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	In Chinhua Achebe’s famous Things Fall Apart, many stories are told.  Achebe examines the life of the Igbo people of the southern Niger delta prior to the arrival of British colonial agents, describes the colonization process in its infancy, and shows the growing strength of colonial culture until it wrests control of the Igbo society from the Igbo leaders themselves.  Achebe’s literary mastery is evidenced by his ability to interweave institutions integral to functional social order, such as law and the administration of justice, into a fascinating and penetratingly emotional, fictitious yet quite historically accurate account of life in pre-colonial Igbo society.  This paper will survey the Igbo legal system(s), determine that the law and order of Achebe’s focal group, Umuofia, is properly considered as a quasi- or semi-stateless form of law as opposed to a governmental law, and briefly trace the legal/judicial changes and difficulties accompanying the imposition of colonial rule on the Igbo people in Achebe’s novel.  
	The creation and implementation of law has been a task of humans since they first discovered the scarce nature of their universe and the need to cooperate with one another.  As economist, historian, and philosopher Murray Rothbard shows, property is merely a response to scarcity and law is, properly, the accepted set of rules by which property is maintained in a given society.[footnoteRef:2]  The work of economist and philosopher Hans Hoppe further elucidates the nature of law.  He divides existing legal codes into the two broad categories of private and public.  Laws created and administered on a voluntary basis can be considered stateless or private laws.  Laws created and administered on an involuntary basis with a ‘territorial monopolist of law and order acting as the ultimate judge in all cases including those involving itself,’ can be considered state or public laws.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:   Rothbard, Murray.  The Ethics of Liberty, 2nd Edition.  (New York University Press:  New York)  1998.]  [3:   Hoppe, Hans-Hermann.  Democracy, the God That Failed:  The Economics and Politics of Monarchy, Democracy, and Natural Order.  (Transaction Publishers:  New Brunswick, 2001).  1-43.  The debate over which of the above methods of legal order is the superior method is rich indeed, however it cannot be given adequate treatment here.  For further reading on the lesser-known method, that of stateless or private law, please see Tannehill, Morris & Linda.  The Market for Liberty.  (The Ludwig von Mises Institute:  Auburn, 1970).;   Benson, Bruce.  The Enterprise of Law:  Justice Without the State.  (The Ludwig von Mises Institute:  Auburn, 2008).; Rothbard, Murray.  The Ethics of Liberty.  (The Ludwig von Mises Institute:  Auburn, 1998).;  Spooner, Lysander.  No Treason:  The Constitution of No Authority.  (Libertarian Publishers, 1976).; Bastiat, Frederic.  The Law.  (G.P. Putnams & Sons, 1874.; Byock, Jesse.  Medieval Iceland:  Society, Sagas, and Power.  (University of California Press:  Berkeley, 1988).; Anderson, Terry & Hill, Peter.  The Not So Wild, Wild West:  Property Rights on the Frontier.  (Stanford University Press:  Stanford, 2004).] 

In Things Fall Apart, Chinhua Achebe presents the Igbos of Umuofia and their surrounding towns as recognizing a form of law which falls somewhere in between the two presented above.  The political organization of Igbo societies was extremely varied.  Many were ruled by kings, others by a plutocracy, and still others by a council of respected men of the community, such as the Umuofia presented by Achebe.[footnoteRef:4]   In Achebe’s Umuofia, Okonkwo, the protagonist, is a self-made man of strength and distinction.  He serves as a cognate to modern city councilmen along with the other prosperous, well-respected men of the town.  Together, they make the critical decisions for the rest of their town.  They decide punishments for many crimes, conduct foreign policy for the town, pronounce judgment upon those guilty of social violations, and facilitate the prosperousness of their town via maintaining certain “public goods,” such as water sources and walkways.  Their authority derives from the respect accorded them by their fellows Umuofians.  Historically, if one Igbo community of the delta region came into conflict with another—and the strict social bonds of family and friendship could not help resolve the dispute—the British colonial agent and anthropologist, C. K. Meek, states that “the king of Onitsha was frequently appealed to as arbiter,” however he makes clear that “the power of the king of Onitsha was small.”[footnoteRef:5]  This relationship demonstrates the general Igbo preference for arbitration and socially regulated adjudication versus coercive monopolism in the production of law and order.  Achebe presents council decisions as being almost entirely accepted without complaint by the village because of the intense social pressure if they are not followed.  Even when Okonkwo is exiled and all of his belongings remained in Umuofia burned are beyond repair, he accepts the punishment as just and good.[footnoteRef:6]   [4:   Meek, C.K.  Law and Authority in A Nigerian Tribe:  A Study in Indirect Rule, Forward by Lord Lugard.  (Barnes & Noble, Inc.:  New York, 1937).  1-19.]  [5:   Ibid. 13.]  [6:   Achebe, Chinhua.  Things Fall Apart.  (Random House:  New York,  2008)  124-125.] 

Law in Igbo communities tended to flow from the font of religious belief through the individual and, with his sanction, was administered first and foremost by one’s family, town, clan, and arbiters respectively.  Meek states that “[a]mong most people of the world religion is…the handmaiden of the law,” and that “[a]mong the Ibo [sic] religion and law are so closely interwoven that many of the most powerful legal sanctions are derived directly from the gods.”  Thus, practically every Igbo law derived, to some extent, from Igbo religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:   Meek, Law and Authority in A Nigerian Tribe, 20.] 

Among the Igbos there existed a great respect for authority boundaries.  For example, the chief priest, or okpara, was not permitted to intervene in the affairs of a family.  The highly decentralized Igbo legal system had various forms of enforcement, often including a head chief, a council of lower chiefs greatly checking the power of the head chief, a chief warrior, acting as a strongman protector who was empowered with the ability to arrest and punish anyone—including the head chief—called Okute, an Iyase (the Igbo cognate to the western common law judge), who was empowered by the community (because of his great wisdom and respectability) to decide in many cases and refer others to the head chief.  
It is important to recognize that each Igbo community differed (often greatly) in its administrative framework; however, each one followed a similar pattern.[footnoteRef:8]  In Achebe’s Umuofia, this pattern is shown throughout.  In all cases of breach, a certain specialist in that field or a particularly wise elder is sought out and asked for council and judgment.  Okonkwo is highly regarded for his skill as a warrior, the priestess is considered ultimate judge in cases of possible religious infraction, and Ezeudu is considered a general councilor and critical elder whose agreement with a community pronunciation is virtually required for its legitimacy. [8:   Thomas, Northcote. Anthropological Report on Ibo-Speaking Peoples of Nigeria, Part IV:  Law and Custom of the Ibo of the Asaba District, S. Nigeria.  Negro Universities Press:  New York, 1914).  38-57.] 

The key to determining whether a legal code is anarchic and, therefore voluntary ,or coercive and, therefore statist, is the existence of barriers to entry into the production and maintenance of a system of law and order.[footnoteRef:9]  In modern Western nations, for example, governments create and enforce laws using tax revenues and a monopoly over the legal systems of their respective citizens.  The Igbos of Things Fall Apart, however, did not compulsorily fund a governmental organization and there was a large degree of Montesquieian separation of powers and fierce limitations on the aggressive punishments the Umuofian council was allowed to dole out to its subjects, yet it was indeed still a monopolist of sorts on the machinery of law and order in Umuofia.  Most violations of property rights were handled quite simply and peacefully by the judicious application of social and religious pressure, however one cannot help but imagine that if the dictates of the goddesses and gods were not heeded, though no rights would have been violated by the supposed perpetrator, the council would most certainly apply coercive means to force the violator into submission to its monopolistic will.[footnoteRef:10]  Such a legal structure does not easily fit into the anarchic, purely stateless/private law or the statist, public law categories; rather, it is somewhere near the middle of such a spectrum.   [9:   This too is the subject of great debate.  For more on this topic, see footnote #2 as well as Benson, Bruce.  “Enforcement of Private Property Rights in Primitive Societies:  Law Without Government.”  The Journal of Libertarian Studies vol. 9, no. 1 (Winter 1989). ]  [10:   Achebe, Chinhua.  Things Fall Apart.  ] 

As the British system of colonialism was being imposed on the societies of the lower Niger, the colonizers encountered many problems which only begin to be demonstrated in Things Fall Apart.  In the novel, the imperial model first shows itself in the form of Christian missionaries who introduce Western education, biblical studies, and offer a respectable position in the church community to Igbo outcasts and outsiders such as Enoch, the Igbo who ate the sacred python.[footnoteRef:11]  The missionaries convinced the Umuofians to send their children and slaves to attend the mission schools.  Mr. Brown, for example, tells Umuofia that if they wish to maintain self-rule, they will have to educate their children in the western fashion so that they can become advisors to the District Comissioner.  Whether Brown actually believes this, the reader contends, is dubious at best.[footnoteRef:12] Mr. Brown attempts to learn more about Igbo religion and culture in order to better facilitate subverting these institutions and replacing them with Christianity and European culture.[footnoteRef:13]  When the Reverend James Smith replaces Mr. Brown, it becomes clear that Umuofia will either have to submit or be destroyed.  With the more fervent, more volatile Smith in charge of the mission, events quickly escalate.  When Enoch desecrates the ancestral spirits, the egwugwu, by tearing the mask off of one, the egwugwu razes Smith’s house and church.[footnoteRef:14]  The colonizers cannot tolerate this and imprison the council.  When released after paying a fine, Okonkwo and the council debate what actions to take to halt these repeated slights on Umuofian customs.  Okonkwo attempts to force the hands of his colleagues by killing a colonial official and finds no support from his fellows.  Returning to his compound, he hangs himself preferring to die than witness the collapse of the people he loved so much.[footnoteRef:15] [11:   Ibid.  185-187.]  [12:   Ibid.  178-183.]  [13:   In fact, this was done quite often.  European intellectuals were employed in many different ways to accumulate information on various African societies in order to increase European knowledge which could aid them in ruling over the Africans.  See Lugard, Frederick.  Foreward to Law and Authority in A Nigerian Tribe:  A Study in Indirect Rule, Forward by Lord Lugard by C.K. Meek.  (Barnes & Noble, Inc.:  New York, 1937).]  [14:   Ibid.  188-191.]  [15:   Ibid.  192-208.] 

These instances, of course, represent a confined and rather tame amount of resistance on the part of the African communities being annexed to various European empires, however Europeans routinely had to overcome local customs and legal systems in order to effectively and efficiently colonize the areas.  This difficult process was particularly thorny in the lower Niger region.  Because of the semi-stateless system of law and order in many Igbo societies, it was extremely difficult for the British system of indirect rule to work effectively.  The British relied upon establishing an interconnected and bureaucratic network of European officials commanding and supervising the actions of African agents operating within various African communities.  Because so many Igbo societies did not possess such men of power and influence, the British opted to install outsiders, the so-called “warrant chiefs,” who often did not even speak the language much less understand the Igbo law and customs.  These “warrant chiefs” performed the same actions as other indirect rule chieftaincies; however, they were deeply resented by those over whom they ruled and were frequently subverted to disastrous effect for the colonial masters.[footnoteRef:16]  Though the spirit of Umuofian resistance died with Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, many Igbos continued to fight against the colonial tide and participated in actions of civil unrest such as the Ega Tax “Riot” of 1918 and the Aba “Riots” of 1929.  Such revolts against oppressive taxation and British imposition of rule on the Igbos continued to hamper the system of indirect rule in southern Nigeria to such a large extent that Lord Lugard, the originator of the indirect rule system, declared that “the system of so-called ‘Native Courts’ under ‘Warrant Chiefs’ had proved a disastrous failure in both their Administrative and Judicial functions.”[footnoteRef:17] [16:   Akurang-Parry, Kwabena.  “Indirect Rule and Colonial Rule.”  (lecture notes, Shippensburg University, Shippensburg, PA, Fall 2008).]  [17:   Lugard, Foreward to Law and Authority in A Nigerian Tribe, by C.K. Meek.  ] 

Concluding such a monumental topic after so few proverbial breaths seems utterly impossible, however certain conclusions can indeed be roughly sketched from such a cursory study of Igbo law and the difficulties of imposing British imperialism on such a society as that presented in Things Fall Apart.  It appears that the Igbo legal system properly fits into neither the anarchic legal structure nor the statist legal structure, but rather is a blending of the two.  The lack of institutionalized, heavily monopolized, and imperious governmental legal structures in Igbo society in general and Achebe’s Umuofia in particular demonstrate the anarchic, stateless, privately-produced legal order, however the coercive governance and religious order imposed by the council of elders—including the exclusion of women from legal decisions—demonstrate the statist, publicly-produced legal order.  Some Igbo societies were more statist than others, such as the contrast between Onitsha and Ogidi shows, and this is precisely what created problems for the British colonizers.[footnoteRef:18]  In those Igbo communities more committed to guiding themselves and averse to being coerced into certain systems of governance, the denizens were much more outspoken and vitriolic in the faces of their oppressors.  They, like Okonkwo, either flatly refused to cooperate with the imperialists or steadily impeded the progress of the colonial powers.  If one considers the degree of private law in a society to be the inverse of the degree of government in a society, one may use the Igbo example to suggest that societies pervaded by private institutions are less likely to be colonized—or, at least, peacefully so—than those pervaded by public institutions.  It would appear, I conclude, that it is the supporters of private means and socially regulated behavior rather than coercive entities maintaining “order” that are most resistant and resilient when “Things Fall Apart.” [18:   Meek, Law and Authority in A Nigerian Tribe.  1-19.] 
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