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INTRODUCTION: A MASTERPIECE OF POST-COLONIAL
LITERATURE

Chinua Achebe’s No Longer At Ease stands as one of the most
penetrating  examinations  of  cultural  dislocation  and  moral
compromise in African literature. Published in 1960, the same
year Nigeria gained its independence from British colonial rule,
this  novel  completes  the  first  two  installments  of  what  many
scholars  call  Achebe’s  "African  Trilogy,"  following  Things  Fall
Apart (1958) and preceding Arrow of God (1964). The novel tells
the story of Obi Okonkwo, the grandson of Okonkwo from Things
Fall  Apart,  a  young Nigerian civil  servant  whose education in
England  has  equipped  him  for  success  in  the  colonial
administration but left him utterly unprepared for the corrupting
pressures  of  Lagos  society.  More  than  six  decades  after  its
publication,  No  Longer  At  Ease  remains  a  vital  text  for
understanding  the  deep  roots  of  institutional  corruption,  the
painful contradictions of post-colonial identity, and the universal
struggle between personal integrity and societal expectation.

THE CONTEXT: NIGERIA AT THE THRESHOLD OF
INDEPENDENCE

To fully appreciate No Longer At Ease, one must understand
the historical moment in which Achebe wrote. Nigeria was on the
verge of  independence from British rule,  and there existed a
profound tension between hope for a new nation and anxiety
about  the  legacy  of  colonialism.  The  novel  opens  with  Obi
Okonkwo’s  trial  for  bribery,  immediately  establishing  that
something  has  gone  terribly  wrong.  Achebe  uses  the  flashback
structure—beginning at the end and then recounting the events
that  led  to  Obi’s  downfall—to  create  an  almost  Greek  tragic
sensibility. The reader knows the destination; the journey lies in
understanding  how a  man of  principle  could  fall  so  far.  This
framing  device  allows  Achebe  to  explore  not  just  one  man’s
moral  failure  but  the  systemic  forces  that  make  such  failure
almost inevitable.

PLOT OVERVIEW OF NO LONGER AT EASE

The narrative follows Obi  Okonkwo from his  return to Nigeria
after  four  years  of  studying  law  in  England.  He  has  been
educated at  great expense by the Umuofia Progressive Union,  a
collective of his clan members living in Lagos who have pooled
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their  resources  to  send  him  abroad.  Obi  represents  their
collective dream: a son of  the village who will  rise to a high
position  in  the  colonial  civil  service  and  bring  prestige  and
assistance to  his  people.  Obi  initially  resists  this  expectation,
wanting to live his own life and love whom he chooses. However,
the weight of obligation slowly crushes him. He falls in love with
Clara, an "osu" (outcast) woman whom his family and community
forbid him to marry. He accrues debt trying to live the lifestyle of
a  British-educated gentleman while  sending money home.  He
confronts  bribery  in  the  civil  service  and  resolves  to  remain
uncorrupted, yet circumstances conspire to force his hand. The
novel  traces  his  gradual,  painful  erosion  of  principle  until  he
accepts a bribe—and is caught.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE NOVEL

Cultural Conflict and
Identity Crisis
The central theme of No Longer At Ease  is the devastating
psychological  impact of  cultural  conflict.  Obi  inhabits  two worlds
but belongs fully to neither. In England, he learned to think like
an Englishman: he quotes T.S. Eliot, values individual choice over
communal  obligation,  and has internalized Western notions of
romantic  love  and  personal  autonomy.  Yet  in  Lagos,  he  is
expected to function within the traditional Igbo value system of
extended  family  obligations,  clan  loyalty,  and  collective

responsibility.  Obi’s  tragedy is  that  he cannot reconcile these
competing frameworks.  He is  "no longer at ease" in the Igbo
world because he has seen too much of England, but he is also
"no  longer  at  ease"  in  the  colonial  civil  service  because  his
conscience still carries traces of Igbo integrity. This liminal state
is  the  essence  of  the  post-colonial  condition,  and  Achebe
captures it with extraordinary nuance.

Corruption as a Systemic
Problem
Achebe is careful  not to present Obi’s corruption as a simple
moral  failing.  Instead,  he  shows  bribery  as  a  pervasive,
normalized  feature  of  the  colonial  bureaucracy.  The  novel’s
famous line—"When a man wants to kill a cow, he does not say
he  wants  to  kill  a  cow;  he  says  he  wants  to  chase  away  a
fly"—captures  the  euphemistic,  self-deceptive  nature  of
corruption  in  Nigeria.  Obi  begins  with  genuine  idealism.  He
refuses  a  bribe  on  his  first  day  at  work.  Yet  the  pressure  is
relentless:  his  mother is  ill,  his  siblings need school  fees,  his
landlord demands rent, and his community expects him to fund
weddings and funerals. The system is designed to break idealists.
Achebe does not excuse Obi’s actions, but he forces the reader to
confront  the  uncomfortable  truth  that  individual  moral  failure
often has deep structural causes.
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The Burden of Community
Expectations
The  Umuofia  Progressive  Union  represents  the  communal  ethos
that  both  sustains  and  suffocates  Obi.  His  community  has
invested  immense  hope  and  resources  in  him,  and  their
investment  comes with  strings  attached.  They  expect  him to
remember  his  "people,"  to  use  his  position  for  their  benefit,  to
marry appropriately,  and to serve as a living symbol  of  their
collective achievement.  Obi  cannot  escape this  burden.  Every
decision he makes is scrutinized, every failure magnified. Achebe
brilliantly portrays the double bind of the educated African: the
community that enables your success also owns your future. This
theme resonates powerfully with readers across the Global South,
where education is often a collective investment with collective
expectations.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: OBI OKONKWO

Obi is one of the most fully realized characters in African fiction.
He is intelligent, sensitive, and genuinely idealistic. He wants to
write poetry, marry for love, and serve his country with integrity.
Yet  he  is  also  weak,  prone  to  self-deception,  and  ultimately
unable to resist the pressures that surround him. Achebe refuses
to make Obi either a hero or a villain. Instead, he presents him as
a human being caught in circumstances that would test anyone.
Obi’s  tragedy  is  that  he  is  not  a  villain  but  a  man  who

compromises his principles incrementally, each small concession
seeming  justified  at  the  time,  until  he  wakes  up  to  find  himself
unrecognizable. The psychological verisimilitude of this descent is
one of the novel’s greatest achievements.
Obi’s  relationship  with  his  mother,  Hannah,  is  particularly
instructive. Her death, partly because of his marriage to Clara, is
the turning point in his moral decline. After losing his mother, Obi
loses his moral compass. Grief, guilt, and financial strain combine
to erode his resolve. Achebe suggests that traditional Igbo values
of filial piety and respect for elders are not simply oppressive but
also anchoring. When Obi cuts himself loose from these anchors,
he drifts into moral chaos.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TITLE

The title No Longer At Ease comes from T.S. Eliot’s poem "The
Journey  of  the  Magi,"  specifically  the  lines:  "We  returned  to  our
places, these Kingdoms, / But no longer at ease here, in the old
dispensation, / With an alien people clutching their gods." This
epigraph is profoundly meaningful. Like the Magi who encounter
the  birth  of  Christ  and  can  never  return  to  their  old  lives
unchanged, Obi has encountered the West and can never return
to  the  old  Igbo  dispensation.  Yet  the  "new  dispensation"  of
colonialism offers no home either. The title perfectly captures the
state of spiritual and psychological exile that defines the modern
African intellectual.  Obi  is  cursed with the ability to see both
worlds clearly but the inability to live fully in either.
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LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

Achebe’s prose in No Longer At Ease is deceptively simple. He
writes in clear, accessible English, yet the novel is rich with Igbo
proverbs, idiomatic expressions, and cultural references that give
the text depth and authenticity. Achebe innovatively weaves Igbo
speech patterns into English, creating a distinct narrative voice
that  reflects  the  bilingual  reality  of  his  characters.  The  novel
shifts  between  English  prose  and  Igbo  dialogue,  between
omniscient narration and free indirect discourse that enters Obi’s
consciousness.  This  stylistic  hybridity  mirrors  the  thematic
hybridity  of  the  protagonist’s  identity.  Achebe  is  not  merely
telling a story; he is demonstrating through form the very cultural
fusion that the novel examines.
The use of the trial frame is also masterful. By showing Obi in
chains before the novel begins, Achebe creates dramatic irony:
the reader knows the outcome, so the question becomes not
"what happens" but "why." This structure invites a deeper, more
analytical reading. The reader becomes a judge, not of Obi alone,
but of the society that shaped him and the system that destroyed
him.

COMPARISON WITH THINGS FALL APART

Reading No Longer At Ease alongside Things Fall Apart reveals
Achebe’s larger project: to trace the trajectory of Igbo society
through the colonial encounter and its aftermath. Okonkwo, the
grandfather,  dies  resisting  the  colonial  imposition.  Obi,  the
grandson,  is  destroyed  by  its  internal  contradictions.  Where
Okonkwo’s tragedy is external—he is crushed by the machinery

of  colonial  conquest—Obi’s  tragedy  is  internal.  He  has
internalized  the  colonial  value  system  even  as  he  believes
himself free from it. This generational shift is central to Achebe’s
critique  of  colonialism:  the  first  generation  fights;  the  second
generation is compromised. The poison enters the bloodstream.

RELEVANCE OF NO LONGER AT EASE TODAY

The themes of No Longer At Ease remain painfully relevant in
contemporary  Nigeria  and  across  post-colonial  societies.
Corruption continues to undermine development in many African
nations, and the debates about cultural identity, the obligations
of  the  educated  elite,  and  the  tension  between  individual
autonomy and communal responsibility remain unresolved. The
novel  has  been read as  a  cautionary  tale  for  young Africans
returning  from  study  abroad,  a  critique  of  the  elite  who  benefit
from the system while failing to change it, and a meditation on
the  difficulty  of  maintaining  integrity  in  a  compromised  system.
When Nigerian graduates return from foreign universities  and
confront the reality of a dysfunctional state, they are living Obi’s
story. The novel’s enduring power lies in its refusal to offer easy
answers. Obi is guilty, but so is the system. The novel ends with
the  courtroom observers  saying,  "I  am not  surprised.  I  have
always said that a man from Umuofia is never a thief." The irony
is devastating—they condemn him even as they claim him, and in
doing so, they reveal the impossibility of his position.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS MEDITATION ON
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INTEGRITY AND COMPROMISE

No Longer At Ease is more than a novel about corruption in
Nigeria.  It  is  a  universal  story  about  the  difficulty  of  living  with
integrity in a world that  rewards compromise.  Chinua Achebe
wrote  with  profound empathy  for  his  protagonist,  refusing  to
judge him harshly while also refusing to excuse him. The novel
asks hard questions: How much can a person sacrifice for family
before losing themselves? How do you serve a community that

demands your conformity? Can one person maintain moral clarity
in  a  system  designed  to  reward  moral  ambiguity?  These
questions have no easy answers, and that is precisely Achebe’s
point.  The novel  stands as  a  testament  to  the complexity  of
human motivation, the weight of history, and the fragile nature of
principle. For anyone seeking to understand post-colonial Africa,
the psychology of  corruption,  or  the enduring power of  great
literature,  No Longer At Ease  remains essential  reading—as
relevant today as it was on the eve of Nigeria’s independence.


