Between gods and colonizers:
Achebe, Soyinka, and the theological politics of resistance

Austin Chibueze Okeke, Cindy Anene Ezeugwu, Oguejiofor V Omeje,
Ikechukwu Erojikwe and Nelson Torti Obasi’

Abstract: This article examines how Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka
mobilises religious cosmology and ritual to articulate resistance to colonial
and postcolonial power. It argues that both authors employ religious and
cultural symbols to express resistance against colonial domination. Achebe’s
fiction, particularly Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God, foregrounds the
tension between indigenous Igbo cosmology and the disruptive forces of
colonial Christianity. By contrast, Soyinka’s dramatic works, especially
Death and the King’s Horseman and The Strong Breed, deploy Yoruba ritual
not simply as cultural affirmation but as a tragic and often unsettling critique
of colonial and postcolonial authority. Through situating these texts within
the framework of what may be called the “theological politics of resistance,”
this paper argueshow Achebe and Soyinka analyse the moral, spiritual, and
political consequences of empire. Their works treat religion not as narrative
background but as a contested arena in which authority, identity, and justice
are continuously negotiated. A comparative reading reveals Achebe’s
investment in cultural survival through communal faith, set against Soyinka’s
emphasis on ritual sacrifice as a mode of ethical and political critique.The
argument underscores the relevance of African literature for global theology
by showing how religious imagination serves as a resource for addressing
oppression and envisioning postcolonial futures.The paper concludes that
foregrounding indigenous religious imagination as a site of resistance enables
the paper to position African literature as an active contributor to global
theological debates on empire, power, and postcolonial identity.
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Introduction

Colonial rule in Africa reconfigured not only systems of governance
but also the religious and cosmological frameworks through which
communities understood themselves. Religion quickly emerged as a
contested site, where indigenous cosmologies confronted the
impositions of Western Christianity. These encounters were not merely
theological disagreements but struggles over authority, cultural
legitimacy, and the right to define moral order within colonized
societies.

African literature offers one of the most sustained imaginative
engagements with this encounter, tracing both the disruptive force of
colonial intrusion and the resilience of indigenous worldviews. Writers
such as Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka foreground these tensions
by placing indigenous religious practices in direct confrontation with
imported faiths, positioning literature as a critical space for theological
reflection and cultural negotiation.

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) illustrates with particular force,
the fractures introduced into Igbo communal life by the combined
pressures of colonial administration and missionary zeal. Through the
experiences of Okonkwo and his community, Achebe exposes how
spiritual identity and social cohesion are destabilized when external
belief systems impose themselves upon local traditions. As the narrator
observes, “He has put a knife on the things that held us together and
we have fallen apart” (Achebe 1958, 176). This moment encapsulates
the disintegration of a once-cohesive society in which ritual, kinship,
and worship had functioned as mutually reinforcing pillars of
communal life.

Soyinka approaches the question of religion and power not only
through dramatic form but also through sustained theoretical reflection.
In Myth, Literature and the African World (1976), he articulates the
significance of myth and ritual as foundational frameworks for
interpreting African existence. For Soyinka, these practices are not
relics of a pre-modern past but living systems of meaning that continue
to shape ethical relations and communal identity. As he insists, African
ritual expresses “a conception of the world as a continuum of the
living, the dead, and the unborn” (Soyinka 1976, 43-48). From this
perspective, colonial Christianity’s dismissal of indigenous spirituality
as superstition, represents not merely religious intolerance but a
profound erasure of metaphysical depth and moral philosophy. This
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clash between indigenous cosmologies and colonial Christianity lies at
the centre of the postcolonial condition. As Ngiigi wa Thiong’o argues
in Decolonising the Mind (1986), “colonial domination sought not only
political control but also a form of ‘spiritual subjugation’ enacted
through language and religion” (Ngiigi 1986, 16—18). In this context,
African literature operates not merely as representation but as an active
mode of resistance and reclamation, restoring cultural memory and
reasserting indigenous religion as a source of theological and ethical
insight.

The works of Achebe and Soyinka therefore move beyond narrating
the effects of colonialism to stage a deeper struggle over meaning
itself: who defines the sacred, who determines communal values, and
whose gods are to be served. By placing their narratives at the
intersection of religion and power, both writers reimagine Aftrican
identity through theology, literature, and cultural memory, affirming
indigenous agency in the face of colonial domination.

Research problem and significance

Although a substantial body of scholarship has examined the
relationship between religion and colonialism in African literature,
critical attention has largely favoured sociological, political, and
cultural interpretations.  Explicitly  theological engagements,
particularly analyses that consider how African writers themselves
construct, interrogate, and reimagine religious meaning, remain
comparatively underexplored. While scholars have demonstrated how
colonial Christianity destabilized indigenous belief systems, fewer
studies attend to the ways literary texts function as sites of theological
reflection, where narrative, ritual, and myth articulate resistance,
survival, and moral renewal.

It is within this critical gap, that a comparative study of Chinua
Achebe and Wole Soyinka becomes both necessary and productive. In
Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God, Achebe examines the encounter
between Igbo cosmology and Christian missionary influence, revealing
how colonial religion sought to displace indigenous systems of
meaning and reorganize communal life around foreign spiritual and
political authority. Religion, in Achebe’s fiction, emerges as a terrain
of profound contestation, where faith, power, and identity are
renegotiated under colonial pressure.

Soyinka, by contrast, often approaches ritual and myth not simply
as endangered cultural inheritances but as dynamic resources for
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critique, renewal, and resistance. In plays such as The Strong Breed
and Death and the King’s Horseman, ritual sacrifice and communal
rites are dramatized as sites of theological and ethical struggle,
transforming the sacred into a force that confronts both colonial
domination and internal moral failure. As Wright (1997, 51-61)
observes, Soyinka’s dramaturgy “renders ritual not simply as heritage,
but as a mode of social regeneration.” This emphasis foregrounds the
capacity of indigenous religious forms to generate ethical insight and
communal accountability in moments of historical crisis.

A comparative reading of Achebe and Soyinka thus reveals the
potential for sustained dialogue between African literature and
theology. Their works do not merely depict religious experience but
actively perform theological inquiry, interrogating spiritual meaning
within contexts of colonial disruption and cultural negotiation. While
Achebe’s narrative realism contrasts with Soyinka’s mythopoetic
imagination, these divergent artistic modes illuminate both the
intersections and tensions between literary form and theological
thought. Taken together, their writings affirm literature as a vital
partner in theological discourse, capable of articulating resilience,
ritual continuity, and moral renewal while retaining its distinctive
imaginative autonomy.

Aim and scope of the article

The aim of this article is to undertake a comparative literary-
theological analysis of Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka, focusing on
how religion, both Christian and indigenous, functions as a site of
resistance, identity formation, and ethical reflection in their works. The
study examines Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God
(1964), alongside Soyinka’s The Strong Breed (1964), Death and the
King’s Horseman (1975), and his theoretical reflections in Myth,
Literature and the African World (1976).

Through interrogating the dynamics of ritual, myth, Christian
intrusion, and indigenous belief systems, the article maps both
convergences and divergences in Achebe’s and Soyinka’s theological
imaginaries.

Ultimately, it positions both writers not only as major literary
figures but also as theological interlocutors whose works engage
broader postcolonial concerns of cultural survival, moral
responsibility, and the reconstitution of meaning in the aftermath of
colonial disruption.

122



Between gods and colonizers: Achebe, Soyinka, and the theological politics of
resistance

Research questions
This study is guided by the following questions:

1. How do Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka represent the
encounter between Christianity and indigenous African religions?

2. In what ways do their texts deploy ritual and myth as
theological strategies of resistance and renewal?

3. How does African literature itself function as a mode of
theological reflection, constructing and contesting religious meaning?

4. What contributions do these comparative readings make to
global and postcolonial theological discourse?

Theoretical and analytical framework

Postcolonial theory

The colonial encounter in Africa was not only political and economic
but also cultural, spiritual, and psychological. Postcolonial theory
provides a critical framework for examining these layered legacies,
particularly the ways colonialism sought to fracture African identities
and displace indigenous knowledge systems. Frantz Fanon, in The
Wretched of the Earth (1963, 170), observes that “colonialism is not
satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip ... it turns to the past
of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it”. This
insight captures the depth of the colonial project, which extended
beyond territorial control to the reconfiguration of history, cosmology,
and spiritual meaning. Within this context, Chinua Achebe’s Things
Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God (1964) may be read as literary
responses to the epistemic and theological violence Fanon describes.
By recovering Igbo cosmology, ritual authority, and moral order,
Achebe’s novels function as acts of narrative resistance that contest
colonial representations of African religion as primitive or incoherent.
Similarly, Wole Soyinka’s dramatic works engage colonial legacies
through myth and ritual, exposing how power, violence, and
spirituality remain entangled in both colonial and postcolonial
formations.

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) further illuminates this struggle
by demonstrating how colonial discourse produced the colonized as
“other,” thereby legitimizing domination through cultural and
intellectual misrepresentation (3—4). In the African context, Achille
Mbembe extends this critique in On the Postcolony (2001, 102-106),
examining how ritual, performance, and spectacle continue to shape
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political authority and subjectivity in postcolonial societies. Taken

together, the insights of Fanon, Said, and Mbembe offer interpretive

tools for reading Achebe’s realist narratives and Soyinka’s

mythopoetic dramaturgy as theological acts of resistance, texts that

confront colonial disruption while affirming African cultural and
spiritual agency.

Theological hermeneutics and African religious thought

While postcolonial theory exposes structures of domination,
theological hermeneutics offers analytical tools for examining how
Achebe and Soyinka reconstruct meaning through religion, ritual, and
myth. Paul Ricoeur’s conception of narrative as a “symbolic mediation
of human experience” suggests that literary texts function as models of
the world, shaping moral imagination and reconfiguring spiritual
understanding (Ricoeur 1974, 64—65). From this perspective, African
literature is not merely reflective of religious culture but actively
participates in theological reasoning, using narrative and performance
as modes of interpretation and revelation.

These hermeneutical insights gain particular depth when read
alongside African religious thought, where belief and being are
inseparable. John Mbiti’s African Religions and Philosophy (1969, 1)
famously asserts that “to be is to be religious in a religious universe”,
underscoring the pervasive presence of the sacred in African social,
political, and metaphysical life. This continuum situates African
literature within a living cosmology in which the divine, the
communal, and the ethical are deeply intertwined.

Soyinka’s dramaturgy strongly aligns with this worldview. His
invocation of Yoruba ritual and cosmology in plays such as The Strong
Breed (1964) and Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) transforms
the theatrical space into a site of metaphysical encounter, where ritual
reenactment articulates a theological vision of renewal and cosmic
balance that resists colonial fragmentation. In a similar vein, Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God (1964) dramatize the
theological foundations of Igbo society, where divine authority
underwrites social order and communal responsibility. In Arrow of
God, the conflict between Ezeulu and the colonial administration
represents not only political struggle but also a contest over sacred
legitimacy—what Ogbu Kalu (2008, 29-33) describes as Africa’s
“religious economy,” in which indigenous belief systems persist,
adapt, and negotiate power under colonial modernity.
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From this standpoint, literature itself becomes a space where
theology is both performed and contested. Achebe’s realist prose and
Soyinka’s mythic poetics demonstrate that narrative and performance
are not peripheral to faith but central to exploring divine-human
relations and ethical community. As Kwame Bediako (1995, 102—-104)
argues, African theology derives vitality from sustained dialogue with
indigenous religion. Achebe and Soyinka participate in this dialogue
artistically, employing narrative and ritual as hermeneutical
instruments for recovering spiritual memory and rearticulating African
moral vision.

Ethical considerations

This study follows established ethical standards in humanities research,
including the guidelines of the Committee on Publication Ethics
(COPE). As a textual and theoretical inquiry, it involved no human
participants and generated no new empirical data; accordingly, no
institutional ethical approval was required. Limited and supervised use
of Al-assisted tools supported editorial clarity and manuscript
organisation. These tools were employed solely for selective
rephrasing to enhance readability, verification of citation formatting,
and summarisation of secondary sources already familiar to the author.
They did not contribute to the development of arguments, theoretical
frameworks, or interpretive analysis.

All analytical insights, interpretations, and conclusions presented in
this study are the sole responsibility of the author. The Al functioned
strictly as an editorial aid, under full authorial oversight, thereby
ensuring transparency, scholarly accountability, and the integrity of the
research.

Limitations

As a hermeneutic and theoretical inquiry grounded in textual analysis,
this study does not seek empirical generalization but aims to deepen
interpretive understanding of theological imagination within African
literature. It recognizes interpretive subjectivity as an inherent
dimension of literary and theological analysis and remains open to
alternative readings shaped by differing cultural, historical, and
theological perspectives. Rather than offering definitive conclusions,
the study seeks to contribute to an ongoing scholarly conversation on
religion, literature, and postcolonial resistance.
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Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative and interpretive research methodology
grounded in close textual analysis and comparative criticism. It draws
on literary hermeneutics, postcolonial thought, and theological
criticism to examine how Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka mobilize
religious ideas, ritual practices, and mythic structures as instruments of
cultural resistance and postcolonial self-assertion. The methodological
approach is premised on the understanding that African literary texts
do not merely represent religious experience but actively participate in
the production and contestation of theological meaning within
historically specific contexts.

The analysis proceeds through sustained close readings of selected
primary texts: Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and Arrow of God
(1964), and Soyinka’s The Strong Breed (1964) and Death and the
King’s Horseman (1975), supplemented by Soyinka’s theoretical
reflections in Myth, Literature and the African World (1976). These
texts are examined comparatively to identify convergences and
divergences in how each writer engages indigenous religious systems
and Christianity as sites of moral authority, communal identity, and
political struggle.

Interpretive attention is given to narrative voice, symbolism, ritual
enactment, character construction, and dramatic structure, particularly
as these elements articulate tensions between indigenous cosmologies
and colonial or postcolonial power formations. Rather than treating
religion as a static cultural backdrop, the study analyzes it as a
dynamic field in which ethical values, communal obligations, and
theological claims are negotiated and contested.

Postcolonial theory provides a critical lens for situating these texts
within the broader historical realities of colonial domination and
cultural disruption, while theological criticism enables an engagement
with the spiritual and moral questions embedded in literary form.
Literary hermeneutics, in turn, guides the interpretive process,
allowing meaning to emerge through attentive reading rather than the
imposition of predetermined conclusions.

The methodology is deliberately non-empirical and text-centered,
relying on primary texts and established critical scholarship rather than
fieldwork or quantitative data. This approach is appropriate to the
study’s aim of illuminating how African literature itself functions as a
mode of theological reflection. By integrating literary analysis with
theological inquiry, the study foregrounds the capacity of imaginative
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writing to interrogate religious authority, articulate resistance, and
envision alternative moral and spiritual futures in postcolonial
contexts.

Interdisciplinary perspectives: Theology, literature, and cultural
studies

The works of Achebe and Soyinka resist disciplinary boundaries,
operating at the intersection of theology, literature, and cultural
studies. As Graham Ward (2000, 8) notes, both theology and literature
are concerned with how stories “create worlds in which readers live,
move, and have their being.” Literature, therefore, becomes a medium
of theological imagination, a site where transcendence, community,
and ethical meaning are actively explored. Achebe’s reconstruction of
Igbo cosmology and Soyinka’s dramatization of Yoruba metaphysics
demonstrate how storytelling itself enacts theology, shaping moral
consciousness and reinforcing collective identity.

Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity in The Location of Culture
(1994) further illuminates the dynamics at play. This framework
captures the creative tension through which colonized peoples generate
new identities within the “interstices of power” (Bhabha 1994, 113—
15). Achebe exemplifies this hybridity by reshaping the English novel
to convey Igbo moral thought, transforming colonial language into a
tool for cultural reclamation. Soyinka, in turn, fuses Yoruba ritual
structures with Western dramaturgy, producing a mythic poetics that
transcends binaries between local and global, sacred and secular.

Situating these authors within an interdisciplinary framework
allows African literature to be read as a form of cultural theology:
dialogical, resistant, and attentive to indigenous spiritual traditions.
Achebe and Soyinka extend theology beyond ecclesiastical confines,
showing that the sacred can be enacted through art, narrative, and
performance. Engaging their work is thus inseparable from engaging
theology itself, a continual negotiation of meaning, liberation, and
communal renewal.

Religion, resistance, and colonial disruption in Chinua Achebe

Achebe’s fiction consistently foregrounds the intersection of religion,
colonialism, and cultural survival. In Things Fall Apart (1958) and
Arrow of God (1964), Igbo cosmology forms the backbone of
communal identity, highlighting how colonial Christianity disrupts
indigenous religious structures. Religion is portrayed not merely as
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spiritual practice but as a theatre of political struggle, where the
legitimacy of African values is asserted against colonial denigration.

In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo’s tragedy emerges partly from the
intrusion of Christianity, which undermines the authority of the Oracle
of the Hills and Caves and weakens communal cohesion (Achebe
1958, 121-23). This disruption exemplifies what Oguejiofor (2002, 67)
terms the “epistemological violence” of colonialism: delegitimizing
African religion in favor of imported faiths. Similarly, in Arrow of
God, Chief Priest Ezeulu’s refusal to compromise on ritual obligations
places him in conflict with colonial authorities, exposing indigenous
authority to colonial pressures (Achebe 1964, 214-18). As Chidi
Amuta (1989, 85) observes, Achebe frames colonialism as a struggle
between moral universes, with religion as both battleground and prize.

Christianity and the narrative strategies of resistance

Achebe presents Christianity as a complex and paradoxical force.
While missionary intrusion fragments Igbo communities, it also
exposes internal tensions within indigenous religion. Nwoye’s
conversion in Things Fall Apart, for example, reflects both the
alienating strictness of Okonkwo’s traditionalism and the appeal of
Christian narratives of compassion (Achebe 1958, 152-54). Lamin
Sanneh (1989, 171) notes that Christianity in Africa spread not only
through coercion but also through linguistic and moral adaptation, and
Achebe captures this duality.

Achebe’s narrative style functions as a form of resistance. By
writing in English while incorporating Igbo proverbs, cosmological
terms, and ritual idioms, he reclaims colonial language to assert
indigenous knowledge. Ngfigi wa Thiong’o (1986, 7) emphasizes that
language is central to cultural domination; Achebe’s use of English
undermines colonial authority by foregrounding African perspectives.
At the same time, he situates religion within the longue durée of Igbo
society, highlighting both its ethical depth and social logic. Scholars
such as Emmanuel Obiechina (1990, 112) and Gikandi (1991/1996, ix—
xvii) underscore Achebe’s skill in blending oral registers with the
realist novel to reclaim narrative authority from colonial
misrepresentation.

Achebe’s characters navigate the tensions between affirmation and
critique. Nwoye’s conversion represents spiritual rupture, while
Ezeulu’s role demonstrates the persistence of indigenous religious
power under colonial constraint. The tragedy of Okonkwo’s isolation
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and eventual suicide illustrates the broader cultural disruption caused
by colonial and missionary intervention, transforming literature into
both a theological and political act of resistance (Fraser 1980, 45-48).

Theology, cosmology, and culture in Achebe

Achebe depicts religion as a dynamic sphere in which continuity and
change coexist. Colonial Christianity challenged Igbo cosmology but
could not erase the resilience of local belief systems. Elizabeth Isichei
(1976, 235) observes that Igbo religion survived by adapting, blending,
and resisting colonial influence. Achebe captures this process of
negotiation, showing indigenous religion as a living force shaping
postcolonial identity.

Kwame Bediako’s (1995, 102) ‘“hermeneutics of continuity”
parallels Achebe’s literary approach, emphasizing that African
theology draws strength from both traditional and Christian thought.
Lamin Sanneh’s (1989, 211-13) notion of “vernacularisation” further
illuminates how communities reinterpret Christianity through
indigenous lenses. Achebe mirrors this strategy by infusing English
prose with Igbo idioms, proverbs, and ritual references, translating
indigenous theology for global readership while resisting colonial
erasure.

Feminist theologians, including Mercy Amba Oduyoye (2001, 73—
75), note that African Christianity must engage social and cultural life.
Achebe anticipates this by depicting women’s spiritual roles: Chielo,
the priestess in Things Fall Apart, embodies female religious authority,
balancing male power and demonstrating the inclusivity of African
religious systems. Achebe’s work reflects Ogbu Kalu’s (2008, 29-33)
“religious economy,” where indigenous traditions continue to shape
and inform African Christianity through narrative, ritual, and moral
values.

Theological imagination and ritual in Wole Soyinka’s The Strong
Breed

Soyinka extends the dialogue between religion and literature by
presenting African spirituality as an active, lived system shaping
ethics, identity, and communal life. His mythic and poetic approach
renders ritual visible on stage, illustrating John Mbiti’s (1969, 25)
notion of “ontological totality,” where life, death, and the sacred are
inseparable. Through Soyinka, literature becomes theology in action,
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expressing social, moral, and spiritual struggles within both colonial
and postcolonial contexts.

In The Strong Breed (1964), Eman embodies the communal
scapegoat, accepting death to restore balance to his society. Soyinka’s
portrayal of sacrifice reveals the centrality of Yoruba cosmology,
where ritual preserves harmony among the living, the dead, and the
unborn. This theatrical enactment constitutes a theology of renewal,
demonstrating that African spirituality survives and regenerates
creatively even under colonial disruption.

The collision of cosmologies in Death and the King’s Horseman

In Death and the King’s Horseman (1975), the tension between
indigenous cosmology and colonial intervention reaches its climax.
Elesin, the king’s horseman, is expected to follow his ruler into the
afterlife through ritual suicide, a duty meant to maintain the cosmic
balance between the living and the ancestors. When the British officer
Pilkings intervenes, the sacred order collapses, plunging the
community into crisis. Soyinka, however, cautions against interpreting
the play merely as a “clash of cultures.” As he notes in his author’s
preface, the conflict is primarily spiritual and metaphysical rather than
cultural (Soyinka 1975, Author’s Note). The drama reflects Frantz
Fanon’s (1963, 170) assertion that colonialism distorts indigenous
systems of meaning, while Yoruba cosmology resists such intrusions,
asserting a worldview beyond colonial logic. Through the interplay of
ritual duty and colonial interference, Soyinka demonstrates that
African religion remains a moral and cultural force even under
historical disruption.

Myth, ritual, and theological imagination
In Myth, Literature and the African World (1976), Soyinka develops
the concept of the “fourth stage,” a spiritual realm bridging life and
death where myth, ritual, and artistic creation link the human and
divine (Soyinka 1976, 140-44). This space exemplifies African
spirituality, where sacrifice functions as a conduit between human
responsibility and cosmic order. Ritual acts are not symbolic alone;
they possess tangible cosmological significance, restoring balance,
reaffirming ethical norms, and sustaining communal life.

Through this lens, Soyinka challenges colonial stereotypes that
dismissed African religion as primitive. Yoruba cosmology emerges as
a coherent and sophisticated system, wherein myth and ritual operate
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simultaneously for spiritual insight and social cohesion. Achille
Mbembe’s analysis of ritual and power (2001, 104-6) further
underscores this dynamic, showing how African ritual reconfigures
authority and meaning in postcolonial contexts. For Soyinka, the stage
becomes a theological arena in which sacred and political dimensions
intersect, making theatre itself a spiritual practice of reflection,
renewal, and moral critique.

Soyinka’s theological contribution

Across his oeuvre, Soyinka uses ritual and sacrifice to articulate a
theology of resilience and regeneration. Spirituality functions not only
as faith but as a medium for cultural survival. Unlike Achebe, whose
realist narratives depict the disruption of Igbo cosmology, Soyinka
celebrates the endurance of Yoruba metaphysical thought. Ritual in his
theatre is a living practice of resistance, through which communities
assert spiritual and cultural identity. Sacrificial acts, whether literal or
symbolic, restore cosmic and social order, transforming performance
into a sacred space where art enacts theology. Memory, ritual, and
dramatized sacrifice converge to model faith as a communal and
transformative practice.

Comparative insights: Achebe and Soyinka

While Achebe and Soyinka employ different literary forms—realist
prose versus mythic dramaturgy—both perceive religion as a contested
site. within colonial and postcolonial experience. Religion, in their
works, serves as a form of counter-discourse that preserves dignity,
meaning, and cultural identity. Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958, 36)
and Arrow of God (1964, 209) depict Christianity disrupting Igbo
cosmology, whereas Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman
foregrounds Yoruba ritual as a metaphysical challenge to colonial
authority (Soyinka 1975, Author’s Note). In each case, African
literature performs theology, asserting the sacred against forces of
domination.

Realism, myth, and theological meaning in global context

Despite methodological differences, Achebe and Soyinka converge in
their theological vision. Achebe’s historical realism depicts how
colonial Christianity simultaneously undermines and reshapes
indigenous belonging, reflecting Paul Ricoeur’s (1974, 64—65) insight
that narrative reshapes moral and spiritual understanding. Soyinka’s
mythic dramaturgy illuminates metaphysical dimensions of colonial
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disruption, expressing Yoruba cosmology as a theology of sacrifice

and renewal. Achebe emphasizes sociopolitical realities; Soyinka, by

contrast, focuses on the spiritual and existential dimensions of human
experience under colonialism (Fanon 1963, 170).

Together, they expand postcolonial theology. Achebe demonstrates
how Christianity catalyzes new religious identities, while Soyinka
affirms that myth and ritual preserve theological depth, echoing
Mbiti’s (1969, 1) assertion that “to be is to be religious in a religious
universe.” Both writers show that African literature does more than
describe theology: it performs it, transforming narrative and theatre
into spaces where faith, resilience, and continuity are enacted.

Although anchored in Nigerian contexts, their theological insights
resonate globally. Their works illustrate three enduring lessons for
global theology: indigenous cosmologies provide legitimate
vocabularies of the sacred; ritual and sacrifice are efficacious
theological acts; and theology must remain accountable to historical
power structures to avoid complicity in oppression. Achebe and
Soyinka exemplify Homi Bhabha’s (1994, 113—15) notion of cultural
negotiation, showing how the sacred is rearticulated through
postcolonial literary registers.

Ultimately, their works compel theology to broaden its scope,
recognizing literature and performance as rigorous modes of
theological reasoning. Narrative and drama, in their hands, become
arenas where resistance is enacted, meaning is reimagined, and the
sacred is reaffirmed as a resource for cultural restoration and global
dialogue.

Conclusion

This comparative study of Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka
demonstrates that African literature cannot be fully understood without
attending to its theological dimensions. Achebe’s novels document the
social and cultural disruptions introduced by colonial Christianity,
revealing how external religious systems fractured indigenous
structures while simultaneously generating new avenues for
negotiation, survival, and moral recalibration. In contrast, Soyinka’s
dramaturgy illuminates the metaphysical resilience of Yoruba ritual
and cosmology, showing how theatre enacts sacred continuity even
under the pressures of colonial intrusion. Together, their works reveal
that literature functions not merely as cultural expression but as a
theological practice—one that remembers, contests, and reconstructs
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religious meaning within contexts of domination, struggle, and
renewal.

Situating Achebe’s historical realism alongside Soyinka’s
mythopoetic imagination enables this study to highlight the ways
African writers resist epistemic violence and reclaim indigenous
religion as a valid framework for meaning. Achebe’s narrative
recovery of Igbo cosmology (Achebe 1958, 36; 1964, 209) and
Soyinka’s dramatization of Yoruba ritual (Soyinka 1975, Author’s
Note) collectively articulate a postcolonial theology of resistance,
showing that storytelling and performance themselves can operate as
theological acts. These works affirm continuity amidst rupture, uphold
communal identity, and sustain cultural integrity in the face of colonial
erasure.

This study underscores the value of interdisciplinary approaches
that integrate literature, theology, and cultural studies, demonstrating
that texts and performances serve as living arenas where communities
negotiate transcendence, morality, and survival. For global theological
discourse, the implications are significant: African literature offers
resources for decolonizing inherited frameworks, modelling pluralistic,
resilient, and morally creative modes of religious life.

Future research might extend this comparative approach to other
African literary voices, including Ngiligi wa Thiong’o, Ama Ata Aidoo,
and Zakes Mda, whose works similarly dramatize theological struggles
in postcolonial contexts. Engaging African Christian theologians such
as Lamin Sanneh (1989, 171, 211-213) and Kwame Bediako (1995,
102) would further enrich this dialogue, situating literature within
broader debates on mission, inculturation, hybridity, and identity.
Achebe and Soyinka thus emerge not only as literary innovators but
also as theological interlocutors, whose works continue to shape global
conversations about faith, culture, and resistance, inviting theology to
recognize narrative and performance as vital sites of meaning-making
in a postcolonial world.
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