebe’s novels. In 

Things Fall Apart, we have expressions such as: “He who brings kola brings life.”(5); “If a 

child washes his hands, he could eat with kings.” (7); “If I fall down for you and you fall 

down for me, it is play.” (58). For Arrow of God there are words expressions like: “You will 

soon cry long throat.” (2); “Perhaps I speak with water in my mouth.”(4); “Wisdom is like 

a goatskin bag, everybody carries his own.” (16). In No Longer at Ease, they include “We are 

sending you to learn book” (9); “Ours is ours, but mine is mine” (29); “If one finger brings 

oil it soils the other” (68).For Arrow of God “Python, run! There is a Christian here” (204). 

Unlike Achebe’s other four novels, A Man of the People does not have a word of Igbo 

expressed in it. In Anthills of the Savannah there are a very negligible number of Igbo words. 

They are ube (94) (African pear) and mmili (95) 

 

Conclusion 

This study has endeavoured to examine the recurring narrative techniques of the novels 

of Chinua Achebe in the best formalistic convention. The paper contends that Achebe calls 

attention as a writer enthralled with the use of narrative techniques.  A close study of 

Achebe’s novels reveal that the admirable central point of Achebe’s creativity is his 
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fashioning of techniques as his controlling rhetorical devices designed to give meaning, 

form and structure to his novels. The theoretical perspective for this work is formalistic 

which reveals the intrinsic beauty of a work of art. In this study of the novels of Achebe, 

some narrative techniques have been observed as recurring elements. These include point 

of view, setting, character, literary styles such as proverbs, loan translation. The paper 

concludes that Achebe’s novels are marked by narrative techniques which add to their 

aesthetic qualities as works of art and thus calls for   critical attention on African authors 

as writers of dexterities.  In all, Achebe’s novels as a whole, with its techniques and 

narrative innovations, testify to the quality of his contributions to twentieth century 

contemporary literature. 
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